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		Description

Uncle lives a very fulfilling life at his antique shop.  It's peaceful and quiet for the most part, just how he likes it.  Of course, he's a skilled chi wizard, so he knows better than to actually let the universe know that he's content.  So he complains.
A lot.
Then one day, a basket containing three infant magical ponies arrives, and his peaceful life goes out the window...to be replaced with, perhaps, something a little more than contentment.
The universe, apparently, is smarter than he gave it credit for, because now he has "Three More Things!" to complain about to hide just how much they mean to him.

------
Part of the PWNY-verse.
First chapters take place approximately 10 years before the events of the first episode of the show.
Edit: Cover Art put together by Shadow Bolt
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		Potion Problems, Windows and Doors



	Zecora smiled as she watched the three young fillies looking around the inside of her hut.  With the return of the Elements to the Tree of Harmony, the Everfree Forest had become much safer to traverse, at least along the more well traveled routes.  This, thankfully, included both the direct route from Ponyville to the Castle of the Two Sisters above the Tree of Harmony, and the direct path from Ponyville to Zecora's hut.  As such, certain restrictions had been relaxed, and the Cutie Mark Crusaders were allowed to enter the Everfree Forest on the condition they stuck to those safe paths.  Apple Bloom had capitalized on that to explore her fascination with Zecora's potion work, and Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo tagged along frequently, much as they had today.
"So what are you working on Zecora?" Sweetie Belle asked sweetly, staring at the bubbling cauldron the zebra shamare was adding ingredients to.
Zecora clicked her tongue, gently nudging the young unicorn away from the cauldron with her hoof.  "As a scholar, one never reaches peak.  It is new secrets of magic that I seek."  She added one last ingredient and stirred.  "When this spell is unfurled, we shall gaze into another world."
"Really?" Apple Bloom asked eagerly, racing to Zecora's side.  "How'd you do that?"  She wilted as she saw Zecora's disapproving gaze.  "...too advanced for me?" she interpreted.  Smiling encouragingly, Zecora nodded, pleased that Apple Bloom remembered the lessons she'd been given about seeking new knowledge before she was ready for it.
"Another world, huh?" Scootaloo asked, climbing up onto a stool so she could see into the swirling cauldron.  "That ought to be pretty cool to see!"
"Mollify your expectation," Zecora warned.  "What I seek might not bring you elation.  To learn what secrets in that world might be, it is another like myself that I wish to see."
Apple Bloom's eyes widened, attempting to clamber onto Scootaloo's stool to see into the cauldron.  "You mean we'll see the other world's version of you?" she asked excitedly even as Scootaloo hopped down, apparently having lost interest.
Nodding, Zecora completed the potion mixture, chanting the spell to activate it, a spell she'd learned from her travels in the Far East.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."
That's a new one, Sweetie Belle thought to herself as she felt magic swirling around.  Managing to get up beside Apple Bloom, she stared down into the cauldron in time to see what she readily recognized as an overhead view of an antique shop, having visited one once with Rarity.  "An antique shop?" she asked, surprised.
Glancing at a few of the things scattered around in the shop, Apple Bloom lifted her gaze to a few things scattered around Zecora's hut.  "Huh...really does seem like this place scaled up," she muttered.
Scootaloo clambered up on top of her friends, staring into the cauldron just as a figure emerged.  "What's that?" she asked, pointing.
"That's a human!" Sweetie Belle explained.  "Princess Twilight told us about them last tutoring session!  I never thought we'd get to see a human world!"  She stared at the figure.  "Hmm...from what Twilight said, that white hair and those wrinkles, he must be pretty old."
"So we're staring at some old geezer puttering around his antiques?" Scootaloo grumbled.
"Do not let appearances make you take this one lightly," Zecora scolded.  "For these eyes perceive a wizard mighty."
"Really?" Apple Bloom asked eagerly, leaning forward.  "Hey, I think he's chanting something!"  She started to lean forward.
"Let me see!" Scootaloo griped, pushing forward to get a better look.
"Hey stop pushing!" Sweetie Belle complained as the stool they were on began to shake.
"Careful now my young friends!" Zecora warned.  "I know not how contact with this potion might end!"
Just as a spell took shape in the antique shop below, the three fillies tumbled forward into the cauldron, vanishing into the liquid as the boundary between dimensions fluctuated.  Desperately, Zecora grabbed a reversal potion she'd prepared just in case this happened and poured it into the cauldron.  Unfortunately, the potion had been made without taking into account the possibility of the one she was observing working magic of his own.
As Zecora stared at the end results, trying to think of how to salvage the situation, she came to an inescapable conclusion.  "...forgive me, Fluttershy, for I must cry...fuck, all kinds of duck..."

Uncle smiled inside his own mind as he puttered around his antique shop.  His life in San Fransisco was peaceful and quiet for the most part, just the way he liked it.  San Francisco itself was relatively quiet.  His shop got just enough business to turn a profit, but not so much that it took time away from his own studies and pursuits.  His nephew, Jackie, had just started his career as an archaeologist, and every so often he stopped by with something from a dig for Uncle to translate.  All in all, Uncle was quite content with his life.
Of course, Uncle was also a highly trained chi wizard, and understood the workings of the fundamental magical forces of creation better than most individuals.  As such, he knew better than to talk about how content he was anywhere near a concentration of magical energy...which was both San Francisco in general and his own Chi Laboratory specifically.  Instead, he complained frequently about things that only somewhat mattered to his happiness.
"One more thing!" he said to no one in particular.  "Why do spiders always choose the most expensive antiques to spin their webs in?  It is not like the flies are art connoisseurs.  One more thing!  Why can I not manage to fix the burner for the tea so the water is just right?  It is always too hot or too cold!"
These matters didn't actually bother him as much as he made out, but the powers that be enjoyed messing with people's happiness, and Uncle didn't want them interfering with his contentment.  Unfortunately for him, either the powers that be were smarter than he gave them credit for...or one of them wanted to give him happiness to mess with.
Uncle shivered as he felt a strange but recognizable sensation.  "One more thing...Uncle has the willies!  Someone is working magic on my shop!"  Reaching under his counter, he pulled out a vial and a dried blowfish.  Carefully, he poured the contents of the bottle over the fish, giving it the enchantment to ward off malevolent eyes.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."
Before his very eyes, the magic leapt from his blowfish and into a concentration of magic glowing in the air before him.  More magic poured into it from somewhere, and Uncle stepped back.  He knew better than to mess with an unknown working until its purpose was known.
As the light flared, three tiny figures dropped out, equine in shape but the size of kittens.  One had a yellow coat with red mane and tail.  Another was white with a striped purple and pink mane and tail.  The last was dark orange with a purple mane and tail.  All three had relatively large heads and very expressive faces.
Unfortunately for him, what the unknown infants seemed to be wanting to express was despair, as they all began wailing at ear piercing volume.
"AIYAH!" Uncle screamed out, desperately covering his ears.  "Three more things!"

	
		Portals and Parenting Ponies



	Zecora quickly grabbed every magic analyzing artifact off her shelves, doing everything she could to find out what, exactly, had just happened, and how - if at all - she could reverse it.  Once she'd begun getting information, she began correlating it in her mind, not bothering to rhyme her thoughts as that was a waste of time...time she quickly realized she didn't have.
Well, the good news is that they're safely over there, she thought silently.  The bad news is that they are foals, somehow.  Even if I managed to bring them back, there's no telling what it would do to them, since the original transfer was a mixture of magics from both sides.  Also, the world I'm observing...their timeline is not synched up to Equestria's.  So when this portal closes, even if I manage to open another window, there's no guarantee it will be to the same moment...and the portal is closing, and fast.
Realizing she only had moments, if that, to try and help the young ponies, she did the only thing she could do...have faith in another practitioner of good magic to safeguard them until a solution could be found.  Quickly writing out a letter, she dropped it into the cauldron.  Moments later, the portal closed.
Desperately, she began brewing the window potion anew, hoping against hope she'd be able to find the same world soon.

Uncle kept his ears covered against the wailing of the three tiny creatures, trying to focus his senses so he could at least figure out what was happening.  Finally, unable to take it, he shouted at the top of his voice, "AIYAH!  Uncle cannot think in this noise!  Quiet!"  Much to his surprise, the din immediately ceased, the three tiny creatures staring up at him in shock.  He did his best to smile reassuringly.  "Much better."
Kneeling down, he began to examine the three creatures.  "Hmm...a tiny bright colored horse?" he asked, picking up the yellow one.  "Not what Uncle expected to see."  The tiny foal giggled as he held her.  "You are easily amused," he chided, setting her back down.  "Uncle is not...a pegasus?"  This brought more giggles, and not just from the tiny winged equine he'd picked up.  Frowning, he set her to the side with the other.  "And now what about..."  His voice trailed off as he finally got a clear look at the last foal.  "...aiyah..."
He stared in awe at the tiny white filly, who squirmed in his grip, plainly uncertain how to react to the attention.  His eyes, however, were locked on her horn.
"Qi-lin..." he breathed, completely awestruck.  "To think Uncle would be visited by infant Qi-lin...such great omen..."  He gently set her down with the other two.  "To come with a Qi-lin...you three are all creatures of great good magic...Uncle is truly blessed for such a visit-ow!"  He rubbed his head as he picked up the scroll, made of paper unlike any he'd encountered before, bounced off his head, the binding of chi magic releasing the scroll as his eyes fell upon it.  Lifting it, he read the contents.
Their names are Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo
All three are my dear friends true
From one sage to another, I beg of thee
Please tend to them till they return to me

Uncle rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  "Hmm...the scroll was bound by good chi.  A good chi wizard like myself worries for you."  He shrugged and smiled.  "It is hardly my strangest quest as a Chi Wizard," he admitted, sitting down before the three foals.  "Now...which of you is which?  ...Apple Bloom?"
The yellow foal squeaked happily, her brown eyes shining happily.
Chuckling, he reached out and stroked her between her ears.  "Sweetie Belle?"
The unicorn let out a high pitched squeak as she clambered into his lap.
Uncle smiled widely as he gently stroked her mane.  He then scooped up the pegasus.  "And you must be Scootaloo.  Hmm, odd names."
Scootaloo stuck her tongue out at him.
Shaking his head, Uncle put the three foals together in front of him.  "Uncle will take care of you three.  But you must be well behaved and obey Uncle's rules.  Understand?"  Looking back down, he saw that all three foals had vanished.  "Aiyah!"
The first thing he did was rush to the door, making sure it was closed and locked.  After that, he raced through the rest of the shop and upstairs apartment, moving as fast as he could as he checked each and every window was closed and locked.  Once he was certain that the three couldn't get out of the shop, he began searching for them.
When he did find them, however, he wished he hadn't, as they had made their way into his chi laboratory.  "Aiyah!" he screamed out in panic, immediately getting their attention.  "Apple Bloom, those potions are dangerous, not tasty treats!"  Apple Bloom dropped the vial she'd been trying to drink from, causing it to break and the liquid inside to burst into purplish gas that, thankfully, only filled the room with a sweet scent.  "One more thing!  Sweetie Belle, that is an ancient and dangerous artifact, not a scratching post!"  Sweetie Belle sank to the floor, taking her hooves off the large mystic blade she'd been trying to scrape her hooves against.  "One more thing!  Scootaloo, the ceiling is not for walking!"  Pouting, Scootaloo dropped off the ceiling, landing in his arms.
Taking the three of them, he pulled them out of his laboratory, wanting to try and get them under control.  Taking another vial, he drew a line across the doorway.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."  Once the line of powder began to glow, he turned towards the three fillies, only to see them walk right over the line, Sweetie Belle pausing to eat some of the powder.  "...right, creatures of good magic..." Uncle reminded himself, grabbing the three of them by their tails and pulling them back out, this time shutting the door.  "Do not go in there," he instructed them firmly.  "It is too dangerous!"  He paused.  "Uncle has the feeling that is going to be said a lot in the future..."  A loud crash interrupted his musings.  "Aiyah!  Scootaloo, that was rare Ming vase, not a jungle gym!"

	
		Nephew News



	Once Uncle had managed to sweep up the fragments of the rare Ming vase, he turned to face the three foals, ready to deliver a blistering remonstration against their reckless behavior...only to find all three sitting huddled together with their heads down, Scootaloo herself looking like she was about to burst into tears.  Sighing, Uncle knelt down beside them.  He knew there would be no point in giving them such a lecture.  Instead, he pulled them into a hug.  "It's alright," he said softly.  "There are hundreds of rare Ming vases out there, and they are always being broken.  Jackie will find me a new one and I'll get it insured."  He rubbed his chin.  "Then again, I should probably get everything here insured.  Good lesson for today."  Seeing that this had the desired effect of cheering them up, Uncle relaxed.  Perhaps this wouldn't be so difficult-
All three of their stomachs rumbled, and they burst into loud wails.
"Aiyah!" Uncle screamed out, covering his ears again.  "Alright!  Alright!  Uncle will make you food!"  When the sound stopped, Uncle looked down nervously, worried he'd find them absent.  Instead, he found them looking up at him expectantly, eyes wide, forehooves on their bellies, ears flat against their skulls.  He quickly looked away.  "One more thing!  Try to be less cute.  Uncle can not give you food if he has cute induced heart attack!"  When this resulted in more tears, Uncle buried his face in his hands and went to his chi laboratory.  "Uncle just had to open his big mouth..." he grumbled to himself.
Thankfully, one of his tomes just happened to be on the care of various magical creatures, subdivided between the type of chi they represented.  While the pages on Qi-Lin did not contain any detail on raising an infant one, as an infant Qi-Lin had never been seen (and if the pictures of all the various forms Qi-Lin had taken over the millennia were any indication, Sweetie Belle was either a new variant, due to undergo major metamorphosis as she grew, or all historical Qi-Lin had been male and the species had major sexual dimorphism, all possible explanations), there was a recipe for a chi magic food that could be fed to any infant good chi magical creature to help stabilize them and strengthen their inherent magic, recommended as a first meal for hand raising.  Luckily, it also proved to be safe for human consumption, in case he had to show them it was okay to eat by eating some himself.
Making a quick search of his chi laboratory, he found all the ingredients he needed for the recipe and began to prepare it.  As he mixed, he chanted a purifying spell to drive away all evil or bad influences from the mixture.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."
Before long, the mixture glowed a faint lime green, before settling into a faint shimmer of magic.  Uncle had to admit, it didn't look very appetizing.  In point of fact, it looked like pale green porridge.  And on top of that, it had an absolutely vile smell.  If the tome hadn't told him to expect that, he would have been certain he'd messed something up with either the recipe or the spell.  Picking up the large dish, he carried it out to the three foals...who immediately backed away.
"It's alright," Uncle offered reassuringly.  "Smells bad, but good for you!"  He set the dish down.  Scootaloo approached the dish and poked its contents with her hoof, then backed away when it wiggled.  "Trust Uncle!" Uncle coaxed reassuringly.  "It's good magic!"  Sticking his finger in it, he licked his finger clean...then fought valiantly to suppress his gag reflex.  "Urk!  ...see?"
Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle stared up at him disbelievingly, but Apple Bloom approached.  Leaning forward, she gave the mixture a cautious lick...then promptly buried her face in it, munching away happily.  A few exchanged squeaks between the three foals, and Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo quickly joined.  Uncle sat back with a smile as he saw the magical auras shaping around the trio, growing in power and stabilizing around them.
At that moment, the phone rang.  "I'll be right back," Uncle told the three as he made his way to the phone.  "Nff...Uncle's joints are getting creaky," he grumbled.  "Kneeling was bad idea."  Reaching the phone, he picked it up.  "Hello!  Uncle's Antiques!  Who is calling?"
"Uncle!" a familiar voice called from the other end.
"Jackie!" Uncle greeted happily.  "So good to hear from you!"
"It's good to speak to you too, Uncle," Jackie agreed.  "I just got back from a dig, and...I was wondering if I could bring a few artifacts over for you to analyze.  Some old hieroglyphics-"
"Of course Jackie!" Uncle agreed.  "Uncle will be happy to help.  Can Jackie pick some things up for Uncle on the way to Uncle's shop?"
"Uh...sure Uncle," Jackie agreed.  "What did you need?"
"Pet harnesses," Uncle stated firmly.  "Three of them."  He glanced towards the three foals.  "Small to medium size.  One more thing, three leashes."
"Wha?" Jackie asked, confused.  "Uncle, did you get a pet?"
"One more thing!" Uncle continued, ignoring Jackie's question.  "Goat's milk!"  Seeing the signs of the three foals getting upset, Uncle knew he had to end the call soon.  "Uncle will talk later!"  He quickly hung up.

Jackie stared at the payphone as he hung up.  "That was odd," he muttered, turning away and shouldering his satchel of tools, supplies, and artifacts.  "But where am I supposed to find those things in this part of San Fransisco?"
Right across the street, Jackie's eyes fell on an exotic pets supply depot.
"Huh," Jackie smiled.  "Convenient."  Seeing traffic was rather busy at the moment, Jackie leapt onto a mailbox, launched himself against a nearby building wall, and kicked off to land on a nearby traffic light pole.  Walking across the traffic light into the middle of the intersection, he leapt across to the next one, crossed the rest of the way, and hopped lightly down on the other side.  He paused long enough to acknowledge the applause of several watching children before entering the shop.
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	The purchase of goat's milk, harnesses, and leashes went off without a hitch for Jackie, even if it was the strangest purchase he'd ever made.  When he'd told the person at the store what he needed, they came to the conclusion that he was hand raising an exotic animal, possibly a big cat.  Jackie wasn't able to answer any questions about it beyond saying he was picking things up for his Uncle.  Even so, he left feeling more confused then settled.
As he entered Uncle's Antiques, he saw Uncle behind the front counter, going over some old documents.  He looked up with a smile as his nephew entered.  "Jackie!" he greeted warmly.  "Come, give Uncle a hug!"
"Uncle!" Jackie greeted warmly, walking up and embracing the old man.
"What did you bring me?" Uncle asked once they broke the embrace.
Smirking, Jackie set down his satchel.  "The artifacts are carefully wrapped on top," he explained.  "The, uh...pet supplies are in the bag.  Do you have a big cat in here?"  He looked around nervously.  "Did you get pets?"
"No!" Uncle insisted.  "Pets do not listen.  One more thing!  Too many breakables in antique shop for misbehaving animals.  Is dangerous enough with misbehaving children, customers or otherwise.  One more thing!  Pets take far too much work, Uncle has no time for that!"
Jackie nodded.  "Alright.  But...why goat's milk?  You've been cutting dairy from your diet."
"Is not for Uncle," Uncle countered.  "Take it to the kitchen.  One more thing, do not step on the ponies!"
Jackie had already turned towards the kitchen at the start of Uncle's second sentence, turning back for the instruction.  He paused as he heard the last sentence, trying to make sense of it.  "...what?" he asked, confused.  "What was that last part, Uncle?"
"Is Jackie hard of hearing?" Uncle demanded.  "Jackie is young, Uncle is getting old!  Uncle said, do not step on the ponies!"
Jackie blinked.  "So I didn't mishear.  What does that even mean?"
"Is very straightforward!" Uncle insisted as he opened the satchel.  "Now get goat's milk in fridge before it spoils!"
Jackie shook his head as he turned back towards the kitchen, carrying the pet supplies with him.  What he saw nearly made him drop the bag as he let out a loud, "WUAHHG!"
A small yellow equine was on the counter, futzing with the coffee maker.  An orange equine with wings walked along the bottom of the upper cabinets, tugging on the coffee maker as though insisting she should do something with it, although she raced up the cabinets to the ceiling at Jackie's startled shout.  A white equine with a horn floated in a green aura watching the pair, but quickly floated over to Jackie to examine him, squeaking curiously.
"Jackie?" Uncle called out.  "What is wrong?"
"Uncle!" Jackie gasped out.  "There are...tiny ponies in the kitchen!"
"That is why Uncle said don't step on them!" Uncle called back reasonably.
"That would be somewhat hard when one is on the kitchen counter, one is on the ceiling, and one is floating in the air!" Jackie yelped out, rapidly patting his chest as he struggled to calm his heart.
Before long, Uncle joined him in the kitchen, staring disapprovingly at the ponies.  "Apple Bloom, do not tinker with the coffee maker, you will void its warranty!"  The yellow pony set the coffee maker down, hopping to the floor.  "Scootaloo, floor is for walking, not walls, ceiling, or cabinets!"  The orange filly dropped into Uncle's arms, letting him put her down.  "Sweetie Belle, no levitation on the first floor, too many things to bump and break, or fall on and break you!"  The glow ceased as the white filly dropped into Jackie's arms.  "One more thing!  ...this is Jackie, your cousin.  Jackie, this is Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  They went astray in a powerful magic spell, and were entrusted to me."
As all three fillies climbed up Jackie, he stared at them.  "...you gotta be kidding me..." he groaned out as he examined them.  "...tiny, candy colored ponies?  A pegasus?  A unicorn?"
"Qi-lin," Uncle corrected firmly.  "Know your roots, Jackie!"
Jackie rolled his eyes.  "Uncle, her horn is not an antler, nor does she have paws, claws, or a full lion-esque mane.  Plainly she is a unicorn, not a Qi-lin."
"Same creature, different name!" Uncle insisted.
"Uncle, how can you say that?" Jackie demanded.
Uncle slapped down the documents he'd been going through.  "My Chi Wizardy Master's thesis," he explained.
Confused, Jackie read the title, easily understanding the meaning of the kanji.  "...Divergent Evolutionary Paths of Magical Creatures, As Pertaining to the Qi-Lin, Eastern and Western Varieties?" he asked, confused.  He took a brief glance through it, seeing how Uncle had written that, based on where and when various images of unicorns and Qi-lin had been recorded and the fact that both had the same magical properties of purity and cleansing attributed to them, the two were divergent evolutionary branches of the same original creature, that had traveled and adapted its body in response to the magical field and environmental factors.  "...huh.  I never thought of that."
"Whether Qi-lin or unicorn, Sweetie Belle is sacred creature of great good magic," Uncle confirmed.  "What matter what you call her?"
Jackie nodded, doing his best to wrap his mind around it...and eventually deciding to just accept it without fully understanding, as he had enough trouble wrapping his mind around the mundane world while accepting the possibility of magic, let alone trying to understand magic.  "In that case, I will call her Sweetie Belle."
Uncle smiled warmly.  "That is good, Jackie.  One more thing!"  He held out a small wrapped book and three pendants.  "Where did you find these?  They were at the top of your satchel."
Jackie blinked at the items.  "I...didn't," he replied, confused.  "I didn't put those in my satchel, either.  Where did they come from?"
Uncle rubbed his chin thoughtfully, putting a few things together.  "...come!  We must do research!"
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Uncle started with the three pendants, paying careful attention to them.  They weren't very pretty to look at, an odd mix of white, orange, and brown jade, linked together in a regular pattern with gold thread in a small, perfect sphere.  It didn't shimmer the way jade or gold jewelry normally did, or draw attention.  In fact, the more Uncle stared at it, the more he found himself losing interest.  It just seemed too ordinary to be of any significance...except for the fact that just touching one of them sent willies so strong through his body he nearly shook himself off the chair before he was adjusted to it.  It was definitely good magic, and potent...but for the life of him, he couldn't figure out to what purpose.  And the book seemed far more interesting.  Maybe he could just look at the book and investigate the pendants later-
He froze, realizing that he was not the entire source of that line of thought.  The closer he got to the pendants, the less he wanted to investigate them, and the more ordinary they became...except when he scanned them for magic.  "But what is the point of enchanting something to be ordinary?" he mused aloud.
As he stared, Sweetie Belle clambered up his leg and into his lap to stare at the pendant as well.  She started to reach towards it.  "Careful, Sweetie Belle," Uncle chided.  "It might be dangerous."
"What?" Jackie asked, startled.  "Dangerous?"
Giggling, Sweetie grabbed the pendant and slipped it around her neck.
Jackie stared at Sweetie for a time, then smiled.  "Aww, how cute.  She's playing dress up."
Uncle blinked.  "Jackie...Uncle just said pendant might be dangerous...and now Sweetie is cute for playing dress up with it?"
"Wha?" Jackie demanded, confused.  "But how could a pendant be dangerous?"
"It has powerful magic!" Uncle insisted.
Jackie rolled his eyes.  "Uncle, you don't seriously believe in that old myth, do you?"
Staring at Jackie in consternation, Uncle did the only thing he could think of to prove his point.  Lifting Sweetie Belle up, he thrust her towards Jackie and proclaimed, "Qi-lin!"
Sweetie Belle squeaked happily and waved with one hoof.
"Aww...so cute!" Jackie murmured affectionately, patting Sweetie on the head.  "What's your point?"
Uncle opened his mouth to deliver a blistering remonstrance...only to pause, an idea beginning to form.  He turned Sweetie Belle around to stare at the pendant, and found his eyes trying to slip off of it, and her.  "Aiyah!" he proclaimed happily.  "Pendants are magically ordinary!"
Jackie blinked in confusion.  "Umm...Uncle?  Isn't that...contradicting yourself?"  He clutched his head as two fingers struck his temple.  "Ow!"
"Listen to Uncle!" Uncle snapped.  "Pendants are enchanted to be ordinary.  When ponies wear them, no one notice anything odd about them!"  He frowned as he looked over the two pendants.  "But power of pendants will have limits.  Take great deal of power just to make tiny candy-colored ponies seem ordinary in San Fransisco.  If ponies do anything out of the ordinary, might draw attention and pierce veil of magic.  One more thing, anyone who can sense magic of pendants might notice ponies for what they are."
"That's...oddly convenient," Jackie mused.  "You need a way to keep people from noticing them, and I just happen to have it with me?"
"Pfeh!" Uncle countered.  "Nothing convenient about it!  Sage who lose ponies sent note with names to me.  Obviously, send pendants and book too, through you since could not reach me."  He lifted up the book.  "Now, time for research!  Go put pendants on Apple Bloom and Scootaloo."
Sighing and nodding, Jackie scooped up the two pendants.  He hoped Uncle would make time to analyze the artifacts he'd actually brought for research, but he knew better than to try and demand it.  After all, the fillies were likely to be more time sensitive than Jackie's artifacts, what with how energetic they were in the kitchen were a sign of how active they were going to be before long.  Finding a way for Uncle - or Jackie, possibly - to take them outside would be very useful.
He eventually found the two fillies on the second floor.  Scootaloo was climbing the walls - literally - while Apple Bloom was tending Uncle's tea garden on the windowsill, gently tapping the dirt down around the tiny bushes and cooing to them.  "Apple Bloom," Jackie called gently.  "I have something for you."
The filly turned, her large red-orange eyes shining as her red bow - larger than her whole head - bounced from her movement.  She took one look at the pendant and immediately raced forward, eager to let him put it on her.
Jackie smiled as he slipped the pendant around her neck, his smile widening as she nuzzled him happily.  He then turned to the other filly.  "Scootaloo!" he called out.  "I have one for you, too!"
"Bee!" Scootaloo called out, sticking her tongue out to express her distaste at the idea of ornamentation.  She then promptly raced off along the wall, her tiny wings buzzing.  As she reached the edge of the wall, she leapt into the air, her wings keeping her aloft.
Jackie stared for a time, having a difficult time wrapping his head around how such tiny wings could generate so much lift.  He quickly snapped out of it.  "Scootaloo!  Come back!"  Pendant in his outstretched hand, he pursued her as fast as he could, just barely keeping up as he leapt around obstacles that Scootaloo simply buzzed over, struggling to catch her.
Eventually, he was able to catch her at a corner, leaping into the air with intent of tackling her to the ground...only to find himself clinging around her as she continued to fly.  "WUAGH!" he screamed out, ducking his head repeatedly to avoid the beams Scootaloo flew towards in an attempt to knock him off.  "Scootaloo!" he cried out as he struggled to get the pendant around her neck, pulling his hand back several times as she tried to bite him.  "You have...to wear this...to go...outside!" he managed to gasp out between dodging.
Scootaloo's eyes widened, and she squeaked happily, dropping out of the air.
"WAAAAHG!" Jackie screamed out as he landed back first on the hard wooden floors.  He then stared as Scootaloo yanked the pendant out of his hand and stuck it around her neck before racing off towards the front door.  "...ugh..." he groaned.
"Jackie!" Uncle called from the first floor.  "What is all that racket?  They are ponies, not elephants!"
Jackie brought one hand up to his face.  "Bad day..." he groaned, somehow feeling like he'd be saying that a great deal in the near - or not so near - future.

	
		Ordinary Outings



	Uncle continued his careful examination of the book that had arrived with the pendants.  As with the pendants, he could feel that it was a book of good magic, and powerful at that.  However, each of the spells listed within seemed to call on concepts he had never encountered before in magic, and used in ways he'd never considered working magic before.  Beyond that, it was quite nondescript, and contained more theory than actual spell work.  Uncle could only come to one conclusion from this.  The fillies, the pendants, the spellbook...all were from a whole other world.
He immediately discarded this conclusion as preposterous.  There were other planes of existence, certainly, but a whole other world with its own laws of magic that could be somehow applied to this one?  Patently absurd, and violated everything he knew about magic.  Besides, once he'd written out the makeup of the pendants more, he was able to see how the magic ran through them to create the effects produced.  With practice and resources, he could duplicate them himself.  That would hardly be the case if they used a completely different system of magic.  Obviously, the ponies just came from a plane of existence that was unfrequented by documented magi.
"With how adorable ponies are," Uncle mused aloud, "any magi who reached their plane likely had heart attacks before they could return and document.  With skilled and experienced wizards, spirit is strong but heart is not!"  He heard a buzzing and banging against the inside of the shop's front door.  "Scootaloo!" he called out without looking up.  "Do not fly around antiques!  In shop front, keep all four hooves on floor."
In the corner of his eye, he saw Scootaloo settling to the floor on the welcome mat.  She then stood up, pawing at the front door with her forehooves, looking over her shoulder at him pleadingly.
Uncle returned to his reading, not quite realizing that Scootaloo wanted something from him.  When he heard further banging, he looked up to see Scootaloo banging her head and forehooves against the front door.  "...what?" he demanded.
Scootaloo looked up at him pleadingly.
Uncle scratched his head.  "Jackie!" he called out.
"Yes, Uncle?" Jackie asked, stepping into the room with Apple Bloom clinging to his head.
"Ponies are not hats!" Uncle scolded, lifting Apple Bloom off Jackie's head.  "One more thing-"
"Sweetie Belle's on your head," Jackie pointed out.
Raising his eyes, Uncle caught a bit of white near his forehead, and heard Sweetie Belle squeak.  He calmly lifted her off his head.  "One more thing!  Scootaloo is banging at door!"
Jackie sighed.  "I told her she had to wear the pendant to go outside.  It was the only way to get her to wear it."
"So now she wants to go outside?" Uncle interpreted.
Scootaloo squeaked happily, bouncing up and down excitedly.  Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle soon joined her in bouncing and squeaking.
"I think they all do," Jackie murmured.
"Get harnesses and leashes," Uncle instructed Jackie.

Before long, the trio of ponies were harnessed and leashed.  The three had examined the new accouterments curiously, and did not appear to like them at first.  However, as soon as Uncle opened the front door, they forgot all about it and dashed out into the rest of the world.  Just as they reached the curb, a car zoomed down the road right in front of them, and Sweetie Belle immediately tried to duck back inside.
Shaking his head, Uncle handed Apple Bloom and Scootaloo's leashes to Jackie.  "Hold these," he instructed, turning to pick Sweetie Belle up to reassure her.
As soon as Jackie turned his head to watch what Uncle was doing, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo took off, one on the ground and one in the air, racing down the road as fast as they could, towing Jackie along behind them.
"WAAAUGH!" Jackie screamed out as his feet raced to keep himself from falling over.  "No!  Bad ponies!  Don't run in the street!"  His eyes widened as they started down a long hill, and his foot came down on a discarded roller skate, causing him to roll after them, no longer able to exert any sort of control despite bracing his other foot against the road to slow down.  "Bad day bad day bad day bad day bad day!" he screamed out as the fillies raced around bikers and the occasional parked - or moving - car, leaving him to desperately twist, duck, dodge, or weave to avoid the new obstacle.
As he zoomed down the road, he nearly slammed into a young white haired man with angular blue eyes wearing a green suit as he stepped out of a limo.  "Sorry!" Jackie screamed out as he barely swerved around.
The man paused, blinking at what had just passed him.  "Was that...a pegasus?"  He stroked his chin for a time, then shook his head.  "Impossible.  This new project's making me see 'magic' everywhere I look."  Turning, he went into the library he'd come to peruse.
Desperately, Jackie struggled to exert some form of control.  "Oh...how do you make ponies stop?  Halt!  Yield!"  As he saw the pier approaching, he screamed out, "WHOA!"
Apple Bloom immediately halted, sitting down on her rump with a smile.  Scootaloo gripped a lamppost as she halted.  The sudden change in momentum jerked the leashes out of Jackie's hands, and he careened into the water with a terrified scream and a loud splash.  Resurfacing with seaweed on his head, he glowered at the giggling fillies.  "Bad day..." he grumbled.
"Jackie!" Uncle called out, pulling his bike to a stop and rubbing his joints, riding the bike having pushed him a bit even if putting Sweetie in the basket had been the only way to get her out of the shop and down the road.  "What are you doing in bay?  We are taking ponies for walk, not swim!"
"It was not exactly intentional, Uncle," Jackie groaned, clambering back out onto the pier and shaking himself off as best he could, only to slip as the roller skate was still on his foot.  "Oohhh..."
Shaking his head, Uncle took the leashes.  "Take bike back to shop," he instructed.  "Uncle will walk ponies.  One more thing!  Do not use up all hot water cleaning up!  Ponies will need bath when they get back."
Groaning, Jackie got the roller skate off his foot and clambered onto the bike, turning to head back up the hills to the antique shop, looking forward to a hot shower - however short - and a relaxing nap.  He'd need it if he was going to keep the ponies entertained while Uncle researched the artifacts from his dig.

	
		Titillating Tails



Once at the park with the three tiny ponies in tow, Uncle found his way to a bench to sit down and relax.  For some reason, Scootaloo and Apple Bloom had behaved better with him than they had with Jackie.  Scootaloo had stayed close, flying in circles around his head with only a few jerks towards anything that interested her.  Apple Bloom walked calmly by his side, only pausing whenever they passed a flower stand or fruit stall.  He made a mental note to take her to a farmer's market next time there was one in town.  Sweetie Belle, however, kept trying to climb to the top of his head, apparently terrified of the world at large.
Once at the park, however, all three changed.  Scootaloo became much more excited, tugging on her leash as she tried to race around and investigate.  Apple Bloom rolled around in the grass, plainly enjoying all the plant life (which seemed to flourish in her presence, Uncle noted idly in surprise).  Sweetie Belle, for her part, went straight to the fountain and stared at at the equine statue in the center, plainly entranced by the spectacle.
Uncle frowned slightly as he watched them.  While he was glad they were enjoying the park, the whole point of this excursion was to get them to burn their excess energy so he could put them down for a nap when they returned home, so he could finish up with Jackie's artifacts and the new spell book undisturbed.  However, the only one who seemed to be getting any sort of exercise was Scootaloo, who continued to fly around as much as possible.  He made a mental note to send Jackie for some toys or something to get them all exercising.
A sudden shriek of terror caught his attention.  Turning his head, he felt his jaw drop.  Sweetie Belle's horn was glowing with a pale green aura, and several small statues set up around the park were zooming around in the air in a make-shift obstacle course for Scootaloo.  Meanwhile, the ivy along a stone wall had grown to immense proportions and was writhing around, seizing passersby despite Apple Bloom's attempts to tame it.  Scootaloo found it all wonderfully fun as she tried to fly in amongst the groping vines and flying statuary.  From the sound of the screams, no one seemed to consider the fillies as having any connection to what was going on, despite their proximity and the energy around Sweetie Belle's horn.
Ah, Uncle thought to himself.  So pendants hide fillies from scrutiny, but not their influence on the world.  Interesting.  "Apple Bloom!  Sweetie Belle!  Scootaloo!" he called out firmly, causing all three to turn towards him.  "We go home now!"
All three came up to his side with varying degrees of willingness.  Sweetie Belle came eagerly, rushing up to his side as she dropped the statuary from her magical aura.  Apple Bloom came obediently, though her gait did not show the same eagerness as Sweetie's.  Scootaloo looked grumpy as she flew over, plainly not liking having her fun interrupted.
Taking hold of their leashes - he wasn't sure how or why he let go of them in the first place - Uncle turned to lead them back to the shop.  They didn't even make it a full block before all three started to doze.  Sweetie Belle determinedly climbed up to Uncle's head, curling up and clinging tightly.  Apple Bloom crawled up into his arms, curling up to be held there.  Scootaloo managed to grab a passing wisp of fog which she condensed into a small cloud that she curled up on, clinging to it and allowing herself to be towed along.  Uncle settled for doing that, after poking at the small cloud a few times to try and make sense of how she managed it.  He made a mental note to investigate all the abilities the three of them were demonstrating at a later date.
He thought about what had happened at the park.  "Hmm...perhaps sooner rather than later..."
Once he reached the shop, he found Jackie relaxed in his chair in the back room.  "Jackie!" he insisted.  "That is Uncle's chair!"
"S-sorry Uncle," Jackie apologized quickly, clambering out of the chair.  Noticing the three sleeping foals, a rather goofy expression crossed his face.  "Aww..." he cooed, gently taking Apple Bloom from Uncle's arms when she was offered, cradling her gently.  "They are so cute when they are sleeping..."  He blinked as he spotted Scootaloo.  "Is...is she sleeping on a cloud?  How is she sleeping on a cloud?"
Uncle shrugged.  "Must be part of her magic.  One more thing!  Must tuck them in for nap."  As Jackie turned to take Apple Bloom upstairs, Uncle spoke up again.  "One more thing!  Quietly!  Must not wake them."
Jackie nodded.  "Understood, Uncle," he replied softly, carefully making his way up the stairs, using Scootaloo's leash to tow her - and her cloud - behind him.
Uncle frowned, noticing how readily Jackie accepted 'Scootaloo can sleep on a cloud'.  "Pendant magic more complex than first appears," he murmured, returning to the spell book, deciding to look for any information on the three foals' abilities while he had some quiet time with the trio sound asleep.
It was twenty minutes before the quiet whistle in his ear made him realize that Sweetie Belle was still asleep on his head.  He thought about removing her and making her sleep upstairs, but her weight wasn't that difficult to bear, and it was oddly comfortable having her up there...at least as long as she was this small.  Shrugging his shoulders, he continued to read, making sure to monitor his posture so she didn't tumble off.

By the time Valmont returned to his base of operations in Las Vegas, he had completely forgotten about his odd encounter on the streets of San Francisco.  The tomes he'd 'acquired' from the library had been useful, and he already had agents pursuing the leads he'd discovered therein.  Now came the difficult part: explaining the lack of appreciable progress to his new 'client'.
Entering the inner sanctum, he approached the large stone carving against the far wall.  He was not looking forward to this.  While with anyone else Valmont could easily command a meeting, his new 'client' was something else entirely.  The promised reward for accomplishing what he desired was immense...but one always had to be careful when dealing with the unknown.
Before he could speak, however, his 'client' spoke up.  "I sensed a powerful surge of magic to the West-Northwest," the hissing voice insisted.  "Powerful enough that I felt it here despite how far away it is.  The kind of power that is normally only based in a rift between Realms..."  Glowing red eyes illuminated the darkness.  "A magic I have never sensed before...but of strong good magic.  It must be investigated!"
Valmont bowed slightly.  "I would be overjoyed to do this for you," he offered sincerely.  In truth, he would.  Not only was magic of any sort profitable if his 'client's promises were to be believed, but anything that could give him an edge in his dealings here was welcome.  "If you can only be a bit more specific as far as where it occurred."
"Bring me a map," the voice continued.  "And show me our present location."
Nodding, Valmont unrolled a map of North America.  He then pointed out Las Vegas.  "We are here-"  He leapt back as a spot on the map began to smolder.
"There!" the hissing voice insisted.  "That is where the magic came from!"
Valmonst stared at the spot.  "...San Francisco?  I was just there..."
"Then that is where we shall go!" the voice insisted.  "If great good magic has awoken there, it will eventually move against me.  We shall discover its source...and use it to our advantage.  But we must move carefully, especially when I move there.  If anyone has command of the magic, things could be...problematic."
Valmont grinned widely.  A move such as this gave him a perfect way to create a distraction for the various law enforcement agencies after his endeavors.  They were getting a little too close, and sniffing around this base.  And with the insistence on being careful, he could take his time, while setting up a few other endeavors to cover recent...expenditures.  "As you wish...Shendu."

	
		Wondrous Words



	The pattern created by that first day when Jackie visited persisted in Uncle's Antiques for some time, whether or not Jackie was actually there.  Uncle would wake up, have his coffee, and feed the fillies.  He would then mind the shop and do research until Scootaloo started pawing at the front door.  If Jackie was there, Uncle would have him take the fillies out for some exercise.  Jackie would have some degree of 'bad day' based on how well he anticipated the trios energetic antics.  If Jackie wasn't there, Uncle would take them out himself, and they would behave with him all the way to the park, where their magic would get away from them to a certain extent, at which point Uncle would take them back to the shop.
After that first day, Uncle had started to teach them meditation, in the hopes of teaching them to better guide and control the powerful magic surging through them.  While they took the instructions well enough, more often than not they fell asleep in their chosen meditation positions: Apple Bloom in a planter surrounded by bonsai trees that flourished in her presence, Scootaloo on her tame cloud which continued to ignore physics by maintaining itself in the shop (Uncle tolerated it because it absorbed excess humidity to maintain itself, which was good for the antiques), and Sweetie Belle on his head.  Uncle had given up trying to convince her not to sit there, and instead had decided to wait until someone complimented him on his 'fashionable headgear' to make his point for him.  The fillies had already shown that they understood when someone spoke to them, and Uncle had taken to switching between speaking to them in English and Chinese.  He figured Sweetie Belle would eventually take offense to being called a hat and decide not to sit there anymore.
After the trio fell asleep in meditation, Uncle would cover Apple Bloom and Scootaloo in a blanket and Sweetie Belle with a winter hat before returning to his research.  When they awoke, he'd feed them dinner and then engage them in tasks around the shop to focus their magic.  Scootaloo was given a duster to clean up high around the shop, working her way down.  Apple Bloom was set to tending a hanging vegetable and spell ingredient garden.  Sweetie Belle was set to shelving books, as Uncle had - with Jackie's assistance - put a color coded sticker at the base of each book, matching an identical sticker on their spot on the shelves.
Once the three were tired out at the end of their chores, Uncle would give them a night time snack of the chi magic supplement he'd given them when they first arrived, modified as they'd started to grow a bit according to the formula given in the book, and incorporating a few of the plants that the new book listed as being good for health.  Once they'd eaten, he'd put them to bed together in a basket he'd left at the foot of his own bed.  At first he'd leave it at that, but he'd quickly discovered that none of them slept well if he didn't give each of them a good night kiss...and if they didn't sleep well, neither did he.  They were quite vocal when they needed or wanted something.
One thing Uncle had noticed as he'd tended to the trio was that, as much as the pendants made them seem ordinary to others, people still seemed to be aware at some level that the three were more than just ordinary animals.  Their presence in the shop when someone was browsing, making a purchase, or making a sale often resulted in a much more amicable discussion, allowing Uncle to easily maximize profits on exchanges.  Even the most hardened of his customers turned to goo when all three of them made an effort to be adorable.
In order to keep them entertained in the mornings, Uncle had invested in a few cat toys after seeing how much all three liked batting at things.  He made certain to institute the rule that all such playing was done upstairs, and as a result one of Sweetie's most common spot magic practice involved snatching a toy out of the air as it fell down the stairs or from the second floor landing.  He quickly grew used to the sounds of tiny hooves dashing back and forth above his head...and capable of distinguishing between those and the sound of Scootaloo's hooves on the ceiling above his head.  She often tried to sneak that, and found it highly amusing when he called her on it, even if she did immediately obey.
By the end of the third month taking care of the fillies, Uncle had gotten so used to their presence and the new habits developed from taking care of them that he could do most of it without even thinking.  At the same time, he was surprised to find that he enjoyed having them there with him.  He kept his mind as far away from that realization as he could, however.  He knew that as soon as he reached the point where he never wanted to let them go, he would have to.  Besides, they were only left with him in trust.  It wasn't his place to want to keep them.
As a result, he was actually pleased when his late night ruminations over these subjects were interrupted by the three fillies wailing, apparently upset that he wasn't in bed yet or something similar.  However, Uncle's own mixed emotions resulted in him feeling a bit harsher than he actually wanted, so instead of calmly going up the stairs, he stomped up them and threw the door to his bedroom open.  "What?" he demanded angrily.  "You had food, you had play, you had exercise, you have bed!  What more do you want from Uncle?"
"Unca!" all three fillies called out at once.
Uncle staggered back, stunned.  While he'd noticed that the babbling sounds they'd made were not equine, he'd never have imagined...  "Aiyah!" he screamed out.  "You can talk?"
"Aiyah!" the trio called back, throwing their hooves into the air happily.

	
		Talking Tykes



	With the first words uttered by the fillies, Uncle's world turned upside down all over again.  Up till that point, Uncle had been able to simply treat the three as unusually intelligent animals and magical creatures, neither of which was even slightly out of his experience.  While it rubbed him the wrong way to consider them that way, Jackie had hit the nail on the head when he'd asked if Uncle had gotten a pet.  It wasn't the first time he'd had one - even a magical one - and he knew how to handle it.  He still remembered his pet salamander fondly...and, of course, all his fellow chi wizard students whom he'd managed to prove 'liars' beyond a shadow of a doubt, thanks to little Fireball.  Those had been good times.  He idly wondered if that one student who'd been expelled after Fireball's prank had exposed his studies of dark magic would ever forgive him, and if they'd cross paths again.  What was his name again? Uncle mused as his thoughts wandered.  Dao something or other?  Eh, old dark wizard student not important.  Talking fillies important.
But now with the fillies talking, even if it was baby talk and babbling with only the occasional clear word coming through, he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that they were more than just highly intelligent magical creatures.  They were infants of another sapient species.  They were...children.
What is Uncle to do? Uncle thought worriedly as Sweetie Belle stared up at him from his lap, pointing at pictures in an antique catalog he was perusing for business, babbling her nonsense sounds about each picture, sounds he was now able to discern the beginnings of words in.  Uncle has no experience with children!  Should Uncle get self help books on raising children, and do research?  Petting Sweetie lightly on the head, he watched as she giggled happily and nuzzled into his chest.  No!  Books are on raising human children!  Fillies not humans!  ...maybe books on raising horses?  He shook his head in frustration.  No!  Not horses, ponies!  One more thing, horses in books not talk!  No book on properly raising Mr. Ed!
Uncle sighed to himself.  "Uncle not know what to do with fillies," he groaned.  "How is Uncle supposed to raise ponies properly?  Does Sweetie have any ideas?"
Sweetie Belle tapped her chin for a bit, as though giving it serious thought. "Unca!" she stated finally, hugging him.
Uncle sighed.  "Be one's self is not good parenting advice.  Uncle is decade at most away from being crotchety old man.  Need someone who can handle kids, so Uncle can learn how to handle fillies."
"Shya-ki?" Apple Bloom called out as she wandered around the antique shop, sticking her head into urns, vases, and cupboards as though looking for someone.  "Shya-ki?"
Uncle stared at Apple Bloom for a time, working his mouth as he tried to sound out what she was saying.  "Shya-ki...Jya-ki...Jackie?"
"Shya-ki?" Apple Bloom asked hopefully, looking up and turning her head around, searching.
Uncle stroked his chin.  "Jackie know children?  Hmm...doubtful...but Uncle has no one else to ask."  He turned to reach for the phone, only for the front door of the shop to open to a familiar figure.  "Jackie!" he called out happily.
"Hello, Uncle," Jackie replied happily, setting his bags down and stretching.
"Shya-ki!" Apple Bloom called out happily, bouncing eagerly around the young man to get his attention.
Chuckling, Jackie knelt down and pet her.  "Hello, Apple Bloom," he replied warmly.  "I am happy to see you, too."
Uncle blinked in shock, wondering if perhaps Jackie had been over-exposed to the effects of the Pendants of Normalcy, as he'd come to think of them.
Moments later, Jackie let out a startled, "WAGH!" as he fell backwards, patting his chest rapidly as he stared at Apple Bloom.  "Uncle!  She talked!"
"Waugh!" Apple Bloom called out as she tumbled backwards, only to giggle happily.  "Aiyah!"
Uncle nodded slowly.  "Yes, fillies are talking now," Uncle confirmed.  "Uncle needs Jackie's help!  Uncle has no idea how to handle children!"
Jackie let out a startled scoffing cough.  "And I do?" he demanded angrily.  "I'm as lost as you!"  Groaning, he lowered his head into his hands.
Before he could speak, Scootaloo zoomed in on her cloud, zipping around his head in circles and calling out, "Bah kay bah kay bah kay bah kay!"
Jackie blinked, staring at her in confusion.  "Umm...?"
"Uncle thinks she lacks teeth to make 'd' sound," Uncle explained.  "Also, Uncle thinks she is trying to show she likes you."
"Or at least likes watching me freak out," Jackie mumbled in reply.  He attempted to glare at Scootaloo as she came to a halt in front of him, bundled up in her cloud and smiling up at him.  He failed miserably.  "Aww...I just can't stay mad at that face..."  Reaching out, he stroked her mane softly.
"Shya-ki!" Apple Bloom called out demandingly, nudging his knee with her head until he started petting her as well.
"So...does Jackie have any advice for Uncle on raising talking magic pony children?" Uncle asked.  "Other than not be pushover like Jackie?"
Jackie flinched.  "Uncle!  I am not a pushover-WAH!"  He fell backwards as Apple Bloom lunged for his chest, knocking him onto his back as she hugged him.  "You are not helping my case," he chided her, getting a blown raspberry and a tighter hug in response.  Sighing, he rubbed his head.  "Well...they behave for you, so...just keep doing what you're doing?  And...throw in more lessons?"
"Hmm..." Uncle stroked his chin and Sweetie's mane in thought.  "Uncle has idea.  Uncle will do as Jackie suggests, but also teach reading and writing by finger reading to fillies.  One more thing!  Jackie will help Uncle teach ponies martial arts to teach discipline and magic control."
Jackie looked at the three fillies for a time.  "...I think that might be difficult," he murmured.  "I don't know of any martial arts for four legged creatures-ow!"
Uncle pulled his two fingers back from Jackie's forehead.  "Jackie will improvise!" Uncle insisted as the fillies giggled.
Jackie sighed, laying back in what he expected to be his last relaxed moment of peace for a while.  "...bad day..."

	
		Television Turmoil



	Uncle groaned to himself as he struggled to keep the three fillies in line.  While them starting to talk had made being understood by them easier - Scootaloo, for example, could no longer claim she hadn't understood a directive with big cute eyes - they also became bored more easily with their normal activities, and were much more vocal and demanding about their boredom and desire for entertainment.
"Aiyah!" Uncle cried out desperately as yet another cry of "Bohhd!" from three high-pitched voices echoed through the shop.  "Can't you three keep yourselves entertained for ten minutes?  Uncle has research to do!"
All three fillies stared up at him desperately.  Sweetie Belle added a soft whimpering squeak.  "Unca..." she whimpered.  "Bohd..."
Uncle stared down at the three for a time, then finally sighed.  "Uncle does not have time just now for stories.  Uncle has to mind the shop.  Customers coming in."  The three continued to stare at him.  Groaning, he stood up.  "Maybe something on TV will entertain you...Uncle not like using TV, but Uncle is desperate..."
Leading them into the other room, he grabbed the TV remote and started flipping through channels, trying to find something that would entertain the fillies for a half hour while not being 'mindless drivel'.  "Hmm...no," he grumbled as he flicked off an image of several teenagers in colored uniforms beating up faceless mooks.  "No martial arts shows until they actually learn martial arts.  Don't want them imitating until they know what they're doing."  He glanced briefly at the next show, and changed again.  "Talking sponge?  Eeyuck!  Too brain rotting, not for my wards!"  He carefully examined the next show.  "...talking ducks on an adventure?  ...interesting, but not right now."  He made a mental note to keep track of that show, and then changed the channel once again.
He paused as he watched the rather short intro for the show he'd changed the channel to.  "Hmm...teaching science in entertaining ways?" he mused.  "Uncle approves.  Watch TV that builds brains, not rots them."  With that said, Uncle set the remote down out of reach, and left the fillies fascinated with the Television.  He stopped before leaving the room as he noticed Apple Bloom and Scootaloo standing up.  "Do not dismantle television!  Is still under warranty!"
Giggling, Scootaloo sat back down on her cloud as Apple Bloom laid down with a soft smile.  The three then locked their eyes on the screen, listening as the man in the white coat on the screen proceeded to explain the science behind volcanoes.  All three listened in wide eyed fascination.  Each oohed and aahed as they saw the volcano on the screen erupt, and watched intently as the man in white demonstrated the model version.
As the show came to a commercial, the trio raced to the kitchen and the laboratory.  Gathering materials from the scraps Uncle had gathered for them to play with, they soon had a paper mache volcano constructed, quick dried with magic, and filled with vinegar and food coloring.  Apple Bloom then carefully added the baking soda.  The three then watched in wide eyed fascination as the fake lava flowed out over the top.
As they stared, Scootaloo's ears went down.  "Too small..." she complained.
Apple Bloom nodded in agreement.  It had been far more impressive looking on the TV, despite how small the screen was.
Sweetie Belle glanced up at the books around them...and grinned.  "Sweetie has idea!" she squealed happily, pulling out a map book, a book of Lei Lines, and a book of magic.
As the three books were laid open, Scootaloo and Apple Bloom grinned widely.

Uncle smiled as he looked up at the clock.  "Hmm...TV works quite well.  Fillies have been quiet and peaceful."  A frown slowly stole its way over his face as he realized it had been far more than a half hour.  "...too quiet..."  He suddenly shivered as he felt a strong surge of magic.  "Uncle has the wil-"
He flinched as a massive explosion to the northwest shook the city.
"Aiyah!" Uncle screamed out as he raced for his bicycle.  "What have they done this time?"

Somewhere between Las Vegas and San Francisco, Shendu grumbled from inside the moving truck that was transporting him.  While he understood being low key, it was beneath his dignity as a Demon Sorcerer to be packed up like this.  "If only something could ease the monotony of-"
He froze as the surge of powerful Good Chi and Earth Magic shook the very fabric of magic in the world, and a flood of spirit magic and Earth Fire rose into the world.
Had Shendu any blood in his stone form, his face would surely have paled.  "On second thought, a long, boring trip to the focal point of all this magic suddenly seems quite appealing..." he whimpered.

Not far Northwest of San Fransisco, the two sides - north and south - of the San Andreas Fault intersected with the San Gregoro Fault, making it a natural breeding ground for tectonic action.  It also happened to be a place where several of the Ley Lines running through the West Coast of the continent intersected, making it a hotbed of spiritual activity as well.  Thankfully, spiritual activity tended to be overshadowed there by tectonic, so few noticed the former.
As Uncle arrived, however, he saw his three wards sitting atop a massive new volcano, oohing and ahhing as they stared into the caldera, braced by a young woman who seemed to be made of living stone.  Grumbling to himself, Uncle stomped right up to the spiritual being.  "Pachamama!" he snapped out angrily.
The woman turned to Uncle, flinching back slightly.  "...yours?" she asked, gesturing to the fillies.
"For now," Uncle replied as the three fillies looked up at him worriedly.  "And they are in very big trouble!"  All three hung their heads.  "Will Pachamama put things back the way they were?"
The young seeming woman crossed her arms, frowning.
"Does Uncle need to get Uncle's blowfish?" Uncle threatened.
The woman Uncle had identified as Pachamama sighed.  "Fine," she grumbled, sinking into the earth.  The volcano slowly subsided, sinking back into the ground as the lava was reabsorbed by the Earth, even the streets repairing themselves.
Uncle then picked the three fillies up and deposited them in his bicycle's basket.  "You three are grounded," he scolded firmly.  "No more unsupervised outings!  And no more TV!"
"Awww!" all three fillies pouted.

A few weeks later, Uncle decided that the three had learned their lesson, and allowed them to watch TV again.  This time, he'd pre-selected a good 'edutainment' show for them, one recommended by another shopkeeper.  After all, where could he go wrong with having them watch a show about kids attending school?  He fully intended to enroll them when they were old enough.  A whole half day he'd have to himself!
However, he didn't stick around after turning the show on.  If he had, he might have reconsidered.  The three fillies became absolutely enthralled from the moment the frizzy red head proclaimed, "Seatbelts, everyone!"
As the show ended, Apple Bloom grinned widely.  "Bloom has idea!" she squealed happily.

	
		Magic Morals



	Uncle stared down at the three fillies, a frown on his face and his arms crossed.  The three fillies hung their heads, knowing that there was a rather large harangue coming.  They knew they'd done wrong, and were about to face the consequences.
Uncle glowered down at them.  "Uncle is most upset with you three," he stated firmly.  "Not only were you experimenting with magic unsupervised, you used up many of my magical ingredients that are difficult to come by, and did damage to the shop in the process.  That is many bad things, and you must face stern consequences for them."
He sighed to himself.  "After your punishment from summoning Pachamama and everything that involved, Uncle thought you understood magic was not a toy, but a powerful force not to be trifled with.  Uncle was apparently mistaken, so before we do anything else, Uncle will explain to you the ethics of magical practice."  As all three fillies groaned, Uncle shook a finger at them.  "None of that!  Only reason Uncle let you do magic things without this before was because Uncle was under the impression you were magical creatures with the proper instincts to control your magic and not break the planet.  Even after fillies start talking, Uncle thought instincts for safety stronger than instincts for mischief.  Uncle is not happy to be proven mistaken."
As the fillies groaned, Uncle settled in to lecture.  "First, magic is not something that fixes everything.  It is part of the world, and not a toy.  Magic can work around some rules that bind mundane reality, but magic is still a part of reality.  There is only so much magic in the world, just like there is only so much energy and matter.  Energy and matter can be converted back and forth, and magic and mundane can also be converted back and forth.  However, much like converting energy and matter, magic and mundane conversions are fraught with peril and consequences.  Any number of bad things can happen with inappropriate uses of magic.  One wrong move in crafting spell...boom!"  He threw his arms into the air to indicate the seriousness thereof, causing the trio of fillies to jump back, startled.
Pleased to see he still had their attention, he continued.  "You three have great deal of magical energy inside you...but it is used up for every spell you craft.  Use too much too fast, and chi will be burnt up, and then..."  He let his voice hang, trusting in childish imagination to paint that picture far more plainly than any words of his could.  As he watched the growing looks of horror on their faces, he knew he had accomplished his goals.  Sitting back, he continued his lecture.  "As such, you three are not to work magic without Uncle present to observe, in order to make sure none of you face such dire consequences."
All three fillies nodded readily.  Seeing that they understood, Uncle moved on to the next point.  "Next, Uncle's rare magical ingredients.  They are rare for a reason, and not to be used incautiously.  What if something serious happened, and Uncle needed those to make medicine?  But now they are all gone, and Uncle could not make medicine.  Careless use of magical ingredients can cost lives, not just because of bad spell, but because ingredients not available when needed!  Uncle not want to scare fillies like this, but fillies must understand why Uncle make these rules."  He watched as all three nodded, their heads hanging low.  Feeling he was pushing a bit too hard, he reached out to give each a comforting mane stroke, pleased to see this managed to cheer them up.
"Uncle is mostly certain he does not need to explain why damage to shop is bad thing," he continued.  "Shop is home.  If damaged too much, Uncle lose home.  Fillies want be homeless, no?"  At the vigorous headshakes the three fillies returned, he continued, "Then no damage shop!"  All three nodded vigorously.
"Very well," Uncle confirmed.  "Uncle has given lecture, and will now dispense punishments.  If lessons are learned, fillies will be given more freedoms over time, but Uncle must be strict for fillies' own good."  Uncle leaned back in his chair, watching to be sure he had their full attention.  He then held up his hand with one finger.  "First, fillies are no longer allowed in Chi Lab without supervision, and forbidden from experimentation even with, save during actual lessons.  Understand?"  The three fillies nodded eagerly.
Uncle smiled, ready to continue.  "One more thing!  Fillies not allowed to watch TV unsupervised.  It gives dangerous ideas, and Uncle cannot allow that."  While he noticed the hanging heads, he knew he had to stay firm.  Besides, he figured a family TV time might help them stay close.  It was rather surprising how readily he was coming to think of things like that.  "One more thing!  Fillies not allowed to watch Magic School Bus.  While teaches good lessons, gives bad ideas for experimentation."  He pointed to three shoddily constructed pony shaped suits, built of fish bowls, old hose, cardboard boxes, and paper towel rolls sans the paper towels.  "While desire to know more about human body is good thing, protective suits not work.  Not fit fillies well, and no air supply.  And not good idea to attempt to explore Uncle's digestive tract without telling Uncle!  Might have also ended up taking tour of San Francisco sewers!"
All three fillies tilted their heads, trying to make sense of that.  As they realized what he meant, all their eyes went wide.  "EWWW!" they all squealed out, making disgusted faces.
"One more thing!" Uncle insisted.  "No more Reading Rainbow for you.  Uncle will handle teaching reading and writing."  The three fillies nodded, but Sweetie Belle at least looked excited.  "One more thing!  First lesson of magic ethics is learning responsibility, and cleaning up own lessons.  Understand?"  All three nodded agreement.
"Good!" Uncle confirmed.  He then pointed out the window to the giant canine in the backyard.  "Then put Clifford back in his book!"
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		Food Foibles



	Reading lessons proved quite easy for Uncle, though he privately suspected the fillies already knew how to read, given they'd been raiding his spell library for their unsupervised experiments.  The fillies readily grasped both English and Chinese letters as he taught them their meanings.  Writing, however, proved far more challenging, likely due to the absence of fingers.
Apple Bloom managed somewhat by holding the writing implement in her mouth and moving it with her tongue.  While impressive, Uncle found it mildly disturbing for reasons he couldn't put his finger on.  Beyond that, he didn't like being handed a writing implement with slobber on it.
Sweetie Belle was easily able to manipulate pencils or pens with her magical aura...but her fine control was somewhat lacking.  More often than not, her letters would shape gigantic, or she'd end up driving her pencil or pen through the paper - and sometimes through the table - when she tried to mark a period.  She found this nearly as frustrating as Uncle did.
Scootaloo had the most problems with writing.  While she was, surprisingly, able to grip a pencil with her feathers, her wings were far too small to reach the paper from her side, and attempts to hold the paper at her side or see it as she wrote resulted in contortions of her body that were more amusing and painful than effective.  She also lacked Apple Bloom's dexterity when holding an implement in her mouth, and had a tendency to chew while thinking.  Uncle was surprised to discover that her teeth - like the others' - were quite well developed, leading to her chewing through three pencils.  He was very glad he had not attempted to give her a pen.
Uncle had attempted teaching them to hold writing implements with their hooves, as he'd seen Apple Bloom and Scootaloo demonstrate gripping ability with hooves that should easily have translated to holding a pencil or pen.  Apple Bloom often gripped a vial in magic lessons in one hoof, pouring the contents into another vial she held in the other.  Scootaloo, in reading lessons, frequently carried a book in each of her four hooves to her spot to pleasure read...especially if Uncle relented and let her read comic books.  On closer examination, he'd noticed that their hooves generated low level magical fields, similar to what Sweetie Belle generated from her horn, but far more limited and only visible when he brought his own magic to his senses.  As best he could tell, this field only worked for gripping things, like doorknobs and similar objects.
He had raised his concerns to Jackie...who had presented a possible lesson solution that was of such simplicity Uncle was surprised he hadn't thought of it before.  Then again, even with them reading, writing, and talking, Uncle still tended to think of the fillies as magical creatures.  Fully sapient magical creatures, but still creatures.  Because of the pendants, however, Jackie had come to think of them as children first, magical creatures second, and his suggested approach was obvious, in treating them like children.  Since they had some manual dexterity and teeth, the solution was obvious: chopsticks.
As such, the five were now seated around the dining table, bowls of chow mein with tofu in front of each of them, as Uncle and Jackie prepared to teach the fillies how to eat with chopsticks.  In order to improve the lesson so that the fillies could learn by watching, Jackie and Uncle were both wearing socks over their hands to make them more hoof-like.
"First step, learn to hold chopsticks together," Uncle instructed, picking up his chopsticks in one socked hand.  Managing to get a grip on them, he held them up in proper alignment and clicked them together.  "Should be able to click like this.  Try."
Apple Bloom glanced down at the utensils before her worriedly, lowering her hoof atop them and trying to grip them.  Picking them up proved easy enough.  Manipulating them single-hoofed while gripping proved much more difficult, and frequently led to her dropping one or both.  However, she continued to struggle with it doggedly.
Sweetie Belle quickly levitated her chopsticks into the air, holding them in proper alignment.  However, when she tried to click them together, one snapped cleanly in two from the force of the impact.  Squealing in frustration, she quickly grabbed a replacement from the large pile Uncle had provided her just in case it happened and tried again, only for the other one to break at the click.  She continued this determinedly, struggling to learn the control where the chopsticks were held but did not break.
Scootaloo picked one chopstick up in each forehoof, clicking them together as demonstrated.  She then smiled proudly up at Uncle, thinking she'd found the trick to the lesson.
Uncle and Jackie waited patiently, the dishes covered to protect them from splinters, until Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle had each managed a successful click of their chopsticks.  Uncle then uncovered each of the bowls.  "Now, hold bowl close to mouth, and use chopsticks to bring food to mouth, like so."  Picking up his own bowl, he brought a bit of noodle and tofu to his mouth with his chopsticks, giving it a soft blow before putting it in his mouth.  Jackie mimicked the actions, having a bit more difficulty with his socked hands than Uncle was.
Apple Bloom attempted to mimic the actions, but had difficulty picking up her bowl.  When she finally managed it, she had difficulty maintaining the focus on both bowl and chopsticks to move them.  Eventually, her frustration reached its peak when she dropped one of the chopsticks.  Growling, she held the other like a spear and stabbed it through some vegetables and tofu before swirling it around.  With noodle caught on the tofu and vegetable, she stuffed the mouthful into her mouth.  She hummed in pleasure as she chewed.
Sweetie Belle managed to get the first mouthful into her mouth via bowl and chopsticks without any trouble...but her pleasure at the taste caused her magic to spike, resulting in her chopsticks being embedded in two different walls and her bowl flipping through the air.  She managed to catch the bowl before anything spilled, setting it gently back on the table.  When she tried to pick up fresh chopsticks, however, they snapped in her grip.  She slammed her hooves on the table with a squeal of frustration, which caused her bowl to flip off and onto her head, spinning on her horn.  She looked up sadly at Uncle and Jackie, sniffling.
Sighing, Jackie set his bowl down and covered it before picking her up.  "Come on," he said gently.  "Let's get you cleaned up, and then I'll make you a fresh bowl..."
Uncle sighed as he watched them walk off, then turned to his last charge.  Scootaloo had picked up the bowl with her two chopsticks and buried her face in it, snarfing the food up.  "Aiyah!" Uncle snapped.  "Scootaloo!  A proper young lady does not eat like hog on farm!"
Scootaloo lifted her head from the bowl, her face covered with bits of sauce, noodle, and vegetable.  She smirked, blew a raspberry at Uncle, then went back to eating.
At that moment, Jackie had returned, Sweetie Belle wrapped in towels and a fresh bowl in his hand.  He glowered down at Scootaloo.  "Not cool," he chided gently.
Scootaloo's eyes widened in surprise, and she promptly set the bowl down, looking up worriedly.
Uncle sighed, putting one socked hand to his face.  He wasn't sure if he should be relieved he had a way to reign Scootaloo in now, or upset at how...idiotic it seemed.

	
		Crazy Customers



	Uncle had noticed the influence that the three fillies had on the customers who came into the shop.  When they made an effort to be adorable, even the hardest dealer turned to goo, and Sweetie Belle at least seemed to have an instinct for just the right time to be adorable, with Apple Bloom and Scootaloo following suit.
What Uncle hadn't noticed or really thought about was how his customers changed as a result of their presence.  After all, antique collectors were unusual to begin with, and Uncle was no exception.  It didn't occur to him that the presence of the three magical creatures in his care drew some of the more...unusual members of his clientele like moths to flame.  Still, they were good customers, so Uncle didn't really think much about it.
Besides, it made for good stories.

It was just after sundown and Uncle was getting ready to put the fillies to bed when the bell rang to indicate someone had entered the shop via the front door.  Inwardly, he winced, realizing he'd forgot to flip the sign to 'Closed' earlier.  Sighing, he made his way back down to the shop, the fillies trundling after him curiously in their usual manners: Scootaloo on her cloud, Apple Bloom on her hooves, and Sweetie Belle on his head.
As he reached the shop, he saw the potential customer.  She was a rather well endowed young blonde woman wearing a uniform Uncle didn't recognize, and dark sunglasses over her eyes.  "Can I help you?" he asked calmly.
The young woman jumped, startled, and turned to face him.  She started to open her mouth to speak, but instead stared right at Scootaloo.  Walking right up to her, she began to stroke the tiny pegasus' mane ever so gently.  Scootaloo, for her part, leaned into it happily.
Uncle cleared his throat irritably.  "Uncle owns antique shop, not petting zoo!"
"S-sorry!" the woman apologized, jumping back.  "I don't mean to disturb you.  I was just in the area on business when I remembered that my Mast-"  She paused, running her tongue over her teeth as she searched for the right word.  "Dàshī's birthday is coming up," she concluded.  "I wanted to get him something as a special present to curry favor."  She glanced away.  "Maybe he'll finally start calling me by name," she grumbled under her breath.  Looking back up, she continued.  "Anyway, this...felt like the right place to shop."
Uncle looked at her for a time, then shrugged.  "Very well.  Look around.  Maybe see something you like?"
Nodding, the woman began to peruse the shop.  She examined several artifacts carefully without touching, but eventually moved on.  She paused, however, at an ancient looking sword.  "This..." she began, plainly drawn to the weapon.
"You have interesting tastes," Uncle offered, coming up behind her.  "Sword has very interesting and wicked history.  Once belonged to Vlad the Impaler.  Very wicked weapon...yet legend say blade is blessed.  Most unusual."
The woman smiled widely.  "Oh, Master will definitely love to have this..."  Under her breath, she whispered, "...again..."
Not hearing the last word, Uncle nodded.  "Let us discuss price, then.  Come."  Taking the sword from the wall, Uncle carried it to the counter.
After a quick negotiation, the young woman paid full price for the antique, fishing dollars out of her money pouch from in amongst a great deal of pounds.  Taking the sword, she began to make her way out...pausing to pet Scootaloo again.
"Why spend so much time petting Scootaloo?" Uncle asked curiously.  "No pet Apple Bloom or Sweetie Belle?"
The woman paused, flustered.  "There's just...something about her," she replied softly.  "A...certain kinship.  I can't really explain it."  With that said, and a gentle pet to each of the other fillies, she left the shop.
Uncle turned the sign to 'Closed' locking the door.  "Nice lady," he praised.  "Fillies can learn from her how to act properly."  From outside, a strange scream could be heard.  Shrugging, Uncle lit an incense enchanted with his magic to ward away the undead.  "Hope she knows how to use sword.  Will likely help her make it back to her Dàshī if need such aid.  Now, bedtime story."
With that, he led the fillies back to bed as he moved to select a story.

Another day, Uncle was at work in the shop, filling another shelf with unusual items from around town that the fillies had picked up.  Having determined that they had magical properties, he was keeping them in the back for those aspects of his clientele who weren't looking for antiques.  After all, for those in the know he was also a Master Chi Wizard, and sometimes those who came to his shop were seeking those services, rather than antiques.
As he worked, the bell chimed as a new customer came in.  Turning, Uncle started to smile, only to frown.  The young silver haired man who entered did not look to be the sort interested in antiques.  However, the bat wing shaped key chain resting on the compass visibly glowed to Uncle's vision, showing that it was magic of some sort, meaning they were looking for something.  Uncle was not overfond of young magic users, as they had a strong tendency towards being reckless.
When the young man looked up from his magical compass, however, uncle revised his opinion.  His steel blue eyes showed great wisdom for his age, and a hard resolve.  Plainly, this was a mage warrior, not a wizard.  Those were much better to deal with young when they were learning responsibility, rather than old when they thought they knew everything.  "Welcome to Uncle's Antiques," Uncle greeted warmly.  "What are you looking for today-"
"WHEEEE!"
Uncle covered his face as the inevitable happened.
"...not being knocked over by a pegasus on a runaway cloud," the young man responded, getting back to his feet.  He playfully mussed Scootaloo's mane.  "Watch where you're going next time, squirt," he chided.  He then looked up at Uncle.  "There's something I need here, and...I think it's here somewhere.  An...unusual item?"
Nodding, Uncle gestured to the shelf.  "My wards bring many unusual items in this week."
The young man looked over the shelf, then pointed at a small green block.  "That one," he said firmly.
"Powerful magic inside," Uncle replied.  "Not let go of easily, especially with magic unidentified."
The young man offered a full looking satchel.  Uncle peered into it, then shook his head, as he only saw yellow and blue baubles that had no value to him.  The young man then offered a different satchel, holding various shards, stones, gems, and crystals of different materials, each containing unique and powerful magic that could easily be put to use in Uncle's magic research.  "This will do," Uncle replied, taking a handful and handing over the small block.
"Thanks," the young man replied.  "Took me a while to find those...glad I won't find anymore here."
"Good luck on your journey, young warrior," Uncle replied warmly as the young man left.  He shook his head as he turned back to his shop.  "What is with young people wearing so many belts and zippers?" he grumbled under his breath.

As the bell once more rang, Uncle looked up from teaching the three fillies to read.  Standing in the entrance was a tall, pale skinned, black haired, red eyed man dressed as a butler.  He stepped calmly and peacefully into the shop, but his very presence gave Uncle the willies.  "W-welcome to Uncle's Antiques," he greeted nervously.  "Looking for something special?"
"You could say that," the man replied softly.  He pointed at a shelf where a jeweled ring rested, a recent acquisition that Uncle had painstakingly restored, focused around a single bright blue gem.  "That, specifically."
"Ah!" Uncle murmured happily.  "Is centuries old.  Very precious."  He gently lifted it off the shelf.
"Price is no issue," the man murmured, setting a satchel of gold and silver coins of varying age on the counter.  As he did so, he reached over to gently stroke Scootaloo's mane as she nuzzled up to him like a cat.  For some reason, he found this highly amusing.
"Why is it you want ring so badly?" Uncle asked as he made the exchange.
"This ring is very important to My Lord," he explained, "and yet...he is constantly losing, misplacing, or damaging it, and it always falls to me to fix it.  A situation most easy to repair if one looks through time, rather than space."  He gazed at the gem appreciatively as it caught the light.  "You do very good work.  Your high recommendations were well earned.  I am glad I directed it to you for this."
Uncle shivered, deciding he didn't want to know anymore.  Scootaloo, however, was plainly curious.  "How you do dat?" she asked eagerly, all three fillies having started to develop more of a vocabulary by now.
The man chuckled softly as he brushed his hair back from in front of his eyes.  "A butler who can't do this much isn't worth his salt, whoever he works for...My Lady," he replied gently.  "It is amazing, what one learns looking through time."
"I'm no lady!" Scootaloo complained, blowing a raspberry in protest much to Uncle's terrified surprise.
The butler smiled softly.  "Perhaps in another life..." he answered, stepping out of the shop and vanishing from sight.
Uncle shook all over as he began researching anti-demon spells for his shop.  Not that they'd do any good if that one showed up again, but he had to calm down somehow...
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		Pet Problems



		Uncle sighed as the commercial ended on TV.  It had been one of those commercials of 'a boy and his dog' variety, advertising pet food.  Considering the three fillies had gone deathly quiet as it came on, he was pretty sure he knew exactly where this was going.  He could see Apple Bloom's yearning expression just by looking down in his lap, and Scootaloo's hunger just by glancing to his left, where she rested on her cloud.  While he couldn't look up to see Sweetie on his head, he could easily imagine her having a similar expression.  She then clambered down to beside Apple Bloom as Scoot took the other arm rest, and he knew what would happen next.
As they all turned their cutest pleading expressions on him, they all spoke up.  "Uncle...?" they began, their voices high pitched and wheedling.
"No pets," Uncle replied firmly, not even waiting for them to finish their request.
"Please?" all three whined.
"No!" Uncle replied firmly, setting them down and making his way into the kitchen.  Once there, he opened a cabinet to fetch some tea.
"Please?" all three fillies pleaded from inside the cabinet...somehow.
Uncle, however, had grown used to the idea that the laws of physics didn't apply where magic was involved, so he simply replied, "No!" fetched his tea, and closed the cabinet.  He then turned to start brewing his tea.
"Please?" Sweetie Belle pleaded from inside the first teapot when he lifted the lid.
"No!" he countered, turning to the second teapot.
"Please?" Apple Bloom pleaded as he lifted the lid.
"No!"
"Pwease?" Scootaloo wheedled from the third.
"No!" he snapped as he prepped the fourth to actually have tea.
After that, all was silent for a while as he made tea...until he poured it for himself and carried it to the table.
"Please?" all three fillies pleaded from their seats.
"No!" Uncle countered firmly, sitting down to drink his tea and steadfastly ignoring them.
All seemed quiet as Uncle prepared to go to bed.  However, as he curled up and turned his ceiling fan on low, he realize the fillies had taken things a step further.  His fan had three blades, and they were each sitting on the edge of one.  As the fan rotated, each of them called out "Please?" as they passed over him, to which he immediately responded "No!"
As time continued to pass like this, even with the light off, Uncle lulled himself to sleep by counting Pleases instead of sheep.

Jackie arrived early the following morning, deciding to surprise Uncle and the fillies with his visit.  Letting himself in with his key, he made his way upstairs...and stared.
"Please?"
"No!"
"Please?"
"No!"
"Please?"
"No!"
Despite all four being asleep, the interaction of 'Please' and 'No' continued as the fan rotated.  Jackie rubbed the back of his head, the magic of the pendants' 'normality' fighting with his own sense of strangeness about the situation...if only because Uncle was participating.  "Umm...wakey wakey?" he asked, knocking on the door with the hand not holding Uncle's coffee.
"Please?" all three fillies begged as they stirred awake, tumbling off the fan and onto the bed in succession.
"No!" Uncle replied firmly as he slipped out of bed just ahead of the fillies' landing, slipping his glasses back on as he accepted the cup.  "Thank you, Jackie."  He took a slow sip.
Jackie stared from Uncle to the fillies.  "...we are far too used to them," he mumbled idly.
"Says the one influenced by the pendants," Uncle pointed out.
"What are they asking for, anyway?" Jackie asked curiously.
"We wanna pet!" Apple Bloom squealed eagerly.
"Uncle said no!" Uncle countered firmly.  "Repeatedly!"
"Why?" Jackie asked curiously.  "I thought pets were good for teaching responsibility?"
"Pfeh!" Uncle countered as he sipped his coffee.  "Uncle not think fillies ready for responsibility, and has no intention of bringing in pet that will become his responsibility!"  He gestured at the fillies.  "Uncle already has that in triplicate!"
"Uncle," Jackie chided, "you shouldn't compare them to pets..."
"Until fillies talked, that's what Uncle thought they were!" Uncle complained back, heading downstairs for breakfast.
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo glanced at each other and grinned widely.  "Light~bulb!" they chorused together.

The following day, Uncle was surprised to discover that the fillies were not in their bed together.  Apparently, they'd decided to wake up early.  Groaning, he got to his feet and made his way downstairs.  Seeing a hot cup of coffee, Uncle happily took a sip.  "Considerate," he murmured.  He then paused.  "When did fillies learn to make coffee?"  After a thought, he remembered their reaction to his comments about responsibility.  "Maybe trying be more responsible?"
At that moment, he heard an unearthly whimper from the library.  "That's not good."  Turning, he walked in...only to frown at the sight.  "Apple Bloom...Sweetie Belle...Scootaloo..." he stated slowly, glowering down at the fillies.
The three fillies turned to look up at him, knowing they were in trouble.
"Why is hellhound in Uncle's shop?" he demanded firmly.
"We...we wanted to show we could take care of a pet," Scootaloo offered.
"And rule of magic using?" Uncle asked.
"We did it right!" Apple Bloom pointed out, indicating the bindings in the circle.  "He can't do nothin' but what we tell him and escape from bein' hurt.  He even helped us make ya coffee!"
Uncle paused with the cup to his lips, carefully setting it down.  Was wondering why coffee so tasty today, he thought to himself.  He then pointed to the hellhound, which was sitting atop a bookshelf, huddled into itself and whimpering.  "And why hellhound there?"
"Umm...he doesn't like hugs?" Sweetie Belle suggested, looking somewhere between offended and perturbed.
Uncle's palm met his face.  "Aiyah..." he moaned.  "Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo...you three are creatures of good magic.  Hellhound is creature of dark magic.  While not inherently evil, good chi is painful to touch for dark magic creatures.  If you three touch hellhound, he hurts."
All three fillies eyes went wide in shock.  "Then...then we can never pet Flopsie?" Apple Bloom whimpered.
"Send him home," Uncle instructed firmly.
Crying, the three fillies reversed the summoning circle, sending the hellhound back to its own dimension, dispelling the circle in the process.
Uncle stared down at the sorrowful fillies.  He finally sighed.  "Uncle will have non-demonic coffee," he stated firmly.  "Then...we visit pet shop, where Uncle will pick pet that won't be troublesome."
All three fillies gasped happily.

Uncle relaxed easily as he watched the three fillies playing with their new pet, a hamster named Rhino, for some reason.  The little brown and white ball of fluff rolled happily around in his hamster ball while Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle raced around after him, the pair of fillies just as eager for safe interaction as the hamster.  Scootaloo, meanwhile, was busy constructing a hamster tube maze that ran all along the walls and ceiling without disrupting the normal business of the shop.  Uncle was content with this, seeing that the fillies had the pet they wanted and he didn't have to lift a finger.
"Do not over excite Rhino!" Uncle cautioned.  "He is only tiny hamster!"  Seeing Sweetie Belle's eyes light up, Uncle sat up quickly.  "One more thing!  No enchanting pets!"

	
		Birthday Bonanza



	Uncle smiled softly to himself as he and Jackie set up the last few details within the shop's living area.  He had been waiting for this day for several years now.  While he hadn't thought something like this was necessary when he'd believed the fillies to be just animals, once they started talking, he knew it was.  However, he was insistent on waiting on any of these until the three of them were cognizant enough to be fully aware of everything involved.  Their taking good care of Rhino showed they were ready to handle things responsibly, and the fact that they were now speaking complete - if sometimes broken - sentences showed their minds had fully developed as far as conscious memory went.  As such, Uncle decided it was time to begin a few...celebrations.
Once the fillies had gone to bed the previous night, he and Jackie had worked all through the night to have everything prepared by sunrise, not wanting anything to spoil the surprise.  The decorations were hung, the presents were prepared, the cake was baked, and the candles were lit.  Now, all that was left was the fillies.
As Uncle should have guessed, without him to wake them up at sunrise, they slept in an extra two hours.  Thankfully, Jackie had the sense to extinguish the candles before the wax could reach the cake, and wait to reignite them until the fillies could be heard moving about upstairs.  Once that was heard, Jackie lit the candles again.  The sound of the match brought the fillies racing down to see what was going on, only for them all to gasp in amazement.
Uncle smiled down at them all.  "Happy Birthday," he said warmly.  He pulled out the chairs for the three to make their way to the table.  Once they were all up, Jackie began singing.
As the song finished, Jackie smiled widely.  "Now make a wish and blow out the candles," he instructed.
Grinning widely, Scootaloo spread her wings.
"Aiyah!" Uncle shouted out, scared of the mess that might happen.  "Breath only!"
Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle giggled as Scootaloo frowned.  The three then tilted their heads in thought before each of them smiled.  They then leaned forward together and blew out the candles.
Jackie clapped happily as he began serving out breakfast along with slices of the cake, which was decorated with orange, yellow, and white icing.  Since it was their birthday - or, at the very least, the anniversary of their arrival, which Uncle had decided to treat as such - it had been decided that the three could eat however they wanted for today.  Unsurprisingly, upon being told this, Scootaloo promptly buried her face in her plate, snarfing away.  Apple Bloom swiftly joined her, with only Sweetie Belle carefully levitating each bite to her mouth.
Uncle and Jackie enjoyed their own breakfasts and cake, watching the fillies indulge.  Once they were done eating, they promptly picked Apple Bloom and Scootaloo up, carrying them to the sink.
"What gives?" Apple Bloom complained.
"You ate rather messily," Jackie told the filly in his hands.  "So you need a bath."
"What about Sweetie?" Scootaloo whined angrily.
"She no eat messy!" Uncle countered.
Smirking, Sweetie Belle blew Scootaloo a raspberry...only to get a bit of cake from Scootaloo's mane thrown in her face.  "Uncle..." she whimpered.
Sighing, Uncle dropped Scootaloo into the warm water in the sink before going back to scoop up Sweetie Belle.  "Not cool, Scootaloo," Jackie scolded.
"But..." Scootaloo complained, wilting under his gaze.
"There are better ways to handle things like that," he chided as the three fillies got their impromptu bath...even if this did result in vast amounts of water being transferred from the sink to all over Jackie, Uncle, and the kitchen.
On the table, Rhino popped his way out of his hamster ball, grabbed a forgotten baby carrot off Scootaloo's plate, stuffed it into his cheeks along with a hunk of cake, before climbing back into his hamster ball and sealing it back up, rolling away to where he could dock with his maze and stash his sneaky find, hoping he'd have time to come back and grab more.
Once the three fillies were cleaned, Uncle and Jackie brought them to their presents, which got the three even more excited.  For Apple Bloom, Uncle had gotten her her own miniature greenhouse and planting pots, so she could experiment with growing her own plants magical and otherwise.  Sweetie Belle received a toy microphone and a book on the magical properties of music.  Having seen one of the ways Scootaloo liked getting around, Jackie had gotten her a scooter sized to her body, along with a little wagon for the other two to ride in behind her.  He thought it appropriate somehow for reasons he could not explain, but was pleased to see the three so overjoyed with their gifts, bouncing up and down happily and cheering, and babbling to each other about everything they were going to do with them.  Jackie couldn't help but be worried when Scootaloo talked about racing down the hills with Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle pulled behind her.  He'd seen her idea of safe speeds.  He made a mental note to get all three helmets as soon as possible...and pads as well, if not full fledged padded body suits...though those would probably be difficult and have to be custom made.
Uncle smiled softly down at the fillies as they babbled excitedly.  "Girls, Uncle has extra surprise for you."  As his words reached them, the trio rushed over, smiling widely.  "Uncle knows you three have been fussing, need more space and time than Uncle can give.  One more thing, Uncle thinks fillies could use friends, and wider learning than just magic."  The three fillies smiled, liking the sound of making friends and learning more.  "Uncle has found solution, though.  Starting tomorrow, fillies enrolled in school!  How is that for birthday surprise?"
The three fillies stared up at Uncle, tilting their heads in confusion.  Jackie groaned, burying his face in his palm.  "Bad day..." he groaned, not looking forward to what was sure to happen.

	
		Schoolhouse Surprise



	Uncle smiled down at the fillies as he reached the schoolhouse.  "This is where you'll be attending school," he told them calmly.  "Now, don't give Uncle those faces.  Nothing to worry about!"
"But...children see truer," Sweetie Belle pointed out, shivering a bit.
Uncle nodded, understanding the problem she had.  Not long ago, one antique customer had come in with very young children...who saw right through the 'normality field' of the pendants to realize the one coming up to them was a genuine unicorn...and then got rather grabby.  Apple Bloom and Scootaloo had gotten a tad...overprotective of Sweetie in how they responded.  Uncle had lost a customer that day, and it took weeks to convince Sweetie Belle to stop being a hat.  "Uncle knows this.  That is why Uncle waited to enroll you all in first grade, rather than kindergarten.  Trust Uncle, all will be fine."
Apple Bloom looked nervously towards the school.  "But...without ya, Uncle?" she whimpered.  As enthusiastic as the trio had been about the idea of school, that enthusiasm had dwindled rapidly when they realized it meant a protracted amount of time each day away from Uncle.
"Uncle will walk in with you today, and introduce to teacher and class," Uncle promised.  "But after that, fillies must handle school on their own."
"Why can't I bring my cloud in?" Scootaloo grumbled, pawing unpleasantly at the ground.
"Must not stretch normal field too far too soon!" Uncle insisted.  "Let school adjust to ponies being normal.  Then let school adjust to magical ponies being normal.  Then can bring pet cloud to school."  All three fillies hung their heads, plainly not looking forward to this as much as they had been.  Sighing, Uncle knelt down and embraced all three.  "Now don't be so down.  Uncle is sure fillies will love school!  Uncle certainly did!"  As the three perked up, Uncle pulled back and held up his hand.  "Now remember, do not take off pendants while at school.  No knowing what interrupted field effect might be."  The three nodded and started to turn towards the school.  "One more thing!" Uncle spoke up, causing them to turn back.  "No chi or weather magic on school grounds.  Teacher does not count as proper supervision for magic."  He smiled as they nodded, turning once more to the school.  "One more thing!"  They again turned to Uncle, looking a bit more frustrated.  "Uncle will be by to pick you up when school is out.  Do not keep Uncle waiting!"
Nodding affirmatively, the three nodded before turning back towards the school.
"One more thing!"
"What?" Scootaloo demanded in irritation as the three turned back one last time.
Uncle pulled the three into another hug.  "Uncle loves you all," he said softly.  The realization of how quickly and firmly the three had found a place in his heart had shocked Uncle, and had been its own roller coaster of realization when it came to light.  He'd made a mental note to properly think it through once he was back at the shop after dropping them off today.
Smiling, the three returned the hug.  "We love you too, Uncle!" Sweetie Belle squeaked out as Apple Bloom and Scootaloo nodded affirmatively.
Standing up, Uncle led the three into the school.  Finding the classroom he was looking for, he knocked.  Inside, a young woman with very pale red hair and bright green eyes turned away from her class of first graders to smile at him.  "Oh, you must be Uncle Chan," she greeted warmly.  "I'm Dorothy Cheers."  She smiled down at the fillies.  "Are these your girls?"
Uncle nodded, returning the warm smile.  "These are Uncle's girls, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  Say hello, girls."
Apple Bloom glanced up, nervousness warring with confusion in her face.  There was something oddly familiar here.  "Uh...hello."
"Hi..." Scootaloo added, feeling uncharacteristically awkward.
"It's a pleasure to meet you, Miss Cheers!" Sweetie Belle piped up, deciding to try and be a bit more forward despite her own sense of dislocation.
"Well aren't you three just the cutest things ever," Miss Cheers praised, reaching down to ruffle each of their manes, plainly not seeing anything unusual about them.  "Now, I understand you've been home schooling them until now?" she asked Uncle.
"Yes, Uncle is good teacher!" Uncle proclaimed proudly.  "And girls are good students!" he added with praise.
"Well, we'll see how much they've learned, then," Miss Cheers confirmed.  "For now, girls, take those three open seats in the back.  We'll see about rearranging things once you're more at home in the classroom."
Nodding, the three fillies took the indicated seats.  Smiling, Uncle waved goodbye to them.  "See you after school!" he called out, turning to leave.
The three fillies waved goodbye as well, turning back to see what lessons Miss Cheers would impart.  Something about her made the entire situation more comfortable for them, though none of them could quite put her hoof on why.
Unfortunately, the lessons proved rather dull for them.  Uncle had already covered the basics of reading and writing with them - both in English and Chinese - and the basics of arithmetic had been covered watching Uncle make change in the store.  Apple Bloom struggled to maintain her focus, if only to show respect.  Sweetie Belle watched to see the different teaching methods, for a large group as opposed to just three.
Scootaloo lacked either curiosity or a desire to be respectful, and was quickly starting to nod off, despite Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle nudging her from either side.
"Girls?" Miss Cheers asked, a slight edge to her voice.  "Is there something you want to say about the class?"
Apple Bloom gulped, not wanting to get in trouble.  Sweetie Belle hesitated, unsure what to say.
Scootaloo pulled from a show they'd enjoyed watching with Uncle.  "Miss Cheers, can we be excused to save the world?"
The entire class burst into laughter, Miss Cheers included.  "Not a bad joke, Scootaloo," she offered chidingly.  "I'll be passing out workbooks soon.  If you feel you are ahead in the lesson, feel free to work ahead.  Then you can get extra gold stars for helping any of your fellow students who ask."
All three fillies sat up eagerly.  'Gold Stars' sounded like a wonderful idea.

	
		Halloween Happenstance



	Uncle smiled softly to himself as he finished decorating the shop for Halloween.  While both inside and outside were fully decorated, no trick-or-treaters would be seeing the inside of the shop this year.  Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo had heard about Halloween while at school, and were eager to give Trick-or-treating a try, even going so far as to make their own costumes.  While Uncle had been happy to let them do so, the one rule he'd made for them all was that, while magic could be used to make the costume, none could be used in their functionality.  When he'd seen the plans they'd made, however, he'd relented in regard to the use of Scootaloo's cloud, as long as she made certain everything was safe.
He had been confused at first regarding their choices in costumes, but apparently they'd been given a special project in class under the 'advanced enrichment' initiative Miss Cheer had initiated.  Students who were sufficiently advanced and ahead of the rest of the class could earn further gold stars by choosing a subject they knew nothing about and presenting a report on it to the class as part of a day's lesson.  Uncle was all the more impressed with Miss Cheer at hearing that, and had found himself wishing he was 20 years younger...a wish he discarded rapidly to focus on his wards.  The subject the fillies had chosen had been Japanese mythology...under the logic that, given what they'd experienced so far, there was every possibility they would encounter such figures at some point in their lives, since they'd already encountered an Incan Earth Goddess.  The costumes they'd chosen for themselves - and the one they'd insisted Uncle wear to match - were all drawn from their studies on that subject.
Uncle once more glanced down at his costume.  At first glance, it seemed to be ordinary samurai armor, with an odd crest in the center of his belly.  Of course, that was because he couldn't see the circle of stylized fireballs made of paper mache that was affixed to his back to arc around and over his arms and head.  He was still having some difficulty with the sash that was meant to wrap around his arms and hover behind him, mostly because the absence of magic involved meant hovering was somewhat difficult.  He also wasn't entirely comfortable with the way his hair flared all about him like crazy.  Still, the fillies had insisted...
At first glance, Scootaloo and Sweetie Belle's costumes were almost identical, save that Scootaloo was garbed in red and dark green while Sweetie Belle was garbed in green and white.  Both had applied face paint to create a frighteningly demonic visage, and were riding around on Scootaloo's cloud, which she'd made much bigger and somehow darkened to a thunderhead.  The major difference came in their accessories.  Sweetie Belle had a large bag tied at either end wrapped around her neck, which hung down and released small amounts of smoke every so often.  Scootaloo, however, had a circle of drums attached to her back, similar to the flames attached to Uncle's, and a pair of drumsticks clutched in her forehooves.
Apple Bloom's choice of costume seemed out of place, but actually had just drawn from different stories of Japanese myth.  Lacking Sweetie's ability to make herself hover atop the cloud or Scootaloo's ability to sit on it, she had instead dressed herself in a white wolf costume, painting red lines along the body and strapping a mirror  to her back.
Uncle smiled down at the fillies, feeling oddly proud of just how much effort they'd put into their costumes.  It said good things about their futures that they could show such dedication.  "Are we all ready to go?" Uncle asked.
"One more thing!" Scootaloo spoke up.  guiding the cloud upward, she flicked a switch on the back of Uncle's costume...and the ring of flames started to slowly rotate.  Sweetie Belle flicked a switch on the back of Scootaloo's costume, and her drums did the same.  "Added some clockwork!" Scootaloo proclaimed proudly.
Uncle shook his head in amazement, idly wondering just what else the three might be capable of some day.  He also made a mental note to be very careful when walking.  The last thing he wanted to risk was one of Scootaloo's contraptions going haywire.
With costumes prepared and each of the fillies carrying their candy buckets, Uncle led them outside and turned to lock up the shop until their return.  He then turned back to face the fillies...and leapt back.  "Aiyah!" he cried out.  "Apple Bloom!  Uncle said no magic in costumes!"
"But ah'm not!" Apple Bloom complained, pawing at the grass and flowers sprouting up between the cobblestones on which she stood.
"Flowers and grass were not there moments ago!" Uncle insisted.
Apple Bloom glanced down at them.  "Oh...that..."  She looked up dewy eyed.  "Ah'm not doin' it on purpose!  It just...happens!  Anytime ah'm on ground that's not a solid surface that ain't plant matter, plants sprout up around mah hooves.  It's kinda freaky..."
"Is that why you've been insisting on riding around in the wagon as much as possible?" Scootaloo asked, startled.  Apple Bloom nodded confirmation.
Kneeling down, Uncle put his fingertips to Apple Bloom's temples, mumbling under his breath as he gathered his magic to analyze Apple Bloom's...only to find that, much like Sweetie Belle's and Scootaloo's, it had reached a point where it was naturally flowing out of her and into the environment at a steady rate.  Uncle theorized that their home plane of existence had a much stronger and active magical field, and thus this wasn't as noticeable there.  However, as Earth's magical field was more stagnant and faint, this much magic pouring out of the three caused visible reactions in the environment.  This was not to say that their magic had grown incredibly strong - as best as he could tell, they were still limited to the same level of output for spell work as they always had been, which was about what he could generate for a single spell unaided - but that their bodies generated that amount continuously, which resulted in the excess that couldn't be stored being released into the environment.  This caused stunning visual effects which could likely be intimidating, but was hardly useful or dangerous.
"When did this start?" Uncle asked carefully.
"A few weeks ago..." Apple Bloom replied.  "...Pachamama said there wasn't nothin' ah could do about it..."
"When Pachamama say that?" Uncle demanded incisively.
"When she visited mah dream a few months back," Apple Bloom explained.  "She came ta check up on me when she felt mah power growin..."
Uncle nodded as he took that in.  "We will discuss later," he said firmly.  "For now...hope pendants are up to task."  He saw Apple Bloom's head jerk up in surprise.  "Uncle promised trick-or-treat, Uncle give trick-or-treat.  At least plant-walking fits Apple Bloom's costume!"
All three fillies grinned widely as they raced away with Uncle close behind them, seeking the first house they could find for candy, a trail of sprouting and wilting plant life behind Apple Bloom's hooves.

			Author's Notes: 
Bonus points for the first to correctly identify all costumes...
Except Apple Bloom's.  Pretty sure that one's too obvious.
Also, as for what was said about Apple Bloom, I'm implying this is the natural state for all ponies, to release generated magic into the environment at a steady rate.


	
		Christmas Cheer



	Apple Bloom sat quietly, wrapped in a blanket as she stared into the fireplace beneath the shop's chimney.  The fire burned cheerily, but it was a magic fire.  It gave off warmth and light, but it didn't burn anything.  She'd tested it herself by sitting amidst the flames for a full hour.  She came out a bit dehydrated and overheated, but unburnt and without even a trace of soot in her coat.  She'd prepared such a fire specifically for tonight, with a little bit of help from Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo.
Briefly taking her eyes off the fire, she glanced around the room.  Nearby, an evergreen tree stood tall, decorations hanging form its branches.  Everything from tinsel and lights to colorful spheres and little plush dolls of everyone they knew and cared about danced amidst the green needles, light flickering over the metallic surfaces as the vary-colored lights shimmered over the tinsel like a field of stars.  Atop the tree, a star glowed faintly, illuminating the rest of the room only faintly, including the five stockings hanging from the mantel of the fireplace.  Names were painstakingly hand-sewn into each of the stockings.  Uncle, Jackie, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo...
She paused as she spotted a waver in the air beside her.  "Sweetie Belle!" she hissed angrily.  "What are ya doin' up?"
Light seemed to warp, and before long the unicorn was fully visible.  "Drat," Sweetie Belle pouted.  "I thought I'd managed to make that invisibility spell work!"
"It fights the pendant, remember?" Apple Bloom pointed out.  "There's no such thing as a 'perfectly normal invisible unicorn', after all."  As Sweetie continued to grumble, Apple Bloom pressed again.  "Now what are ya doin' up?"
"I was going to ask you the same question," Sweetie chided.  "You heard what Uncle said!  Santa won't come until after we're asleep!"
The three fillies had caught the excitement of the rest of their class when the discussion of Christmas had come up.  They'd written their letters to Santa, much like the rest of the class, asking for whatever it was they wanted.  At school, however, it had just been part of the exercise, and fitting in with a human society, little more from Apple Bloom's perspective than further practice holding a pencil - or pen - with a hoof instead of her mouth.  After all, the way the teacher had talked about Santa was the same way she referred to the fillies, as something perfectly ordinary that her mind didn't register as being magical.  The same way Jackie spoke about such beings as the Tooth Fairy and the Easter Bunny.
But then they'd talked about it with Uncle...and he'd spoken of Santa differently.  He spoke with the conviction of knowledge, not belief.  Santa was apparently a fundamental aspect of Chi Magic studies, as real as unicorns and demons and just as important, a focal point of Good Chi.  He even had a special way of sending off their letters to Santa to ensure they would reach him.  After that, each of the fillies had written a new letter to Santa, asking for something other than the usual toys or 'feel good' wishes.
Apple Bloom glanced away.  "Ah...ah'm hoping Santa can gimme what ah asked for a little sooner..." she answered softly, refusing to meet Sweetie Belle's gaze.  "Ah mean...it's not like we're human kids, right?  Maybe he'll make an exception as far as the 'must be in bed', since we're magic?"
"Why are you so eager, anyway?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.  "What could it be that you want so badly?"
"Ah...ah asked fer..."  Apple Bloom lowered her gaze.  "...ah asked him ta take mah magic away..."
"What?" Scootaloo demanded from the rafters, dropping down beside the others.  "Why the hay would you ask that?"
"Yer supposed ta be in bed, too," Apple Bloom grumbled.
"The question stands," Sweetie Belle added her own insistence.
"You should understand pretty well, Sweetie," Apple Bloom countered.  "Remember Mumbo?"
Sweetie Belle shuddered.  Around Thanksgiving, a wanna-be wizard had stopped by the shop looking for things for his own attempts at magic.  He had no real talent, but he'd read enough that he believed he could do anything if he put his mind to it.  Uncle had refused to sell to him, since reckless use of magic was dangerous.  'The Magnificent Mumbo', as he'd called himself, had countered by trying to kidnap Sweetie Belle when the fillies were on their way home from school, while Scootaloo was towing her and Apple Bloom in the wheelbarrow.  Unfortunately for 'Mumbo', Scootaloo was using her cloud that day, rather than her scooter, and it was still built up grey from Halloween.  The trio had decided not to mention the event to Uncle, since Scootaloo didn't want a lecture on zapping people with lightning...or even to admit to Uncle that she could make lightning.
"See?" Apple Bloom pointed out.  "And you can hide yer magical nature just by not using it.  Scoot can easily defend herself from anything, or just fly out of reach.  But me?"  She pawed at the wooden floor as plants sprouted between the boards, withering as she moved away.  "Ah can't even walk around without leavin' evidence Ah'm all magical...and what kinda defense do ah got?  Ah can't even control most of what mah magic does yet, outside mah garden..."  She lowered her eyes.  "And if I get snatched for something - like as a vessel or sacrifice for some Earth spirit/god/demon/whatever - you two and Uncle will try ta save me...and all that'll do is put ya in danger cause of me..."  She blinked away a few tears.  "If...if all my magic is gonna do is put the ones ah care about in danger...than ah don't want it!"
Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo immediately pulled Apple Bloom into a tight hug, doing their best to comfort her in her sorrow.  So focused had they been on her anguish, none had noticed the sound of bells, or hoofsteps.
"So that is what your letter meant, Apple Bloom," a kindly old voice said in the barest of whispers from before the fireplace.
The three fillies spun, their eyes going wide in awe as they stared at the portly figure in furs, red trimmed with white.  His full beard and mustache nearly swallowed his face and covered a good portion of his chest as well.  "...Santa..." all three breathed in awe, able to not just see Santa for what he was, but to feel the vast amounts of Good Chi focused in every cell of his very being.  Apple Bloom, being the most scientifically focused of the trio, began to get a glimmer of how Santa could traverse the whole world in a single night.  There was so much Good Chi focused in him, he was the living magical equivalent of a black hole, his very existence warping the fabric of magic and space-time wherever he walked, the effect controlled by his gentle, compassionate nature so it did no harm.  No wonder the normal laws of physics, or even magic physics, don't apply to him, she thought silently.
Santa knelt down before the fillies.  "I'm actually glad all three of you are here," he explained as they approached him nervously, the trio being even more in awe than when they'd been in the presence of Pachamama, a genuine god.  "You see...it isn't actually in my power to grant what you three asked of me in your second letters.  I can give presents, but I can't grant miracles."
All three fillies hung their ears in disbelief.  "But...but ya got so much power..." Apple Bloom whimpered.  "Ya...ya can't...?"
"I wouldn't take your magic away from you even if I could," Santa interrupted.  "It is a part of you...and to do so would, in the long run, be a great cruelty, wounding your very soul."  He shook his head gently.  "And cruelty is one thing I cannot abide, and will not do, even when asked by one who has been as good as you have."  As Apple Bloom hung her head, he turned to Sweetie Belle.  "And Sweetie Belle...I know you meant well, but even I do not have the power to give back years of life.  Even if Uncle wanted it - which he does not - I cannot add sand to his hourglass and restore his youth to him.  Magic such as that always has a price, one that neither I nor your guardian will pay."
Sweetie Belle sighed sadly.  As the three fillies had grown, she'd noticed Uncle beginning to struggle a bit more to keep up with them.  His joints became more stiff, he took longer each morning to wake up, and he'd started going outside less and less often.  He pushed himself for the sake of the fillies...but Sweetie Belle had worried, and asked Santa to make Uncle younger again.  She knew it was a long shot...but feeling how much magic Santa had inside him had given her a bit of hope.
Scootaloo hung her head even as Santa turned to her.  "Guess what I asked for was kinda stupid anyway..." she muttered.
"Not really," Santa replied, "and it was well meaning.  But no power in this or any world can join two worlds together, and even if it were possible the raw magic of the land you come from would overwhelm - and overwrite - this one if I even tried."  Noticing the despair on the fillies faces, he smiled warmly at them.  "Now don't be like that," he gently chided.  "It's a good thing you are awake now...because while I can't grant the wishes as they are written, I can give gifts based in the sentiment behind them."
"Huh?" all three fillies asked, looking up in confusion.
Smiling widely, Santa touched his finger to the side of his nose, and the tip of that finger glowed as he focused his magic there.  Leaning down, he touched the finger to each of the fillies' 'pendants of normalcy'.  The pendants flared with shimmering light as they absorbed the magic, almost more than the pendants could contain.  "There is your present, Apple Bloom," he explained.  "Your wish came from a desire to keep yourself and your loved ones safe...and this magic will prevent your magical nature from drawing the attention or ire of any purely human threat.  Animal threats you're all well equipped to handle...and Uncle will surely teach you three how to handle yourselves against those threats that are magical, and more than human."
Apple Bloom smiled widely, tears in her eyes.  "T-thank you, Santa..." she murmured gratefully, hugging him as much as she could.
"Ho ho ho," Santa chuckled, returning the embrace even as Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo piled onto him as well.  "Now, I can do more..."  He pulled back and waved his hand over their faces.  "But for now...it's time for you three to wake up."  He snapped his fingers.
He smiled to himself as he watched that special bit of spatial warping kick in.  The three fillies would wake up the following morning in their beds, fully rested, as though the entire event had been naught but a dream.  He used that when children who were otherwise good snuck down to see him.  After all, it was the faith in the magic and spirit of Christmas that made it so potent.  True knowledge of it got in the way of that, unless those who knew were also of a magical inclination, and knew how big a part of magic belief that it would work was.  Standing upright, he got to work, leaving the presents under the tree and filling the stockings before turning to the last few gifts.  "Hmm..." he murmured to himself as he rolled up his sleeves.  "These might be tricky..."  With a beckoning motion, he called Scootaloo's cloud over to him.  "Might as well start with the simplest ones..."

Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo awoke in bed with a start.  The sun was high in the sky, showing it was well after sunrise.  They weren't sure why they'd slept so late, but they were very relaxed and happy.  "I had the strangest dream," Apple Bloom muttered.  "Santa came and put magic in our pendants..."
"After telling us he could grant the spirit of our requests, but not the letter?" Sweetie Belle asked, eyes wide.
"And then told us to wake up?" Scootaloo added.
Eyes wide, the trio raced downstairs to find Uncle and Jackie already awake and waiting for them.  "Children that sleep in late on Christmas morning," Jackie joked.  "Will the miracles never cease?"
Scootaloo blew a raspberry in protest, startling laughter out of all present.  She then gasped, however, as she spotted something floating beside the tree.  It looked like her cloud, but it was now a bright cyan.  A note hung nearby, and she raced over to read it.  "Your cloud now lives, and will come when you call, and support the three of you without additional magic," she read carefully.  "His name is Cumulo."
As she spoke the name, the cloud zipped over to her, leaving a rainbow contrail behind it as it moved.  She hopped up onto it eagerly, for some reason that alone making her warm and happy inside as she snuggled into the cloud.
Sweetie Belle opened a large present with her name on it, and found several mannequins in the shape of the fillies, obviously designed to hang clothes from...especially since different outfits already hung from them.  While the three had never had much to do with clothing aside from their Halloween costumes, something about the sight of clothes hanging from pony-shaped mannequins was very comforting to Sweetie.
Uncle gasped as he opened a narrow package with his name on it.  "Aiyah!" he called out in surprise.  "Is Chi Master Fong's lost Joint Ail potion recipe!  Been searching all over for this!  Help ease joints for years!"
Sweetie Belle smiled widely, realizing what Santa had done for her wish.
Apple Bloom glanced around, looking for something that might be for her...until she noticed a note pinned to the tree.  Walking over, she read it.
Apple Bloom,
Check the back lot.
Santa

Gasping, Apple Bloom raced out to the back lot, a part of the property that the group rarely used and mostly ignored.  What she saw there stunned her beyond belief, and she felt the need for confirmation.  "Girls!  Jackie!  Uncle!  Come quick!"
The four summoned quickly raced out to see what had caused Apple Bloom's excitement...only to come screeching to a halt, their eyes lifting.  "Aiyah..." Uncle breathed, staring up at the apple tree that had not been there the day before, and the plant life that bloomed so readily around its roots in an otherwise bare lot.
Jackie walked up to the tree, placing his hand against it.  "It feels...so alive..." he murmured.  "More than any other tree I've encountered..."
"It gives off magic..." Uncle murmured as he rested his own hand against it, noticing the parchment seal on the rope around the trunk, keeping the tree's magic self contained.  "It's from...where the fillies are from...but how?"
"My letter to Santa!" Scootaloo spoke up as Apple Bloom leaned happily against the tree.  "We'd felt so out of place here in San Francisco...I asked him to bring a bit of home here."
"I asked him to help you fight aging!" Sweetie Belle squeaked out.
"I asked him to help keep us safe..." Apple Bloom murmured, still leaned against the tree, feeling warm and safe as though cuddled between two larger ponies.
Smiling softly, Uncle knelt down, pulling the three fillies in a warm embrace.  "Uncle is so proud of you three..."

	
		Ancillary Alliteration: Adventure Away



	The next few years were rather uneventful for the three fillies.  Their time in school went well, even if the teachers they had after Miss Cheer weren't nearly as fun.  Their academics never suffered, though they didn't excel either...mostly because the amplified pendants caused anything they did academically to be perceived as 'normal' for them, meaning that nothing could be perceived as excelling.  They worked around this by picking up their lessons with Uncle back at the shop, and helping research for Jackie's archaeological expeditions.
Unfortunately for the trio, making friends amongst their classmates proved to be just as difficult.  While they were frequently invited to join in various games or other activities, they were never specifically invited, always as just part of the crowd.  The pendants that kept them safe once more caused other problems, since they didn't stand out socially either, more often than not little more than extra warm bodies for the various activities.  This was not to say they didn't enjoy being invited and joining in...but all three felt an obscure loneliness and exclusion in the knowledge that they'd never really be welcomed amongst their fellow students specifically for themselves.
Still, they pressed on.  Unable to find such inclusion amongst others, they spent more and more time doing crazy things together around the city of San Francisco.  The knowledge that anything they did would be overlooked as 'normal' made many things they'd normally never consider doing exciting challenges.  Cumulo played a huge part in many of these endeavors, buzzing the tallest buildings around town before leaping off and finding ways to break their fall before they hit the ground, taking turns for how to do it.  The favorite so far was Apple Bloom's bunge-ivy, when she called Ivy growing on the building walls to stretch out and catch them before flinging them back up into the air when they reached the bottom of the stretch, only to be caught by Cumulo on his return flight.
With all their activities together, the sense of loneliness and exclusion faded, though the trio still found themselves desperate for a real friend who liked them for them, someone to bring into their world of magic and embrace all the weirdness and excitement they lived with every day.  They all doubted the chance something like that could happen, since ordinary humans couldn't notice anything magical about them - they'd checked, even having Scootaloo ride Cumulo into class, and while the comments of 'cool ride' had been promising, the teacher'd just told her he belonged at the bike rack - and anything magical they encountered likely wouldn't be able to be part of 'ordinary life', and any friendships found there were unlikely to be the sort to invite over for board games or a movie night.
So it was rather unsurprising to Uncle that, despite riding a cyan colored cloud with a rainbow colored contrail that could break the sound barrier, his three little girls arrived home with sad looks on their faces.  Unpleasant, but unsurprising.  However, he thought he had a few pieces of news that ought to cheer them up.  "Welcome home, girls," he greeted them warmly, stepping out from behind the counter.  "How was school?"
"...it was okay..." Apple Bloom answered morosely.
"Boring..." Scootaloo grumbled.
Sweetie Belle, ever the sort to try and find the good in things, offered, "The lunch you packed us was tasty?"
Chuckling, Uncle watched as the trio trudged to the table and got to their homework, working studiously away like good little girls...a true sign that they were feeling down in the dumps.  "Well, Uncle has good news for you!" he chimed out happily.  "Jackie will be coming back from his dig tomorrow!"
All three fillies immediately perked up.  "Really?" Sweetie Belle squeaked out.  "He'll be here tomorrow?"
"With all sorts of stories of his adventures?" Scootaloo added eagerly.
"And he can test me for my next belt?" Apple Bloom called out happily, her eyes going to where her gi hung in the closet, a red belt wrapped around it.
Uncle chuckled softly, pleased to see how much the three had grown to love and welcome his nephew.  It was nice to see how their family had grown.  Which, as it turned out, led into his next bit of news.  "Although he won't be here until after school, most likely, so you'd best behave yourselves at school and not get detention."
Scootaloo blew a raspberry.  "Like we ever do," she replied disdainfully...and more than a little morosely.
"One more thing!" Uncle spoke up, getting their attention.  "Jackie is not only family showing up tomorrow.  His cousins from Hong Kong are sending their daughter, Jade, to live with us for a year.  She will be bunking with you."  He smiled impishly.  "She is about your age."
"We have a cousin?" Apple Bloom gasped out happily.
"And she's coming to stay with us?" Sweetie Belle squeaked, her voice cracking as she hit the high note.
As the pair started squealing happily, Scootaloo scratched at her chin thoughtfully.  "How come they're sending her out here?" she asked curiously.  "It's not one of those 'broaden her horizons' things, is it?  I mean, if she's our age, isn't she a little young for that?"
Uncle winced.  He had hoped he'd get by without spilling this part of what he had to share.  "Well...it seems she has been...a bit of a troublemaker back home," Uncle admitted.  "They are hoping Jackie will straighten her out."
Scootaloo's eyes widened eagerly.  "You mean she knows how to have fun and isn't above stepping around the rules at times?" she asked happily.  "And she's someone we can tell about us, because she's family?"
"Well..." Uncle began.
A high pitched squeal cut the air as the three fillies began cheering together.
Sighing, Uncle shook his head, rubbing his fingers in his ears.  He didn't have the heart to disillusion them, not when they were this happy.

			Author's Notes: 
Yes, that chapter title means no more trying to make all the titles alliterative.  It was becoming difficult to manage.


	
		A Friend Like Me



	Jackie smiled softly to himself as he led Apple Bloom through her katas in the upstairs dojo above the antique shop.  He'd arrived back from his latest archaeological expedition just the day before, and the three girls had been overjoyed to see him.  Of course, there had been a moment when they'd looked at Uncle in confusion and Scootaloo had asked about 'that other thing', only for Uncle to tell her it would be tomorrow...today now.  Jackie had shrugged it off, assuming Uncle had plans for a family event today.  For now, he would focus on teaching Apple Bloom more of the martial arts, as of the three she was the only truly dedicated student.  She'd even cleared the test to get her next belt level, and she was so proud.
He paused in the teaching as the bell near the exit to the dojo began to ring.  He quickly moved to the stairs, followed by Apple Bloom.  Down below in the antique shop, Uncle was examining the shield Jackie had brought back with him, working on translating the inscriptions.  Uncle smiled up at Jackie.  "Come," he called warmly, "give Uncle a hug."
Smiling widely, Jackie performed a careful flip off the top of the stairwell to land lightly on his feet in front of Uncle.  When he turned to embrace him, however, he received a two finger strike to his temple.  "Ow!"
"You no make coffee this morning!" Uncle snapped, sipping from a cup.  "Scootaloo had to do it, but is your job.  You want dead Uncle, no?"  When Jackie helplessly shook his head, Uncle continued, "Then you make the coffee."
Sighing, Jackie nodded.
"One more thing!" Sweetie Belle called out from another desk, where she spent her time on weekends - like now - helping with the shop paperwork and taking phone messages since Uncle still disliked the more modern phones and the 'fax machine'.  "The university called, Uncle Jackie.  They want you to translate some parchments."
"One more thing!" Scootaloo called out from the library.  "I'm having trouble finding any other examples of the writing on the shield.  It must be really old.  Uncle, I think you need to look at your journals, I still can't read them."
"One more thing!" Uncle called out to everyone present.  He then gestured to a young girl of Asian descent standing in front of the counter, somehow having gone unnoticed until then.  She had black and blue hair that hung in bangs that framed her heart shaped face, save for one that seemed to determined to fall over her eyes.  Her hazel eyes stared piercingly at all around, seeming bored and frustrated.  She was dressed in an orange hoodie and blue jeans, looked about 10 years old, and had three bright pink suitcases of various sizes arranged behind her...which also had somehow gone unnoticed until then.  "Jackie, this is Jade, your niece.  She will live with you for a year."
The three fillies gasped happily as they rushed over to meet Jade.  Jackie's reaction, however, suggested to Uncle that he had been overexposed to the 'Amulets of Acceptance', as Sweetie Belle had eventually termed them.  "Okay," he stated, as though this were something that happened every day.  He then expressed a sudden, stronger reaction as he almost choked on his words.  "I have a niece?"
"You cousin Shin's girl from Hong Kong," Uncle explained.  "Jade is not behaving well there.  Doing poorly in school.  Your cousin thinks she will do better in America, with you."  As Uncle spoke Jade let her eyes wander, keeping her expression neutral as she refused to look at anyone.
"Wouldn't she do better with you?" Jackie asked quietly.  "I mean, you've been raising the girls so far-"
"Uncle has his aging hands full with three!" Uncle insisted.  "You want to unleash chaos on San Francisco by making Uncle responsible for four?"
As Uncle and Jackie discussed this, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo had decided to go greet the new family member and make her feel welcome.  "Howdy, cousin!" Apple Bloom greeted warmly.
Jade, for her part, simply stared at them, her eyes widening.
"Wait, maybe she doesn't speak English!" Scootaloo offered.  "She did just arrive from Hong Kong, after all."
Smiling, Sweetie Belle greeted her.  "Nǐ hǎo qīn qi."
Jade stared at Sweetie Belle.  "...Qílín..." she whispered at last.
All three fillies stared at her.  Sweetie Belle then seized her in her telekinetic aura.  "Uncle, we're gonna play with Jade upstairs!" she called out as the three absconded with their new cousin.
"See?" Jackie pointed out to Uncle.  "They are connecting already."
"Uncle still cannot handle four in antique shop!" Uncle countered.  "Took years to adapt to three!"

Once upstairs, Jade quickly found herself tied to a chair with a light being shone on her face.  "See?" Scootaloo said smugly.  "I told you having all this set up ahead of time just in case was a good idea."
"Ah don't know whether ta be impressed or upset that you're right," Apple Bloom grumbled.
"Shouldn't we focus on the issue?" Sweetie Belle asked.  "I mean, she saw right through the 'normal' aura.  No human should be able to do that!"
"Right!" Scootaloo insisted as she swung the lamp close to Jade's face.  "Alright, talk!  What are you that the pendants don't effect you?  Demon?  Spirit?  Planeswalker?  Reverse aged chi wizard?  Witch?"  She thrust her face into Jade's.  "Are you a spy?"
In response to the rapid-fire questions, Jade...squeed.  "I'm being interrogated by three talking, candy-colored miniature ponies...and one of them's an honest to goodness unicorn!  America...is so...COOL!"  She seemed to be vibrating with contained glee.
Scootaloo blinked in confusion.  "This doesn't seem to be working..."
"Probably cuz we're overlookin' something," Apple Bloom offered.  "Sweetie Belle, touch her face."
Shrugging, Sweetie Belle pressed her hoof against Jade's cheek.  The only thing that happened was Jade getting even more excited.  "What does this prove?" Sweetie asked, confused.
"That she's not dark magic," Apple Bloom explained.  "And what about that spell ya got ta see someone's magic?"
Nodding, Sweetie Belle pulled her hoof back and closed her eyes, focusing her magic inward.  When she opened her eyes, they glowed green.  To her vision now, each of the trio glowed with a literal bonfire of chi and magical energy, flowing all around them and endlessly pouring out.  When she looked at Jade, however, she yelped in shock.  To her altered vision, Jade blazed with chi and magic that dwarfed the trio's, though it flared out randomly, endlessly shifting and ebbing every moment, never still, the sure sign of untrained magic however powerful it was.  "...that's a lot..." she muttered, rubbing her eyes as she shifted her gaze back to normal.
"Thought so," Apple Bloom stated firmly, looking somewhere between smug and sorrowful.
"Going to explain it to the rest of us?" Scootaloo grumbled.
"Lots of magical creatures have some natural ability to blend with their surroundings to keep from being noticed," Apple Bloom explained.  "An innate version of our pendants.  But anyone with enough magical potential can see through 'em."  She looked compassionately at Jade.  "That's why yer grades started sufferin', didn't they?  There's lots and lots o' those critters in the Far East, and ya couldn't focus when ya were seein' 'em everywhere?"  Jade sighed, nodding sadly.
Sweetie Belle's eyes lowered.  "And when you tried to tell them what you saw, no one believed you, because they couldn't see them, and they thought you were just making things up to get out of trouble?"  Jade nodded again.
"And if you're going to get blamed for trouble anyway, why not just make trouble?" Scootaloo asked.  Jade lowered her gaze as Sweetie undid the ropes.
"Well, I've got good news for you!" Sweetie reassured Jade.  "You're not crazy or anything like that.  You've just got really powerful innate magical ability.  The creatures you've been seeing are real, just like us!  And we're your cousins!"
Jade managed a warm smile as she blinked away a few tears as the group piled into a group hug.  After a time, Apple Bloom spoke up.  "So...how come ya weren't sayin' anything downstairs?"
Jade shrugged.  "I kinda figured I'd face the same sort of thing I did back home, and I thought I could get away with more if I pretended I couldn't understand instructions."
Scootaloo grinned widely.  "I can get behind that.  Don't worry, we won't tell."
Jade grinned widely as the trio started to lead her back downstairs, only to pause at a window.  "Say...it looks like Uncle Jackie's tailing someone."
The three fillies quickly joined her at the window, eager for something interesting for once.  "Wonder what's up with that?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
"Must be important," Sweetie Belle murmured.
"Let's tail him and find out!" Scootaloo offered eagerly.
"But how are we going to keep up?" Jade asked curiously.
All three fillies grinned widely at her.  "Cumulo!" Scootaloo called out.
Before Jade's very eyes, a cyan cloud zipped up to the windowsill trailing a rainbow behind it.  The three fillies hopped up onto it, and Apple Bloom held out her hoof.  "Come on!" she offered eagerly.
Cautiously, Jade allowed herself to be pulled onto the cloud, only to grin widely as it took her weight.  "So...cool!" she squealed as the cloud shot off with the group atop it.


(1) Looking back at the show, I noticed Jade took to all the magic and craziness a...little too quickly, if you get what I'm saying.  While I overlooked it when I first watched it, I couldn't help but question it as I watched it again.  Of course, I recently saw some fanart of "The Life and Times of Juniper Lee", another old show I liked but can't find much of online, and that connected her ready acceptance of magic to the problems she was sent to Jackie to 'fix'.

	
		When a Kid's In America



	Tailing Jackie, even while riding a tame cloud, proved to be far more entertaining than the group had anticipated.  First off, much to their surprise, Scootaloo had to guide Cumulo much higher than normal to avoid being spotted, since one of the first things Jackie did was make his way up the side of a building to the top to track the car he was after.  Jade's biggest amazement there was when Jackie seemed to literally run up the wall a good distance on hands and feet, before racing along to leap from rooftop to rooftop.  When he tried to climb down a drainpipe, however, it proved to not be anywhere near as attached to the building as Jackie was, leading to him crashing atop the car he was tailing, making Jade and the others wince.
This had then led to a chase across town as the three thugs inside the car - all three tall and skinny, each with their own unique 'style', if it could be called that - attempted to take down Jackie, who was easily able to stay one jump ahead of them until he got past a fence surrounding the school playground.  While the school was closed that day, the playground was still open to the students as a 'safe play environment'.  As none of the three pursuing thugs looked physically fit enough to jump the fence as Jackie had, it looked like Jackie was safe...until they pulled out what could only be described as 'lightning swords' - short, sword-shaped batons surrounded by focused electrical energy - and cut through the fence to go after Jackie.  Scootaloo was getting ready to swoop down and give the thugs a taste of her own lightning, until she saw Jackie manage to disarm and disable the thugs with a pair of windshield wipers, the playground tether ball, and the swing set.  At that point, the thugs ran for it, showing they actually had a brain between them.
Jade managed at that point to convince Scootaloo to set them down so she could run up and tell Jackie how cool he was, but by the time she got there, all she managed to do was distract Jackie just as a bald man in a black trench coat sprayed him with a green gas from a canister, knocking Jackie out cold.  This news was not well received by the fillies as the bald man and two others loaded the unconscious Jackie into an unmarked blue van.
"I say we zap the van with some lightning!" Scootaloo insisted.  "Bet that'd teach them to abduct our Uncle Jackie!"
"Except Jackie's in the van," Sweetie Belle pointed out logically.  "He'd get zapped, too."
"Oh..." Scootaloo offered sheepishly.  "Kinda forgot about that..."
"Maybe I could get one of the trees they drive by tear the van apart with its roots and branches?" Apple Bloom suggested.  "Jackie won't get zapped by wood."
Jade stared at Apple Bloom, stunned.  "You...you can do that?" she asked, her voice awed.
Apple Bloom smirked a bit mischievously.  "You can't?" she teased.
"Be nice," Sweetie Belle chided.  "Besides, if Jackie's still unconscious..."
"Oh, yeah," Apple Bloom muttered.  "I guess that's a concern..."
"I don't suppose you have any viable suggestions?" Jade asked.  "Instead of just poking holes?"
"I figured we could follow to wherever they're taking Jackie and then storm the place," Sweetie Belle offered.  "With our magic, we could probably tear the building apart if we feel the need.  Pretty sure we can get him out safely."  She rubbed the pendant she was wearing.  "And as long as we're just dealing with humans, we won't even get in trouble, as long as we wear these."
"Seriously?" Jade gasped out.  "How could that work?"
"As long as we're wearin' these pendants," Apple Bloom explained, "anything we say, do, or are gets shrugged off as 'normal' for us by anyone who sees us, as long as they don't got any magic in 'em."
"So...with those pendants, you could get away with just about anything?" Jade asked excitedly.
Apple Bloom glanced down nervously.  "Well..."
Sweetie Belle looked somewhere between uncertain and ashamed.  "Umm..."
Scootaloo grinned conspiratorially.  "Yup!"
Jade grinned wickedly.  "We'll have to talk about that later...  For now, let's focus on saving Jackie."
As they watched, the van pulled into a dead end alley, and details proved difficult to see.  They were, however, able to see the bald man make his way through a hidden door and down a staircase, and were able to follow him, where they saw the immense base he'd walked into.
"Uncle Jackie's been absconded to some sort of secret underground base!" Jade whispered in awe.  "We gotta figure out how to get him out!"
"There's a garage over there," Scootaloo pointed out.  "Maybe there'll be something in there you can drive to get him out?"
"What about you three?" Jade asked worriedly.
"We'll make a distraction and walk right out," Apple Bloom replied.  She wiggled her pendant.  "Sides, I think I see some plants and an experimental growth formula over there..."
Sweetie Belle sighed.  "Here's hoping this doesn't blow up in our faces..."

Jackie groaned as the crazed action finally slowed down enough for him to wrap his mind around it all.  First, his old friend Augustus Black shows up...to kidnap him and take him to a secret underground anti-crime base.  Then he finds out the thugs who were after the shield and threatened his family were part of a secret crime organization that basically ran the criminal world, and was after artifacts...and Augustus wanted him to work with him to research what artifacts this 'Dark Hand' would be after.
And just as he was coming to terms with all of it, a giant plant creature he could only define in his mind as 'Audrey III' came bursting out of one of the labs and began lashing out with vines while singing 'Never Gonna Give You Up' in a deep, bass voice, the sprinkler system started releasing fog that shaped into thunderclouds indoors, and Jade came riding up on a moped through the middle of the chaos trying to pull him out of the base.  He was glad he was able to shut the moped down easily, even if it did leave him crashing into a wall.
Sitting up, his head cleared enough that he could see Jade struggling in the grip of two agents, even as other agents tried - and failed - to contain the plant monstrosity.  "Young lady, how did you get in here?" Augustus demanded angrily.
Jade pulled free of the grip of the two agents - mostly because a pair of vines had grabbed hold of them - and smirked smugly.  "The stairs."
"Where did you get the bike?" Jackie demanded angrily.  "And...all this?"  He gestured at the rest of the chaos.  "You could have been hurt!"
"The bike's from their garage!" Jade bragged as she pulled him close.  "I snuck it out to help bust you out of here while the girls provided a distraction."
Jackie groaned as things began to make sense.  "Apple Bloom?" he asked morosely, pointing at the singing plant.  When he got the confirming nod, he pointed at the thunderclouds.  "Scootaloo?"  Another nod.  "...I don't want to know what Sweetie Belle's up to, do I?"
"She's checking the computers for a self destruct system," Jade confirmed, only for Jackie to groan and bury his face in his hands.
"Jade," Jackie finally groaned out, "these people are my friends."
Jade stared up at him.  "Your 'friends' knocked you out and took you to a super secret underground base?" she asked incredulously.
"Uh...yes?" Jackie offered.
Jade's face split into a wide grin.  "America...is so...cool!"  Turning, she let out a piercing whistle.  "Girls!" she called out.  "Friendly fire!  Friendly fire!"
The thunderclouds immediately began to dissipate.  Jackie also heard Apple Bloom bark out, "Sit!" leading to the singing plant settling down instead of rampaging, carefully setting down the agents it had snatched up.
"Care to explain how our security was penetrated by a child and her friends?" Augustus asked blandly.
"I'm not a child!" Jade insisted.  "I'm Jackie's niece!"
Augustus smirked cheekily at Jackie.  "I didn't know you had a niece."
"Join the club," Jackie responded tiredly.
"You seem rather blase about the giant plant monster and the indoor thunderclouds," Jade pointed out to Captain Black.
"It's not the first time it's happened," Augustus responded mildly.  "Admittedly, your friends' ability to contain the situation so readily is something I'd like to look into."
"You mean this sort of thing happens often here?" Jackie asked disbelievingly.
"We develop our own tech by the Thomas Edison method," Augustus answered enigmatically.  "That's all I'll say."
At that point, Jackie gently pulled Jade aside so he could talk to her about what happened.  "Jade..."
"Come on, admit it!" Jade piped up happily.  "Weren't we brave?"
"Yes," Jackie admitted.  "But your actions lacked wisdom, to know when challenges are too big, or when actions are too risky.  Many people could have gotten hurt from this, you four included.  Courage without wisdom is foolishness."  He smiled reassuringly, hoping to take any sting out of the rebuke.  "Understand?"
Jade glanced away.  "Uh...my English must not be too good," she offered nervously.
At that point, Jackie's phone rang.  Sighing, he picked it up.  "Hello?"
"Jackie!" Uncle greeted warmly from the other end.
"Uncle!" Jackie answered even as Jade turned away with a smirk.
"Where are you?" Uncle asked curiously.
"Uh...can't say," Jackie responded nervously, glancing around.
"Oh," Uncle answered, saying no more on it.  "One more thing!  Have you seen Jade?"
"Yes, she's with me," Jackie groaned out.
"See?" Uncle countered.  "I knew you two would get along!  One more thing!  Have you seen the girls?"
"They're here too," Jackie grumbled, glancing up at 'Audrey III' again.
"See?  And you said you couldn't handle children," Uncle jibed.  "One more thing!  How are they getting along together?"
"Thick as thieves," Jackie grumbled, once more glaring slightly at Jade.
"And you were worried about rivalries!" Uncle chided joyfully.  "One more thing!  I have been doing research on the shield.  Jackie, I have found what the inscriptions mean.  They are incantations."
"Incantations?" Jackie demanded, shocked.
"Magic," Uncle confirmed.  "Very powerful.  But the shield not important!"
Jackie choked a bit over his words.  "Of course the shield is important, Uncle!  Everyone I've met today wants the shield!"
"Ah," Uncle responded calmly.  "Shield not important!"  Before Uncle could say anything else, the line went silent.
"Uncle?" Jackie called out worriedly.  "Uncle?  Uncle!"

	
		Hūn náo



	Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Jade watched carefully as Jackie spoke on the phone.  "Uncle?" he called out worriedly one more time.  His eyes then widened, then narrowed as his body stiffened in fear.  "Yes, yes, I understand," he continued, his voice level.  "I will bring it.  I will tell no one."  When he hung up, Captain Black approached him curiously.  "A favor, between friends," Jackie explained.
"Does he seriously think he's being subtle?" Scootaloo whispered to Jade, who nodded in understanding.
"Watch the girls," Jackie requested of Captain Black, pointing to the four as he turned to race out.
"Jackie, where are you-" Captain Black began.
"Please!" Jackie pleaded as he reached the elevator.  "Don't ask questions."
"Okay, he doesn't think he's being subtle," Sweetie Belle mused.
"That's a relief," Apple Bloom agreed.  "I'd hate ta see what he thinks is blatant if he thought that was subtle."  A flash of light surrounded the four, unnoticed by anyone else.
Captain Black sighed.  "Alright, young ladies-"  His words stopped as he turned, and saw only the plant monstrosity, that had shrunk down to roughly the size of a Great Dane rather than the size of King Kong.
The plant looked up at him imploringly, despite the absence of eyes.  "Feed me, Augustus?" it sang out pleadingly.
"No," Captain Black replied firmly, turning to see if he could track down where Jackie was going so he could locate the girls.

When the light faded, all four girls found themselves back in the antique shop, though more than a little singed.  Jade coughed as she arrived.  "What was that?" she demanded irritably.
"Teleportation spell," Sweetie explained as she brushed soot out of her mane and tail.  "Sorry it was a little rough.  It's the first time I ever tried it."
"Pretty accurate, though," Apple Bloom offered through her own coughs.  "At least, ah assume ya were tryin' ta come here."
"I was," Sweetie Belle confirmed.  "We should have time to clean ourselves up before Jackie gets here."  She glanced nervously at the others.  "Can we...not mention the teleporting?  Uncle said I'm not supposed to try that spell yet..."
"I won't snitch!" Jade promised as she brushed soot from her hoodie.  "So...what's this all about anyway?"
"Jackie brought back a shield from his last expedition," Apple Bloom explained.  "Everybody wants it fer some reason.  Least, ah think that's what ah heard him sayin' to the Cap'n afore we started busting up the place."
"It has magic inside it, though it's mostly focused in the stone in the center," Sweetie Belle added.  "I felt it the moment Jackie brought it in, though I didn't say anything."
"So where is the shield, anyway?" Jade asked curiously, looking around.
"Bottom of that stack on the chair," Scootaloo pointed without looking.  "It's the only part of the shop that's arranged differently than it was when you arrived.  Whoever snagged Uncle to make Jackie give up the shield was careful as they went through, to not break anything."
Jade stared at Scootaloo.  "How do you know it's the only thing arranged differently?" she asked curiously.
"I fly," Scootaloo stated bluntly.  "Part of that is having a heightened awareness of your surroundings from the air.  Otherwise, it's called crashing."
"How do you know it's a ransom trade?" Sweetie Belle asked Apple Bloom curiously as she started carefully levitating the objects stacked on the shield off of it one by one so Jade could pull the shield out without making a mess.
"Ker-duh!" Apple Bloom replied.  "Why else would Jackie be actin' all cagey and not tellin' his friend the Cap'n what was up when he was on the phone with Uncle earlier?"
"So how are we going to convince Jackie to let us help rescue Uncle?" Sweetie Belle asked hopefully.  "I don't want to be left behind when Uncle's in danger.  I think I'd go crazy!"
Scootaloo's wings twitched in response to something, and she grinned widely.  "Yeah," she added, "I don't think I could sit still not knowing what's happened to Uncle.  I'd probably go stir crazy."
Apple Bloom glanced over at Scootaloo, then hid her own grin.  "And ah don't think ah could keep my magic in check if ah was left here ta fret like crazy.  No tellin' what would happen!"
"I'm sure Jackie will be reasonable," Jade offered consolingly, balancing the shield.  "We just want to go with to make sure everything's okay.  I mean, with what you three are capable of, I doubt we'll be in any sort of danger, right?"
A disgruntled sigh echoed behind them.  "And you'd be on Cumulo following me before I even made it to the door if I sent you all to your rooms, wouldn't you?" Jackie groaned, having walked up behind them while they spoke, making Sweetie and Jade jump.
"...possibly..." Scootaloo offered noncommittally, lowering her face to hide her grin.
Jackie groaned softly.  "Fine!" he grunted out finally.  "You can come, but you have to stay out of danger."
"Scout's Honor!" all four girls responded readily, Jade raising her hand to her forehead while the fillies mirrored the action with one forehoof.

As Jackie left the four girls at the bottom of the skyscraper where the exchange was to take place, the four exchanged amused glances.  "Pssh, like I'm a scout!" Jade joked playfully.
"Sing it, sister!" Scootaloo agreed, bumping her hoof with Jade's clenched fist.  "So what's the plan?"
"You ride Cumulo up there to scout from above," Jade explained.  "I'll go up through the building.  Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, you two stay down here as backup.  Apple Bloom, focus on waking up any nearby plants to act as a distraction if we have to make a quick getaway.  Sweetie Belle, conserve your magic for something big in case we need it.  There's no telling how many baddies we'll be dealing with."
As Scootaloo hopped on Cumulo and Jade rushed into the building, Apple Bloom grinned widely.  "She's good."  Turning, she started searching around for amenable plants.
Sweetie Belle sighed.  "Still going to call Captain Black as soon as Uncle's not in immediate danger," she muttered, holding Jackie's cell phone close.  "Now...what's his number, anyway?"

	
		B(F?)G



	Tohru sighed inside as he waited for the one bringing the shield to arrive.  He didn't like his job.  It went against his nature to hurt people just because someone said.  But physically, he was made for such a job, and it paid well.  It made his mother proud.  And so, he hid the pain it caused him, and his true nature, and presented to the world the face of a merciless killer...and hands that could crush a skull yet had never spilled blood.  He was glad the appearance of ruthlessness and his own bulk proved more than enough intimidation for anyone he'd faced before.  If it ever came down to actually having to kill someone...privately, he prayed that would never happen.
He kept his large hand on the shoulders of the old man at his side.  Thankfully, the old man had been surprisingly cooperative.  All it had taken was an agreement not to break anything in the shop, and he'd allowed himself to be carried away.  Yet another example of how Tohru's pure intimidation factor smoothed everything for him so he never actually had to kill or seriously hurt anyone.  He'd taken the job of 'bodyguard', only for the title to change to Enforcer...but he could not back out now.  He could not disappoint his mother.
And there he was.  The young man with the shield under his arm, stepping out on the rooftop.  "The shield," he insisted firmly.
"Why does your employer want it?" the man demanded.
Truthfully, Tohru didn't know.  His job description did not include asking why he was ordered to do things, only obey orders.  He stopped himself from thinking about the whys - and even the whats - to help himself sleep at night.  Keeping his stern expression, he revealed none of this as he firmly stated, "That is not your concern."
The young man seemed to glance to the side, jerking his head a few times.  Presumably, he was having some trouble figuring out how to guarantee his Uncle's safety while handing over the shield.  He likely didn't want to get too close to Tohru.  Tohru was used to this, and waited for him to reach the only proper conclusion.  The young man smiled.  "Okie dokie!  You want the shield?  Catch!"  He hurled the shield like an oversized frisbee.
Tohru's eyes widened.  That was not the conclusion he had expected.  He quickly reached up with both arms, trying to catch the shield, only for it to fly over his head.  He turned to try and track its flight, only for it to fly back like a boomerang, just out of reach again, landing back in the young man's hands.  Tohru narrowed his eyes angrily.  He had to do it now.  He couldn't show weakness by allowing himself to be played like that.  "Fool!" he barked out.  "Say Sayonara to your Uncle!"  Turning, he drew back his fist...at nothing.  Looking up, he saw a young girl - maybe ten years old if that - towing the old man after her into the stairwell.  He let out a yell of anger.
"I bet I run faster than you!" the young man called out as he turned to run off.
Tohru ignored him, heading for the elevator.  The Shadow Kahn - the ninjas Valmont's 'client' had summoned to back him up - would handle the young man.  Tohru's job was to handle the escaped hostage and his backup.  An old man and a young girl...he didn't expect any problems.
As he entered the elevator, he silently thanked the Kami for the girl anyway.  At least he hadn't been forced to kill a helpless old man, and recapturing and intimidation should prove no problem.

Jade panted briefly for breath as she pulled Uncle out of the building and towards Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.  She expected cheers, since everything seemed to be going exactly according to plan.  Instead, she saw their eyes locked on the building's roof.  Turning up, she saw Jackie with the shield, cornered at the corner of the roof by a bunch of ninjas.  "Jackie!" she called out, waving her arms.
Much to her surprise, Jackie casually tossed the shield off the roof, letting it slowly spiral down towards her.  With a shout of, "Mine!" she rushed forward to catch it.  She saw a pale green aura grip the shield, obviously Sweetie Belle trying to slow it, but the aura sloughed off the shield like a snake's shed skin, unable to grip it.  The aura then surrounded Jade herself, which led to her not being knocked as far back as she expected when she caught the shield.  Turning, she began to run with it, only to slam face first into the knee of the giant from the roof.
He glared down at her angrily.  "The shield," he demanded insistently.
"Leave her alone!" Scootaloo called out, shooting down on Cumulo with a small black cloud clutched in her forehooves.  Pushing it in front of the giant, she turned and struck it with both hind hooves, discharging its lightning into the giant...who stood there staring at her, seemingly unmoved as the lightning raced through the bulk of his body into the ground through his thin sandals, doing very little damage.  "...uhh..."
The giant continued to stare at her, then lifted a hand.  Gripping Cumulo gently, he gave a mighty shove, sending both Cumulo and Scootaloo flipping crazily off into the distance, screaming.  He turned back towards Jade, only to find all four of his limbs bound by vines that shot out of the ground, towing him backwards, obviously Apple Bloom's attempts to bind him.  It looked like it was going to work...until he pulled hard flexing his right arm and one of the vines snapped.  This weakened the others, allowing him to pull himself free with all four limbs.
"Can't ya levitate him or something?" Apple Bloom demanded of Sweetie Belle.
Sweetie Belle, for her part, gestured from her body, to her horn, to the size of the giant they were dealing with.
"...right, stupid question," Apple Bloom muttered.
"The shield," the giant demanded firmly again, glaring down at them, his face a visage of barely contained fury.
Desperately, Uncle lunged forward, delivering his strongest strike to the giant's belly...and failing to even make him flinch.  Sighing, he gestured Jade forward.
As she'd watched all this, Jade's mind had been working fast.  Sweetie implied the important part of the shield was the stone in the center, marked with a stylized rooster.  While the others had kept the giant distracted, Jade had carefully worked the stone out of the shield and slipped it into the pocket of her jeans.  Stepping forward, she nervously handed the shield over to the giant.  He took it without even looking and walked away.  She breathed a sigh of relief.  Looking up, she saw the ninjas leap away into the night and vanish...and Captain Black arrive in a helicopter just too late.

As Tohru walked away from the scene, he looked around carefully to make certain no one was watching him.  Once he was certain, he lifted the shield to hide his face...and allowed himself a warm smile that transformed his visage to reveal his true gentleness.  Those ponies were so cute! he squealed internally, keeping it suppressed as much as he could to maintain at least an image of ruthlessness.  He quickly got himself under control as he reached Valmont's building.
Reaching Valmont, he knelt down before him, holding out the shield proudly.  "Master!" he proclaimed.
Glancing out of the corner of his eye, he saw Valmont smile widely...only to frown.  "Tohru..." he growled out, his voice echoed from the statue.
"What?" Tohru asked confused, lifting his head.  "I have brought the shield as ordered..."
"You fool!" the statue shrieked out.  "The shield is useless to me without the Talisman in its center!"
"The what?" Tohru asked again, glancing down at the empty hole in the center of the shield.
Groaning, Valmont buried his face in one hand.  "This is my fault, Shendu," he admitted, turning to face the statue.  "It appears I have mis-balanced secrecy and efficiency in this.  Torhu obeyed his orders to the letter, and retrieved the shield.  As per your instructions, no mention was made of the Talisman."
The statue growled for a time.  "Perhaps you are right," it admitted finally.  "And as far as his orders went, Tohru was indeed efficient.  ...very well.  You will read them into this...carefully."
"As you command, Shendu," Valmont replied with a bow, turning to leave the room.  As he was supposed to, Tohru fell in behind his boss.
Once they were out of the room, Tohru swallowed convulsively.  "Thank you, Mas-"
"Embarrass me like that in front of a client again, Tohru, and you will regret it," Valmont cut in fiercely.
Tohru swallowed convulsively.  "Understood, Master.  I won't fail you again."
For the pride his mother had in him, and his love of her, he prayed he could keep that promise.

	
		The Magic Within



	After the hectic events of that day, the extended Chan family stopped for a late dinner at the House of Wu, a local Chinese restaurant.  As their food was brought to them at their large table, Jade expressed her dissatisfaction with the choice.  "Chinese food?" she whined.  "I just moved here from Hong Kong.  Can't we get some TexMex or something?"
"Meat doesn't agree with our digestion," Sweetie Belle pointed out to her, sitting beside her.  "None of the TexMex restaurants around here serve tofu."
Jade grumbled to herself, but let it slide, trying to enjoy her meal.
"Jackie," Uncle spoke up, "the Rooster Talisman possesses enormous power."
"What's it do?" Jade asked eagerly, happily distracted as she snatched it up in her hand to examine it.
"Manners Jade," Jackie scolded, taking it back and setting it down, not noticing it glow briefly.
"Ancient legend speaks of 12 talismans," Uncle continued, his tone serious holding up the restaurant's place mat for the conveniently expositionistic design.  "One for each animal of the Chinese Zodiac, each possessing a different magic."
"What kind of magic?" Jade asked eagerly, only to be silenced by Jackie.
"Legend also says the talismans were scattered to the four corners of the globe," Uncle continued.  "If this, or any Talisman, should fall into evil hands-"
"Jackie will give 'em smackie with his lightning fists of steel!" Jade piped up, pantomiming inaccurate combat moves before bringing her clenched fist down on the table, making the dishes jump, drawing attention from around the restaurant and earning her a glare from Apple Bloom.
"Ah'm havin' enough trouble with mah chopsticks with the bowls holdin' still," she grumbled, looking down at the vines that had grown out of her wooden chopsticks to wrap around her hoof in order to manipulate themselves for her with a sigh.  "...ah hate when they do that..."
Jade chuckled nervously as she righted the dishes.  "So Jackie, when are you going to teach me some of your moves?" she asked eagerly.
"Later, Jade," Jackie promised, hoping to calm her down.  As Jade pouted, he picked up the Talisman.  "Uncle, do you really believe in such a myth?"
Three candy-colored heads turned towards him.  Sweetie Belle cleared her throat.  "Hi, I'm your talking unicorn cousin," she offered pointedly.
"And I'm a pegasus who can manipulate weather, sitting on a kinto un straight out of "Journey to the West"," Scootaloo added pointedly, gesturing to Cumulo beneath her as he floated beside the table.
"And I'm sitting on a walking, talking, carnivorous plant cause wooden chairs tend to sprout when I sit in them," Apple Bloom added irritably.
"And you think magical talismans are mythical?" Audrey III - the name had stuck when Jackie brought it up - spoke up in a sing song voice over her head, his leaves, vines, and stems arranging themselves into a comfortable seat for her.
Before the plant could say or sing anything else, Jackie grabbed a skewer of chicken off the table and shoved it in its bulbous head/mouth.  "Touche," he told Sweetie Belle.  "Touche," he added to Scootaloo.  "Very much touche," he offered Apple Bloom.  "And don't you start," he concluded, waving a finger at Audrey III, only to jerk back as the plant apparently decided that he was offering the finger to snack on.
Jade, however, had gotten bored listening and rushed out to an open space in the restaurant, the excitement of her day not having worked its way through her body yet.  "Jackie, check me out!" she called out, once more attempting to mimic his movements from earlier...once more demonstrating her somewhat limited coordination and, despite Jackie's shouted warning, succeeding only in creating near absolute chaos as she managed to kick a waiter's tray, sending its contents into his face, causing him to stagger back into a table and send a large bowl flying straight into Uncle's face.  As Jackie rushed to clean up, however, he lost track of the Talisman.
Once the mess was cleaned up and Jackie had made Jade apologize and sit back down, the meal somewhat resumed.  "I was just trying to get you to teach me, Jackie..." Jade whined.
"You coulda just waited till morning, then," Apple Bloom pointed out irritably.  "Ah've been takin' lessons from him for years.  Ya coulda joined in easy."  Jade chuckled a bit nervously.
"Besides," Jackie added, "the first lesson I teach...the wise seek power within.  The foolish seek it within others.  Until you harness the power within yourself, I cannot teach you."
"Ah'm trying!" Apple Bloom complained, trying to shake the chopsticks off her hoof, the vines unwilling to let her go just yet.
"And you are doing an excellent job," Jackie praised.  "When this first started happening, the table would be sprouting, too."
Apple Bloom lowered her head.  "...Audrey III's absorbing most o' that..." she admitted.
"Harnessing the power within isn't always about having total control," Jackie offered.  "Sometimes, it is simply finding ways to ensure it does no harm."  He gestured to Audrey III.  "Considering how big he was, the fact he has not grown further from absorbing that energy is surely a good sign."
"I don't wanna grow up!" Audrey III sang out.  "I'm a Toys R Us sprout-"
This time it was Scootaloo that stuffed Audrey's mouth with some sweet and sour pork.  "Yeah, we got it.  You're keeping yourself in check.  Now quit singing."
"Besides," Jackie continued, "what I meant was that you must have the discipline to behave and control yourself."  He smiled down at Jade and the others as a trolley with large bowls of noodles and soup arrived.  "Now eat your food," he instructed Jade as the bowls were set out.
"Power within," Jade muttered.  "Got it."  She promptly began slurping up her noodles.
"Don't eat like a baboon!" Jackie scolded.  "Chew your food."
"Chew...soup?" Sweetie Belle asked, more than a little confused as she slurped her noodles daintily, dealing with each mouthful before taking the next.
"What she said," Jade added, continuing to slurp her food.
"Help me out, Uncle!" Jackie pleaded.
Uncle raised an eyebrow.  "She's your niece," he countered simply.  "Besides, I still haven't managed with Scootaloo."  He gestured to where the pegasus had buried her face in her bowl and was snarfing away.
"Scootaloo!" Jackie complained as Jade giggled.
"What?" Scootaloo countered, lifting her dripping head.  "Cumulo wants a taste, too."  With that, she buried her head in the cloud she sat upon, pulling it out completely clean and dry as the faint rainbow corona surrounding the cloud pulsed happily.
"Don't you dare," Jackie warned as Jade grabbed her bowl.
"Aww..." Jade whined, satisfying herself with just drinking the remaining liquid down.  She then grabbed a fortune cookie and broke it open, eating the cookie fragments as she read the fortune inside.  "Danger looms...in your future."
"Wow," Sweetie Belle murmured.  "An honest to goodness misfortune cookie.  I didn't think they actually made those."
"Is bad omen," Uncle warned.  "We must be very cautious."
Jackie chuckled.  "You listen to a cookie?"
"Evening, Chan," the thin thug in the white jacket said as he stepped up behind Jackie.
"Never mock the cookie," Uncle chided.
As the man started to open his mouth, Sweetie Belle piped up.  "Before we start wrecking the restaurant fighting each other, do you think we could introduce ourselves?"  All eyes promptly turned to her.  "What?  Just because we're enemies is no reason not to be polite.  And they already know your name, Uncle Jackie."
"She's got a point," the other tall thug, wearing a black jacket with a bandaid on his nose, offered, a bit of friendliness in his voice.  "I'm Ratso."  He gestured first to the one who'd spoken first, and then to his shorter companion who was wearing sharply angled orange glasses.  "This is Fin and Chao.  Pleased to meetcha."
"I'm Sweetie Belle!" Sweetie Belle replied.  "This is Apple Bloom, Scootaloo, Jade, Uncle Jackie, and Uncle!"  She then gestured to Audrey.  "This is Audrey III."
"Hello hello, how are you?" Audrey III sang out.  "Hello hello, how have you been-"
Uncle promptly stuffed some noodles in Audrey's bulbous mouth/head.  "No more songs!"
"...that is so cool," Ratso gasped out.
"Yeah, whatever," Fin interrupted, trying to regain control of the situation.  "Now where's the Talisman?"
"Uhh..." Jackie began, unsure what to say as he glanced around, taking in the scene.
At a signal from Fin, Ratso grabbed the front of Jackie's shirt and pulled back his fist.
Sweetie Belle sighed softly.  "So much for dinner..."

	
		Hunting Stone



	As could be expected, Jackie and the three thugs immediately got into a brawl that took them through the entire restaurant, Jackie using his own tactics to minimize actual confrontations and damage to the restaurant itself.  Each of the thugs tried to adapt to Jackie's tactics, but it quickly became plain that they were used to functioning on pure intimidation and the occasional 'hold him still while I punch' tactic, neither of which worked against one of Jackie's skills.  In fact, the sum total damage of the first minute of fighting was the other customers safely fleeing the restaurant.
Jade, of course, was cheering Jackie's efforts on, and at one point tried to help by tripping one of the thugs who was coming up behind Jackie, using a broom.  Uncle promptly took the broom away from her.  "Leave the rough stuff to Jackie!" he insisted, before using the broom handle to jab Ratso in the gut hard enough to make him drop without even looking.  He then spun the broom into an upright position without even seeming to try.
"Go Uncle," Jade commented with a grin.  She then noticed the three fillies still sitting at the table.  "How come you three aren't pitching in?"
"Not much I can do indoors," Scootaloo pointed out.  "Not enough room to build momentum for ramming, not enough weather to manipulate."  She jerked her head at Sweetie Belle.  "And she's too much of a goody-four-shoes to 'misbehave' when Uncle's watching."
"Just because one of us likes to handle a meal with decorum doesn't make me a goody-four-shoes!" Sweetie countered irritably.  "Two at the most."
"And my intervention'd cause too much collateral damage," Apple Bloom admitted.  "Either I hop off Audrey III and the wooden floor starts sproutin, or I unleash him and break the whole buildin'."
"I'm just a mean green mother from outer space-" Audrey began to sing, only to get struck on the bulb by Uncle's two fingers.  "Ow!"
"Uncle said no more songs!" Uncle insisted.  Audrey grumbled petulantly.
By then, all three thugs had fled the restaurant.  "Thank you for dining with us!" Jackie called out playfully before returning to the table.  "Well, shall we continue our meal-"  He gasped in shock.  "The Talisman!"  He quickly searched the table.  "It was right there!"
"Sweetie Belle, can you sense it?" Uncle asked quickly.
Sweetie shook her head.  "I could only sense it in the shield because the runes around the Talisman were designed to actively tap and suppress its magic.  Once it was out, it went dormant.  Unless something activates it, I'm just not attuned enough to Talisman magic to sense it."
"They took it!" Jackie concluded worriedly.
"Come on, we can catch 'em!" Jade called out, turning to run out of the restaurant, only to be pulled up short as Jackie grabbed her by her hood.
"Stay with Uncle!" Jackie insisted as he turned and rushed out.
Once Jackie was gone, Uncle turned to invite Jade to sit with him...only to notice three wide-eyed gazes of worry directed towards the door where Jackie went.  He sighed, rubbing his head before moving to Scootaloo's side.  "Move over," he instructed, clambering onto Cumulo before pulling Jade into his lap.
Four eager faces grinned up at him as he rolled his eyes.  "Stay together!" he instructed as Cumulo absorbed enough moisture from the air around him to carry all six of them.

Shendu grumbled to himself after having sent out his Shadow Khan with the relic he'd produced, the Eyes of the Dragon.  In addition to acting as a compass responding to the presence of the Talismans, it enhanced his link to the Shadow Khan holding it, letting him see through the shadow warrior's eyes.  He was currently focused through that gaze as the warrior watched from a dark alley as Jackie pursued the Enforcers.  As he quickly discovered, Jackie Chan did not possess the Talisman.  The statuette did, however, respond to the next group...as did Shendu.
A chi wizard riding a kinto un?  The threats arrayed against Shendu's efforts in the city were greater than he'd anticipated.  Odd that the statuette indicated the little girl carried the Talisman...but the other three creatures were of much greater concern.
Though they were all very different creatures, magically Shendu recognized them all as variants of the baseline Qi Lin mystic energy, having the same basic good magic of purification and strength.  But in addition to having a genuine Qi Lin with an obvious strong bond to the magical fields - strong enough to manipulate actual spells - the pegasus had command of weather magic that rivaled two of his brothers with the strength of the bond, and the last was a Gaian who already possessed a fully manifest Dryadic Familiar!
"Valmont," Shendu demanded coldly, "did your Enforcers simply forget to mention the creatures alongside Jackie Chan?"
"Creatures, Shendu?" Valmont asked curiously.  "Ratso made mention of the strange plant-"
"I meant the ponies!" Shendu growled.  "Why was no mention of creatures of such powerful good magic made?"
Valmont stroked his chin.  "...I will inquire," he responded firmly.  Something about what Shendu said niggled at his memory, but the thought was quickly discarded.

Jackie sighed to himself as he watched the car with the three Enforcers inside drive away.  "Bad day..." he muttered under his breath.  He started to walk away, but paused.  He recognized that familiar sound he just heard.  "Scootaloo," he grumbled as he turned, "what are you-BWAH!"  He leapt back in shock as he patted his chest.
"Hi Jackie!" Jade said happily as Uncle waved from his seat on the cloud.
"Uncle!" Jackie complained.  "I wanted you to keep them out of trouble!"
"I am!" Uncle proclaimed happily.
Jackie's eyes widened as he looked past Uncle.  "Then what do you call that?" he shouted out, pointing at the large group of shadowy ninjas rapidly approaching.
"AIYAH!" Uncle shouted as he saw them.  "Back to shop, quickly!"
Taking the directive, Scootaloo grabbed Jackie and pulled him onto Cumulo as they shot off down the road, the ninjas hot on their tails.

	
		Heart and Soul



	As the Chans fled from the black-clad, blue-skinned ninjas, Jade looked up at Jackie in confusion.  "Aren't you gonna whomp 'em?" she demanded, somewhere between confusion and irritation.
"Ancient proverb," Jackie responded.  "Do not fight when you can run!"
"We're outnumbered at least 50 to 1," Sweetie Belle pointed out after a quick count.  "And it looks like they keep getting reinforcements out of every shadow."
"I do not know what they are, but they are made of Dark Magic!" Uncle warned.  "Apple Bloom!  Sweetie Belle!  Scootaloo!  Do not touch them if you can avoid it.  Your magic has not yet fully stabilized in development, and until it does touching these beings will be as painful to you as it will be to them!"
"Also that," Scootaloo added as she pushed Cumulo for all he had.
"Then why haven't we taken to the air?" Jade demanded.  "It's not like they can fly!"
"Too much weight on Cumulo!" Scootaloo explained.  "Uncle and Jackie each weigh as much as the four of us combined, and Audrey's really dense!"  Seeing Audrey's offended look, Scootaloo added, "Physically."
"Then we should split up!" Jackie insisted as they passed an intersection, leaping off the cloud.  Uncle followed suit.  "You four go that way, and stick together!" he insisted.  "Uncle and I will go this way.  You'll be safer away from me!"
"Aiyah..." Uncle groaned as he hopped off, letting Cumulo shoot off down the other road.  "Uncle is getting too old for this..."
"We have to give them time to get away!" Jackie insisted as he raced ahead, Uncle behind him.  However, before long he paused, noticing an absence of the sounds of pursuit.  Turning back, he saw the ninjas were nowhere in sight.  Rushing back, he saw they were in pursuit of Cumulo.  "Uh oh."
"Aiyah!" Uncle cried out.  "They must be tracking magic, and fillies have much!  We must protect the girls!"  He immediately raced after them, Jackie close behind.

Scootaloo glanced back over her shoulder and frowned, not happy with what she was seeing.  "We've still got ninjas after us!" she called out.
"Keep your eyes on the road ahead!" Sweetie warned.  "We don't have a clear sky!"
Looking forward, Scootaloo began maneuvering between vehicles as they raced ahead and down the upcoming steep hill, the downward slope allowing her to pick up speed.  "Will one of you keep yours eyes on the ninjas, then?" she demanded angrily.
Jade kept her eyes back, watching.  "Looks like they've grabbed onto...two vehicles, only one following us?  Why would they do that?"
"Jackie and Uncle must have noticed they were following us!" Sweetie gasped out.  "They must have split up to try and put them on the wrong path!"
"Then we need ta make sure they can see us!" Apple Bloom called out.  "Scoot!  Can Cumulo get us higher?"
Scootaloo urged Cumulo upward, but the cloud barely moved.  "Still too much weight!" Scootaloo shouted out.
"Well we gotta do something!" Jade screamed out, gripping Cumulo with both hands.  "Come on!  Come on!"
Without warning, Cumulo shot upward into the air.
"Whaaa!" Apple Bloom screamed out as Cumulo started swerving amongst the upper reaches of the Golden Gate.
"The hay?" Scootaloo demanded, stunned.
Sweetie's eyes widened as her horn blazed.  "The Talisman!  I can feel its magic!  It must be countering our weight somehow to let Cumulo get much higher!"
"Wait, we have it?" Jade asked in confusion.  "But where?"  She took her hands off Cumulo, and he began to drop again.
"You have it!" Sweetie pointed out.  "Did you slip it into your pockets or something?"
"No!" Jade countered.  "I haven't seen it!  The bad guys must-AHHH!"
As the four were distracted with their arguing, a group of ninjas that had taken shape in the shadows of the Golden Gate's peak had hurled a smoke bomb into Cumulo, its specific composition on explosion causing the cloud to erupt, sending the group flying.  Scootaloo spread her wings, managing to catch hold of Sweetie Belle and Apple Bloom, landing them on one of the bridge's supporting pylons.  Looking up, she breathed a sigh of relief as she saw Cumulo slowly stabilizing.  "You girls okay?" she asked worriedly.
"I'm alright," Sweetie admitted as she shook slightly, trying to dispel her fear.
"Ah'm okay, but ah don't see Jade or Audrey!" Apple Bloom pointed out.
High above, Audrey III gripped the cables holding up the suspension bridge as he stared down at where the large enforcer had hold of Jade and was carrying her away, along with a small statuette with four dragon heads, one pointed in each direction.  Audrey thought about the situation.  He was supposed to serve Apple Bloom, the one who brought him to life, in return for feeding on her magic, that was the arrangement.  At the same time, Apple Bloom obeyed the wizard, which told Audrey that she was an apprentice, and the familiar of an apprentice was supposed to obey the apprentice's master unless the apprentice ordered otherwise.
His senses showed that Apple Bloom and the other two with similar magic he could not eat were together.  However, no one was with the girl.  No one was presently with him.  Logic dictated that he should, therefor, be with the girl, doing what was necessary to carry out the 'stay safe' directive.  As such, as the large one carried the girl off, Audrey extended his vines and swung from cable to cable, following him towards the docks.

After securing the girl, Tohru went into the other room to communicate the conundrum he'd encountered to his boss.  "Master," he said into his communicator, "the tracker points to the girl, but she does not have the Talisman."
"Well it must be hidden on her somewhere, Tohru!" Valmont insisted.  "I'm sure she didn't eat it!"  He then paused, his expression changing as he gave the idea some serious consideration.
"Man is much the wiser when he looks within," the voice of the statue 'client' echoed over the line.
Tohru flinched internally.  He knew an order when he received it, even if it was couched in metaphor.  "I...understand."  Closing the line, he sighed.  Schooling his expression, he walked into the other room.  There, he saw where he'd strapped the girl to a table.  She was writhing against the bonds and screaming defiantly, but he blocked out her words, not wanting to face what he was surely going to have to do.  Holding the tracker over her, he watched as it blazed from all four points as he held it over her stomach, identifying the location of the Talisman.  "A ha," he stated firmly, not letting his emotions show in his voice.
Once more ignoring the girl, he pulled out the cutlass he had with him to retrieve the Talisman.  He knew the methods of The Dark Hand, and he would be ordered to leave the girl's body for Jackie Chan to find, as a warning to him to stay out of their business.  He would now have to cross the line he'd hoped never to face...and cut the girl open and leave her to die.
Glancing at the edge of the cutlass, he took it over to a nearby grinding wheel and held the blade against it as it spun, bringing the edge to razor sharpness so he could try to minimize the pain she would be in before shock blocked it out entirely.  As he worked at sharpening the blade, he thought to himself, trying to determine how he would bring himself to live with what he was about to do.
He remembered the Tanto amongst his possessions, a blade passed down through generations of his family, along with the traditions of their heritage.  When he realized why his mind went to the Tanto, he found a measure of peace.  Idly, he wondered who he could ask to be his kaishakunin, and wield the katana...
Putting those thoughts from his mind, he lifted the blade as he saw it had achieved a razor's edge.  He then turned towards the girl, who stared up at him in fear.  "Hold still," he instructed, lifting the sword high...
...only to feel a thick, thorny vine wrap around his wrist as it punched through the roof of the building.  "What the-?"
He got out no more as he was promptly ripped out of the building through the roof, and lifted up until he was face to tooth with a giant plant monstrosity straight out of a B horror movie.  As he stared as the massive jaw opened wide, he thought to himself, I wonder if anyone else was ever this happy to be kaiju food?
The creature hesitated, then lifted him up towards the base of the top half of the bulb.  He felt wind being pulled past him as a loud snorting noise could be heard.  The bulbous mouth closed...and the plant kaiju hurled him away, sending him flying straight for Valmont's building.
That was different-  Tohru's thoughts were cut off as he slammed through the wall, crashing into Valmont's desk and losing consciousness.

	
		Making Preparations



	Once Audrey had brought Jade back from where she'd been held - the other three Enforcers had possessed enough common sense to not tangle with an angry giant plant monster that isn't presently looking for a fight - Jackie, Jade, the fillies, and Audrey followed Captain Black to Section 13.  With Jade being able to inform them that she'd managed to swallow the Talisman, she was taken to get her stomach pumped to get it back out, if only to prevent having to collect it from the other end.  Of course, the fact that Jade and Audrey had floated back once Audrey shrank down enough was enough to convince Jackie of what he'd been told...but his attempts to convince Captain Black proved less than successful.
"I'm telling you, Uncle was right!" Jackie insisted.  "The Talismans do possess magic powers."
"Sure they do, Jackie," Captain Black replied, plainly assuming Jackie was disoriented from sleep deprivation.
"Captain, how can you not accept the possibility?" Jackie demanded.  "You saw what Audrey III can do!"
"And while Apple Bloom's ability to control such a plant is impressive, it's hardly proof of magic," Captain Black responded readily.
"Well, how else would you explain it?" Jackie demanded.  "I mean, just look!"  He gestured behind them to where Apple Bloom was walking beside Audrey, plants sprouting up in her wake through the cracks between floor panels.  "What else but magic could make such a thing happen?"
"I'm afraid that information's classified," Captain Black responded curtly.  "Why don't you get some rest, Jackie?  You look tired."  He pulled open the door he'd been leading the group to, revealing an exact duplicate of Jackie's apartment above the shop.
"All my stuff?" Jackie gasped out, stunned.
"Ours, too?" Scootaloo gasped out in surprise, pushing herself in on Cumulo, who'd made a full recovery.
"How'd it get here?" Sweetie Belle asked.
"Until we can take down the Dark Hand, it's safer for you all here inside Section 13," Captain Black explained.  "I hope it feels like home."
"Then how come Uncle ain't here?" Apple Bloom inquired.
"He...refused to move," Captain Black admitted.  "Something about messing up his...Fung Shway?"
"Hey Sweetie, Bloom, help me out with this!" Scootaloo called out from a corner of the room where she'd gathered a small cyclone.  The other fillies quickly rushed over, Apple Bloom drawing runes on the floor as Sweetie's horn glowed.
"What...are they doing?" Captain Black asked curiously.
"No idea," Jackie admitted.
In a flash of bright light, the cyclone turned green and stabilized, swirling in the spot.  Through it, Uncle could be heard shouting, "Aiyah!  Scootaloo, what have I said about weather magic in the shop!  Keep it upstairs!"
"Sorry!" Scootaloo called out as she ran into the cyclone and vanished, the other two fillies following her.  "It must have locked onto your protective charms."
Jackie turned to Captain Black and gestured at the obvious teleportation circle.  "And how is that not magic?" he demanded irritably.
"Several possible ways," Captain Black responded.  When Jackie looked to be getting even more irritated, he rested his hand on his shoulder.  "Look Jackie, it doesn't matter if I believe what you're saying about the Talismans being magical.  The Dark Hand wants them, which means I want to prevent them from falling into their hands.  As long as we both have the same goal, does the Why really matter?"
Jackie sighed to himself as the fillies came back through the cyclone.  "I suppose not," he admitted.
At that moment, two other agents brought Jade in, looking rather unwell.  "Stomach successfully pumped," one of the agents explained as Jade groaned.
"What about her?" Jackie asked quietly.
Captain Black said nothing, merely pointing to where Jade's suitcases - still not yet unpacked - were sitting in a pile in one corner.  Jade gasped happily at the sight.  "I trust you'll keep your niece in check?" Captain Black asked teasingly.  Jackie didn't answer, but the three fillies and Audrey III burst into laughter.
"Jackie!" Jade called out eagerly, her eyes alight.  "Does this mean I'm a secret agent?"
"No!" all the adults present stated firmly simultaneously.
"Aww..." Jade pouted.

As everyone unpacked and got settled in, Jade decided to address a point that had caught her attention.  "Say, Apple Bloom...Audrey's a carnivorous plant, right?"
"Eeyup," Apple Bloom confirmed as she carefully set up a bonsai apple tree she'd grown from a seed from the tree Santa had brought her, making sure it would continue to thrive in the new environment.
"And...he can grow to gigantic size, right?" Jade continued.
"You noticed?" Scootaloo teased, getting a blown raspberry for her trouble.
"So...at giant size, there's nothing stopping him from eating people, right?" Jade continued, trying to focus in on the point that had her concern.
"Other than mah disapproval, no," Apple Bloom admitted.  "He knows ah wouldn't like it, though...unless they were people tryin' ta hurt me or those ah care about."
"Then that wouldn't hold him back from eating that giant guy when he found him about to cut me open with a cutlass?" Jade clarified.
"However oddly appropriate the name of the blade?" Sweetie joked, only to get several odd stares.  She pouted.  "Nobody gets my jokes..." she grumbled.
"Hmm...nah," Apple Bloom told Jade.  "Ah wouldn't have objected then."
"So...why didn't he?" Jade asked.  "He was ready to eat him...but instead took a sniff and tossed him away."
"Huh," Apple Bloom muttered.  "No idea why he'd do that..."
"You could ask him," Scootaloo offered.
Turning, Jade faced Audrey III.  "So why didn't you?"
"Cause it's so easy when you're evil!" Audrey sang out.
"I'm trying to sleep!" Jackie yelled back.
"Yeah, didn't think I'd get a straight answer there," Jade grumbled, returning to her unpacking.

	
		The Sign of the Ox



	Apple Bloom looked up with a smile as Jackie and Jade arrived back in the hotel room from the pyramid.  "So how'd it go?" she asked curiously.  "Did ya find a Talisman?"
"No," Jackie murmured softly, sitting down with a groan.  "I found where it was stored, but there was no Talisman there.  Someone else must have gotten to it first."
"Not the Dark Hand, though!" Jade crowed out.  "They were trying to get it away from Uncle Jackie, and I got there just in time to scare them off with a mummy!"
"At least one of you stayed in the hotel doing homework as instructed," Jackie grumbled.  "Where are Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo?"
"Scootaloo's racing Cumulo," Apple Bloom explained.  "She loves the thermals down here...but ah don't really like the look of all this desert from so high.  Mexico ain't agreein' with me or Audrey..."  She looked over to where Audrey III was slumped over in a shady corner looking wilted.  "Guess he ain't no succulent..."  She shrugged her shoulders.  "Anyway, Sweetie decided to go look fer some souvenirs."
"How come you didn't go with her?" Jade asked curiously.
"Without Audrey, every step out here in the dust has a cactus shootin' up mah tail," Apple Bloom grumbled.  "Not exactly comfertable..."
Jackie stroked her mane sympathetically.  "I'm sorry to hear that, Apple Bloom.  How about I give you a lift and we can go meet Sweetie and Scootaloo outside to look for clues?"
"Well...ah guess..." Apple Bloom muttered.  "But...ah don't really like bein' carried.  Ridin's one thing, but bein' carried makes me feel like a foal, and I've outgrown that..."
Smiling, Jackie picked Apple Bloom up and set her on his head.  "How's that?" he asked affectionately.  "I know Sweetie still likes riding on Uncle's head when he's up to it..."
Smiling, Apple Bloom curled up so she could look forward with Jackie.  "This works," she confirmed.
"Just beware of low branches and door frames," Jade teased with a giggle.

Sweetie Belle smiled to herself as she settled yet another gift into her saddle bags, this one to give to Captain Black when she get back to San Fransisco.  She'd managed to collect a souvenir gift for everyone while staying in budget, and was quite proud of herself because of it.  She made her way back towards the hotel to check in on Apple Bloom, hoping Scootaloo and the others would be back by now.
Before she made it there, however, she saw Jade in a heated debate of some sort with a local boy in green over a flyer.  As she got close, she was able to make out what they were saying.
"Can not!"
"Can too!"
"Can not!"
"Can too!"
"What are you two arguing about?" Sweetie Belle asked as she got close.
"This guy thinks some wrestler can beat Jackie," Jade spoke up.  "As if."
"Then the two best should meet, don't you think?" the boy suggested.  "I will see you, and your mouse man, tonight, Senoritas!"  With that, he turned and left.
Sweetie glanced back and forth between Jade and the boy as he left.  "So...no Talisman?" she asked, hoping to drag things back onto important matters.
"No luck," Jackie admitted, coming out of the nearby nick-knack shop with Apple Bloom now riding in the sombrero he was wearing, a matching one on her head.  "Only sombreros...but in everyone's size."  He placed one each on Jade and Sweetie's heads.
"Jackie!" Jade spoke up.  "I told this boy you were the best wrestler in the world, and you have to prove it-"
"But Jackie doesn't know a thing about wrestlin!" Apple Bloom complained.  "Just kung fu!"
"...there's a difference?" Jade asked, plainly confused.
"Besides, Jade, one should not fight for the sake of fighting," Jackie pointed out sagely.  "Only when there is no other choice."
Jade was about to respond, but Scootaloo buzzed down, settling on Cumulo as he came up beside her.  "Hey, how come I'm seeing the Ox Talisman on posters of some masked wrestler all over town?" she demanded irritably.  "I thought it was going to be in the pyramid?"
Blinking in surprise, Jackie and Jade examined the poster the boy had given her closely, where they saw the Ox Talisman in the wrestler's mask.  "Guess you'll be fighting him after all?" Jade asked hopefully.
"Only if there is no other way," Jackie corrected.
"Well how else are you going to do it?" Sweetie demanded.  "Mexican wrestlers never remove their masks unless they're defeated in the ring, because removing the mask is a huge dishonor!  Unless you can figure out a way to get the Talisman out of his mask without taking it off..."  Her voice trailed off as she noticed the others staring at her.  "...what?"
"And you know all that...how?" Jade inquired pointedly.
Sweetie Belle tossed her head, putting her nose in the air.  "Everyone has hobbies," she admitted with aplomb.
"Alright," Jackie spoke up, focusing the attention back on the matter at hand.  "We need to get the Talisman off this El Toro Fuerte's mask, preferably without letting him or anyone else know our intentions.  If we can't find another way, I will enter the ring against him and remove his mask after beating him.  Can anyone think of any other possible approaches before that?"
"Nope, no ideas!" Jade spoke up quickly.  "Guess you'll have to fight him!"  She grinned widely, only to chuckle innocently as all eyes were locked on her.
"If'n we wait till night, ah could maybe sic Audrey on him," Apple Bloom offered.
"No!" Sweetie Belle insisted.  "You are not feeding El Toro Fuerte to Audrey until after I get his autograph!"
"In that case, why don't you sneak into his dressing room to get his autograph, and sneak the Talisman out with magic somehow?" Scootaloo suggested.
"When a Talisman's magic is inactive, I can't touch it with my telekinesis," Sweetie Belle countered pointedly.
"Then why not use it on the stitches holding it in place?" Jade concluded logically.
Sweetie Belle paused thoughtfully.  "I...guess that could work...and I get an autograph in the process!"  She bounced happily.  "Ooo ooo ooo ooo ooo!  I can hardly wait!"

	
		The Diplomatic Attempt



	El Toro Fuerte carefully finished his preparations for his upcoming match, going through his usual rituals before a big fight.  First, he made certain his cape clasp was well maintained, so it would fall away easily without a struggle once he was in the ring.  Then he made certain his championship belt was polished to a brilliant sheen, to show his pride in the ring he fought in and the honor his foes had paid him with their defeats.  He then made certain his mask had no tears or stains, and that the stone Ox sewn in - his lucky charm - was situated firmly at his forehead where it belonged.  It would be terribly embarrassing if part of his mask fell off during the ring.
With that done, he began limbering up his muscles in preparation for the match, which was still some time away.  Having already changed into his wrestling outfit, he worked his well muscled figure through a series of warm up exercises.  Before he'd made it through more than a few, however, he heard a knock on his dressing room door, low to the ground.  This was odd, as everyone who worked there knew better than to disturb him as he prepared for a match.  Besides, they didn't have anyone that short working here.  "Who is it?" he demanded, his voice firm.
"Autograph, please?" a high-pitched, feminine voice pleaded.
El Toro couldn't stop the smile from crossing his face.  One thing he enjoyed even more than a match in the ring was meeting his more adventurous fans.  While he did have a set time where he officially signed autographs, many fans wanted a more personal touch, and often tried to sneak into his dressing room to meet him face to face...and possibly get away with a memorabilia of some sort.  The staff at the ring preferred to discourage this, so only the quick and cunning of his fans made it to his door...or window.  Someone as young as the voice dictated...this was a fan he definitely wanted to meet.  "Un momento, por favor!" he called out, schooling his expression to give the appearance of the strong, unbeatable warrior that his fans most enjoyed on first glance.  Once that was done, he opened the door, looking down to greet this fan.
He found himself staring at a pristine white unicorn with large green eyes and a curling pink and purple mane, wearing a curious pendant around her neck and clutching an autograph book and pen in her mouth as she stared up at him eagerly.  "Hurfee!" she cheered around the notebook.
Realizing he was staring, he stepped back.  "Please, come in," he instructed.  Once the unicorn entered the dressing room, he shut the door and sat down.  He hadn't thought the meat in his lunch sandwich had been off, but he did tend to eat fast...
The unicorn glanced up at him as her horn ignited, levitating the notebook and pen out of her mouth.  "Sign, please?" she begged, floating it over to him.
"...forgive me if this seems an odd question, but is the notebook floating?" he asked curiously.
The unicorn tilted her head, seeming confused by his question.  "Uh...yes?"
El Toro breathed a sigh of relief.  "That is a relief.  I was beginning to get concerned about the condiments of my lunch."  He took the notebook and pen out of the air, seeing the glow fade as he took them.  "Who am I signing to?"
"Sweetie Belle!" the unicorn piped up happily, offering a spelling on request, since he wasn't sure if that was ie or y, or if it was 'shake to ring' or 'French beauty'.
Having finished signing, he handed it back to her.  "I have never signed an autograph for a unicorn before," he mumbled, still unsure if he actually was.
Sweetie Belle froze.  "Huh?"  She tilted her head to stare at him...and then her eyes and horn glowed green.  "Hmm...no innate magical ability, but a strong synchronization with the artifact...I guess that makes you immune..."
"Immune?  Artifact?" El Toro asked, now thoroughly confused.
Sweetie Belle tapped the pendant she was wearing.  "This generates a magical field around me that makes me seem normal to non-magical vision.  Unless you have a natural talent for magic or are magical yourself, you aren't supposed to notice anything odd about me."  She giggled softly.  "It's how I got in here so easily.  Everyone who worked here just assumed I was supposed to be here."
"I see," El Toro admitted cautiously.  He had always believed in magic himself, but it was one thing to say "I believe" and another to have it presented to you complete with instruction manual.  Still, he could feel the old excitement of discovery stirring inside him.  "What did you mean about synchronization with an artifact?"
"The Talisman in your mask," Sweetie Belle explained, floating up her pen to tap his lucky charm.  "It's one of a set of 12 magical Talismans based in the signs of the Chinese Zodiac.  You've had it for a while, haven't you?"
"But of course!" El Toro insisted.  "I found it when I was very young, exploring the ziggurat on a dare.  I took it as a sign, and strapped it to my forehead as I trained myself, until I became as strong as an ox.  I have worn it ever since, making it a part of my mask when I began my wrestling career."
"That explains the strong synchronization," Sweetie deduced.  "Your chi has realigned itself to naturally flow along the same lines as the Talisman's magic as you trained yourself.  Still doesn't tell me what magic it has, though..."  She shrugged her shoulders.  "Either way, it puts you in danger."
"Danger?" El Toro asked, surprised.  "El Toro Fuerte laughs in the face of danger!"  Putting his clenched fists on his hips, he let out a loud belly laugh.
"Even if the danger is ninjas made of living shadow that come in an unending swarm?" the unicorn clarified.
The very idea of such a thing sent a chill down El Toro's spine, but he steeled himself.  Finding the Talisman in the ziggurat had taught him the rewards of confronting and dominating one's fear.  "They may come from sunrise to sunrise, and I will neither flag nor falter!  El Toro Fuerte will conquer whatever foe tries to face him!"
Sweetie Belle sighed softly.  "If you're that synchronized to the Talisman, you just might be able to," she admitted worriedly.  "Still, you're a wrestler.  While I don't doubt your prowess, the ones coming after you won't be following any rules."  She scratched her chin.  "I have...a rather skilled relative.  While he isn't a wrestler by training, he is a powerful combatant.  Will you accept his challenge?  If he wins, you'll let us take the Talisman to be protected from the forces of darkness.  If you win, it will be proof you can be trusted with its protection.  Deal?"
"El Toro Fuerte never turns down a challenge!" El Toro proclaimed proudly.  "Tell your relative I will see him in the ring after my match tonight, and to make sure to wear a mask!"
Sweetie Belle smiled and nodded.  "Will do," she promised, turning and leaving.  As the door closed, El Toro could hear her mumbling, "Jackie's not gonna like this..."

	
		The Direct Approach



	Jackie, Jade, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo sat alongside Paco - the boy who had been handing out flyers - as they watched El Toro's championship wrestling match, which he won quickly and easily.  They then waited around until the arena was empty, El Toro having requested permission from the manager to use the ring for a private match unrelated to the championship.  As it emptied, Apple Bloom and Jade worked on making a mask for Jackie under Sweetie Belle's guidance, so as to give him a good 'masked' identity for the match.
Once everything was ready, Scootaloo took the place of the announcer, clearing her throat.  "Today we have quite the match lined up, folks!" she called out from over the ring on Cumulo.  "In this corner, we have the reigning champion, El Toro Fuerte!"  She paused as Paco let out a loud cheer and El Toro stepped away from his corner.  "And in this corner, our favored challenger...El Mono Bailando!"
As Jackie stepped out from his corner wearing a brown and gold mask, Paco's peals of laughter nearly drowning out the others' cheers.  "S-Seriously?" he gasped out.  "That is your fighting name?"
"Am I missing something?" Jackie asked, confused.
El Toro suppressed his own amusement behind a smirk.  "You let one of the girls pick it, didn't you?" he asked consolingly.
"What?" Sweetie Belle demanded irritably.  "It suits him and his fighting style!  Isn't that how you picked the name El Toro Fuerte?"
El Toro shrugged his shoulders.  "Fair enough."(1)
"Now, this won't be a standard match!" Scootaloo called out.  "Unlike in a normal wrestling match, any combat technique is allowed here.  The only rules are nothing lethal, and nothing below the belt!  The fight goes until one of the fighters is knocked out or pinned for 3 seconds by my count, surrenders, or is thrown out of the ring!  Are you ready, fighters?!"
"Ready!" El Toro proclaimed quickly, taking his fighting stance.
"You are getting far too into this, Scootaloo," Jackie chided as he took his own stance.
"Round one...FIGHT!" Scootaloo screamed out as Jade rang the bell.
El Toro immediately rushed forward as the Talisman at his brow briefly flared, tried to pin Jackie to the corner pillar of the ring, but Jackie quickly rolled to the side, kicking El Toro in his butt to force him to overbalance forward as he came to his feet.  El Toro quickly recovered, now approaching Jackie more slowly as he realized that charging strikes would not catch him off guard.
As El Toro attempted a grapple, Jackie knelt down, ducking under the grab and delivering two quick, powerful jabs to El Toro's gut, briefly winding his foe and letting him dance back out of range of the grapple.  El Toro got back upright, taking a few calming breaths as he reassessed the situation.  Closing the distance again, he began swiping at his opponent instead for a one armed grab.
Jackie swayed back out of reach of each sweeping grab, watching until El Toro overextended himself and then delivering a swift kick to the open side, aiming at the back of the shoulder, the hip, or the belly with each kick to weaken El Toro's ability to continue fighting.  In desperation, El Toro performed a low dive, trying to catch hold of Jackie at his waist, but Jackie leapt into the air, kicking down at the small of El Toro's back with both feet as he leapt out of the way.  Although this briefly knocked El Toro prone, Jackie knew he lacked the size or strength to keep El Toro pinned from that position, so he allowed his foe to recover.
As El Toro got to his feet, he began to think about the fight so far.  As Sweetie had said, the name chosen for Jackie was highly appropriate, as he danced out of the way of each strike, conserving his own energy while letting El Toro expend his, and striking at vulnerabilities.  No matter how El Toro tried to grapple, Jackie would move just out of the way, sometimes mere millimeters between El Toro's fingertips and Jackie's flesh or clothes, before countering.
That 'mere millimeters' thought gave El Toro an idea of how to change the flow of the fight.  He could tell there was a great deal of cheering from those watching, but he put it from his mind as he focused.  Getting to his feet, he charged Jackie, his left arm outstretched ahead of him.  As he'd expected, Jackie swayed to his right, and El Toro brought up his right arm in a wide sweep, managing to wrap it around Jackie's waist in a grapple.
To Jackie's credit, despite his surprise, he didn't go down without a fight.  Swinging his leg up, he caught El Toro a firm kick on the kneecap, causing him to drop to the floor on top of Jackie before reaching the edge of the ring.  El Toro was forced to release Jackie to get to his feet, but the impact had briefly weakened him, enabling El Toro to get hold of his feet.  With a quick swing, El Toro attempted to hurl Jackie from the ring.
Jackie let out a desperate scream as he flew through the air, managing to catch the top rope of the edge of the ring, pulling him back to it and bracing his feet on the outside of the ring.  El Toro turned his head to Scootaloo, expecting his victory.
Scootaloo flew over to where Jackie was.  "...technically, he has not touched down outside the ring," she pointed out.  "So...it's not a ring out."
"Seriously?" Jackie gasped out in surprise.
"You are a challenging opponent!" El Toro called out happily as Jackie threw himself back into the ring.  "I have not had this much fun in the ring for a long time!"
"See?" Jade called out, turning towards Paco.  "I told you Jackie was grea-WAUGH!"
Hearing that scream, everyone turned to find Tohru holding Paco in the air in one hand, while another enforcer - one they didn't recognize - stood in front of Finn, Chao, and Ratso with a knife to Sweetie's throat.
"The Talisman," Tohru stated firmly, holding out his free hand.  His intentions were made quite clear.
Jackie swallowed convulsively as he stared at the scene, knowing he didn't dare take action.  El Toro, for his part, stepped forward, knowing debate would be useless against that impassive face.  "You will release the children?" he demanded insistently.
Tohru nodded.  "One Talisman for two children.  A fair deal."
"I have your word on that?" El Toro insisted.
"I swear by the blood of the samurai in my veins," Tohru confirmed.  "The moment the Talisman is in my hands, both children will be released unharmed."
Nodding, El Toro reached up to his face.
"El Toro!" Paco called out desperately.  "No!"
Grasping his mask, El Toro pulled it off without hesitation.  "Take it," he called out, tossing his mask to Tohru, the weight of the Talisman carrying it through the air.
As soon as the mask landed in Tohru's hand, he dropped Paco.  Once he'd pulled the Talisman from the mask, Sweetie was released.
Jackie quickly lunged forward, trying to kick the Talisman out of Tohru's hand...but it flashed, and Tohru drove his clenched fist into the floor.
And everything seemed to explode.


(1) For those not using google translate..."El Toro Fuerte" means "the strong bull", and "El Mono Bailando" means "the dancing monkey".

	
		The Spirit of the Ox



	El Toro awakened slowly after the explosion that rocked the ring.  The first thought that came to his mind as he regained consciousness and saw the wreckage was, The manager is not going to be happy about this...
As more of his mind came back to him, he shot up into a sitting position, looking around worriedly.  "Paco?  Girls?  Jackie?" he called out worriedly.
"Easy there, El Toro," Jade told him, putting a hand to his chest.  "Paco's okay, and so are the girls and I...but the Dark Hand took Jackie!  We need to help him!"
El Toro stared at her, then sadly.  "I cannot," he offered apologetically.  "Without my mask, I have no power..."
Jade thrust his mask into his hands.  "Then put it back on already!" she insisted.
"It is not that simple," El Toro explained.  "I removed my mask.  I have forsaken the spirit of the Ox, and cast aside my honor.  I am no longer a warrior..."
Jade stared at him, then scrunched her face up in frustration, plainly trying to come up with some way to convince him.  "If you can't be a warrior, then be a hero!" she offered finally.  "You gave up a lot to save Paco and the rest of us, that was pretty heroic!"  Taking the mask, she tried to force it onto his head.  "Come on!"
"It will do no good," El Toro told her.  "With the Ox in that man's hands, his power is overwhelming.  I cannot match him."
"Well you aren't going to let a bunch of girls go after them alone, are you?" Jade demanded angrily, grabbing the front of his wrestling outfit.
"I am pretty sure a unicorn, a pegasus, and one who commands plants need no assistance from me," El Toro answered readily.
Jade blinked in surprise.  "You're aware of that?" she asked, shocked.  Paco hadn't even reacted to the tame cloud, after all.
"Of course," El Toro replied softly.  "Sweetie Belle said I had become synchronized to the Talisman..."  His voice trailed off as an idea occurred to him.  It was stupid, reckless, and probably wouldn't work...but it sounded plenty heroic.  "Perhaps you are correct," he stated, standing up and pulling his mask back on.  "Perhaps there is something...heroic I can do.  Which way did they go?"
"Audrey saw them going west..." Jade began, unsure what had come over El Toro.
"Stay here," El Toro instructed, turning to race west towards the air field.
"Pssh," he heard Jade grumbling behind him.  "If I don't listen to Jackie when he tells me that, what makes you think I'll listen to you?"
As El Toro ran, he prayed in the depths of his mind.  Spirit of the Ox, hear me...though I forsook you to save those in need, I beg that you do not forsake me.  One who is a worthy opponent, one who has helped me enjoy battle for the first time since I took the belt, is now in great danger, and only with your help will I be strong enough to assist him, and stand up to one who would misuse you!  You did not choose me to be a champion...you chose me to be a hero!  I see that now!  Spirit of the Ox, one last time, lend me your strength that I might be the hero you chose me to be!
Though El Toro was unaware of it, the symbol of the Ox Talisman appeared in both of his eyes, flaring with light...and then he felt his blood burn, the familiar feeling of the power of the Ox flooding his body, though less intense than before.  Still great strength, but not quite what the Talisman would give the giant.  Still, it would be enough.
When he reached the air field, he saw that the thugs who had threatened the children were already on a plane, and it was about to take off.  "HIYAAAAAH!" he screamed out as he leapt, bringing his arm down in an overhand chop.
KERRRUNCHHHH!!!
El Toro stared as he saw his arm shear through the tail of the plane, severing the entire portion as it fell off, rendering the plane incapable of take-off.  He pulled back his arm, staring at it in shock.  He didn't even feel pain.
Before long, the giant stepped off the plane, the Talisman clutched in his hand and glowing.  El Toro knew he didn't have enough strength to meet him head on.  He would need a different strategy...especially now that Paco and the girls had caught up and were watching.  As the giant's fist pulled back, Jade shouted out, "El Toro!  Duck!"
Remembering how Jackie had fought him, El Toro consciously imitated the moves of El Mono Balando, ducking under the strike as it came.  He repeated the move with the next punch, and rolled back out of the way at the attempt to grapple.  The giant snarled in fury and pulled his fist back, plainly intending another explosive punch to the ground.  Rushing in, El Toro once more mimicked Jackie's tactics, delivering solid punches to the giant's stomach.
Once.
Twice.
Thrice.
And a kick!
To his surprise, the strike of his leg sent the giant off the ground, flying backwards several feet to land on his back, clutching at his gut.  Taking full advantage of the situation, El Toro lunged forward and seized the giant by his ankles.  Aid me, Spirit of the Ox! he pleaded silently.
Feeling the fire in his veins blaze, he began to spin, swinging the giant around him before hurling him up into the air, screaming.  El Toro then watched the shadows on the ground carefully, and took two steps to the right before raising his fists.  The giant came down with a choked grunt of pain as he came down with El Toro's fists in the center of his back, on either side of his spine.  His hands opened convulsively, sending the Talisman bouncing away.  El Toro then deposited the now unconscious giant in the flatbed of a nearby truck.
Noticing the other thugs staring at him in shock and fear, El Toro cricked his neck, then extended a hand, beckoning them.
"Let's get out of here!" one of them shouted, racing for the truck.
"New guy is out!" the one who'd threatened Sweetie Belle screamed as he ran, only to scream even louder as thorny vines dragged him into the underbrush, followed by the sound of shaking trees and something snapping.
The others leapt into the truck and drove off with the giant, leaving Jackie tied up and staring in the plane.  "Whoa," Jackie murmured, stunned.  "Bad day for Tohru..."
As soon as the truck was out of sight, the flames left El Toro's veins, and he collapsed to the ground like a puppet whose strings had been cut.
"El Toro!" Paco cried out in shock, racing forward.
El Toro tried to respond, but no sound would come out.
"He burned up a lot of his chi mimicking the magic of the Talisman!" Sweetie Belle called out.  "He needs more, but I don't know how-"
"I've got an idea!" Jade called out.
El Toro felt something cold made of stone pressed against his forehead, and his breathing became easier as familiar energy flowed into his body from his forehead.  Opening his eyes, he saw Jade holding something against his forehead as Jackie approached.  "Thank you, Jade," he said softly as he put his hand to his forehead, holding the Talisman there himself.
"How'd that work?" Sweetie Belle asked in confusion.
"Well, you said he burned his chi to make Talisman Magic," Jade explained.  "And he said you said his chi was attuned to the Talisman.  So I figured the Talisman could use its magic to restore his chi."
"It appears you were correct," El Toro murmured as he sat up, more than a little surprised as Paco glommed onto his side briefly.  He took the Talisman from his forehead once he felt his strength returning to normal.  "And you were correct as well, Sweetie Belle.  I am not cut out to defend the Talisman."  Turning, he handed it over to Jackie.  "But you are."
Jackie chuckled nervously, obviously flustered.  "Thank you, Mr. El Toro," he replied awkwardly as he took the Talisman.
"But, what will you do now, El Toro?" Paco asked worriedly.  "The ring..."
"I am no longer a warrior of the ring," El Toro explained.  "As Jade said, I am a hero now, and I must train as such."  He turned to Jade with a smile.  "Should my skills and strength ever be needed in this struggle the Talismans have created, feel free to call on me, and I will answer."
"Will do, El Toro!" Jade replied, giving him a thumbs up.
"I'll miss seeing you in the ring!" Sweetie Belle offered.  "You were my favorite!"
"I shall miss it too," Paco added sorrowfully.
"Do not be so dismayed, Paco," El Toro reassured him, ruffling his hair.  "After all, I am certain Jade will confirm...every hero needs a sidekick."
Paco's eyes shone with eagerness.

	
		The Failed Hunt



	Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo looked up from working on their homework as Jackie and Jade staggered into the living area of Uncle's shop, looking rather exhausted from their trip to the jungle in search of the Snake Talisman.  "So, how did it go?" Sweetie Belle asked sweetly as she fetched a cup of tea for Jackie and a juice box for Jade.
"It was so awesome!" Jade squealed out happily but tiredly.  "We went searching through the jungle and into a deep cave, found a secret temple, and Jackie climbed all the way to the top to retrieve the Talisman, and then he had to fight a giant snake!"
"So...awesome!" Scootaloo squealed out.
"So where's the rock?" Apple Bloom asked eagerly.
"We don't have it," Jackie groaned out as he sank into his chair.  "A phony archaeologist in it for the profit and TV show by the name of Wesley Rank managed to get it out of my pocket while we were running from the giant snake and the Dark Hand."
"Oh, the guy from 'Just the Artifacts'?" Sweetie Belle asked as she set down the tray of drinks and snacks for the adventurers.  "Uncle hates that guy.  Says he gives historians and archaeologists a bad name."
"I'll say," Jade grumbled irritably.  "Not only did he steal the Talisman, he erased an ancient cave drawing so it could only be seen on his show!  We had to sneak into his trailer to get the directions we needed to find the temple."  She smiled as she took a sip of her juice.  "Admittedly, that was kind of fun."
"Jade..." Jackie cautioned as he sipped his tea, plainly not liking the idea of Jade enjoying breaking and entering.
"I know, I know..." Jade responded, waving it off.  "It would have been a lot easier if you three came along, though.  How come you didn't?"
"Exactly how much help would I be?" Scootaloo asked.  "In amongst all those trees, there aren't enough steady air currents for Cumulo to ride, or me to manipulate.  And I wouldn't have been able to follow you from above the treetops."
"And I'd have gotten all manner of creepy crawlies in my mane!" Sweetie Belle whined.  "And some of those creatures are big enough to eat me in one bite!"
"Well...okay," Jade admitted, accepting Scootaloo's answer as valid and ignoring Sweetie's.  "What about you, Apple Bloom?  I'd have thought you'd love the jungle!"
"Too hot and humid for Audrey," Apple Bloom pointed out, gesturing to the plant she still sat on.  "He's no tropical or succulent.  Without him, I'd have to be walking.  Can ya imagine what my magic runnin' amok woulda done to the jungle?"  She shuddered.  "I got enough o' that in Mexico when I kept getting cacti up my tail!"
Jackie chuckled softly.  "Yes.  Until you can control your magic so you can prevent plants from sprouting randomly, perhaps it would be best if you did not go anywhere without Audrey."
Jade sighed fitfully.  "But it's not nearly as much fun without them..." she grumbled under her breath.
"We'll go with on the next one," Scootaloo spoke up.  "Promise."
"Well, the new episode of 'Just the Artifacts' should be on soon," Sweetie Belle pointed out.  "Maybe we can use that to find out where Rank took the Talisman.  If not, we can always sic Captain Black on him."
"I suppose so," Jackie murmured softly as the group gathered around the sofa to watch the TV.
The show soon began, the musical number and title screen coming up, before showing Rank himself.  "Welcome.  I'm Wesley Rank and you're watching 'Just the Artifacts' at the legendary once-lost Temple of Culibra Gigante.  I have just braved a treacherous climb to the temple's harrowing heights to bring you this..."  He lifted the Snake Talisman into view.  "The Snake Talisman."
"No!"  Jade perked her eyes up as she saw herself punching Rank in the gut.
"I'm on TV!" Jade gasped out as she watched.
"Rank didn't edit that out?" Jackie asked in surprise as the fillies burst into giggles.
"Liar liar liar!" Jade on the TV continued to shout as Rank pushed her off the shot.
"Ow, that hurt," Rank complained, rubbing his belly.
The shot then shifted, showing Rank running in terror from something before locking on his screaming face.  That shot then shifted to the corner of the screen as the slightly bulky cameraman chuckled, now dressed in his own version of Rank's outfit.  "Welcome to a special edition of 'Just the Artifacts'!  Wesley Rank may not know how to treat little girls, but he sure knows how to scream like one."  He let out another laugh as the screen focused on him.  "I'm Dino Stephenson, and I'll be your new guide."
Jade joined the fillies in laughing.  "Go camera guy."
"Look!" Jackie called out as the screen showed the Snake Talisman.
"You'll also get the full scoop on how we recovered this rare Snake Talisman from the local pawn shop Rank sold it to," Dino continued.  "We, of course, donated the artifact to the New York Museum."
"Well, we know where it is now," Scootaloo spoke up.
Jackie sighed in relief as he turned off the TV and stood up.  "After what we went through, getting the Talisman back from the museum should be a snap."
"We're off to the jungle!" Jade crowed happily.
"Eh?" Jackie asked, confused.
"New York," Jade explained.  "The concrete jungle."
"Audrey should do fine there," Apple Bloom pointed out.
"And the thermals in a big city like that..." Scootaloo purred eagerly.
"And so many places to shop!" Sweetie Belle crowed happily.  "I'm going to get so many souvenirs!"
Jackie sighed fitfully.  "Aiyah," he moaned softly.  "Bad day..."

	
		Snake in the Grass



	Jackie looked rather harried as he returned to the hotel room after his visit to the museum, quickly going to the closet to look for various things, especially all black clothing.  Jade and the others looked up from a rather intense looking poker game to see what he was up to.  "No luck convincin' the curator to let you take the Snake Talisman, ah take it?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
"No," Jackie replied ruefully.  "Apparently, the museum's security has recently been upgraded to protect the Pink Puma diamond, and they're pretty certain they can handle the Dark Hand.  So they weren't willing to listen."
"Well, to be fair, with the exception of Tohru, the Dark Hand isn't really that impressive," Scootaloo pointed out.  "Short of sending in a swarm of Shadow Kahn, I don't think they'd have much of a chance against a good security system.  And the fact they haven't already done that suggests to me they can't, for some reason."
"Unfortunately, I bumped into Ratso while I was in there," Jackie pointed out.  "He was taking pictures with a spy camera."
"In that case, call Captain Black," Sweetie Belle suggested reasonably.  "Have him flex some law enforcement muscle.  He's government, right?"
"Secret government," Jackie pointed out.  "This isn't exactly the sort of situation he can just step in and make demands on.  And even if he could, he wouldn't have anything in place by midnight."
"Midnight?" Jade asked curiously.  "What's so important about midnight?"
"Nothing important," Jackie replied evasively.  "I need to head out.  Don't do anything reckless while I'm out."  With that, he stepped into the next room to change into his black clothes, a duffel bag full of various things he'd grabbed around the hotel room over his shoulder.
The four young girls glanced at each other.  "Jackie's going to break into the museum to steal the Talisman before the Dark Hand go after it at midnight, isn't he?" Scootaloo asked flatly.
"Eeyup," Apple Bloom confirmed as she tossed a sandwich into the air for Audrey III to snatch and devour.
"And he doesn't want us to come along because it's 'too dangerous'," Jade added, rolling her eyes in frustration.
"Eeyup," Apple Bloom confirmed as she looked down at her cards.
"So...what are we going to do about it?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
"I don't know about you, but I'm going to call Captain Black so he can file these actions as an official op so that if Jackie gets into trouble, he can cover for him," Sweetie Belle offered, pulling out her cell phone.
"I think we should help a bit more directly," Jade countered.  "We could sneak into the museum and help him.  Anyone working there wouldn't even think it odd that the three of you were wandering around, thanks to those pendants of yours, and I can always ride Audrey in from the roof or something.  Security guards never look up."
"I think we should do what Jackie said and not do anything reckless," Sweetie Belle grumbled.  "I don't want to get in trouble!"
"You could just stay here then," Jade pointed out.
"Nuh uh!" Scootaloo interrupted.  "We do anything, we do it together!"
"Do what together?" Jackie asked as he stepped back into the room, dressed in black with the duffel bag over his shoulder.
"Playing Poker," Apple Bloom spoke up quickly.
Jackie chuckled softly.  "Well have a nice game, you four," he told them before heading out the door.
Once the door was closed, Scootaloo glanced back and forth between Jade and Sweetie Belle.  "Look, we all want to help Jackie, and none of us like feeling left out...but we also each have our own ideas how we can best help him.  So here's what I suggest.  Whoever wins this hand decides what we do.  Fair?"
"Sounds good to me," Jade replied smugly as she glanced at her cards.
"I've got no problem with that," Sweetie responded readily.
"Alright then everyone," Scootaloo spoke up.  "Lay out your cards."
"Jack high flush!" Jade and Sweetie Belle spoke up together, laying out their hands simultaneously.  They had identical hands, Jade in hearts and Sweetie in diamonds.  They stared at each other in shock.
Scootaloo grumbled under her breath as she laid her hand out.  "Full House," she spoke up, not looking forward to having to choose sides after making such an effort to be the peacemaker.  "Apple Bloom, what's your hand?"
"Four of a kind, deuces," she replied, laying out her cards.  "So...that means ah choose what we do?"
"Yup," Scootaloo confirmed.  "So...what do we do?"
"Well...ah certainly think Sweetie's idea's a good un to start," Apple Bloom began.  "Ah mean, covering in case somethin' goes wrong is never a bad idea."  Sweetie smirked at that, and Jade pouted.  "But..."
"But...?" Scootaloo prompted.
"Well...tomorrow's Thanksgiving," Apple Bloom pointed out reasonably.  "Families are supposed ta stay together on Thanksgiving, right?  Since we can't be with Jackie and Uncle, we should at least be with Jackie, right?"
Jade grinned widely as Sweetie Belle sighed.  "So much for being responsible..." the unicorn muttered, unable to find fault with that logic.

Jackie carefully made his way past the security on one of the museum's skylights, rappelling down a rope made of bed sheets from the hotel.  He carefully made his way past the laser security grid, ducking in and around each laser to avoid crossing it.  Maybe I should have brought Scootaloo along, he thought silently.  Cumulo would have been real useful there.  ...or the Rooster Talisman.  Discarding such thoughts as counterproductive, he made his way to where the Snake Talisman was displayed.
Once there, he prepared to disable security so he could remove the Talisman...only to pause.  Something was off.  Looking closer, he noticed what it was.  The Snake carving on the Talisman was backwards.
"A fake?" he gasped out, shocked.  "Did the Dark Hand come early?"  He started to turn and run, only for something else to catch his eye.
A tiny leaf was stuck to the top of the Talisman.
Groaning, Jackie reached behind him at about waist height, his hand almost unerringly finding Jade's shoulder.
"Wow," Jade murmured, stunned.  "You are good."
"You are so grounded," he grumbled at her, turning to find himself face to face with all four of them.  "Where's the Talisman?"
"Here you go!" Apple Bloom spoke up, handing over a cloth bag.
Grumbling under his breath, Jackie took the bag and turned to lead the group back out, only to pause as he glanced to his side between two displays, spying a female figure across the hall in a black jumpsuit.  "...I think this mirror is broken," he spoke up.

	
		Cold Blood, Warm Heart



	As Viper slowly made her way out of the museum with the Pink Puma in sack, she paused as she heard many footsteps from across the hall.  Turning, she was startled to see a man dressed in black and not wearing a ski mask to conceal his identity...not that she recognized him in the first place.  Still, it was an amateur move.  If the museum had even the most rudimentary of security camera systems - which it didn't, but still - he'd never escape anyone chasing him.
On top of that, with him were four little girls who weren't even dressed in black.  What is this, a field trip?  I didn't think New York had a Thieves' Guild.  Her eyes quickly took in the girls' appearances.  One had enough familial resemblance with the man to be his daughter, or at least a niece.  The other three seemed perfectly ordinary, and she turned her focus back to-
She stopped her mind from skittering away.  She never classified anything she encountered as 'ordinary' or 'normal'.  That kind of mental trap got thieves caught when they overlooked important details.  The very fact her mind tried to classify it that way made her suspicious.  As such, she focused her attention discreetly on the three girls.  Yet again, she found her senses didn't want to register anything out of the ordinary about them, but she wasn't going to let it go at that.  Her stomach wanted high end chocolates every day, but keeping her figure was important to performing all aspects of her job well, and she wasn't weak-willed enough to take chances with that, so she wasn't going to give up just because her mind didn't want to register-
Three candy colored ponies somewhat larger than house cats, one with a horn, and one with wings, wearing pendants whose light pierced her eyes in an attempt to prevent her awareness.(1)
Viper found herself staring, frozen in the realization of just what she was seeing, until the man finally spoke up.  "I think this mirror is broken."
Pulling her attention away from the ponies, Viper leapt, striking at this other thief with a jump kick, managing to catch him right in the face.  Apparently, he hadn't expected the attack.  She hadn't really planned on a fight, but the longer he remained the more likely he'd be caught, and her theft blamed on him, allowing her to get off scot-free.  Alternatively, it also prevented him from trying to get her loot.
She saw his loot sack sliding away, and lunged in to knock him out quickly, only for her to get flipped over him.  Crap!  Didn't expect martial arts skills.  He certainly doesn't carry himself like a fighter.  Can't underestimate him again.  By the time she finished her thought, she'd rolled from her back where she'd landed to her feet, keeping track of where her loot sack slid to...right next to his.  Better be careful to grab the right one, she grumbled internally, not wanting to leave someone else with her loot, or get stuck with whatever this amateur was stealing.
Rushing back in, she was able to catch the man off guard, managing to knock him back.  Unfortunately, his defense was, again, greater than she expected, and he managed to block more than half of her strikes.
"Wow, she rules!" the human girl called out eagerly, making Viper smile under her mask.  She wasn't above enjoying a little praise from youngsters when she got to show off.
"Ahem!" all three ponies interrupted, glaring at her.
"I mean...go Jackie?" the girl offered, causing the man to roll his eyes.
So his name's Jackie, then, Viper thought, running her mind back through everything she'd researched.  Don't know the name.  She quickly lunged in to continue the fight.
He proved to be a skilled opponent, only his own underestimation of her allowing her to get any sort of advantage.  Unfortunately, she was forced to give that away after a quick exchange of blows to keep him from falling into the security lasers.  When he stood up to continue the fight, he glanced at his watch, and then his eyes widened.  "You guys are 20 minutes early!"
"What guys?" Viper countered irritably.  "I'm an independent."
"You're not with the Dark Hand?" Jackie asked, confused.
Understanding dawned in her mind.  She'd recognized the - rather incompetent - Dark Hand Enforcer casing the joint over a different item while she'd been casing it for the Pink Puma.  Apparently, this guy was some sort of anti-crime agent, specifically here for the Dark Hand...though with how amateurish he behaved as far as thieving, it was probably his first field op or something.  Should be able to talk my way out of this, she decided as she pulled her mask off.  Or flirt.  "Name's Viper."
"Someone else is after the Talisman?" Jackie, the human girl, the unicorn, and the yellow pony all said at once.  The Pegasus, however, gasped eagerly.
"Ohmygosh!" she squealed happily.  "You're the infamous jewel thief!  You must be here for the Pink Puma!"
"No autographs, kid," Viper countered quickly, though inwardly she was pleased to encounter a fan.  Talisman? she thought to herself.  What's so important about some rock carving?
"Wow!" the human girl crowed happily.  "When I grow up, I wanna be just like her!"
"A criminal?" Jackie demanded, anger and shock warring in his voice.
"A female Jackie Chan!"
While Viper didn't enjoy the idea of being referred to like a knock off, she recognized hero worship when she saw it, and took it as the compliment she knew it was meant as.  At the same time, she ran through her mind to see if the full name rang any bells.
"She is nothing like me!" Jackie barked out indignantly.
"So, what's with the minors?" Viper asked curiously.  "Youth outreach?  Guild field trip?"  The yellow pony was the only one to giggle, so at least one of them caught her joke.
"Stay out of this!" Jackie countered, stepping between Viper and the girls.  "In fact, you are under arrest!"
Yup, rookie government agent, Viper thought to herself.
Before she could respond, however, the pegasus spoke up.  "Yeah, good luck with handing her over to the cops while you have 'stolen property' as well, Jackie."
Huh, Viper thought curiously.  An unsanctioned op at that.  She sauntered up to him, deciding to try a different tact.  "Yeah.  We'd both go to jail."
"I am not a crook!" Jackie cried out angrily.  "I am an archaeologist!"  As he screamed, he swung his arm back...knocking a large urn over and shattering it and setting off an alarm.  He seemed more concerned about the urn than the alarm, though.
"Way to go," Viper chided, surprised to see the human girl voice the exact same opinion.  Grabbing her loot sack, Viper raced out of there.  A security door closed long before she could get to it, so she pulled out her gun and fired off the explosive round, blasting the door open, letting her - and Jackie's group - out of the museum through the front door.  She hated being so messy, but once the alarms went off she was just glad to have the option when she needed it.
As she turned to leave once outside, the girl tried to go after her.  "Viper!" she called out, only for Jackie to pull her back.
"Okay, no more 'follow the Viper'," she chided, definitely not ready to take on an apprentice.
"No problem," Jackie retorted firmly, letting Viper run off her own way.

Evasive maneuvers meant that Viper didn't make it back to her hotel room until early morning, at which point she was able to read the paper as she relaxed.  The headline about Jackie Chan stealing the Pink Puma made her chuckle.  "Should have gotten out of there when you had the chance," she muttered under her breath.  She sighed sadly to herself.  "Still, those ponies...probably the only chance I had at getting to cuddle a talking pony.  Gonna regret that in the future."
She flopped back onto her bed, reaching into her loot sack.  "Still, I got what I wanted-"  Her words stopped as she felt something that was not a diamond.  Pulling it out, she saw the Snake Talisman Jackie and the others had been making a fuss about.  "Damn," she muttered under her breath.  "Must have switched bags.  So that's how he got caught..."  Shrugging her shoulders, she turned it over and over in her hand.  "What's all the fuss about this thing, anyway?" she asked as she squeezed it in her hand.
The Talisman ignited in light, and she vanished.
"...whoa..."


(1) As you can see, the pendants' protections aren't perfect.  Those aligned with magic, or those who have trained their minds against deception, will be able to see past them.  In Viper's case, it's the Batman effect.

	
		Legal Loopholes



	Captain Black stared back and forth between the newspaper, his own files, and the four girls as they sat in the hotel room.  "Well girls, I have good news and bad news."  He frowned, interlacing his fingers and bringing them up under his chin.  "Which do you want to hear first?"
"Good news," Sweetie Belle offered hopefully from on the bed.  Scootaloo was sitting on her cloud near the ceiling, Apple Bloom on Audrey III nearby, and Jade in the chair across from Captain Black.  "We could really use some."
"Well, the good news is that the police have no actual evidence against Jackie," Captain Black explained.  "He was found outside the museum when the alarms went off, dressed all in black with an empty bag, and there were missing artifacts in the museum, including two he had been discussing with the curator earlier that day.  Pure circumstantial.  As long as he has the sense to keep his mouth shut, he won't even go to trial."
"Hope the bad news is better," Apple Bloom grumbled.  "Jackie's a lot o' things, but tight lipped ain't one o' them."
Captain Black couldn't help but chuckle.  Jackie was pretty tough and good at keeping his own council, but he himself doubted Jackie's ability to hold up under an interrogation, even one by normal police.  He panicked a little too easily.  "The bad news is that I'm not in a position here to take any action on Jackie's behalf.  If I try to claim he's one of my agents, there will be all sorts of inquiry as to what he was doing there, and anything less and we won't be able to get him out.  So unless we can recover the Pink Puma and Snake Talisman, we're stuck until things process out...and even then, we don't know where the Snake Talisman is."
The four girls glanced at each other thoughtfully, and Captain Black steeled himself.  He could tell they were plotting something, and he was certain whatever it was, he would walk away from it with a migraine, a successful mission, or both.  Eventually, Jade spoke up.  "What if you were able to bring in the Pink Puma?" she asked curiously.  "Could you say he was working for you on a sting operation for the Dark Hand, and the operation got blown when Viper showed up?"
"Yeah!" Scootaloo called out.  "You could say he got away with the Pink Puma which he handed off to you for safekeeping before he went after Viper, only to get caught by the police at the worst time."
Captain Black chuckled.  "As far as that goes, that could work," he replied readily.  "You've got good heads on your shoulders, kids.  Keep thinking."  He ruffled their hair playfully.  "Still, that assumes I had the Pink Puma, and that still leaves the Snake Talisman unaccounted for.  Not to mention throwing the weight of Section 13 around like that could have consequences, and if we don't recover what the Dark Hand's after, I won't have anything to show for it."
"So..." Sweetie Belle began cautiously.  "So if we were able to get you the Pink Puma and the Snake Talisman, then you could get Jackie out without this even being on his record?"
"Easily," Captain Black confirmed.  "Not that we have them..."  He narrowed his eyes as he noticed the conspiratorial glances.  "Or do we?"
"We know exactly where Viper is right now," Apple Bloom spoke up readily.  "And we can locate her at any time."
"How?" Captain Black demanded insistently.
"When the Snake Talisman was first retrieved, Audrey left a small thorn on it," Apple Bloom explained.  "When Viper first handled the Talisman, that thorn pricked her skin, leaving a tiny bit o' non-harmful venom in her veins.  It lets him track her anywhere."
"Useful," Captain Black replied calmly, though inwardly he was very impressed.  Tracking criminals through their loot was one of the most difficult aspects of dealing with crime.  Every technological method of tracking could be defeated, sometimes with incredibly simple things, making it sometimes an effort in futility.  But a biological method of tracking that could be hidden inside the criminal just from them handling their ill-gotten gains...  "I don't suppose Audrey III might be sporing or anything of the like soon?  Or if you might have a way to make more of him as controlled as he is?"
Apple Bloom shook her head.  "Ah'm not even entirely certain how ah made him so well behaved in the first place."
"Pity," Captain Black mused.  "Still, it's good you know exactly where she is.  We can make a plan-"
"Actually..." Jade interrupted, "we've already got a plan on how to handle this.  And it would probably be best if it were just us involved.  The less Viper learns about what Jackie is actually involved in, the better, right?"
Captain Black grumbled under his breath, but couldn't deny Jade's logic.  "I don't feel right about putting you kids in danger like that..." he began, pausing when this resulted in all four giggling.  "What?"
Smiling, Apple Bloom gestured to Audrey III, who smirked smugly at him.
"You'll be bringing him along?" he asked, surprised.  At the nods all around, he sighed.  "Well, that's your safety taken care of, but can you try and keep things as discreet as possible?"
"No promises!" Scootaloo called out jokingly, laughing.
"Scootaloo!" Sweetie Belle snapped, glaring her into a semblance of good behavior.  She turned back to the Captain.  "I...can't promise we won't make a mess, but we'll do our best to keep the collateral damage to a minimum.  Is that okay?"
Captain Black groaned softly.  "I suppose that's the best I can hope for," he mused.  "Anything I can do to help?"
"Actually..." Jade began, her voice somewhat wicked.
"Yes?" Captain Black asked curiously.
"Can you direct us to Skid Row?" Sweetie Belle asked innocently.  "And possibly ensure it's empty around noon?"
"The Thanksgiving Day Parade is today," Captain Black pointed out.  "It's not going to be anywhere near there, so I seriously doubt anyone will be there.  Why?"
Audrey III began to laugh wickedly.
"...oh god..." Captain Black murmured, torn between horror and amusement as he realized what the girls must have planned.

	
		The Upper Hand



Viper made her way carefully towards Skid Row.  The message that had literally flown in her window just as she was planning how best to make use of the Snake Talisman's invisibility had been quite plain.  It stated that they knew exactly where she was, would continue to do so at all times, and unless she wanted to face a far worse situation, she'd meet them on Skid Row during the Thanksgiving Day parade, to trade the Snake Talisman for the Pink Puma.  Viper wasn't one to even consider such things normally - pre-arranged trades just screamed trap - but the idea that whoever sent the message could somehow track her location had her reconsidering.
As she made her way to the street, her caution rose up all the way to paranoia.  She didn't recognize the people at either edge of the blocked off section of road dressed in construction worker outfits, but she recognized the way they were standing.  These were government agents, and professionals at that.  If the road was actually under construction, she'd eat her ski mask.  For whatever reason, a few agents were in position to ensure no one who wasn't supposed to be there was on the road during the trade, just in case the parade - which went down a parallel street - didn't provide enough secrecy.
She thanked her lucky stars and sign that she'd made preparations for just such a situation.  She wasn't about to walk into a trap without a way out, or make a fair trade with amateurs if she could get around it.  Especially not with government agents.
She went in over the buildings, and saw something that made her even more nervous.  There weren't agents lining the street, like she'd expected.  Instead, they were only at either end of a marked off section, leaving the area between practically deserted for a long stretch.  This was beginning to seem less and less like the promised trade, and more and more like a trap...one with potentially deadly consequences if she sprung it.
However, that suspicion was somewhat assuaged when she saw only the four girls - one human, three equine - from the museum waiting for her, staring down the street as though waiting for her.  She quickly and quietly dropped in behind them, planning to catch them off guard, but as she dropped she saw the pegasus' feathers twitch, and the group immediately turned to face her, two sitting on a small cyan cloud and the unicorn and human standing on the ground.
"You bring the Talisman?" the unicorn demanded bluntly.
"You bring the Puma?" Viper countered back, deciding to keep the tone as at least somewhat professional.  At least none of them were wearing black hats and trenchcoats...even if the three fillies could probably get away with it, given whatever was making them seem 'ordinary' and 'normal'.
Jade pulled the Puma out, revealing it in her hand, while holding her other hand out.  Recognizing what was being asked, Viper held out the fake Talisman she'd prepared, making the swap at the same time.  "Pleasure doing business with you four," she said warmly, and meant it.  Even if she was cheating them, it was refreshing to see such optimistic idealism in the young.  Beyond that, their approach was much more straightforward than that of anyone else in the criminal community.
"In that case, how about you give us the real one in your back pocket?" the unicorn stated pointedly.
Viper flinched.  Probably should have expected that when dealing with a freaking unicorn, she thought to herself.  "Can you blame me?" she asked disarmingly, as she slipped her hands into her back pocket.  "It's my sign..."  Her hand closed around the Talisman and tightened even as she deposited the Pink Puma in her other pocket.  "And so is 'Exit'."  With that, she vanished, and she took to her heels.
She expected pursuit, but heard none.  Did they give up already? she thought in confusion.  She started to turn her head back to look, but instead focused on a loud crash from inside a nearby shop.  She was able to take in the sign above the window - "Mushnik's Flower Shop" - before the front window shattered, and thorny vines lashed out, unerringly seizing her four limbs in a thorny grip before lifting her into the air.  Viper had just enough time to wonder which unrealistic situation she'd seen enough of to know what sort of situation she'd stumbled into - B movies or Hentai - before the bulb of a massive Venus Fly Trap extended through the broken window, seeming to glare down at her before opening its mouth and revealing dozens of razor sharp teeth.
B movies it is, and my favorite at that, Viper thought to herself, her fears reverting back to just 'for her life' as - unexpectedly yet unsurprisingly - the flower began to sing.
"Better wait a minute
Ya better hold the phone!
Ya better mind yer manners
When ya tangle with mah girls!
Don't you mess with my lady,
You got a lot of gall!
We do things our way
...or not at all!"
Viper was torn as the plant continued to sing.  She was, of course, abjectly terrified just from the idea that the ones she was tangling with could field the original 'Mean Green Mother From Outer Space', let alone the fact it looked like she was about to become a meal to said being.  On the other hand, it was taking a lot of her willpower not to bob her head along to the tune and snap her fingers.
She was saved from this dilemma by the approach of the four girls.  She felt Jade clambering up the vines behind her until she was plainly visible.  "Now, I'm sure you've reconsidered the matter somewhat, haven't you?" Jade asked calmly, once more holding out her hand.
Feeling the vine holding the hand actually gripping the Talisman lax somewhat, she knew exactly what was expected of her.  Reaching over, she deposited the Talisman in Jade's hand, smiling nervously as she turned visible again.  "No hard feelings?" she asked worriedly.
"None at all," Jade promised.  "To be honest, we expected you to run."  Reaching out with what to Viper was incredible bravery, she patted the side of the bulb as she would a hunting dog that had brought back a large goose.  "It's why we had our backs to this guy."
Viper allowed herself to chuckle as she was gently lowered to the ground, not even a prick on her skin from the thorns.  "I knew the government was starting young, but this is ridiculous."
"Oh, we aren't agents," the pegasus corrected.  "...yet..." she added hopefully.
"Still, I think I'll get out of this game before I have to tangle with you lot again," Viper decided.  "When the opposition can field something like this..."  She gestured helplessly to the plant as it - much to her surprise - shrunk down to the size of a German Shepard rather than the size of an elephant, and calmly arranged itself for the yellow pony to sit on it under the bulb.  "Well, I got into this game to be on the winning side."
"Ya still could, ya know," the yellow pony suggested, getting surprised glances from the others.  When she put her hooves above her ears like horns, the others nodded in understanding.  "If'n ya want, we could give ya a call when we need yer skills, and put in a good word for ya with the higher ups."
"Grease the wheels for you going legit," the unicorn added.
Chuckling, Viper reached into her back pocket and pulled out a card, handing it to Jade.  "Don't share that with just anyone," she requested firmly, "but you can reach me here."  Turning, she sauntered off, certain that they were done with her now...and she was ready to start actually going legit.
She hadn't even been surprised to find an ordinary rock in place of the Puma in her pocket.  These kids were good.

	
		Post "Op"



	Jackie looked up in surprise when he saw who was opening his cell door.  "Captain Black?" he gasped out in shock.
"Shh!" Captain Black responded quickly, silently motioning for him to follow.  Confused, Jackie did as bid.  To his continued surprise, the police did not interfere with Captain Black walking him out.  In fact, as best as Jackie could tell, they were pretending not to see them.  With this cooperation, it wasn't long before they were out of the precinct.  "Here," Captain Black spoke up again as he handed over all of Jackie's things that had been confiscated when he was arrested, along with - surprise again - the Pink Puma and the Snake Talisman.  "Now we can talk."
"What is going on?" Jackie demanded immediately.  "Am I still a criminal?  Are Jade and the others alright?  How did you get the Snake Talisman back?  And where did you get the Pink Puma?  I don't understand anything!"
"Officially, you're one of my field agents and the local precinct has tendered a formal apology for interfering in a long running operation against the Dark Hand," Captain Black explained simply.  "You aren't really, of course, but it worked as a cover story to get you out of jail once we had both artifacts in our possession again.  And while we weren't able to catch any Dark Hand agents, the Op is classified as a success, since we were able to gain a prominent member of the criminal community as an informant and unofficial agent."
"What?" Jackie demanded, confused.  "Who?"
"The Viper," Captain Black explained.  "She's one of the most notorious jewel thieves in the world, and she works for us now."
"How did you manage-"  Jackie quickly cut himself off, shaking his head.  "You can't trust her!"
"Your nieces sure seem to think otherwise," Captain Black countered.
Jackie groaned, putting his hand to his head.  "What did they do this time?"
"Managed to convince one of the most skilled members of the criminal community that it was better for Audrey III to consider her an ally than food," Captain Black explained quickly.  As Jackie stared in amazement, Augustus changed the subject.  "Now, you need to go back into the museum and give the Puma and Talisman back to the curator.  He'll thank you for your efforts on their behalf, apologize for not listening to you earlier, and then you'll be able to head home without any trouble, and this incident will be officially wiped from your record."
"Really?" Jackie gasped out, stunned but relieved.  "But...isn't it bad to just leave the Snake Talisman out like that?"  He lifted the Talisman out to look at it.
"Don't squeeze it too hard," Captain Black interrupted quickly.  "It's not the real one.  It's a fake Viper made to try and trick the Puma out of your girls, but they expected it and caught her in a trap with Audrey III.  Since she went to the trouble of making it, we're using it to try and lure out the Dark Hand, letting them think your release was of higher priority than securing the Talisman ourselves, especially when the museum's getting another security upgrade."
"Then you'll be watching the museum?" Jackie asked curiously.
"No," Captain Black countered.  "The fake's been hollowed out and filled with Audrey's thorns.  If the Dark Hand takes it, it will likely break and the thorns will embed in flesh, letting Audrey track them anywhere.  With luck, this will lead us right to the Dark Hand's primary base of operations."
Jackie grinned widely as he carefully set the fake Talisman back down.  "Wow.  You think of everything, Captain Black."
Captain Black glanced away.  "Actually...that was Jade's idea.  And it was Sweetie Belle who figured out how to hollow out the fake Talisman without breaking it or letting that be noticeable.  And Scootaloo and Apple Bloom who figured out how to craft the 'thorn bomb'."  He shrugged his shoulders.  "Your girls have good heads on their shoulders.  When they grow up, they'll be good assets to whoever they end up working for.  Consider them scouted."
Jackie groaned as he hung his head again.  "Bad day..." he moaned.  "How am I ever going to get them to behave now?"
"Oh, one more thing," Captain Black mentioned.  "I won't be out here when you're done in the museum.  The girls will be waiting for you at the airport.  I suggest you head home immediately.  The less time you spend here, the less likely someone will poke holes in this flimsy cover story of ours, and the safer you'll be."
"Thank you, Captain Black," Jackie offered fervently.  "I owe you one."
"I'll keep that in mind while I'm dealing with the paperwork for this mess."
With a chuckle, the pair of friends parted ways.

Valmont frowned as he went over the information he'd been able to gather regarding the situation in New York.  While he didn't doubt that Chan was working with an actual law enforcement agency in this matter to counter their efforts to gather the Talismans, he didn't buy the story of him being an official agent.  No official agent would let a child along, for one thing.  And beyond that, 'official' agents were disavowed if they failed as spectacularly as Jackie had in trying to acquire the Snake Talisman.  This stank of a setup.
As such, he'd sent Ratso in with the Eyes of the Dragon to check.  Sure enough, there was no response from the artifact to the Talisman now on display.  It was a fake, likely set up specifically to trap them somehow.  As per his orders, Ratso had casually vacated the museum the moment that had been discovered.  Nobody suspected anything, thankfully.  Ratso's innocent seeming face and genuine good nature when not beating someone to a pulp had been very useful in such ways before.  It was difficult but fruitful to find an agent who could be either teddy or grizzly with ease.
And so one more Talisman had fallen into Chan's hands, beyond the Dark Hand's reach...for the moment.  However, Valmont was not deterred.  He would continue to watch, and wait.  The perfect opportunity would present itself.  It always did, one way or another.  Perhaps Chan might even be...useful.  That first encounter had shown that he could be leveraged.  All that required was to find the right leverage, and the right moment to apply it.
And he did, after all, have four young female relations he obviously cared deeply about who had a penchant for getting into danger.  And Shendu would be overjoyed to eliminate such creatures of powerful good magic as threats.
"All in good time..." he murmured to himself.  "Yes.  All in good time..."

	
		Game of Stones



	As Jade took her seat in the classroom, Scootaloo quickly noticed that she seemed to be put out about something.  Deciding to find out what was bugging her, she scooted her desk closer to Jade's.  "What's bugging you?" she asked curiously.
Jade groaned fitfully.  "I spotted a new Talisman on TV this morning, and Jackie's investigating it while I'm in school so I can't go with him."
"Really?" Apple Bloom asked curiously as she nudged Audrey to bring her closer.  What with how anything made of dead wood reacted to her, Audrey served as both chair and desk while in class.  A statement to the teacher that she 'couldn't sit on wood' had been all it took for that to be allowed, much to Scootaloo's frustration as the same didn't allow her to sit on Cumulo.  "Which Talisman, and where is it?"
"It's the Rabbit Talisman, according to Jackie," Jade explained.  "It's in the back of a giant tortoise at the aquarium named Aesop."
"Well, that's rather blatant," Sweetie Belle grumbled, rolling her eyes.
"What do you mean?" Jade asked curiously.
"Aesop was an ancient Greek philosopher who wrote a number of tales meant to teach a moral," Sweetie Belle explained.  "So many, in fact, that stories of that type are now known colloquially as Aesops.  One of the more famous of 'Aesop's Fables' is about the Tortoise and the Hare.  And now the Tortoise named Aesop has the Rabbit Talisman."
"Uh...that's probably why the folks who found him called him Aesop," Apple Bloom pointed out.
Sweetie Belle blinked.  "Oh...yeah, right."  She blushed slightly in embarrassment.  "I keep forgetting that natural animals get their names from humans..."
"Jade!" Mrs. Hartman snapped out from the front of the class, her eyes narrowed through her glasses as the four jumped.  "Perhaps you or your companions can answer the question for us?"  A long division problem was written out on the board behind her.
"Uh..." Jade began nervously.  "That question, or the one before it?"
"The question you would have heard if you'd been paying attention," Mrs. Hartman replied, glaring around at each of the four.  Unlike previous teachers Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo had been taught by, the pendants made Mrs. Hartman see them as just her students...and as such, she pushed them as hard as they could be pushed to excel.  As a result, they couldn't coast as they had been anymore.  Sweetie Belle was the only one happy about this, as it gave her motivation to excel again, which had been lacking before.
Unfortunately, long division was an area Sweetie Belle struggled with...mostly because she could do those computations in her head too quickly to figure out how to show work.  As such, none of them were able to answer the question in an acceptable amount of time.
"Perhaps you four need an extra credit group assignment," Mrs. Hartman suggested firmly.
A grin slowly spread across Jade's face.  "Dibs on the topic?" she suggested, leading to matching grins on the fillies' faces.

Jackie was startled out of his examination of Aesop's shell and the Talisman embedded therein as one of the scientists called out, "Little girls!  This area is off limits!"
"Little girls?" Jackie asked, startled.  Turning, he caught sight of a cyan cloud and sighed.  "Did you get your homework done?" he grumbled out.
"Doing homework!" Sweetie Belle piped up.  "Extra credit group project on Aesop!"
"Did Uncle approve this outing?" Jackie demanded.
"Yup!" Apple Bloom confirmed.
Jackie sighed, knowing there was no way to win this argument with Jade if Uncle was approving of it with the fillies.  "Jade, stay with the group, and don't run off on your own," he instructed before going back to examining the Talisman as he plotted how to remove it.  Despite being told they didn't need to worry about Aesop's shell, he still wanted to be careful...and get the job done before any Dark Hand thugs showed up.
Just as that thought crossed his mind, a wall of the aquarium was blasted open.  Jackie quickly positioned himself between the girls and the flying rubble, even though the distance was such that they likely weren't in danger from shrapnel.  When the smoke cleared, Tohru, Ratso, Finn, Chao, and someone else they didn't recognize were standing in the hole that had been made.
"Get out of the way!" Jackie immediately ordered the girls, pushing Cumulo out over the water surrounding the little island that Aesop was resting on.  "Go!  Go!" he shouted at the scientists, though he didn't have to tell them twice as they were already racing out of the room.  Jackie quickly struggled to get the Talisman out of the shell with his hands, but before he could manage anything of the sort, Tohru had tossed him aside bodily.
Jackie quickly leapt to his feet, ready to do battle with the Dark Hand agents...only to see the first get sucked up by a mud funnel and hurled against a nearby wall and into the water.  Turning, he followed the funnel out to where it was taking shape out of the water.  Scootaloo was buzzing her wings rapidly as the three fillies focused all their attention on the funnel, keeping it under control as all three of them poured magical energy into it, Sweetie Belle keeping it contained as Scootaloo shaped it and Apple Bloom kept the dirt from flying around.
"So cool..." Jade murmured as she watched.  Turning, she gasped.  "Jackie!  Tohru!"
Turning, Jackie saw what Jade meant.  Having apparently decided that the magical interference had prevented any sort of numerical advantage, Tohru had simply decided to pick up Aesop and take him with them, to figure out separating out the Talisman later.  Jackie quickly raced up to stop him, only to get backhanded into the water with the other Dark Hand agents, who promptly moved to keep him from interfering with Tohru.
When the Dark Hand thugs pulled off, Jackie and the girls raced out after them, only to see a sea plane flying off into the distance.

	
		Race Into Danger



	Jackie rubbed at the back of his head as he watched the sea plane zooming off into the sky and sighed.  "Great..." he mumbled to himself.  "Now what?"  Before he could say anymore, a cyan blur followed by a rainbow colored contrail zipped past him.  "Wha-?"
"Don't worry Jackie!" Jade called out from atop Cumulo, the three fillies alongside her.  "We'll track 'em!"
"We need to finish our report!" Sweetie Belle added.
Jackie groaned as he stared after them.  "Bad day..." he groaned out.  Turning, he saw Ratso running out of the aquarium with an octopus on his head.  "...that can work."

Jade and the others tracked the sea plane to a far dock.  Once there, they found a spot where they could spy from to plan their next move.  "Okay," Scootaloo began.  "We need to find a way to recover the Talisman and Aesop without getting captured ourselves.  Any ideas?"
"Charge in and beat the crap out of them?" Jade suggested eagerly, punching the air.
Sweetie Belle gazed at her flatly.  "Chao's the smallest of them, and he outweighs the four of us combined.  And there's four or five of them, including Tohru."
"Huh," Jade mused, rubbing her chin.  "Well, couldn't you do that magic thing you did back at the aquarium?"
"That took all three of us to keep contained," Scootaloo explained.  "And that was in a confined area.  Even if we managed to get something like that stirred up out here, we couldn't contain it and would likely level a good chunk of San Francisco if we lost control of it."  She turned to Apple Bloom.  "Don't suppose you could call Audrey?"
"He's too far away, and salt water doesn't agree with him," Apple Bloom explained.  "Swoop in and snatch Aesop and the Talisman when they aren't looking?"
"Cumulo's having enough trouble maintaining speed and altitude with just the four of us," Jade pointed out.  "How much does a giant tortoise weigh again?"
"About 417 kg, or 919 pounds at the heaviest," Sweetie Belle explained quickly.  "Aesop himself only hits 700 pounds, but-"
"And Tohru just hefted him like he was groceries?" Scootaloo squeaked out.  "Just how strong is that guy?"
"Too strong," Jade murmured worriedly.  "And El Toro and Viper are too far to call in for help, too..."
The four girls put their heads together as they tried to figure out a method of attack.  Finally, Apple Bloom spoke up.  "Wait for Jackie to find his way here and cover whatever he misses?" she offered.
Jade sighed.  "Probably our best bet," she grumbled to herself.
The wait wasn't as dull as it could have been, since Sweetie Belle had a deck of cards on her and they happened to find a metal roof panel they could all sit on while watching the dock to see what happened.  It wasn't until after sunset, however, that anything interesting happened.  Just as they caught sight of Jackie tailing Ratso to the dock, a ship pulled in and someone stepped off it.
Grinning, Scootaloo pulled a strange device attached to a speaker out of her bags.  "Borrowed this from Section 13," she explained as she turned it on.  With it on, all four of them could clearly hear the discussion on the dock as the red suited man with a goatee introduced himself as Dr. Carl Nibor, an acquaintance of Valmont's who was, apparently, interested in purchasing Aesop.
As the discussion moved on, a man dressed as a chef stepped off the boat to give Tohru money for Aesop.  "Wonder why he wants to buy Aesop-"  Apple Bloom's words died as Dr. Nibor's next words came through, speaking of having an 'endangered' 'turtle soup' for dinner.  "He's...he's gonna..."  Apple Bloom looked ill just contemplating it.
"He's gonna eat Aesop..." Jade murmured, her voice terrified.
"New plan," Scootaloo spoke up.  "Our pendants should help hide the three of us from anyone on that ship, and in that confined space we should be able to take care of any single person we come across.  We let them take Aesop onto the ship and sail off, then take over the ship and steer it back to the aquarium, and let Jackie handle getting the Talisman back."
"But...won't he need our help?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.
"That's the beauty of it," Scootaloo explained.  "We let Jackie see Cumulo on our way out, so he knows we aren't there.  Without having to worry about us being in immediate danger from the fight, he won't have to hold back...but the Dark Hand thugs will be constantly looking around for us because they'll expect us to be there!"
"Good plan, let's do it!" Jade agreed quickly, now glaring daggers at the back of Nibor's head.
It didn't take long for Nibor's chef to fetch a forklift to get Aesop onto the boat, and the four quickly followed.  Down below, Jackie - as they'd expected - prioritized the Talisman, proving well capable of handling the Dark Hand.

As the four reached the ship, they discovered that it was almost empty.  "Huh," Sweetie Belle murmured.  "Must be completely automated or something."
"Then the only ones on board are going to be Nibor and his chef?" Jade clarified.
"Probably," Scootaloo agreed.  "So let's split up.  Jade, Apple Bloom, you two see about getting this ship turned around.  Sweetie Belle and I will see about making sure Aesop doesn't get cooked in the meantime."
The four nodded and split up for their tasks, Jade and Apple Bloom heading for the bridge, and Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo heading for the kitchen.
At the bridge, Jade and Apple Bloom found their most significant hurdle being that the controls were entirely computerized, and needed a password to access.  "Well, so much for that plan," Jade murmured.  "Now how are we going to get Aesop back to shore?"
Apple Bloom shrugged her shoulders.  "Think he can swim?" she asked hopefully.  When she got no answer, she sighed.  "Hope Sweetie and Scoot are doing better..."
Unfortunately, Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo had encountered their own problems.  Aesop proved incredibly difficult to move, and Nibor's chef had proven unexpectedly quick and strong.  The pair now found themselves being held by the backs of their necks before Carl Nibor himself...who seemed to be staring at them in an uncomfortably unwholesome manner.
Eventually, he spoke up.  "You know, a man of my palate has to be careful.  Too many would seek to deceive me with creatures made to look like something endangered in order to cheat me.  There's been...unpleasantness over that.  Still, it's led me to be exceptionally skilled at gauging the true nature of any creature before me, no matter how it is concealed."
He leaned forward, licking his lips as the pair flinched back.  "Which is why I'm certain you'll be shocked when I say...I never thought I'd get the chance to sample unicorn or pegasus."  Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo gasped in shock as he licked his lips.  "Tonight's feast will be of...mythical proportions."

	
		Molten Wrath



	After successfully managing to retrieve the Rabbit Talisman from Tohru - and discovering its magic of super speed in the process - Jackie knew exactly what he had to do next.  Having seen the girls flying out after the boat on Cumulo but not return, he quickly realized he could use the Rabbit Talisman to race across the surface of the ocean, moving fast enough that surface tension provided enough pressure for him to run without sinking.  He wasn't entirely certain how the physics of that worked, especially when magic was involved, but it worked, and that was enough for him.
When he caught up to the boat, he found Jade and Apple Bloom pacing back and forth on the deck looking queasy and terrified.  They both let out startled gasps when he zipped up over the side of the boat to stop right in front of them.  "Hello!" he greeted warmly.
"Jackie!" they both wailed out, clinging to him, tears in their eyes.
Jackie blinked in surprise, but quickly knelt down to pat them on their backs.  "It's alright," he said reassuringly.  "I'm here, and I got the Talisman.  Now we can save the tortoise."  He glanced around curiously, noticing the absences.  "Now where's-"
"Forget Aesop!" Apple Bloom wailed out.  "That creepy Nibbler guy's gonna eat Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo!"
Jackie felt himself go cold all over as fear settled into his heart.  "What?  But...why?  Why would he eat-"
"We...we saw it on the cameras from the bridge," Jade chocked out between terrified sobs.  "He...he somehow knew what they were...and he talked about tasting unicorn and pegasus!  A feast of mythical proportions!"
Jackie closed his eyes as he felt something else flow through his veins besides the fear.  Unnoticed to him, the white glow of the Rabbit Talisman took on a reddish tinge.
Seeing that, Apple Bloom backed up worriedly.  "J...Jackie?  What-"
"Stay here," he said firmly, looking Jade and Apple Bloom right in the eyes.  "I mean it."  The normal kindness and gentleness in his voice was gone, replaced by a hard edge that sent both girls scooting back in surprise.  Turning, he zipped off.
As he moved, his mind raced, desperately trying to outrun his magically enhanced feet.  He remembered every lesson in martial arts he'd gotten from Uncle, every lesson in discipline about controlling his temper, how dangerous it was - to him and others - to lose control.  He heard Uncle's frequent remonstrances from when he was younger.
"Aiyah!  Jackie, martial arts is not about power," Uncle insisted.  "Turn body into secret weapon, yes, but not one to be used willy-nilly!  You must be cautious and controlled.  One more thing!  That temper of yours will destroy you if you let it!  You are like volcano, always about to erupt!  Be dormant!  The earth shake is more controlled than the eruption, and does not harm the mountain's peak."
Jackie knew how true the words were.  The anger and bitterness that had built up in his life from how hard he had to work to overcome the cards he'd been dealt - he tried not to think of the reason why it was Uncle who had all but raised him - was always seething just beneath his gentleness, his kindness.  He knew exactly how easily he could go from being a calm, controlled, good influence for Jade and the others to being a true monster.
But when he reached the kitchen of the ship, what he saw blasted all thoughts of self control out of his mind.  Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo were bound and gagged on the counter, a cork stuck on Sweetie's horn, terror in both their eyes as the chef raised the cleaver.
The cold fear, the cool calm, and any trace of self control was erased by the eruption of pure molten wrath.  The chef didn't even know what hit him when a clenched fist slammed into his solar plexus at somewhere above 200 miles an hour, knocking the wind out of him and audibly cracking the base of his sternum.  The only reason Jackie's fist didn't go completely through the man was because Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo were both watching, and enough of Jackie's rational self was still in control to not want them to see him commit murder.  The impact was still enough to send the chef flying back through the kitchen.  Before he reached the opposite wall, Jackie was behind him, having untied the fillies and catching the chef by his neck and squeezing, his eyes burning as he glowered into the man's terrified gaze.
"Where's.  Your.  Boss?"

Dr. Carl Nibor was startled out of his calm reverie of classical music as a foot slammed at high speed into his gut, striking hard enough to shatter the antique wooden chair beneath him and send him flying back into the grill in front of the fireplace.  "W-what-?"
Lunging forward, Jackie grabbed Carl by his throat and slammed him against the wall, his eyes boring into him.  "The only reason your chef is still alive is because my nieces, the ones he was going to cook for you to eat, were watching," he growled out.  "Nobody is watching now.  A call has already gone out to my friend, Captain Black, to bring government agents to bring you in.  If by the time he's here I tell him my only way of keeping my nieces safe was to kill you, he'll sweep the whole thing under the rug...no matter what condition your body's in by the time he gets here, as long as you're already dead."
For all his suave, debonair behavior before, it seemed Carl Nibor had all the courage of a gerbil.  "Please, no!" he cried out, desperately cowering behind his arms.  "I'll do anything, just don't hurt me!"
Jackie stared down at the one who had put such fear into his nieces that the four were now cuddled under Aesop clinging to each other for comfort.  It would be so easy.  Just one strike, and he'd pay for everything he'd ever done.  Just kick the grate aside and plunge him into the fire, and he'd suffer as he deserved to suffer, as he would have made them suffer.  It would be so easy...
Too easy...
"When Captain Black gets here, you are going to tell him everything," Jackie growled out.  "Everything you've ever done that could even remotely be considered illegal.  And you'd best hope it's enough to get you life in a maximum security prison."  He leaned in close, close enough that even with human nostrils he could smell the man's fear.  "Because if I ever come across you again..."
Carl's eyes rolled up into his head as he slumped into terrified unconsciousness.
Jackie stared down at the man for a time, then let him drop limply from his grip.  Desperately, he struggled do draw in calming breaths, to reign in his anger.  So close...he'd come so close to crossing that line...he'd wanted to cross it, just to make him suffer...
Staggering into the next room, he curled up in the corner and wept silently.  And that's exactly where Captain Black found him half an hour later when the team arrived to take Dr. Carl Nibor into custody and bring the rest - including Aesop - safely home.

	
		After the Blast



	As Captain Black walked Jackie onto the chopper off the boat, he saw the four girls looking up at Jackie worriedly.  "He's going to be okay, girls," he promised them.  "He's just a little shaken up, is all."
"W...what happened to him?" Jade asked worriedly.
Noticing Jackie was still insensate, he beckoned the girls onto the chopper with him.  Sitting down, he faced the girls, choosing his words carefully as far as how to explain this without breaching confidences or terrifying the girls.  Finally, as the choppers left the boat behind, he settled on the proper approach.  "You've heard that Jackie and I have been friends for years, right?"  When he received four nods in response, he continued speaking.  "Well...this isn't the first time I've seen Jackie like this...and I have seen what puts him in such a state.  Though...I'm not certain what caused it this time-"
"Carl was going to eat Scootaloo and I," Sweetie Belle whimpered softly.
Captain Black felt his fists clench on their own.  As troublesome as the girls could be, he'd grown fond of them as well, and could easily understand Jackie's reaction now.  "I'm glad he and his chef are locked up on the other chopper, then," he murmured, knowing just how hard it would be in this moment to resist the temptation to push Carl - chained up - into the shark infested waters they were currently flying over.  "Anyway, Jackie's...had a rough life," Captain Black explained.  "The reason he stresses the discipline aspect of the martial arts so much is because its the part he needs the most."  He rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he mentally looked over his next words.  "He told me once that he saw what his rage could push him to, when he was younger, before he started his training.  He's been afraid of his anger ever since, though he wouldn't put it that way."
Though I'd certainly put it that way, he added silently as he remembered the incident he wasn't talking about.  Back when he'd last encountered Jackie years ago when he was working for Interpol, Jackie had stumbled across the object of Captain Black's investigation at just the wrong time and been exposed to a little more of the criminal world than was truly healthy for his psyche.  Augustus had managed to clean all the blood off Jackie before anyone else had arrived, and had fudged a few reports as far as exactly why the members of that particular ring had to be put in an ICU prison rather than a standard maximum security.  He also remembered, after they learned exactly what had caused Jackie's rage, how difficult it had been for him to overrule the local law enforcement agents desire to 'let them lie there', though he'd done that for Jackie's sake.  ...the little girl had kept her eyes closed through the whole thing, so she was probably just fine now.
Coming back to the present, Augustus turned to the four girls.  "Unfortunately for Jackie, he's learned to control his rage, but he's never learned healthy ways to let it out.  Unless it truly overwhelms him, he's in complete control of himself...but when it does..."  He shook his head ruefully.  "He is truly a gentle soul...but that's because he's afraid of what he could become if he stopped being gentle."
"I know what you mean," Scootaloo spoke up.  "When he caught up to the chef who was about to swing the cleaver, he took him out with just one punch to the gut.  For a moment, it looked like it was going to go right through!  Would have been pretty awesome if I hadn't been terrified just then..."
"Yeah, I'd believe that," Captain Black admitted.  "That's pretty much Jackie in a nutshell, actually.  Awesome on the battlefield...right up to the point he becomes terrifying."  He looked over at Jackie.  "But when his rage does break free, it burns him out, eats him up inside.  He's left...empty and broken."
As they were talking, Aesop had been watching them, idly chewing a carrot.  As he swallowed his mouthful, he ignored the agent offering him another and turned towards Jackie, walking slowly over to him and nudging him with his head.  Jackie blinked, and looked into the tortoise's eyes.  As it locked gazes, it slowly took a breath.  Without seeming to think about it, Jackie matched his breathing to Aesop's.  As the others watched, they remained like that, staring at each other and breathing together.  After a time, Aesop seemed to smile, and laid his head in Jackie's lap.  Jackie managed a soft chuckle, and stroked the dark green head.  "Good tortoise..." he mumbled softly.
As the girls rushed to Jackie's side to cling to him, Captain Black let out a sigh of relief.  At least he could count on the fact that Jackie would recover fully this time around.  He had too many people in his life who wouldn't let him mope for that not to happen.

Shendu slowly pulled his gaze away from the Shadow Khan that had been watching the events on the boat.  Initially, Shendu had meant to send a whole squad there to retrieve the Talisman, but then he'd felt the energy from the stone, the power of rage that shook him from its sheer ferocity.  Shendu had lived a long time, and there was one type of warrior he always stepped carefully around: the berserker.
As such, he'd instead sent only one Shadow Khan to watch, to see who was causing the Talisman to respond that way.  Through that ninja's eyes, he'd seen Jackie's rage unleashed, seen what he was capable of if he stopped holding back...and saw just how much he was still holding back.
Drawing back into himself, he noticed Valmont was still waiting.  Shendu had been in the middle of giving him a firm dressing down over letting the Talisman slip from their grasp due to his agents' little 'side trip'.  When he'd felt the rage through the Talisman, he'd paused, and Valmont was still staring.
"...perhaps in this case, the outcome was inevitable," Shendu finally admitted in his hissing voice.  "We appear to have drastically underestimated Jackie Chan, and what he and his clan are capable of.  You will be more watchful of this in the future."
"O-of course, Shendu," Valmont promised, still a little freaked out from nearly getting a new haircut, fricassee style.
"And for future reference, you can consider that 'associate' of yours unavailable," Shendu continued.  "It appears he pushed Chan a little too far."
Valmont looked startled.  "Really?  I didn't think Chan had it in him to go that far."
"Rest assured," Shendu confirmed, "he most certainly does."  Just because Chan hadn't done so in this case made it no less true that it was well within him to cross that line without hesitation if the situation demanded it.  That was not something one wanted to discover in an opponent to one's own detriment.  Perhaps this outcome was for the best.  They now knew more of Chan's true nature...and the loss of the Talisman was only temporary.
Shendu could be patient, all appearances to the contrary.  He'd outwaited his siblings upon this world, to claim his own kingdom.  He could continue to wait.  The way to retrieve the Talismans from those who protected them would reveal itself soon enough.
And in the meantime, those Talismans they could not claim were all in one place, wherever that was.  Once all 12 were gathered, opportunity would present itself.

	
		Time On Our Side



	"Are you sure I should go, Uncle Jackie?" Jade asked worriedly as she turned back towards him before leaving their rooms in Section 13.  "I don't mind skipping a day if you're still upset."
"Jade, that's the fifth time you've asked me that," Jackie groaned, shaking his head to hide his smile.  "Trust me, I will be fine.  You get to school.  You need your education."
"Apple Bloom's staying," Jade pointed out logically.
"Apple Bloom has a stuffed up nose, and every sneeze causes her magic to go haywire," Jackie countered.  As he spoke, a loud sneeze echoed through Section 13, followed by an explosion from the greenhouse.  "Do you really want to see what that would do to the school?"  Noticing Jade's mischievous smirk, he spoke up, "Don't answer that."
Jade managed a giggle.  "Would be fun to see, but you're right that it wouldn't be good for Apple Bloom.  Besides, what if she's got some sort of magic-powered germ that will infect humans and turn them into magic powered zombies?"  Her eyes lit up in excitement as her imagination ran away with her.  "Oh, that would be so cool!  Dangerous, but cool!"
"Apple Bloom has been sick before," Jackie pointed out.  "Each of them has.  They tend to recover quickly."
"Aww!" Jade pouted.  "And here I was hoping maybe the magic germs would give me super powers!"  Jackie only rolled his eyes.  "So...you're sure I should-"
"For the last time, Jade, yes!" Jackie insisted.  "Go to school.  Study.  I'll be fine here.  Captain Black and I are going to take some time to talk about things from a long time ago.  That will help too."
"Alright," Jade agreed finally.  Glancing around, she grabbed her book bag and lunch box, making sure she had everything.  She then glanced at the clock.  "Oh no!  I'm going to be late!"  She started towards the table where the small box the Rabbit Talisman was sitting in, only to pause, then retract her hand.
"Jade?" Jackie asked curiously.
"I was thinking of using the Rabbit Talisman to get to school on time," Jade began contritely, "but...that wouldn't be a very disciplined use of magic, would it?  Besides, what if the Dark Hand were out there with that thing they use to detect Talismans?"
Jackie smiled widely.  "Very good, Jade," Jackie praised, reaching out to muss her hair affectionately, even if it did simply fall back into her preferred style.  "You are quite right that you shouldn't use the Talisman so recklessly like that.  I'm proud of you."
Jade grinned happily, pleased that her following the lesson she took from the previous day had cheered Jackie up.  "Still going to be late, though," she murmured softly.
Jackie chuckled.  "How about I write you a note saying you stayed back to take care of Apple Bloom?  I'm sure Mrs. Hartman will excuse that."
Jade shrugged her shoulders helplessly.  "Doubt it, but thanks anyway-"
At that moment, the green column of light in the corner of the room flared, and Scootaloo stepped out.  "Hey, Jade!  Need a lift to school?"
Jade grinned widely.  "Oh yeah!  Forgot you had a cloud ride that can break the sound barrier!"  She waved happily as she raced into the column of light.  "See you after school, Jackie!"  With that shout, the pair vanished in light.
Jackie chuckled to himself, shaking his head as he made his way out of the little apartment.  Stepping back out into the main area of Section 13, he began to stroll around, taking the time to look at everything for once.  The walls were still plain metal, and the people were still the same, but he'd never really taken the time to see it before...as much for his own sense of reality as out of any rush.  If he took in too much here, he was afraid he'd start wondering if he was still just an archaeologist, or if he'd really become a secret agent.  That was the last thing he wanted to actually happen, but at this point the change over felt inevitable...and beyond that, he couldn't deny that part of him enjoyed the race against the 'bad guys' to the artifacts, in the same way part of him had always enjoyed dealing with booby traps.  The thrill of it wasn't something he'd ever escape enjoying, no matter how much he disliked the part of him that actively sought out those thrills.
He let out a thoughtful sigh as he finally made it to where Captain Black was waiting for him, two cups of coffee and two rice bowls on the table.  "Hello, Augustus," Jackie greeted as he took a seat.
"Hey Jackie," Augustus replied, taking a sip of his own coffee as he glanced through some papers.  "Glad to see you doing better.  You've gotten better at recovering from these episodes."
Jackie shrugged his shoulders.  "I am not entirely certain that is a good thing," he countered as he picked up his chopsticks.  "Then again, I have more people in my life wanting me to be better.  That could explain it."
"It probably does," Augustus agreed.  "Your nieces are determined young ladies, and frighteningly resourceful."
Jackie chuckled softly.  "Don't remind me..."  He began eating the prepared food.  "You've gotten better at making these," he pointed out happily.
"Thanks," Augustus replied as he picked up a fork to eat.  "Why so great a sigh earlier, Jackie?"
Jackie shook his head.  "I'm just...unsure of where my life is going now.  All this...given a choice, I'd avoid it like the plague...and yet part of me revels in it."  He looked thoughtfully at an old scar on his arm.  "I remember what it was like when I listened to that part more..."  His voice trailed off as he stared at the scar.
"Something bothering you, Jackie?" Augustus asked.
"You ever get the feeling something was supposed to happen, but didn't?" Jackie asked cautiously.
"All the time in this job," Augustus answered readily.  "You get lots of weird feelings like that when you work unofficial law enforcement.  The problem is sorting out which actually mean something, which are paranoia, and knowing you can't really do anything about it either way."
"How do you deal with it?" Jackie asked, hoping for some help to deal with his own issues.
"I just accept that my life is going to be weird," Augustus explained.
At that moment, Audrey III began to dance his way across the doorway, swinging his roots up as he waved a top hat and cane, towing a highly amused Apple Bloom behind him in a little wagon, wrapped in a blanket and sipping from a thermos of soup as her nose almost glowed red from stuffiness.  As usual, Audrey was singing.
"Hello my baby
Hello my honey
Hello my ragtime gal..."
"Meeting your nieces has made that much easier," Augustus observed idly as he flipped a piece of chicken at the plant before digging into his rice.

	
		Counting Sheep



	Uncle shook his head in amusement as he watched Jade and the fillies bouncing around the shop excitedly.  Jackie was going to get back today, and Jade had managed to get Jackie to promise to take the four of them to Mooseworld as soon as he got back.  "I do not understand your fascination with these roller coasters," Uncle offered thoughtfully.  "Why insist on rides that do not agree with Uncle's digestion when you can have better rides on Cumulo?  Roller coasters limited by gravity, cannot break sound barrier."
"Theme parks aren't just about the extreme rides, Uncle," Scootaloo pointed out.  "There's a bunch of other stuff there, too!  Like the food-"
"One more thing bad for Uncle's digestion," Uncle murmured softly.
"-the games, the prizes..." Scootaloo continued, seemingly not having noticed Uncle's interjection.
"It's about the experience," Sweetie Belle explained.  "All of us going out to do something special as a family where we all have fun together.  It's about making memories."
Uncle smiled softly.  "Has been a long time since Uncle could enjoy such things.  I am sorry I was old by the time you three were ready for such things."
"And that's why ah'm still lookin' for a spell ta turn you into a teenager," Apple Bloom spoke up happily.
"AIYAH!" Uncle shouted out in surprise, leaping to his feet.  "Do you have any idea how dangerous messing with age spells can be?"
"Of course I do!" Apple Bloom responded.  "The fact ya ain't done it yerself tells me that!  That's why ah'm gonna make sure I know everything about the spell and everything that could go wrong before testing it out.  Do ah look like Jade to you?"
"Hey!" Jade snapped out angrily as she stopped bouncing.  "What's that supposed to mean?"
"You...do have a tendency towards recklessness," Sweetie Belle pointed out.
"Especially when it comes to magic," Scootaloo added.
"Yer almost as bad as Scoots!" Apple Bloom piped up playfully.
"Why you!" Scootaloo barked out as she lunged for her, the pair of ponies tussling on the floor, being careful not to knock anything over.  Jade, meanwhile, crossed her arms and grumbled under her breath.
"Aiyah..." Uncle groaned softly.  "Uncle needs-"
"Here you go!" Sweetie piped up happily as she levitated a hot, full cup of tea over to him.
"...to be less predictable," Uncle chuckled softly, taking the cup.  "Thank you."
At that moment the door opened and Jackie stepped in, bags hanging limply from his shoulders and eyelids drooping, slumped over like he was barely staying upright.
"Jackie!" all four young girls shouted out, rushing forward to hug him.
"Hello..." Jackie murmured, patting heads as he stumbled forward.
"We're going to Mooseworld!" Jade squealed out happily.
"Have fun," Jackie murmured as he let out a yawn.  "I am going home to sleep..."
Jade pulled back in surprise.  "What?  But...Mooseworld!"
"You said you'd take us!" Scootaloo whined.
"Please!" all four girls begged, giving their most adorable pleading expressions, eyes wide and hands - or hooves - clasped together under chins with winsome smiles.
Jackie smiled absently and took another step into the shop as he let his bags sink to the floor.  The girls stepped back in surprise, having been certain the concerted cuteness assault would have broken through his tiredness.  "Wow," Sweetie Belle murmured softly.  "He must be really tired..."
"Jackie!" Uncle called out warmly.
"Uncle!" Jackie responded tiredly, spreading his arms for a hug.
"What did you bring me?" Uncle asked, bending towards Jackie's bags.
Sighing, Jackie fished a small stone out of his pocket.  "The Sheep Talisman," he mumbled, showing the carving of the sheep on the front and other runic symbols on the back.
"Good!" Uncle proclaimed happily as he took the Talisman.  "Then we must do research!"
Jackie stumbled blindly after Uncle as the older man towed him towards the back room, but Apple Bloom quickly inserted herself between Uncle and the door.  "Uncle, Jackie's dead on his feet!" she pointed out.  "Ah don't think he's gonna be able to stay awake to research the Talisman.  Ah mean, it's a sheep!"
"But Uncle needs capable assistance to research Talisman!" Uncle pointed out.
"Scoots and I can take care of that!" Apple Bloom pointed out.  "Scoot can grab books off the high shelves, and I can grab 'em off the low shelves.  The wood of the shop's floor has adapted ta my magic so it doesn't try to sprout with every step."
Uncle frowned thoughtfully.  "That is true.  You are both good with research.  One more thing, Jackie must mind store-"
"Jade and I can do that!" Sweetie Belle offered.  "I can even use my magic to sweep!"
"One more thing!" Uncle insisted.  "Jackie sleepwalks!  Who will keep him from breaking many antiques when that happens?"
"Ah'll tell Audrey ta keep him in bed!" Apple Bloom insisted.
Uncle thought about that for a time, then nodded.  "Very well.  Is good plan.  For now, time to copy inscriptions from back of Talisman for research.  Then we must prepare magic box that will keep Talisman from perception of Dark Forces."
"I know how to do that!" Apple Bloom squealed happily, racing to the lab as Jackie stumbled off to sleep, Audrey at his side.
It wasn't long before Sweetie Belle was engrossed in tending the shop, Jackie in his dreams, and Uncle, Apple Bloom, and Scootaloo in their research.  As such, no one noticed Jade slipping the Talisman out of the box and sneaking upstairs.
"I'll show them who's reckless," she muttered to herself.  "I'll find out what the Talisman does before any of them!"  She frowned somewhat nervously.  "Just...hope this isn't the exploding head talisman..."

	
		Demon-strations of Affection



	After working in the back room with Uncle for a time, Apple Bloom paused.  "Jade's being pretty quiet up there," she pointed out idly.
"Well, Jackie is sleeping in the next room over," Scootaloo pointed out.  "Maybe she's being considerate of him?"
"If that were the case, she'da come down by now," Apple Bloom countered.  "None of us are all that good at sittin' still."
"Sweetie Belle is," Scootaloo corrected, "but I see your point.  Maybe she's taking a nap of her own?"
Apple Bloom nodded.  "That could be it," she admitted.  "Still...I'm gonna go check on them."
"One more thing!" Uncle called out.  "If Jade not busy, tell her to make refreshments!"
Apple Bloom grinned.  "Will do, Uncle!"  With that, she turned and headed up the stairs.
Apple Bloom smiled as she saw the runes Uncle had inscribed into the wooden stairwell.  While the sheer amount of magic in the back room from everything they'd done together and the books themselves meant that it was safe for her to walk on those boards rather than riding on Audrey, this wasn't the case in the rest of the shop.  Uncle, however, had taken steps as soon as Apple Bloom's magic had started causing anything made of plant matter around her to sprout.  The runes on anything made of wood kept them from bursting into bloom, letting Apple Bloom walk across them safely as they repelled her magic rather than absorbing it.
Once upstairs, Apple Bloom saw that Jade was on her back on a couch, sleeping peacefully.  She chuckled at that, and decided to leave Jade to her nap as she moved to the door and stepped into the next room.
Once in there, she found Jackie and Audrey sitting at a table in the corner, sipping tea while wearing pointed 'princess' hats.  The rest of the room looked like it had been trashed.  Apple Bloom's eyes went wide, and she opened her mouth wide.
Audrey quickly lifted a vine to his lips, and pointed to Jackie...who was still asleep.
Apple Bloom quickly shut her mouth as she tip-hoofed over to Audrey's side.  "What the hay happened here?" she demanded in a whisper.  "When ah left here, ya had Jackie tied down to his futon with yer vines so he wouldn't thrash about and sleep walk!"
"Everybody was kung fu fighting," Audrey sung back in a whisper, pointing at Jackie with one vine, and then at the damage to the room.
"He...sleep fought?" Apple Bloom gasped in surprise.  "Then...how'd ya get him under control?"
"Trust~ in me, just~ in me," Audrey sang soothingly, wiggling vines.
"...suggestions?"  Audrey nodded in confirmation.  "...well, as long as he's getting some rest..."  With that said, she turned to go back to the other room.
As she entered, she was surprised to see Jade sitting up awake.  "Oh, hey Jade!" she greeted warmly.  "Didja have a nice nap?"
"Of course, dear...cousin," Jade replied, her voice sweet and kind.
Jackie or Uncle might have thought this an odd but welcome change to the responsible, but Apple Bloom knew better.  Hearing Jade talking like that left her feeling queasy...aside from the fact that she could swear she could also hear Jade screaming at her about something she couldn't quite make out.  "Jade, are you alright?" she asked worriedly.  "Ya...don't sound like yerself."
Jade seemed to flinch.  "It's nothing to worry about," she offered quickly.  "Just a little...disoriented."  Her eyes seemed to light up.  "It was probably taking a nap here, instead of back in our bed at Section 13.  Do you think dear Uncle Jackie would be up to taking me there?"
"Jade...yer really freakin' me out," Apple Bloom said as she stepped forward, hopping up onto the couch.  "Are ya sure yer alright-"  She put her hoof to Jade's forehead...and both of them pulled back with a hiss of pain.  Apple Bloom's eyes went wide at that burning sensation in her hoof.  Seeing no actual burn on her hoof, she backed away swiftly, standing between Jade and the stairs.  "Demon!" she screamed out at the top of her lungs.  "Demon!"
A snarl appeared on Jade's face, and she turned to lunge for the window.
"Order 66!" Apple Bloom shouted into the other room.  "Order 66!"
As Jade's body leapt out the window, Audrey's vines shot out of the other room and wrapped around her.  An unhuman scream of pain erupted from Jade's mouth as her body was dragged back into the room.
"Apple Bloom!" Uncle shouted as he rushed up the stairs.  "What is going on?"
"Jade's been possessed by a demon!" Apple Bloom shouted out.  "When I touched her, it burned but my hoof didn't get marked!"
"Aiyah!" Uncle shouted out in surprise.  "But only way demon could possess Jade is if Jade's spirit isn't in her body!"
"Uncle!" Jackie cried out as he stepped out of the other room.  "What's all the racket?"
"Jade's possessed by a demon!" Apple Bloom called out again.
"Then...that wasn't a dream?" Jackie asked, confused.
"Dream?" Uncle asked incisively.
"Jade showed up in my dream," Jackie explained.  "She said she used the Sheep Talisman, and found herself out of her body.  But when she came back, the Talisman was gone and some evil spirit had taken her body and was hurting Apple Bloom.  Then all this noise woke me up."
"Aiyah!" Uncle cried out.  "Sheep Talisman must have magic of Astral Projection!"
"And the Dark Hand must have stolen the Talisman from her when she wasn't in her body without us noticing!" Scootaloo deduced in shock.  "Sweetie, how come you didn't notice them sneaking in?"
"It was only a two minute potty break!" Sweetie Belle wailed out, blushing.  "But how do we get Jade back in her own body?"
"Patience," Uncle insisted.  "Uncle will take care of this.  Astral Projections can only interact with dreamers, empty vessels, or the auras of those with incredibly high innate magic."
"Is that why I heard Jade shoutin' at me?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
Uncle nodded.  "One more thing!  If demon has possessed Jade's empty body, only three ways to banish demon!  First, kill Jade's body."
"What?" everyone else screamed in shock.
"Second, perform exorcism spell that will banish demon," Uncle continued.
"Do we have time for that?" Jackie asked worriedly, turning to where Audrey still held Jade's body up...who had gone limp.
Uncle smiled.  "Three, expose demon spirit to enough stable Good Chi Magic - like Audrey's vines - to damage its spirit body enough that it can no longer maintain its projection, and will be unable to project again until it heals."
At that moment, Jade stirred.  "Oh...that was not pleasant..."  She noticed the stares being directed her way.  "...I'm grounded, aren't I?"

Shendu stared at the vicious burn scars crisscrossing his Astral Form as he fled back to his stone prison.  This was unbearable!  If he didn't return to his stone body immediately, he ran the risk of full discorporation.  If he did, he wouldn't be able to leave his body until his spirit healed, which wouldn't happen until either he possessed the Horse Talisman, or a body of flesh and blood again.  And he didn't have the energy to take another empty vessel to heal in!
As he resettled in his stone body, once more unable to leave it, he promptly began spouting curses in various dead languages that hadn't been dead the last time he'd had a flesh and blood body.  Valmont and his men were wise enough to not interrupt.

	
		Proper Strength



	"...and that's when Valmont's men escaped with the Talisman," Jackie apologized, brushing the soot from his half scorched off clothes as he walked carefully along the metal floors of Section 13.  While the cool metal was comfortable to his slightly burned soles when flat, there were too many floor grates for a truly comfortable walk.
"And you didn't follow or bug them?" Captain Black demanded insistently.  "It could have led us to Valmont himself!"
"They had a helicopter!" Jackie countered defensively.  "Does it look like I have wings?  And all of Audrey's thorns got toasted, as I nearly did!"  He lifted his foot to show how little of his shoe and sock was left.
Captain Black sighed ruefully.  "Sorry Jackie.  Valmont's men have escaped our grasp that closely too many times for my comfort or pleasure.  With how skilled you are, it's easy to forget you're not a professional field agent."
"I've noticed," Jackie observed dryly, making Captain Black wince.  "But that's not important.  The Dark Hand has the Dragon Talisman now, and if they discover what magic it has..."  His voice trailed off as he noticed Captain Black's eyes turn skeptical and judgmental.  Jackie frowned irritably, remembering how determined Captain Black was to not accept the idea of magic.  He decided to make an attempt to find some other explanation his friend could accept.  "Captain...could you accept the idea that ancient civilizations had developed scientific ways of doing things that we are unable to fully understand now due to the loss of records?"
"Easily," Captain Black responded immediately.  "Kepler has seven of those things he's actively researching between his new inventions.  But the Talismans are much too small to be anything like that.  Even a communications device - modern or ancient - is bigger than that."
Jackie groaned as his hand met his face.  So much for that idea, he thought to himself.
"Jackie!" Jade called out.  Recognizing her excited voice, Jackie turned and caught her as she leapt up to wrap her arms around his neck and slip her legs under his arms as he returned the embrace.  Not far behind her, Uncle, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo followed along, the three fillies watching with amusement while Uncle looked grumpy.  Jade quickly pulled back from the hug as Jackie held her up.  "I missed you so much!  You look like you had a rough day.  Can I get you a cup of tea?  Maybe some cookies?"  As she dropped down, she noticed the state of his footwear.  "...new shoes?"
Jackie gave her a suspicious look.  "Jade," he began softly, "I would love to believe this is a sign of your growing maturity and the consideration you showed after we retrieved the Rabbit Talisman...but the fact that your cousins are so amused at your antics rather than pleased tells me that you're buttering me up for something.  What is it?"
Jade gave the fillies a dirty look, making the trio giggle.  "Traitors," she grumbled.
"Jade is in trouble at school," Uncle spoke up.  "Cup of tea sounds good, thank you."
To Jackie's surprise, Jade rushed off to make tea.  He found himself feeling a bit guilty.  Just because she was trying to butter him up didn't mean she wasn't also trying to be genuinely considerate.  He made a mental note to give her a bit more benefit of the doubt in the future.
"One more thing!" Uncle called out, turning to Captain Black.  "Your place is too big!  I have to walk very far to find a bathroom!"
"We gave you a room with an attached bathroom," Captain Black pointed out.
"And I have three girls!" Uncle pointed out logically, gesturing to the fillies.  Captain Black groaned out at the logic of that, nodding rueful assent.
"Wait..." Jackie began in confusion.  "Uncle, why are you and the girls here?"
"The landlord made us leave the shop for three days," Scootaloo offered quickly.
"Apparently, it needs to be sprayed for bugs," Sweetie explained.
"Pfeh!" Uncle snapped irritably.  "This is how Uncle sprays for bugs!"  He stomped the floor with his booted foot.
"Why didn't Audrey eat the bugs?" Jackie asked curiously.  Audrey promptly made a very realistic vomit sound, despite the total absence of the digestive tract aspects required for such things.  "...never mind..."
Captain Black rolled his eyes as he took it all in.  "A real family affair here at Section 13," he mumbled to himself.  "Hope my superiors never hear about this..."
As Jade came back with tea and cookies for everyone, Jackie knelt down beside her.  "Jade, what kind of trouble are you in at school, exactly?"
"Mrs. Hartman wants you to come to a Parent-Teacher Conference," Jade explained, handing over the note.
As Jackie took the note, an agent approached Captain Black.  "Sir, the US Mint's under siege."
"Patch me into their surveillance!" Captain Black snapped back immediately.
The group followed to the screens, where Valmont and his men could be seen marching into the Mint, somehow blasting their way in.
"Valmont," Captain Black growled out.  "Mobilize!" he ordered his agents.  As he saw Jackie starting to move, Captain Black stopped him.  "As you've reminded me today, you're not a field agent," he pointed out softly.  "Take care of your niece."  With that, he rushed off.
Nodding, Jackie knelt beside Jade.  "Now...why exactly does Mrs. Hartman want to speak with me?"
Jade chuckled nervously.

	
		Proper Discipline



	Jackie, Uncle, Jade, and the fillies sat across Mrs. Hartman's desk.  The teacher had raised an eyebrow at the other girls being there for Jade's Parent-Teacher Conference, but the information that Jackie and Uncle had no one to watch them while they were both there smoothed it over.  Mrs. Hartman instead went to the meat of the issue.  "Mr. Chan, this is not the first time we've had a problem with Jade," she explained as the girl in question hunched in on herself.  "Swinging from gym lamps, stilt walking with ladders, scaling the building with a fire hose..."  She looked up from reading the material.
"Just like Jackie!" Uncle offered happily.  "He reminds me of a chimpanzee!"  He winced as he received an elbow to the gut from Sweetie Belle, who sat in his lap now that she was too big to sit on Uncle's head for Uncle's older spine.  "What?"
"Uncle Jackie has studied parkour extensively," Scootaloo offered.  "He's taught all of us some of the basics, too."
"I see," Mrs. Hartman offered, surprised and impressed.  "Still, there's the issue of her fighting.  I don't know where she learned it-"
"From Jackie!" Uncle piped up again.  "He is good instructor!"
"Uncle!" Jackie snapped out warningly, only for Uncle to smile impishly.  He then turned back to the teacher.  "Mrs. Hartman, the martial arts I've taught Jade and the others are for self defense and discipline."  He glanced over at Jade.  "Not for picking fights."
"I didn't pick a fight!" Jade complained.  "I was just standing up for everyone!  Meynard is such a bully-"
"Jade!" Jackie scolded, making her fall silent.  "Meynard?" he asked Mrs. Hartman.
"An older student," Mrs. Hartman explained.  "He's been held back a couple of years for academic issues.  He's the one who Jade 'whomped', as per testimony from other students who witnessed it."
"Jade..." Jackie began warningly.
"Ahem!" Sweetie Belle spoke up, holding up a video tape.  "If I may?"
"What is that?" Mrs. Hartman asked.
"I've been studying filming as a hobby," Sweetie Belle explained as she walked over to the TV/VCR in the corner of the classroom.  "I happened to be filming when Jade and Meynard had their...altercation.  I just now finished prepping the tape to play."  With that, she stuck the tape into the VCR, turning the TV on.
The video played, showing Meynard having one of the weaker, nerdier students held upside down to shake out his lunch money.  Then Jade stepped up behind him.
"Put the kid down, Meynard," Jade spoke out on the TV.
"Or what, shrimp?" Meynard replied as he bent to pick up the fallen change.
On the screen, Jade visibly twitched, but took a breath and let it down.  "Step away from the lunch money and no one gets hurt."
"Oh yeah?" Meynard offered disdainfully.  "Hey, there's enough here for fish sticks and pie!"
"I'm warning you, I'm trained in martial arts," Jade spoke up, taking a defensive stance.
Meynard laughed as he turned to face Jade.  "Then let's see what you got, shrimp!"  Stepping up, he put out his hand to push Jade.
Sweetie Belle paused the tape.  "For this part, I should play it slowly."  She then made it play forward bit by bit, giving everyone time to see everything that happened.
Jade's hands came up, gripping Meynard's wrist and pulling back as she turned into him, the bully falling forward slightly.  Her foot slid back, pushing Meynard's foot back to put him even more off balance as she leaned forward, pulling the larger boy over her shoulder to slam onto the ground on his back, completely dazed.
Mrs. Hartman's eyes were wide as the tape continued to play at normal speed, showing Jade taking a calming breath, seeming nearly as stunned as the dazed Meynard.  A pleased smirk crossed her face when the other students started cheering...one that faded as Mrs. Hartman arrived.  As Sweetie Belle stopped the tape, the teacher spoke up.  "What was that?" she asked, stunned.
"A defensive throw I taught her," Jackie explained, "meant to protect her if she should find herself in danger.  I've been teaching her that one until it happens automatically, or at least that was the goal."  He smiled down at Jade.  "It seems I succeeded."
Jade chuckled softly, brushing the lock of hair that always fell across her face behind one ear.
"Do I understand this correctly?" Uncle spoke up.  "Meynard picks on other students as a bully.  One more thing, Meynard physically assaulted Jade after she stood up for others, and she defended herself.  One more thing, Meynard is twice Jade's size!"  His voice changed from easy and laid back to suddenly harsh, his eyes opening into a gimlet glare.  "And Jade is one in trouble?  This makes sense to teacher, no?"
Mrs. Hartman flushed, plainly unhappy being caught in this situation.  "Why didn't you mention this at the time, Jade?" she asked.
For her part, Jade sat back in her chair, arms crossed, every inch the jaded child.  "Would you have listened?" she asked flatly, coldly.  Mrs. Hartman visibly winced.
"I can't blame Jade for this," Jackie spoke up.  "She is...highly precocious, but was unable to truly reach her full potential back in Hong Kong.  In trying to explore her full abilities, she...got into a great deal of trouble."  He gave Mrs. Hartman an understanding look.  "You are a teacher.  I am sure you well understand the trouble of precocious students who lack appropriate challenge."  The teacher nodded understandingly.  "Her parents sent her to live with me for a year, hoping I could both help challenge her, and give her schooling here where she would have a clean slate.  But I can't blame her for thinking she can't count on school authority in these situations, when she's so used to being seen as the 'problem child'."  He rested a hand comfortingly on Jade's shoulder.  "I have been there myself."
Mrs. Hartman sighed regretfully.  "I'm afraid I can't blame either of you, myself," she admitted.  "I want what's best for my students, but for all my good intentions, regulations as far as what I'm allowed to do as far as these situations..."
"Can only act on what ya see fer yerself?" Apple Bloom offered.  Mrs. Hartman nodded.
"Hmph!" Uncle grunted.  "And I thought schools supposed to get better on these things as time goes on.  No better than when Jackie was in school!"
"Except now we've got cameras!" Sweetie Belle spoke up happily.
"And I thank you for that," Mrs. Hartman told Sweetie.  "With that evidence, I can now actually address the situation with Meynard directly, and future student testimonials about his behavior can be given more credence."  She turned to Jade.  "I am sorry I put the blame at your feet right away.  It was undeserved."
Jade still looked grumpy about the whole thing, but a look from Jackie made her relax.  "Apology accepted," she relented.
"And in the future, do you think you could engage in your emulations of Jackie somewhere other than school?" Mrs. Hartman requested.  "In return, I'll see what I can do about giving you a more challenging academic and physical lesson plan, so you don't get bored with school as easily."  Noticing the eager looks from the other girls, she nodded.  "You three as well."
Jade managed a smile.  "I think we can agree to that."
"And from now on, please tell me if you are having problems of this sort," Mrs. Hartman concluded.  "I want all my students to excel, and that means addressing any problems they might be having.  But I can only address the problems I'm aware of."  She offered Jade her hand, and Jade accepted the handshake with a smile.
Uncle nodded happily.  Mrs. Hartman was a good teacher, stuck in a bad system.  She was tough, but fair.  He approved.
At that moment, Jackie's phone rang.  Confused, he picked it up.  "Hello?" he asked calmly.  He then gasped out in shock.  "No!  ...we'll be right there!"  He quickly hung up the phone.  "We need to get to the hospital," he said quickly.  "It's Augustus!"  Everyone quickly got to their feet.
"Go," Mrs. Hartman stated quickly.  "Check on your friend.  I've got new lesson plans to lay out."

	
		Proper Control



	Uncle, Jade, and the girls waited outside the hospital room while Jackie stepped in to hear from the other agent Captain Black's status.  Augustus himself was laid out in the hospital bed, unconscious, bandaged and hooked up to life support, the machines reading his steady if reduced vitals.  "The doctors say he's lucky to be alive," the agent spoke up softly, nearly a whisper as though he was trying not to wake the Captain.  "Valmont used some sort of advanced explosive device.  Powerful stuff."
"The Dragon Talisman," Jackie growled under his breath.
At that moment, a nurse pushed in a trolley with a vase full of 'get well' flowers.  "Who sent these?" the agent asked curiously.  Seeing a card, he pulled it off the bouquet...only to reveal Valmont's signature.
Before the agent could react, Jackie had let out a cry of pure rage and slammed his arm into the vase.  Pausing as he saw this, he immediately left the room.  The agent could only stare in shock as, seconds later, the vase split down the middle and crumbled into fragments.
"Jackie..." Uncle warned softly, seeing the beginnings of Jackie losing himself to his rage.
Jackie nodded slowly.  "I know...I shouldn't let my rage control me..."  He slowly took several calming breaths.  "Let's...let's get back to Section 13."  Feeling a weight on his head, he glanced up, seeing Apple Bloom perched there, gazing down worriedly at him.  Smiling, he reached up and patted her mane.  "I'll be okay...oof!"
His loss of breath came as Jade leapt to cling to him from in front, Scootaloo glomped onto his back, and Sweetie clambered up to sit around his neck like a scarf.  An extra weight revealed that Audrey had wrapped roots around Jackie's waist to cling to him as well for additional emotional support.
Uncle chuckled as he saw this.  "Five more things," he singsonged teasingly, resulting in Audrey blowing him a raspberry.
"I am not a jungle gym..." Jackie grunted out, though without much feeling behind it.  The emotional support was welcome.

Back at Section 13, Jackie led Jade and the fillies through a few katas, trying to regain his calm.  Unfortunately, that quickly proved to be difficult for him, as several agents stopped in to ask how Captain Black was, as status reports hadn't been forthcoming through proper channels.  As each such inquiry led to Jackie losing control of his anger - and the third such one led to Jackie delivering a spinning kick to a bookcase that collapsed moments later - Jade, the girls, and Audrey took turns redirecting conversation away from that.  Audrey was only allowed to do so once, however, as his method - while direct - was considered overdoing it.  After all, they were just concerned about their boss.  That was no reason to grab them by their ankles and dangle them off the third floor walkway that led to Jackie's base apartment.
...admittedly, it was a long time after that last agent before another had come to call about anything.
Jackie eventually decided he wasn't emotionally equipped to instruct in the martial arts at the moment, and so he stepped out to get some air.  As he was getting the air, however, an alarm went off, and he rushed over to hear the report.
"A big rig was just blown to bits by a well dressed gentleman on Route 64," the agent at the computer read out.  "Outside Corydon, Indiana."
Looking at the map, Jackie made a quick deduction.  "Spitting distance from Fort Knox, Kentucky!"
"And the US Gold Reserve!" the agent confirmed.  "Mobilize!"
As agents rushed to make it to the scene, Jackie moved to join them.  "I'm going too!" he called out, only to be pulled up short by four worried females clutching his shirt.
"Jackie," Jade asked worriedly.  "You're an archaeologist, not a field agent, right?"
Jackie smiled down at the four, knowing they were worried about him.  "I know.  That's why I'm just going to retrieve an artifact, the Dragon Talisman."
As Jackie turned to go, he felt his shirt being tugged again, and found Apple Bloom looking up at him.  "Uncle Jackie," she began softly, "you...you taught us that discipline comes from mastering the power within, right?"
Jackie nodded.  "Yes, that's right."
"But...you ain't masterin' yer anger..."
Jackie lowered his gaze, unable to meet those worried, adoring eyes.  "I..."
"Have you ever used it?" Sweetie Belle piped up.
Jackie turned to her in surprise.  "Come again?"
"Your anger," Sweetie explained.  "Have you ever used it?  Instead of being used by it?"
Jackie once more glanced away.
"Then use it this time," Scootaloo spoke up, catching Jackie off guard.  "You're angry.  It's okay to be angry.  But use it, don't be controlled by it."  She fluttered over to him, clutching his shoulder.  "Promise?"
Jackie looked her in the eyes, then nodded softly.  "I promise."  Pulling her and the others into a hug, then set them down before turning to go.
Uncle stepped up behind the group.  "Do you think that was enough?" he asked carefully.
"Dunno," Jade replied.  "I...feel like we should follow on Cumulo...just in case."

Once the convoy arrived at Fort Knox, Jackie found it relatively simple to slip out and over the outer walls while the agent driver was distracting the MPs guarding the gate.  Distressingly easy, he thought to himself as he made use of equipment from the confidence course just inside to conceal his presence and make his way to the top of the building.  When Augustus wakes up, I'll suggest he recommend a full security upgrade...not that anything here is light enough to sneak out this way.
Once inside, he saw Valmont overseeing his Dark Hand agents taking away pallets of gold bars with fork lifts, driving through a tunnel that had been blasted upwards through the floor.  As Jackie landed silently on the catwalk, he heard Valmont chiding one of them.  "Faster Tohru, and lift with your legs."  Tohru, for his part, hefted an entire pallet of gold in his arms and walked off with it.
Looking at the pallet, Jackie made a few quick mental calculations.  Stacked 12 bars high, 12 across, 2 or 3 deep, hard to tell from this angle...each bar is about 27.5 pounds, so not including the pallet...  His eyes popped as he finished the calculations in his head.  And Ratso thought I wasn't human for racing up a train falling off a cliff!
Looking straight down from the catwalk, Jackie saw the Dragon Talisman embedded in the flesh of Valmont's hand.  As he stood to make his way down, however, Valmont spoke up.
"A shame Captain Black won't be visiting today!" he called out jovially.  "I understand he had a doctor's appointment!"
Jackie felt the red covering his vision as the men surrounding Valmont burst into laughter.  As he felt himself losing control, he heard Scootaloo's words in his mind.
Your anger is a weapon.  Use it.
It felt as though something in his mind simply...relaxed.  His gentle, more peaceful nature seemed to withdraw to a corner of his own mind, and he stared down at those below.  He did not see humans.  He saw enemies, those who had hurt his friends and profited from the misery of others.  And he saw opportunity.
Silently, he leapt down from the catwalk.  One of them - Ratso, he distantly recalled - let out a startled oath at the sight of him, but it was too late.  Jackie landed lightly atop the pallet of gold directly behind Valmont.  Even as the crime lord turned towards him, Jackie spun, his foot impacting hard with the man's chin and sending him sprawling.  As he spun, his hands shot down, grabbing gold bricks off the pallet he stood on.  As the thugs drew weapons, the bricks went flying, striking shoulders, foreheads, and stomachs, sending them sprawling to the floor.
Jackie heard the report of several guns, but he was already flipping backward through the air.  As he came down on another pallet, he grabbed two more gold bricks.  When he landed, he hurled them at two of those who remained standing, sending them tumbling as well as one brick struck a solar plexus and another struck a man in the crotch.
Ratso proved to be somewhat sensible at this point.  "Let's get out of here!" he cried out, grabbing one of the lighter downed thugs over his shoulder and pulling them out.  Fin and Chao followed suit, with Tohru loading the remaining into an empty pallet and kicking it down the tunnel while lifting Valmont - still dazed - onto his shoulder.  He then backed slowly down the tunnel, eyes on Jackie.
Jackie stood up calmly, staring after Tohru as he backed away.  He knew he wouldn't be able to win with Tohru on the defensive.  The tunnel was just wide enough for Tohru to walk through on his own, meaning he could easily trap Jackie against the walls, and most of Jackie's best maneuvers against the big man relied on turning his strength against him.  But they were getting away...
His eyes caught sight of a Cyan spark leaving a rainbow blur, circling in the distance.  He remained where he was until Tohru was out of sight down the tunnel, then left the building.

Valmont shivered in his office as he clutched an ice pack to the back of his head, rubbing his palm with a thumb where the Talisman no longer was on the other hand.  The heist at the US Mint had gone off without a hitch, but the Fort Knox job could not have ended worse.  First Chan had shown up, moving silent as an assassin and devastated his men.  Then when they'd escaped down the tunnel, Section 13 had them cornered backed up by the Coast Guard, their barge having no way to go.  Valmont had intended to dragon blast their way out, but apparently the blow to his head meant that channeling the Talisman's magic now caused a massive spike of agony through his head, rendering him all but incapacitated.
He probably should have considered himself lucky that Shendu had sent the Shadow Khan to retrieve them - more the Talisman than them, but still - but after being pulled through shadows back to the office, Valmont - and certainly his men - were reconsidering whether or not they would have preferred prison.
Still, it wasn't a total loss.  The Talisman was retrieved, and was now placed in the proper slot on Shendu's stone body.  At least Chan didn't take that away from them.  "Since when did Chan fight like that...?" Valmont murmured as he mentally went over the injured list.  Several of his men would be in the hospital for days, if not weeks, due to injuries from those hurled gold bricks.  He especially felt sorry for the poor man with the crushed scrotum.
"I did warn you," Shendu hissed out in response.  That was the worst part of this, in Valmont's opinion.  Shendu, rather than ranting or raving, had simply let Valmont and the others stew in their agony, content to remain insufferably smug.  "Perhaps now you will keep in mind to not underestimate your enemies..."
Valmont chose not to respond.  He already had a big enough headache as it was.

Captain Black groaned as he came to, pulling the sensors off his body as he tried to get out of the hospital bed.
"Take it easy, Augustus," Jackie warned, gently pushing his friend back into bed.  "The doctors said you can leave in a few days."
Augustus let himself be pushed back, as much because he was still in pain as because he trusted Jackie's word.  "Valmont?" he gasped out.
"I'm afraid he got away," Jackie admitted.  "Along with the Talisman.  However, he did not get away with any of the gold from Fort Knox."  He chuckled softly.  "Thank the girls for that.  And Sweetie's speed dial."
Augustus managed a chuckle.  "And you, Jackie?" he asked softly.  "I see it in your eyes."
Jackie leaned back in his chair, staring at the ceiling.  "I...I used my anger, to fight Valmont and his men.  It felt...strange.  Liberating, yet...terrifying.  I was still me, still in control...but it was like I was someone else, someone much more ruthless..."
Augustus was silent, unsure what to say in response.
"I don't think I'll be doing that again anytime soon," Jackie murmured softly.  "It's as I thought.  I don't like me when I'm angry."
"I doubt the Dark Hand liked you any better," Augustus offered jokingly.

Jade breathed softly as she went through her katas at school.  Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo went through their own beside her in an open space on the playground.  True to her word, Mrs. Hartman had found a way to give the four girls an extra challenge in school, while also resolving the bullying situation to try and address the issue of them being 'different'.  With the school board's permission, Jade and the others were now offering informal martial arts lessons to their fellow students during morning recess, and anyone who wished could volunteer to take lessons from them for PE extra credit, as well as gaining extra fitness and discipline.
Much to Jade's surprise, the very first volunteer had been Meynard, who was finding his own inner peace through those lessons.

			Author's Notes: 
I looked up the weight of gold bars, and eyeballed the size of the pallets based on images.  My measurements were conservative, assuming accurate proportions in images on the large side (meaning I'm underestimating).
Assuming the pallet was 2 bars deep, the weight not including pallet would be 7,920 pounds.
If three bars deep, 11,880 pounds.
Even going even more conservative - assuming based on one image that the bars are stacked 12x8x2 - that comes to 5,280 pounds.
An African Elephant weighs only 6,000 pounds.
...even on cartoon logic, holy fuck!


	
		Enforced Relaxation



	Apple Bloom sighed happily as her hooves clip-clopped over marble.  She made no secret of the fact that she loved indoor malls, especially when it was a family trip such as this one.  While Jackie was off retrieving another Talisman from an auction somewhere - really sounded like more of an agent job than an archaeologist one, but what could they do? - Uncle had taken the four girls on a trip to a local mall, knowing how much they would enjoy it.  Each of them had their own reasons for enjoying the mall.
Scootaloo loved the mall because she could fly around on or off Cumulo to get all sorts of places.  The ornate halls between stores were among the few interior structures long enough to have enough contained weather patterns for her magic to kick in.  Beyond that, she loved the game stores and sport outlets, though she rarely bought anything.  Of course, the biggest temptation for her was Build-a-Bear, especially ever since they introduced the panda pattern.  They had trouble getting her out of there sometimes, although they once lost track of her for three hours in a Toys-R-Us because she curled up on a display of stuffed animals and fell asleep.  They finally found her at the cash register due to her not having a bar code.
Sweetie Belle loved malls because she loved to shop.  Didn't matter what sort of outlet she found, she was in there browsing and probably finding something somebody needed, and she was never above splurging to give someone a thoughtful gift 'just because'.  While this normally would have been problematic in terms of budget, the trio's contributions to Uncle's antique and magic business had greatly increased his profits, to the point all threes allowances measured in three figures on a monthly basis.  They only still lived in the rented apartment above the shop because they liked the place and Uncle hadn't yet managed to talk the landlord around to selling him the building flat out.
Jade loved the mall for all the things she could find there that she simply couldn't find in similar places back in Hong Kong, as well as how much more open they were.  Even in the middle of the day, she was able to wander around without worrying about being crushed by a rush of people, and hopping from display to display was more out of a sense of adventure than a necessity to maneuver.  Today she was at the toy  store, having been given permission from Uncle to buy the 'Turbo Troll' companion toy to her 'Gnomekop' action figure.
Uncle enjoyed this particular mall because of a cafe that was positioned in such a way to give him a great view of the girls favorite spots throughout the mall.  Not only were the acoustics such that all four girls could hear him from there if he called out to them, but the cafe served his favorite tea, and their garlic scones were fluffy and flaky enough that they didn't cause issues with his teeth or digestion, and were made with real garlic!
Apple Bloom's love of the mall was harder to define to the others, as she would go from store to store, never buying anything and never staying in one spot for long, with rare exception.  The sound of her hooves against the marble, tile, or carpet echoed behind her as she moved, Audrey getting sun back at the antique store.  She never hurried, but only rarely tarried either, and tended not to look around all that much.
The truth was rather simple, though.  The floors of the mall were all marble, tile, or carpet layered over stone and bedrock.  What few planters were around were easily avoided, and the one type of shop this particular mall lacked was a gardening shop.  This meant she could walk on her own four hooves anywhere she wanted without having to worry about her magic creating a mess.  This was incredibly relaxing for her, and a wonderful way to spend a free day.
The other thing she loved about the malls were the fountains.  Not only were they far more complex than similar water features at parks and the like, but they also tended to be bigger and stretched out over an entire hall, giving the sense of an indoor river almost with how the water cycled.  Apple Bloom could while away hours just sitting on the marble side of the fountain, watching the flow of water.
Of course, this particular mall had greater enjoyment for her, as it had a jet of water that shot up at regular intervals to shower back down on the largest pool.  She always brought a supply of pennies with her when she stopped at this pool, and would attempt to flip the pennies such that they would land on top of the jet, just to see where they would land when launched.
She was very careful not to think of any wishes when doing so, despite a lot of people treating mall fountains like wishing wells.  It would be just her luck that she'd be magical enough to trigger any latent wish magic the fountain might have from so many wishes made, just for her wish to go horribly awry due to bad phrasing.
Still, as she tossed her last penny into the fountain, landing just on the jet as it was idle, she thought about how great it would be if Jackie could stay home for a while, instead of having to run off somewhere after another Talisman.
"Girls!" Uncle called out from his seat.  "Time to go home!"
Apple Bloom turned to go meet up with the others, not noticing the penny becoming lodged in the jet until pressure built up enough to propel it into the air and embed itself in the ceiling, an emerald green shine briefly flickering over its surface in a reflection of the water.

Jackie sighed with relief as he stepped back into the Section 13 apartment.  The Rat Talisman was safely retrieved, and was being researched.  He had clean clothes here, so he could change out of those that had become filthy from running down a collapsing building, amongst other things.  The girls were all here in a relatively clean place, as the girls had taken to storing their extra toys and the like in large boxes - one for each of them - to meet their responsibilities.  He couldn't be more proud of them about that.  He smiled widely as he turned towards his desk, ready to finally relax.
"Jackie, watch out!" Scootaloo called out.
"What?" Jackie began, half turning towards her.
And then his foot came down on a plastic panda bear which let out a loud squeak as it partially compressed before shooting out from under his foot, making him lose his balance, sending him tumbling into a pile of boxes, the twist of his body making him land badly on his leg.
Four concerned sets of eyes locked on him as he clutched his leg.  "...bad day..." he whimpered softly, not wanting to distress the girls further with how much pain he was actually in.

	
		Enforced Inactivity



	Uncle was doing his best not to laugh at his nephew's misfortune, but he wasn't doing a very good job.  Only the girls' worried expressions kept him from truly voicing his amusement.  Still, as he stared at Jackie in the hospital bed, his leg in a cast and elevated, he had to say something.  "Run down the side of an exploding building, no problem.  But step on a child's toy, break your bones!"  Though he wanted to laugh, the look of absolute guilt and mortification on Scootaloo's face dampened his amusement.  "Sounds like a Chinese proverb," he contented himself with saying.
"I...I'm so sorry, Jackie," Scootaloo whimpered, the panda that had been stepped on clutched tight to her chest.  "I never meant for you to..."
"Pfft!" Uncle dismissed her concerns, eager to get her smiling again.  "Jackie is young and strong.  He will heal quickly!"  To prove his point, he gently knocked his knuckles against Jackie's cast.  Jackie was sturdy enough to hide his wince.
"It is not your fault, Scootaloo," Jackie reassured her.  "I was so focused on how proud I was of you all keeping the place so clean and neat, I did not see the one toy that hadn't been properly put away.  Between that and my exhaustion from the trip..."  He shrugged his shoulders.  "Sometimes, bad things happen even when we do everything right.  That doesn't make it anyone's fault."  He paused as he heard Apple Bloom sniffle loudly.  "Apple Bloom?"
"It's...it's my fault," she whimpered.  "At the mall...I think I accidentally wished for ya to be able to stay home with us for a while instead of having to go after another Talisman right away.  Stupid fountain pulled a monkey's paw..."
Jackie started to open his mouth to dismiss the idea entirely, only for a glare from Uncle and Audrey to remind him of the last time he dismissed something magical out of hand, the night Jade first arrived.  Instead, he took a different approach.  "Apple Bloom, if you did make an accidental wish, you did it with the best of intentions.  It is not your fault.  As I said, sometimes these things happen."
"Well, ah'm still gonna make it up ta you," Apple Bloom promised.  "Audrey and I are gonna take care of ya until yer back on both feet!"
Jackie sighed at that declaration, feeling somewhat torn.  On the one hand, he personally preferred to recuperate on his own, taking care of himself as much as possible.  On the other, he did want to encourage all the girls to take more responsibility.  On the one foot, he didn't want the girls feeling they had to take on more than was good for them.  On the broken foot - shooting straight to his heart - he couldn't say no to that face when she looked at him like that, lower lip pooched and quivering with dewy eyes.  "Alright, Apple Bloom," he relented.  "Just don't push yourself too hard."
"Promise!" Apple Bloom responded immediately.

Back in the Section 13 apartment, Jackie and Jade were both surprised at just how thorough Apple Bloom was at tending to Jackie.  First, she ensured the place was completely tidy, even going so far as to scour the walls and ceiling with cleaning agents with Audrey's help.  She made sure to stay well out of the way of Jackie's workstation, where Uncle had insisted he spend his inactive time in intellectually stimulating activities...by helping research the Rat Talisman.  As such, Jackie found himself turned to the side in his wheelchair as his immobilized leg was propped up on the rest with a pillow under it, reading through ancient tomes.
What truly unnerved him was just how efficient Apple Bloom was in tending to him.  The instant his teacup was empty or started to cool, fresh hot tea found its way into the cup unless he said he didn't want any.  The moment the pillow under his leg started to feel flat, Audrey was lifting his leg up gently with vines so Apple Bloom could fluff or replace it.  If he needed a tome that wasn't on his desk, Apple Bloom and Audrey had the entire shelf beside him to select from before he could even reach the wheels.  He wasn't entirely sure what to do about that, especially since she did it so quietly.  He made a mental note to ask Uncle if the trio had studied ninjitsu at any point.  There was that cultural project they did on Japan, after all...
"Any luck?" Jade asked, hopping over to look at the Talisman over his shoulder.
Jackie shrugged his shoulders.  "Not yet.  Maybe I'll get lucky, and this will be the 'heal a broken leg' Talisman."
"Unlikely," Apple Bloom spoke up.  "I know all the ancient language characters for 'healing', and while I don't recognize all the runes on the back of that Talisman, 'healing's nowhere on there."
Sighing, Jackie looked at the translation he'd found so far.  "The power of the Rat brings motion to the motionless..."
"Can I take a look at it?" Apple Bloom asked hopefully.  "Maybe ah can put somethin' together?"
Jackie smiled softly.  "Alright," he replied, lightly tossing the Talisman to the filly.
Apple Bloom lifted her hooves to catch the Talisman, but mistimed the grab, sending the Talisman bouncing across the room, where it landed in the open book Jade had been reading, though plainly more out of amusement than taking the contents seriously.  "I got it!" Apple Bloom insisted, rushing over.  However, in her eagerness to help, she forgot that the wooden floor of the apartment was not protected from her magic as the floors of the Antique Shop were.  A sudden sprouting in response to her approach caused the book to slam shut on the Talisman.
A blaze of light erupted from the Talisman, as the strong spiritual magic contained within reacted with the powerful psychic energy that surrounded the book, as imbued by both the author and those who believed too strongly in what was written within, causing the Rat Talisman to instead turn its magic to activate a spell that the fillies had once attempted before, using the book as material to bring life to a character within.  As the light blazed, the author's name was briefly illuminated.
Lovecraft.
As the light faded, the book turned into a pool of black ooze, twisting on the ground before lunging out the door of the apartment, trashing everything it came across as it grew, sprouting tentacles as it started to grow bigger and bigger as it raced for the surface, screams and shouts echoing in its passage as guttural snarls followed its wake, eldritch runes being etched into the very walls and floors by its acidic substance.
Jackie blinked, staring after it.  "...bad day..." he finally brought himself to say.

	
		Enforced Insanity



	Tohru sighed to himself as he followed along behind Finn, Chao, and Ratso.  Valmont and Shendu were very upset with their failure to acquire the Rat Talisman or eliminate Jackie Chan.  As such, they were tasked to wander around the city of San Francisco - on foot - with the Talisman Tracker in the hopes they might stumble across the Talisman.  On top of that, Shendu could track the movement of the artifact as long as it was intact, and would know if they stayed in one spot for too long.  If they did so without calling in an explanation, they would be in trouble.
At this point, Ratso was the only one who still had a smile on his face.  Finn was surly as usual, and Chao was still nursing a sore shoulder from the Fort Knox incident, and winced every time his foot came down on the pavement too hard.  Tohru was already feeling a little winded from hefting his body so far.  Even if the vast majority of his bulk was pure muscle - his last physical showed him with only a 15% body fat index, very good especially considering his size and weight - it was still a great deal of effort to move it long distances without taking a break.  He could manage a surprising sprint, but he was no marathon runner...although he still remembered the one time he'd tried to run a marathon and technically won by rolling.  Ratso, on the other hand, was irrepressibly cheerful and saw the whole thing as a relaxing outing.  As such, the others had stuck him with artifact duty.
"Whoa!" Ratso suddenly murmured, coming to a halt as the artifact started shaking in his hands, all four heads illuminating in sequence.  "What's this mean?"
Tohru stared at the artifact for a time, then decided to ask.  Pulling out his communications device, he made a phone call.  "Master, the artifact is...behaving oddly."
As the screen showed Valmont and Shendu, Valmont spoke up, plainly irritated.  "How so?"
Deciding it was more efficient than trying to describe it, Tohru pointed the camera at the artifact.
"I suggest you all take several steps back," Shendu spoke up.  "The Talisman is either above or beneath you, and approaching rapidly, under the guidance of some other form of magic."
All of them immediately backed away.  The artifact continued to shake, but now only one head was illuminated.  The pavement in front of them began to crack, and unearthly chanting began in a low murmur.  A black shape about the size of a Great Dane burst out of the ground, all writhing tentacles and oozing flesh.  In appearance, it seemed to be a nightmarish fusion of octopus, man, and dragon.
"Aww, it's a tiny Cthulhu!" Ratso cooed happily.  "It's so adorably unholy!"  To the shock of his companions, he reached out and attempted to scratch it on one side of its squishy dome head, only for it to writhe and lash at him.  "Huh, guess he's not friendly."
"Cthulhu?" Shendu demanded, his voice somewhere between angry...and terrified?  "How do you know that name?"
"Oh, I've read all of Lovecraft's books," Ratso admitted happily.  "They're really funny, especially when you know enough about his psychological problems to recognize the derivation of the ideas that went into the story and contrast that to just how many people take the stories at face value as a genuine mythos instead of recognizing it as a look into the mind of a suffering madman-"  He stopped as he realized everyone was staring at him.  "...what?"
Shendu seemed to sigh.  "Why are mortals always opening the doors to their own undoing?" he grumbled ruefully.
"Wait a minute!" Ratso suddenly interrupted.  "If this is Cthulhu, shouldn't we all be going mad now?"
"It is not the true Ruler of R'lyeh," Shendu corrected.  "It is only a facsimile, likely created from the Rat Talisman falling into one of this...'Lovecraft's books.  Because of the nature of the Old Ones, any tome containing knowledge of them will have enough of a connection to them to act as the mental aspect of a spell, if the proper other elements are involved."  His statement was greeted with silence, and he sighed irritably.  "All spells are made of physical, mental, and spiritual components.  One must have all three for a spell to work properly.  The Talismans act as shortcuts when used individually, as they possess a great store of spiritual energies.  When activated, they use the chi of the wielder to provide the physical aspect - however large or small - and the shaping of the wielder's thoughts as the mental aspect, triggering the spell form.  This is why they activate more readily when one knows what they do.  In the case of the Rat Talisman - which brings motion to the motionless - the shaping of the object provides the mental aspect, and the energies of its manufacture provides the physical."
"So...this is not the true Cthulhu, but the Rat Talisman animating a book?" Tohru clarified as the creature lunged for a car, tearing it apart and hurling the chunks aside, slowly growing as it did so before racing away, too fast to follow.
"For now," Shendu hissed.  "Because of the nature of the Elder Ones' connection to this plane of reality, the mental aspect draws from them.  The Rat Talisman provides more than enough spirit...but if it causes enough destruction and death to absorb sufficient body magic, the summoning ritual will complete itself, and the spirit of the Lord of R'lyeh will be called from his sleep to infuse the facsimile, and it will become the true Elder King.  And then he will tear open the veil that keeps his brethren from entering this world, and they will battle here to determine who shall rule anew...and that battle will consume this world and more."
"I don't think we want that," Finn murmured worriedly.
"The mission in this case has changed," Shendu hissed out.  "Your priority is to get the Rat Talisman out of that facsimile, using whatever methods you find viable.  If this means joining forces with Chan and his Qi Lin, so be it, even if it means they leave with the Talisman at the end of this.  There will always be another opportunity to recover it if they take it.  There will not if the ritual completes itself."
Tohru and the others looked surprised, but Tohru couldn't say he wasn't pleased inside.  It was an opportunity to maybe get to know the little ponies, instead of always having to battle them.  "It shall be as you say," Tohru confirmed.
"One more thing!" Shendu hissed.  "So long as that thing is active, you are not to speak my name.  Speaking my name will bring me to its attention, and my destruction would instantly provide it with the necessary body element to complete the ritual.  As well, you are not to speak my name where that chi wizard might learn of it."
"Understood," Tohru confirmed as he hung up.  As the group now made their way to the antique shop, he made a mental note of that discussion.  Apparently, Shendu's name would somehow provide the chi wizard with an advantage against the Demon Sorcerer.  Tohru did not like the statue creature, and only did his bidding because Valmont willed it, as he was the present client.  However, should that ever change...Tohru now knew a way to spoke the stone dragon's wheel.

	
		Enforced Cooperation



	Sweetie Belle stared out the window of the antique shop, staring as a massive black creature that her mind somehow classified as half-dragon, half-squid, and half-human - despite her mathematical side telling her that was too many halves - and she somehow knew that she was only aware of the merest fraction of what the creature could really be.  Even as she watched it uproot a lamppost to use like a golf club on a Volkswagen to send it flying into the bay, she felt a shudder race from the depths of her soul as she saw the destruction make the creature grow.  "U-Uncle?" she called out, fear stealing the strength from her voice.
"Sweetie?" Uncle called out worriedly, approaching her.  "What is scaring you-"  His eyes widened as he caught sight of the creature.  "AIYAH!"
"Uncle?" Scootaloo called out, running down the stairs.  "Something's wrong with Cumulo.  He can't support me, and-"  She screeched to a halt as she caught sight of the creature.  Letting out a shriek of terror, she dove into the nearest vase to hide.  Uncle didn't even have it in him to chide her about it being yet another rare Ming vase.
The wind warp upstairs burst with light before collapsing as Jade and Apple Bloom tumbled through it, Audrey III catching them before they could injure themselves on landing.  "That's not good..." Apple Bloom muttered worriedly.
"Uncle!" Jade called out, getting to her feet quickly and running downstairs.  "The Rat Talisman fell into a Lovecraft book and turned into Cthulhu!  What do we do?"
"...we die," Uncle offered morosely.  Noticing the girls all staring at him, he shook his head sadly.  "Chi magic cannot stand against Old Ones.  Old One is manifest in physical world.  All is doomed.  If we die by our own hands, our souls will still be part of the natural cycle.  If we die to that..."  He didn't say anymore.
"CHANS!"
That bellow caught the attention of all those in the shop.  Looking to the side, they saw Tohru lowering his hands from his face, having shouted to get their attention.

Having got the attention of the old man and the girls, Tohru stepped back, deciding to let Ratso explain things to them.  He was the most good-natured of the group, and the least rattled by what was going on.
Ratso took to it quite well.  "Hey.  Long story short, our boss wants us to work with you to stop the fake-Cthulhu from destroying enough to become the real one."  He frowned, scratching his chin.  "I...think I got that right.  Something about mind magic, spirit magic, and body magic...I didn't really get it-"
"Aiyah!" Uncle gasped out happily.  "Facsimile is not yet complete Old One!  It is still a summoning ritual, and rituals can be stopped!"
"Then you know how to stop it?" Tohru demanded eagerly, only to pull back from a sharp pain at his temple.  "Ow..."  He rubbed his head as Uncle pulled his hand back.
"Of course not!  Uncle is wizard, not miracle worker!"  Uncle pointed to his chi lab.  "We must do research!"
"Do we have time?" Scootaloo asked worriedly.  "How big is that thing going to have to get before...well, before?"
Tohru glanced at the Talisman tracking statuette in his hands, noticing how the erratic illumination continued, a reaction to the energies of the Rat Talisman going haywire.  "An hour at the most."
"We need more time than that!" Sweetie Belle squeaked out, terrified.
"Good thing I grabbed this then, huh?" Jade asked, pulling out the Rabbit Talisman.
"That only increase speed, not comprehension!" Uncle chided.  "One more thing!  Uncle too old to use Talismans willy-nilly.  Must save chi for whatever stops magic beast from becoming Old One!"
"Oh..."  Jade drooped sorrowfully.
"What if you used the Talisman on the shop?" Ratso asked curiously.  "Or the library?  Couldn't you, I dunno, make the room faster relative to the rest of the world, and give yourself more time?"
Uncle rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  "Hmm...is worth a shot."  Taking the Talisman, he slammed it into the door of his chi library.  The Talisman flared brightly, and he stepped inside, teapot in hand.  The door closed behind him with the sound of a hermetic seal and an ominous click of the doorknob.
Twenty minutes later, Uncle staggered out, a sheaf of papers in his hands and a harried look on his face.  "Aiyah..." he gasped out tiredly as the Talisman fell off the door.
"You okay, Uncle?" Jade asked worriedly as she caught the Talisman.  "You've been in there for twenty minutes-"
"Five days," Uncle corrected.  "At least, that is what I experienced..."  He staggered into his chair.  "But...Uncle found solution."
Tohru sat down nearby.  "Go on."
"We need to match power of false Old One," Uncle explained.  "We need to make being that is equal parts body, mind, and spirit, with enough power to meet creature on even footing."
"Uh, it's about the size of a building now," Finn pointed out, looking out the window.  "Where are we gonna find that much power?"
Smiling, Uncle pointed at Tohru.
"M-me?" Tohru stammered out, stunned, his face actual losing its usual fierce scowl and becoming far less threatening.  "I'm strong, but-"
"You have much chi inside you!" Uncle insisted.  "More than enough for what we need."  He handed the sheaf of papers to Sweetie Belle and Jade.  "Set up ritual outside.  Apple Bloom, fetch Audrey."  The girls scampered to obey.
"So, what's the plan then?" Scootaloo asked.  "Feed Tohru to Audrey so he's got enough energy to go toe to toe with Not-Old-Enough One out there?"
"Almost," Uncle corrected.  "Apple Bloom will act as medium so Tohru's chi can feed directly into Audrey, allowing them to fight together as a giant.  Enough damage to facsimile will destroy it."
Tohru and Apple Bloom's eyes both widened as they heard this pronouncement.

	
		Enforced Extremes



Tohru sat nervously on the lower branches of Audrey's form.  The plant creature had expanded enough that he and Apple Bloom could both sit within its branches, and the last time Tohru had encountered it at this size he had thought he was going to become plant chow.  Admittedly, at the time it was one of the better possible imagined outcomes, but it still made him nervous now.
The part that made him oddly overjoyed, however, was that Apple Bloom was sitting on his head.  Apparently, this was important for the ritual that was being set up, but Tohru had more important things to focus on at the moment.  The adorable pony sitting on his head where she rested perfectly comfortably, for one thing.
"Ow!" he cried out as yet another two finger strike from the old wizard struck his temple.
"Pay attention!" Uncle snapped out.  "You want stop world from ending, yes?  Then you listen to Uncle!"
Sighing, Tohru nodded, accepting that there were more important things at the moment than how wonderful it felt to have an adorable pony sitting on his head.
"One more thing!" Uncle continued as he explained the effects of the ritual.  "When chi energies mix to infuse Audrey with power to meet magic beast, minds will mix too.  Not conscious thought, since that is more controlled, but subconscious essence.  Things that make you who you are will be felt by each other.  Do not let it overwhelm you!"
Tohru nodded a little worriedly.  After all, he wasn't entirely comfortable with the idea of opening up the core of his being to someone he knew so little about.  Feeling Apple Bloom shivering atop his head, he reached up and stroked her mane with one large finger to relax her.  He supposed she had the same concerns.
"One more thing!" Uncle continued.  "Once ritual complete, push conflict to bay!  Creature may have battle advantage because Cthulhu is sea creature, but less things to destroy to complete its ritual."
Tohru nodded firmly.  This he could accept easily.  He was used to fighting, and this just meant the odds weren't entirely on his side this time.
Stepping back, Uncle began to chant.  "Jiārù yīqǐ shēnghuó...Jiārù yīqǐ shēnghuó...Jiārù yīqǐ shēnghuó..."(1)
The circle drawn around the three of them glowed brightly, and Audrey's vines and branches began to close around Tohru and Apple Bloom.  Tohru swallowed worriedly as he felt himself being enveloped.
Tohru felt his senses fade one by one as his mind opened.  He felt the touch of Apple Bloom's consciousness.  Her dedication to her family, her determination to master herself, her sense of self-sacrifice, her fun loving side, her youthful energy...he felt it connect to his own inner core.  He knew she was perceiving his true nature as well.  His dedication to honor and duty, his loyalty and love for his mother, his own inner good, gentle nature...he doubted he'd ever be able to intimidate her genuinely again.
And then he felt the mind of the plant.  It was almost completely alien to him, perceiving the world in ways his mind simply couldn't comprehend.  But as those were pushed aside, he found qualities that oddly resonated with him.  Undying loyalty, the iron fist/velvet glove mindset of a gentle giant, the knowledge of an overwhelming power and the determination to control it...
It seemed the three of them were more similar than they were different, where it counted.
As this realization overwhelmed them all, Tohru's senses returned to him.  They were different this time.  He saw the world around him cast in green.  Words on signs had no meaning, and vehicles were just moving rocks.  Buildings were hollow trees with life running around inside them.  And the creature was a blight, devouring the magic that gave the world life.
Tohru flexed his muscles, finding that he was now composed of vines and branches, shaped to his form but scaled to the size of Audrey at his largest.  Bellowing a war cry, he charged the beast, feeling an endless mass of roots grasping the ground as he lunged forward, massive thorny fists slamming into The Blight as the charging tackle carried it straight into the bay.
As The Blight crashed into the bay, Tohru could see it drawing strength from the waters, but not the strength it needed to be complete.  As it rose again, Tohru leapt.  To his surprise, he flew up above The Blight, bringing the clenched plant fists down hard on its crown before lunging forward and opening his bulb head wide, chomping down on The Blight and tearing it open.
The Blight roared in agony, and lashed back at them.  Its tendrils burned across their joined flesh, a searing agony lancing through them all.  Tohru felt Apple Bloom and Audrey starting to withdraw, neither of them accustomed to pain.  But he was, and he took the pain in its entirety into his own mind, the agony burning but controlled.
Apple Bloom's scream of anger echoed into the sea.  The kelp grew at an alarming rate, wrapping around The Blight from beneath and locking it in place as it struggled to break free.  Audrey bellowed, lunging in and lashing The Blight with vines, thorns, and fangs.
Tohru grasped The Blight and began to tear it apart.  He heard Apple Bloom chanting in their shared mind.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."
Audrey began singing, channeling magic into the spell with his song.  "This is the mash...this is the Monster Mash..."(2)
Torhu felt a chant of his own rise up in his mind.  "...Ōse rareta kodai no waru...Ōse rareta kodai no waru..."(3)
The magic gathered in the three of them, from the world and from their own souls...and blasted into The Blight.
Everything went white...

Tohru groaned as he sat up in the flatbed of a truck, driving back to Dark Hand headquarters.  "What...happened?"
"You won, big T!" Finn praised excitedly.  "You and that pony and plant thing ripped an Elder God a new one!"
"It was so awesome!" Ratso cheered happily.  "It was the biggest geyser I've ever seen."
Chao leaned out the back window of the truck to talk.  "After the explosion, the three of you washed up on the shore, carried there by a whole bunch of kelp.  No sign of the Talisman, though.  So we just loaded you up, and we're heading back to base."
Tohru remembered the Talisman bursting out of the shreds of the book.  He remembered it being...in his mouth?  Then he remembered the spell holding them together failing.  He remembered none of them wanting to let go of each other...
"So...what was it like?" Chao asked curiously.  "Being even larger than life than you normally are, and having a pony and a plant in your head?"
Tohru lay back thoughtfully.  "It was...an enlightening experience..."


(1) According to Google Translate, "Join Life Together".
(2) My Mom suggested this song reference for this situation.
(3) Japanese, "Begone Ancient Evil".

	
		Enforced Exhaustion



	Jade chuckled to herself as she carried around bowls of soup and cups of tea for her patients.  Jackie still was recovering from his broken leg, but seemed to be well on his way to a full recovery.  Uncle needed extra tending, as the extra time he'd given himself in his study had finally caught up to him, and Sweetie estimated it would take at least a week - if not two - before he was fully recovered.  Oddly enough, that put his recovery on the same schedule that the doctor's predicted for Jackie's leg.
The main concerns were Audrey and Apple Bloom.  The 'fusion' had been very draining for both of them, despite the fact that most of the energy had been drawn from Tohru, who Uncle claimed had vast, untapped reserves focused throughout his entire body.  Given the things he'd done with the Talismans, that was believable.  Despite him taking the brunt of the drain, however, Audrey was all but wilting - even worse than when he'd been in the heat of Mexico - and Apple Bloom could barely walk, staggering this way and that when she tried.  What was of greater concern in Jade's eyes was the fact that when she did walk, plants didn't sprout with her steps like they usually did.
Once she'd given Apple Bloom her soup and tea - both in bowls big enough for the poor filly to just stick her head in and slurp - Jade did the same for Audrey.  In the plant's case, tea was poured into his pot for his roots, while soup was poured into his bulb where it hung open.  As before, Jade was careful not to pour the soup on the Rat Talisman, where it was clutched between tongue and teeth.  According to Uncle, Audrey was so drained that - until he received a new infusion of chi from Apple Bloom - the Talisman was all that kept him from reverting to an ordinary plant.  Still, Jade's concern was great, so with her rounds done she made her way through the reestablished warp between the Section 13 apartment and the antique shop, hoping Uncle was up to answering questions.
As she entered the apartment above the shop, she found Uncle sitting up in bed and reading.  That was a good sign, at least.  "Hey, Uncle," she called out hopefully, making her way towards him.
Uncle set his book aside.  "Jade," he greeted warmly, holding his arms open.  "Come give Uncle a hug."
Jade started to rush forward, then paused.  She remembered what happened the first time she saw Uncle give Jackie that instruction.  "Should I get a helmet first?"
Uncle managed a weak laugh and beckoned her forward, embracing her as she got onto the bed.  "You do good, tending all your weak relatives," he offered softly.  "You, Sweetie, and Scootaloo."
Jade looked up at Uncle worriedly.  "Are you sure you're going to be okay, Uncle?" she asked in concern.  "You...you seem so weak...weaker than normal..."
Uncle smiled softly.  "All magic has a price, Jade.  Pay now or later, with your substance or that of another...but the price will always be paid.  Using Rabbit Talisman gave me more time when it was short, but now when time is not I can do very little."  He sighed as he lay back against the pillow.  "I cannot even read my book right now, despite attempts to do so.  I hold it as though I read for comfort...and because when I can read again, I know I will be close to a full recovery."
Jade shifted worriedly.  "That's...actually part of why I came to speak with you.  I'm...worried about Apple Bloom.  She's just so...listless."
Uncle nodded.  "Apple Bloom is still young, and her magic is not yet fully stable.  Expending so much was not good for her, but was only option.  She will recover in time."
"What do you mean, not yet stable?" Jade asked curiously.
"Is something I read in book on pony magic," Uncle explained, holding up the tome that Jackie had brought unwittingly to the store along with the pendants.  "Young pony magic is unstable, and susceptible to violent shifts.  One more thing, young ponies also leak more magic than adult ponies."
"But when does pony magic stabilize?" Jade demanded.  "I mean, they're my age...right?"
"Book mentioned something about it...but Uncle not understand yet," Uncle admitted.  "Perhaps it will make sense when it happens."  Besides, Uncle thought to himself, the sage who sent book and pendants advised not mentioning these 'Cutie Marks' to the fillies unless or until they manifested.  Apparently, they caused a great deal of chaos when they knew to quest for them...and they do enough of that as is!  "One more thing.  Does Captain Black believe in magic now after seeing fake Cthulhu eating San Francisco?"
Jade burst into giggles, remembering Jackie's face when he'd tried to confront Captain Black on that very thing.  "Captain Black didn't see it!" she laughed.  "And every recording device - both in and out of Section 13 - that captured an image of it as it was moving shorted out due to the magic, so no captured images remain.  Even an old Polaroid picture that was taken burst into flame before it could develop!"
Uncle blinked for a time, then burst into laughter himself.  "And no one in San Fran will make fuss over giant kaiju battle in bay because Apple Bloom was still wearing pendant when fused, and fusion amplify pendant's power as well!"
Jade nearly fell off her bed laughing at that, suddenly picturing a weary traffic cop waving people away from the massive battle with the classic monotone, "Nothing to see here, move along people," and people not even blinking.  Another thought struck her, and she laughed even harder.  "I wonder what people driving on the Golden Gate thought when one of the tentacles torn off flopped over all lanes!"
Uncle wasn't the only one to burst into laughter at that, as Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo stabilized the tray they carried together on an end table before it could dump its contents all over them from their laughter.  Uncle smiled down at them all.  "Is true what they say...laughter is best medicine."

	
		Security



	Jackie smiled as he finished relating the tale of his acquisition of the Horse Talisman to Jade and the other girls.  As usual, they were completely enthralled in the story, more than eager to hear every little detail.  However, as they followed Captain Black to the vault, Jackie noticed Apple Bloom looking worried about something.  "What's wrong, Apple Bloom?" Jackie asked curiously.
Apple Bloom shifted awkwardly on Audrey III.  "It's...it's nothin'," she offered, glancing away.
Jade, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Captain Black all immediately turned to face her, disbelieving looks on their faces, though Captain Black resumed his attention on his path shortly after.  The girls, however, were not so ready to give it up.
Sighing, Apple Bloom voiced her concern.  "It's just...ya think Tohru's gonna be okay?" she asked worriedly.  "Ah mean, ya took his shirt in sub-zero weather just before he got covered in snow.  What if he got sick?"
Jackie's eyes widened in shock.  "Wha?  What brought this on?"
Jade tilted her head.  "Yeah, Apple Bloom!  Tohru's the bad guy, remember?"
Apple Bloom looked away.  "Just cause he's bad don't mean he's bad..." she mumbled sorrowfully.
Sweetie Belle rested her hoof on Apple Bloom's shoulder.  "Don't worry so much, Apple Bloom.  Tohru's a giant, and he's got a huge amount of chi in him, even for someone his size.  Even if he does get sick, his immune system's top notch, and he's sure to be fine before long.  You don't need to worry, okay?"
Apple Bloom nodded, smiling gratefully at Sweetie Belle.
Scootaloo glanced back and forth between everyone in confusion.  "Did I miss something?"
"We'll talk back at the shop later," Sweetie Belle explained.
Captain Black shrugged the conversation off, leading the group into the vault, where the Talismans they'd collected so far were stored.  Jade and Scootaloo both paid close attention to the security, though they weren't so audacious as to try and crack it.  Once in the vault, Captain Black turned to Jackie.  "Ready to put horsey in his stable?"
Jackie blinked in surprise.  "The Horse Talisman?  Uncle still has it.  He's still-"  He stopped himself, knowing how Captain Black would react to the rest of that sentence.  "Well, you know Uncle."
Captain Black sighed.  "Indeed I do..."

Once back at the shop, Uncle let the group know that he was still working on the Talisman runes.  Taking the opportunity, Sweetie Belle pulled Jade and Scootaloo aside.  "For Apple Bloom's sake, I think we should avoid saying anything bad about Tohru."
"Why?" Jade demanded irritably.  "Why is she suddenly so concerned about him?"
"Does it have something to do with that fusion spell?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
Sweetie Belle nodded.  "I went over what Uncle researched about it.  When they were fused like that, the three of them basically shared a single consciousness that was made up of the most prominent portions of the core of their minds.  Apple Bloom saw into the depths of Tohru's heart...and he into hers.  Some sort of connection was made, and it's still there now that they're separated."
"You mean...like a really big brother or something?" Scootaloo clarified, trying to understand.
"Something like that," Sweetie Belle confirmed.  "She's probably still trying to figure it out herself.  The books on the spell mentioned 'long term effects' of being fused like that, and stated that having anyone who wasn't an adult fused could be...well, could be bad."
Jade and Scootaloo both glanced over to where Apple Bloom was settled on Audrey, gazing out a window thoughtfully.  "We need to help her through...whatever it is," Jade said firmly.  "What can we do?"
"For starters, not talk bad about Tohru, or make her feel guilty for being concerned about him," Sweetie determined.  "Beyond that...don't make a fuss about it."
"We can do that," Scootaloo agreed.  "Or...not do that."
"And distract her," Sweetie added.
"Uncle has translated inscription on the back of the Talisman!" Uncle called out.
"Like that," Sweetie chuckled as everyone gathered around Uncle.
"A very perplexing riddle," Uncle explained, showing Jackie what he'd written down.
Jackie read it carefully.  "If activated, the Noble Horse expels all alien forces from within.  Hmm..."
Glancing over at Apple Bloom, Jade decided to try being a little silly to cheer her up.  "I bet those alien forces inside the Talisman fly out and latch onto human brains and turn them into mind control zombies to take over the world!" she proclaimed, gesticulating to act out her words playfully.
Everyone turned to stare at her.  Sweetie Belle raised an eyebrow inquisitively.
"The...alien forces signal the mothership to begin the invasion?" Jade suggested nervously.
Apple Bloom rolled her eyes.  "Jade, back in the days the Talismans come from, they didn't even have the concept of other planets, let alone life on them.  Anything that 'came from the stars' woulda been called Celestials, probably."
"Oh," Jade replied, chuckling nervously.
Uncle patted Apple Bloom on her head.  "Very good!  You remember your studies well."
"So...not the Martian Talisman, then?" Jade asked playfully.
"There is no such thing as Martians!" Uncle insisted firmly.  "Chi fields are all wrong for life to have developed there of any sort, even Stone Elementals."
Just as Jackie was about to speak about that, his phone rang.  "Hello?"
"Jackie, the mainframe located another bogey," Captain Black told him.  "Pack your toothbrush.  You're going to Mount Rushmore, South Dakota."

	
		Stone Secret



	Scootaloo frowned as she stared at what she had laid out before her.  If anyone asked her, she would say that she hated puzzles and riddles, but that wasn't entirely true.  She loved finding puzzles and riddles that needed solving, and she loved solving them.  What she hated was situations like what she encountered now, where she had just enough information to start solving a riddle, but not enough to actually find a solution.
Jade, Sweetie Belle, and Apple Bloom were helping Uncle unravel the nature of the Horse Talisman's power through research.  That is to say, Sweetie Belle was helping research, Apple Bloom was collating the information, and Jade - who couldn't read the older of the texts they were researching from - was making sure everyone ate and drank something so they could maintain their focus.  Scootaloo, however, was approaching the same thing, but from a different direction.
Uncle had once said that whoever acquired all 12 Talismans would achieve untold power.  Ever since the Horse Talisman's description had been so vague, that detail had been bothering her.  She had set up her research on the shop desk, so she could man the shop while she worked.  Laid out in front of her were paper cutouts of each of the eight Talismans they'd encountered, and a list of the powers each Talisman provided, along with the inscriptions the'd managed to transcribe.  She wished she had the text from the back of the Dragon Talisman to work from, as she felt it might have given her some clue as to how the Talismans were supposed to be combined.
"Combustion..." she mumbled, setting the Dragon cutout at the top of the circle again.  "Invisibility, Super Strength, Super Speed, Levitation...Astral Projection and Animation."  She stared at the seven cutouts she'd laid out, then lifted up the Horse cutout.  "Where do you fit in all this?  I've got more than half the puzzle.  I should be able to see enough of it to start logicking out the other pieces.  How does it all come together?"  After a time, she slammed the cutout down angrily and turned back to the descriptions, grumbling to herself.  "I hope Jackie gets back with the new Talisman soon.  Maybe that'll give me more to work with."  Hearing the shop bell ring, she looked up eagerly.  "Speak of the devil!" she called out happily.  "Uncle Jackie!  You're ba..."  Her voice died on her lips as she raced forward, coming to a halt as she spotted his right ring finger...grey, hard, and lifeless.  "UNCLE!" she screamed out in terror.
Everyone from the back room came racing out at Scootaloo's scream.  Uncle took one look at Jackie's hand and screamed, "AIYAH!"

Jackie laid out the story swiftly for everyone, having insisted that no one interrupt since time was of the essence.  "I have until six AM," he explained.  "Valmont's men will be waiting at the Coit Tower with the antidote."
"W...what are we going to do?" Apple Bloom whimpered, reaching out towards Jackie's hand.
"Wait!" Jade gasped out, grasping Apple Bloom's hoof.  "If anything in the poison is plant based, your out of control magic might accelerate it!"  Apple Bloom let out a horrified whimper at the very thought, sinking in on her self as Audrey wrapped himself around her.
"Good thinking Jade," Uncle complimented.  "As for what we do...riddle of the Horse Talisman can wait.  I will make an antidote!  Sweetie Belle, you will assist me!  Apple Bloom, fetch any magical plants you have grown that are harvest ready!"
As Uncle led Jackie, Sweetie Belle, and Apple Bloom back into the back room, Scootaloo went back to her work, pushing the cutouts around, having trouble focusing now.  Jade, meanwhile, paced angrily back and forth.  Both of them groaned every time they heard a strange noise or an agonized choke from the back room...or Uncle or Sweetie Belle cursing.
Finally, after the sound of something bursting into flame, Jade threw up her hands in frustration.  "I can't take it anymore!" she screamed out angrily.  Turning, she started gathering various items.
"What do you think you're doing?" Scootaloo demanded irritably.
"The Dark Hand will make a trade of the five Talismans in Section 13 for the antidote," Jade explained, determination filling her voice.  "I'm going to go make that trade."
"You're just going to walk in and swipe them?" Scootaloo offered sarcastically.
"I have to do something!" Jade snapped out.  "I'll figure something out."
"And what about those security systems?" Scootaloo countered angrily.  "Think about what it'll do to Jackie, to the rest of us, if you get killed doing this!  You don't have save points in the real world, Jade!  This isn't a game!"  Scootaloo's eyes widened as she suddenly realized something.
Jade stared at her friend.  "Scoot...?"
"A game...that's it!"  She turned back to the cutouts.  "I was looking at it all wrong!"  She grabbed the Ox cutout.  "Bull's Strength!"  She grabbed the Snake cutout.  "Greater Invisibility!"  She continued through each of them, giving them names from tabletop gaming.  "Haste!  Fireball!  Spirit Walk!  Create Golem!  They're not super powers, they're spells!"
"How does that help us-" Jade began.
"If activated, the Noble Horse expels all alien forces from within," Scootaloo interrupted, rounding on Jade as she quoted the Horse Talisman description.  "You've played more video games than me.  Off the top of your head, what spell does that sound like flavor text for?"
"Esuna," Jade responded immediately.  "But I don't see-"
"And what does Esuna do?" Scootaloo pressed.
Jade rolled her eyes.  "It's the cure-all for status effects," she grumbled.  "Like paralysis, sleep, poison...and..."  Her eyes widened.  "And stone!"  Grabbing the Horse Talisman off the table, she raced into the back room.  As she got there, Jackie's body was going into another paroxysm as the poison started to turn another part of his body to stone.  Rushing forward, Jade slammed the Talisman into Jackie's right hand as his middle finger started to change.  The stone ran up from the tip of his finger towards his palm...until the transformation brushed the Talisman.  The Horse flared with light.
When the light faded, Jackie had returned to normal, no sign of stone transformation.  "I...wha?" he gasped out in surprise.
"Aiyah!" Uncle cried out in amazement.  "Horse Talisman is the healer!  Jade, how did you know?"
"Don't thank me," Jade responded modestly as Apple Bloom leapt into Jackie's arms, burrowing into his embrace.  "Thank Scootaloo.  She's the one who logicked out what it had to be, once she looked at each of the Talismans as a spell."
"You're the one who put it together that the Horse description meant a healing power," Scootaloo added as she came in.  "And figured out how to use Jackie's transformation to activate it."
"You both did excellent job," Uncle praised, rubbing both their heads affectionately.  "I was right to have you two work together."
"So...what about the Dark Hand agents?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.  "Won't they still be waiting at Coit Tower for the Talismans?"
Jackie grinned softly.  "Yes, they will.  I think you know how to handle that, Sweetie."
Giggling, Sweetie Belle opened up her phone and went down her speed dial list.

	
		Safety



	Tohru sat huddled up in his penthouse apartment, paid for by Valmont to give him the best of the best of accommodations so long as he worked for him.  A blanket big enough for an elephant was wrapped around him as he sat in front of a space heater, a hot pack on his head and a thermometer in his mouth as he tried to watch TV to relax, flipping through the channels as he tried to keep his mind off his physical state.  Still, it had been quite a surprise that as soon as he started sneezing in the office, Valmont had told him flat out to take a sick day.  Tohru still felt upset he hadn't had the strength to refuse, claiming he could work through the cold.  Valmont hadn't given him the chance to argue, and sent him straight home with full pay for the day.
A massive sneeze tore its way out of Tohru's throat, sending the thermometer flying across the room to embed itself in the opposite wall, alongside no less than 20 others already there.  Sniffling, Tohru reached to the side table, fished another one out of a bowl, and stuck it into his mouth to keep track of his body temperature.  Reaching to his other side, he jotted down the temperature on the thermometer he'd just embedded in the wall.  He figured between sneezes was a good amount of time to get an accurate temperature.
As he pulled his arms back under the blanket and wrapped himself up tight again, he wondered why it was that he was so sick just from being under dressed at the north pole.  He'd dealt with more hostile environments than that with just his normal attire without problems, and the shirt wasn't exactly thick or effective at retaining heat.  So why was he so weak now?
All unintended, his mind turned back to the weakness he'd dealt with after being merged with Apple Bloom and Audrey III, a weakness he hadn't fully recovered from before the North Pole, since he hadn't felt completely 100% when he was sent on the mission.  It had only been a slight headache and some stiffness in his joints...but now he could barely move.  Despite his own discomfort, he couldn't help but wonder if Apple Bloom was experiencing a similar weakness.  He had tried to take the majority of the burden of the fusion, but...
A knock on his door interrupted his thoughts.  Grumbling to himself, he staggered to his feet and over to the door.  He looked through the peephole, but saw nothing.  Muttering under his breath, he started to turn away, but the knock repeated...far below him.  Confused, he pulled it open.
Looking straight out, he still saw nothing until a cleared throat drew his attention downward.  Apple Bloom was there, sitting in Audrey's vines and helping him balance a massive Tupperware container that steamed from within, big enough for Apple Bloom to take a bath in.  "A-Apple Bloom?" Tohru asked, shocked.
"Sweetie heard from Ratso that you were home sick," Apple Bloom offered nervously.  "Ah...ah wanted ta check up on ya.  Brought ya some chicken soup and honey-lemon tea."
Tohru blinked in surprise.  "T-thank you," he stammered out, stepping back.  "Come in, please."
Audrey slithered in on his roots, carrying Apple Bloom, the massive bowl of chicken soup, and two huge thermoses of steaming tea.  "Ah made sure to cut the chunks of chicken and vegetables small enough that ya could chew 'em if yer up to it, or just swallow if you'd rather drink it straight down.  Same with the noodles."
"How did you find where I live?" Tohru asked curiously as he sat down, letting Apple Bloom and Audrey prepare food and drink for him.  "Did you...pick something up from my head?"
Apple Bloom shook her head.  "Again, Ratso told Sweetie Belle."
"Why was Ratso telling her so much?" Tohru pressed gently.
"Well, we used the Horse Talisman to get rid of the poison Jackie was infected with," Apple Bloom explained, "so the trade for the antidote instead turned into a sting.  Sweetie Belle went up first so she could spy things out, but it was just Ratso, Finn, and Chao.  Since she had enough magic to handle all three of them, she asked where you were.  Once Ratso said you were taking a sick day, she said she'd give them all a chance to get away if they told her where you lived."
Tohru nodded.  He wasn't at all surprised they jumped at the deal.  None of them were all that eager to be enemies of the little fillies, now that they were all aware of the fact they were fillies.  "But why would she make that trade?" he asked curiously.
Apple Bloom paused in her work preparing the food, letting Audrey finish.  "Cause...cause she knew I was worried about ya.  So by finding out where ya spent yer sick day, I could come take care of ya."
Tohru turned to meet Apple Bloom's gaze.  A slow smile split both their faces.
The soup and tea were both delicious.  But it was the company that truly chased away the sick and the doldrums.

As Shendu turned his mystic gaze away from Tohru's penthouse, he brought his attention back to Valmont.  "Are you aware of the company your large Enforcer is having on this 'sick day' of his?" Shendu hissed out angrily.
"No, and I don't really care," Valmont responded as he went through some papers, marking down a few details.
"Even if it is the Qi Lin with the dryadic familiar, and said familiar?" Shendu growled out.
"Especially not then," Valmont responded readily.  "Ratso already reported he traded Tohru's home address to escape the sting that came of the 'antidote trade'.  Apparently, the Horse Talisman is the healer?"  He turned and gave Shendu a raised eyebrow.
Shendu seethed in rage, but held it in check.  "An oversight that would have been easily avoided had I been informed it was the Horse Talisman.  But that does not explain-"
"After what Tohru contributed during the fiasco with the Rat Talisman, I would not hold it against him if he chose to retire tomorrow," Valmont interrupted.  "That despite being faced with literal eldritch horror, he still remains loyal to me...I have no doubts about his loyalty."
"And his effectiveness?" Shendu demanded coldly.
"That's a completely separate matter," Valmont continued.  "I never hired him for his effectiveness as an Enforcer.  I hired him as a bodyguard, and for the intimidation factor of his sheer size.  If I want someone who won't hesitate to crush those fillies into paste if that's the order I give, I will hire someone who is willing and capable of doing so.  Tohru, Ratso, Finn, Chao...none of them were hired for that sort of ruthlessness."
He smiled softly as he came across a specific paper.  A resume, submitted by one 'Black Tiger'.  "After all, that sort of ruthlessness is easy to find...so long as one knows where to look."

	
		Career Day


			Author's Notes: 
Originally, this was going to be a one chapter covering of "The Warrior Incarnate", the next episode in the timeline, the events mostly cut short because Lo Pei - once animate - would instantly recognize a Qi Lin as a creature of good magic incapable of deception (something he might reconsider if he spent too long with Sweetie Belle), but after actually watching the episode...
With Jade riding Cumulo to and from school and Audrey keeping the Enforcers from attempting a direct assault on Uncle's shop, the statue would never get broken, and so the Talismans would never be brought into it.  If the statue of Lo Pei never gets animated, the episode doesn't happen.
So straight to "The Jade Monkey".



	At lunch recess on Career Day, Jade was surprised to find Scootaloo sitting off in the corner on Cumulo, looking rather down in the dumps and sighing.  "Something wrong, Scootaloo?" she asked curiously.
"It's...it's nothing," Scootaloo replied morosely.
Jade frowned, crossing her arms.  "Scoot, that's the exact face and response I gave my parents after I realized they'd never believe me about the crazy things I saw that I now know to be magical.  Don't try it on me.  So what's bothering you?"
"It's...it's stupid," Scootaloo prevaricated, obviously not wanting to talk about it.  "And silly.  And not really important."
"And that's how I explained my reasons for misbehaving when I got sick of being punished for things I didn't do so I started doing them," Jade countered bluntly.  "Something is bothering you, and however silly or stupid it may sound, it matters to you and I want to be here to help you through it."  She rested her hand between Scootaloo's wings.  "Now talk to me, okay?"
Sighing and lowering her eyes, Scootaloo shifted her hooves to show she was gripping the Horse Talisman.
Jade's eyes widened.  "Scoot, are you sick?  Or hurt?  Or-"
"No, nothing like that," Scootaloo interrupted quickly.  "I..."  She looked away.  "I snuck it into the Long Term Care Ward at the hospital.  You know, for cancer patients or those with wasting diseases and the like."  She lowered her eyes.  "The area the orderlies call the death watch ward..."  She closed her eyes.  "I thought...if the Horse was the healer and 'purged alien forces', then maybe it could save them..."
Jade's eyes widened.  Despite everything with the magic, she'd have never thought to use the magic that way.  "That's a wonderful idea!" she praised happily, but her joy drained away as she saw Scootaloo's face fall even more.  "W...what happened?"
"Each time I pressed the Talisman into one of the patient's hands, conscious or not, the Talisman started to light up...and then the light faded."  Tears welled up in Scootaloo's eyes, and she sniffled.  "I...I offered those people hope...and it was nothing.  Uncle...Uncle told me it wouldn't work...but I wanted to try anyway..."
"Why wouldn't it work?" Jade asked, confused.  "I mean...it's magic!"
"It still needs its power from somewhere," Scootaloo explained.  "When used alone, the Horse Talisman draws its energy from the one being healed, using their vital energy to accelerate their natural healing process.  If their body doesn't have enough energy in it to fight off the infection or purge the sickness...the magic won't trigger, to keep from burning them out in the attempt.  That's...that's what happened."  She rubbed at her eyes.  "I knew I probably wouldn't be able to save all of them, or even most...but I'd hoped..."  She started to hiccup.  "I'd hoped...I could save even one...then it...would have been..."  Tears poured down her cheeks.
Jade didn't know what to say.  All she could do was pull Scootaloo into a comforting hug and let her cry.

Later in class, Jade was still distracted with thoughts of what she could do to try and cheer Scootaloo up.  This meant that she wasn't really paying attention as Jackie gave his presentation about his work as an archaeologist, talking about carefully excavating and preserving artifacts from the dirt with tiny tools to avoid damaging them.  Glancing over, Jade noticed that Scootaloo had started to look interested, but was quickly growing morose again.  A desperate thought filled her mind.  She knew not to bring up the Section 13 work, but he hadn't been working for Section 13 when he'd brought in that shield...
Jackie paused as she noticed her raised hand.  "Yes, Jade?" he asked worriedly.
"While I'm sure movies and television have 'sensationalized' archaeology to a certain extent," Jade began carefully, her eyes frequently flicking over to Scootaloo, "surely their characterization has to have some basis in fact, right?  Have you ever come across anything like the booby traps we see in TV and movies?"
Jackie raised an eyebrow, not understanding why Jade would be asking that...but noticed Scootaloo slowly raising her head in interest.  Smiling, he leaned down conspiratorially, stage-whispering loud enough for the whole class to hear, though they still leaned in with interest.  "Well, I'm sure my experience isn't standard for most archaeologists, but there is a reason the museum sends me in when ruins are uncovered mostly intact.  Ancient civilizations were very protective of their secrets, and fiendishly clever when it came to security.  I've had my share of encounters with such systems..."  He then moved on to describe at length the journey that had led to him recovering the shield the Rooster Talisman had been in, but leaving out any mention of the Talisman itself.
Jade grinned widely.  Tales of magic or not, this would lend some credence to anything she talked about as far as things she got up to with Jackie.  At the same time, Jackie's 'awesome' story was quickly bringing cheer back to Scootaloo's face.  As far as Jade was concerned, that was two birds with one stone.
As Jackie finished his story, Uncle stepped up to do his Career Day presentation as Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo's guardian.  "I run Uncle's Rare Finds," Uncle began softly.  "It is antique store, where I sell ancient items, some that Jackie brings me from digs that museums don't want.  I also translate inscriptions on ancient artifacts to discover any magical powers hidden within."
As a few students - and Jackie - groaned, Mrs. Hartman cleared her throat.  "Uncle, I'm certain you're exaggerating.  There's no such thing as-"
"Drink this," Uncle said quickly, sticking a vial of bubbling pink fluid in the teacher's mouth and pouring it down her throat.  "Excellent exfoliation...but do not look in the mirror."
"What?" Mrs. Hartman asked in confusion as the entire class gasped in shock.  She opened her compact and gasped, seeing her skin green and leathery like a lizard.
"I told you not to look in the mirror!" Uncle shouted out as the entire class first gasped in shock before bursting into laughter.
"What did you do to-"
Uncle interrupted Mrs. Hartman by pinching her cheek and tugging off a bit of the green skin, revealing smooth, healthy pink skin beneath.  "Lizards shed their skin.  Leaves much healthier skin behind."  As the entire class burst into spontaneous applause while Mrs. Hartman shed the rest of her skin, Uncle gave a playful bow.  As Jackie buried his face in his hands, Uncle shot Jade a wink.
Jade grinned widely.  Apparently, Uncle was aware of Scootaloo's somewhat downtrodden state, and had shaped his presentation to cheer her up.  Now if only between them they could think of something to keep her happy...
"And don't forget, children," Mrs. Hartman called out to the class as she discarded the last of her lizard skin, now looking easily five years younger and blushing at the whistles from one of the single dads, "next week it's your turn to report on your parent's job...after you accompany them to work!"
"One more thing!" Uncle spoke up as Jade cheered at the idea of having an excuse to go on the next assignment and Jackie groaned in frustration.  "Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo live at shop with me.  See my work every day.  Might be better experience for them if they went with Jackie on his work and wrote report with Jade?"
Mrs. Hartman rubbed her chin.  "Well, they do turn in top of the line work when they work as a team...I'll allow it, if they'll also each include a report on their day to day lives in the shop."
Seeing Scootaloo beaming from ear to ear, Jade shot Uncle a thumbs up.

	
		Under the Sea



	The next pinpointed Talisman was in Micronesia, at the bottom of the ocean.  As such, the first hurdle Jackie had to deal with as far as acquiring the Talisman occurred before the trip even began.  "How am I supposed to get proper deep diving gear for you three?" he asked of Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo, staring around the shop as they packed.  "I walk you into the store, they will see ordinary children, and give suits to match Jade's, which you can't wear.  Only way to avoid that would be to walk into the store without your Normalcy Pendants, and the consequences for that could be disastrous."
"Couldn't you take us in and ask for a custom fitting?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.  "Maybe they won't even realize what they're making for us as they get the measurements?"
"That's...probably stretching things a bit," Jade offered worriedly.  "I'd actually be worried about how powerful the pendants are if they pulled that off."
"Well, none of us know enough about sewing or fabric or engineering to make our own scuba suits!" Scootaloo complained.  "So what are we supposed to do?"
"Wait until Tohru finds out Valmont's sending him to Micronesia, come to the conclusion we'll be there too, and get suits in our sizes without questions asked through sheer intimidation factor just to make sure we don't drown if we end up fighting?" Apple Bloom suggested diffidently.
Jackie rolled his eyes.  "Apple Bloom, I know you have this...odd bond with Tohru, but I seriously doubt that could happen.  What even made you suggest it?"
"Because he's at the door with a large package in his arms," Apple Bloom explained, pointing.
Tohru gave Apple Bloom a brief smile, then dropped the box in Jackie's arms with his usual scowl.  "I was never here," he stated bluntly before turning and stalking away.
Jackie blinked in shock for a time.  Setting the box down, he opened it up to find three filly-sized scuba suits.  All three had flippers on all four hooves, one had an extra bulge to the helmet for Sweetie's horn, and one had extra flaps for Scootaloo's wings that would buzz with her movements, letting her speed herself along as she did on her scooter.  "...that's going to take some getting used to," he stated finally.
"Well, if he's that worried about them, he can't be all bad, right?" Jade offered hopefully.  "Maybe we can even flip him to our side-"
"Nuh uh," Apple Bloom interrupted.  "He's honor bound to serve Valmont until that honor is betrayed, or he's dismissed.  He won't change sides.  Pretty sure the only reason he can do this much is because Valmont didn't order him not to act to keep us out of environmental danger."  As everyone stared at her, she shrugged.  "What?  Mind link, remember?  Ah don't know his thoughts, but Ah know how he thinks."
"You gotta be kidding me..." Jackie groaned.  However, he wasn't about to turn his nose up at this...once he'd had Captain Black scan the suits for bugs.  Maybe it would even make Captain Black realize that talking candy-colored ponies were magical.
...he wasn't holding his breath on that, though.

Fortunately, there had been no tracking devices of any sort in the filly-sized scuba suits.  Unfortunately, Captain Black didn't notice anything else unusual about the suit configurations.  As such, the group of five made their way to the designated location, ready to dive for the Talisman.
Jade had the camera, snapping pictures of everything as they swam down to an underwater ruin nearly overrun with coral, seemingly frozen in time.  Seeing how the four youngsters were marveling at the sight, Jackie could only smile indulgently, letting them enjoy it.  They had several hours of air, and they weren't deep enough to worry about decompression, so he could let them enjoy themselves, as long as they were careful.
Once they were at the bottom, he directed each of them to take a different area.  "Remember, you must be careful shifting the silt and soil aside when searching for artifacts."  Sweetie Belle and Jade nodded, each of them pulling out their little brushes, Sweetie in her magical aura and Jade in her hand.  Apple Bloom and Scootaloo, however, had greater difficulties as they lacked either method of holding the tool.  "Umm...Apple Bloom, you stay close to Jade, Scootaloo stay close with Sweetie Belle.  You should be using the buddy system anyway."
Nodding, the two pairs swam off while Jackie focused on the hill he'd decided to start with.  Much to his frustration, Jade found the Monkey Talisman before he'd even begun to dig.  Still, he didn't want to discourage the happy children, so he smiled and led the way back to the boat.  If the Dark Hand didn't show up, they could always look for more artifacts...
Unfortunately, as they swam for the surface, Ratso, Finn, and Chao came into view swimming towards them.  "Go, go!" Jackie ordered.  "Split up!  Stick to the buddy system!"  The two pairs of children immediately split off from each other while he went straight for the thugs.
As they swam for the surface, Apple Bloom got an idea.  Closing her eyes and clinging to Jade, she focused her magic into the water around her, unsure how well it would work.  Sudden screams from below caused her to look down, where Ratso, Finn, and Chao were now fleeing from attacking seaweed.  "...not what Ah was goin' for, but Ah'll take it."
Before long, the four kids reached the boat, with Jackie hanging behind to make sure the thugs didn't catch up to them.  As they climbed aboard and shed their helmets and flippers, Jade pulled out the Monkey Talisman.  "One more for the good guys-"  Her voice died at the sound of familiar heavy footsteps.
Tohru held out his large hand.  "The Talisman," he offered, his voice sounding almost bored.
At that point, Finn and Chow leapt out of the water and onto the boat.  "Here's this song and dance again," Finn groaned.
"How many more times are we going to have to do this?" Chao grumbled.
"At least four," Scootaloo offered.  "Three more Talismans, and then once when we clash somehow to determine who ends up with all 12, since you guys have two to our seven."
"Let's make it three to six," Tohru stated flatly.  "That way, no one has to get hurt."
The girls glanced at each other, trying to come up with a plan.

	
		Animality



	As Tohru and the other Enforcers cornered the girls against the edge of the boat, Jackie leapt up out of the water, standing between his nieces and the criminal agents.  Raising his hand out, he ordered, "Stop!"  As he spoke, the storm that had been gathering broke with three flashes of lightning behind him that cast shadows over his face, the rumble of thunder shattering the silence left by his word.
Everyone held perfectly still for a moment.  Finally, Finn spoke up.  "Why are we listening to him?"
"Didn't you hear through the grapevine what he did to that Nibbler guy?" Chao hissed back, backing away slowly.
"So we'll be careful of the girls, then," Finn snapped, moving forward.  "We'll deal with him, then get the rock from the half-pint."
"Yeah, good luck with that," Jade taunted as the four girls scattered across the boat, trying to make room for Jackie to fight the Enforcers.
Unfortunately, between the breaking storm sending waves over the ship and tilting it, the resulting wet decks, and Jackie not having time to remove his flippers, the fight didn't go smoothly for anyone.  Jackie was able to hold off Finn, Chao, and Ratso - once he leapt out of the water - but Tohru was heavy and stable enough to move about at leisure, and no one was able to get enough leverage to do anything to him.  Luckily, the slippery deck worked to their advantage in evading him for the most part...until Jackie slid right into Tohru's belly, allowing the massive man to grab him.
Seeing this, Jade did the only thing she could think of to turn the tide: tried to use the Talisman.  "Monkey magic better be good," she mumbled as she started shaking it to make it activate.  However, much to her frustration, it remained inert.  "Come on...come on!"  As she struggled, a large wave rocked the boat.  "Ugh..." she groaned out.  "Do something before this boat ride makes me yak!"
The talisman in her hand glowed and shot out of an arc of energy.  She just barely managed to point it away from herself, where it impacted into Jackie.  In a blaze of light, Jackie turned...into a brown yak, which licked Tohru's face, making the massive man drop it.
The fillies gathered around Jade to stare.  "Wow..." Scootaloo murmured in wonder.  "How'd it do that?"
The Enforcers reeled back in shock, murmuring about what could have happened.  Tohru, however, thought much faster.  "The Talisman!"
"Uh...Yakkie?" Jade asked nervously.  "I mean, Jackie?"
The yak snorted, unamused.
"I've got an idea!" Sweetie Belle called out, snatching the Talisman.  Pointing it at the yak that had been Jackie, she shouted out, "Dragon!"
All the Enforcers - Tohru included - reared back in terror as the light flashed out to strike the yak...leaving behind a low slung brown reptile, approximately ten feet long.  It glowered at Sweetie Belle for a time, then turned on the Enforcers and hissed, revealing small, pointed teeth and a waving tongue.
Sweetie Belle's eyes went flat.  "I didn't mean Komodo..."
"Nobody move!" Ratso barked out.  "Maybe he won't see us as a threat."
"He's just an overgrown lizard-" Chao started to say.
"Komodo Dragons can reach 12 mph on land, and their bites will rot your body from the inside out with the amount of toxins and bacteria in their saliva," Ratso interrupted.  "Do you want to risk that?"  He noticed everyone - Jackie included - staring at him.  "What?  I like to read."
Finn blinked, then turned to Chao, jerking a thumb over his shoulder at Ratso.  "Dude, we should totally get him on Jeopardy."
"Look out!" Scootaloo screamed out, diving for the others as a massive wave crashed over the boat just as a bolt of lightning - possibly drawn by the released magical energy - struck the cabin.  The boat burst apart as it tipped over, dumping everyone into the roiling sea.
As Apple Bloom gasped for air, she got a mouthful of water and a rock stuck in her teeth.  As she struggled to get it dislodged, she realized it was the Monkey Talisman.  Seeing everyone slowly sinking into the water, she tried something she hoped would work.  Storm Dragon! she thought as hard as she could, hoping that being more specific would get a better result.
The bolt of magic lashed out of the Talisman, then arced back around to hit her.  In a flash, she had changed.
She was covered in dark blue-black scales, with short horns growing from her forehead.  Each of her four legs ended in claws.  She felt gills along her neck filtering oxygen out of the water and feeding it into her lungs, letting her breathe.  She felt the wings on her back, pushing water as easily as air.  At first she was ready to whoop for joy...until she realized she was only two feet tall.
"Dagnabbit!" she barked out as she pulled the Talisman from her mouth.  "What good does this do me?"  Turning, she saw the others slowly sinking, being dragged away by the currents.  Desperately, she lunged for them, catching up to them quickly as she felt the water respond to her will, drawing them all - Jackie, the girls, Tohru, and the Enforcers - closer together.  However, she was unable to do much more than that...and she soon realized why.  "It turned me into a baby Storm Dragon!" she wailed out.  "How am I supposed to-"  She felt her magic lose its grip on one of them.  "Jackie!"
She though quickly, trying to come up with something - anything - she could do.  It wouldn't let me turn him into a magic creature...  Desperately, she pointed the Talisman at Jackie.  "Elasmosaurus!"
The magic flashed out, and Apple Bloom's eyes widened as the massive form rose up under everyone, pushing them to the surface.

	
		Stretching the Bounds



	Tohru was the first to regain consciousness as the storm slowly passed.  Opening his eyes, he found himself staring up at a cloudless sky as wind raced over him, water splashing at him from brief waves.  He found himself laying on something warm and rubbery, and somewhat slick.  "Wha...where...Chan!"  He quickly tried to sit up, only to find himself held down.  Looking down, he found bands of solid water - not ice, but solid water somehow - holding him down to something that was a pale blue-green and big enough to support himself, Ratso, Finn, Chao, Jade, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  His eyes widened in worry.  "Apple Bloom?"
"Over here," a familiar voice spoke, calling his attention to his left.  There, a dark blue dragon sat riding Cumulo, her tail hanging off it and waving in the breeze with her wings tight to her back.  "Don't move too much.  I'm not that familiar with water magic, and it's hard enough to hold all of you on Jackie's back as is."
Tohru stared in disbelief.  "Apple...Bloom?" he managed to gasp out.
The tiny dragon giggled.  "Yeah, it's me Tohru.  Was trying to turn someone else into a Storm Dragon, but it rebounded on me.  Don't know why, but it gave me a chance to turn Jackie into an Elasmosaurus, so the rest of you get a safe ride back."
Tohru turned to stare at the long neck lifted just barely out of the water, the head resting on the surface as the massive reptile sped towards the distant shore.  "...it can do that?" he asked worriedly.
"Apparently," Apple Bloom admitted.  "Don't know why it didn't do what I wanted it to sooner, though."  She paused as she heard the others stirring.  "Whew, I was startin' ta get worried."
Jade was the first to wake up.  "Ugh...what hit me?"
"Some wood planking, I believe," Tohru offered.
Jade blinked, taking in her surroundings as she shifted under her bindings.  She quickly proved just how quick her mind was as her eyes widened.  "Holy shitake, Apple Bloom!  You're a dragon!  That is so cool!  And Jackie's a dinosaur!"  She let out a happy squee.
"Shitake?" Tohru asked, confused.
Jade chuckled nervously.  "I'm not supposed to use swear words.  Figured if I made an effort on the little things, Jackie might be more lenient on the big ones."
Tohru rolled his eyes.  "Kono gaki," he grumbled under his breath.
"You know it!" Jade proclaimed proudly.
Tohru blinked in surprise.  "You speak Japanese?"
"No, I've just been called 'rascal', 'troublemaker', and 'brat' often enough that I know how to say all three in just about any language you're likely to encounter in Hong Kong," Jade explained cheekily.  "You start recognizing a few words if you hear them often enough."
Tohru did his best to suppress his giggles, but failed.  "So much for ever being intimidating to you lot," he grumbled, laying back.  "That's half what I have my job for."
"Just cause yer a teddy bear don't make you any less a bear," Apple Bloom pointed out.  "Just cause yer a teddy off duty don't make ya any less a grizzly on duty."
"What makes you think I'm off duty now?" Tohru asked grumpily.
"Do you honestly think you have any chance of getting the Talisman from us at this point?" Apple Bloom asked logically.
Tohru glanced from the Elasmosaurus Jackie presently was to Apple Bloom as a dragon.  "No."
"Then this is lunch break," Ratso spoke up, laying back to relax as he stared at the startled seagulls.  "So relaxing.  Only thing missing-Ah!"  With a jerk, he tugged hard with his leg, jerking up the fish that had latched onto his dangling shoestring, catching it with his hands.  "Any chance you got fire breath?" he asked Apple Bloom.
"Uh...storm dragon," Apple Bloom explained.  "I might have lightning breath..."
"Yeah, better not risk it," Ratso agreed as he twisted the fish's head hard, killing it instantly.  "Eh, I like sashimi."  He then tore the belly open, dumped the guts into the water, and proceeded to dig in.
Apple Bloom stared at Ratso for a time, but said nothing.  For some reason completely beyond her, she found herself picturing him with a snail on his butt(1), and the absence of logic behind this mental image disturbed her.  The only saving grace, in her mind, was seeing the same confused/disturbed look on Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo's faces, hoping that meant they were picturing the same thing and it was a pony thing and not a personal revelation.
Once everyone was awake, Jackie turned towards a beach.  Seeing what he was doing, Apple Bloom smiled.  "Alright boys, this is your stop!" she called out as she dispelled the bonds holding them on.
"Wait, wha-?"  Finn wasn't able to get anymore out before Jackie made a sharp turn, sending the four of them flying off his back and onto the beach before making for the pier at the end of the road leading right to Uncle's Rare Finds.
As soon as they came in range of the pier, Apple Bloom used the Talisman to reverse the transformations, landing them all safely on board.  As they shook themselves off, Captain Black arrived.  "Rough trip?" he asked casually.
"You could say that," Jackie admitted, shaking water out of his hair.  "We did get the Talisman, though."
"That's good," Captain Black agreed.  "Can you take it back to Section 13 yourself, though?  I need to investigate something...classified down here."
Jade looked up at him flat eyed as she wrung out her bangs.  "You aren't about to tell us that some sort of prototype camouflage submarine got taken out of dry dock without permission and you're following possible sightings which were reported as 'Loch Ness Monster in San Francisco Bay', are you?"
Captain Black blinked.  "...well, I wasn't going to say anything-"
As Jackie's face met his palm, Sweetie Belle expressed their shared sentiment.  "Oh, come on!"


(1) Ratso doesn't think about anything.  Ever.

	
		Conservation of Magic



	"Pony!" Jade shouted once again, pointing the Monkey Talisman at herself.  In a flash of light, the horse talisman was clutched in the teeth of a tiny brown and white horse for a brief few seconds before an angry whinny reversed the transformation.  "Aw, come on!  I've been trying to get this to work for hours!  Why isn't it working?"
"It's doing what you tell it to do," Sweetie Belle explained softly.  "I mean, I didn't mean komodo when I said dragon, but that's what I got."
"But how do I be more specific?" Jade asked curiously.  "I tried pegasus, but I was this big white thing that looked like a horse.  I even tried pegasus pony, but I was just a smaller version!  And it shorts out every time I say Qi Lin."
"Have you tried unicorn?" Scootaloo offered, gesturing at Sweetie Belle.
Jade frowned, crossing her arms.  "I did.  I wound up a white horse-looking thing with a horn.  Not like Sweetie Belle, even when I said 'unicorn pony'.  What's it take to get this thing to turn me into something like you girls?"
Apple Bloom shrugged.  "Maybe the magic just don't work that way.  Maybe it's somethin' about us that the Talisman can't handle."
"But it transformed you into a Storm Dragon!" Jade complained angrily, waving the Talisman towards Scootaloo while gesticulating at Apple Bloom.
A light flashed out of the Talisman, and Scootaloo stared down at her transformed state.  "Sweet!" she purred happily as she spread her much larger wings.
"There's a thought," Jade murmured.  She pointed the Talisman at herself.  "Storm Dragon!"
The light flashed out, arced around Jade, and struck Sweetie Belle.  "Where's my horn?" she screeched out, starting to panic as she pawed at her forehead with her claws, her sense of magic seriously twisted.  "Where's my horn?"
"Change back!" Jade called out quickly, reversing both transformations with blasts of light.  "You okay, Sweetie?"
"I don't think I like this Talisman very much..." Sweetie whimpered, putting her forehooves to her horn with relief.  "I'm gonna go sit in the corner where I'm not in the crossfire."
"Don't be such a baby, Sweetie," Scootaloo scolded.  "It wasn't that-"
"What if you'd been turned into something without wings?" Sweetie interrupted acidly.
Scootaloo's eyes went wide, and Cumulo shot up to the ceiling out of range at her silent mental command.
"Uh...?" Jade asked, confused.
"Accordin' to the book Uncle's got, horn and wings are the primary magical foci for Sweetie and Scoot, and those like 'em," Apple Bloom explained.  "Also a direct link to the magical fields.  Without 'em...it'd be like suddenly being unable ta see color, or movement, but more so.  Really not fun for the brain."
"Oh..." Jade gasped softly.  "I'm...I'm so sorry, Sweetie-"
"Not your fault," Sweetie Belle hastened to assure her.  "...still gonna stay over here until the Talisman is safe in the vault."
"Well, there goes my other idea..." Jade murmured softly.  "For you two, anyway..."
"Other idea?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
Jade rubbed her chin thoughtfully.  "Well...it might work for you still, Apple Bloom."  She leveled the Talisman at the red-headed filly.  "Human!"
The beam of light shot out, split around Apple Bloom, and struck a broom directly behind her, transforming it into a wooden sculpture of a human.
"Stupid useless hunk of magic junk!" Jade snapped out angrily, hurling the Talisman across the room before turning around and sinking into a sulk.  The Talisman flew right through the warp into the Section 13 apartment, followed by a 'thunk' and a pained exclamation from Jackie.
Apple Bloom blinked in confusion.  "Uh...don'tcha think that was a bit extreme?"
"Probably," Jade murmured grumpily.  "But...I know how much it bugs you that you can't control your magic, and all three of you that you have to wear the pendants to go around when that just means you're always overlooked.  I thought...I thought I could turn myself into a pony like the three of you so we could spend time together...or that I could turn the three of you into humans so you could walk around with me without the pendants, and get noticed for your skills.  So you could show how special you are...instead of everyone overlooking you as 'normal'..."  She blinked her eyes, refusing to let the tears at the corners fall.
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo exchanged glances, then swiftly moved to Jade's side to wrap her in a three way embrace.
"I thought...magic could finally be used to fix something..." Jade whimpered, hugging them back.  "I mean...I know Scootaloo's attempt didn't work out...but this wasn't that big..."
"Still a lesson you needed," Uncle offered softly as he stepped into the room, a tray of cookies and sweet tea in his hands as he sat down amongst them.  "It is why I insisted Jackie let you try."
"Uncle?" Jade asked in confusion, wiping away the tears she hadn't yet shed as she accepted the offered sweets.  "What do you mean?"
"You quest for magic eagerly," Uncle explained.  "Not bad thing in of itself...but you must exercise caution and wisdom.  You see magic as a fix all, but that is not so.  Magic has its own rules, and limitations.  Different from those of physics, but just as limiting in their own way."  He rested a hand on Apple Bloom's head.  "Apple Bloom learned this in bringing her own magic under control."  Another hand stroked Sweetie Belle.  "Sweetie learned this as she struggled to master chopsticks."
"Uncle!" Sweetie Belle whined with an embarrassed blush as Apple Bloom and Scootaloo giggled.  Jade just tilted her head in confusion.
"But things came easily for both of you as you've adjusted," Uncle explained as he pulled Scootaloo and Jade into his arms.  "This is why I let you both experiment with Horse and Monkey Talismans.  This is most important lesson of magic, and one only truly understood when experienced.  Only so much can be gained through instruction."
All four girls snuggled up in Uncle's embrace.  "Not exactly a happy lesson..." Jade grumbled softly.
"The important ones seldom are," Uncle allowed wearily.

	
		The Loved



	Jade and the fillies were huddled up together on the second floor of the antique shop, staring down as they watched Uncle at work dusting.  "Alright, the preparations are almost complete," Jade whispered to the others as she hung up the phone.  "Jumping Jackal will be in the den in time for Operation Surprise...though I don't know what he got as a present.  Everyone else's preparations complete?"
Sweetie Belle nodded eagerly.  "The decorations are in place, ready to expand back to normal size for visibility with a single casting.  Unc- sorry, 'ancient rabbit'," she corrected herself as Jade glared at her playfully, "won't suspect a thing."
"And I've managed to find a cake recipe that he'll be able to digest without problems that'll taste good to us, too," Apple Bloom spoke up, not quite as eagerly as Jade or Sweetie had been.
"And I've got an accurate weather report for the big day!" Scootaloo added excitedly.  "The early morning gentle fog that Uncle loves so much, burning off with the first rays of the sun as the sky lights up, with just enough cloud cover to keep it from being too bright for his eyes or skin so he'll be perfectly comfortable, ending on an orange and violet sunset painting the sky in my colors."
Three sets of eyes spun to stare at Scootaloo.  "And how do you know all that much?" Jade asked flatly.
"I...may have bribed a few fairies with a cupcake to get the info," Scootaloo admitted.  "Turns out Uncle's got a real big rep with the local Unnoticeds, and they'd been retroactively shaping his birthday to have perfect weather for him...once I told him what would be best.  They reached back several weeks to ensure nothing got destabilized by the shaping, and everything would be within the natural error tolerances of the existing weather systems."
"...wow..." Jade murmured softly, shaking her head.  "You'd think I'd be used to this sort of thing by now."  Clearing her thoughts, she grinned.  "So how's everyone doing on presents?  I figured a good memory would make a good gift, considering how much Uncle wants to make memories with all of us, so I got a picture of all of us together at dinner when we were dealing with the Rooster Talisman-"
"The 'chew soup' incident?" Sweetie Belle asked teasingly, causing giggles all around.
"Yeah," Jade confirmed, rubbing the back of her head.  "Anyway, I've got it in a nice picture frame with 'Happy Family' written at the top in hanzi.  What about the rest of you?"
Sweetie Belle grinned widely.  "I did something in the same vein.  I wasn't able to find a single good image to capture what I was going for, so I made a collage of happy times from Uncle raising the three of us.  Not all pictures, though.  I had to draw a few things, and also added a few mementos-"
"Broken chopsticks?" Scootaloo offered teasingly, ducking Sweetie Belle's swung hoof.
"So what did you get Uncle, Scoot?" Jade asked intently.
Scootaloo's grin split her face.  "I got him his own personal rainbow," she explained eagerly.  "Two tiny clouds stuck together with a rainbow between them.  He can pull them apart to let the rainbow light shine out, to always put a smile on his face.  You know how much Uncle likes rainbows."
Jade's smile began to fade.  "Okay, I definitely need to start learning magic at some point.  There's no way I can compete with you three, otherwise."
"It's not a competition, Jade," Sweetie Belle chided playfully.  "What matters is the effort we put in, not the result.  That's what Uncle will value."
"Speaking of effort," Scootaloo added, turning to Apple Bloom, "you haven't shifted from your potion kit since you finished the cake.  What have you been trying to make, anyway?"
Apple Bloom lowered her head.  "Umm...remember back when Jackie brought home the Sheep Talisman?  When I talked about a spell to make Uncle a teenager for a few hours so we could all do stuff together?"
"Vaguely," Jade offered nervously, fearing she was about to be outshone again.
"Well, I thought I'd figured out how to make it a potion, so Uncle could just drink it for a few hours full of youthful energy, and I wanted ta perfect it as a birthday present."  Her eyes dimmed.  "But ah just can't get it ta work right.  All it does is grow nerves back..."
"Grow nerves back?" Scootaloo asked, shocked.  "How'd you manage that?"
"Got some ideas from the Horse Talisman," Apple Bloom explained.  "Mixed in a few petals from the blossoms on mah tree out back.  Gives it a boost.  But all it does is restore dead nerve cells all over the body and in the brain, but Uncle don't need that."
"You...made a potion to regenerate brain cells, and you're disappointed?" Jade asked, stunned.  Scootaloo also looked a little miffed.
"Well ah can't make enough ta mass produce it," Apple Bloom countered.  "Takes too much magic and apple blossom petals from just mah tree, and not any other, ta work.  And it's not like Uncle has memory problems or paralysis, so it's useless ta him.  Some birthday present..."
"Well, you managed to make and perfect a new magical potion formula," Jade offered comfortingly.  "You could offer that as a way of showing how much you value all he taught you.  Give him the gift of a skilled student?"
Apple Bloom managed a small smile.  "Ah guess...just wish it was what ah actually wanted.  Ah'm just...missing something..."
"You'll figure it out," Sweetie Belle offered confidently.
"And if you can't do it alone, we'll help!" Scootaloo added.
"Me too," Jade concluded as the group pulled Apple Bloom into a reassuring hug.
Apple Bloom managed a more genuine smile.  "So...what about music for the party?" she asked, turning the discussion towards something happier.
"Maybe some hip hop?" Jade offered hopefully.
"Uh uh," Sweetie Belle instantly shot down the suggestion.  "Trust me, Uncle's hip does not hop."
Giggles followed, leading to a more leisurely discussion.

	
		The Loyal



	Uncle smiled softly as his birthday celebration slowed to a crawl as the sun set.  It hadn't been anything big so far.  Jade had scrounged in the attic and found one of his old 8-track tapes and a player that still worked, playing some of the music Uncle had loved back when he was still trying to sell 8-tracks before he switched to antiques.  Apple Bloom had made up a delicious dinner that the five of them had shared.  And then Jackie had arrived, and Sweetie had waved her horn and made the decorations appear.
"Happy Birthday, Uncle!" all five of them cried out happily as they pulled him into a warm embrace.  Uncle's smile widened as he returned the embrace.  Apple Bloom brought out a rather delicious cake that she guaranteed would not cause issues with his digestion, and after everyone had at least one piece, the presents began.
Jade's gift of a framed memory was happily accepted, with a promise to always treasure it.  Sweetie Belle's collage was hung in Uncle's bedroom, where he would always see it.  Uncle had chuckled at the rainbow Scootaloo had given him.  "It is just bright enough to read by!" he offered happily, setting it over his favorite chair.
Apple Bloom offered her gift of a potion and recipe somewhat sorrowfully.  "I still can't get it to do more than regenerate neurons," she mumbled morosely.  "It was...supposed to be a youth potion..."
Uncle quickly shushed her.  "Apple Bloom, seeing how far you've come with my teachings is gift enough.  Regenerating neurons...I have never heard of magic that could do this.  I am so proud of you."  He pulled her into a warm hug, glad to see that put a smile on her face.  "Besides..." he started to say, then shut his mouth.  "Never mind."  This is a happy occasion, he thought firmly.  I won't depress them by saying it won't be too long before I will need that potion.
Once he managed to successfully deflect interest there, he turned to Jackie.  "So...what did you bring me?"
"Ta dah!" Jackie offered hopefully as he set down what looked like a gift basket from a Bavarian airport gift shop.  The nervous expression that appeared on his face as three fillies and one young girl shot him a glare suggested that was exactly what it was.
Uncle sighed as he started to go through the contents.  "Ugh...chocolate stains my teeth!  And cheese makes my-"  He paused as he remembered the ages of some of the listeners.  "Umm...none of your business."
"Uh...oh!"  Jackie's expression became more eager as he pulled the Dog Talisman from behind his back.  "I brought you one more thing!"  He smiled as Uncle took it.  "It's your sign."
Uncle sighed softly, pushing himself up from the table.  "I will do research now," he offered sadly.  "One can't rest when the fate of the world could be at stake."
"But..." Apple Bloom whimpered softly.  Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo echoed her expression, ears flat and eyes teary.  Jade also sent him a pleading expression.
"I am sorry, girls," he apologized.  "This has been...a very happy birthday.  But I have seen far too many birthdays, and I fear the best of them are far behind me.  Please, feel free to keep celebrating.  I..."  He took a few calming breaths as he felt the weight on his old bones.  "Good night, children."
He closed the door to his library against the disappointment and sorrow of his family.  Taking a seat at his desk, he set the Talisman down, removed his glasses, and wiped away the blurry vision that had nothing to do with his glasses needing cleaning.  "I'll make it up to you girls...somehow," he whispered his promise.

Hours later, Uncle was hard at work decoding the runes of the Dog Talisman late into the night.  He'd heard his family head to their beds, and had sighed sorrowfully over that.  However, he'd finally managed to translate the runes somewhat.  "The Noble Dog is best friend to man," he translated.  "It restores youthful energy to its holder..."  He turned it over to examine the etching on the front.  "And grants...eternal life."  He set the talisman down, tapping it with his pencil eraser.  While any other day, the latter would have brought more focus...  "Youthful energies..." he murmured softly.
Without warning, the Talisman blazed with light as the magic flowed into Uncle.  He felt the years wash away from him as the strength of his youth returned to his body.  His face retained its wrinkles, but his limbs firmed as his skin smoothed.  His fingers toughened as blood flow increased, and his eyes sparked as he saw clearly without his glasses.  He felt decades younger in moments.  "Aiyah..." he murmured softly as he clutched the Talisman.  "Such...such power.  This is what Apple Bloom sought to give me, so we could make memories again..."
He paused as that thought hit him.  They wanted so badly to make more memories with him.  They'd wanted to give him a happy birthday, but he'd ruined that by being too old to enjoy it.  Part of his mind reminded him that magic like this was dangerous.  The Talismans were being actively hunted.  Every day this one - especially this one - was out of the Vault at Section 13 was another day it was in danger of falling into the wrong hands.  He felt safe leaving them at Section 13 partially because of Captain Black's flat refusal to believe in magic.  He'd never be tempted by power he didn't believe in.
But the faces of his daughters as he'd been forced to turn his back on the joy they'd tried to share with him...  Those three fillies had brought so much joy into his life.  They'd given him purpose and drive at a time when both had been running out.  Each day with them was a new challenge that kept him vital, his mind sharp.  He owed it to them to give them more happy memories in these formative years.  He owed them so much more than that.  He had turned his back on them, on their offered gift...he could not do so again.
Quickly fashioning a pendant to hold the Talisman, he hung it around his neck under his shirt.  "Just a few days," he promised himself.  "Just a few days to show them the joy they bring me.  A few days of memories to treasure for a life time..."

	
		The Lies



Tohru hung his head in shame as he faced his Master, Valmont, and their client.  Once again, he'd failed to bring back the Talisman, leaving yet another of the 12 in the possession of Jackie Chan and Section 13, wherever it was.  And on top of that, his fall had broken the Talisman tracking statuette.  He was pretty sure he was reaching the end of whatever good will he'd built up from the Lovecraftian episode, and knew this would likely be when he truly faced consequences.  He waited patiently for whatever would come.
He hated to admit it, but part of him hoped for dismissal.  While losing this job would be great disappointment to his mother, he would no longer risk being sent against Apple Bloom.  Facing against her just felt wrong now, for some reason.  If he was dismissed...well, maybe Uncle was hiring.
"You failed to retrieve the Talisman," Valmont said softly, staring up at Tohru.  "And you sat on this."  He held up the broken pieces of the tracker.
"The seeking device was forged by magic," Shendu hissed angrily.  "Such things are hard to come by."
"Apologies, Master," Tohru offered sincerely, awaiting what he was certain would be a harsh judgement.
Valmont looked up at Tohru for a time.  "The fault is mine, I suppose," he admitted, surprising Tohru.  "It's been obvious for some time that Chan is skilled enough to make your raw power inefficient at dealing with him without the backup of appropriate skill.  Today merely hammers the point home."  He glanced at the broken pieces of the seeking device.  "Expensively, I'll admit, but that's to be expected that I ignored it for so long."
Tohru blinked in shock.  He...wasn't being dismissed in disgrace?  "I won't fail you so again, Master," he promised, bowing his head gratefully.
"No, you won't," Valmont agreed.  "I have acquired the services of a freelancer, who will be paid by the successful job.  He will lead the next expedition to pursue the Chans in acquiring a Talisman.  You may go with or remain here as you choose."
Tohru bowed his head, pleased that the only penalty he faced was a reduction in his duties.  "Understood, Master.  Who is this freelancer?"
Valmont gestured to the entrance to the chamber.  "Allow me to make known to you Hak Foo."
"The Black Tiger?" Tohru asked, surprised.  He knew this man by reputation.  He had been a professional fighter once, in mixed martial arts tournaments.  Unparalleled in both fighting ability and viciousness, rumor had it that his abrupt departure from the professional circuit was due to 'unfortunate accidents' that had happened in the ring, and several of his opponents who hadn't made it out of the ring alive.  Already, he feared what would happen if this man encountered the Chans, especially should his reputation be deserved.
The man who stepped in looked every inch a fighter.  He stood just taller than Valmont, and every inch of his lean body bulged with muscle.  His crimson hair stuck up from his head before flowing down his back, like he was growing a strawberry out of his head.  He wore a blue vest that left the muscles of his torso bare, red pantaloons that fit his legs loosely to give maximum movement, green socks, blue slip on shoes, and two black armbands on each forearm.  A thin mustache extended from under his nose, with a pointy chin beard, and tiny narrowed eyes, the color of which could not be determined, only lethal intent visible in them.
Tohru frowned.  Nothing about this man raised his confidence in him having any sort of self control.  He would have to test that.  "He does not look so ferocious," he offered tauntingly.
Hak Foo's eyes narrowed further.  His teeth clenched as veins bulged from his head.  He quickly shifted to a wide-legged stance.  "Angry Crow takes flight!" he roared out, leaping high into the air.  Tohru tracked his flight as he came towards him.  With a roar and a double midair flip, he growled out, "Emu stands on mountaintop!" before landing on Tohru's shoulders.  "Monkey plucks two peaches!"  With that, Hak Foo's hand snapped down, two fingers curled to aim right at Tohru's eyes.
Tohru shivered, but not from fear of himself.  His minor taunt told him flat out that Hak Foo had no control.  If he had to deal with Apple Bloom or the others, his solution would be to kill.  "...looks can be deceiving," he offered to hide his intentions from Hak Foo...and from Valmont.

Jackie paced back and forth in Uncle's shop over Jade's latest discovery.  Since Uncle had expressed no interest in the gift basket from Bavaria, Jade and the fillies had been working their way through the cheese and chocolate...and one of the chocolates Jade had opened looked exactly like a Talisman.  Same shape, same artistic style of the engraved image of a pig, everything.  "The pig is one of the signs of the Zodiac we haven't located," he admitted, "and the resemblance is uncanny.  So once again...I'm off to Bavaria..."
"I could use a change of scenery!" Uncle offered happily as he walked out of the back room, carrying his suitcase.  "Travel will make good memories for the girls and I.  We will go with you."
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo looked like they could burst with excitement...at first.  However, all three paused as they looked at Uncle.  There was something...off.  Jade lacked their perception, however.  "Awesome!" she crowed happily.  "No babysitter means I get to go, too!"
Jackie got very flustered at the idea of having to keep track of all four girls in a foreign country.  "But you never leave the shop!" he pointed out.  "And what about the Dog Talisman?"
"Bah!  Research can wait!" Uncle countered, leaning on a ladder...only for it to slide away from him, leading to an old vase tumbling off a high shelf, which Uncle quickly leapt and caught before it could hit the floor.
Scootaloo quickly spoke up.  "Okay, I don't know how Uncle's got so much energy now, but I don't wanna waste it!  Vacation in Bavaria, here we come!"
Jackie sighed, knowing he had lost this debate.  However, at least this meant Uncle could help keep track of the girls.
Only Apple Bloom noticed Uncle tucking something into his shirt before leaping back to his feet.  "So," Uncle asked quickly, "what are we waiting for?"

Tohru listened quietly as Valmont went over the latest report.  "The mainframe indicates that one Mr. Chan has purchased seven airline tickets to Bavaria."
Seven? Tohru thought in confusion.  Chan, Uncle, the four girls...Audrey?
Valmont turned to face Hak Foo.  "The Dark Hand jet awaits.  When you meet our friend, Jackie Chan..."  He held up a picture of the man they spoke about.
Hak Foo used his foot to send a cantaloupe into the air.  "Smashing Melon Fist!" he roared, punching the melon hard enough to shatter the rind and splatter the insides.
Tohru shivered.  He knew he couldn't let that sort of violent maniac near Apple Bloom and the others.  "Master," he spoke up, "perhaps I should accompany the Black Tiger in case he needs assistance in dealing with things of a...less than mundane nature.  After all, the Chans have access to...unexpected resources."
Hak Foo's eyes narrowed angrily, but Valmont nodded.  "An excellent suggestion, Tohru.  However, remember that Hak Foo is in charge of this expedition.  What he says goes."
"Understood, Master," Tohru confirmed, turning to follow Hak Foo to the jet.  Inside, he felt sick.  He was lying to his Master about both his intentions and his willingness to obey Hak Foo.  He was disobeying orders, and had full intention of assisting his Master's enemies should it come to that.  What had become of him?
Still, one thing he knew.  He would not let Hak Foo hurt Apple Bloom...even if that meant preventing him from hurting Jackie Chan.
Only one Talisman left after this mission...maybe when all were gathered, Valmont would choose something else to pursue, and he would never come against the Chans again...

	
		The Gift



	The six Chans walked carefully down the streets of Bavaria, Jackie leading the way with Uncle holding Jade's hand, Sweetie Belle on Uncle's head, Scootaloo on Cumulo, and Apple Bloom on Audrey.  It had been surprisingly easy to get Audrey on the plane at the Los Angeles International Airport.  All it had taken was sticking a fake mustache on Audrey, and everyone from the one selling the tickets to the flight attendants treated him like a human.  The only thing really odd was one other passenger - who claimed to be from Van Nuys - who kept asking Audrey if he was related to a Mr. Mumbles.  As he had no idea how to respond to that - and no musical ways to explain his confusion - Audrey had remained silent.
"I will do some sleuthing at the chocolate factory," Jackie spoke up.  "But you girls should stay with-"  His voice trailed off as he saw Uncle tugging Jade off towards the square, the fillies following him.  "...Uncle."
"Jade, I hear you like Hip Hop?" Uncle asked curiously.  "You know, they have it here in Bavaria, too."
"Really?" Jade asked in surprise.
"Yes!" Uncle confirmed.  "They call it Oom-Pah!"
Uncle and Jade burst into giggles.  Apple Bloom tilted her head.  "...ah don' get it."
"I don't think it matters," Sweetie Belle observed.  "Uncle's feeling good enough to go out and do things with us.  What's it matter if we don't get the 'Dad jokes'?"
"Good point!" Scootaloo agreed.  "Come on, let's go find some Oom to Pah to!"
Jackie rolled his eyes, heading off to find the chocolate factory as the others burst into laughter at Scoot's wordplay.
It wasn't long before the group found some musicians playing in the square, playing a drum, a saxophone, and an accordion.  Uncle quickly led the girls - save Apple Bloom, who remained at her perch on Audrey - into a bit of dancing, Audrey following along with a wave of his vines.  At the end of the dance, the whole group shared more laughter.  "And Sweetie said your hip didn't hop!" Jade pointed out gaily as they approached a table set with food, plainly there for anyone to come up and have a snack.
"Ha ch-ch-cha!" Uncle murmured eagerly as he lifted up a large slab of cheese on a piece of bread.
Sweetie Belle gasped in shock.  "Uncle!  Cheese!"
"Yummy!" Uncle responded eagerly as he moved to take a bite.
"But cheese and other dairy products don't agree with your digestion!" Apple Bloom pointed out.  "It's why I made a lactose-free cake!"
Jade frowned.  "There's something different about you," she pointed out incisively.
"Like what?" Uncle asked evasively.
"Well, for one thing, you haven't said 'one more thing' since we got here," Jade insisted.
"I only say that when I am in an irritable mood," Uncle offered quickly, his eyes shifting back and forth.  "Travel agrees with me."
"Actually, you haven't said 'one more thing' since just after your birthday party," Scootaloo pointed out.  "Not to mention you just feel...younger."
Apple Bloom gasped in shock.  "Did...did my potion actually work to make you younger?" she asked hopefully.  "I didn't think it would, but maybe with how much magic you've been exposed to training as a chi wizard and raising us..."
Uncle sighed softly.  He couldn't let her lead herself down a mental path like that.  He'd have to tell them the truth.  "No, Apple Bloom...it was not your potion."  Reaching into his shirt, he pulled out the Dog Talisman, showing it to the five of them.
All five stared in shock.  "No...way..." Jade responded, stunned.
"Way," Uncle replied with a grin.
"The Dog Talisman makes you act younger?" Sweetie Belle asked, surprised.
"Kinda fits," Scootaloo offered.  "I mean, well cared for dogs act like puppies for their entire lives right up until those lives catch up to them and everything fails at once.  Though with the magic setup, it probably makes you immortal too, or something.  Those sound like they'd go together."
"Very astute, Scoot," Uncle praised teasingly, slipping the Talisman back under his shirt and booping Scootaloo on the nose with one finger.
"Does that mean Rhino's part Noble Dog, then?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.  "I mean, we got him nearly a decade ago, and hamsters normally only live for about three years."
"I know!" Scootaloo agreed.  "Heck, I took him into show and tell once as the world's oldest hamster when he turned six!  Then someone showed me that stupid Guinness book that showed the record was seven..."
"Well, he is still acting as young as when we first got him, so it is possible..." Sweetie observed.
"Maybe he just got into Uncle's chi lab and ate some magic stuff?" Jade suggested helpfully.
"Uncle," Apple Bloom spoke up worriedly, shifting the conversation, "you told us magic always exacts a price.  W...what price are ya gonna pay for doing this?"
Uncle sighed softly.  "One I will willingly pay," he replied warmly, kneeling down to wrap his arms around the girls.  "You are in the prime of your lives.  You deserve to have many happy memories, and you try to give them to me too.  Normally, I can only do so much for you all.  But with this...I can give you all the happy memories you deserve, even if it's only for a few days."
Blinking away tears, the three fillies piled into the Uncle hug.  Jade joined them, a calculating look on her face.  Immortality, huh? she thought softly.  Maybe there's something there to fix that...

	
		The Savage



	Hak Foo stood silently in the darkness of the chocolate factory, waiting when Jackie Chan showed up.  He had seen the man visiting the factory earlier, and was certain it was in search of the Talisman, now identified to be the Pig Talisman.  As such, Hak Foo had slipped in to search the entire facility, intimidating what few security personnel were there into not crossing him.  He had found nothing, however, and had instead decided to wait for Chan to show up so he could grill the man for information.  He idly wondered if he should use real fire.
As he saw the man enter, Hak Foo smiled softly.  Once Chan approached the chocolate molds, he stepped out of the shadows.  "Seeking a Talisman?" he asked grimly, flipping one of the chocolates in one hand, reveling in the shock and fear appearing on Chan's face.  He held up the chocolate.  "Only counterfeits here."  Inwardly he grinned, certain that Chan would know him on sight and that sheer intimidation would be all it took to make him break and talk, but ready to add a bit of physical force-
"Do I...know you?" Chan asked curiously.
Hak Foo's eyes narrowed irritably.  He had a reputation, and it was upsetting when the mere sight of him didn't cause his foes to cower.  Still, perhaps his name...  "I am Hak Foo, the last human you will ever lay eyes upon."  When this still did not create the fear reaction he'd hoped for, he hurled the chocolate he was holding like a shuriken, making the vat of chocolate behind Chan burst as he just barely evaded.  When Chan turned to face the vat, Hak Foo began flipping forward, ready to tear Chan apart until he talked, and then finish the job.
"Mantis Boxing Style!"
"Serpent Pouch Technique!"
"Float Like Lotus Blossom!"
"Sting Like Scorpion!"
The sequence of Hak Foo's signature attacks left Chan staggered back, clutching his stomach.  Hak ended the sequence with his foot in Chan's face.  As Chan looked up, he named the technique.  "Flamingo Stance."
Chan showed surprising ingenuity and courage as he grabbed the extended foot.  "These little piggies went to market!"  He threw the foot into a spin.
Hak Foo followed through with the spin, rotating his entire body in the air before landing, calling out as he did, "Flying Dragon Corkscrew!  Cat Lands on Feet, and Bares Claws!"
The exchange of blows, counter blows, and named attacks continued, showing Hak Foo that Chan was skilled, but had not faced one at his level in a long enough time that his skills in true combat had atrophied.  Were he at his best, he would have proved a true challenge for the Black Tiger, possibly even proved victorious.  As it was, it wasn't long before Hak Foo was grinding his feet into the man's back.  "Black Tiger crushes Chan."
"Jackie!" three voices called out in fear.
Hak Foo turned, spotting four girls and an old man.  This was nothing new to him.  Since he started hiring himself out, he'd frequently dealt with the families of those he'd been sent after.  Three of the girls were closer to him than the fourth girl and the old man, moving forward somewhat aggressively.  It was oddly amusing...and somehow adorable.  Hak Foo lifted his head, glaring down dismissively at the trio.  "Take your leave," he growled out.  "This does not involve you...yet."
...he somehow felt he had to look a lot higher than normal to look down at one of the trio, but paid it no mind.
"You don't scare us!" the redhead growled angrily, her voice having a distinctive southern drawl.
"You get off Jackie!" the second girl with paler hair - blonde, perhaps? - cried out, her voice high pitched and more cultured.
"Before we make you!" the third girl with darker hair - was it black? - snapped out, her voice sounding tough.
"What's a Jackie?" Chan mumbled in a dazed tone, plainly still shell shocked from the assault.
Hak Foo blinked a few times as he tried to process just what he was being confronted with, something about what he was seeing difficult to process.  Am I...dealing with Powerpuff Girl cosplayers?  Unable to think what else he could be dealing with, he steeled himself.  "I am here to recover the Talisman and crush Jackie Chan.  I will deal harshly with anyone who gets in my way."  He took an angry step forward, intending to intimidate them into backing off.
He could see the girls shaking in fear...but to his surprise, they matched his forward step.
"Hearts of warriors you have," he offered softly.  "Then I will treat you as such.  Crocodile Catches Unwary Cubs!"  With that roar he rushed forward, his arms spread wide to seize and crush the girls in a single blow.
Before he'd even closed half the distance, the old man had blurred between him and the girls, and sharp pain shot through his entire body emanating from his groin.  The old man stared up at him, eyes like gimlets staring cold hate into his own.  "Papa Wolf pulls no punches," the old man hissed out before spinning, striking Hak right on the temple with a roundhouse kick that sent him flying across the room.
Hak Foo coughed in pain as he extracted himself from the brick wall he'd impacted against, clutching at his head and groin.  He quickly shook it off, regaining control of himself as he faced off against the old man.  "You caught me off guard.  You will regret that."
"I have regretted a lot of things in my life," the old man offered softly.  "Many decisions I'm left wondering if I should have done otherwise, ones that keep me up at night, days I will never forget as I pray for reassurance that I did the right thing.  Breaking a punk who threatens my little girls?"  He spat to the side and took a wide legged combat stance.  "It's just Monday."

	
		The Guardian



	Jade had seen a lot of things in her young life.  Back in Hong Kong she'd seen magical creatures no one else could, leading to many problems for her life.  When she was sent to America, she saw magical, talking, candy-colored ponies who were her cousins and soon became her best friends.  Add to that a tame cloud she could ride on and magical Talismans, and her life had been full of the unbelievable.  Through all of it, she had come to look up to her Uncle Jackie as an ideal to aspire to.  Consummate self control, fierce power, calm wisdom, compassionate heart...  She saw him as something she should shape herself to be like, a good human who was strong enough to be unbeatable.  Seeing this Black Tiger trounce Jackie had shaken her, and filled her with fear.
And then Uncle had stepped up, and showed skill that she could never have imagined, and a calm ruthlessness that made Jackie's explosive bursts of temper look like like the flailing of an angry toddler.
"Monkey plucks two peaches!" Hak Foo roared out, lunging for Uncle and extending two fingers towards his eyes.
Uncle's hand came up flat right between Hak Foo's extended fingers like a game of Jan Ken, before closing his hand around one finger and twisting.  Hak Foo winced visibly as his finger and wrist were both twisted against the joint, only to gasp for air as Uncle sent his other open hand forward to slam into the larger man's throat.  "Monkey goes hungry," Uncle responded flatly, his eyes glaring death into Hak Foo's.
Rubbing at his throat, Hak Foo glowered angrily before charging forward again.  "Gorilla snaps frail twig!" he roared as he leapt into the air, seeking to come down on Uncle's head.
Uncle leapt straight up into the air, easily clearing Hak Foo's jump, leaving him to come down on the ground.  The ground cracked under the mercenary's feet, and he staggered from the unexpected shock before going sprawling as Uncle kicked off the back of his head.  "Springy branch snaps back," Uncle pointed out calmly.
Seeing Jackie starting to stir, Jade raced over to him along with the fillies.  "Jackie, you okay?"
"Ooh...Uncle?" he asked in shock, seeing Uncle duking it out with Hak Foo.
"Rabbit Punch!" Hak Foo proclaimed, lunging for Uncle only for him to sway to the side, spinning and driving a bony elbow into the back of the fighter's head.  "Mule Kick!" Hak Foo attempted again, only for Uncle to dance back from the lunging strike and catch his temple with a sudden snap kick.  "Lobster Claw!"  This upward strike was countered with a Judo throw, slamming Hak Foo face first into the ground.
The trade of blow and counter blow continued, Hak Foo unable to land even a single strike on Uncle while Uncle took his time taking the mercenary apart.  All the time, Uncle's expression remained twisted in fury, and yet his tone of voice whenever he spoke showed no sign of it.  It was almost disturbing to watch.
"Angry Crow takes flight!" Hak Foo cried out desperately, leaping into the air.
"Thank you for sharing, Angry Crow," Uncle countered, racing forward and leaping into the air from below, punching Hak Foo in the gut, catching Hak's head between his feet, and flipping over to slam Hak Foo into the floor beneath before leaping away.  Once he landed next to Jackie and the girls, he took off his glasses, wiped them clean, then put them back on before calmly taking his stance again.
"Jade!" Jackie gasped out in shock.  "Uncle just leapt 20 feet into the air!"
"Go Uncle!" Jade shouted out eagerly.  Apple Bloom and the others, however, looked even more concerned than they had when the fight started.  Jade quickly understood why.  Uncle had said he'd happily pay the price the Talisman exacted from him...but would they be as happy with what it cost?
Hak Foo got to his feet, shaking his head angrily.  A crafty expression crossed his face as his eyes lit up.  Leaping to his feet, he charged towards the girls.  "Elephant stomps infant gorillas!" he cried out.
Jackie struggled to get to his feet as the girls screamed, scrambling away.  Uncle lunged to get between them, only to take a hard fist to the underside of his chin, sending him flying into the brick wall and making it collapse on top of him.
As the others stared in shock, Hak Foo smirked as he rubbed his wrist.  "Sorry, I meant...punches silverback."
"Uncle!" Jackie and the four girls cried out, rushing to the pile of rubble.
Hak Foo smirked, turning to once more put Jackie Chan down - or to issue some cryptic warning, whatever he felt was appropriate - only to freeze.  Apple Bloom, in a fit of worry, had stomped her forehooves at the edge of the pile of rubble and sent every brick in it flying, smashing most of the factory machinery as she violently uncovered Uncle's unconscious form.  His smile quickly vanished.  Maybe not cosplayers after all, he thought, turning and beating a retreat.  I don't think I'll be mentioning that to my employer...

Uncle lay unconscious in a pile of bricks that softened into a comfortable bed even as he lay there.  He could just barely hear the girls and Jackie calling his name, but he could feel himself fading.  And then he heard his own voice shouting.
"Uncle!" he yelled at himself.  "Aiyah!  Tiger man pound you like rice pudding!  What you have to say for yourself?"
"He was...going to hurt the girls..." Uncle responded softly.  "I...had to protect them..."
"He played you!" Uncle shouted at himself.  "He threaten girls to make you stop guarding self!"
"Oh..." Uncle murmured softly.  "I...missed that...why did I miss that?"
"Dog Talisman make body work like young!" Uncle told him.  "That include brain!"
"...which is why I missed that, too..." Uncle mused.
"One more thing!" Uncle shouted.  "Still must get Pig Talisman and discover the power it possesses!"
"But...I am dead," Uncle pointed out.
"Aiyah!" Uncle screamed at him.  "How can you be dead when you are wearing the immortality Talisman!"
"...I should eat more fish..." Uncle mused as he realized yet another thing he'd overlooked.
"One more thing!" Uncle yelled, then promptly struck Uncle on the Temple.
"Ow!" Uncle cried out as he sat up.
"Uncle!" five voices cried out in relief, though one in confusion.
Glancing around, Uncle saw that the four girls were torn between worry and relief, while Jackie was plainly confused.  Knowing Jackie would insist he surrender the Talisman - and also that he couldn't do that just yet - he quickly came up with a logical explanation for the younger man.  "See!  Lots of garlic is good for you!"

	
		The Protector



	With Uncle fully recovered, the group made for the clock tower not far from the chocolate factory, likely owned by the same company.  Jackie was confused by it at first, as all he'd been told was that was where the Talisman was.  It was only when they reached the top from the inside that he saw what they were talking about.  The pig caricature that banged cymbals together to chime the hour had the Pig Talisman embedded in his green hat.
"Elwin's sporting a pork pie hat," Jade explained as Jackie stared.  "I spotted it earlier when the clock chimed-"
Heavy footfalls went unheard as they spoke, and Tohru grabbed Jackie from behind.
"Tohru!" Apple Bloom cried out in shock as the group turned to face him, Scootaloo quickly taking to the sky on Cumulo.
Hak Foo stepped up from nearby.  "Many thanks for leading us to the prize," he purred menacingly, like a hunting cat who'd just cornered its prey.
"You are not welcome," Uncle stated irritably as he stepped into Hak Foo's sight from behind Tohru.
Hak Foo's eyes widened as he stepped back in fear.  "But...Elephant Punch!" he stated worriedly, lifting his fist as he glanced from it to Uncle, shaking like a leaf as Uncle stepped forward.
Tohru glanced between Hak Foo and Uncle in confusion.  He readily admitted to being afraid of Jackie Chan at times.  He knew the fillies had their own powerful magic, and that Jade could be fiendishly clever.  He also knew that Uncle was a powerful chi wizard...whatever that meant.  Still, he couldn't think why any of that would terrify someone as ruthless as Hak Foo.  "What did you do to him?" he asked Uncle curiously.
"Well, after he tried to attack Apple Bloom-" Jade started to say, but Tohru heard no more than that.
His eyes narrowed to slits as he dropped Jackie Chan unceremoniously.  "You what?" he snarled angrily, turning to face Hak Foo.
Hak Foo snarled defiantly.  "I was hired to find the Talismans, and eliminate obstacles!  If they are an obstacle-"
Before he could get another word out, Tohru had lunged forward with an angry yell, his massive hand grasping Hak Foo's entire head.  Yanking him forward, Tohru punched Hak hard in the gut before flipping him over his head, slamming him into the floor several times before spinning and slamming him bodily into the gear works of the clock tower.  The sheer force of the charge and slam caused many of the gears to crumple, causing the entire gear works to start to fall apart and the tower to begin to collapse.
"Run!" Jackie screamed in fear.  Uncle, Jade, Audrey III, and Sweetie Belle were quick to take the advice and follow, racing out of the clock tower.
As they got well out onto the street below, they turned back and saw the entire structure collapsing.  As it fell, one large gear flew free of the tower, spinning rapidly, before coming down on the chocolate factory.  For some reason, this impact caused the entire building to catch fire.
"Bad day..." Jackie murmured softly as he stared at the devastation.
"Aiyah..." Jade, Apple Bloom, and Sweetie Belle agreed.
"So...we're booking before the cops show up, right?" Scootaloo asked hopefully, the Pig Talisman clutched in her hooves as she floated down, having gone out via the roof when she'd raced for the Talisman as soon as Hak Foo had made an appearance.
"Excellent idea," Uncle agreed, leading the race back to the hotel.
Behind them, Tohru slowly sat up from amongst the wreckage of the clock tower, pushing it aside as he uncovered himself and a badly injured Hak Foo.  He hadn't realized just how badly he'd lost his temper, and found himself more than a little afraid he'd caught Apple Bloom and the others in the destruction he'd caused.  Catching sight of the group racing off in the distance, he sighed in relief.
An angry groan from below caught his attention.  "You..." Hak Foo snarled.  "Valmont will hear of this.  You will pay for your betrayal."
Tohru let out a 'tsk' sound as he once more lifted Hak Foo by his head, but this time leaving his face visible.  "Master already knows that Chan is more than capable of cold blooded murder to protect his girls," he countered, a minor - in his opinion - exaggeration of the facts.  "It is why the rest of us know better than to actually attack them.  If I crush your skull now, then go back and tell Master you tried to hurt the girls leading to Jackie snapping your neck, or being eaten by Apple Bloom's size-changing carnivorous plant kaiju Audrey III, or being crushed to death beneath a collapsing clock tower due to your own incompetence and misuse of Talisman magic, Master won't even question.  He'll write you off as a loss and purge all records of official contact or employment of you before the day is out."
He pulled Hak's face close to his own.  "So if you expect to make it back to San Fransisco in one piece, instead of dying by my hand or being pushed into shark infested waters from the plane while bleeding...I suggest you come up with a story to explain your injuries and failure that doesn't involve what I did to you...and stick to it."
Hak Foo stared into Tohru's cold, merciless, remorseless eyes, felt the apathy and antipathy within that gaze...and whimpered.
"I'm glad we understand each other," Tohru stated bluntly.  He threw Hak Foo over his shoulder and turned to walk back to the Dark Hand jet.  "I look forward to hearing your story.  I'm sure it will be...creative."

	
		The Cameos



	Uncle lay back in his seat in First Class, his body being gently massaged by his chair as they flew back to San Francisco.  At Apple Bloom's insistence, he'd taken the Dog Talisman off as soon as they were back on the plane...and the cost kicked in.  Everything his body had been through while wearing the Talisman was now taxing both his physical energy and his chi.  Had he not built up such huge stores of chi from his wizard training and study, he might well have wasted away as so much of his chi was rapidly directed to repairing the damage done.  As it was, he was struggling to breathe and move.  Apple Bloom had insisted that she and the others move to a different part of First Class so as not to disturb him, so he could rest easy with the flight attendants fetching whatever he needed.
Reaching out, he carefully lifted his cup of tea and took a small sip, trying to ignore the sippy-cup lid placed for his own safety in case of turbulence or his muscles failing him.  Plainly, using the Dog Talisman was not something he should try with any frequency.  However, he would recover...so in his mind, it was worth it.  Though, probably not again for a long while.  Being young was exhausting.
As he rested, however, he was distracted by a heated argument two empty rows in front of him.  The man that had asked if Audrey was related to 'Mr. Mumbles' was on the same flight back, along with the lady he'd been travelling with.  They were now arguing over something.
"I can't believe the place blew up before we even got there!" the man growled out angrily, throwing his hands up in the air in frustration.  "Of all the inconsiderate gall!"
"It's not like we missed anything," the girl offered placatingly.  "I mean, we were going to blow the chocolate factory up ourselves..."
"No less than they deserve for trying to poison me!" the angry man insisted.
"Snukikins, I don't think the mislabeling of those regular chocolates as lactose-free was intentional," the woman suggested affectionately.  "Sneaking explosives onto an international flight - after getting you off the No-Fly list finally - and off the flight might have been a bit excessive.  I mean, we could have just bought them there."
"Never trust foreign markets," the angry man grumbled.  "Besides, it's the principle of the thing!  We came all this way and we didn't even get to get vengeance ourselves!  We're supposed to be the carriers of karma, not the world at large!"  He crossed his arms, lowering his head.  "Should have just borrowed the super-spy jet again..."
"The whole reason she got you off the no-fly list was because she didn't want us doing that again," the girl chided gently.
"But this whole trip has been such a waste!" the angry man proclaimed angrily.  "Who knows what's happening at the bakery without us to ride hard on the idiots and nutcases we have working there?"
"Hmm...maybe I could come up with something to make the trip worth it?" the girl purred suggestively.
The man let out a surprised yelp.  "Hey!  What happened to keeping our displays of affection less public?"
"These couples cocoons I sprung for come with a soundproof dome," the girl purred hungrily.  "Now...let's see about this 'Mile High Club' I've heard so much about, shall we?"
As the dome closed over those seats, Uncle let out a long sigh.  Even when it wasn't happening to him, being young was exhausting!

Hak Foo stared up at Valmont from his kneeling position, struggling not to wince from the pain of his injuries.  He knew this would not be a pleasant interchange.  Valmont finally spoke up.  "Hak Foo, do you have an explanation for how exactly you failed in your mission?  And how you came to be so injured as a result?"
Hak Foo swallowed as he felt Tohru's gaze boring into his skull from across the room.  "I...I'd rather not say," he offered lamely.
Valmont's frown deepened.  "Hak Foo, I am giving serious consideration to shifting your payscale to on commission, with payment on successful completion of missions."
Hak Foo felt himself begin to sweat.  He needed the steady income of a retainer desperately.  "...you won't believe me," he offered hopefully.  He had only managed to come up with one way to explain what had happened without mentioning Tohru, and it sounded absurd even to him.
Valmont gestured to the statue behind him.  "My present client is a talking, fire-breathing statue who lends us ninjas made of living shadow for backup force.  Our targets are magical Talismans.  My credulity stretches quite far."
Hak Foo sighed, finally forced to give his 'explanation'.  "I was defeated soundly by Splinter and the Power Puff Girls."
Valmont blinked.  "...I admit, that's the last thing I expected you to say.  I'm not entirely sure..."
"Master," Tohru spoke up as he got his suppressed laughter under control, "the Chans do have access to the Rat Talisman, and it's magic to animate the inanimate."
Valmont sighed, rubbing the bridge of his nose.  "There is that, I suppose.  Dismissed, Hak Foo.  And I expect much better performance in the future."
Nodding, Hak Foo went to his quarters.  Once there, he made a note that his exercise routine the next day had to be much more intense.  Tonight's workout, however, had to be cancelled.  He needed...therapy.
Going to his freezer, he grabbed a gallon of Fudge Ripple ice cream, then sat down in front of the TV.  Sticking in a DVD, he watched and listened as the show began to play.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eznOQk3j3vo
As he watched, tears ran down his cheeks.  "Kaoru-chan...doushite?" he whimpered softly.

Apple Bloom stared from the Dog Talisman to her 'nerve restoration' potion.  She knew she was on the verge of a breakthrough, and could only hope she would get the one she wanted.  She had a few ingredients arranged to add to the potion, and wasn't sure what she would need.  However, recognizing the runes from the back of the Dog Talisman from the books she'd done her research in for what should have been a youth potion had given her a crazy idea.
As such, she lit the burner under the potion vial, waited for it to start to bubble...and added a few hairs she'd gathered from the tail of a puppy dog (painlessly to the pup, of course).
She watched as she saw the potion change colors, beginning to glow.  "It's...it's almost there...maybe...?"  Carefully, she added a few snips taken from the garden, and a tiny amount of snail trail slime.  Before her eyes, the glow of the potion started to blaze...and the vial began to shake.  "Unstable?  I need to balance it, but how...?"  Thinking quickly, she grabbed a teaspoon of sugar and a pinch of cinnamon, tossing them into the vial.  Not sure what else to do for the last ingredient, she focused her chi into her pendant, drew out a merest fraction of the Christmas Magic inside, and fed it into the blazing potion.
The vial and burner both exploded, though no shrapnel appeared.  As the smoke cleared, all that was left was a tiny red crystal that Apple Bloom didn't recognize, though when she picked it up she could feel power stored within.
"...okay, not what I wanted..." she groaned, burying her face in her free hoof.  "But...maybe it can do something?  I mean...what is it?"  She gently set it rolling along the table, where it fell into Rhino's water dish, making the water sparkle.
At that moment, Rhino crawled slowly up to get a drink.  After a few sips, he raced away as quickly as he had five years prior, looking as fresh as a youngin.
Blinking, Apple Bloom lifted the stone again.  "It...gives energy to liquid?" she mumbled thoughtfully.  "Hmm..."
Unsure what else to do with it, she went over to Uncle's favorite tea cup and affixed it to the bottom of the cup on the inside.  To her surprise, the crystal shifted to match the coloration of the inside of the cup.  Shrugging her shoulders, she made a mental note to only serve Uncle tea in that cup from now on.  With luck, it would actually help him.
What no one knew was that the paint on the bottom of the outside of the cup was lead based, though it never reached far enough for any of it to ever enter Uncle's systems.  Had Apple Bloom looked a little longer, she would have noticed the paint taking on a golden sheen.

	
		Final Contest



	A pie eating contest.
A pie eating contest.
Jackie couldn't believe that this last Talisman hunt had ended at a pie eating contest.  He rubbed his forehead as he mentally went over how it had happened.
They'd tracked the Talisman to where it was hidden according to the inscriptions, only to find it wasn't there anymore.  When they tracked down who had removed it, they discovered it was as part of a family tradition to bake a clean, odd-shaped rock into a pie as some sort of traditional prank on whoever found it.  The man who'd done so had done it for his ill daughter, who was born under the sign of the Tiger.  Unfortunately, she hadn't made it to try the pie.  Unable to look at it anymore, he'd donated the pie to the pie eating contest.
As such, all they knew was that the Talisman was in one of the pies at the contest.  This meant the only way for them to get the Talisman was to enter the contest so they could search the pies.  Jackie intended to just search each pie with a fork, while the girls intended to actually eat their way through, enjoying the contest itself.  Jackie sighed to himself once more as he settled on the stage.  At least their only competition was an old man who could barely keep his dentures in his mouth.
At least, that was so until Tohru sat down at the opposite end of the table, right next to Apple Bloom and Audrey.  "Bad day..." Jackie groaned to himself.  So much for a relaxed hunt.
At the whistle, everyone began to eat.  The old man went one careful bite at a time from his pie.  Jackie went pie by pie, stabbing his fork into them all over in an attempt to find stone.  Tohru lifted a pie in each hand, shoving them into his mouth and devouring them, pausing just long enough after each one to search his mouth with his tongue before swallowing.  Jade ate rapidly in forkfuls, as did Sweetie Belle with multiple floating forks.  Scootaloo buried her face in each pie as she got to them, devouring them eagerly and quickly becoming quite messy.
The spectacle, however, was Apple Bloom.  It started when she struck the edge of the first pie tin with her hoof, causing the pie to hop out and over her head.  Opening her mouth wide, she caught it in her mouth, searched for stone with her tongue, then swallowed whole.  Even as she was swallowing, she had struck the next tin, sending that pie after the first one.  She repeated the pattern endlessly, it eventually looking like some sort of strange rhythm game.  At one point, she even struck three tins in rapid sequence before catching the pies in her mouth one by one.  This caused a huge round of applause from the audience, and drew the attention of the other competitors.
Jade quickly attempted to duplicate the feat, but she only succeeded in splattering pie all over her face.  "Stupid OP pony magic," she grumbled under her breath in a half-hearted pout.
Tohru watched in amazement for a few moments before redoubling his efforts, having apparently become bitten by a competitive bug.
As the pace reached a fever pitch, the old man suddenly spoke up.  "There's somethin' crunchy in mah pie."  Reaching into his mouth, he pulled out his dentures...and the Tiger Talisman, caught between the teeth.
"Go!" Jackie ordered quickly, leaping to the table and rushing to grab the Talisman.
Apple Bloom's strike to the last pie tin was off because of that, sending the pie flipping multiple times in the air before landing in Audrey's open mouth.  Tohru started to stand up, only to freeze as Apple Bloom was between him and Jackie.  This allowed the whole group to get away as Tohru was stopped as the winner of the contest, with a new record of 47 pies.

In Valmont's office, Shendu was most upset.  "After nine centuries, all 12 Talismans have finally been recovered," he growled viciously.  "And yet, I only possess two.  The Chans possess ten!  You have failed, Valmont."
"Not yet, Shendu," Vlamont countered.  "We need only discover the location of Section 13, and recover the Talismans from there."
"And how, pray tell, do you intend to manage that before the new year?" Shendu hissed angrily.  "If the Year of the Dragon ends before I acquire all 12 Talismans, their powers will seal themselves, and I will be unable to complete my resurrection!  If that happens, you can kiss the treasure of Shin Shi Wa goodbye!"
"For a dozen more years, anyway," Valmont observed calculatingly.
"For much longer than that," Shendu countered.  "Stars attuned to Dark Chi are coming close to an alignment.  When that alignment occurs, it will alter the balance of chi across the entire planet for many years to come.  If the Talismans' power is sealed during that time, they will not unseal for another nine centuries!  And unlike demons like myself, you lack that much time to wait.  And with how I have seen human technology and chi magic advance since I was bound to this form, I seriously doubt I will be able to succeed nine centuries hence."
"Then it's a good thing Chan's not off the plane yet," Valmont observed dryly.  "Hak Foo is spying on the old Chi Wizard's shop, with orders to follow Chan when he arrives and leaves.  He always brings the Talismans there first, so the old man can determine their magic.  We will discover the location of Section 13 by following Chan when he goes to lock the Talisman away."  He grinned wickedly.  "Failing that, we shall simply bring him here and...extract the information we need.  I know a few specialists in that regard..."

	
		Final Power



	Once the group had returned to the shop, Jackie immediately took the Talisman into the back room with Uncle to research its powers.  Jade and the girls, meanwhile, put their focus instead on the basket of candy on the table in the center of the shop.  "Chinese New Year rocks!" Jade spoke up happily, reaching into the covered basket to pull out a bag.  "Especially the sweets."
"Jade!" Jackie called out without bothering to look up before Jade had even managed to grab one of the bags.  "Leave it be.  Two more days till New Years."
Grumbling, Jade pulled her empty hand back amidst the giggles of the fillies.  "How did he know-"
"And that goes double for the rest of you," Jackie added absently.  "I'd like to go at least one year without having to buy a second basket the day before New Years when the prices are highest, Scootaloo."
"Hey!" Scootaloo complained as Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle giggled.  "I'm not the only one to empty the basket before New Years!"
"No, but Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle have the courtesy to give me a full week in which to get a good deal on a replacement basket," Jackie responded, again without looking up.
"So...is there anything I can do in the way of mischief you three haven't already done?" Jade asked hopefully.
"One more thing!" Uncle called out without looking up from his tome.  "Sweetie Belle, make sure Rhino doesn't get into the candy!  Too much sugar not good for hamsters!"
Sweetie Belle giggled as she caught the mischievous rodent in her magic, stuffing him back in his hamster ball.  "We'll let you know if we come up with anything."
"Hatcha!" Uncle spoke up quietly, catching Jackie's attention.  "The Tiger Talisman possesses the power of Balance!"
"Physical or spiritual?" Apple Bloom asked quickly before Jade could try something crazy and likely make a mess of it.
"Good thinking, Apple Bloom," Uncle praised.  "It is spiritual balance.  Within each and every one of us lies conflicting forces, Yin and Yang.  Light and Dark.  Good and Evil."
"And what sort of power is that for a magical Talisman?" Jade demanded grumpily.
"Dunno what it does on its own," Scootaloo spoke up, "but if my theory about the Talismans being meant to be used together is true, that one's probably what lets someone use the other 11 at the same time without overburdening their chi."
"Exactly!" Uncle praised.  "According to my research, Tiger Talisman is the glue that binds the other Talismans together.  Other Talismans can be used one at a time, or interchangeably...but with rare exception, should not be used together without the Tiger Talisman.  To do so would be to court Chi Exhaustion."
Scootaloo's eyes widened considerably.  "Then...the Immortality and Youthful Energies of the Dog Talisman would be channeled through the Tiger Talisman to become the fuel on which the other Talismans ran, keeping the wielder's own chi stable?"
Uncle nodded.  He then raised his hand.  "One more thing!  You should not try to combine Dog, Horse, and Tiger Talismans in an attempt to empty out the hospital.  Too much magic applied to someone in bad health state can be lethal before any magical effect can take place as their chi paths are overloaded."
"In other words, for someone to survive using the Horse/Dog/Tiger combination to recover from any illness, they need to be well enough that just the Horse Talisman would do it?" Sweetie concluded acerbically as Scootaloo's face fell.
"More or less, yes," Uncle allowed.  "As I have said many times, magic is not a fix all."
Scootaloo idly kicked at the floor.  "...I'll be on Cumulo," she offered softly, taking wing and heading for the second floor window.
Uncle sighed softly as he watched her go.  "The important lessons are rarely pleasant," he allowed sadly.
Jackie nodded, taking the Talisman from Uncle.  "For now, I will take this powerless Talisman to Section 13," he explained softly.  "Uncle, are you certain I cannot take it through the warp spell the girls use?"
"Aiyah!  You want take dangerous magical artifact through magical warp you do not fully understand?" Uncle demanded in terror.  "Even Jade knows enough of magic to not do that!"
"Yeah-hey!" Jade shouted out, her cry quickly shifting from pleased to angry, much to the amusement of Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.
Chuckling to himself, Jackie turned to go.  "Then I will walk.  It is a pleasant day, after all, and it will be nice to finally put this quest to rest."
"And Jade and fillies make tea for dear old Uncle?" Uncle suggested eagerly.  "Has been tasting especially good as of late."
Jackie chuckled as he watched the girls go to the kitchen as he walked out into the shop.  As he walked, he noticed a brief flare of light from the Tiger Talisman.  "What?"  Examining it closely, he saw a crack running in a curved line the whole length of the Talisman.  "A crack?  How did that-"  He paused as he remembered the sound the old man's dentures had made as they had cracked down on the Talisman.  "Maybe...but that doesn't make any sense.  Talismans are magical stones.  They wouldn't have survived this long if they were that fragile..."  His voice trailed off as he got a closer look at the shape of the crack.  "Wait...that looks a lot like the dividing line in most Yin/Yang symbols-"
His words were interrupted as the Talisman split down the middle, shedding some stuck on dirt and stone chips as the two tigers - one in each half of the Talisman - glowed brightly, and the world went white.

	
		Final Thoughts



	Jackie slowly sat up after the flash of the Talisman, rubbing his head.  The headache was annoying, but his heart felt unburdened for the first time in as long as he could remember.  There was no rage to hold back, no pain always lurking at the corners of his memories.  He felt...cleansed.  Was this the power of the Tiger Talisman?  To bring him into balance with himself?  If so, perhaps he should hold onto it-
No, he had to be responsible.  He shook his head to clear it, and noticed his reflection.  Hardened from experience he looked, but he didn't seem upset with himself.  He really should talk with Uncle about this Talisman.  If it could help him so much...
His thoughts drew his eyes to the Talisman...to the half Talisman in his hand.  "Wah!" he cried out...his voice oddly echoing, but that could be focused on later.  The more important issue was, "Where's the other half?"  He quickly began to search for it, fearing what might happen.  If even half the Talisman could do this, what would happen with the whole thing?  And what would the other half do, if this half meant calming his heart?  If it was Balance, would the other half cause the carrier's heart to be in turmoil?
His thoughts raced as he struggled to find answers and the half Talisman, but a squish under his foot drew his attention.  When he saw what had happened, pain shot through his heart.  He had killed!  He had taken life!  What had he become?
Tears in his eyes, he raced for Uncle as he had since he was a child, desperate for comfort.  Tears poured down his cheeks as he cried out to his caretaker, his protector, his guardian, his friend, "Uncle!"
Uncle quickly got up from his research to see to Jackie, as he always had.  "What is it?" he asked worriedly.
"I stepped on a bug!" Jackie wailed out, knowing Uncle would find a way to make it all better.  He wasn't sure why Uncle was staring at him oddly.

Jackie slowly sat up after that irritating flash of light, rubbing his head.  Other than the pain, his head felt the clearest it had in years.  Each thought came clearly and precisely, without hesitation or worry.  There were no doubts making him question, nor any need to question.  Each thought had a sense of rightness with it, of certainty.  Was this the power of the Talisman, to cleanse his mind and bring balance to his thoughts?  If so, he should keep it.  This was useful.
Turning, he saw his reflection, clear of all doubt.  This was definitely the better way.  Definitely keeping this Talisman, and if anyone tried to take it from him, he could just break them.  There was no reason not to.
He glanced down at the Talisman in his hand...the half Talisman in his hand.  "Wah!" he cried out, not caring about the choral tone of his voice.  "Where's the other half?"  He went to go look for the missing half.  After all, if one half had done this for him, what could both halves do?  Besides, why should he share?
As he looked, he noticed the basket of candy on the counter.  Eh, he'd probably search better after a snack.  Besides, he liked candy.  Walking right up to the counter without hesitation, he began to raid the basket for the best bits, his favorites from his childhood.  They were as delicious as ever, so it wouldn't hurt anything to binge.  It wasn't long before the basket was almost entirely empty of all but wrapping paper.
"Tea is ready, Uncle!" Jade called as she and the fillies exited the kitchen, pushing a small trolley with the tea tray on top.  When they caught sight of Jackie, however, they froze.
Jackie shrugged as he tossed the last bit of candy into his mouth, chewing and swallowing.  "Good," he commented idly, rubbing his belly.
"Jackie!" Jade wailed unhappily.
"That was our candy!" Scootaloo added her voice to the complaint.
"Not anymore," Jackie replied bluntly.  Walking up, he idly ruffled Jade's hair and Apple Bloom's mane.  "Got milk?"
Apple Bloom looked to be on the verge of tears.  Sweetie Belle actually was crying.
Jackie tsked irritably.  "Grow up," he grumbled as he made his way to the kitchen.  If that was all it took to make the girls cry, then the outside world would eat them alive without their pendants.  They needed to toughen up and quick.  He couldn't solve all their problems after all.  He headed for the fridge to grab the milk.

Uncle backed out of his study in confusion.  Noticing Jade and the girls over by the kitchen, he called out to them.  "What happened to Jackie?  He is such a crybaby!"  He figured they might know what was up, especially if magic was involved.
"He's such a jerk!" Jade snapped out, more anger and hostility in her voice than had been there since she had arrived as she and Scootaloo tried to comfort Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.
Uncle blinked, wondering what the heck had gotten into the girls.  "He is in the library, weeping all over my research!" he insisted, defending his point.
"No," Scootaloo corrected.  "He's in the kitchen raiding...the fridge..."  Her voice trailed off as she felt something odd in the wind of the shop.
Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle looked up as they wiped their eyes.  Maybe things weren't how they seemed?  "Jackie!" Apple Bloom called out at the top of her voice, hoping she'd find something to tell her that her beloved uncle hadn't taken her candy and then callously left her in tears without even an apology.
Jackie stepped out of the study, wiping tears from his eyes.  Jackie also stepped out of the kitchen, chugging milk straight from the carton before lowering it.
"WHA!" Uncle, Jade, and all three fillies called out at the sight of two Jackies.
The Jackie drinking milk belched.  The other Jackie turned, and both caught sight of each other.  "Wah!" they cried out in stereo.
"Prepare for trouble," Audrey III sang out.  "Make it double..."

	
		Final Face-Off



	Once everyone stopped freaking out - and Audrey III stopped singing - Uncle brought everyone back to his lab so he could look into what happened and why.  His research quickly provided an answer.  "When the Talisman broke, Jackie's Yin was separated from his Yang."
"Whoa," Jade murmured softly.  "Jackie Light...and Jackie Dark..."
"I am the dark side!" the weeping Jackie spoke up.  "I murdered a bug!"
"Ugh!" the other Jackie growled out.  "You can't really be that much of an idiot?  Don't you ever listen to Uncle's lectures?  That's your job!"
The crying Jackie blinked.  "Well...Dark isn't necessarily evil...so I am the evil side!"  He promptly went back to crying, making the other Jackie facepalm.
"You're the side who ate our candy?" Sweetie Belle whimpered, looking up at the angry Jackie.  "Are...are you evil?"
"Not evil," Uncle corrected.  "Just lacking sound judgement-"
"In your opinion," the gruff Jackie interrupted in an irritated growl, arms crossed and vibrating like a coiled spring.
Uncle frowned, not liking being interrupted.  However, he decided to move on to the next point.  "So, each of you has half of the Talisman?"
The two Jackies each pulled out their Talisman half.
"Good!" Uncle praised.  "You must put them together, to unite into one Jackie."
"Not a chance!" The gruff Jackie growled, knocking the gentle Jackie's arm aside as he pocketed his Talisman half.  "I will never be one with him again!"
Everyone pulled back in shock at the intensity.  The gentle Jackie stood up.  "Works for me!  I don't want you inside me again, trying to make me a monster-"
"Make you a monster?" the gruff Jackie growled, slamming his fist into the wall.  "You're already a monster, or I wouldn't exist!  And I'm not going back into that cage!"
"Cage?" gentle Jackie demanded, stunned.  "What are you talking about?  You're the one always trying to hurt people!"
"You made me that way!" gruff Jackie snarled.  "All these years, with the world tearing you apart inside and out...but you won't show that!  No, you won't let it twist you into 'something you're not'.  So instead, all that pain and misery-"  He slammed his hand against his chest.  "You bottle it up here, stick it into me!  Who cares if the world is really awful, if nine times out of ten we're the punching bag!  No, can't skew that happy perspective, so dump it on me!  All that I'm left is the anger, the pain, the hate!"  He crossed his arms, looking down on his counterpart.  "And you call me the monster."
"You were going to kill that Nibbler guy!" gentle Jackie pointed out.
"He deserved it!" gruff Jackie snapped.  "He was going to eat our girls!  He left them with nightmares that still plague them!  He deserved to be ripped apart and sent straight to hell!"
Gentle Jackie gasped in shock.  "You...you said a bad word in front of the girls!  You are evil!"
"You really think you can sanitize the world for them?" gruff Jackie snapped.  "Someday they'll have to face the world without their pendants.  Either their magic will need to be unleashed, or it will grow too strong to hide!  And you know as well as I what the world will do to them then."  He stomped forward angrily.  "It will chew them up and spit them out, just like it did to us.  If they aren't strong enough, they won't survive.  And you'll let that happen, because you can't bear to hurt their 'innocence'."
"I don't want to hurt them!" gentle Jackie wailed.  "And I don't want them hurt!"
"And no matter what, that is inevitable," gruff Jackie snapped.  "The world hurts.  You either deal with it, or you're left like us or worse.  You want this for them?"  Both fell silent for a time.
"This is what comes of being out of balance!" Uncle yelled, getting in the middle of them.  "You must restore balance!"  Reaching out, he struck both Jackie's on the temple.
"Ow!" gentle Jackie complained, rubbing his forehead.
Gruff Jackie struck back.
"Ow!" Uncle complained.  "Oh...you want a piece of Uncle?"
The gruff Jackie and Uncle proceeded to exchange finger strikes to the temples as all others glanced back and forth between them.  Jade stared wide eyed, shocked beyond belief at what her uncle had shouted at himself.  Audrey was humming something to himself as he watched.  Apple Bloom had curled up in Audrey's vines, covering her ears as she no longer wanted to hear any of it.  Sweetie Belle had climbed into Jade's arms for comfort.
Scootaloo sat atop Cumulo, focusing on the aerial view...but her wings twitched, dragging her attention away.  A familiar red-headed figure was approaching the shop, closely followed by a familiar white limo.  "It's the Crow guy!" she called out, pointing.  "And the Dark Hand!"
Gentle Jackie quickly seized the girls.  "Run!  This is no place for children!"
"Hide the Talismans!" Uncle warned.
Gentle Jackie pocketed his Talisman half as he pulled the girls into the back of the shop.  Gruff Jackie pocketed his, then shifted himself.  "I owe him some payback," he growled, spitting into a nearby teacup as he made his way to the front.
Hak Foo growled as he caught sight of him.  "Chan!  You will give me the Talisman or I-"
He was cut off as a spinning kick caught him in the solar plexus, sending him straight out the front door of the shop, across the street, and embedding him in the wall opposite.  Gruff Jackie cricked his neck.  "Next?"

	
		Final Negotiation



	Tohru, Finn, Chao, and their companion in their assault group stared from Hak Foo embedded in the wall to Chan glaring at them.  Ratso was leading a couple others around the side of the shop, but it didn't seem to be necessary at this point...or particularly wise.  Finn finally managed to find his voice.  "So...is this a bad time?" he asked nervously.
"Not at all," Chan responded.  "I have some anger to work out.  Your timing is perfect."
"Not it!" Finn called out immediately.
"Not it!" Chao followed up quickly.
"Not it!" the new guy called out.
"Wait, wha-oh..."  Tohru rubbed his forehead, turning to smile nervously at Chan.  "I don't suppose if we asked politely-"
"I'd give you a ten second head start, yes," Chan interrupted quickly.
"Run for it!" Finn yelled out, racing for the car they arrived in.
Chan grinned as he took off in hot pursuit as the car drove off.

Ratso panted for breath as he pushed himself in pursuit of Jackie, leading his two lackeys.  At the start of the day, he'd felt great since he had lackeys to push around for once.  He was even happy to be assigned to the back door, since it reduced the chance he'd end up in traction by day's end.  Then Jackie had popped out of the door, pushing the four girls back into the shop behind him before saying, "Fighting is not nice!"
That's where the chase had begun, with the three of them racing after Jackie after he'd run along the wall to get past them to the street.  He was rather grateful when he saw a commotion ahead, which resolved itself into people watching a celebration of Chinese New Year complete with a dragon dance.  It meant Jackie would stop running to hide.
When the trio did track down and corner Jackie...they could be forgiven for overlooking the thundering cyan cloud hovering over a box of fireworks.

Valmont moved down to the lower levels of his building as he saw one of his dispatch vehicles returning, certain this meant that his men had successfully captured Chan so they could extract information from him.  He'd already had an illuminating conversation with Shendu regarding the recently claimed Talisman...specifically a detail that Tohru had recalled before leaving.
"The Tiger Talisman is the glue that binds the others together," Shendu had explained.  "On its own, it has no inherent magic.  It only reacts to magic it is used with."
Valmont stared at the image of the Talisman he'd found in the old tomes.  "The design is different than the other Talismans," he observed.  "The others all have the single animal etching...but this one seems to be two tigers back to back."
"The design represents the balance of Yin and Yang," Shendu explained tersely.  "Surely you understand that much."
"It's just that Tohru heard the sound of stone cracking when the Talisman was bitten into," Valmont pointed out.  "Can Talismans break?  Or...be designed to break?"
Shendu hummed to himself for a moment.  "It is feasible," he admitted.  "It has not happened before, but it could be possible that should the Tiger Talisman become divided, it would divide the Yin and Yang of the one holding it, ungluing them from each other.  But the odds are unlikely."
"Pity," Valmont observed sadly.  "It would be a perfect way to get Chan on our side if we could separate his goody-two-shoes self from that core of fury.  If he weren't so dead set on being the good guy, he'd make an excellent enforcer..."
It was as he thought these things that he reached the front door in time to see something that greatly unnerved him.  Chan stood there wearing Chao's jacket and shades.  Chao and Finn were collapsed just inside the door, bruised and battered and looking torn between wanting to crawl away and staying as still as humanly possible.  The third thug sent with them was unconscious and bent in an unpleasant fashion.  Tohru was collapsed on his stomach with Chan standing on top of him.
"You tried to hurt my girls," Chan growled, cracking his neck and knuckles as he stared down at Valmont.  "You know what's coming."
Valmont's eyes quickly raced around the room, seeking any advantage.  The time had come for some fast negotiations, and he needed an edge.  He found one...in the edge of a half Talisman laying on the ground near Chao.  I suppose it's true that one should be careful what one wishes for, he thought to himself.  The powers that be always deliver it in the worst possible way.  Straightening his tie, he shifted to a completely neutral stance and put a friendly smile on his face.  "Mr. Chan, let me apologize for any misunderstanding in this case.  My men were under firm instructions not to harm the youngsters.  While I admit the threat of harming family members can be useful in my business, I've found the actuality of it far too often comes back to bite one."  He shrugged his shoulders.  "Whether it be from encountering one like you, or because many of ones own enforcers have young relatives of their own."  He nodded towards Finn and Chao.  "They'd no more harm your nieces than their own nephews.  And I'm sure I don't need to explain why Tohru would never dream-"
"Hak Foo," Chan interrupted flatly.
Valmont sighed theatrically.  "A freelancer.  One whose contract unfortunately grants me very little oversight as far as his methods.  I promise you, Chan, neither I nor my organization intend any harm to those precious angels you watch over."
Chan spit to the side.  "And I'm supposed to take your word for it?" he demanded angrily.
"Mr. Chan, I'm a businessman," Valmont explained simply, buffing his nails against his suit.  "Our interactions thus far have been business, pure and simple...something in the nature of a hostile takeover.  So let's talk business.  I want the Talismans, not for myself but for a client.  Said client has promised to reward me handsomely for acquiring all 12 for him.  As long as I make a profit from this interaction, I'm willing to use whatever methods are most efficient."
"...I'm getting bored," Chan growled, flexing his fingers.  "Get to the point."
"The point is simple Mr. Chan," Valmont stated flatly.  "Bring me the Talismans from Section 13, and I will make you rich."  He watched as Chan's eyes gleamed.  He could see it there, the look of someone who had been trampled over and over again by the world around him who suddenly found a way that he could do the trampling.  For one without hesitation who'd lived on the bottom, nothing was more tempting than getting on top.
"...and if you or your client pulls something on me?" Chan demanded coldly.
Valmont smiled.  He'd thought this side of Chan would grab the bait right off the bat.  He was rather pleased to discover that even the most brutal half of Chan was still a worthy opponent.  "Should that happen, you know where to find me, Mr. Chan."
Chan grinned.  "...works for me.  I'll be seeing you, one way or the other."  With that, he turned and left.
Valmont quickly checked to make sure his men would recover without immediate supervision, then sent for the on staff medical personnel before racing back up to his office.  "Shendu, how many Shadow Khan can you spare me as backup today?"
"An odd request," Shendu hissed.  "Why do you ask?"
"Remember our talk about Chan being split by the Tiger Talisman?" Valmont explained quickly.  "Well, it's happened...and I could use a couple thousand ninjas as backup if you can spare them."

	
		Final Deception



	It didn't take long for Jade and the others to get Jackie away from Ratso and his goons.  However, Jackie had bad news for them.  "My other half...I think he plans to attack the Dark Hand en masse all by himself!"
"He could probably pull it off," Scootaloo pointed out dryly.
"But what if he kills someone?" Sweetie Belle asked worriedly.  "If Jackie gets all the memories when they combine back together, he'll never be able to live with himself!"
"And what if he hurts Tohru?" Apple Bloom added.  "Or if Tohru hurts him?"
"So we need to get to Section 13, put Nice Jackie's Talisman half into the vault for safe keeping, and call in the backup," Jade concluded.  "Audrey, tell me you got one of your thorns on both Jackies."
"You can count on me like one two three," Audrey III sang out happily.
"But how do you plan to explain this to him?" Jackie asked as he gave Jade his Talisman half.  "Augustus still doesn't believe in magic!"
"We could...have you stay outside?" Jade suggested thoughtfully.  "Not mention the whole 'two of you' thing."
"But what if Gruff Jackie shows up while we're getting backup?" Sweetie Belle asked.  "All well and good if he's okay, but our credibility will be shot."
Jade tapped her chin.  "I...think I have an idea..."

Captain Black blinked in surprise as Jade ran into his office, followed by her cousins and Jackie.  "Captain Black!  Jackie's attacking the Dark Hand headquarters solo!"
Captain Black blinked for a time.  "Uh...do you have your tenses crossed, or...?"  He pointed to where Jackie was plainly in the office.
"Oh, not me!" Jackie offered sweetly.  "My other half.  The Tiger Talisman split me in two!"
Captain Black groaned.  "Not more of this 'magic' nonsense..."
"RRGH!" Jade finally snapped.  "It's not nonsense!  There's magic all around you and you've been to blind to see it!  The Talismans all have magic, the Dragon Talisman fireblasted you, the Rat Talisman led to a huge Cthuhlu vs Audrey Kaiju battle in San Fransisco Bay, ninjas made of living shadow have backed up the Dark Hand agents on numerous occasions, and my cousins are candy colored magical talking ponies from another dimension but you aren't even aware of it because they have magical pendants that make anyone who looks at them see them as normal, despite the fact one of them rides a tame cloud, one rides a singing plant out of a B horror film, and one's a freaking unicorn!"  She took a few calming breaths.  "What part of that sounds like nonsense?"
Captain Black chuckled as he ruffled Jade's hair.  "Got quite the imagination on you, squirt," he observed playfully.  "You ought to get into fiction.  That sounds like it would make a good story(1)."  He leaned back in his chair...then froze.  "Jackie...how are you also over there?"  He pointed to where Chan had just walked by with a tackle box.
The group spun.  "My other half!" Jackie called out, rushing forward.  "You're al-"
"Don't touch me!" Chan snarled, pushing him back.  "I don't want to have anything to do with you ever again!"
Captain Black stepped up.  "Alright, one of you tell me what's going on before you both go under-"
"Nap Time," Chan stated as he grabbed Captain Black's shirt, pulled him forward, and slammed his forehead into the other man's.  Captain Black fell back, unconscious.
Jackie gasped in shock.  "Knocking out our friend is not nice!" he called out chidingly.
"Oh shut up," Chan growled.  "Now where's your half of the Tiger?"
"But I don't want to be one again!" Jackie complained.
"No more do I, but full payment's for ten, not nine and a half."
Jade gasped in shock.  "You...you're stealing the Talismans to sell them to the Dark Hand?"
"And now you know why I knocked out Black here," Chan growled angrily.  "He'd have kicked up the same fuss you all are."
"I can't let you do that!" Jackie spoke up, shifting into a combat stance.  "If the Dark Hand gets all 12...bad things could happen!"
Chan spat to the side as he dropped the tackle box.  "I get to beat you up, too?  It must be my birthday."  He too took a combat stance, one much more aggressive than Jackie had.  "I'm going to enjoy this..."
As the four girls watched in shock, the two Jackies lunged for each other.  Jackie fought more defensively than he normally did, apparently trying to make his opponent wear himself down and use the environment to his advantage, showing much more use of Aikido than he normally did.  Chan, on the other hand, fought very aggressively, lunging in with powerful strikes in an attempt to disable or break his opponent, drawing heavily from Krav Maga.  Despite the difference in styles, they continued to be evenly matched, the fight taking them all across the office and wrecking the furniture as it was used as makeshift weaponry.
Jade swallowed as she glanced between the fight, the tackle box, and her shoe.  With luck, Chan put his half of the Talisman in there.  If she could just put the Talisman back together-
"Vulture steals kill!" Hak Foo suddenly shouted out as he snatched the tackle box from the floor after dropping down from the ceiling, drawing the attention of everyone in the room.  He then unlimbered what looked like Section 13 weaponry, apparently having liberated it before coming here.  "Osprey snatches four fish!" he cried out as he fired a net from the weapon, trapping all four girls in it as they were yanked away.  "Skunk discourages pursuit!" he proclaimed as he hurled what looked like a grenade into the room.  It went off in a flash of light and released noxious smoke.  As Jackie and Chan coughed and Audrey groaned weakly, Hak Foo spoke normally.  "I'll be taking these girls...to make sure you two behave..."
"JACKIE!" all four girls called out despairingly as the smoke cleared, leaving Jackie and Chan alone in the chamber with a partially wilted Audrey and an unconscious Captain Black.


(1) Wrenched my shoulder just a bit here. :P

	
		Final Reconciliation



(Suggested Listening)
Chan let out a roar of rage, slamming his clenched fist into the wall hard enough to dent metal.  "That bastard!" he snarled.  "He dared..."
Jackie sank to his knees, sobbing.  "The girls...I...what am I going to do now?"
Both remained where they were, lost in their own turmoil.  Jackie desperately wanted to save the girls, but every plan he came up with presented so many risks he didn't dare try them, and he knew he couldn't wait too long or the Dark Hand would find the Talisman half Jade had, and then something really bad would happen.  Chan, on the other hand, was filled with uncontrollable rage, and wanted to march right down to the Dark Hand's building and rip out the white-haired man's heart...but if they saw him coming, the girls could get hurt.  And all they'd have to do is send those shadow ninjas at them, since their Dark Magic nature would hurt the fillies just from touching.  He had no plan.
Jackie was finally the one who broke the silence.  "...this is all my fault..."
"Your fault?" Chan snapped in confusion.  "I'm the one who tried to trade the Talismans for cash-"
"I'm the one who made you," Jackie interrupted.  "You were right.  I was so determined to try and stay happy I refused to face the pain and anger.  Everything I felt made me a bad person...I balled it up into you.  Because I couldn't face the world for what it really is...they're gone..."
Chan stared at him for a time.  Finally, he spoke up as well.  "We're both to blame for this," he said simply.  "I was so focused on finally making you pay for lumping all your suffering onto me that I lost sight of my real job: keeping them safe.  I was happy to take risks I shouldn't have."
"I don't know what to do..." Jackie murmured softly.
"Duh," Chan responded.  "We save them."
"But how?" Jackie demanded despairingly.
"Together."
Jackie jerked his head up in response.
Chan snorted.  "I may be strong enough to protect them, but I also plainly can't do that on my own.  And even if I could...I can't raise them healthy.  For their sake, I need you."
Jackie lowered his gaze.  "I'm not strong enough to save them.  I'll hesitate, show too much caution, and all will be lost.  I can't save them..."  He lifted his gaze to look back at Chan.  "...without you."
Chan nodded.  "Then we're in agreement.  I know where their base is.  What's the plan?"
"What sort of building?" Jackie asked quickly.
"Tall, lots of floors, elevator in the back," Chan detailed swiftly.
Jackie rubbed his chin.  "Room for plenty of troops...and they'll see us coming in.  We'll need to find a way to keep them from threatening the girls to stop us-"
"I'm on it," Chan stated quickly as he turned and grabbed Captain Black's security pass card.  "How do we know where to find the girls?"
"Top floor," Jackie responded immediately.  "Even if they won't have them there initially, once they see us coming they'll run there.  Only logical."
Chan nodded and left the room.  Before long, he came back with two technological looking swords.  He passed one hilt first to Jackie.  "We go in swinging these," he stated firmly, gripping the hilt of his.  It instantly began to vibrate, energy humming along the edge.  To demonstrate what it did, he swung it at one of the broken pieces of furniture from their earlier fight.  The blade sheared through effortlessly.
"Wha!" Jackie yelped, leaping back.  "We can't use these!  They're killing weapons!"
"The shadow ninjas are magic constructs, not really alive," Chan stated bluntly.  "As for the humans, they either know to get out of our way, or are willing to threaten children to get what they want.  Either way, I won't hesitate to swing...and if you want to save the girls, you can't either."
Unable to find fault with this, Jackie nodded sadly.

Valmont was not happy as he placed the Talismans from out of the tackle box into the slots on Shendu's stone body.  On the one hand, it seemed they had all the Talismans they needed, and he'd soon get the promised reward.  On the other hand, Hak Foo had captured the four girls, which meant that he'd soon have two Chans out for his blood.  On top of that, Tohru actively showed signs of mutiny over the situation, much as Valmont expected he would.
Admittedly, if Valmont had his way, Tohru would have taken the girl, the ponies, a huge check, and an apology letter and made straight for Uncle's Rare Finds.  However, as soon as he'd laid eyes on them, Shendu had insisted the fillies be chained up close to the wall, stating flat out that he'd take care of things personally.  Valmont had worked too long in the criminal world to have any doubts about what that meant.
Still, he silently counted out the Talismans.  He kept telling himself he had come too far.  The treasure of Shin Shi Wa would give him more than enough to retire, and never touch any enterprise ever again.  He'd buy his own island and never think about any of this.  He was through messing with magic if he could at all avoid it.
When the tackle box was empty, however, he had only inserted...eleven and a half Talismans.  "Where is the other half?" Shendu demanded angrily.
"If it please you, I shall find it," Hak Foo offered eagerly, plainly trying to redeem himself in the eyes of both employer and client.
"By what method?" Shendu inquired carefully.
Grinning, Hak Foo walked over to the girls.  Shendu's Dark Magic aura had weakened the fillies' magic to the point they couldn't get themselves free this close, and with eleven and a half Talismans installed they were completely powerless.  He then bent over Jade.  "You will tell me of your own free will where the remaining Talisman half is quickly, or one of these three will tell me slowly."  He cracked his knuckles.  "Your choice."
Jade whimpered, looking down at her shoe.  She hoped Jackie - either of them - found them soon.

As Chan had predicted, the sight of two Jackie Chan's with angry expressions cutting their way through the front door with vibrating swords that cut through glass without it shattering, wood without splintering, and stone without stopping resulted in every human guard running in any direction but the one they were approaching from, leading the path clear for them.  "Let's go," Chan stated gruffly as they made their way to the elevator.
"Ooh!  Express!" Jackie pointed out with a grin.  "Only one floor to go to!"
"Then that's the floor we're going to," Chan stated firmly as the door closed around them.

	
		Final Transformation



	As Jackie and Chan stepped off the elevator, the hallway in front of them filled with the shadow ninjas.  Chan smirked as he gripped the sword he'd brought tighter.  "Told you," he stated simply as he reactivated it.
Nodding, Jackie reactivated his own.  "No need to rub it in."  The pair took twin offensive stances, swords at the ready.
The ninjas lunged for them, and the pair struck back.

Shendu watched as the Shadow Khan were ruthlessly and methodically slaughtered with sword slashes, devastating punches and kicks, and at one point a snapped neck.  He watched longer than he'd actually intended, as he'd only meant to observe to see if either Chan had the remaining Talisman half, but the studied brutality of the assault had seized his attention.  He was a demon, after all, and such things were quite intriguing to him.  However, his connection to the artifact that let him summon the Shadow Khan was starting to become costly in terms of magic expenditure, so he withdrew to his normal sense.  "Both Chans are in the building," he informed the assembled group.  "Neither has the missing Talisman half."
Before anyone else could speak, Hak Foo grinned.  "I have located it!" he cried triumphantly.  "The nervous movements gave it away!"  Taking hold of Jade's right shoe, he looked her straight in the eye.  "You can cooperate with removing the shoe, or I can remove the foot-"
"Enough!" Tohru roared angrily as Jade whimpered and the fillies screamed in fear, stomping forward to seize Hak Foo by the head.  "Leave them alone!"
"Get me my Talisman!" Shendu snarled angrily.
"Will someone please try to stay calm?" Valmont pleaded desperately.  "We don't want the Chans angry with us, remember?"
A ripping sound in the air was followed by the doors falling apart in pieces.  "Too late," Chan snarled angrily.
"Let her go!" Jackie insisted angrily as they both lunged forward.
Tohru, deciding he'd finally had enough of the Black Tiger, hurled him towards the Chans as Valmont ducked behind his desk.  Unfortunately, Hak maintained his grip on Jade's shoe, causing it to pop off and send the Talisman half bouncing towards Valmont's desk.  Seeing his chance, Valmont lunged out, seized the Talisman half, and slammed it into its slot.  As the Talisman fused, Jackie and Chan were fused back into a single entity, holding a single sword.
Shendu let out a roar as the Talismans were absorbed into his stone body, letting him move for the first time in 900 years.  As he uncurled from the uncomfortable twist and extended his arms and legs, he lifted his head to the sky.  With a powerful flex of muscle and magic he cried, "I...LIVE!"
At full size, he stood fifty feet tall and a dozen feet wide at the shoulder, easily dwarfing even Tohru's massive bulk.  His form rippled with muscle and magic as he glowered down at all around him.  "At long last...my powers fully restored...Speed...Invisibility...Astral Projection..."  He turned towards the Qi Lin foals who so troubled him.  "And my personal favorite...Combustion!"  With that, he hurled a massive fireball at the group of four.  He heard them scream, heard and saw the explosion of impact...and stared in stupefaction at the slightly scorched sumo that stood between him and his targets, arms crossed over his face.  "What?" he demanded in shock.  "How do you still live?"
Tohru snarled in fury as he glowered up at the demon before him, burn marks on his limbs and half his shirt burned away the only marks from the impact of a fireball larger than his entire body.  "Master!" he called to Valmont.  "Consider this my two weeks' notice!"
"Understood, Tohru," Valmont responded in understanding.  "The apartment's paid up through the end of the month, and your severance check will be in the mail before the week is out."
Shendu found himself torn between rage at the seeming betrayal and being impressed that Valmont - despite his seeming humanity - could be both so cold-blooded and so magnanimous.  Humans were so unpredictable.  He found his distraction over that negated when Tohru lunged forward, attempting to grapple him.  It was rather amusing, since the sumo couldn't even wrap his arms completely around him.  "It seems pure nerve and determination to protect grants you some resistance to my magic," he commented dryly.  "In that case, main strength will do the trick!"  Reaching forward, he seized Tohru with one hand, yanked him off his feet, and delivered a powerful punch to his gut that tore him from the demon's grip and sent him flying through the wall and out of the building.
Valmont watched that with some nervousness before turning back to Shendu.  "Well, the office is in shambles, but I'm certain the lost treasure will more than cover the expenses..."
Shendu narrowed his eyes.  On one hand, he more than wanted to stab Valmont in the back by denying him the treasure, especially since the man knew now he had no leverage at all.  On the other, neither dryadic familiar nor kinto un were in sight.  The forces of good had powerful allies, so it would be best to keep those he had, however useless, to counter the human element until he could summon his minions.  Besides, nothing said he had to let Valmont keep the treasure once he'd taken over the world.  "The treasure is in my temple," he growled out.  "You know where it will be.  Meet me there to receive your payment.  Until then, begone from my sight!"
"As you wish," Valmont agreed as a chopper came down from the roof at the hole Tohru had been knocked through, giving Valmont, Ratso, Finn, Chao, and Hak Foo an exit.
Once that headache was gone, Shendu turned back to the girls.  "And now, nothing is left to protect you from my wra-"  He stopped as he heard an oddly familiar sound.
Jackie walked calmly towards the group, his eyes narrowed in determination and his mouth a grim line.  The sound was the tip of his sword dragging along the floor.  As he stepped between Shendu and the girls, he drew a line in the carpet with his blade as though daring Shendu to cross it.  He then took an ancient battle stance, leveling his blade at Shendu's heart.
Shendu's eyes widened.  He remembered that stance...

The Demon Sorcerers had just claimed the full mantle of their power, released upon the human world.  Shendu marched through Ancient China, taking whatever caught his fancy and destroying anything that got in his way.  As he journeyed, he caught sight of a fair maiden, and decided he would have her.  As he approached, however, a voice momentarily stayed him.
"Touch not my niece, fell beast!"
A somewhat old man with crimson hair dressed in blue stepped out of a nearby homestead, marching calmly until he stood between Shendu and his intended prey.  Pulling a sword from its sheath, he drew a line in the ground between himself and the demon, taking a combat stance with the point of the blade aimed at the demon's heart.  "Cross that line, and face my wrath."
Shendu laughed at the mortal's audacity.  "You amuse me, human!" he gloated.  "Tell me your name, that I might remember it as the first fool to fall to me!"
The human stared him right in the eyes.  "Lü Dongbin."

"Im...impossible..." Shendu murmured in shock as he took a step back.
At that moment, the sound of many pounding feet echoed as Captain Black and the troops of Section 13 charged in.  "Freeze!" Captain Black shouted out, only to gape in shock.  "What...is that?"
Snarling, Shendu activated his magic.  He would have to deal with the Qi Lin and Chan another time...when he had adequate backup.  Lifting into the air, he sped through the hole he had made with the power of the Rooster and the Rabbit, making his way towards China.

	
		Final Research



	Jackie sighed in relief as the demon flew away.  He didn't know what had possessed him to stand between a demon and the girls, or why he thought he had a chance.  Still, he had to protect them...and that now meant freeing them.  Turning, he swung the sword and shattered the chains that held them before setting it down, kneeling to pull them into a hug.
Once they all managed to calm down, Scootaloo was the first to speak.  "So, uh...should we call you 'Fei' now?"
"Huh?" Jackie asked in confusion as the other girls giggled.  "I don't get it."
"Uh...someone?" Captain Black gasped out nervously.  "Explain?"
"Well, I already tried," Jade spoke up a tad bitterly, "but you said I should get into fiction."
Augustus blinked a few times, deciding to sort that part out later.  Preferably much later, over several - possibly dozen - stiff drinks shared with Jackie.  "And...the rest of it?" he pleaded, gesturing to where the...thing...had flown off.
"Oh, that was just it using the levitation of the Rooster Talisman and the speed of the Rabbit Talisman for supersonic flight," Scootaloo explained readily.
"Okay..." Augustus allowed, making sure to call in sick for the three days immediately following sharing those drinks with Jackie, just to be on the safe side.  "And...what did all that for supersonic flight?"
"Some sort of demon, ah'm pretty sure," Apple Bloom spoke up.  "At least...ah think so."
"It used to be a statue!" Sweetie Belle offered helpfully.
"I...think we should go ask Uncle about this," Jackie suggested, hoping they could get going before thoughts of Tohru's fate bothered Apple Bloom too much.  He picked up his sword as they turned to go.
My sword? Jackie thought as he looked over it in confusion.  Why do I think of it like that now?  And...where'd the other one go?  As he took a closer look at it, he noticed something startling.  "AIYAH!" he screamed out in shock.  "Inscriptions!"
Indeed, runic inscriptions now ran the full length of the blade on both sides, though the overall shape was unchanged.
"...definitely going to see Uncle," Jade murmured in awe.

Back at the antique shop, Uncle seemed much more interested in the inscriptions on the newly shaped sword than in anything Captain Black had to say about the demon.  "Jackie...you say each of your selves was holding one sword when you rejoined?"
"Yes Uncle," Jackie confirmed.
"One more thing...your two halves came to an acceptance and understanding, yes?"
"Yes Uncle."  This second confirmation came much more easily, as Jackie felt that for the first time in his life he was no longer fighting himself.  The rage and anger was still there...but he'd accepted it as part of him.  Knowing that, he was no longer afraid of it...and accepting his own former fear of it went a long way to finding peace with it.
"Aiyah...sword absorb magic of Tiger Talisman!" Uncle proclaimed in amazement.  "That is what these inscriptions mean...Balance Breaker."
For some reason, Cumulo thundered dramatically as Uncle translated the descriptions, making Augustus jump.
"I don't understand," Jackie spoke up worriedly.  "What...does it do?"
"See this edge?" Uncle asked, pointing to where the metal stopped with a visible flat spot with no true cutting edge...though he was careful not to actually touch the metal.  "Observe."  Turning, he swung the blade at a steel pipe Apple Bloom had brought in from out back.  The pipe fell apart, flaking in rust where it had touched the blade.  "Sword strikes at the aura of the target, cutting pieces off to break its internal balance of energies."
"So it cuts chunks off someone's magic?" Jade gasped in surprise.
Uncle nodded confirmation.
"So cool!" all four girls chorused.
"Yes," Uncle agreed as he handed the sword back to Jackie.  "Cool."
"And I'm sure it'll be a great help against the demon," Augustus spoke up irritably.  "Once you've researched it and told us where to find it!"
Uncle frowned at Augustus.  "Did the demon have any distinguishing markings?" he asked coldly.
"Glowing red eyes, razor sharp claws, and giant teeth isn't specific enough for you?" Captain Black barked out at the edge of his patience.
"Hellhound girls summon as pet when they were three had red eyes, razor sharp claws, and giant teeth!" Uncle countered hotly.  "And even if I limit research to demon sorcerers, there have been thousands throughout history!  I need something unique!  A symbol!  A name!  Anything!"
"Shendu," Tohru suddenly spoke from the doorway, startling everyone as they spun to look.
Tohru had certainly looked better.  A large bruise on his forehead swelled his left eye shut.  One arm clutched at his torso over broken ribs, while the other hung limply at his side.  One leg dragged behind the other, and he swayed listlessly as though it was only sheer force of will that kept him upright, and even that was starting to run out.  Blood flowed sluggishly from several cuts across his body, and the burns from the fire blast looked worse.  "Tohru..." Apple Bloom whimpered fearfully.
"The demon said...not to let you learn its name," Tohru continued.  "When he...attacked you, and I could not stop him...I knew what I had to do..."  His swaying became more pronounced as his open eye began to glaze.  "His name...is Shendu..."  He toppled slowly forward.
Vines lashed out all around the store, anchoring in the rafters before wrapping around the falling giant, shifting his weight until he settled on his back in a hanging hammock that provided extra support to his damaged limbs.  "Hush now, quiet now, it's time to lay your sleepy head..." Audrey began to sing quietly as he slowly rocked the gentle giant.
Uncle nodded firmly.  "Now that I can use..."

	
		Final Preparations



	With the demon's name, Uncle was easily able to look up the fell creature and discover his nature and goals.  Upon learning that Shendu's goal - now that he had completed his resurrection - was the destruction of all of Asia, Jade was stunned beyond belief.  After all, her Mom and Dad lived in Asia, Hong Kong specifically.  On learning the palace was near Hong Kong, and the vengeance was scheduled to begin at the toll of midnight ushering in Chinese New Year - which left them less than a day due to Hong Kong being 16 hours ahead of San Francisco - everyone began moving as fast as they could.
"We'll take Section 13's fastest transport," Captain Black stated firmly.  "It should get us there with an hour or so to spare if we leave now."
"Finding the demon is not enough!" Uncle insisted.  "One must have a means of defeating it..."  He stretched to reach a book on a high stack...only for Tohru - having managed to regain consciousness, if not full mobility - to reach over with his unbroken arm to grab it off and hand to him.  "Thank you."
"That Balance Breaker sword of Jackie's seems to be pretty effective-" Captain Black began.
"Shendu has Immortality and Healing Talismans!" Uncle insisted.  "It will not matter how much magic or body Jackie carves off, Jackie's own magical aura is not strong enough to make a killing blow, and Shendu will continue to recover from all damage faster than Jackie can inflict it.  You might as well try rockets and lasers!"
"We do have quite a few of those..." Captain Black pointed out.
"Horse and Dragon Talismans will let Shendu absorb rocket explosions to boost his firepower, and Horse and Pig will let him do same with lasers!" Uncle countered.
"How about lightning guns?" Captain Black offered desperately.  "Liquid nitrogen sprayers?  Rail cannons?"
Uncle scratched his chin for a moment, then leaned over.  "Scootaloo, do you know what a 'rail cannon' is?"
"Uses magnetic force to launch solid projectiles at supersonic speeds," Scootaloo explained quickly.  "At least, if they're anything like the video game version."
"Those would stun Shendu," Uncle allowed in a louder voice.  "For a time.  Also would distract him momentarily, until he turned and destroyed said weapons.  One more thing, unsafe to use if someone is engaging in melee combat with demon."
"Shendu seemed to spook when Jackie confronted him like that with the sword," Jade pointed out.  "Any magic we can make for the battle, we should let him use."
"How about power armor, then?" Captain Black offered desperately.  "There must be something in Section 13's arsenal worth fielding!"
"Shendu hits too hard," Tohru spoke up softly.  "Any armor that would provide adequate protection would interfere with Chan's ability to fight in other ways.  Chan is not a tank..."  He bit his lip to hold back a groan of pain.  "And you already witnessed how Shendu deals with tanks..."  Apple Bloom brought over her herbal satchel and began applying some compresses to Tohru's injuries.
"How about just manpower?" Sweetie Belle offered hopefully.  "If we get enough people chanting whatever spell we come up with to strengthen Jackie or weaken Shendu, it might shift the balance of power."
"That is so," Uncle agreed.  "While it is better to have those with stronger chi for spells, small amounts from many can be just as effective, as long as they believe."
"Captain Black's the only one in Section 13 who didn't see the quasi-Cthulhu," Scootaloo pointed out.  "I think they believe."
"So pack as many people as we can on that plane," Captain Black observed.  "Got it."
"And we're coming too!" Jade spoke up urgently.
"Jade, no!" Jackie spoke up warningly.  "It's too dangerous-"
"Uncle said its best to have those with a lot of chi!" Jade interrupted.  "Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo are creatures of good magic, so Uncle's going to need them to power the spell and focus all that energy.  And Sweetie Belle said the reason I could see magical creatures my whole life - the reason I had so many problems back home that I was sent here - is because I have an inordinate amount of chi magic inside me!  If Tohru were in any condition to move, we should be bringing him too!"
"Jade has valid point," Uncle observed idly.  "I like it even less than you, Jackie...but we are facing Demon Sorcerer.  We can take no chances."
Jackie groaned as he buried his face in his hands.  "Bad day..."
"I...I can come," Tohru insisted, trying and failing to get to his feet.  "Let...let me help..."
"Why go so far to help us?" Captain Black asked curiously.
Tohru glanced at Apple Bloom, then glanced away.  He didn't really want to admit to this stranger the strong bond he had with the little filly.  It would probably be misconstrued.  Casting his mind back, he recalled something Chan had once said in trying to convince him to change sides.  "I am told Section 13 serves donuts on Thursdays," he offered with a bashful smile.
As Captain Black shot a confused glance at Jackie - which received a sheepish grin in response - Uncle stepped up to Tohru.  "You are in no condition to travel.  Stay and watch the shop."
"I'll send a couple medics over to tend to his injuries in the meantime," Captain Black offered, an offer that was quickly accepted.

Once Uncle had gathered the supplies he needed, the group boarded Section 13's supersonic jet to make it to Hong Kong as soon as possible.  Uncle and the fillies commandeered the lavatory as a laboratory to research something that would work against Shendu, while the rest of the jet was packed as tight as safely possible with agents equipped only with sidearms in case Valmont and his men were encountered.  Between the four of them, two possible ways of dealing with Shendu were determined that would put no one - save Jackie who would be fighting - in danger.  It was hoped that the first would be effective, as the second was chancy given it utilized magic from the book that had come with the pendants, and thus covered magic not native to the Earthly Plane.
In the fields and forests outside Hong Kong, Uncle led the group to the spot the inscriptions indicated...which presently was an empty clearing.  "The palace!" Uncle proclaimed, gesturing.
"Where?" Captain Black demanded, wondering how he was going to explain this to his men.
"Here, where the inscriptions indicated!" Uncle insisted.
As Captain Black started to speak up, Sweetie Belle spoke quicker.  "5...4...3..."
The earth began to shake, and a gold and crimson palace of ancient Chinese design rose out of the ground just as Sweetie hit one.
"Never question the inscriptions!" Uncle chided Captain Black firmly.
Captain Black glanced at his men, glad to see they were all united in being freaked out by seeing a building rise out of the ground.  It meant the next part would be that much easier.  "So what now?"
"Now we begin," Uncle stated firmly as he pulled out two beakers of green liquid, one large one small.  "Jackie, remove shirt and use this to soak hands and blade.  Will allow you to remove Talismans from inside Shendu."  As he spoke, Shendu blazed in overhead, coming to a landing inside the palace grounds.  A black copter came in to land nearby, plainly Valmont's vehicle.
Jackie quickly did as instructed.  "Why do I need to remove my shirt?" he asked petulantly.
"So I can do this!" Jade explained, dipping her fingertips in the other vial.  She then began drawing various runic shapes she'd practiced painstakingly the entire way there all over Jackie's torso and face.  The green liquid held shape once applied, neither running nor fading.  "It'll provide magical protection based on the willpower and chi the rest of us are able to provide you."
"Magic armor," Captain Black concluded.  "Neat."
As Valmont and his crew made their way into the palace proper to gather the Treasure they'd come for, Shendu began opening a portal in the center of the courtyard.  Seeing this, Jackie stood upright.  "I need to get down there."
Uncle nodded.  "Go!" he insisted.  Once Jackie was on his way down, Uncle turned to the gathered agents.  "Repeat after me."
All those gathered obediently began chanting.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."

	
		Final Battle: MORTAL KOMBAT!



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5BMAL6jJAOM

Shendu slowly dragged his talon through the air as he chanted in his mind, opening the door for his demon dragon minions.  As he worked, he felt something niggle at his mind that distracted him.  A chant...a chant endlessly repeating that came from voices in his own plane and beyond.
 Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...
A surge of good chi behind him caused him to instinctively duck to the side.  The slash of a sword that would have taken his head clean off instead disrupted the portal he was shaping, dispersing the magic within and wounding the minions who had been closest to the exit, their screams of pain mingling into a gong like sound as Shendu spun to face his foe.
Chan had changed.  He stood with fierce determination, his stance aggressive and his blade held confidently as good chi blazed from his entire body.  He was shirtless, and runes inscribed all over his torso and face wrote protection from demonic force as bright as the sun.  Similar markings ran the length of the blade, and blade and hands glowed with the chi spell that could extract his Talismans.  "So...you think you can face me, Demon Sorcerer of Fire, in Mortal Kombat?"  The ancient tradition was known throughout the realms, even if this set was off limits to the ancient tournament.  "Fine!  Let us see who shall triumph here!"  With that, Shendu lunged in, refusing to be seen as a coward a second time.
To Shendu's surprise, Chan's abilities seemed to be increased by his enchantments somehow.  Despite striking with the speed of the Rabbit, Chan was able to easily flip back over the strike, landing on Shendu's outstretched arm and slashing with his blade through Shendu's flesh before racing up the arm to deliver a ferocious kick to his head that felt like it had the force of the Ox behind it.  A second slash as Chan flipped towards the ground on the opposite side sent a second Talisman flying.
As Shendu cleared his head from the blow, he saw the Rabbit and Ox Talismans bouncing across the ground.  Even if speed hadn't helped him as much as he hoped, he couldn't let those Talismans go.  Even if he wasn't using the power a Talisman granted, its energies lent the spells of the others power so long as the Tiger was active.  As a distraction, he fired a beam of energy that animated a nearby dragon statue to attack Chan.
He knew that distraction wouldn't last long.  In fact, a single slash and punch left the statue so much gravel.  However, it gave Shendu the time to summon the scattered Talismans back to himself with the Rooster, reabsorbing them in time to channel their energies into a massive fire blast that consumed the entire area.  He grinned to himself.  There was no way Chan could have avoided a blast that large-
The searing pain of good chi in his skull broke his train of thought and made him roar in agony before Chan leapt off his head, the only damage from the fire blast being his pants having been torched to shorts.  ...Shendu had no idea why the chi armor protected the clothing only around Chan's genitals.  He made a mental note to look into it after he won, but first he had to retrieve-
He was a rabbit.  Yes, that was the Monkey Talisman.  Still, momentarily being a smaller target proved an advantage as he use the Rabbit's power to evade Chan's strikes with his sword and strike from multiple sides until he successfully knocked the Talisman from his hand.  Once Shendu had reabsorbed it, he resumed his natural form and braced himself.  As much as it galled him, he needed to take a defensive posture at this point.  The danger was too great: he could not fail here!
Chan plainly wasn't willing to wait, charging in for another assault.  Shendu focused the Rabbit into his reflexes and the Rooster into Chan's sword.  While the magic surrounding Chan and the sword prevented Shendu from simply sending the sword flying as long as Chan was focused, it did let him shift the angle of the strikes slightly.  Between that and the Rabbit in his reflexes, he was able to dodge every strike as he searched for his opening.
He saw it as Chan lunged to grab another Talisman out of his body.  Grabbing the extended arm, he flung Chan away.  He knew that wouldn't put Chan off for long: already he could see him flipping to land safely.  However, that wasn't Shendu's intention.  In this case, moments were what he needed, and moments were what he could seize.  Dashing forward, he focused the power of the Tiger into the back of his left arm and backhanded the blade.  The energies of Talisman and blade - being the same spell form - negated each other briefly, momentarily breaking the connection between warrior and weapon as the blade went flying.  Seizing the momentary gap in the spells protecting Chan, Shendu unleashed the power of the Sheep and forced Chan from his body.
Chan had never astral projected before, or been projected forcefully.  He would be disoriented without his body for a few moments...which would be all Shendu would have before the spells on Chan's body dragged his spirit back in.  Taking those moments, Shendu grabbed with both hands, one seizing Chan around his head and the other grasping his arms and torso.  As Chan came back to his body, he found himself immobilized.
Shendu heard the voices of his brethren watching from the nether realm.  "Finish him!"
The urgency in their voices echoed his own sentiments.  Chan's allies had proven too clever, making Chan simply too dangerous to the demons to be allowed to live.  While the spells would protect him from brute force crushing, Shendu had something more...brutal in mind.  He began to pull his hands apart.
He heard Chan crying in pain as the spells struggled to hold his head on his neck, but time was all it would take to force the separation at this point.  Shendu was done with the kid gloves!

Jade gasped as she saw Jackie caught by the demon dragon.  "Jackie!" she screamed in shock and fear.  Breaking free of Uncle's grasp, she ran as fast as she could go down the hill towards the battle site.  Scootaloo was right behind her on Cumulo.
"Bad idea, bad idea, bad idea!" Sweetie Belle muttered under her breath as she raced right behind them, Apple Bloom racing at her side as the plants parted for them to give them a clear path.
"Aiyah!" Uncle cried out in exasperation and fear.  Seeing Captain Black and the others starting to falter, he rounded on them.  "Keep chanting!  Spell is all keeping Jackie's head on shoulders!"  He nodded firmly as the chant continued.  "One more thing!  Stay here!"  Turning, he raced after the girls.  "I am too old for this!"
Captain Black directed his men to keep chanting.  Meanwhile, he unzipped a duffel bag he'd brought with him from the plane.  Maybe it wouldn't do any permanent damage to Shendu, and as an experimental weapon it could very well blow up in his face and take his arms - and possibly face - with it, and at best only distract Shendu for a moment...but a distraction at the right time could turn the tide of a battle.  Captain Black knew that all too well.

Back in San Francisco, Tohru swayed gently in Audrey III's vines as he sat behind the counter, overseeing the shop as the medics from Section 13 saw to his injuries.  Idly, he used his uninjured arm to pick up a book that caught his eye.  Opening it up, he flipped through the pages to find something worth looking at.
The book fell open to a page that showed six jewels arranged in a circle, five surrounding a sixth.  Lines emanated from the image, representing light, and tiny fell creatures cringed back from it.  A chant was written beneath in Chinese.  While he didn't know how to pronounce it in Chinese, he was able to read the kanji for its Japanese pronunciation, mentally rearranging it into a more grammatically correct sentence..  "Ni yotte hikari no chōwa, akuma satta..."  A compulsion filled him, urging him to continue to chant.  "Ni yotte hikari no chōwa, akuma satta...Ni yotte hikari no chōwa, akuma satta..."
The medics from Section 13 backed away with startled oaths as Tohru began to glow with a pink light.

Shendu flinched as he felt the sword become embedded in his thigh.  "Get off him!" the girl shouted.
Snarling, the demon willed the sword out of his flesh as he turned.  There were the four thorns in his side, the girl and the Qi Lin.  "So...all that has stood in my way will die in one blast!" he crowed in triumph.  As the chi wizard arrived, Shendu began conjuring the flames that would consume them.

Uncle desperately wrapped his arms around the girls, trying to offer them what protection he could.  He needed a spell - any spell - to drive back the demon.  Something that could draw on the power his girls had brought with them from their world.
As pink light that was not the sunrise arose from the East, Apple Bloom's eyes widened and she began to chant.  "Yóu héxié de guāng èmó qǐtǎo...Yóu héxié de guāng èmó qǐtǎo..."  An orange glow began to surround her.
Not knowing where the chant came from, Uncle desperately added his own voice, the other girls chanting along with.  "Yóu héxié de guāng èmó qǐtǎo...Yóu héxié de guāng èmó qǐtǎo..."  Each of them became surrounded with light.  Blue for Uncle, dark purple for Sweetie Belle, crimson from Scootaloo, and magenta around Jade.
The pink light slowly descended towards them.

Shendu didn't know what the light was, but it was painful even to be in its presence.  As it gathered power, it pushed back his flame, blistering his flesh as it shone upon him.  It felt...sacred...
His eyes widened in fear.  Turning, he lifted Chan in hopes of disrupting the gathering of power by using him to bludgeon the old man to death.  Before he could, a shot rang out and a beam of focused light punched through his skull, causing him to drop Chan as he staggered back.  Turning, he saw the bald man holding a strangely configured sniper rifle in the distance.  Before he could react, a mighty chord rang out, shaking the very world.
Turning back, Shendu saw the pink light had joined the others in the image of Tohru.  The six colors swirled around each other in a powerful cyclone that pushed Shendu back several steps as the sacred power gathered.  The chord rose in volume to shake the very vaults of heaven...and a rainbow arced up out of the cyclone before slamming down towards the demon.
Shendu screamed in agony and fury as the light burned into him...
...and his body exploded.

			Author's Notes: 
For those wondering, the spell was crafted by translating English to Chinese (Traditional) on Google Translate, and then translating that to Japanese.  In both cases, it means "By Harmony's Light demon begone!"


	
		Final Revelations



	Jackie stared at the explosion as it happened, ever so slowly.  Shendu's body was slowly torn apart as the rainbow colored energy slowly expanded, and the Talismans were blasted backwards as the demonic flesh burst into light around them.  The palace was leveled and erased as the wave continued to expand.  The wave continued to expand...and a blinding rainbow exploded outward, spreading out over all of China, and surely beyond.  As Jackie fell back onto his butt, the three fillies, Jade, and Uncle fell back to the ground, completely spent.  For some reason, the entire area was covered in tree sap.
The tinkling of metal and gemstones caught Jackie's ears, and he gasped as he saw the source.  The Normalcy pendants the three fillies had worn for so long were so much slag on the ground, even the chains that had held them dissolved.  "That's not good..." Jackie murmured worriedly.  Glancing down, he saw that the runes drawn all over his body had vanished, though his sword was still in sight.  Taking it, he made a mental note to find somewhere safe to hide it, unless more demons showed up.  Hopefully, that wouldn't happen.
"Jackie?" Captain Black called out as he approached, the sniper rail gun clutched carefully in his grip.  "Is everyone alright?"
"Looks like we're all alive," Jackie allowed.  "Umm, except the demon."
"Right...well, good riddance."  Putting the gun back in the duffel bag, he came closer.  "...why are your girls' flanks glowing?"
Blinking, Jackie glanced at the fillies just as the light faded.  Three different symbols had appeared.  On Apple Bloom's flanks, a cauldron had appeared with two apple slices floated in it, sitting on a fire of good chi with no wood.  Sweetie Belle had seven glowing green music notes arranged in the pattern she normally sang - rather than chanted - Uncle's usual chi spell.  Scootaloo had six glowing green lightning bolts crossed on her flank in the shape of the Seal of Solomon.  All three marks bore the green glow of good chi.  "...I'll ask Uncle about that when he wakes up.  It's probably important..."
"For now, let's get everyone back to base," Captain Black insisted.  "We've got one near here.  We can get everyone a medical checkup, just to be sure."
"Right," Jackie agreed worriedly.
As the agents carried off the unconscious fighters, Valmont snarled to himself as he watched them go.  With the destruction of Shendu and the palace, the treasure was no more.  His only hopes of making a profit from this venture seemed dashed.  As he pulled his foot back to kick a nearby rock, he paused.  The rock was too regularly shaped...
Leaning down, he picked it up and brushed it off, revealing the mark of the Rabbit.  Clutching it, he grinned as he saw it glow with light.  "My main objective may be no more...but I seem to have a nice consolation prize..."

When Uncle regained consciousness, he found himself back in the shop.  "...Harmony..." he murmured in amazement.
"What's that, Uncle?" Jade called out in confusion.
"The power we used...Harmony," Uncle explained.  "It's...it's from where the girls are from..."
"We blasted the demon with pony power?" Jade asked eagerly.  "Sweet!"
Uncle's eyes widened as he noticed something missing.  "The girls!  Where are they?"
"Tohru's taking them shopping," Jade explained.  "Apparently, part of the Harmony energy came from him, and that healed all his injuries.  They wanted to just deal with seeing the world without their pendants straight away."
"Without pendants?" Uncle gasped in shock.  "Aiyah!  They will be mobbed for being otherworldly magical!"
"About that..." Jade began carefully.  "I...don't think that's something we need to worry about."
"...eh?"
Jade kicked awkwardly at the ground, unsure how to explain.
"Jade's parents said that it would be best she learn to master her magic here, since you are an accomplished chi wizard," Jackie explained.  "You didn't tell me you told them about that, Uncle."
"I didn't tell Uncle I told them about that!" Uncle proclaimed in shock.  "Uncle is not going senile!  Magic is ahoof-I mean, afoot!"
"Does it have anything to do with the Harmony power overloading the pendants?" Jackie asked, holding out the slag that was all that was left of the pendants.  "And the rainbow released afterward covering the entire world?"
Uncle took the slag, examining it carefully.  "Hmm...pendants were very powerful...if combined with Harmony as demon banishing spell..."  He let out a sigh of rueful relief.  "Whole world now thinks magic is normal, in same way ponies' magical nature was shrugged off by pendant power."
"You mean no one notices anything magical anymore?" Jackie asked in terror.
"No!" Uncle corrected.  "People notice.  Magic just not important unless they're magical."
"You mean it's like this in everyone's minds?"  Jade lifted her two hands and pantomimed a conversation.  "Ohmygosh!  Talking candy colored ponies!  Uh, yeah, they've always been ponies.  Oh, so nothing important?  No.  Now shut up, I'm trying to watch the game."
"In...essence," Uncle allowed as Jackie buried his face in his hands.  "That would explain your parents.  If magic is normal, they knew your issues were magic related, and knew of my magic.  So you live here.  Makes logical sense."
"Awesome!" Jade crowed, leaping into the air.
"But...what about the marks on the girls' flanks?" Tohru asked as he walked in, Apple Bloom trailing along behind him without vegetation springing up in her wake.  "It seems to have had...an odd effect on their magic."
As the three fillies rushed forward, Uncle pulled out the book and flipped to the page he knew he needed.  "I was waiting for this day.  Girls, those are your Cutie Marks."  Seeing the way the girls' faces lit up at just the words, he knew the advice to wait unless/until they got them to bring this up had been right.  "They represent your special talents, now that you've discovered them."  He examined the marks carefully.  "Each seems to be related to chi magic.  Apple Bloom, yours expresses itself through potions.  Sweetie Belle, yours expresses itself through music.  Scootaloo...I believe yours is best expressed through the manipulation of your environment, the choreography of body and weather."  After examining the patterns more closely, he nodded firmly.  "And it seems to be naturally attuned to combating demonic power."
Scootaloo gasped eagerly.  "You know what this means, girls?"
All three leapt into the air, high-hoofing as they shouted together, "CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS DEMON HUNTERS!  YAY!!"

	
		Making Her Proud



Tohru sighed softly to himself as he went through the motions of his chores around the antique shop.  While no charges had actually been leveled against him - between a dearth of testimony against him, his own willingness to turn on his employer to protect others, and his assistance in stopping Shendu allowing Captain Black to clear most of it away (mostly due to his being defenseless against a certain redheaded filly's puppy-dog eyes) - he was still under observation from 'interested legal parties', which basically meant he had to stay on his best behavior if he wanted to keep his record clean...something he was more than willing to do.  For the first time in a long time, he was happy with himself and his life.  He knew that he would not be asked to do today something he would regret tomorrow.  And when the invitation had been extended, he'd been happy to move into the antique shop's residential area, and keep his apartment lease empty until it ran out.
However, all the good in his life did nothing to push back the worry and sorrow that plagued him now.  She was coming, and she would be disappointed.
As he turned to carry the tea out of the kitchen, a hoof stopped him.  "Forgot the tea," Apple Bloom pointed out, indicating the pot of hot water he was about to carry out.
Tohru groaned softly.  "Apologies...and thank you."  He turned to the cupboard to fetch the tea for the pot.
"No worries," Apple Bloom offered warmly.  "Ah get it."
And there was the one spot of comfort.  Apple Bloom did get it.  She had been inside his mind.  She knew just how important her good regard was, and knew his fears of losing it as well as he did.  He didn't need to explain anything to her beyond the one comment he'd made about her coming.  Sympathy, understanding, and support had been overwhelming...though he couldn't help but notice that Apple Bloom had a look about her...the sort of look that said she had plans to be clever.
His overall morose demeanor seemed to match the stormy weather, to the point it went unnoticed by Uncle and Jackie.  Jade noticed when he could only barely follow her talk about the upcoming Japanese Cultural Expo (which only reduced Tohru's mood, since she was visiting because of it).  He was unsurprised that Jade followed him into the kitchen, where Apple Bloom and Audrey III were now playing cards.  Apple Bloom was enjoying being able to sit in a wooden chair without making it sprout, since the arrival of her Cutie Mark had stabilized her magic.
"What's bothering you, T?" Jade asked worriedly.  "You've been off the past couple of days."
Tohru sighed, not really wanting to get into it.  Before Jade could start making guesses, Apple Bloom explained for him.  "His Mom's comin' ta visit for the Expo.  She's a big fan of Kara Noki and her yodeling kabukis."
"The screeching country singer?" Jade asked, sounding both shocked and disgusted.  Noticing the fish eye Apple Bloom was sending her way - and Apple Bloom's own music preferences - Jade quickly added, "Key word screeching."  With her cousin mollified, her mind snapped back to the more interesting part of the conversation.  "Wait, you have a Mom?" she demanded of Tohru.
"What, ya think he just appeared one day outta the ether?" Apple Bloom demanded waspishly.
"You did," Audrey III teased, getting a raspberry from Apple Bloom, a giggle from Jade, and a smile from Tohru for his troubles.
"I'm just having a hard time picturing the woman who could squeeze him out!" Jade explained, gesturing to Tohru.  "I mean, look at him!  She deserves a medal for that!"
"I wasn't always this large," Tohru pointed out mildly, though he was glad for the humorous direction the conversation had taken for the moment.
"So...isn't her visiting a good thing?" Jade asked in confusion.
"My mother is...very hard to please," Tohru explained.  "I am...the black sheep of the family.  I...all my life, I've just wanted her to be proud of me.  But...it is difficult to get her approval."
"How could she not be proud of you?" Jade demanded in confusion.  "You went toe to toe with a demon!"
"And lost," Tohru pointed out.
"He was fifty feet tall!"
Apple Bloom's look increased.  "Jade...how much bald faced truth do ya think ya can dump in casual conversation?"
"Depends on the opening," Jade replied.  "You have a plan to make his Mom proud?"
Apple Bloom grinned eagerly.  "Just get Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo downstairs the moment she arrives, okay?"
Tohru found a worried smile beginning to cross his face.  Maybe, just maybe...things would work out.

As Tohru served the tea and cookies to Uncle and received a 'thank you', a loud knocking echoed from the front of the shop.  As the door swung open to the sound of the bell, lightning flashed to illuminate a shadowed figure.
The woman had Asian features very similar to Tohru's own, save for a beauty mark to the left of her mouth.  Her girth was somewhat rotund, and pleasantly contained in a white blouse under a red jacket and skirt combination, her hair done up in a topknot.  ...said topknot just barely cleared Tohru's waistline.
"M-Mommy?" Tohru greeted, his voice warm but childish as he knelt for a hug...that was not returned.
"Mommy?" Jackie and Uncle both gasped in shock.
"This where you live?" Mrs. T demanded irritably as she handed Tohru her umbrella.  After checking the dust in the shop, she let out a disgusted grunt.  "You gave up cushy job with that nice Mr. Valmont for this?"
Tohru couldn't prevent the wince that crossed his face.  One of the other things that had made Valmont a good boss despite his criminal activities: if family members stood large in the lives of his high ranking Enforcers, he took the time to get to know them personally.  For all the job turning into something Tohru wasn't comfortable with, Valmont had earned his loyalty over the years.
Jade started to step forward to ask Tohru something, only to be pulled back by a discreet vine.
Mrs. T let out another disgusted grunt.  "My son...a servant in a-"
"Onii-chan!" Apple Bloom suddenly called out as she rushed up to Tohru, Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo not far behind her.  To Jade and Tohru's surprise, plant life - or at least, the image of plant life - was springing up in her hoofsteps.  "Onbu yo!" she pleaded as she put her front hooves against Tohru's side.  Tohru, for his part, couldn't stop the smile that crossed his face as he lifted her into his arms, gently booping her nose with one finger.
There was a small thud as Mrs. T dropped her bag.  "Wha...how...who...?"  She rubbed at her eyes.  "Onii-chan?" she demanded, struggling for an explanation.  "Son, why is pony blessed by Amaterasu calling you big brother?"
Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo's eyes lit up as Apple Bloom shot them a wink over Tohru's shoulder.  Their Japanese studies were bearing fruit in unexpected ways.  As they suppressed their giggles, Tohru explained.  "We...met through my work for Valmont," he began carefully.  "And...one particular meeting resulted in a...rather strong bond."  He rubbed the back of his head, unsure how to explain that part.
"You mean when you, Apple Bloom, and Audrey III were magically fused to do battle with the Cthulhu facsimile to keep it from completing the summoning ritual?" Jade spoke up, deciding it was time for her to 'dump bald faced truth'.
"Wait, what?" Mrs. T gasped in shock.
"It's...not as impressive as it sounds..." Tohru demurred, not really liking being made much of this way.
"Yeah, you should have seen it, Mrs. T!" Jade continued.  "With the three of them magically fused, Tohru became a sort of giant plant kaiju version of himself, and he beat that not-quite-Cthulhu into submission with his bare vine-hands!"
"You punched out Cthulhu?" Mrs. T whispered in shock.
"I...had help..."
Mrs. T managed to shake herself out of her shock.  "But if work for Mr. Valmont so good, why quit to work here?" she demanded angrily.
"Opportunities with Valmont's organization were...drying up," Tohru explained carefully.  "It reached a point where I had to choose between working with him, or being there for this little one."  He gently stroked Apple Bloom's back.  "I...made the choice that was right for me..."
Mrs. T frowned with crossed arms, staring at her son.  "...that so..."  Though her tone and stance remained mildly hostile as she had been, her expression seemed...thoughtful.

	
		Making Her Smile



	Mrs. T watched Tohru interacting with the fillies for a time - doing an impressive job suppressing the grin that tried to consume her face when she saw him doing tasks around the store with the three of them on his head and shoulders for 'pony rides' - before finally speaking up.  "Hmph!" she grumbled at last.  "I don't know about some of your choices, but..."  Walking up to Tohru, she gently tugged him down to his knees so they could hug.  "You made the right choice for your heart, and it is plain you have done - and will do - great things from it.  I am so happy for you...and so proud of you."
"Mommy..." Tohru whimpered in joy, holding her close.  Several of those watching wiped away a few tears.
When the hug broke, Mrs. T reached up to pet Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  "And I look forward to getting to know these little angels."  As grins split the girls' faces, Mrs. T once more turned to examine her surroundings.  "But is this really the best job you could get to be here for them?  Servant in junk shop?"
"Hey!" Jade complained petulantly.  "It's not a junk shop!  It's an antique store!"
Mrs. T made a dismissive 'pfuy' sound.  "Only antique I see here is billy goat behind the counter!"
Uncle immediately shot to his feet.  "Billy goat?" he demanded angrily as he stalked towards her.  "Dragon lady should watch her mouth!"
To everyone's surprise, Mrs. T...smirked.  "Seems billy goat has forgotten how world has changed," she offered calmly before throwing one hand forward, tossing a strange dust into Uncle's face, making him stagger back.  When the dust cleared, Uncle had two horns atop his head, and his face was...furry.  "Cause he try say 'blah, blah, blah', but all I hear is 'baa baa baa'!"
After putting his hands to his face in shock, Uncle let off an angry growl.  "Oh...should not challenge in my own shop, dragon lady!" he snapped, hurling similar dust into Mrs. T's face.  When it cleared, she too had horns...and scales.
"A challenge, is it?" Mrs. T countered, spinning in place.  When she came to a halt, her face was back to normal...but she was dressed as a Miko, and looked decades younger.  Clutched in her hands was a metal staff with a curved top, metal rings jangling against each other at the head.  "Billy goat should remember how the last one ended!"
Uncle brought his hands together and spread them, causing his own transformation to reverse...and leaving him in wizard robes and turning his hair black.  "I still chi wizard!  But housewife like you, skills get old and rusty!"
"Naw, you get musty like books and dusty like junk in your shop!" Mrs. T proclaimed, thrusting forward with her staff and launching a fireball at Uncle.
Uncle backhanded the fireball away carelessly.  "Uncle will not fail in front of his wards!" he proclaimed as he countered with lightning.
"Nor I before my son!" Mrs. T declared as she caught the lightning on her staff, driving it into the floor before unleashing a wave of earth.
As the waves of magic shot back and forth, Jackie raced around trying to save the antiques while Jade, Apple Bloom, and Sweetie Belle took shelter behind Tohru.  Scootaloo started to join them, but paused as she twitched her wings a few times.  Her eyes widened, and she promptly hopped onto Cumulo, close to the action.
"Scoot!" Sweetie Belle called out worriedly.  "What are you doing?  You need to get to cover!"
"And miss this show?" Scootaloo countered, reaching into Cumulo and pulling out a packet.  Cupping her hooves close together in Cumulo's cloud stuff, a bit of lightning sparked between them around the bag, causing it to release a great deal of popping sounds as it expanded.  When she finished, she ripped it open and began eating popcorn.
Apple Bloom glanced around for a bit...and then a wide grin split her face.  "Move over!" she called out, leaping off Tohru's back and onto Cumulo.
"Save some popcorn for me!" Sweetie Belle called out, joining them.
Jade and Tohru exchanged confused glances, shrugged their shoulders, and took seats.
The duel of spells continued for a time...and then both Uncle and Mrs. T collapsed into each other in exhaustion, their appearance returning to normal and all evidence of magic usage vanished.  "That used to be easier..." Mrs. T panted.
"Maybe still would be if not waste illusion slot for vanity!" Uncle teased, poking her beauty mark.
"Says man who used one for hair dye," Mrs. T teased right back, ruffling his hair affectionately.
"Uh...?" Jackie spoke up in confusion.
After a time, Uncle got to his feet, helping Mrs. T to hers.  "Did Uncle ever tell girls about time in youth when Uncle was in travelling theater troupe?"
"I loved those stories!" Scootaloo crowed happily.
"For real?" Jade gasped in shock.
Uncle chuckled softly.  "'Dragon Lady' here was in rival troupe."
"Mommy?" Tohru squeaked out, his eyes bulging from his disbelief.
Mrs. T chuckled softly.  "Some of my happiest memories.  We used to do dueling magic shows whenever our troupes got double booked."
Sweetie Belle's eyes widened, then narrowed.  "You two seem...pretty close."
Uncle laughed softly.  "If things had turned out different, Tohru would be calling Uncle 'Daddy' instead of 'Sensei'."
Jackie - who had gone to have some tea to calm down - promptly spat his tea all over the wall.  "WAAAUGH?!" he screamed out in shock.
Mrs. T chuckled softly.  "But my parents would not hear of me 'dilluting our noble samurai bloodline', and Billy Goat couldn't support us in China.  So we parted with happy memories and a very strange friendship-"
"Don't start, Sweetie Belle!" Uncle suddenly snapped out.  "Uncle is much too old to look for romance.  Happy with friendship!"
"Double for me there!" Mrs. T insisted.  "Last thing I want is romance.  I'm so far into menopause, I cook holiday turkey by giving it a big hug!"
Jackie coughed several times, while Tohru covered his mouth.
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Jade all tilted their heads.  "I don't get it," they said in unison.
"Now where I stay, son?" Mrs. T demanded irritably.
"No room here!" Uncle insisted.  "Only room left taken by Tohru and fillies!"
"I can take care of it!" Apple Bloom called out, rushing to the wall.  "Been wantin' ta try this, but didn'a have a reason before."  Placing her forehooves against the wall, she closed her eyes.  Magic flowed out of her forelegs and into the wall.
After a time, the building shook slightly, and the sound of rapid plant growth could be heard.  When it stopped, Apple Bloom slumped over.  "Got room on the third floor."
"Uncle's shop does not have third floor!" Uncle insisted as Mrs. T climbed the stairs.
"It does now..." Mrs. T marveled as she stared at what looked like an entire floor carved out of the inside of a tree trunk.  "Hope it meets building code."

	
		Making Her Laugh



	The Chans, Tohru, and Mrs. T decided to go to the Japanese Cultural Expo together.  While waiting for the performance Mrs. T was hoping to see, the group went together to view the other exhibits, including the Kyoto Octopus.  Jade and the fillies marveled at the golden, jewel-encrusted sculpture that clutched a huge gem in the tentacles that rose up to resemble a crown, as Mrs. T lectured them on its history and various other important details.  Jackie had declined Captain Black's request to act as additional security for the Octopus, though knowing that Jackie, Tohru, and the others would be there had been a big comfort for the Agent.
After having seen the Octopus, the group split up to explore the Expo in whatever direction they wanted.  Scootaloo and Jade raced off together, Scootaloo on her cloud and Jade on Scootaloo's old scooter.  Sweetie Belle wandered around with Jackie in tow, hitting every stall that looked like it sold something as she looked for any souvenirs she might want to collect, while also carrying a large bag for anything she could pick up that was being given away free.  She didn't know if there would be anything like that here, since it was an Expo and not a Convention, but she figured it paid to be prepared.  Apple Bloom raced off with Tohru close behind, enjoying the fact that she could now walk on normal terrain without causing plants to spring up at random unless she willed it.  Audrey III, also enjoying the freedom to wander separately from Apple Bloom, explored the Expo while wearing the fake mustache that somehow still caused everyone who didn't know he was a giant plant to see him as human.
On seeing that, Uncle idly wondered to himself if he'd ever needed the Normality Pendants, or if fake mustaches would have been all it took for the fillies to blend in.  He eventually came to the conclusion that he didn't want the answer to that question, and instead went with Mrs. T to reminisce and to see Kara Noki and her yodeling kabukis.  Of course, after the show the pair had gotten into an intense debate as far as the validity of 'yodeling kabukis' as part of Japanese culture, arguing history, comparative music trends, Japan's history of cultural appropriation of outside trends, and the applicability of the term 'yodeling' to the music thus presented.  The debate got so lively that a large portion of the audience thought it was part of the Expo, and staff decided to take advantage of it by placing microphones near the two debaters without them noticing.  When the debate got especially heated, an enterprising staff member managed to attach mics to Uncle's vest and Mrs. T's jacket so the debate could still be heard as it extended into a demonstration of traditional Japanese martial arts as compared to Chinese martial arts, as well as how the practice thereof helped preserve vitality far into old age.
The 'old age' comment on the part of one of the staff members acting as announcer brought Uncle and Mrs. T's ire, bringing an end to both debate and demonstration, along with the announcer's dignity.  However, both walked away with Kara Noki's autograph, so overall it was a profitable interchange.
As they continued to explore the Expo, Mrs. T grilled Uncle regarding recent events, especially in regard to Tohru and Apple Bloom.  Uncle was vague regarding Apple Bloom's origins, as well as the nature of the 'Harmony Blast' that had fundamentally altered the world at large even if Mrs. T wasn't aware of it, but did bring up Tohru's indispensable contributions to the battle with Shendu.  On learning of Shendu's apparent fate, however, Mrs. T frowned darkly.  "This not good, Billy Goat," she pointed out dourly.  "If Shendu is dead, then Yin and Yang out of balance."
Uncle snorted derisively.  "I may be old, but not senile.  I know this...not to say Yin and Yang haven't been out of balance since girls arrive.  Good chi is strong with them, and not of this level of existence."
Mrs. T shrugged that aside.  "If no greater evil appeared since their arrival, then balance took them into account somehow.  But death of Demon Sorcerer?  That great blow to darkness, and balance will restore itself.  New, stronger evil will replace it."
Uncle nodded.  "I am already making preparations.  With luck, I will be able to handle things on my own, with help from children."
"Pfui!" Mrs. T derided.  "Billy Goat can barely take care of himself!  How he handle demons alone?"
"Will not be alone," Uncle corrected.  "Fillies have very strong magic, and have studied books very carefully whole lives.  One more thing, their magic seems designed to be combined amongst the three of them, to work together as a greater whole."
"While good chi creatures using good chi against demons is good, how will that be different than before?" Mrs. T demanded coldly.
"Because fillies' magic has stabilized with appearance of Cutie Marks," Uncle explained.  "As such...the three of them together are now the equivalent of a complete Master Chi Wizard.  I will trust them to make their own plans and preparations to battle demons."
"Is that all you have up your sleeve?" Mrs. T demanded.  "Nothing else to hold back the evil that will come?"
As she spoke, the disparate groups gathered back together, Audrey III towering over all but Tohru as Captain Black approached.  "Any sign of that gang you were worried about, Augustus?" Jackie asked curiously.
Captain Black shook his head in frustration.  "We know they were here at the Expo, they were sighted making their way towards the Octopus...but then it's like they vanished!"
Audrey belched loudly, then said nothing as everyone looked towards him suspiciously.  Idly, he began to whistle 'Oops, I Did It Again'.
Uncle grinned widely at Mrs. T's shocked look.  "One more thing," he offered impishly.

	
		Devil in the Details



	Shendu seethed angrily as his spirit floated in the demon nether realm.  It had taken him some time to recover enough from that blast - even as a spirit - to the point he could even think again.  Now, not only could he think, he could perceive the world around him to know where he was.  The nether realm wasn't exactly easy to mistake, being nothing but a cloudy orange backdrop with floating chunks of rock scattered about.  However, that wasn't really of significance.  What was of significance - immediate significance at that - was the fact that all seven of his siblings were surrounding him, sitting on their own chunks of rock or floating in the ether as was their prerogative.  "B-brothers and sisters," he greeted warmly but nervously.  "What brings you to my dearly departed side?"
Dai Gui - the crimson, Minotauresque Demon Sorcerer of Earth - was the first to respond.  "We were merely waiting for you to recover enough to regain your senses."
"Indeed," Xiao Fung - the grey-skinned, frog shaped Demon Sorcerer of Wind declared.  "It's no fun tormenting someone for eternity if they can't be aware of it."
"T-torment?" Shendu gasped out in shock.  "Eternity?"  A lock of purple hair wrapped around his serpentine spiritual form, pulling him back.
"The punishment for betrayal, Shendu," Tso Lan, Demon Sorcerer of the Moon, explained simply.  His grey-blue skin gleamed in the pale light of the nether realm, and his red and purple robes flowed in the windless air.  "You spent your time reigning over China..."
"While we withered in this bone dry prison!" Bai Tsa - the mermaid-like Demon Sorcerer of Water - proclaimed as she swam through the empty ether around Shendu's spirit.
"You never even attempted to free us!" Po Kong - the giant green Demon Sorcerer of Mountain - proclaimed in her booming voice.
Shendu shifted back worriedly, uncertain how he was going to talk his way out of this one.  "Your...rescue was in the planning stages...but then I was imprisoned in a statue-"
"Excuses!" Tchang Zu - the massive blue ogre Demon Sorcerer of Thunder - proclaimed with a flash of lightning.  "You desired the Earthly Realm for yourself!"  To punctuate his declaration, he threw a blast of magic into Shendu, making him scream in pain.
As the magic passed, Shendu turned to the one Demon who hadn't spoken yet.  "Hsi Wu, brother...surely you believe me-"
"I could care less about the truth of your words or intentions," the wizened gargoyle like Demon Sorcerer of Sky snapped.  "I am more concerned with the nature of the magic that destroyed you.  For it to have left scars upon your spirit that took so long to heal, it must be potent."  Tso Lan nodded agreement as he floated over to Hsi Wu's side.  "What can you tell us of its nature?"
Shendu sighed in relief.  Of all his siblings, Tso Lan and Hsi Wu were always the most level headed and scholarly, even if Hsi Wu had an almost human penchant for fiendish pranks.  When the group acted in concert, it was generally one of them that came up with the plan while the other took the lead in carrying it out.  They might just hold the others back from tormenting him long enough to get the knowledge they wanted...long enough for Shendu to talk them into sparing him his fate.  "I am afraid I know nothing of the nature of the magic beyond the chant, the visual effect, and the fact it felt sacred without being holy..."
"Then we already know all you could tell us," Tso Lan declared dismissively, turning away as the others gathered to unleash their power.
"But I know what brought it to the Earthly Realm!" Shendu spoke up quickly.  "Three young Qi Lin have been raised and trained by a Chi Wizard.  It is their magic that brought this power, wherever it came from!"
"We are already aware of these three," Hsi Wu stated flatly.  "I have been observing them from the moment they entered the Earthly Realm from their own dimension."
Shendu's eyes widened.  "What?  But you could have told me!  Why didn't you give me warning?"
Hsi Wu grinned wickedly.  "You didn't ask," Hsi Wu jibed, sparking laughter from the other siblings.
Inwardly, Shendu seethed at the jibe he walked right into, but he didn't let it show.  His mind had come up with a way to get out from under his siblings' intent to torment him.  "My brothers and sisters!  I have come up with a way I may yet free you!"
"Do not toy with us!" Bai Tsa snapped angrily, her voice echoing as though she were underwater.  "The doors can only be opened from the other side."
"The human side," Dai Gui clarified.
"And as a bodiless spirit, I can pass through the barrier unhindered, to possess a human vessel with which to seek out and open the portals," Shendu explained.  "My death leaves a void for you all, my brothers and sisters, to fill as a stronger evil.  Shall I...proceed?"
They all stood silently for a time.  The seven flesh and blood Demons then cast a binding spell upon Shendu without warning.  "You have proven crafty, brother," Hsi Wu pointed out.  "While your plan has merit, we don't trust you that much anymore."
"Our spell will bind you to the first human vessel you take," Tso Lan explained.  "We will remove it when the seven of us are freed, and not before.  In the meantime, it will let us keep track of you..."
"Just in case we decide to begin your torment," Bai Tsa purred eagerly.
Shendu seethed inwardly at that, but showed no sign.  If he was completely honest with himself, he expected something like this.  Still, he could work with it.  "Then I shall choose my vessel carefully.  I already have the perfect one in mind."
"The one who so frequently thwarted you, Jackie Chan?" Tchang Zu asked curiously.
"Do you take me for a fool?" Shendu barked angrily.  "While he is an effective combatant, his only resources derive from his connections, who will not aid me without reason...and three Qi Lin, a fully manifest Dryadic Familiar, and a Master Chi Wizard would be able to contain me until I could be exorcised and banished, if not destroyed.  If I am to have a chance to free you, my host must have the resources at his own command to fly hither and yon across the globe to reach the portals, and do so with enough force under his command to keep Chan and the others at bay."
"You seek to claim Valmont as your host?" Xiao Fung asked with a chuckle.  "Do you really believe he will assist you?"
"Once I am bound to him, he will not have a choice," Shendu replied.  "And if he has reason to believe that he will profit from this, he will even do so willingly, if not eagerly.  I kept my bargain with him - at least until my death destroyed my treasure - so he has no reason to believe a bargain I make on behalf of the rest of you won't be kept.  Have I leave to make such a bargain?"
"If treasure is all he desires, treasure we can provide," Bai Tsa allowed.  "It is not like he will keep it long once all seven of us are free and reshaping the world to our will."
"Do be sure to inform him that said reward will only be provided if he is able to prevent Chan and the others from banishing us back through the portals," Hsi Wu added.  "That should be incentive enough to perform better for us than he did for you."
Nodding, Shendu turned and flowed out into the Human Realm.

	
		Devil Went Down to San Fran



	Valmont growled under his breath as the truck drove down the road towards the beach where it had all culminated.  He'd planned everything out carefully, meticulously, to ensure that the first big Talisman powered heist would go off without a hitch.  ...where had it gone wrong?
His first step had been dividing up the Talismans.  He had four Enforcers to wield them, which meant three each.  However, the Talismans didn't all have equally versatile abilities, so he'd divided them up carefully.  Four of the Talismans had 'Power Type' magics: Ox for strength, Dragon for fire blast, Pig for eye lasers, and Rooster for Levitation.  Four Talismans had 'Defense Type' abilities: Horse for healing, Dog for immortality, Snake for invisibility, and Rabbit for Speed.  The remaining four - Sheep of astral projection, Monkey for animal transformation, Rat for animation, and Tiger for Yin/Yang split - were more 'wild card' abilities.
He'd grouped the Talismans so each enforcer got one of each 'type', and balancing abilities based on what worked well together.  Ox, Snake, and Sheep were given to Ratso, since he seemed best suited for invisible knock-out blows.  Being the best strategist of the group, Finn got Rooster and Rabbit for free flight, and Monkey to give him a ranged ability.  Chao received Pig, Dog, and Rat, since Valmont trusted he could be creative with that set.  Hak Fu received the Dragon for a surprise energy blast from a palm strike, Horse since he insisted on close combat, and Tiger because he was the only one willing to take it.  The last thing Valmont wanted to risk was one of his Enforcers splitting into light and dark halves like Chan did.
The setup certainly seemed to work, as initial reports showed that the Enforcers had blasted their way into the bank and made off with a good haul, brushing aside the Section 13 agents that tried to stop them.  And then things had gone screwy.
Jackie Chan had shown up, that was to be expected.  Jade and the fillies showed up, accompanied by cloud, plant beast, and a jetpack.  Save for the last, this was also expected.
A squad of government agent battle mages showing up on the beach to back them up?  Valmont felt like he'd fallen down the rabbit hole.  Since when did the government use magic?
Thankfully, balancing the Talisman powers as he had gave his Enforcers a bit of an advantage, especially when Ratso and Finn found a trick where they crossed the streams from Sheep and Monkey so that the spirits expelled through astral projection were turned into animal spirits, and thus were blocked from syncing back with their original bodies until this was corrected...which happened on its own over time, but time was what they needed more of in that situation.
As the truck turned around the cliffside towards the beach, he signaled the driver to stop.  Jackie stood at the edge of the cliff watching the tail end of the battle.  Hak Fu was holding Audrey III back with fire from the Dragon Talisman, which also neutralized most of Apple Bloom's contributions.  Finn was barely holding his own against Scootaloo and Jade.  Ratso and Chao had Sweetie Belle on the ropes, and Captain Black was unconscious.  If Jackie reentered the fray, the fight could swing the other way.  That couldn't be allowed to happen.
Still, Valmont had to be careful.  Chan was unaccountably lucky as far as survival, so trying to kill him at the clifftop was asking for trouble.  Pushing him off could also be problematic, as if he charged and missed he'd go over instead.  He needed to catch him off guard and trip him up, and do so in a way that maximized the chances of disabling Jackie while minimizing his opportunities to counter.
Much to his surprise, he managed to get right behind Chan, just out of arm's reach...and just in cane's reach.  Just as Chan leaned over to watch Jade descend towards the ground from her jetpack running out of fuel, he spoke up.  "Enjoying the view, Chan?"
As Jackie spun to face him, Valmont slipped his cane between the other man's feet, tripping him up.  A jerk of the cane pulled the near leg up, overbalancing Chan and sending him tumbling off the cliff.  The fall wasn't enough to kill him - Valmont disliked casual killing anyway, a true professional in his business should be able to avoid it...or at least avoid getting his own hands dirty - but with that tumble, it would be enough to knock him out if not injure him.
As he watched Chan fall, he felt his body rock back as something slammed into him, and the world seemed to fade...

Shendu growled to himself as he settled into Valmont's body, the spell binding him to it until his siblings revoked it.  It galled him to be trapped in a human form, but at least this one had resources that would be useful.  The sooner he was free - especially since the world now apparently accepted magic as a given - the better.
Still, he was pleased with what he'd seen as he made his way here.  He'd long thought Valmont a buffoon for his bungling of the Talisman hunt, though much of that could be written off due to the involvement of Qi Lin.  However, Valmont plainly knew what he was doing when it came to using resources and commanding troops.  Now it was time to make use of those abilities.
Once in the truck again, he made his way down to the beach to confront the Enforcers, who looked to be considering finishing Chan and the others off.  Shendu considered letting them, but the nearness of the Qi Lin - who were still fully active - made him reconsider.  "Leave them!" he barked out, not turning to face the Enforcers.  "We have more important things to do!"  He was pleased to see they responded immediately, but frowned when they turned towards the bags of money.  Were they really such idiots?  "Finn!  Use the Rooster to move all the money at once!  The rest of you, keep those ponies off his back!"
"Oh, duh!" Finn groaned as he facepalmed.  As a result of the directive, it wasn't long before the entire group - loot in tow - was on its way.
When the group reached the secondary hideout - the fish cannery - the Enforcers began to stash the money.  Shendu turned to face them, interrupting the action.  "Sit!" he ordered them intensely.  "We will speak further later.  For now, silence!"
The Enforcers immediately sat, Ratso even going so far to cover his mouth with both hands to ensure silence.  Rolling his borrowed eyes, Shendu made his way to a nearby mirror.  Just in time, as Valmont regained control of his body.

Valmont groaned, rubbing his head as he came back to himself.  "Wha...what happened?" he asked no one in particular.  "How did we get-"
"Question later, Valmont," Shendu hissed from the mirror, the demon's face superimposed on Valmont's own.  "For now, it appears we have entered a new form of partnership, whether you like it or not."
Valmont frowned, crossing his arms.  "I'm listening," he growled out.  He'd hoped he was rid of the dragon after the treasure disappeared.  He was apparently mistaken there.
"I have possessed your body," Shendu stated bluntly.  "Due to the actions of my siblings, the possession cannot be revoked save by their hands.  Help me to free them from their imprisonment, and you will be free of me and be rewarded richly from their own treasuries.  Refuse or fail, and you're stuck with me until you die.  Consider the Talismans your 'down payment' on this job."
Valmont smirked slightly.  "At least you're being fully up front, this time.  And you're right, I don't have a choice here."  Sighing, he turned back to his men.  "It seems an old client has a new job for us..."

	
		Devil Dealing



	Shendu growled in Valmont's mind as he watched the man doing the seemingly pointless task of going over his employment records.  "This is a foolish and fruitless endeavor!" Shendu snapped out.
"Only so far," Valmont countered softly as he continued to scan through the records, pausing every so often for no apparent reason before moving on.
"You won't find what I need in there!" Shendu snarled.  "It's a waste of time!"
"You don't even know what I'm looking for," Valmont responded calmly, flicking to the next entry.
"I know where to find what I need!" Shendu screamed angrily.  "We will simply go to the shop!  The chi wizard will have a book containing the location-"
"Oh that's brilliant," Valmont interrupted, sarcasm heavy enough in his voice that Ratso noticed it.  "March the demon possessed individual into the shop of a chi wizard who has four exceptionally powerful creatures of good chi living with him, whose very touch will cause you excruciating agony, thus neutralizing the one advantage we'd have going in.  Not to mention giving away the one thing we know that the Chans don't yet, that you're still here in spirit and can infuse me with your magic.  With planning skills like that, I'm amazed you were in stone for a whole 900 years, and not out after a week!"
Shendu growled unintelligibly for a time before subsiding somewhat.  "Your sarcasm is noted.  But how is whatever you're looking for supposed to aid us?  ...what are you looking for, anyway?"
"Discrepancies," Valmont responded readily as he paused on one data file before going over to a large box of papers and sifting through the hard copy.
"Discrepancies?" Shendu inquired, confused.  "What is that supposed to mean?"
"The reason I'm such a success in the criminal underworld despite being what some would call a 'soft touch' on the corporal level is that I earn the loyalty of those who work for me," Valmont explained.  "I know their names, faces, likes, dislikes, hobbies, family histories, dreams... I have my employment records memorized."
"And you're looking for something that isn't how you remember it...why?" Shendu inquired carefully.
"Before the rainbow wave that covered the entire globe, magic was a closely guarded secret," Valmont explained.  "No one in power knew it existed, and so no one in power had access to it.  After that wave, however...magic is normal.  Everyone knows, nobody cares.  Only mages make use of it...but the government has access to battle mages to send in to deal with magical powered criminals, and no one blinks an eye.  Meaning as far as the world is concerned, there were always government battle mages protecting them from magical threats."  He smiled as he found the file he was looking for.  "And I know my mind.  If the world is as it would have been if magic had always been a part of it, then I would make sure I had access to the same resources the government did, but better.  And where there is light, there is dark.  Where there is good...there is evil."
He tossed the file onto his desk, letting it flip open to a sigil on a page as he looked at it.  "Isn't that right...Daolong Wong?"
The sigil blazed violet, and the image of a wizened old man with white hair in black and blue robes clutching a gnarled stick with a crystal at the end appeared over it, seeming to hover in meditation.  Two tattoos marked his face, one in the center of his forehead representing his third eye, the other a lightning bolt that traced down over his left eye.  His eyes opened, revealing a yellow left eye and a blue right eye.  "Valmont," he greeted softly, his voice reedy and strained.  "You have need of my services again?  I must say, better to deal with you than anyone else.  Despite dealing with magic, your expectations have always been reasonable...and the use of your network to acquire hard to find magical ingredients and tomes has always been ample recompense."  He shook his head.  "Forgive me, I'm rambling.  An...old memory has left me irritable, and your summons is a pleasant distraction."  Setting his staff across his crossed legs, he brought his palms together in front of his chest.  "So, how can I serve you today?"
Shendu had to admit to himself...he was impressed.  He could see just how powerful a Dark Chi Wizard Daolong Wong was, and Valmont having one such as he being respectful on an unannounced summons for service spoke volumes of just how effective a leader he was.  He may have no magic of his own, Shendu thought silently, but his skills in other areas are impressive...and valuable.  Perhaps he would serve better as a General when we take this world back, rather than a jester...
"Forgive me if I skip any customary pleasantries, Daolong Wong," Valmont spoke up politely, "but I'm afraid my own situation has left me somewhat irritable as well.  I've...suffered a bit of a setback due to things going sour with a recent client...mostly due to the interference of a particular Good Chi Wizard and his family."  He sighed theatrically.  "I'm afraid I underestimated his talent, and that of his family.  I should have called you in."
Daolong Wong smiled, waving it off.  "My battle services don't come cheaply, Valmont.  Understandable you would not want to call on me for that unless you had to."  His eyes narrowed.  "But tell me, what Chi Wizard did you face?  I know of few who could pose a threat to your operation...especially when dealing with demons."
Valmont smiled softly, unsurprised that Daolong Wong could see - or sense - Shendu.  "A man seemingly known only as Uncle, of the-"
"CHAN?!" Daolong Wong suddenly snarled out, his eyes glowing red as he seized his staff.  He fired a discharge of rage filled magic into the background off the image, and an explosion could be heard.  A few moments later, Daolong Wong calmed down.  "Forgive me, Valmont.  The particularly upsetting memories I mentioned specifically relate to that particular Chi Wizard."  He stroked his staff, his teeth bared.  "An old grudge I would love to have the opportunity to repay..."
Valmont's smile widened to a bargaining grin.  "Does that mean I can expect a discount on your combat services if it means fighting him?" he asked jovially.
Daolong Wong waved a finger chidingly, but he was grinning.  "Now now, Valmont, you know why my services are expensive.  Dark Magic doesn't come cheaply.  And there are some resources that even your network can't come by-"
"Such as pegasus feathers, unicorn water, and dryadic sap?" Valmont inquired innocently.
Daolong Wong's eyes widened.  "You...you have found a supply?"
Inside, Valmont grinned widely.  He'd always been rather good at shooting in the dark.  "It just so happens a few Qi Lin are in the custody of our mutual irritant...one of the traditional unicorn variety, one a pegasus, and one possessing a dryadic familiar.  Of course, should Uncle meet an...unpleasant end, those three - and their potent magic - would be up for grabs for whoever made the first move..."
"We have a deal!" Daolong Wong stated firmly.  "Now, what is the need that furthers this conflict?"
"Uncle has in his possession a tome detailing the location of a certain artifact," Valmont explained.  "The..."  His voice trailed off as he tried to remember.
"The Pan'ku Box," Shendu provided.
"Yes, that," Valmont explained.  "Of course, the less Uncle knows about what we can bring against him, the better for us..."
Daolong Wong's answering grin was positively wicked.  "No need to disturb the old fool yet, then," he explained.  "I happen to know exactly where it is stored..."
Valmont grinned as he sat back in his chair.  "You see, Shendu?  You really should trust me more."
"I trust you as much as you trust me," Shendu responded coldly.
Valmont's eyes narrowed at his reflection.  "Then it seems we are both wise..."

	
		Heroes Gather



	Jade paced back and forth worriedly on the third floor of Uncle's shop.  Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo watched carefully as she paced, their own expressions reflecting similar anxiety.  Audrey III hung from the ceiling, completely relaxed.  Finally, Jade exploded.  "I can't believe it!  How did those idiots beat us so badly that we needed magic government backup...and how did that backup get beaten so badly?"
"The baddies ain't as goofy as they seem," Apple Bloom offered.  "Tohru told me a bit about 'em...they wouldn't be so high ranked in Valmont's organization if they didn' have talent."
"And Valmont wouldn't be in charge of a criminal syndicate that Section 13 can't take down despite knowing who's in charge if he were incompetent," Sweetie Belle adds.  "Plainly, he took the time to plan out Talisman power combinations before handing them out."
"Well of course he did!" Scootaloo pointed out.  "You really think an international crime organization is going to flick magical Talismans out to a bunch of goofballs at random and hope magic will fix all his problems?"
Audrey glanced in a seemingly random direction with a wide grin.
"Well what are we supposed to do?" Jade demanded worriedly.  "We're dealing with competent foes using Talisman power.  And either Jackie's going to go charging in unprepared, or stay out of it because it's 'not our problem'!  But if someone doesn't stop Valmont and get the Talismans back, he could end up running the world!"
"Well what can we do about it?" Sweetie Belle demanded.  "Our shared special talent is in Demon Hunting, not crime hunting or problem solving."
"Yeah!" Scootaloo agreed.  "It's not like you can just throw a 'destiny' problem at us and we'll magically come up with a solution!"
Audrey's seemingly undirected grin widened.
"Well you're all I've got!" Jade gasped out at last, slumping in on herself.  "If I talk with Jackie about this, he'll tell me it's not my business to worry about all this.  If I talk to Uncle, he'll say Jackie can handle it.  Tohru won't go against Uncle."  She wrapped her arms around her legs.  "I...I don't want to see Jackie get hurt..."
The three fillies cuddled up around her.  "We dun wanna see that, neither," Apple Bloom agreed.
"But what can we do?" Scootaloo asked softly.  "We're just kids.  Even with our magic stable, we don't know what to do with half of it."
"It's not like we know a couple people tough enough to take care of themselves, familiar with Talisman magic, and willing to take our calls and drop everything to help us!" Sweetie complained.  She then noticed everyone staring at her.  "...what?"
Jade chuckled.  "Sweetie Belle, you're a genius!"
"And here I thought she was a dictionary," Scootaloo joked.
"Just because I like knowing what I'm talking about-"
Jade quickly tuned out that conversation as she raced for the phone.  She had a couple of calls to make.

Uncle worked calmly cleaning the shop.  While nothing untoward had happened since Jackie's abortive attempt to fight the Dark Hand, he'd been on edge ever since.  Having caught sight of Jackie incorporating his sword into his katas, he knew he wasn't the only one.  He just wished he knew something that could tell him what he could do to fix whatever had gone wrong to create this situation.
As he thought this, he heard the bell at the front of the shop ring.  "Go away!" he called out as he turned towards the pair of shadowed figures.  "We are closed!"
The larger figure stepped out of the shadows, revealing a well fitting suit and a crimson mask.  "We are not...customers," he stated ominously.
Uncle's eyes went wide.  "JACKIE!" he screamed out.  "We have a burglar!"
Jackie leapt out of the dojo on the second floor, sword drawn and chest bared, the 'mystic armor' runes inexpertly applied, giving him a bit of a 'wild man' appearance that made the masked figure flinch back in shock.  However, at the sight of the figure, Jackie's face softened and he lowered the sword.  "Uncle, he is not a burglar-"
Uncle promptly struck Jackie across the temple.  "Of course he is a burglar!  He is wearing a mask!"
A small Mexican boy stepped out of the shadows.  "No, no, no, El Toro Fuerte never removes his mask," he proclaimed proudly, as though that explained everything.
Uncle frowned as something niggled his memory.  Something about Sweetie Belle's hobbies and interests...
His thoughts were dashed as Tohru stepped out of the backroom, looking around in concern.  As soon as the masked figure - 'El Toro Fuerte', apparently - caught sight of him, his expression hardened.  "Dark Hand enemy!" he proclaimed, shifting into an angry crouch.  Before he could leap, however, thorny vines shot out of alcoves in the walls to wrap around him, holding him to the ground.  "Evil plant?" he gasped in shock.
"Audrey is not evil," Tohru stated firmly.  "He is Apple Bloom's familiar...and apparently has little patience for comedic misunderstandings that cause fiscal collateral damage.  I no longer work for the Dark Hand, and am firmly allied with this family."
"It's true!" Jackie confirmed.
El Toro relaxed, and the vines released him.  "Apologies," he offered sincerely as he straightened his tie.  "I was not informed of this."
Tohru nodded his head.  "Apology accepted."
"Perhaps we can meet in the ring sometime, since we are now allies?" El Toro added hopefully.
"I look forward to it," Tohru agreed warmly.
"Looks like a real friendly reunion here," a young woman in a pink dress said as she stepped out from behind Jackie.
Jackie leapt in shock with a loud, "WUAAAGH!"  After patting his chest for a time, he glowered at the woman.  "Viper!  What are you doing here?"
"Who'll save the day?" Audrey suddenly sang out.  "The Superhero Squad!  They'll hero up...AGAIN!"
"I think the plant summed it up nicely," Viper responded warmly, a chuckle in her voice.
"Aiyah..." Jackie groaned, rubbing the bridge of his nose.  "Jade reads too many comic books..."
"It's a good thing I'm here, though," Viper spoke up.  "I found out from my contacts in the magical community that Valmont's been in contact with a Dark Chi Wizard named Daolong Wong, who was last seen in Tibet.  Not long after the contact, Valmont's Enforcers booked a flight there."
"Then we know where we are going," Tohru stated firmly.
Jackie opened his mouth to argue, then closed it.  "Even if I try to tell you all not to come and Tohru to stay and watch the shop and the children, you'll all end up coming anyway, won't you?"
"Isn't it adorable the way he thinks he's in charge?" Viper teased playfully, making El Toro chuckle.
Jackie buried his face in his free hand.  "Bad day..."
"By the way, Jackie, I like the new look," Viper added, looking him up and down and playfully licking her lips.
Jackie glanced down, realized he was shirtless, and let out a startled yelp.  "Bad day bad day bad day!" he cried out as he raced up the stairs.

	
		Heroes Prerogative



	Jackie sighed to himself as the larger than he expected group settled in for the night at an inn in Tibet.  He had been thoroughly outvoted as far as the inclusion of such backup, and now he was stuck with it.  The group had two connected rooms at the inn.  Jackie, Uncle, Tohru, El Toro, and Paco were in one room, while Viper, Jade, and the fillies were in the other, while Audrey had planted himself outside for the night.  Jackie didn't like the idea of leaving the children in with the former thief - reformed or not, he didn't believe she was a good influence for them - but when he'd raised that objection, the response had quickly made him withdraw it.
"If she's such a bad girl, maybe you two should share a room so you can keep an eye on her?" Sweetie Belle had suggested in a deceptively innocent tone of voice.
Where did she learn to talk like that? he asked himself as he made his way to the bathroom.  He still remembered the entire group laughing at his expense...or perhaps at Sweetie's shouted "Oh, come on!" when he'd retreated so quickly.  He opened the door to the bathroom, praying he'd be able to just wash his face, brush his teeth, and go back to bed.
He was so preoccupied with his thoughts that he nearly walked right into the bathroom to clean up next to Finn and Ratso.  He caught himself just in time, shutting the door and hiding behind it when they opened it back up to leave.  Finn let out a loud yawn as he opened the door.  "Glad Valmont talked Wong into going at our pace," he groaned softly.
"Yeah," Ratso agreed, stretching.  "Talisman power is all well and good, but it takes a lot out of you.  Just because he only needs two hours to recharge his 'Dark Chi' in meditation doesn't mean we can do the same."
"And we don't even need to stand watch," Finn yawned tiredly.  "He's got his Dark Warriors taking care of that.  What'd he call them?  Gan, Ren, Chew?"
"Chui," Ratso corrected sleepily.  "Like the Wookie, but Chinese."
Jackie pushed the door back closed, rubbing his face where he got bumped before following them to their room.
He stayed at the doorframe as he watched them enter, the door remaining open as they curled up in their beds.  There were four beds, now with one occupant each.  An elderly figure Jackie didn't recognize - the 'Wong' they'd mentioned, he presumed - floated in the center of the room, a gnarled scepter in his lap, his eyes closed in meditation.  Scattered around the room were three orange skinned figures in black with solid black eyes and neon blue body paint.  Looking at them, he felt a shiver run over his entire body.  Is this what Uncle means when he gets the willies? he asked himself silently.
However, something else caught his attention.  The vast majority of the 12 Talismans were left on end tables, and those that weren't were in plain sight.  If he could make it past those 'Dark Warriors', he could snatch them all back.  Even if that wasn't the mission priority, it would still be a huge advantage.
At the same time, it would alert the group to the fact that they had pursuers, and that said pursuers were right behind them.  Of course, that was assuming he could get past the Dark Warriors to swipe the Talismans.  Still, getting the Talismans away from the Dark Hand agents would give them a distinct advantage when the inevitable confrontation over whatever they had come to retrieve happened.  After all, the four of them had trounced Jackie and Captain Black with the Talismans, and as effective as El Toro, Viper, and Tohru were...he didn't think it really evened the playing field.  And as powerful as Audrey was, he was exceptionally vulnerable to flame...which the Talismans were naturally attuned to.
After a time of trying and failing to plan this out, he realized he was going the wrong way.  He was considering a theft...and the team had a former professional thief amongst its number.  All he had to do was ask for her help...without letting the girls know that's what he was up to.  If they found out what was going on, Jade for certain and the others possibly would try and come along.  How was he to get Viper out of that room without the girls following?
A light touch on his shoulder nearly made him leap out of his skin.  Turning, he saw Viper standing there, putting a finger to her lips.  He quickly nodded in relief, glad to see she was there.  He quickly held up his hand to pantomime a four legged walk, indicating an inquiry about the fillies.  Viper gestured back to the room she shared with them, which had an oddly sweet scent wafting out of it.  She then pointed to outside, where Audrey was waving a few of his leaves in the window of that room.
Jackie relaxed.  Viper was a professional, after all.  And as much as he didn't like her former profession - and wasn't entirely sure he trusted her yet - her skills were invaluable here...just so long as he was able to keep his eyes on those skills, and not the way she looked in that catsuit.
In his mind's eye, he saw tiny versions of his selves that had taken shape when the Tiger Talisman split him on his shoulders.  "We have to stay focused on the mission!" the tiny 'Light Jackie' insisted.
"I'd rather stay focused on that rack!" the tiny 'Dark Jackie' purred.  "She takes real good care of herself!"
"We should not treat women as sex objects!" Light Jackie insisted.
"She's the one who practically drooled over our bare chest!" Dark Jackie countered.  "We aren't made of stone!"
Jackie quickly dispelled that line of thought by brushing off his shoulders nervously.  Seeing Viper ready to move, he tapped her on the shoulder.  Once she turned to him, he motioned from the visible Talismans to the floating wizard.  He then paused, trying to think how else he could silently indicate not letting the Dark Hand know they were already pursued.
Viper smiled under her mask.  Reaching into a bag at her side, she pulled out 12 Talisman copies, much like the one that had been left as bait at the museum where they'd first met.  She handed six of them to Jackie, pointing to the half of the room the six were on.  Jackie gestured insistently to the Dark Warriors.
Grinning, Viper pulled out a small metal sphere and gently rolled it into the center of the room.  As it reached there, it popped silently open and released an almost invisible mist that hugged the floor before climbing the walls.  As it climbed up the Dark Warriors, the neon glow of their body paint dimmed.  Viper then slipped into the room, seeming unnoticed by the Warriors.  She held up her hand, five fingers raised.
Nodding, Jackie moved swiftly.  Two and a half minutes later, they were back outside the room, the Talisman copies swapped for the real things.  Holding out her hand, Viper let the sphere roll back to her as the light returned to the Warriors tattoos.
Jackie followed Viper outside and let out a sigh of relief.  "You think of everything, don't you?" he asked quietly.
"I try," Viper confirmed.  "Pick one Talisman you feel you can readily use without problems."  She'd already pocketed the Snake, the Ox, and the Horse.
Looking through the rest, Jackie took the Rabbit.  "Faster strikes would always be welcome," he observed calmly.  "I know what to avoid at high speed."
Taking the rest, Viper walked over to Audrey, who opened his mouth wide.  She promptly dumped the Talismans they hadn't parsed out into the open maw.  "That's as good a place to keep them as any," she explained softly.  "I'll give Ox to the wrestler, and Horse to the big guy.  He's got enough extra chi he should be able to use it for a heal beam or something."
"I'll...see you in the morning, then," Jackie offered, deciding now was time to go back into hiding from the Dark Hand until they knew what they were after.
"Till then...handsome."  With that, Viper sauntered off to the room she shared with the girls.
Light and Dark Jackie promptly reappeared on Jackie's shoulders.  "Nnnf, dat ass!" Dark Jackie purred appreciatively.
"Stop that!" Light Jackie chided angrily.
Jackie groaned, putting his face in his hands.  "Bad day..."

	
		Heroes Clash



	With the Talismans swapped for convincing fakes, it was only a matter of waiting for the Dark Hand to be rested enough to make their move.  As a result, everyone kipped down for the night, leaving Audrey III on watch to wake them once the Dark Hand made their move.  Audrey had expected this, since he didn't actually need to sleep.  As long as he found sufficient nutrients in the soil, he'd be able to pull up roots and head with the others after the Dark Hand.  And with vines stretched into the rooms wrapped around the legs of the beds, it would be easy enough to silently wake the group when the Dark Hand made their move.
Relative to Audrey's perception of time - which was entirely related to "things happening in his vicinity" - it wasn't long before the sun had cleared the horizon and the Dark Hand were moving.  The dark wizard led the way on foot, with his Dark Warriors and Hak Foo at his side.  "Keep up!" he snarled angrily as Ratso, Finn, and Chao staggered out into the sun.
"We're coming, we're coming..." Finn groaned, rubbing at his eyes.
"Yeah, keep your robe on..." Ratso grumbled with a yawn as he settled his Talismans.
As they stumbled off, Chao glanced in Audrey's direction to get the sun's glare out of his eyes as he pulled on his shades.  He then froze, staring at Audrey.  Audrey turned his bulb to look right back at him.  After a time, Chao slipped his shades on, turned, and walked back to the rest of his group.
"Something wrong?" Ratso asked curiously.
"Nope!" Chao responded firmly.
Audrey couldn't help but grin as he shook the beds to awaken the others.  "Na na na na na na na na, na na na na na na na na, Bat-Plant!"(1)

With everyone gathered, it didn't take long to tail the Dark Hand agents to an old temple, in time to witness the Dark Wizard ordering his Warriors to cut their way through a sealed door.  They then made their way into an ancient chamber, the walls covered in inscriptions, all surrounding a single pedestal with the artifact resting upon it.  It was a somewhat elongated octahedronal box, dark blue with gold at the four compass points of the middle and on the top and bottom.  There appeared to be grooves around the outside horizontally and vertically, dividing the box into sixteen pieces like some strange puzzle.  There were green markings on the flat top, and presumably on the bottom, though they couldn't be seen.
"There it is," the Dark Wizard proclaimed.  "The Pan'ku Box.  Now, one of you grab it!" he instructed the humans with him firmly.
As the four moved forward, Finn glanced at the wizard.  "Uh...Daolong Wong, dude?  Why don't you take it?"
"We went over this!" Daolong Wong snapped.  "It is an artifact forged of pure good magic!  As I have enhanced my physicality with the Dark Magic I practice, I can no more touch it than a demon could.  And my Dark Warriors are creatures of Dark Magic, touching it would banish them!"
"...seems a real design flaw," Ratso murmured.  "I mean, if you've made Dark Magic constructs, isn't good magic the thing you're going to need them to fight the most?  Kinda seems to defeat the purpose of making 'em.  I mean, I never heard of Good Magic constructs going poof just because they touched something Evil.  Quite the opposite, really."
Daolong Wong glared daggers at Ratso.  "Just...take the Box," he growled out.
"I think not," Jackie stated boldly as the group stepped into the room.
As Daolong Wong and the others spun, they found Jackie, El Toro, Viper, Tohru, Uncle, Jade, Paco, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Audrey III arranged to battle them.  Daolong Wong's eyes locked on Uncle, narrowing to enraged slits.  "You!" he snarled out angrily.
"Daolong Wong," Uncle responded coldly.  "I have heard of you..."
Daolong Wong began to choke and splutter.  "Heard of?  You...you...do you know what you cost me?  What I could have been if you'd simply kept your nose out of it?  The secrets of Light and Dark were in my grasp, and I would have had it all if not for you and your lizard!"
"Uhh..." Ratso began worriedly.  "Should you...really be talking like that in front of kids?  I mean, there's evil, and then there's just inappropriate-"
"Oh!" Scootaloo suddenly gasped out.  She turned to Uncle and pointed at Daolong Wong.  "He's the 'Liar Liar Pants on Fire' kid from chi magic school!  I loved when you told that story!"
"...uhh..." Chao deadpanned, unsure what was going on.
"Oh!" Uncle declared as he remembered.  "You bad kid Fireball burned pants off, got expelled cause it made you drop dark magic items you weren't supposed to have!"  He burst into laughter.  "Hated me for that all this time?  Pfeh!  You need to get a life!"
"Oh, I intend to," Daolong Wong growled out angrily.  "I intend to take yours!  Kill them all!"
The Dark Warriors immediately drew their weapons - a three-section chain staff, a windmill shuriken boomerang blade, and a sledgehammer - which glowed blue-purple with their dark magic.
"Wait, kill?" Finn gasped out in surprise.  "Look, Wong, I get that-"
"You will shut your mouth and fight or you will die first to put your Talismans to better use!" Daolong Wong snarled viciously, swinging his staff towards Finn.
Finn swallowed convulsively.  "Y-you're the boss," he confirmed as the group brought forth their Talismans.


(1) See Author's Note.

			Author's Notes: 
Before anyone else posts it...
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pMd4S-LkywI


	
		Heroes Battle



	As everyone faced off, Finn, Ratso, and Chao attempted to use their Talismans...only to discover that they wouldn't work.  "What the?" Finn demanded, stunned.
"Looking for these?" Jackie asked as he held up the Rabbit Talisman.  El Toro had affixed the Ox Talisman to his mask, Tohru had the Horse hanging around his neck, and Viper had the Snake buried in her cleavage under her bodysuit...something that only became noticeable when its glow shone through the cloth before she vanished.
"...well, that just made us useless," Chao muttered as he stared around at the group assembled against them.  Rabbit speed Jackie, Ox powered El Toro, endlessly healing Tohru, invisible Viper, the three fillies magic, Uncle's magic, and Audrey III behind them all.
"Then make yourselves useful and grab the box!" Hak Foo barked out.  He took a battle stance.  "I need no Talisman to best a warrior."  He squared off against Tohru as Chui held his Sledge towards El Toro, Gan spun his staff in Jackie's direction, and Ren spun his shuriken boomerang in the direction of where Viper - already invisible - had been seeking a sneak attack.
As the three Enforcers rushed to obey, Daolong Wong faced off against Uncle as they each readied their spells for battle.  Jade and Paco sat back watching with Audrey.  While the plant may have been seeking the best opportunity to strike, the sheer amount of power present made it plain the two human children had best stay put...especially when Audrey had to shift to protect the pair from magical splash damage from the impact of Uncle and Daolong Wong's spells.
"I had been curious as to why Valmont's Enforcers did not recognize me at this most recent meeting," Daolong Wong called out as the spells clashed.  "When I heard of the magic wave and the normal pendants, I understood.  Magic was only always an accepted fact of the world after that wave, wasn't it?"
"What is important in that?" Uncle demanded as he barely deflected a curving shadow snake.
"Simply this: you were at the epicenter.  You were unchanged."  Daolong Wong grinned as he reached into his robe and pulled out a strangely configured skull, slipping it over his head like a helmet.  "In the old way, we would have been evenly matched.  If we were both altered, we would still be so.  But you are new to the changes...and I have now had a decade in service to one who has access to the whole world for magical ingredients and boosters.  This skull may only be that of a lesser demon, but what it does for Dark Magic..."  Leveling his staff forward, he unleashes a barrage of dark blasts that swirled and arced around the room towards Uncle.
Smirking, Uncle pulled out a glowing green hairbrush and proceeded to smack the blasts out of the air like it was a tennis racket.  "And I have been raising three Qi Lin who need daily brushing!" he countered.  "You know how potent unicorn hair is for Good Chi spells!"
Chui and El Toro squared off.  Much to El Toro's frustration, the Dark Warrior had strength to match his normal strength, and his speed and evasion made it difficult to bring the full power of the Talisman to bear against him.  On top of that, the sledge the Dark Warrior wielded hit with enough force to send him flying if El Toro didn't manage to block with Talisman energy focused into his arm.  Even his one moment of luck in catching the Sledge by the handle and ripping it from Chui's arms only lasted a moment and a few heavy blows as the Sledge flew at El Toro from behind before returning to Chui's grip.
Jackie found himself having his own troubles with Gan.  The three-piece staff proved exceptionally effective at deflecting Jackie's fast strikes, even when amplified by Rabbit Speed.  Admittedly, Jackie's defense was able to match Gan's offence as well, leaving them in a pure stalemate.  Despite this, Jackie knew it was a delaying action doomed to fail, as the Dark Warrior's stamina was limitless, while Jackie was already feeling himself start to flag from so much use of the Rabbit Talisman.
Viper found herself distinctly frustrated as she attempted to get the drop on Ran.  While invisibility didn't hide his senses somehow, she was able to disrupt his ability to track her with some of her magical tools.  Unfortunately, Ran adapted to them quickly, and his windmill blade - when thrown - obeyed his will rather than the laws of physics as far as when and how it ricocheted, and he seemed exceptionally well practiced in terms of guiding it while also fighting hand to hand.  Viper would think she had him distracted and on the ropes as she delivered a few blows, only to have to roll just before delivering an exceptionally powerful finishing blow to avoid being bisected or having her head cut off.  It was supremely frustrating.
It was a relief for Jade and Paco to see that Tohru at least was doing much better against Hak Foo.  While Hak Foo's combos were certainly impacting, the Horse Talisman was kicking in as soon as each blow landed, undoing the damage almost before the man pulled his fists back and leaving Tohru to continue to fight at full strength.  The only concern there would be Tohru's stamina...but he fought smart, moving very little to conserve his wind while letting Hak Foo wear himself out as he delivered more and more complex and futile attacks.  "Minnow wallops whale!" Hak Foo roared out as he moved for one last strike, plainly aiming for a one-hit knockout.
Tohru apparently took offense to being referred to as the 'whale' in the attack, as he changed tactics.  "Excuse me," he asked softly, lifting a hand to forestall the attack, "but what was that last part?"  He lifted a hand to his ear as though to hear better.
Hak Foo growled irritably.  "I said...Minnow-"  Before Hak could get another word out, Tohru shifted his side-on stance into a shoulder check that slammed Hak into the opposite wall.  "...what was that last part?" Hak growled sarcastically as he struggled to get his bearings, only for Tohru to seize him by the ankle and proceed to flip him like a flapjack.
While all this was going on, Finn, Ratso, and Chao moved to try and take the Box as they'd been directed, only to find their path blocked by Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  Finn spoke up first.  "Look, kids...we don't wanna hurt you, but we've been ordered to get that Box...and I'm pretty sure you don't want to fight us."
"We don' have ta," Apple Bloom replied warmly as she leapt into his arms, catching him off guard enough that he caught her.  "Say...these plant based fabrics?" she asked as she glanced at the tags on his clothes.
"Yeah," Finn replied easily.  "Wool gives me a rash, I can't afford a full silk wardrobe at the rate the job makes me go through clothes, and I worry about the environmental impact of producing so much synthetics-"  His eyes widened as he saw the filly grin widely, magic gathering around one hoof.  "How about I stand perfectly still, and you not do whatever it is you're thinking of?" he asked hopefully.
"Ah reckon that could work," Apple Bloom answered impishly.
Chao frowned as he squared off against Sweetie Belle.  "Well, I know you can't pull something like that on-whoa!"  He waved his limbs wildly as he was lifted into the air in Sweetie's magical grip as her horn glowed.  "...that mark on your butt made you a lot stronger, huh?"
"Seems that way!" Sweetie piped up happily.
Ratso squared himself as he faced down Scootaloo as she sat atop Cumulo, floating between him and the Box.  The staring match continued for some time, neither moving, flinching, or even blinking.  After a time, Ratso suddenly said, "Yoink!"
Startled, Scootaloo spun on Cumulo, checking the Box.  Seeing it still there, she spun back to Ratso.  "Nice try, but that's not going to work."
"Guess not," Ratso admitted with a shrug as he pulled his arms back from under Cumulo.  "Looks like we're overmatched here.  Either you guys will beat the Dark Warriors, or Audrey will eat them when they get the upper hand."  As Tohru hurled a dazed Hak Foo into Dalong Wong, knocking them both prone, Ratso backed quickly to the Dark Wizard's side.  "So I think it'd be best for us to cut our losses," he stated significantly to the Dark Wizard, giving him a gentle nudge that - for some reason - caused him to hiss in sudden pain.
Jade gasped as she saw what had happened.  "Ratso's got the artifact!" she cried out, pointing to the blue and gold in the goofy man's hand.
Spinning, Scootaloo saw the empty pedestal and realized Ratso had slipped his arms under Cumulo when she'd spun to check after the 'Yoink!', and grabbed the box after she'd taken her eyes off it, hiding it up his sleeve while his arms were still under the cloud.  "Why you little-"
"Gotcha!" Ratso said with a wide grin with the box held high as the Dark Warriors seized Finn and Chao just before Daolong Wong unleashed a dark purple smoke cloud that enshrouded them all, making them vanish.  Apple Bloom fell to the ground as Finn vanished out from under her.
Realizing the fullness of what had happened, Scootaloo began to faceplant into Cumulo repeatedly, deciding that actually banging her head against the wall would be bad.
"Is not so bad," Uncle comforted the pegasus filly.  "Daolong Wong will get little use of that artifact on his own.  If mere touch is painful, then it is made of strong Good Chi.  I will translate inscriptions, and see if we can learn why he was after it."  Turning, he began to examine the inscriptions.

	
		Heroes' Quest



	Uncle carefully examined the inscriptions all around the room, translating what he discovered for the listeners as he went.  "Hmm...it seems Shendu was only one Demon Sorcerer...and not the only one.  He was one of eight siblings, each with dominion over different aspects of the natural world.  In addition to Shendu's Fire, there is Wind, Sky, Moon, Earth, Mountain, Water, and Thunder."
"If there were eight of these guys, how come that didn't enter the more prominent records?" Viper asked curiously.  "I mean, if they were all as powerful as Shendu and running amok all at once, that would have left a mark on the world."
"Because when they first tried to conquer, they were defeated by the Eight Immortals, great mages of ancient China," Uncle explained.  "Once defeated, they were banished to the Demon Netherrealm, and the portals they were banished through sealed away, the keys to those portals locked away."
"What does this have to do with the box?" El Toro asked intently.
"The box..."  Uncle gasped in shock as he reached the last of the inscriptions.  "Aiyah!  Pan'ku Box!  It is where the Immortals sealed the spells they used to banish the demons!  In evil hands, it can be used to unseal the portals and unleash Demon Sorcerers upon the world once more!  But why would Daolong Wong want that?"
"Daolong Wong was working with the guys from the Dark Hand," Viper pointed out.  "The question should be why does Valmont want that?"
"I think I know," Jackie grunted morosely.  "If we hadn't killed Shendu, Valmont would have gotten everything he wanted out of that deal.  He's probably after the same thing from his siblings, now.  Wealth, power, control...that's what Valmont wants.  And by backing Demon Sorcerers in taking the world...he probably thinks he can get all that."
"Then we must return home, and prepare to do battle with Demons," Uncle stated firmly.  "It is good thing we have on our side three Qi Lin who share a talent for Demon hunting!"  He smiled down at the fillies.  Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle both blushed happily at the praise.  Noticing Scootaloo's sorrow, Uncle stroked her mane.  "One more thing, Scootaloo...even monkeys fall from trees."
"Huh?" Scootaloo asked, confused.
"It means everyone messes up sometimes, no matter how good you are," Jade translated.  "It's not your fault you underestimated Ratso.  If humans have special talents like ponies do, his is making people underestimate him."
"What would a Cutie Mark in that look like?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
Sweetie Belle tapped her chin thoughtfully.  "Not sure why...but I wanna say 'bubbles'."
"We will lend a hand when we can," El Toro offered warmly, "but for now, my apprentice and I must return to Mexico, to continue our training."
"I can always snag a hotel-" Viper began.
"We've got a room to spare!" Jade and Sweetie Belle simultaneously interrupted.  They then exchanged glances and giggles as Jackie facepalmed.
"Come!" Uncle proclaimed.  "We must do research!"

Valmont sat back as he heard the report from Daolong Wong, the Pan'ku Box sitting on his desk between them.  "So...it seems the Chans have become all the more effective obstacles when it comes to this particular endeavor," he mused softly.
Daolong Wong nodded.  "My Dark Warriors were able to match them for a time, but even without Talisman power, I believe it is only a matter of time before they become skilled enough to conquer them, or until that old goat finds artifacts or develops spells to neutralize them completely.  Not only that, they are aware we have the Pan'ku Box.  It is only a matter of time before they learn why, and begin researching ways to banish the Demon Sorcerers as you summon them."
"That chi wizard continues to be a thorn in my-"
"Patience, Shendu," Valmont interrupted his spiritual companion.  Part of the agreement they'd come to as far as cooperation was that Shendu would not claim total control of the body outside of an immediate combat situation, and that Valmont would have primary control of the mouth during any negotiations.  "There are many ways to deal with such obstacles.  At the moment, your preferred method would only needlessly expose us.  Of a certainty, they will have increased the defenses of their primary base, and attacking it directly would be walking right into a trap designed specifically to trap us.  A different approach is obviously required."
"Oh?" Shendu hissed angrily.  "And just what did you have in mind?"
"When dealing with a situation where there are factors you can't control, focus on those you can so you can minimize the impact of those you can't," Valmont explained.  "Do either of you know how to work the Pan'ku Box?"  Silence greeted his question.  "Where the portals are, exactly?"  Again, silence.  "Then despite us having the Box, if all we do is unleash the Demon Sorcerers, the Chans have the advantage.  A different strategy is necessary."
"What sort of strategy?" Daolong Wong asked curiously.
Valmont smiled as he turned to the nearest mirror.  "Shendu...can you put me in contact with your siblings?"  He found an odd sort of pleasure in the sight of Shendu's ghostly face paling in fear.

As Uncle opened the door to the shop, the group found themselves staring down at a rather warty frog.  "...where's Captain Black?" Jackie asked, confused.  "We left him in charge of the shop."
Three facehooves and three facepalms greeted the statement.  Viper snickered softly.

	
		Friends on the Other Side



	Valmont sat back in front of the mirror, waiting for Shendu's response.  After a telling amount of time, Shendu finally responded, "I can."
"Then do so," Valmont directed immediately.  "Before we move for the portals - or even attempt to open the box - we need to discuss a few things.  Strategies, capabilities...terms."  He smiled softly.  "After all, if I've been hired to do this job, I want to be sure I have all the details I need."
"I can tell you-"
"And I don't deal with middle-men, Shendu," Valmont interrupted.  "You aren't the client here, since you have no power to pay for my services.  It will be your siblings who reward me when the job is done, so it is them I will discuss these terms with."
"I like him already, my siblings," a hissing, purring voice suddenly spoke from the mirror as a pale blue-white face with mer characteristics appeared, shortly followed by others.
Valmont gave a courtly half-bow from his seated position.  "I aim to please, my lady.  Might you honor me with your name?"
"And a gentleman!" the largest green face proclaimed warmly.  "You made a good choice here, Shendu...for once."
It wasn't long before each of the Demons had introduced themselves, and Valmont could put a name to each face, since he had only faces to work from.  He then focused on Tso Lan.  "Correct me if I'm mistaken, but from how you all speak - both to each other and to me - I believe you are the one who holds the most authority in your family.  I suspect you are the eldest?"
"Not entirely accurate," Tso Lan corrected, his face tilting obliquely.  "However, if you are asking for the one who holds the most trust amongst our band - and thus the one who would oversee any group negotiations - then yes, that would be me."
Valmont nodded.  "I am glad to hear it.  Negotiating one to one is far more efficient than attempting to do so via committee.  And now, before negotiations actually begin...should events result in the only available action left being resuming your chosen torment to Shendu for his betrayal, would that do harm to my body or soul if he's still bound to me?"
"He actually told you about that?" Dai Gui growled in surprise.  "He's more desperate than I thought!"
"Oh, he didn't have to tell me," Valmont replied, waving one hand dismissively.  "His hesitance to get in contact with you all told me on its own.  Besides, I did have dealings with him for well over a decade.  I know his character."
Tso Lan's expression didn't change - given the odd shape of his mouth, it would be impossible to tell if it had - but Valmont got the impression from his eyes that he was grinning.  "A mind such as yours is rare amongst humans, and a valuable asset.  I can guarantee that within the month, the spells of torment shall be altered in such a way that you will experience no harm from their use, even if Shendu is still bound to you."
Valmont grinned widely.  "In that case, I think I might want to delay opening any portals for a month and stock up on popcorn!" he joked, causing Shendu's eyes to widen in terror as his siblings burst into uproarious laughter.
"Brother, once we are free, can I have this one?" Bai Tsa purred eagerly to Tso Lan.  "He is most entertaining, and it has been eons since I've observed a mortal I judged even remotely worthy."
To his surprise, Valmont found himself blushing.  While his position as head of a crime cartel meant he had the money and power to attract plenty of possible female companionship - and his looks were such that he could draw such on their own merits - those had always had him in the position of power for the 'negotiations'.  A demoness capable of controlling the oceans themselves - as he understood Bai Tsa's power - asking if she could keep him was...a very different experience.  "I...I'm honored by such high regard," he finally managed to stammer out, tugging at his shirt collar.  "And I would be overjoyed to discuss such arrangements...after your successful release has been arranged, and I am free of...awkward hangerons for such negotiations."  He gestured obliquely at the silhouette of Shendu's horn.
"Agreed," Tso Lan spoke up firmly, a turned gaze silencing Bai Tsa even if she was visibly pouting.
To Valmont's surprise, he felt a message directly into his mind from Po Kong.  You made quite the impression on Bai, she murmured in his mind.  She hadn't been this bubbly over someone new since she was a teenager.  Keep things up, and I expect your 'reward' for services from her might turn out to be more than just wealth or power.
Valmont did his best to school his expression as Tso Lan continued the discussion.  "Now then, what is there to discuss?  Our wishes are straightforward, as are the terms.  You free us, we will reward you."
"And that's where the issue comes in," Valmont spoke up.  "Aligned against us is a highly skilled Chi Wizard of Daolong Wong's...acquaintance, three powerful if immature Qi Lin, a skilled martial artist who possesses a recently crafted magical weapon, and as yet unknown government related magical resources to draw on...not to mention a fully manifest Dryadic familiar and two other skilled warriors.  Or, to put it in other terms, we're dealing with a ragtag band of heroes touched by destiny."  He interlaced his fingers.  "To be blunt, I don't like our odds."
"You don't strike me as the sort to throw in the towel so easily," Tso Lan pointed out as the other demon heads in the mirror growled back and forth to each other.
"I'm not," Valmont confirmed, "but I'm also not the sort to be reckless.  I make plans, and to make plans I need to know what resources are at my disposal, and how cooperative those I'm working with will be.  And that leads me to one major question."  He stared Tso Lan straight in the eyes.  "How many of you are capable of assuming a human form?"
He was rather surprised that this question was greeted with dead silence.  Tso Lan finally spoke up.  "It is your intention that we hide?" he growled out angrily.
"It is my intention that we are successful in freeing you all," Valmont corrected.  "That means not confronting the Chans and their allies until we have overwhelming force on our side...which means having all of you free.  If you can assume human forms, it will be very easy to hide you from their eyes...especially since they'll expect you to be unwilling to do so."
"Your conclusion, however unpleasant, is accurate," Tso Lan concluded.  "Very well.  What are these terms you wished to discuss?"
"Simple," Valmont explained.  "I will arrange each of your release.  So long as you follow my directives as far as keeping you from being banished by the Chans, I will guarantee you will remain free.  Once all the portals have been opened, whoever has managed to remain free by those dictates will owe me a payment from wherever their personal treasuries are stored.  If that's all of you, this will also include releasing Shendu from his bonds to me...though what you do with him after that is none of my concern."
"And if we refuse to abide by these terms?" Hsi Wu snapped out angrily.
Valmont grinned as he leaned back in his chair.  "Then the Pan'ku Box gets locked up where only the Dark Hand will have access, and I stock up on popcorn.  I leave the decision up to all of you."
Silence greeted this assertion.  "...we will discuss these terms and get back to you," Tso Lan concluded finally.  The faces of the Demon Sorcerers vanished one by one.
Bai Tsa vanished last of all...shooting Valmont a smile and a flirtatious wink before she did.
"Goodness," Valmont murmured as the magic faded from the room and Daolong Wong let himself start breathing again.  "I seem to have made...quite the impression on Bai Tsa."
"Hope you like drowning," Shendu growled out petulantly.
"Daolong Wong," Valmont called out, "do be a good sport and research a way to magically give me gills and deep ocean pressure resistance, just in case such things slip the lady's mind?"

	
		Preparations, part 1



	Once Captain Black had been changed back to a human and sent on his way with an admonishment against experimenting with magic beyond his knowledge, Uncle immediately got to work.  While at first this was understandable and tolerated, his intensity swiftly drew the concern of his family.  "Uncle, you need to slow down," Jackie cautioned worriedly as Uncle raced back and forth through the library with stacks of books and bags of various comestibles.
"Yeah!" Jade agreed.  "You need to chill-"  She quickly found her mouth blocked by three warning hooves.
"If I chill, demons will be dancing upon all our graves!" Uncle insisted angrily.  "I must research the proper chi spells to seal the seven portals!  All required ingredients must be on hand at all times!"
"At least let us help!" Sweetie Belle complained.  "All of us!"
However, her timing couldn't have been worse as Uncle spun on them all.  "What do you all know of magic of this caliber?  I studied under Chi Master Fong for fifteen years!"
"And you've been training us for ten!" Scootaloo insisted.  "We can help!"
Uncle blinked in surprise, then rubbed his forehead.  "...apologies," he murmured softly.  "So much happening all at once, the world in such danger..."
"You felt you had to do it all yourself," Jackie offered comfortingly.  "We understand."
"It runs in the family," Jade added teasingly.
"We can all help!" Apple Bloom offered.  "Sweetie, Scoots, and ah know yer filing system.  Jade's really energetic.  And Tohru and Uncle Jackie can do the heavy lifting!"
Uncle sighed softly.  "I do not think that will be enough," he muttered.  "The fight with Daolong Wong...I am plainly not cut out for this world where magic is the norm, and not closely guarded secrets.  I cannot face it alone in battle.  The time has come...for me to train an apprentice of my own."
Sweetie Belle frowned as those words left Uncle's mouth.  She knew why Uncle was so reticent about training an apprentice, to the point he'd never even officially declared the three of them his apprentices.  Training him had been the last thing Chi Master Fong had done before his untimely demise at the hands of a Dark Wizard...who, Uncle did not know.  Uncle blamed himself for his Master's death, since he had not been there to help primarily because he had gone to gather the ingredients for the last spell he needed to perfect to achieve Mastery.  To Uncle, taking on an apprentice was tantamount to admitting he was done for as a Chi Wizard...that it was time to pass the torch.
Uncle, however, was apparently doing his best to take it in stride.  "My apprentice must have sound judgement," he began, listing off qualifiers for the job, "whom I can trust with my chi knowledge."
"Me me me me me!" Jade offered eagerly.  "I'll put some focus in your hocus!"
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo all exchanged glances.  Considering Jade's reason for being in America in this 'new magic world' was for Uncle to teach her to control her magic, the outcome was almost a given...and likely to be highly amusing to observe, seeing Uncle trying to keep Jade under control.
"Tohru," Uncle declared firmly, causing everyone to gasp in shock.  "You have ample reserves of chi that you barely use.  With training and discipline, you can become a great Chi Wizard...and in the meantime, it will do you no harm should I need to draw on your strength to power some of my spells when my own strength wanes."
Tohru blinked several times, then bowed his head.  "I will not fail you, Sensei," he promised.
"Uh...Uncle?" Sweetie Belle asked carefully.  "Are you sure-"
"If this is about Jade's eagerness, you think I have it in me to dedicate another ten years to taming the wild spirit of a child with more magic in her than good sense?" Uncle interrupted pointedly.
"Hey!" Jade complained irritably.
"As entertaining as such things might have been to watch, world is in peril!" Uncle continued.  "I do not have time for that!  One more thing!"  He crossed his arms with a wide smirk.  "I think it's my turn to be entertained."
"Huh?" Scootaloo asked worriedly.
"Between the three of you, you have more magic than I," Uncle explained.  "One more thing, I have indeed trained you three for a decade.  One more thing, your magic is by nature antithetical to demons, especially as you have a special talent for demon hunting that stabilizes your magic auras.  As such, between the three of you, I am confident in declaring you one competent Chi Wizard."  Stepping beside Jade, he pushed her towards the fillies.  "So training her is your job.  At least you three should be able to keep up with her."
While Uncle plainly thought this was a brilliant idea, and Jade was simply overjoyed to be getting formal training in magic no matter where it was coming from, Jackie was busy having nightmare images of the four children running amok as 'magic training' turned into a worse disaster for the world than Demon Sorcerers running amok...and for some reason, these nightmare images included tree sap everywhere.  "Bad day..." he muttered, burying his face in his hand.
Feeling a hand on his shoulder, he turned to see Viper standing behind him with a soft smile.  "It won't be as bad as you think," she offered gently.  "Those girls take their magic seriously, and they definitely don't want to disappoint Uncle.  They'll keep the little hellion in check.  And I'll keep an eye out, too."
Jackie sighed, feeling somewhat relieved.  While he still didn't entirely trust Viper or consider a thief - former or otherwise - a good role model for the girls, he did respect her skills.  "Thank you, Viper," he offered warmly.
"Come on," she beckoned, tugging him upstairs.  "You should get whatever rest you can before you go toe to toe with another demon, and I know just the thing to help relax you..."
Blinking in confusion, Jackie followed her up the stairs to the third floor...much to the amusement of Jade and the fillies.

	
		Preparations, part 2



	Captain Black sighed as he stared at the vidphone.  This was not a conversation he was looking forward to.  He was going to have to tell the higher ups that the Dark Hand was dealing with demons, and request help in dealing with it...and there were protocols in place he didn't know about.  The dispatch of combat magi when the Dark Hand Enforcers had used Talisman power made it plain that government agencies now had a means of dealing with magic, which meant there were protocols for it...and he was going to have to bluff his way through it.  Finally, he reached out and clicked the link.
As usual, his superior appeared on the screen almost immediately.  "Yes, Captain?"
"Sir, I need to requisition additional backup," Augustus explained.  "It appears the Dark Hand have dealings with...demons."  Despite knowing the world was different, he still braced himself for derision if not dismissal.
"Which ones?" his superior asked.  "What ranking?"
Captain Black blinked.  That was not the response he had expected.  Now the bluffing came in.  "I'm afraid the information I have available is...incomplete in that regard.  I-"
"Do you have a name?" his superior asked.  "For the demon they have dealings with?"
"Only one at the moment," Captain Black replied.  "Shendu."
To Augustus' surprise, his superior pulled back...afraid.  "This is above my pay grade," he stated simply.  "This is against all sorts of protocol, but you are the lead agent in all Dark Hand matters.  You know Valmont and his operations better than anyone...however much that is or isn't saying.  I'm patching you through to the Veil Liaison Officer for North America."  The signal went to static.
"Uh...what?" Captain Black asked in confusion.  This was not going at all how he expected it to.
After a time, the screen cleared...and a young man who couldn't be more than 19 was shown.  He had Asian features, black hair with green tips, and was wearing a red jacket.  "Long, here.  What's the situation?"
"...I have no idea anymore..." Captain Black whimpered, totally lost.
The young man looked at Captain Black for a time.  "...you're in way over your head, aren't you?" he asked consolingly.
"So far," Captain Black confirmed.  "The man I was reporting to said it was above his pay grade.  I mean...Veil Liaison?  What's that about?"
The young man - Mr. Long, presumably - shook his head in wonder.  "Fully Mundane," he murmured in amazement.  "How'd you get dragged into all this?"
"My friend Jackie Chan's Uncle is apparently a Chi Wizard-"
"Oh, Uncle!" Long responded warmly, glancing at a file.  "1st Class Chi Wizard, Class 4 Magi, more medals and awards than you have time to listen to.  Yeah, that explains it."  He closed the file, then crossed his arms.  "Let me do some hand holding here.  The whole world knows about magic.  What it doesn't know is just how much magic there is, and how dangerous it can be.  The Veil keeps things that way.  Because of the Veil, anyone without magic can't see magical creatures unless they go out of their way to draw attention to themselves, and people like me-"  He jerked a thumb at his chest.  "-deal with those that breach the Veil.  If they're good, we acclimate them for normal lives.  If they're evil, we beat the crap out of them."
Captain Black nodded.  "And I'm sure you're effective at such things," he replied, a tad condescendingly.
Long glared at him for a time, and for a brief moment his face became draconic.
"YAAUGH!" Captain Black screamed, shooting back from the phone.
"Geeze, I didn't mean to scare you that much!" Long joked.  "Just let you know who you're dealing with.  You don't make Liaison rank unless you're Class 5 or higher."
"Sorry," Augustus replied, making mental note about what was said about Class ratings.  "The last dragon I encountered...well, his name is what put me in direct connection with you."
To Augustus' surprise, Long paled.  "Shit.  You're talking about Shendu.  Class 3 Demon, last pureblood dragon native to this layer of reality.  Yeah, I can see why you'd be nervous about dragons after that."
"Well, Shendu is a non-issue at this point," Augustus responded.  "He's dead."
"WHAT?" Long demanded in shock.  "What moron did that?  Do you have any idea how long it took to achieve the perfect balance of magical Light and Dark forces in the world so that human civilization could progress as far as it has without being trampled by constant magical warfare?"
Captain Black gulped, terrified.  "Uncle's unicorn did it!"
Long stared at him for a time.  "Ugh...look, I'm gonna need to cut off.  I need to contact Asia's Liaison and make sure extra security is put around the Pan'ku Box-"
"The Dark Hand has the Pan'ku Box," Captain Black interrupted, "and I'm pretty sure Valmont intends to free Shendu's siblings.  That's what started this call in the first place."
"Okay, forget cutting the connection, we're going conference!"  Long started tapping away at the console at his end as Black's screen divided in four.  "Congrats, Captain.  Just for being involved in this mess, you can expect at least three promotions just to get proper security clearance."
"I don't want promotions, I want to put Valmont behind bars!" Captain Black snapped back.  Then he blinked.  "Wait, at least?"
"Glad you're one of the good ones," Long joked.  "Looks like we're through to Europe."
The second screen illuminated, revealing...a young redheaded British boy wearing a white robe and glasses, sipping from a cup of tea.    To Augustus' dismay, he didn't look much older than 10, if that.  "Oh, hello!" he spoke up in surprise.  "What's this all about so early-"
"Springfield, we're going conference," Long interrupted.  "I'm trying to get Asia but-"
"Oh, I was in call with Kinomoto," Springfield replied.  "I was trying to arrange a field trip for my class.  I'll connect the calls."
The third screen lit up, showing a young Japanese girl in a poofy red and white dress with brown hair and green eyes.  "Hoe?" she squeaked out in surprise.  "What's going on?"
The fourth screen illuminated, revealing an exceptionally voluptuous woman with yellow hair gradiating to green at the tips, one green eye and one yellow eye, and two horns growing out of either side of the head.  "Ara, ara...you weren't going to leave me out now, were you little D-boy?" she purred towards Long's screen.
"I was trying to reach you, Lucoa-san," Long responded in a tone of long suffering.  "Things are serious."
"Serious?" Springfield asked.  "How so?"
"Shendu is dead, and the Pan'ku Box is in play," Long responded.  "Captain Black here-"
"UUUEEEH?!" Kinomoto wailed out in surprise.  "Ooh, I knew I never should have taken this job!  I have enough trouble with Cards without messing with demons!  I only took it for frequent easy travel because my boyfriend lives in China!"
"You think you have it bad?" Springfield snapped back.  "I only took the job for the portal back to England so I didn't have to sleep in the school dorms anymore!  It was hard enough teaching secondary education at an all girls boarding school before puberty kicked in!"  Closing his eyes, he put his hands together and began to chant to reassure himself.  "I am a British Gentleman, I am a British Gentleman..."
Lucoa-san giggled a trifle wickedly.  "Young people are so energetic, aren't they?"
Long sighed.  "Captain, the Veil Liaison Officers for Europe, Asia, and South America," he groaned softly.  "And you wonder why I prefer to handle things solo."
"What about Africa?  And Australia?" Black asked curiously.
"Africa prefers to handle its own magical issues, and does not deal with the rest of the world on those matters," Lucoa explained.  "That...and the magic of Africa scares most mortals."
"And nobody would dare claim magical dominion of Australia," Long added.  "That's...just a big no-no."
Captain Black groaned, rubbing the bridge of his nose.  "Maybe I'd have been better off just working it off the books, and let Uncle and those fillies take care of it.  They are stronger since they got their Cutie Marks..."
Lucoa perked up happily.  "Oh, you didn't say ponies were involved!" she proclaimed happily.  She turned to the other screens.  "No worries, everyone!  Situation is Shining Faust."
Springfield and Kinomoto both let out explosive breaths of relief.  "We'll stay out of your way then," Springfield offered.
"If you need any local resource access when pursuing the Portals, let us know!" Kinomoto offered eagerly.
The call was cut.
Captain Black blinked in surprise.  "The hell just happened?" he gasped out in confusion.

Valmont smiled as his mirror darkened, heralding Shendu's siblings returning with their decision.  He was mildly surprised to see only Tso Lan's face reflected back at him.  "We have decided to accept your offer," Tso Lan began swiftly.  "We will abide by your terms, and take human form and hide until such time as combat with this world's defenders is viable.  While there is not complete agreement on this point, it is the logical course of action.  You also will not be held responsible for any of us who are banished back here who failed to heed your advice once you have freed us."
Valmont gave a half bow.  "I am so glad we were able to come to such a mutually beneficial arrangement," he purred softly.  "Do tell Bai Tsa to be ready for release soon.  I expect to have her freed before the week is out."
Tso Lan raised an eyebrow.  "Any particular reason you are releasing her first?"
"Several, both practical and personal," Valmont explained.  "Her power seems most subtle and versatile as long as she has ready access to water...which is rather easy to come across.  And once she's safely acclimated here in my operations, she'll be most helpful in slipping out to where each portal is without catching government attention."  He smiled disarmingly.  "Besides, can't a dashing crime lord believe in chivalry?"
"You make me sick," Shendu growled irritably.
"My torment spell is already altered, Shendu," Tso Lan pointed out dryly, making the dragon spirit silence itself.  "For your 'ladies first' assertions, Valmont, I am afraid you must leave our sister Po Kong of Mountain until last.  Due to her size, not only is her portal the most prominent...she is also the only one of us who cannot assume a human form."
Valmont nodded understandingly.  "We'll keep that in mind-"
"So which one of these is the water lady's?" Ratso asked curiously, pointing at the symbols on the Pan'ku Box.  "Cause, if you can tell me that, I can get this open on her setting."
"...the Lake trigram," Tso Lan explained.  "Top to bottom, broken line, solid line, solid line."
Nodding, Ratso flipped the box around in his hands until that symbol was up.  He then twisted the top level of the box a quarter turn, followed by the second level.  He then twisted the right half 180 degrees, rotated the whole box 90 degrees, then rotated the right half 180 degrees again.  The box floated out of his hands, rotated several pieces rapidly, and then projected a map onto the wall with a portal marking somewhere in Italy.  A riddle speaking of 'battles' and 'lions' ran across the bottom of the projection.
Valmont grinned at Tso Lan.  "Speed up the time table," he purred.  "We'll be in Rome before the day is out."
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		Water You Waiting For



	As Uncle and the Crusaders began their training of Tohru and Jade respectively, they were interrupted by the sound of jet engines descending towards the shop.  "Jackie!" Uncle roared out.  "Find out who is making all that noise!"
Groaning, Jackie descended the stairs to the front of the shop, feeling rather self conscious in bright pink yoga pants and a muscle shirt.  Admittedly, Viper's choice of relaxation activities - leading him through some yoga exercises - hadn't been what he expected, but it had done the trick.  He was feeling much better and ready for whatever the world could throw at him.  Confident in this, he opened the door.
An SR-71 Blackbird was parked on the street in front of the shop, gremlins visibly racing around inside of it.  A young man who Jackie could have sworn had wings instead of arms - until he blinked - saluted.  "Jet's ready to go, got the gourd, spellbook, and ingredients loaded up.  Here to pick up warriors and chi wizards for demon hunting."
"...what?" Jackie asked, confused.
"We're from Veil Liaison Offices," the young man explained.  "Valmont and his goons were seen in Rome, which means he's gunning to free Bai Tsa.  Everybody load up!"  Turning, the young man leapt into the open cockpit of the jet, settling into the front seat.
"...I was not ready..." Jackie murmured softly.

Valmont glanced around worriedly as he, Ratso, Finn, Chao, and Daolong Wong entered the Roman Colosseum, certain it wouldn't be long before Jackie Chan and his extended family showed up to attack.  Whatever he did here, it would have to be fast.  Thankfully, he'd brought a few backup plans...but he always liked having an extra edge.  "Shendu," he asked suddenly, "can you still generate Talisman magic without the Talismans?  And can you call on the Shadowkhan without your body?"
"The Shadowkhan are always at my command," Shendu hissed in response.  "As for the Talismans...other than dragon fire, the rest will greatly drain my strength if overused, and yours as well."
"How big a drain for five seconds of Rabbit speed in my arms?" Valmont inquired.
"...negligible," Shendu responded, though his tone was plainly curious.  He had begun to respect Valmont's cunning, and was genuinely intrigued by his mind.  He wondered what sort of plan he had.
"Ratso, find the portal and open it," Valmont instructed.  "And everyone, make sure you have your thermoses."
Shendu's confusion increased as Daolong Wong's Dark Warriors brought out a table and each of the Enforcers set down a thermos glowing with Dark Chi.  Ratso, meanwhile, brought the box over to a lion carving at one end of the arena.  The Box shot a beam of light at the carving, transforming it into a diamond pattern with a hole for Bai Tza's trigram.  The Box floated out of Ratso's hand and embedded itself in the keyhole.  The outer side irised open, revealing the green core before sending a beam of chi into the ground, opening a green gateway that swirled with red and yellow within.
A torrent of water swarmed up out of the portal, taking the shape of a blue skinned, fish-faced mermaid with blue tentacles for hair, white and blue armor garbing her form.  "At last...freedom!" Bai Tza cried happily as the portal closed behind her and she hovered in the air.  "You are most efficient, Valmont," she purred softly, giving the young man bedroom eyes.
"As much as I would love to speak with you at length, especially when such a lovely creature is paying me compliments..."  Valmont smiled to himself as he saw Bai Tza actually giggle at the compliment.  "I'm afraid we must make haste.  The Chans have more resources at their disposal than anticipated, and the best way to avoid conflict is to make them believe we haven't achieved our objective here yet.  How soon can you assume human form?"
Bai Tza frowned as she glanced around.  "Unfortunately, my powers derive entirely from my Element," she explained.  "Near or within my domain, I can do anything I can visualize my powers accomplishing.  Outside it, I am...far more limited."
"So you must be immersed in water before you're able to take a human form," Valmont concluded.  "Inconvenient, but I was prepared for this eventuality.  Was your departure from the portal magical effect alone, or can you assume pure water form at will?"
"That power is readily at my disposal," Bai Tza confirmed.
Valmont pulled out a thermos marked with Dark Chi runes and popped it open.  "Then as undignified as it is, I am afraid I must ask you to do so and enter here.  It will be an uncomfortable trip, but it is roomier than it seems."
Bai Tza's frown deepened.  "You ask a great deal-"
"I fear to lose your regard, dear lady, but I'm afraid I'm not asking," Valmont interrupted.  "It's either this or fight the fully prepared Chans!"
Bai Tza blinked in surprise at being told off...and smiled.  Her body softened, and in liquid form she dove into the thermos, the small bottle somehow completely containing her.  Valmont instantly capped the thermos and screwed it shut.  "How close are the Chans?" he demanded of Daolong Wong.
"Close enough to have seen that," the dark wizard reported, his eyes glowing yellow as he looked through his Dark Warriors as they kept watch.
"Plan B it is," Valmont concluded as he walked over to the table, standing behind it as the Chans arrived in a high speed buggy.
"Jackie!" Uncle proclaimed as they all poured out of the vehicle.  "Thermos is protected by powerful dark spell!  Banishment spell will not reach demon through it!"
"Then we'll just have to get it open!" Jackie declared as the group gathered.
"Which one?" Valmont asked curiously.  "This one?"  He held up the thermos that had Bai Tsa inside.  Rabbit power now, Shendu!
Shendu immediately put the power of super speed into Valmont's arms...and watched in amazement as he blurred them over the thermoses, rapidly switching them around until the naked eye couldn't track which one was which.  Shendu now understood Valmont's plan, as all four thermoses had identical spells on them and were visually identical.
"Or this one?" Valmont asked, holding one of the thermoses up.  "Or maybe this one?" he asked, setting that one down and picking up another.
"Then we'll just have to grab 'em all!" Jade shouted out, her and the fillies charging for the table.
Flame! Valmont snapped in his mind, taking a deep breath.  Shendu provided, and a blast of fire shot over the heads of the youngsters, making them duck.  Tohru grabbed Uncle, Jackie, and Viper and pulled them aside...and the blast of flame reached its true target, destroying the Chans' vehicle.  "Scatter!" he ordered his troops as he tossed a thermos to each of them.  Daolong Wong, Finn, and Chao each caught one, while Daolong Wong sent Ratso - who still held the Pan'ku Box - directly back to their base.
"Dark Wizard warping spell not strong enough to carry demon!" Uncle called out.  "Get thermoses!"
Valmont grinned as the group split up to pursue.  As he'd expected, the arid environment that had been of such great discomfort for Bai Tza also limited Audrey's ability to act and Apple Bloom's resources, meaning the biggest concern was Scootaloo on Cumulo.  The rest could run, but not quite fast enough.  To his surprise, the Chans played even more into his plans since Jackie pursued him while Uncle - on Tohru's shoulder - pursued Daolong Wong, Viper chasing Finn and the fillies on Cumulo chasing Chao.
He kept up his run until he reached the alleyways he'd been looking for.  Shendu, can you give me command of one Shadowkahn?
You have it, Shendu replied immediately, afire with curiosity.
Feeling the tug of darkness, Valmont visualized what he wanted...and a blue-skinned hand wrapped in black cloth extended out of a shadow portal.  Tossing his cane lightly into the air, Valmont reached into his jacket and pulled out a fifth thermos - the one that held Bai Tsa, which he'd slipped in there while dazzling the Chans with the shell game - and placed it in the hand.  As he'd hoped, the summoned ninja pulled the thermos through the Shadow Realm, and he felt it deposited safely on his desk.
Now all that was left was for each of the group to be cornered.  Daolong Wong would warp himself away as soon as he was cornered for the thermos, and each of the others - Valmont included - would open theirs.  As soon as each thermos opened, it would release a prepared warp spell that Daolong Wong had bottled at Valmont's instruction, warping them back to base.
While the least pleasant plan - especially for Bai Tsa, who would have to endure travel through the Shadow Realm while in sensory deprivation - it had gone off without a hitch.

	
		Water Under the Bridge



	Jackie frowned as he paced back and forth in the shop, going over everything that had happened in Rome in his head.  "Those abilities Valmont demonstrated...you don't think Shendu is involved, do you Uncle?"
"Pfeh!" Uncle countered dismissively.  "If demon spirit were inside Valmont, eyes would glow red when he took control.  Only way Valmont could use power of demon spirit inside is if demon let him, and no demon of sorcerer rank would subsume self to human dominance!  One more thing!  Already know spells can duplicate Talisman power in small bursts from El Toro, and Valmont has Dark Wizard on payroll!  Occam's Razor!"
"But then what happened to the Demon?" Jackie demanded worriedly.  "You said that warping spell couldn't warp a demon."
Uncle frowned.  "Do not know.  But Valmont is tricky.  Enforcers raced by several fountains and storm drains.  Maybe dump demoness when you weren't looking?"
Jackie sighed.  "I suppose that is possible," he admitted.  "But I don't like it.  It feels like we are missing something obvious..."
"We have bigger concerns than 'how'," Uncle pointed out irritably.  "Demons are arrogant, vicious, and cruel...so why would Demon Sorcerer allow herself to be transported?  And why is she not doing anything to claim part of world for herself?"
"I think that should be obvious," Viper spoke up worriedly as she came down the stairs.  "Valmont's under contract to free the other Demon Sorcerers.  Somehow, he's convinced them his way is more effective than theirs, and has talked them into being patient.  He has a plan...and we need to be prepared for it."
"And there's no telling what he will do next, or where," Jackie agreed.  He sighed, rubbing his forehead.  "Bad day..."  His phone rang, and he picked it up.  "Hello?  El Toro?  Slow down, I'm trying to understand...a chupacabra?  But that's...yeah, I realized what I was saying too.  Tablets?  Well, I suppose I can get down there and translate.  ...you've tried to fight it how many times already?  You should have called me sooner.  We'll be right there."  He hung up the phone with a sigh.  "Well, at least this is just a monster-"
"Did you say chupacabra?" Uncle demanded worriedly.  "Must be careful!  Goat-eater might try to eat fillies!"
"But their Good Magic-"
"Chupacabra is wild magic, not dark magic!" Uncle snapped out.  "Uncontrolled, and feeds equally on light and dark!  If wild magic creature feeds on young qi lin, it will gain strength to overcome its weaknesses, and become unstoppable!"
"Then maybe they should stay here?" Viper suggested.  "I could keep an eye on them."
"And having to stay with her teachers would mean Jade would stay here as well," Jackie observed hopefully.  "That would be a load off my mind.  Thank you Viper."
"Don't mention it, handsome," Viper replied, shooting him a flirtatious wink.
Jackie chuckled nervously, rubbing the back of his head as his cheeks colored slightly.

Bai Tza was not happy.  Transport in a thermos in liquid form was bad enough, especially after the way Valmont had spoken to her.  While she could respect his points and skills, she had expected better treatment after her flirtations.  And then being jostled so much in sensory deprivation - and then pulled through the Shadow Realm of all things - had left her feeling almost physically ill.  And now she was once more being carried, and still wasn't being released?  She was going to-
Before she could complete the thought, the top of the thermos was pulled off and she found herself being poured out into...was that sea water?  Yes, it was!  And it didn't have any of the man-made impurities she'd felt in the air back in Rome!  It wasn't the ocean, just a large man-made pool...but there was a current!  Valmont had built a miniature ocean for her?
She heard his voice, and turned her awareness towards him.  She did need to assume a human form at this point...and perhaps Valmont deserved a treat.  After all, it was time to establish that she was in charge when it came to her...intentions.

Valmont smiled to himself as the warp faded, leaving him in his office.  His plans had gone off perfectly, and he had discovered everything he'd hoped to learn.  First, the Chans had some serious backup, but that backup was bound by the same bureaucratic nonsense that had hobbled Section 13 back when magic wasn't widely known, which once more left Valmont on an even footing with government agencies...just the way he liked it.  These games weren't very interesting if the other side couldn't play.
Second, he'd learned that the Chans weren't invincible or unbeatable.  Caught off guard and treated with the caution their skills and abilities deserved, it was possible to trick them, and even lead them into traps.  As long as plans were worked out well ahead of time along with contingencies - and the demons listened to him when they were released - he would easily be able to free them all, and then destroy the Chans.  He would then stand as the right-hand man to the Demon Sorcerers as they ruled the world, since he'd have proven himself as invaluable in dealing with the existing world.
And third and most important, the demons were human.  He could have discussed all his plans ahead of time with Bai Tza and Shendu, but that would have given them both opportunities to object or reconsider.  By planning for all possible ability sets and then throwing the plans out to the demons at the last moment, he'd forced them to take him at his word.  He had successfully buffaloed them both.  For all their power and eons of experience, dealing with these demons was no different than dealing with a successful human criminal.  The only difference was what they could do to him if they became perturbed with his performance...but Valmont had made his name in the criminal world by being strictly honorable.  If he told someone in the underground that he would get them something, he got it for them.  If he named a price, that was the price.  If he said he'd make payment, he made it.  As such, no other criminal organization would betray him, because he was too valuable...and he could create the same situation with the Demon Sorcerers.
Picking up the thermos with Bai Tza inside, he decided it was time to start being indispensable in other ways.  He carried it to a special chamber he'd had prepared specifically for the water Demoness.  A large sea water infinity pool big enough to swim laps in formed the centerpiece to a full spa and sauna, complete with an artificial hot spring.  The attendants - all female - were sworn to a Memory Oath, which would cause them to forget everything about their service in Valmont's organization (including Valmont himself) if they tried to betray him, whether by choice or coercion.  (He'd been rather surprised to discover that in the new 'magic' world, that was standard practice for all his employees, placed by Daolong Wong himself, with only his primary Enforcers exempt as having been within the 'eye' of the change.)  Opening the thermos, he poured the contents into the pool.
"I do apologize for the rough transit, my lady," he spoke gently, genially.  "The proximity of the Chans made it a necessity."  He smiled as he saw Bai Tza solidify under the pool's surface, smiling up at him.  "I hope you'll find the amenities I've provided you ample compensation for your discomfort, and ease any lingering ills."
Bai Tza slowly swam to the surface...and as she broached it, she changed.  The water pouring off of her seemed to reveal her human form.  Her skin was moon pale, her hair a shimmering blue, and her almond-shaped eyes emerald green in her heart shaped face.  As she continued to rise from the water, Valmont found his heart beating much faster as blood raced through his body in response.  Her limbs were strong but delicate, her fingers graceful without seeming fragile, and her curves generous without being excessive...and to top it off she was just shorter than him, such that she'd be exactly eye level with him in high heels.  Between all this, the length of her hair, and the fact she came out of the water wearing nothing but, he wasn't sure whether to compare her to Honey Ryder or Aphrodite.
"It is forgiven, Valmont," Bai Tza purred, the only difference in her voice being the absence of the almost aquatic echo it had possessed in her demon form.  She stepped up to him, gently running a finger under his chin.  "You kept your word to free me, and see to my safety.  And until I can reclaim Atlantis..."  She turned to survey the facility.  "This will make an amply sufficient mini-kingdom of my own.  Attendants, the perfect facilities for both relaxation and practice with my powers...all it is missing is subjects to worship me."
Valmont stepped back, gathering his wits.  He then gave a smirk and a cordial bow.  "It would be an honor to give you the worship you desire, dear lady," he offered, putting an odd spin on 'worship' to get a different point across.  His smirk widened as he saw Bai Tza give a girlish giggle in response.
His bravado fled when she leaned in and gently bit his earlobe before whispering, "Give me a few hours to relax myself with the services you have provided, then join me in the hot spring.  I owe you a...proper reward."  She then licked between his ear and skull before pulling back.  She trailed a finger along his neck, and he felt gills briefly shape before vanishing.  Turning, she then sauntered over to the attendants for pampering.
Valmont staggered out of the chamber, leaning against a nearby wall to catch his breath.  "How under the sun did she just make me feel like a virgin?" he gasped out in desperation.
"To be fair, you are one compared to her," Shendu pointed out.  "We each had centuries to...enjoy ourselves before our banishment...and before she joined our brotherhood, she was known as 'Queen of the Sirens'."
"It shows," Valmont murmured as he struggled desperately to get his heart rate, breathing, and complexion under control.
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		Me, Myself, and I



	When Jackie arrived in Mexico, he was surprised as El Toro drove up almost immediately to collect him.  "We must hurry, Jackie!" he greeted insistently.  "It is almost nightfall.  Soon the beast will attack again!"
Jackie promptly climbed into the van, Uncle following after him.  "Swing by where the inscriptions are on the way," Jackie instructed.  "We'll drop Uncle off to translate."  He smiled to himself, glad Tohru had stayed behind to watch the children with strict instructions that they stay in San Francisco.
"Are you certain there will be time?" El Toro asked worriedly.
Smiling, Jackie placed the Ox Talisman against El Toro's forehead, where it affixed itself to his mask where it had sat for so long.  "When I realized we'd be fighting a magic beast, I came prepared."  He gestured to the choker he wore around his neck where the Rabbit Talisman was affixed, and to Balance Breaker strapped to his back.
"I thought it was not safe to have them loose in the world, and that was why you had to lock them up in a secret location?" El Toro asked, confused yet relieved.
"The Dark Hand has other interests at the moment," Jackie explained calmly.  "One day with them out won't make much of a difference."

The chupacabra proved to be a fierce beast.  Almost humanoid in shape, it held itself slung low to the ground for battle.  Its body was covered with coarse, spiky brown fur and actual spikes, and each hand and foot ended in three crimson claws.  Its eyes glowed red, and its battle cry was an unearthly shriek.  It blurred forward almost too fast for the naked eye to follow, and it struck with the force of a speeding truck.
With the help of the Talismans, Jackie was fast enough to keep up with the beast, and El Toro was strong enough to match it.  Jackie would race ahead of the beast and threaten with his sword to drive the creature towards El Toro, who attempted to get it in a submission hold so Jackie could deliver a killing blow.  While the attempt worked flawlessly the first time, the chupacabra proved flexible enough to break the simple hold El Toro had taken, and too crafty to be readily herded into the trap a second time.
However, the two still proved too much for the creature, and eventually a backhand from El Toro sent the beast flying.  It spun to try and land on all fours, only to end up impaled on Jackie's blade.  It let out a cry of pain and rage as it lashed forward, trying to get at the one who had killed it.  It only managed a single glancing cut of its claws to Jackie's neck - barely breaking the skin and only severing the choker - before the sun rose, dispelling the creature completely.
Jackie and El Toro both slumped back, panting for breath after the intense combat.  Jackie reached up to rub the cut on his neck.  There wasn't any blood, but it irritated nonetheless.  He decided not to put the Rabbit Talisman choker back on until it healed.  Perhaps open air would help it pass.

With the beast's defeat, the town that had been under attack celebrated.  El Toro invited Jackie to participate, and he welcomed the relaxation.  However, his good mood - and El Toro's - faded as Uncle approached, his face grim.
"I have translated the inscriptions!" Uncle proclaimed happily.  "Chupacabra is a beast of night that eats goats.  Sunlight kills it!"
"We noticed," El Toro observed sardonically.
"Ah, so it is slain.  Good."  Uncle rubbed his chin.  "One more thing!  Did it scratch anyone?  The curse is passed through its claws, and anyone scratched will became the Chupacabra with the next setting of the sun!"
El Toro looked over himself.  "I was not scratched..." he observed cautiously.  "Jackie?"
Jackie's hand went to his neck, where the irritating minor scratch still hadn't healed.
Uncle immediately pulled Jackie's hand away...and saw that the cut glowed green.  "Aiyah!  Jackie, you have contracted Curse of Chupacabra!"
"Can you cure him?" El Toro asked hopefully as Jackie staggered back in disbelief.
"Of course!" Uncle insisted, tugging on the satchel on his back.  "Have all ingredients for cure...except for Capsicum.  Must go to top of Devil's Peak and talk to wise elder to acquire some."
Jackie sighed in relief.  "Well, that shouldn't take me too long-OW!"  He rubbed his forehead as Uncle pulled his hand back.
"No!  No Talisman Magic!" Uncle insisted.  "Wild Magic of Curse will feed on any magic used in its presence until it is cured, becoming more powerful."
"Then we will run," El Toro declared firmly.  "Senor Uncle, I will carry anything you need to bring, so Jackie can conserve his strength for the struggle with the beast, should we not make it in time."
Jackie rubbed the back of his head, not sure he liked the fatalistic overtones of that decision.

Unfortunately, El Toro's prediction proved accurate.  They hadn't even made it halfway up the mountain when the sun dipped beyond the horizon.  As light faded, Jackie felt pain shoot through his body, and he clutched at his head as he struggled to hold onto his humanity.  He could feel the shape of his hands and jaw changing, and he heard his shoes rip as the crimson claws tore their way out of the leather.
As he struggled against the change, two tiny Jackies appeared on his shoulders, sidestepping quickly to dodge the spikes that erupted from his shoulder blades.  "This is stupid," Dark Jackie observed flatly.
"What are you talking about?" Light Jackie asked worriedly.  "If we don't fight the beast-"
"I mean fighting the transformation!" Dark Jackie interrupted.  "It's hitting us all at once.  Do you really think we have the mental discipline to control every cell in our body against Wild Magic?"
Light Jackie frowned as he shifted around the dark fur sprouting all over Jackie's body.  "You have a point, but what's the alternative?"
"Don't fight the transformation," Dark Jackie pointed out logically.  "Let it happen, and save our strength for when the beast attacks our mind."
Light Jackie blinked in shock.  "...I never thought of that," he allowed.  "But how do we take our mind off the pain?"
Dark Jackie grinned lasciviously.  "We think about how it felt when Viper was pressed against our back pushing us deeper into the yoga pose, and how she looked doing that standing split in those yoga pants-"
"She is our friend, not just a sex object!" Light Jackie interrupted insistently.
"And if it were any more obvious she was blatantly trying to seduce us, she'd have to invite us to shower with her while wearing only a towel!" Dark Jackie countered.  "Let me put it to you this way: if we go back to San Fran and tell her we were able to maintain our humanity by thinking naughty thoughts about her, how do you think she'll feel?"
Light Jackie blinked a few times, rubbing his chin.  "Umm...flattered?"
"Definitely," Dark Jackie confirmed.  "I won't argue she's a good friend...but you can't argue that she is a very naughty girl."
"I suppose I can't," Light Jackie allowed.
With the focus decided, Jackie relaxed his entire body, letting his mind slip back to thoughts of that more pleasant time as Viper helped him to relax, gently pushing him through the stretches and forms until all stress had washed away...and he felt the tension of the transformation fall away as it completed, leaving him hunched over as he completed the change.
Dark and Light Jackie glanced at the back of Jackie's head, where Chupa-Jackie was digging its way in.  "We shall devour them all," it growled out in a gravely voice.  "Give me goats!"
Dark and Light Jackie immediately closed on the manifestation, proceeding to thrash it from both directions as a miniature dust cloud formed at the back of Jackie's head.  Before long, the dust cloud faded, leaving Chupa-Jackie tied up with Light and Dark Jackie standing to either side of him.
"This is impossible!" Chupa-Jackie proclaimed angrily.  "How can you resist me?"
Light Jackie jerked his thumb at his counterpart.  "I've spent decades trying to keep him caged."
"And I've had decades to learn every trick to escape said confinement," Dark Jackie added.
"With us working together, you didn't have a chance," Light Jackie concluded.
Chupa-Jackie thrashed angrily.  "This shall not stand!" he proclaimed.  "You will not conquer me so easily!  I am ancient!  I am powerful!  I hunger!  I-"
Dark Jackie interrupted Chupa-Jackie with a kick to the head.  "Talk too much," he finished for the interloper, taping over his mouth with duct tape.
"Where did you get that?" Light Jackie asked curiously.
"When you stopped keeping a lid on our libido, there was a great deal to spare," Dark Jackie pointed out with a wry grin.
Light Jackie facepalmed.  "Bad day..."
Jackie opened his crimson eyes, the transformation complete.  However, much to his surprise, his mind was still his own.  Standing upright, he stretched, working out the kinks of his transformed state.  Turning to El Toro - who had taken a defensive stance - he curled two claws and stuck the thumb claw pointing upward.
El Toro's jaw dropped.  "Jackie?  You...you retain your mind?"
Jackie nodded.
"How?" Uncle gasped in awe.
Jackie responded by giving his best tiger snarl.
"The balance you achieved through being split by the Tiger Talisman allowed you to retain command of your mind against the beast's interference?"  When Jackie nodded confirmation, Uncle's eyes popped wide.  "Aiyah..."
"But the transformation...how did you endure its pain?" El Toro asked curiously.
Jackie looked down, twiddling his claws, uncertain he wanted to try explaining that...even if he had any idea how to begin.
El Toro suddenly chuckled knowingly.  "Senorita Viper is a very fine woman, no?" he teased, thumping Jackie firmly on the back.  "Be certain to tell her that she aided in retaining your humanity when you return to her!"
Jackie wasn't sure how to feel about the discovery that the coarse fur of his cheeks failed to hide a blush.

	
		Ready to Rumble



	Valmont lay back in his chair behind his desk, idly rubbing his neck as he stared up at the ceiling.  He swore he could still feel the gills there, even though the enchantment Bai Tza had placed to let him breathe under the surface of the artificial hot spring had long faded.  Of course, his hand kept going to the abrasion from when - in the heat of the moment - she had actually bitten him.  Shendu had been right about him being a virgin compared to Bai Tza: it was an experience unlike anything Valmont had ever imagined.  He was pleased to discover that he'd managed to impress the Demoness in that area as well, if her completely relaxed, content humming in the afterglow had been any indication.
And if that hadn't, the flat out promise that she'd be seeking him out for such things frequently certainly did.  "Woof..." Valmont muttered under his breath, half gasp of relief and half exclamation of awe.  "What a woman..."
"That is my sister you're talking about," Shendu pointed out acidly.  "My little sister, at that."
"Just be glad I made sure to ask about blocking your perceptions during, then," Valmont grumbled in response.  "She didn't seem to care one way or the other."  To his surprise, he felt the demon spirit inside him shudder.  "You really are glad, aren't you?"
"Her title of Queen of the Sirens isn't just because she reigned over them," Shendu pointed out.  "She was a Siren originally, but achieved such great power and mastery of their dark magic that she achieved a Demonic Metamorphosis under her own will.  That's when she gained the title of Queen...and when we approached her about joining our fledgling brotherhood."
"I fail to see-"
"She tended to keep the Siren promise before her victims died," Shendu elaborated.  "That's how she gained so much magic...and how she became so...how do I put this delicately?"
"She's a Siren that gives Sucubi a run for their money?" Finn suggested diffidently from across the room.
"...I suppose that is the most delicate way to put it," Shendu observed dryly.  "Though her eldest daughter was worse in her own way-"
"She has children?" Valmont asked in surprise.
"Had," Shendu corrected.  "She dallied with a creature of chaos and disharmony, and bore three daughters who inherited powers from both sides.  However, they became so disruptive that Li Tieguai banished them to another plane after sealing Bai.  She hasn't heard from them since.  It's a sensitive topic, so as long as I'm sharing a body with you, I recommend you don't bring it up."
"Have you picked the next demon to release, Ratso?" Valmont asked quickly, deciding to change the subject.
Ratso nodded.  "I figure our best bet next would be somebody who can fly, cover all our bases," Ratso explained.  "So...I'm thinking the wind guy, solid line, solid line, broken line."  He began turning the box.
"Did you ask Bai Tza about that?" Valmont asked curiously.
"Nah," Ratso corrected.  "Looked up the meanings of the Trigrams.  Did ya know Bai's is lake, and there's another one on here that means water?  You'd think she'd be water."
"Water represents my brother Tso Lan, the Moon Demon," Shendu explained carefully.  "Wind, however, is Xiao Fung..."  His voice trailed off as the Pan'ku Box opened, displaying a map.
Valmont quickly snapped a picture of the map and sent it to Daolong Wong.  "Do you know the area?" he asked the dark wizard over the phone.
"I can investigate," Daolong Wong confirmed.  "I will be able to determine the general area of the portal before we send anyone in, and before the Chans or their allies become aware of our actions."
Valmont smiled as he sat back, waiting for the report.  As he did so, Bai Tza sauntered into the room.  She was still in her chosen human form, though she now wore one of the robes provided by the attendants Valmont had assigned her.  She purred as she cuddled up to Valmont's side.  "I see the Box is open," she murmured softly.  "Xiao Fung's turn?"
"Yes," Valmont confirmed, raising his hand to caress her cheek.  "We're just now waiting for Daolong Wong's report of the area.  If he can locate the portal, or at least any structure that has been built on top of it-"
"Hollowlands Penitentiary," the dark wizard's voice interrupted.  "The portal is somewhere within Hollowlands Penitentiary.  I am returning now before I am spotted."
As communications were cut, Chao moaned.  "That's the maximum security prison they send the bigshots in organized crime," he groaned irritably.  "Are we gonna have to break into the place Captain Black would send us if he ever caught us?"
"If it is where he would send you if you were caught, why not just let him catch you?" Shendu suggested idly.
"Aside from tipping our hand about wanting to be there, it gives us an existing criminal record," Valmont pointed out acidly.  "Not to mention freezing many of our assets.  Besides, why do we need to get in there when there are dozens of inmates already in there who'd be more than happy to do me a favor if it meant getting them out?"
"And how do you intend to acquire their help?" Shendu asked acidly.
"There can't be any new magical security at Hollowlands," Valmont deduced.  "First, it would likely react with the portal, constantly causing issues.  Second, Daolong Wong would have mentioned it if he detected any.  As such, there's nothing easier."  He smiled up at Bai Tza.  "Ready for a bit of infiltration?" he purred softly.
A wide grin split Bai Tza's face, her legs twitching as though she still had a tail that had started to wag idly.  "Go on..."

	
		Big House Rock



	Bai Tza carefully pushed her way past the foliage as she made her way towards the prison.  Valmont's plan had been exceptionally clever, especially since it involved absolutely no hint of Dark Hand involvement getting back to any authorities.  The only drawback as far as Bai Tza was concerned was that it had her doing all the legwork, and most of it had to be done in her human form to minimize attention...which meant being on her legs a lot more than she liked.  As much as she'd based her human form on how she'd looked as a Siren before her Demonic Ascension - save trading her fish tail for legs - it had still been eons since she'd been limited to this level of strength, and the first time in her life she'd spent an extended period of time on two feet.  It wasn't entirely pleasant.
Given the environment and her intended roles, Valmont had selected an outfit for her that would be fitting and she'd used her magic to shape it over her body so it would change with her if she had to go liquid.  She was wearing a two-color blue striped bikini top, a black vest, and tight fitting blue jeans with the cuffs rolled up, the combination looking somewhat dignified while still allowing her to show off and accentuate her figure.  She didn't bother carrying anything with her this trip, since once she made it as far as the prison she'd be finding a different way in that didn't allow for belongings to be brought with.
Reaching the walls, she searched around and found the drain she'd been expecting.  Smirking, she knelt down and slipped her hand into the drain, turning first her arm liquid before letting her entire body follow slowly and steadily.  Her magic mapped the plumbing ahead of her, and led her to the prisoner Valmont had told her to look for...a silent bruiser by the name of Mongo.  A giant of a man - easily eight feet tall and as broad at the shoulder - Mongo was the muscle of a gang that had been captured, and he'd been thrown in here as it was the only facility that could contain him.  In his gang, he'd been the 'safe cracker', as he had frequently broken safes open by ripping them out of walls and digging his fingers into the hinges.
Three things made him ideal for Valmont's plan.  First, despite being mute, he was surprisingly intelligent.  Second, a long time on good behavior had given him free reign of the prisoner areas, including such areas as the unloading dock for supplies and the laundry room, granting him more than enough leeway to find the portal once he had the Pan'ku Box...which he could easily hide just by closing one hand around it.  Third and most important, he had a son on the outside by the 'street name' of DJ Fist, a skilled mechanic and bruiser in his own right.  A promise to reunite the man with his son once he was outside would get his cooperation...and the promise coming from Valmont would earn his loyalty.
Still, it was one thing to be told about such a man.  Even for a Demoness like Bai Tza, being confronted by the reality of a man who needed to have his own bathroom in his cell because he'd walk through the bars if he needed to go in the middle of the night and had enough thick black hair to be mistaken for a black bear was quite another.  "Well aren't you a morsel," she found herself purring.  She couldn't help it.  As a Siren, she'd seduced quite a number of sailors to a last dalliance before drowning them, and she'd been especially fond of the Vikings.  Even underwater, they lasted much longer, making the experience far better for her.
Mongo turned towards the sink and stared into the water, a thick, bushy eyebrow raised inquiringly.
Bai Tza made sure it was her human face visible in the water, then spoke more carefully.  "I bring a message from Valmont of the Dark Hand," she explained softly.  Seeing this immediately got her the giant's full attention, she continued.  "Valmont has business here in this facility.  If you act as his agent, you will be freed from here, recruited into the Dark Hand, and reunited with 'DJ Fist'.  Is this agreeable to you?"
Mongo stared down at her for a time, then cupped a hand to his ear, beckoning with the other.
"My brother is imprisoned here, though not physically," Bai Tza explained.  "Valmont will arrange for the key to his cell to reach the loading dock.  You will then carry the key around until it finds his cell, somewhere in this prison.  Once my brother is released, he will give you further instructions to keep his escape hidden, and the pair of you will escape during the night."
Mongo stared at her for a time, then nodded.
Bai Tza grinned.  "The warden's birthday is coming up.  This includes a delivery of a cake and a huge carton of ice cream for the guards.  Volunteer to carry the ice cream to the kitchen.  The key will be a blue box hidden in the carton of ice cream.  I will be waiting for you and my brother the night of the planned escape.  With luck, no one will know of our involvement, and we'll all be home free."
Mongo nodded, then turned back to his own business as Bai Tza withdrew out the plumbing, making her way back to her pick up point to spend some time with Valmont.  He'd promised a 'suitable reward' to appease her complaints about doing all the leg work...and there was a mountain resort not far away he owned a good number of shares in...

Mongo had 'volunteered' to carry the ice cream by the simple expedient of being there at the loading dock when the truck arrived.  When one of the guards picked up the cake and called for a forklift for the ice cream, Mongo had stepped up, wrapped his arms around the tub, and hefted.  The guards had been surprised at his eagerness to help, but had thanked him, glad they didn't need to bring any machinery around.
Mongo had then made his way down the hallways of the prison towards the kitchen.  Stepping into the freezer, he set the tub down and lifted the lid.  The box was right where he'd been told, and he enfolded it in his right hand as he turned and left.  Given the layout of the prison hallways, the fact that the 'key' hadn't reacted at all eliminated most of the wing, leaving only the laundry as far as areas he had free access to check.  It was either that or solitary, and those cells were too small for him.
Once in the laundry room, he felt the box in his hand vibrating, and he opened his hand.  It floated into the air, embedded itself in the wall, and opened a glowing portal.  From out of the portal, a figure that resembled a giant purple-grey and green poison dart frog leapt out...though giant was a relative term, since Mongo looked down on him.
The figure stared up at him in surprise as the portal closed, the box falling to the floor.  "Well, aren't you a large figure," it declared in an echoing voice, its red eyes glowing.  He looked Mongo over for a time.  "...yes, this is a form I can take.  Grab the box."
Mongo stepped over and picked up the box.  When he turned for further instructions, he looked at...himself.
"Stay here," his copy said in the frog's voice.  "Crouch behind the machines so no one will see you.  Stay perfectly still until my sister comes for you."
Nodding, Mongo stepped behind the machines, crouched down, and waited.  He heard his copy walking out of the room and back towards his cell.
Mongo waited.

Night fell, and Bai Tza slipped into the prison in liquid form.  Leaving the pipes, she made her way to the electrical systems.  She didn't like this part as dealing with electricity hurt, but Valmont's method gave her the least interaction with it.  Reaching the power room, she found the cables connected to the security cameras and the spotlights, carefully cut the rubber casings open, and shed a few droplets.  The current arched, and she flinched back as the system went down.  A quick restoration spell on the rubber, and no one would be the wiser.  It would seem like a perfectly ordinary short in the system.
Heading back for the laundry room, she revealed her human face to Mongo.  "Follow me," she instructed firmly before zooming down the halls.  Mongo was hot on her currently-nonexistent-heels.  She quickly led him to the prison grounds, avoiding the guard patrols as they met up with Xiao Fung.
"Grab hold," Xiao instructed Mongo, who immediately grabbed hold of his copy.  Bai Tza took human form and latched onto her brother, who promptly leapt over the walls with the three of them and into the woods beyond.  "Now run!" Xiao Fung ordered, racing forward as fast as he could go, shifting his own body into a much smaller temporary human form.
Before long, the three of them reached a road where a bus was waiting for them.  Valmont - dressed in exceptionally plain blue clothes and a cap - handed Mongo clothes in his size.  "Get changed and get on," he ordered firmly.  Mongo did as instructed as the group clambered onto the tour bus, which was filled with Dark Hand agents in 'tourist garb' that the Chans hadn't met.
Getting behind the wheel, Valmont turned the engine over and drove at a sedate pace down the road.  Once they'd made it a few miles along, he relaxed completely.  "We'll reach the coast by sunrise," he offered warmly.  "Bai, can you handle the four of us underwater?"
"Easily," Bai Tza praised.  "But tell me, what would you have done if I couldn't?"
"I would have called in a transport for Mongo and I," Valmont explained simply.  "Then you and Xiao would have made your way back however you could manage.  This way, no one will even know we were here."
Xiao Fung chuckled to himself.  "Very clever, human," he offered warmly.  "You picked a good one, sister."
"In more ways than just that," Bai Tza purred suggestively, shooting Valmont the naughtiest pair of bedroom eyes he'd ever seen outside porn.
Swallowing nervously, he continued driving, wondering - not for the first time - how he was ever going to keep up with this woman.  It seemed that even if it was not water that killed him, he'd still eventually drown in her affections as all her previous human suitors had...though it certainly promised to be a pleasant final fate.
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		New World Order



	Getting Mongo settled in proved even easier than expected once Valmont and his group returned to his base in San Fransisco, funneled in via the fish cannery at the Bay (which now doubled as their 'sea dock' when travelling via Bai's powers).  Once he was dressed in normal clothes and shaved, he hardly resembled himself from before.  Even arranging the meeting between him and his son - DJ Fist - proved to be less a drain on resources than Valmont expected.  He had been fully prepared to arrange to incorporate the young man and his 'buds' into the Dark Hand despite their less than subtle approach to criminal activities, but both Mongo and DJ Fist seemed to be of independent natures.  The meeting had involved exchanged glances, a single fist bump, and then parting ways.  Apparently, the desired meeting was more of a 'reconnect/ensure living' than the emotional sort Valmont had expected.
Getting Xiao Fung settled in also proved rather simple.  The look he'd chosen for his human form blended surprisingly well with the Dark Hand as well.  He was tall without being gigantic and broad shouldered without being bulky.  He was well muscled like a linebacker, and had gray hair slicked back in a pointed pompadour, giving him a very punkish overall look complemented by a green shirt, blue slacks, a purple jacket, and dark blue shoes.  The only point that might make him stand out was his pale purple eyes, but that was difficult to spot at a distance and easily shrugged off given how magic - now world known - could affect a person's appearance.  The slight stubble between his lower lip and chin made him look that extra bit scruffy that made sure anyone who looked at him decide to look away before he noticed.  He seemed equal parts dangerous and disinterested...and thus blended perfectly with those members of Valmont's organization that were 'the muscle'.
Presently, Xiao Fung was enjoying a rather lavish feast Valmont had ordered prepared to welcome him to safety in his base, prepared to Xiao Fung's requests prior to the operation.  Much to the demon's surprise, Valmont shied away from none of the dishes.  "I'm honestly surprised you have the stomach for some of these," Xiao Fung observed as he picked up a bowl of roasted locusts and maggots in sauce and poured the contents into his mouth, slurping it up.
Valmont, by contrast, was taking each individual meat morsel - whether insect or otherwise - into his mouth with chopsticks.  "These are considered delicacies in many countries, especially in Africa," he observed calmly.  "My business takes me all over the world, especially where 'World Law' is weakest.  It isn't good business to refuse the local delicacy...or to throw up when you try to eat it.  While not the sort of thing I seek out for pleasurable dining, I have...built up enough of a tolerance that I can enjoy such a repast, or at least appear to."
"Though you seem to have eschewed these," Xiao observed as he grasped a large, wriggling green grub off a platter and stuffed it into his mouth.  "Not that I blame you.  Though delicacies for demons, I doubt they'd even be digestible for humans, let alone palatable."
Valmont chuckled softly.  "Actually, Daolong Wong provided me with these...and a method of preparing the meat so that a human could consume them."  He gently lifted a circle of meat from a sauce platter.  "Not only do we share the same dishes, as is only polite, but the recipe is even palatable."  Placing it into his mouth, he chewed...then swallowed, looking somewhat pale.  "Though barely..."
Xiao chuckled softly.  "Too much for you?"
"Just more...piquant than I am used to," Valmont assured, plainly struggling to maintain his composure.
Bai Tza chuckled softly as she waved her hand over his water glass, making the liquid sparkle.  "Just drink before your pride damages your tongue," she instructed him.
Gratefully, Valmont chugged the glass, looking much better afterwards.  "My thanks, milady.  I suppose even now, I feel I have something to prove."
"Not with us," Xiao Fung offered.  "I must admit, I am impressed.  I had forgotten that humans could be so interesting.  You do realize of course that once we are all free, it is our intention to conquer the world and bind it to demon rule."
"I will not fight you if you do," Valmont pointed out.  "If you fail, the damage you'll do will make it that much easier for a criminal empire to seize immense resources.  If you succeed, there will be a rebellion if not several, and a General who knows how humans think will be quite useful to you all in suppressing said rebellions."  He gently patted his lips with his napkin.  "Speaking of, we should free whichever of your brothers is the flashiest next.  At the moment, the Chans are still in a reactive position, waiting for us to take action and moving to stop us.  But if the balance of power in this world sways too much towards you from too many of you being free, someone somewhere will notice, the Chans will be informed, and they'll become more proactive on the assumption we're being sneaky in freeing you all, and try to hunt down your hiding spots.  We need another confrontation so they stay reactive, too concerned about missing one of you being freed to hunt for those already free."
Xiao Fung and Bai Tza exchanged startled glances, their eyes wide.  Bai Tza then moved to Valmont's side and began probing gently at his temples with her fingertips.
"...as pleasant as that is, milady, why are you doing it?" Valmont asked curiously.
"You don't need to be magical to achieve the sort of apotheosis Bai Tza underwent," Shendu explained, "though it helps."
Valmont blinked.  "You think I might..."
"It's unlikely," Bai Tza pointed out thoughtfully, "but not unheard of.  And being Shendu's vessel could nudge things towards there.  Despite his spirit presence, the place of Demon Sorcerer of Fire is presently vacant."
"And between your adaption to magic within you, your ready grasp of how our own powers can work, and your almost demonic cunning and forethought, you would make an excellent Demon Sorcerer," Xaio Fung added.  He then smirked wickedly.  "Though I think it is more wishful thinking on dear sister's part."
Valmont raised an eyebrow in surprise.  "Why would it be wishful..."  His voice trailed off as his eyes locked on Bai Tza's face.  As her human form was based so closely on her original body, certain physical reactions couldn't be hidden...in this case, the slight embarrassed flush of her cheeks.  "...oh..."
"I'm honestly not surprised," Xiao offered with a chuckle.  "You're brilliant.  You're chivalrous.  You're cunning.  You're ruthless.  You meet us on our own terms and prove yourself an equal player at our games.  You're ready to trade your own species away so you and yours can have a place at our table should we win, or the chance to make it your table should we lose.  And you're able to keep up with her, if just barely.  And despite eons of being a Demon, her Siren nature still shines true...making her emotions far more intense than for one born a Demon."  Setting down his empty dishes, he stood up.  "If flashy is what you want, Tchang Zu should be next.  His Trigram is thunder...appropriate, as he is the Demon Sorcerer of Thunder."  As he turned to go, he paused by Valmont's side.  "...though none of us were born to the same parents, our Brotherhood has endured long enough that our bonds of family are far stronger, far more intense than what humans can experience in their comparatively short lives.  And Bai was the last to join us, the youngest of us."  He leaned in close.  "Think about what that means...when our little sister feels this way about you."
"I imagine it means that if I hurt her, or she comes to harm because of me, what the rest of you will do to me will make Shendu's punishment - should we fail to release all of you as promised - look tame by comparison?" Valmont asked carefully, still not taking his eyes from Bai's gaze.
"I knew you were clever," Xiao chuckled before heading off to look for something fun to do.  Valmont had mentioned something about a service he could avail himself of, something called a 'nuru massage'...
Valmont stared up into the eyes of the Demoness before him.  In thoughts guarded so deep in his mind Shendu could not see them - and truthfully, even Valmont was not entirely aware of them - he wondered if any punishment even eon old demons could come up with would manage to equal not having this amazing, fascinating, frustrating woman at his side.  Somehow...he doubted it.

Jackie sighed as he hung up the phone.  "Girls, don't bother packing!" he called out, sitting back.
"What do you mean?" Jade asked.  "What about the jungle trip?"
"Didn' ya say some rich guy hired ya ta help him find the Lost City o' the Muntabs or somethin'?" Apple Bloom demanded.
"We were really looking forward to it!" Sweetie Belle added.
"Yeah!" Scootaloo confirmed.  "A trip into uncharted jungle, back to archaeology as we search for ancient ruins and secrets, where the fate of the world isn't on the line!"
"I know girls," Jackie replied.  "I was looking forward to it to give us all a break, too.  But apparently there are some new things we need to get used to, considering magic is now a 'norm' in this world."
"How so?" Tohru inquired as he poured tea, his tone between confusion and curiosity.
"Trip's cancelled," Jackie explained, jerking his thumb at the phone.  "That was the Muntabs.  They don't want to be found."
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		Showtime



A phone call from Captain Black brought Jackie an unexpected surprise the following day.  "I'm sorry, Captain, could you repeat that?" Jackie asked carefully.
"Valmont is in Hollywood," Captain Black explained simply.  "Unfortunately, there is nothing criminal about his actions that we can see or prove, so we can't send in our own agents or call on more magical authorities.  The red tape in that regard is just as thick as I expected it to be."
"So we can't expect any official backup in this case," Jackie groaned as he rubbed his forehead.  "At least tell me we'll still get transportation?"
"You'll have to make your own way there too, I'm afraid," Augustus admitted.  "I have a few contacts down there who can help you get a few resources, but that's about it."
"Well, that's something," Jackie grumbled under his breath.  "We're certain this is demon related?"
Captain Black was silent for a time.  "Actually...we aren't.  All we know for certain is that Valmont's in Hollywood with an unknown young lady, and his usual Enforcers are close at hand.  To all appearances...it almost seems like a vacation.  Still, my instincts say something's off."
"And you want us to check it out, just in case he's releasing another demon," Jackie concluded.  "We still have no idea where he's squirreled away Bai Tza..."
"Exactly," Augustus agreed.  "So I can count on you?"
"We'll be there!" Jackie confirmed, hanging up the phone.
"So where will we be, exactly?" Jade asked hopefully as she came down the stairs.
"Hollywood," Jackie explained.  "And yes, I do mean all of us.  With everything Valmont has at his disposal, if there is going to be a confrontation, we need everything we can bring to bear.  And if it's not, any accidental confrontation could be smoothed over if it's a 'family trip'."
"And there's that event for the big star Jade's so fond of," Viper added as she came down the stairs.  "What was his name?  Raphaelo Di'Capizzio, or something like that?"
"That's him!  That's him!" Jade cried out, bouncing eagerly.  "And he's only the biggest star of anything since...ever!"  She gestured to a couple posters she had hung up.  "And it's not just any event!  He's getting his footprints in cement at the Chinese Theater!"
"So does anyone else think that'd be the perfect place in Hollywood for a portal to release a Chinese Demon to be hidden?" Sweetie Belle asked Apple Bloom and Scootaloo as they went over their lesson plan for Jade's magical training.
"Makes sense," Scootaloo confirmed.
"Ah'd put money that way," Apple Bloom agreed.
Uncle chuckled over the fuss Jade was making.  "Greatest ever, eh?  Then I guess you have never heard of John Wayne?"
Tohru sighed nostalgically.  "The Duke..."  He lifted one hand as though lifting a cowboy hat.  "Saddle up, pilgrim," he continued, feigning a Western accent.
Viper shrugged.  "I dunno.  I was always more a fan of Bruce Lee."
"What?" Jackie demanded, finding himself offended for some reason.  "What's so great about him?"
Viper shrugged coyly.  "What can I say?" she asked teasingly, smirking at Jackie.  "I've always liked a real fighter."
Jackie blushed, chuckling nervously as he rubbed the back of his head.
"Hey, maybe we could find a producer down there and turn Jackie into a movie star!" Jade suggested eagerly.
"And when's he gonna have time ta be a star between huntin' demons, archaeology, helpin' raise us, and Viper?" Apple Bloom asked playfully.
"Yeah, I guess his schedule's kinda full," Jade admitted.  "Especially that last part."
"Wait, what?" Jackie demanded in confusion as Viper joined in with the girls in giggling at his expense.

Valmont smiled to himself as the limo drove his group down into Hollywood.  Finn, Ratso, and Chao were here as his bodyguards, looking forward to enjoying themselves while they were down here.  Bai Tza sat behind him, silently marveling at how advanced human machines had become since she last walked the Earth.  Given their cover story this time around, she had traded her more revealing garb for a shimmering blue dress that hung down from her right shoulder to just past her knees and seemed to flow in the air as though it was made of water.  Much to Valmont's insanity, despite having gotten just such a dress made for her, Bai Tza insisted on actually wearing one made of water...one specifically held together by her power and concentration.  She had teasingly suggested to him what might happen if said concentration were to...slip...
She loves to drive me wild, doesn't she? he thought to himself, not for the first time.  Thinking back to the revelation he'd received from Xiao Fung earlier, he reminded himself, But that's not all she loves...  Smiling, he moved to rest his hand on hers.
To his surprise, she turned to stare at him wide eyed, only to look down in a vain attempt to hide a blush.
He smiled to himself.  Well, it seems the balance of power here isn't as entirely one sided as I'd thought.  ...good.  That makes it more fun.  Seeing the sudden smirk that crossed her features, he realized he wasn't the only one to come to that realization.
As the limo pulled to a halt, Valmont waited for the door to be opened before stepping out, turning back to chivalrously help Bai Tza out.  This was going to be a nice little vacation...and releasing another of Bai Tza's siblings, to boot.

	
		Planning Ahead



	As Valmont and Bai Tza walked through Hollywood to 'see the sights', they were briefly caught off guard as an unfamiliar voice called out, "Yo, Mr. V!  You didn't tell me you'd be here!"
Turning, Valmont was surprised to see a young blonde man with green eyes and a healthy tan running towards him from a movie lot.  He recognized the young man, of course, but he hadn't expected him to come seeking him out.  "Ah, Raphaelo.  How goes the movie business?"
The young star grinned widely.  "As good as ever, Mr. V.  I'm the hottest star in Hollywood right now, and I wouldn't have any of it if not for you getting me that agent!  Did you come all this way to see me get my footprints?"
"Among other things," Valmont allowed.  "I have quite a few things to do here in town, you know how it is."
"Ugh, do I!" Raphaelo groaned.  "I'm starring in a deep space movie coming out next month, and as part of a publicity stunt I'm gonna be riding in a rocket up to the space station - get this - flown by a chimp!"  He shivered violently.  "Why'd I have to take that part?"
Valmont chuckled softly.  "The hazards of stardom," he allowed.  "It's why I've always preferred to work behind the scenes."  He sent a smile Bai's way when he noticed how she kept glancing back and forth during the conversation.
Noticing her, Raphaelo let out an appreciative whistle.  "Oh, where are my manners!  Mr. V, introduce me to this charming girl!"  He reached out to take her hand, only for Bai to jerk it back angrily.  "Uh...?"
Valmont chuckled softly.  "My...Tabitha is rather eccentric in some areas," he explained, coming up with the pseudonym on the spot.  He was pleased to see Bai didn't even blink.  "Especially regarding who touches her."
Raphaelo's eyes widened.  "Your Tabitha?" he gasped in shock.  "You don't mean...?"
Grinning, Valmont leaned in with a conspiratorial whisper.  "As far as being picky about touching her...I'm the only male allowed the privilege."  He let that sink into the star's mind.
"Dude, how do you get all the luck?" he demanded in shock.  "She's...damn!"
Valmont smirked widely.  "You have no idea," he confirmed.  "But speaking of her, she was hoping to break into the movie business herself.  I don't suppose you know of a film crew that might be free for a few test reels?  Perhaps a low budget starting flick?"
"Should be one here on the lot!" he confirmed, waving back to the studio only to notice his agent tapping his watch.  "Shoot, I need to get going!  If you need anything Mr. V, be sure to let me know!"  With that, he turned to race back into the lot.
"I certainly will!" Valmont called back loudly.  "I certainly will..." he repeated much quieter.
Bai Tza turned to look Valmont straight in the eyes.  "I know that look...you're coming up with another plan..."
"Could you turn into him?" he asked obliquely.
Bai blinked a few times.  "Easily," she admitted.  "But I didn't think that was to your interest-"
"Could Tso Lan?"
Her eyes widened as she realized where his mind was going.  "You think...?"
"One of the Sorcerers I need to release is tied to the Moon," he explained quickly, "and the portals are scattered across the globe, meant to be difficult to access.  If I'd been one of those setting the portals up, I'd have put one outside the atmosphere, and it even makes sense for it to be Tso Lan's.  I don't know if his portal will be in space, but I know his is the only one that might be...and a celebrity who owes me big is going into space as a stunt soon, where it will be just him and a monkey."  He turned to Bai with a cunning grin.  "I don't believe in coincidences."
Bai Tza purred eagerly as she pressed up against him.  "And I believe we'd best find a broom closet before I...'lose focus'," she teased playfully, licking her lips before leaning close to lick his lips.
"Now that's an offer I'd be mad to refuse," Valmont purred right back.

As Jackie stepped out with the rest of his family in Hollywood, he looked around carefully.  "So first things first...we need to find Valmont."
"Actually, first things first is finding Captain Black's contact!" Jade corrected.  "He said he'd be able to give us resources."
"Correct!" Uncle insisted.  "Uncle needs ingredients for Chi Spell to banish demon...and needs to know what demon he is banishing!"
"Yeah, that'd be me."
Everyone turned at the sound of the laid back voice.  A young man of about eleven stood in front of them, leaning on a suitcase.  He had black hair, brown eyes, and was wearing a loose jacket and slacks around a red shirt with an odd design in the middle.  His features showed Chinese ancestry.
"Aiyah!" Uncle gasped out in shock.  "You are the demon?"
"No no no!" the boy insisted.  "Nothing like that..."  He chuckled softly.  "Though my big sis might agree with you."
"Good lord, it's a male Jade," Jackie murmured jokingly, getting a chuckle out of Viper and Tohru.
"I'm your contact!" the boy proclaimed.  "You can call me Ray Ray."
"You?" Viper asked in surprise.  "Just how could you be Captain Black's contact?"
"Hey, don't let looks deceive you!" the boy snapped out.  "My big sis is the Veil Guardian, and I've got some of her power!  You wanna go a long way from crossing me!"  He pouted as his boasts were greeted with dubious glares.  He crossed his arms with a grunt.  "Hey, the other stuff will come in eventually..."
"So what'd ya bring us?" Apple Bloom asked curiously, hoping to smooth things over.
Ray Ray grinned widely as he opened up the suitcase, revealing eight layers of carefully packed vials and jars along with diverse other symbols.  "Demon Hunter's travelling kit.  It has the ingredients for each of the banishing spells for the Eight Demon Sorcerers sealed by the Eight Immortals all bottled up and ready to mix, along with the recipes and the symbols.  Perfect for the Hunter on the go."
"That will be most useful!" Uncle proclaimed happily.  "Tohru will carry it!"
Tohru smiled as he picked up the suitcase once it was closed.  "Our thanks."
"Eh, just a favor for my sis," Ray Ray explained.  "She couldn't leave our hometown to take care of this herself, since she has to stay at the Veil Anchor.  Besides, it means I get to see the sights and do whatever I want!"  He glanced around carefully.  "As long as I stay ahead of-oops, that's him!  See you later!"  He quickly dashed off.
From the opposite direction, a squat pug stomped along, seeming to grumble under its breath.  When it caught sight of Apple Bloom, it turned towards her and the other fillies.  "Excuse me!" he called out, his voice carrying a distinct Scootish accent.  "Hav' ya seen a young lad 'bout yer age, lookin' and actin' like that girl wit' ya got gender swapped?"
"Hey!" Jade complained angrily.
"That way," Jackie replied, pointing where Ray Ray went.
"Thank ye kindly."  The dog turned and began to race after the boy.
"...that was different," Sweetie Belle murmured, surprise in her voice.

			Author's Notes: 
Who recognized Captain Black's 'contact', and at what point?


	
		Star Shine



	As Valmont and Bai Tza began to explore the lot with film crew in tow - post a very enthusiastic interlude in a broom closet that required the services of a makeup artist to 'un-muss' Valmont - he kept his eyes open for any sign of Ratso - who once again had the Pan'ku Box - and for the Chans.  As innocuous as his travel here had been, he knew Captain Black too well.  The Chans would be here with whatever cover story meant Valmont wouldn't have grounds to press 'police harassment' charges against Captain Black and Section 13, and they would be looking to confront him.  Still, he was prepared with a rather unique counter to the Chans' usual tactics if they showed up before his Enforcers found Tchang Zu's portal.
"Valmont!"
"And speak of the devil," Valmont murmured under his breath as he saw the Chans approaching, Jackie in the lead.  Turning towards the film crew following him, he gave a discreet nod.  "Chan," Valmont spoke out, loud and calm as he pitched his voice to fill the room.  "I should have known I would encounter you here this day."
"Then you know why we are here!" Jackie declared defiantly.
"Honestly, no," Valmont responded graciously.  "I simply am unsurprised to find you dogging my steps as you always have.  But I have no fear this day, for nothing I do here could possibly be to your interests...and I'm sure you wouldn't want to cause problems for your own visit by throwing accusations around without proof."  He gestured obliquely to the cameras all around them.  "I'm rather big in this town...and the police here don't take kindly to slander unless the Press is doing it."  He smiled as he saw Jade and the fillies struggling to hold back snickers, and even Viper and Tohru hiding smiles.
"We don't need to say anything!" Uncle proclaimed defiantly.  "We are prepared for everything!"
"A wise state to be," Bai Tza offered pleasantly.  She then turned to Valmont.  "Dear, why are these people bothering us?"
"Business associates, dear heart," Valmont responded immediately.  "Nothing to concern your pretty little head."
Tohru stepped forward, his face conflicted.  "I once called you Master," he spoke, his voice calm and collected.  "Though I have no personal rancor towards you, I am now firmly allied with these people, my new family.  And we are allied against you, and I will hold nothing back."
"I would expect nothing less," Valmont confirmed with a smile.  "I hope your mother is proud of you."
Tohru managed a smile.  "She is."
Nodding, Valmont turned back to Jackie Chan.  "So...is this your choice of battlegrounds?  Will you throw down here?  Or is this where you withdraw?"
Jackie frowned for a time...then smirked, his face transparently cunning.  "Why should we?" he asked calmly.  "You say you are doing nothing that would bring a conflict...then I see no reason why we can't traverse together.  We have no true schedule of our own."
Valmont chuckled darkly, lightly tapping his cane against the ground.  "You think to catch me in a compromising situation?  Cleverer men than you have tried.  I welcome the challenge."
"And cut!" the director proclaimed, catching Jackie and the others off guard.  "That was brilliant!  This film is going to be amazing!  Okay, makeup and effects, we're going to start getting things ready for an actual fight scene!  Somebody find me those weapons!"
A small horde of effects people and makeup artists rushed in, placing the entire group in folding chairs - even one large and strong enough for Tohru - before getting to work on them.  While Valmont and Bai Tza lay back to let it happen, Jackie spluttered.  "W...what is this?" he demanded angrily.
"Exactly what it looks like, Chan," Valmont offered dryly.  "We're making a movie."
"You really expect me to believe-"
"Hey, save those confrontations for on camera!" the director called out.  "You've got a great rival chemistry going, don't waste it!"
Jackie stared at the director in shock.
"It's really quite simple, Chan," Valmont explained.  "Tabitha here wanted to break into movies, and I'm afraid she's charmed me so thoroughly that I'm willing to do anything to please her.  But I didn't want my name attached to a bad movie or one that didn't do well, so I had to make certain it succeeded.  And what makes a good movie better than real action, real tension, and real drama?  I knew if I made a big fuss about coming here to Hollywood with an entourage, you'd all come after me here at Captain Black's directive.  All I needed then was to make sure you confronted me in front of cameras, and I can make all of you stars."
"Why would you want to make us stars?" Viper demanded incredulously.
"Really, Viper, I expected you of all those here to understand," Valmont chided patronizingly.  "I am a businessman, pure and simple.  Everything between my organization and your group has been simple business.  We're just in competition on objectives, but there was never anything personal in it.  Why shouldn't I let you all reap the rewards of a project I'm getting your help with?  Not only is that simply good manners, it might just make the lot of you look a bit more favorably on me should our competition end in your favor, and you won't take it personally."
"Not take it personally?" Uncle demanded angrily.  "You are trying to free ancient demon sorcerers of China!  They tried to conquer world in ancient times!"
"Thousands of years ago, yes," Valmont confirmed.  "But it's just a contract.  I free them, they pay me.  Again, nothing personal."  He then crossed his hands on his cane as he smirked at the group.  "Besides...are their crimes really so bad that they should be sentenced to an eternity in the magical equivalent of sensory deprivation without any chance of appeal or parole?  That's just cruel and inhumane.  Even prisoners facing a life sentence get basic cable."
"But they're not..."  Jackie's voice trailed off as he actually thought about what he was about to say.  "I mean...but..."  He rubbed the back of his head.  "The Eight Immortals wouldn't have enacted such a sentence without reason!"
"Wouldn't they have?" Valmont countered.  "I admit they were known to be wise and benevolent...for their era.  But that period of time was far more savage than our modern era...or so we'd like to believe, at least.  Surely we have become enlightened enough as a civilization to give these ancient 'evils' a chance to choose a peaceful life, and judge them by their actions and choices today?"
Jackie fell silent, now completely uncertain what to say or do...just as Valmont had planned.
"I think we should go for it!" Jade suddenly spoke up.
"Wha-Jade!" Jackie declared angrily.  "Do you know how dangerous-"
"He's got a point!" Jade pointed out.  "Let's judge him based on his actions.  If he's lying, we're right here when the Demon gets out, and fully prepared to send whichever one it is packing.  If he's telling the truth, we get to be movie stars!  It's win-win!"
"Out of the mouths of babes," Bai Tza purred playfully.  "What do you say?  Care to help me break onto the big screen?"
Jackie leaned back in his chair with a groan.  "I am not a movie star...I am an archaeologist!"
"Oh, we absolutely need to work that line into the film somehow!" the director declared excitedly.
"Can we, Jackie?" Apple Bloom asked eagerly.
"Please?" all four girls pleaded together, turning their most winsome expressions on their uncle.
Jackie groaned as he put his face in his hands.  "Bad day..."
Valmont chuckled softly as he watched that interchange.  Oh, the profit I could make just weaponizing that look of theirs, he thought to himself.

	
		Lights



	Bai Tza wasn't certain what Valmont's plan was anymore, and she couldn't be more excited.  She was used to humans being barely able to keep up with a Demon's ability to plot, plan, and anticipate, while being evenly matched with the brighter of her siblings and far smarter than Shendu.  But despite Valmont having explained his plan in detail, she still was never certain what he was going to do from one moment to the next.  She found herself wishing there was someone she could pray to so that he'd achieve a Demonic Ascension of his own so they could share eternity.  Even eternity in the Demon Netherrealm wouldn't be so bad if it was the two of them.  She made a mental note to ask Santa if she was still on Earth come the Christmas season.  She doubted anyone else would hear her out, and unlike most higher powers, Santa had never inflicted her with pain for praying to him, since it was hard to send a letter from a place without paper.
As she leaned back in her chair thinking such happy thoughts, she was startled by the touch of good magic on her skin.  She thanked her lucky stars she'd based her human form so closely off her siren form, since that meant her siren Wild Magic created a buffer between her demonic Dark Magic and any Good Magic she touched...not enough to directly handle the Pan'ku Box without pain - since it was directly attuned against her and the others - but enough that she didn't jerk back with a hiss of pain when that hoof touched her.  Instead, she only jumped in surprise, glancing down at the little yellow filly that was looking up at her with a smile.  "Can...can I help you?" she asked carefully.
"I'm Apple Bloom!" the filly offered eagerly.  "Are you and Valmont dating?"
Bai Tza blinked in confused surprise.  "...why does this matter to you?" she asked finally.  "I was under the impression your family and Valmont were..."
Before she could find the proper word, Apple Bloom shrugged.  "Valmont seemed to put it right.  We're business rivals.  He wants to do a job, we don't want him ta succeed, but it ain't personal either way.  Sides, Tohru still respects him even though we're on opposite sides, so he can't be all bad.  And if'n he ain't all bad, then he deserves ta be happy.  So do ya make him happy?"
Bai Tza couldn't help but chuckle at that innocent perspective.  "In ways your guardians would be unhappy with me talking about with you," she replied teasingly, a throaty purr in her words.  "We've gone a way past dating."
Apple Bloom gasped happily.  "Are ya gonna get married?" she demanded eagerly.
"Probably not," Bai countered.  "I've...never had the best relationship with god, upper or lowercase."  She tapped her chin thoughtfully.  "Or with law, for that matter.  But then, if you know anything about Valmont, you already know that."
Apple Bloom shrugged.  "Grown ups care too much about Law vs Chaotic," she admitted dismissively.  "I care more about Good vs Evil, and I'd say Valmont's at least a Neutral given how well his men are treated."
"That's an odd way to look at things," Bai observed curiously.
Apple Bloom shrugged as the other two ponies - Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo, Bai recalled - and Jade joined her.  "We're pretty close ta Chaotic ourselves," she pointed out.  "We ain't ones ta judge."
Bai Tza couldn't help but chuckle at that.  "So you four are little troublemakers, then?" she asked teasingly.
"You bet!" Jade crowed eagerly.  "We get up to no end of trouble!"
"It's not our fault all the fun stuff is against the rules!" Scootaloo insisted.
"Well, not all the fun stuff," Sweetie Belle pointed out disapprovingly.
"Just the best stuff," Apple Bloom countered.
Sweetie Belle opened her mouth to counter, then sighed.  "Yeah, guess I can't argue there."
Bai Tza chuckled at their antics, only for her throat to catch suddenly as tears beaded her eyes.  Three faces appeared in her mind, superimposing themselves on the three troublemakers before her...  D'gi...A'ri...S'na...
"Are you okay?" Apple Bloom asked softly, reaching up to touch her cheek.
Bai managed to get herself under control.  "I'm...older than I look," she explained evasively.  "I...once had three daughters, real troublemakers in their own right.  You...reminded me of them for a moment."  She gasped in surprise as Valmont placed his hand on hers.  She turned to face him curiously.
Valmont's gaze was comforting and serious.  "I'll help you find them," he stated firmly.
Bai's lip trembled.  "You...don't know what you're promising-"
"Not don't know, don't care," he corrected.  "And I don't care if it expends every resource at my disposal and the remainder of my life.  I will find them, and bring them back to you."  Leaning in close, he kissed her cheek and whispered in her ear, "Even if it takes another thousand years, I will make it so."
Bai Tza couldn't stop the tears at that point.  Part of her wanted to throw herself onto Valmont no matter who was watching, but she couldn't bring herself to do so.  All she could do was smile at him, holding both his hands in her own.  A part of her mind registered the shadow of Shendu within Valmont, looking nearly as stunned at this sudden proclamation as she was, but she didn't care.  She didn't want this moment to end.
"Aww..." the three fillies and Jade said together, touched at the scene.
A sudden sneeze jerked attention towards where Ratso was wiping his nose with a hanky, the Pan'ku Box in his other hand.  "That's...so sweet..." he murmured, the Box slipping from his hands, bouncing back over his shoulder...and shooting a beam of light at a prop door on a nearby set.  "Oops."
The girls gasped as they raced back to their family, Valmont and Bai Tsa standing up.  "Well, so much for the touching scene," Valmont observed dryly, a twist of rueful humor in his voice.  As the Box embedded itself in the lock and generated the portal, he lifted his hands.  "Rise, Demon of Thunder!  Rise and face your jailers!  Your trial is at hand!"
Seeing nearby cameras still rolling, Bai Tza did her best not to laugh aloud.  Then she realized she should be dramatic at this point, and let loose with her best maniacal laugh.  She was pleased to see it send delighted shivers down Valmont's spine.  Still got it...

	
		Camera



	The portal opened up in an odd zigzag, shaped not unlike a stylized lightning bolt and twisted almost on top of itself.  Two large, blue, clawed hands extended out, forcing the portal open wider as Tchang Zu forced his way out of the Demon Netherrealm.  He was a massive figure, with Valmont only coming up to his waist.  He resembled nothing so much as a blue ogre dressed in blue-black samurai armor edged in gold.  His crimson eyes stared down at the assembled as everyone stared up at him.
"My, he is a big fellow," Valmont murmured softly.  He then raised his arms.  "Demon of Thunder!  Once more after eons uncounted, you walk this earth, free of the bindings laid upon you by the Ancients!  And yet already come those who would bind you anew and all the more firmly!  Behold the enemies of your clan!"  He dramatically gestured with one hand towards the Chans.  "What say you to them?  What argument do you have for your freedom?"
"I have no argument," Tchang Zu growled out as he gathered energy between his palms.  "The only thing I have for them is obliteration!"  Thrusting his arms forward, he shot a massive bolt of magic lightning at the group, forcing them to lunge to the side to dodge.
"Well, so much for negotiation," Valmont murmured softly before leaping back as Chan charged him, dodging swings of his sword.  "Already choosing up opponents, Chan?" Valmont asked curiously.
"Knight takes King," Chan replied cryptically as he tossed his sword into the air before delivering a flurry of punches and kicks at Valmont, only for him to flip into the air off one to deliver a floating bicycle kick back.  "How did you-"
"Isn't Hollywood grand?" Valmont replied as he spun to kick Chan in the chest, only to withdraw a few feet as the sword came back down.  To his surprise, one of the studio crew tossed him a live sword from filming.  "Seems things have evened up."
Bai Tza moved to aid Valmont, only to be cut off by Viper.  "Not so fast, sister," Viper growled as she drew an extending bo staff from her waist.  "You wanna dance, dance with me."
To Bai Tza's surprise, Chao had made it to the weapons rack and tossed her a trident of all things.  "I think you'll find difficulty matching my steps," she purred softly, expertly spinning the weapon she hadn't wielded in a very long time.
As Uncle moved towards Tohru and the chi spell kit, a pillar of smoke appeared in his path.  "Not so fast, old man," Daolong Wong growled out as he appeared, staff in hand.  "You've been a thorn in my side for far too long!"
"Leave Sensei alone!" Tohru roared out as he charged.
"Gan!  Ren!  Chui!" Wong declared, summoning his Dark Chi Warriors to battle Tohru, forcing him to toss the kit to the girls so he could engage in physical battle.
Jade managed to catch the kit.  "Okay, looks like everyone's keeping the bad guys engaged, so we're going to have to cast the spell-"
"Look out!" Sweetie Belle screamed out, seizing Jade in her magic's grip and yanking her out of the way of Tchang Zu's next blast of lightning.
"I got this!" Apple Bloom declared.  "Audrey!"
"Here I come to save the day!" Audrey III sang out as he moved to attack Tchang Zu...only to come under assault from a swarm of Shadow Khan armed with herbicide sprayers of all things.  While it didn't affect him the same way it would a mundane plant, it was highly unpleasant and forced him to deal with the ninjas instead of the demon.
"...okay, ah don't got this," Apple Bloom admitted.
"In that case, you get the potion!" Scootaloo insisted.  "I'll handle big blue there!"
"Are you insane?" Jade demanded in terror.  "You think you can solo a demon?"
"No, I think I'm the only one who has a chance to stall him long enough to get the spell off!" Scootaloo countered as she hopped onto Cumulo.  "I've been hit by lightning before, it tingled.  I think I can handle this."  Before the others could say anything, she zoomed up to face down the Demon of Thunder.
Tchang Zu chuckled wickedly as he saw her charge.  "Feeble creature," he derided as he hurled a bolt from one hand straight at her.  "Do you really think-what?"
His shock was because Scootaloo had jerked hard on Cumulo, causing the cloud to rear and absorb the lightning as it hit.  "First rule of fighting magically!" she roared out as she sent the cloud into a spin.  "Bring your A game!"  Hopping off Cumulo, she gave the cloud a hard buck with both hind legs, discharging the lightning - now charged with Good Chi - right back into the demon.
Tchang Zu roared in pain and rage, then lashed out with his arm, managing to backhand Cumulo right out from under Scootaloo.  "Second rule," he growled as Scootaloo buzzed her wings to stay in the air.  "It is still combat!"  He brought his hands together firmly in an attempt to crush Scootaloo between them.  She managed to zip up out of the way, but the impact of the demon's hands released a thunderclap that knocked Scootaloo for a loop as the shockwave hit her.  "Third rule...know your place!"  While Scootaloo was still dazed, Tchang Zu charged up his lightning once more before rushing forward and delivering a powerful electrified uppercut to the tiny filly that sent her shooting up towards the stratosphere.
"Scootaloo!" Jade cried out in terror, desperately clinging to the others.

	
		Action



	As Valmont and Jackie crossed swords, shifting back and forth through the battlefield, Valmont quickly noticed that Jackie's expression - as intense as it was - showed conflict.  "Something bothering you, Chan?" he asked as he attempted a disarming strike, hoping to capitalize on his opponent's distraction.
Jackie readily blocked the disarming strike, shifting into a fierce counter almost without seeming to think as he sighed sadly.  "What you said before, about the Demons deserving a second hearing...it made me think."  As he had Valmont briefly on the defensive, he pressed forward as he mused.  "They have been locked up for a long time.  Legends say it was for trying to conquer the world...but humans did that back then, too.  In fact, many old human cultures indulged in the same things Demons are derided for from our modern perspective.  Rather hypocritical of us to not allow Demons a chance to grow, when we have as a species.  So if any Demons who come out the portals just want to live on Earth and are willing to behave by the laws of the magical side of the world...maybe they should be given a chance to."
"So if Tchang Zu had come out ready to live peacefully..." Valmont began as he backflipped away from the blade before bringing his own back up to clash.
"I'd have tried to talk Uncle out of banishing him," Jackie confirmed as they each pressed forward, applying pressure through the blades.
And I've outsmarted myself, Valmont thought silently.  "Still, your pursuit is necessary in its own way," Valmont observed.  "If you lot weren't actively hunting them, I wouldn't be having near as much luck getting them to listen to me."
Jackie smirked.  "Is that how it is?" he asked calmly as they leapt back, ready for another clash.

As Viper continued to swing her staff back and forth against her opponent's trident, the clash of metal sounded over the battlefield, overlaid only by the occasional peal of thunder.  She didn't know who this woman was, but the fact that she ran to Valmont's aid when Jackie attacked him told her Viper she was more dangerous than she appeared.  The fact that the trident was still holding up despite striking it with enough force to shatter stone told Viper that there was something magical going on here.  The magic-reading contacts she wore confirmed that, as it showed magic flowing out of the woman to surround her and infuse the trident.  "Well well, it seems you've got more tricks than I expected.  You aren't just a pretty face on a criminal's arm."
The woman chuckled darkly.  "And you're just full of surprises," she purred softly.  "Do try and keep me entertained while Big Blue over there lays waste.  I haven't had this much fun in a long time, and I live for the challenge!"
Viper grinned as she started putting the pieces together.  "So you've been helping him release the Demons?" she asked curiously.
"I came here to break into movies, remember?" the blue haired woman purred back.
"Nice cover story, but a woman with as much magic as you have wouldn't need help breaking into movies," Viper countered.  "Natural magic users can demand top dollar in Hollywood.  Which tells me that's a cover story based on information that isn't accurate anymore.  So what has Valmont offered you to get you to cooperate this much...Bai Tza?"
As Viper expected, the correct identification of her opponent caused her focus on the magic she was pumping into the trident to waver, and Viper lunged in.  Her enchanted staff split the trident down the middle before sweeping up to shatter the tines.  Bai Tza staggered back, but then smirked.  "You are full of surprises..."
"And the level of magic in the sets here means you can't tap any underground pipes for water," Viper snapped out, leveling her staff towards the disguised demoness.  "Which means you are out of water, out of weapons, and out of options."
To Viper's surprise, Bai Tza laughed.  "Only one out of three...and you were doing so well."  Putting her hands to her dress, the entire thing shifted as it turned into water.  Two bits solidified into a jungle-style tube top and loincloth, leaving the rest as writhing masses of water in Bai Tza's hands.  "Ready for Round 2?" she demanded before lashing at Viper with a water whip that gouged the pavement when the ex-thief dodged.

Tohru struggled as he fought against all three Dark Warriors at once.  It was proving exceptionally difficult, despite his size advantage.  While he could easily outpower any of the three in a direct confrontation, he found he was in the same situation as he had been fighting Jackie while in Valmont's employ, as the three were too slippery to stand still and take it.  On top of that, they were all able to hit hard enough to do real damage to him...though he'd thankfully managed to avoid Ren's boomerang blade.  At first he hoped to get aid from Uncle, but it quickly became plain that Uncle was fully engaged in a struggle with Daolong Wong, sparing attention only to try and see what happened to Scootaloo.  On the other side of the battlefield, Audrey III was trying to find ways to deal with the Shadow Khan without exposing himself to their herbicide weaponry.  Tohru was on his own.
Thankfully, he did have one new trick of his own for just such a situation.  Some deep meditation exercises had revealed that the reason he was so strong and released such devastating power when wielding the Talismans was because he had an excessive amount of Chi in his body...but it was naturally aligned perfectly with every cell.  According to Uncle, Good Chi Warriors trained for years to achieve such things, and Dark Chi Warriors were created to be that way artificially.  That Tohru was such naturally said he was meant for a great destiny.  As such, Uncle had looked up a spell that Chi Warriors had used when pushed to their limits, one that allowed them to activate the Chi in their bodies to protect those that mattered most to them.  Tohru spoke the spell now.
"Wǒ de shēntǐ shì dùnpái...Wǒ de shēntǐ shì dùnpái..."(1)  As he chanted, his entire body began to glow the green of Good Chi, and he saw the Dark Chi Warriors flinching back.  When Ren hurled his boomerang blade, Tohru lifted one hand and deflected the blade off his bare flesh, not even getting as much as a paper cut.
A grin crossed Tohru's face as he continued his new mantra.  The tables had turned...

Scootaloo continued to tumble upwards past the clouds, surrounded in an aura of demonic lightning that prevented her from tapping her own magic and left her in pain on the verge of unconsciousness.  She kept struggling to get past it, but the charge Tchang Zu had put into her was enough to keep her trapped like that well into LEO.  This would prove to be the Demon of Thunder's biggest mistake, one he would never had made if he'd known any modern science.
As everyone who has studied weather or electricity knows, lightning is the result of opposite electrical charges in ground and sky being drawn violently towards each other to balance the charge.  The greater the imbalance, the more intense and powerful the flash of lightning as positive and negative charges rush along the bridge between sky and ground.  Magic functioned on rules similar to science, and thrived on balance.  Where there was light, there was dark.  Where there was good, there was evil.  Where there was demonic...there was divine.
And Tchang Zu had just sent a naturally gifted wild magic creature up into the clouds super-charged with demonic electricity.  It was only natural that such would draw a balancing power when it was in its own realm.
Scootaloo found herself sticking to the bottom of a cloud.  Two heads - one green, one red - stuck out over the edge of the cloud, examining her curiously.  When they saw the charge trapping her magic, the red face grinned widely as a rapid drumbeat began with the sound of rumbling thunder.  "...I dressed up as you once..." Scootaloo murmured dazedly.  The answering grin was vicious.
Scootaloo's body tensed as she felt divine lightning surge through the aura of demonic and into her body.  Blue lightning patterns raced up her legs and along her feathers as the energy filled her, attuning her to the power so she could contain it.  As the designs crossed her face, her eyes blazed blue, and she dove with the sound of a thunderclap, divine lightning trailing along behind her.
As she struck Tchang Zu hoof first with enough force to send him sprawling, she could only think one thing.  This movie's gonna be AWESOME!


(1) "My body is a shield."

	
		Climax



	Tchang Zu pushed himself to his feet, shaking his head to clear it from the impact.  "What hit me?" he growled out as he winced from the burning on his forehead, one he recognized as the touch of Divine Chi, a most dangerous force for a Demon Sorcerer to encounter.
"That would be me."
The demon's head jerked up at that calm voice, and the feeling of power in it.  The filly he'd batted up into the sky hovered there, surrounded by a divine aura of lightning, her limbs showing the marks of strong chi infusion.  Apparently, a divine thunder being had its eye on the filly when he'd dealt with it before.  While at first glance it looked hopeless, further looks showed him that the struggle of containing the Divine Chi - let alone using it - was taking all the filly had.  If he could outlast her, he would still win.  "You will regret that," he growled at the filly as he gathered his strength.
The filly smirked in response, slamming her front hooves together and hurling a divine bolt straight at him, forcing him to dodge...right into a body slam that sent him bouncing through the lot again.  "Doubt it," she stated bluntly.  "I think you'll be the one with regrets."
Growling, Tchang Zu charged back into the fight.

As Jackie and Valmont's sword fight continued, Viper found herself harder and harder pressed by Bai Tza's attacks.  Had the demon's water tendrils behaved like the whips she was using them as, Viper would have been able to adapt and gain an advantage.  If they behaved like swords, she could have gained an advantage easily.  If they'd behaved like living tentacles...she'd have been a little uncomfortable and need to give the body suit she was wearing under her 'casual clothes' a thorough washing when this was over, but she'd still be able to pull through a victory.
But they didn't behave like any of those.  They behaved like telekinetically controlled water, responding to thoughts and will and limited in movement only by their wielder's focus and imagination.  Much to Viper's chagrin, she was discovering that a centuries old Demon Sorcerer who had once been Queen of the Sirens had a great deal of focus and was fiendishly imaginative.  When Viper tried to block a strike with her staff near the tip of a tendril, it would withdraw a few millimeters until it could pass the staff before extending longer than it was before to lash her.  If she blocked in the middle, it would split around her staff before reconnecting on the other side.  When she struck out, the water would slow the blow just enough to let Bai sidestep, or redirect it just enough to miss, both of which giving Bai an opportunity to counter-attack.
"Realizing just how far out of your league you are?" Bai Tza taunted smugly.  "Good.  I'd hate to crush you when you still thought you had a chance."  To Viper's surprise, the demoness gathered all her weaponized water into her right hand before starting to run forward.  Hoping for a momentary advantage, Viper closed the distance.
Bai Tza thrust forward...and the water in her hand seemed to explode, lashing forward like a storm of tentacle spears that pierced Viper's clothes and flesh.  Each strike was only a needle-prick equivalent, but the sheer volume was doing serious damage to her in aggregate on top of the injuries she'd gotten so far.  On top of that, with each penetration of skin, the salt water Bai Tza was wielding left a little salt behind in the wound, leaving Viper's entire body a burning, stinging, bleeding mess as she fell back with a shocked scream.
"Viper!" Jackie cried out as he heard her scream.  Ignoring Valmont, he turned to rush towards her, eyes expressing worry and rage.  Valmont gestured peremptorily, and Daolong Wong's Dark Chi Warriors moved immediately to keep Jackie away from Bai Tza.
Jackie seemed to blur past the Warriors, and when he resolved next to Viper his sword was strapped to his back.  A few heartbeats later, the three Warriors split horizontally down the middle before bursting into smoke.  The backlash of such a forceful 'dismissal' shot back into Daolong Wong, who staggered away from Uncle's next assault.
As Jackie checked on Viper, Bai Tza rushed to Valmont's side.  "Do you have a plan for this part?" she demanded worriedly.
"I do," Valmont confirmed as he ducked a second divine lightning bolt from Scootaloo, noticing that the bolts had fallen to the ground rather than dissipate after being thrown, something Tchang Zu hadn't noticed...especially since he was standing at the intersection.  "Time for us to withdraw!" Valmont called out loudly, trying to get Tchang Zu's attention.
"I will not flee from mortals!" the demon bellowed as he gathered more power.  "Your troops are not that diminished-"
"Wǒ de shēntǐ shì máo!"(1) Tohru suddenly roared out, switching spells as he was no longer stuck in a brawl.  All the magic focused throughout his body focused in his hands.  Turning towards the largest concentration of Shadow Khan between him and Audrey III, he thrust his hands forward.  A beam of pure Chi launched forward, not enough to damage a Demon beyond the kinetic impact but more than enough to disperse the weaker Khan...and it fed directly into Audrey at the opposite side of the yard.
Audrey roared eagerly as he expanded, overwhelming the remaining Shadow Khan as he seemed to infest the entire lot now.  His vines lashed out, sending anything he could reach flying as he struck out at Tchang Zu, trying to keep him pinned once the sixth divine bolt missed him only to drop to the ground, intersecting the other five at vertex points in a design that exactly matched Scootaloo's Cutie Mark.  He then began to grapple with the Demon as Scootaloo shot back into the sky.
"We are leaving now!" Bai Tza snapped out, seizing Valmont and pulling him away as Daolong Wong warped the other Enforcers away.  Before Valmont could object, she had turned her entire body into water, enveloped him completely, and dove with him down a drain pipe where they both vanished.
Scootaloo shot down out of the sky, slamming right into Tchang Zhu's head as he was held in the exact center of the Divine Lightning design.  With the makeshift Seal of Solomon completed with that final point, the energy reaction triggered Tchang Zhu's portal, sucking him back into the Demon Netherrealm as Audrey released him.
Scootaloo buzzed weakly down to the ground.  "When you get to...that place...tell them Scoo..."  The light faded from her markings and she slumped to the ground, unmoving.


(1) "My body is a spear", the counterpart to Tohru's previous spell.  Where the last one focused all his chi into his body to turn him into a tank, this creates a massive discharge of unfocused chi.  Basically a Breaker Beam, but one that can be absorbed by a properly prepared ally for a temporary boost.

	
		Denouement



	Sweetie Belle hovered nervously over Scootaloo as she remained slumped over unconscious on the way back from Hollywood.  "Is she going to be okay, Uncle?" she asked worriedly.  "She's never been like this before..."
"Pfeh!" Uncle countered, dismissing Sweetie's concerns.  "Never channel Divine Chi before.  Got off lucky she got a full infusion before battle."
"Divine Chi?" Sweetie inquired curiously.
"Three main types of magic for each aspect of reality," Uncle explained as he continued examining the lightning marks that remained on Scootaloo's limbs.  "Wild magic grows, Dark magic consumes, and Good magic purifies.  On human level, there are shamans of Wild Magic, and wizards of dark or good.  On animal level, there are Wild Creatures, Dark Monsters, and Pure Guardians.  Qi Lin are Pure Creatures, both Wild and Good."  He gently stroked Sweetie Belle's mane to calm her since she was still tense.  "On spiritual level, balance is Spirits, Demons, and Gods.  Gods are source of Divine Chi, which is not same as Good Chi but has same focus: purification.  Divine Chi incredibly effective against Demons, especially those of same Element or those vulnerable to said Element...but is incredibly dangerous for any but a God to wield, as it burns through mortal Chi frightfully fast."  Reaching out, he stroked Scootaloo as she slept.  "Scootaloo is now Avatar of a thunder god, and thus capable of wielding Divine Thunder Chi...but without the proper foci, attempts to do so will rapidly drain her strength to lethal levels."  Uncle rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  "Must do research on which thunder god, to know what focus is proper."
"...dressed up as him..." Scootaloo murmured softly before slipping deeply into slumber.
"Dressed up-" Uncle began in confusion.
"Oh, Raijin!" Sweetie deduced.  "Remember?  After our extra credit project researching Japanese mythos, we dressed up as Fujin, Raijin, Susano-o, and Amaterasu for our first Halloween?"
"Ah!" Uncle proclaimed happily.  "That will help with research!  In mean time, Scootaloo get plenty of rest."
"I'll keep an eye on her," Sweetie offered firmly.
"And what about Tohru?" Apple Bloom asked worriedly as she sat on the large man's stomach, looking worriedly down at him as he slumbered deeply.
"His second spell discharges all chi reserves!" Uncle announced.  "While not as potentially damaging as what happened to Scootaloo, same exhaustion.  Will be fine after sleep and lots of food."
"That's a relief," Apple Bloom murmured, snuggling into Tohru in an attempt to offer comfort.  To her surprise, one huge hand came up to rest on her like a blanket.  Smiling, she closed her eyes to get her own rest.
While Uncle was dealing with the fillies, Jade brought a vial of glowing pink liquid over to where Jackie was trying to clean the salt out of Viper's wounds to treat them.  "Here," she offered, holding up the vial.  "Cleansing and healing potion.  Apple Bloom taught me the recipe, and it's made with herbs from her garden."
Jackie smiled as he uncorked the vial.  "Thank you Jade," he offered warmly as he brought it to Viper's lips.
"Jackie, wait!" Jade interrupted, pulling his arm back.  "It's a topical medicine!"
Jackie rubbed the back of his head sheepishly.  "Probably should have asked.  Why don't you apply it?"
Smiling, Jade poured a tiny amount of the vial's contents onto her fingertip and began spreading it over the tiny holes Bai Tza had left in Viper's body.  "Qīngjié hé zhìyù...(1)" she murmured softly with each application, smiling as the liquid glowed and then faded, leaving Viper's breathing much easier as she finished.
As she got her breath, Viper blinked.  "Wait...if we're all back here...who's driving?"
In the driver's seat, Audrey straightened the cowboy hat and mustache he was wearing.  "On the road again..." he sang happily as he steered them through traffic.
"Does he even have a license?" Sweetie Belle asked Apple Bloom.
"It honestly would'na surprise me," Apple Bloom allowed sleepily.

The return trip to his base had been...disorienting to Valmont.  Losing all sense of cohesion of his own body had been a...unique experience.  He refused to think of it in more accurate terms, as he didn't want to think unflatteringly of Bai Tza...especially not when she'd shown such immediate concern for his safety by pulling him with her as she did.  That had rearranged his thinking on a few long term plans.
Beyond that, while the experience had been disquieting...the most disquieting aspect was that it hadn't been entirely unpleasant.  Some part of him liked the feeling of having no body.  He would have to keep careful watch on that part of his mind...it could easily problems if such urges were allowed to run rampant.
As he stabilized himself, he found Tso Lan already waiting for him on the mirror.  "My apologies for failing to properly secure Tchang Zu's release at this time," he offered sincerely.  "I had not realized the strong presence Divine entities had in the world at this time, or that some would be observing the battle.  An oversight I do not intend to repeat-"
Tso Lan lifted one hand to silence Valmont.  "This outcome is not your fault," he corrected.  "We have discussed the outcome, and have determined by majority conclusion that the fault for Tchang Zu's defeat and return to imprisonment rests on his shoulders...first for so carelessly casting his opponent into undisputed territory where her energy would draw divine attention, and second for not withdrawing when you gave the order.  You continue to prove your skill as-"  Tso Lan froze as his eyes widened.  "But what did you mean, 'at this time'?"
Valmont grinned widely.  Tso Lan was certainly intelligent.  He looked forward to having that mind more readily available.  "There are Eight Portals for Eight Demon Sorcerers...but there are presently only seven.  But you enchanted Shendu's spirit, which means he was in the Netherrealm with you.  But if he can pass back and forth at will as a spirit...well, his portal is open, isn't it?  Available for two Demons to pass through, should the Chans cause problems at other portals."
"Two?" Tso Lan, Bai Tza, Xiao Fung, and Shendu all demanded in surprise.
"But only one can pass through the portal-" Shendu began.
"Each time it is opened, yes," Valmont confirmed.  "Once when opened with the Pan'ku box, and once when the banishment spell is cast on your spirit.  After all, the banishment spells that seal the portals are keyed to the Demons, not whoever happens to come through the portals."
To Valmont's surprise, Tso Lan began to laugh.  "You are clever indeed, Valmont!" he declared eagerly.  "Every seeming defeat you are handed you turn to an advantage!  I am glad you are on our side, as I would not relish having to go through you to escape."
Valmont chuckled softly.  "You won't have to worry about that, I don't think," he observed dryly, his hand slipping into Bai Tza's.  Before anyone could comment, he continued, "Speaking of, Tso Lan, you're next...and I don't anticipate any interference...or, if we do it right, even any awareness...though we'll have plenty of time to prepare.  Let the Chans think we're licking our wounds after our 'defeat'."  He suddenly frowned.  "Speaking of the banishment spells, though, Tchang Zu was banished through a different means.  Is it possible his portal might still be reopened at some point, should we have need of it?"
Tso Lan was silent for a time.  "Valmont, whatever else happens at the end of this, I shall endeavor to find a way to Ascend you to Demonhood, should you not accomplish it on your own.  I want us to have access to that mind of yours for many years to come."
Valmont blinked in surprise.  "I...I am honored, Tso Lan," he replied, knowing not what else to do but bow.
As the communication broke, Bai Tza threw herself forward, cuddling up to Valmont.  "Forever..." she purred, softly and happily, making him blush.


(1) "Cleanse and heal"

	
		Many Short Tails



	Despite the intensity of events in Hollywood, it was some time before anything else major happened in the fight against the Demon Sorcerers.  This gave the Chans time to get back to their own lives for a while, allowing for a few small adventures to happen, though not all were world shaking...or even noteworthy.
The larger size of the family had encouraged Jackie to acquire a larger vehicle for long family trips - such as driving Uncle to acquire new stock for the shop - which still managed to lead to an overcrowded trip back once all the artifacts Uncle bought were loaded into and tied down on the van.  On an impulse, Jackie had stopped on the way back in an Old West ghost town where they found a book detailing the adventures of someone they believed to be Jackie's great-great grandfather.  Jade and Uncle got more into the story than the fillies could, as the two human listeners found characters within the story that could easily be analogues for themselves.  No such luck for the fillies.
Of more pertinent interest was the results of a search Uncle sent Jackie - and Jackie alone - on, to find an ancient Archive.  The tome was apparently a book of dark magic spells written by the Demon Sorcerers themselves, but may yet contain information they could use against the Demons.  Uncle was very firm about Jackie going alone, however.  "Is very dangerous Dark Magic book!" he had insisted.  "Might hurt fillies or Jade if they touch, now that Jade is learning magic!  In dangerous place between ignorance and Mastery where most vulnerable!  But Jackie has no magic of his own, not be hurt by magic book!"
"That's a relief," Jackie had groaned with a role of his eyes.
When Jackie had returned, he had the Archive with him and a tale of the Shadow Khan attacking him in an attempt to retrieve the Archive themselves.  While the fillies rushed to assist Uncle with researching the tome, Jade had what she felt were more pressing concerns.  In amongst numerous other questions and comments said very fast she asked Jackie, "Can I get a tattoo?"
"Why do you want one?" Jackie asked curiously.
"All the kids at school are getting them!" Jade insisted...admittedly a minor exaggeration.
"If all the kids at school were jumping off-"  Jackie cut himself off.  "You'd be first in line for that, wouldn't you?"
"You bet!" Jade responded eagerly.  "Does that mean-"
"No," Jackie countered flatly.
"But Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle-"
"Those are Cutie Marks," Uncle interrupted.  "Magical symbols of special talents!"
"Like the kids at school can tell the difference," Jade grumbled irritably.
"...our butts are trend setting?" Sweetie Belle asked in surprise.
"Tell you what Jade," Jackie offered in a conciliatory manner.  "When a magical symbol of your destiny spontaneously appears on your butt, you can keep it and show it off.  But until then, no tattoos."
Jade returned to grumbling irritably under her breath.  She momentarily thought about copying the symbol off the front of the Archive as a 'fake tattoo' just to flaunt for a day or two at school, but quickly decided against it.  With the training the other girls had given her, she could feel the evil in the symbol, and between that and what Uncle had said about her being especially magically vulnerable right now, she didn't want it anywhere on her body...especially not on her butt like Jackie suggested.
"Say girls?" Apple Bloom asked as they read through the book with Uncle.  "Do the hanzi here look...off to you at all?"
"...kinda?" Sweetie Belle offered uncertainly.
"Honestly look more like kanji to me," Scootaloo observed idly.
"...when they're this old, is there really that much of a difference?" Apple Bloom asked uncertainly.  "Ah know there's a lot more difference in modern Chinese and Japanese than people would think, even when it comes ta the use o' Chinese characters..."
"Something about the way these are arranged feels more Ancient Japanese than Ancient Chinese," Scootaloo pointed out.  "But...the shape of the characters is more Ancient Chinese..."
Sweetie Belle's eyes widened.  "You mean...like if someone from Ancient China had taken a book-worth of spells from Ancient Japan and recorded them in Chinese for the pronunciation?" she suggested.
"Yeah...yeah, that's it, Sweetie!" Scootaloo crowed as she pointed to a specific set of characters.  "In fact, I'm pretty sure this phrase is talking about 'legions of Oni', not 'legions of shadows' like it's written.  And the Oni-"
"O...oni?" Tohru gasped in abject terror, shivering violently.  "Do...do we have enough onions?"
Smirking, Audrey lifted his roots out of his pot, dangling several onions where Tohru could see them.  The gentle giant breathed a huge sigh of relief even as the youngsters who saw it giggled.
"Hmm...interesting theory," Uncle observed.  "Had not thought Demon Sorcerers would steal magic...but makes sense."  He traced over the page for a time.  "If that is the case...this research waste of time for now!"  Closing the book, he placed a parchment seal upon it before locking it up in a secret compartment of the library.  "Not help deal with Chinese Demon Portals if book of Japanese Dark Magic."  Smiling, he pet all three girls on the head to praise them.  "Is good thing you did that project on ancient Japanese mythology and make effort to study it in original, untranslated language.  Uncle only knows hanzi, and Tohru only knows kanji.  We would not have spotted difference like you did!"
All three girls beamed with pride.

	
		More Short Tails



	Another family trip for the Chans proved to have a bit more excitement than Jackie had expected.  The purpose for the trip - for Jackie, at any rate - had been to authenticate some new artwork at a museum, as requested by an acquaintance of his.  Uncle, the fillies, and Jade would be touring Paris together.  Tohru stayed in San Francisco to keep an eye on the shop and demonic activity.  Viper was originally meant to tour with them to help Uncle keep their interest...but she had changed her plans the moment she learned from Captain Black of all people that the 'acquaintance' Jackie was going to meet was a woman.  Jackie wasn't sure whether or not to find the change frustrating or endearing.
However, it did wind up proving helpful to Jackie.  Viper remained in the secured 'art chamber' with Jackie when said acquaintance left to fetch the authentication forms once Jackie had authenticated it, locked in together.  "Isn't this ironic?" Viper chuckled softly as she glanced around at the valuable pieces.  "Back before meeting your girls, getting into a room like this would have been a fun challenge.  Now I'm invited in..."
"Feeling any...temptation?" Jackie asked teasingly.
Viper chuckled wickedly.  "Not to steal," she purred softly.  "But I don't think it will take that long for Miss Amber to get back with those forms.  The museum isn't that big..."  Her voice trailed off and she lifted a hand, signaling Jackie to silence.
Jackie jerked up as he heard it too, the sound of paper unfolding.  Reaching to his shoulder, he seized Balance Breaker's hilt, glad Sweetie Belle had insisted casting a 'notice-me-not' spell on it so he could carry it around with him as long as he kept it sheathed.  Unusual noises in silent places once would have made him just wonder.  In this new world, he automatically assumed it was something that would try to kill him...or someone with him-
Viper let out an aggressive cry as she spun, attempting to deliver a kick to...a life-size origami samurai?  Much to her frustration, the folded paper being simply folded itself out of the way as it moved towards the painting Jackie had just authenticated.  Viper quickly rolled between the creature's legs, coming upright between it and the painting.
Jackie saw the arm fold into a sword and lift.  Light flashed.
Much to Jackie and Viper's surprise, a seemingly ordinary gentleman with Chinese ancestry and a rune-inscribed scroll reeking of magic fell to the ground.  Viper quickly slipped on white gloves with runic circles inscribed on the back before scooping up the scroll and rolling it up tight.  "Not sure what's going on, but this is definitely dangerous magic," she told Jackie.  "Definitely want to take proper precautions-"
"Give that back!" the man screamed out, moving to lunge for Viper.
Jackie was immediately behind the man, sword at his throat.  "Hold...still," he instructed calmly.
At that moment, Amber returned, gasping as she dropped the authentication forms.  "Umm...should I call the police?" she asked worriedly.
"Make sure to tell them it's a Spell Case," Viper responded, holding up the glowing scroll.
Nodding, Amber turned to place the call.
Mere moments later, several officers appeared out of nowhere just outside the vault room, quickly taking control of the scene.  The man was led away under arrest, his place later to be searched for stolen artwork or other magical artifacts.  The scroll - an ancient relic that granted whoever it bonded to the power to fold themselves into living paper creatures - was taken to be more properly protected and stored.
Having little else to do at the museum, Jackie and Viper decided to join the others for the rest of the tour of Paris.

Tso Lan smiled as he stepped into the limo, the last stage of his release having gone off as smoothly as Valmont had promised.  As predicted, the Pan'ku Box identified the location of his Portal as being in Earth orbit, at exactly the altitude to be intersected by the very space station Raphaelo Di'Capizzio was to be flown up to by a trained monkey pilot, before later descending in a pod to be picked up by a landing crew.  It had been easy enough for Valmont to convince the movie star to let a 'body double' make the flight for him, and Bai Tza was able to impersonate the man easily on the way up, especially since she spent most of her time in a space suit which hid her features.
The space suit was bulky enough that Bai Tza could easily carry - and handle - the Pan'ku Box through the gloves, keeping it hidden any time she was on camera.  Careful calculations between Valmont, Tso Lan, and an expert in astrophysics and engineering determined the exact location on the space station where the portal would intersect, as well as exactly when.  A simple observation spell allowed Daolong Wong to determine when the space station was about to intersect, and a simple hack disrupted signal reception for five minutes.  This gave Bai Tza all the time she needed with the camera signal reaching no one to open the portal, slip herself into another thermos carrier, and allow Tso Lan to slide himself into the space suit before taking on Raphaelo's appearance as well.  With that done, he simply maintained the facade until descent, at which point he was collected by agents Valmont kept specifically clear of any criminal activity so they could operate without drawing Section 13 attention.
As the blackout doors closed behind him, he set the thermos down beside him and opened it.  The Pan'ku Box had already been collected and would return to Valmont's offices through other means, so all that was left was a leisurely ride there.  He watched as water flowed out of the thermos to solidify into his sister Bai Tza, in her human form.  "You can discard Raph's face now, brother," she informed him as she settled into the seats.  "This very limo will later be seen dropping him off elsewhere while we return to Valmont's base of operations.  Have you decided on a human form for yourself as yet?"
Tso Lan smiled as his form shifted.  The form he chose was tall, though not as tall as his natural form, with pinkish skin and violet hair.  Long sideburns hung to either side of his narrow chin, reminiscent of the mandibles of his demonic form.  He kept his angular face, red eyes, and topknot, though traded red robes for a red business suit with purple tie.  Black shoes completed the look.  "Do you think I will...blend in?" he asked Bai teasingly as the transformation finished.
Bai Tza nodded readily.  "I don't think anyone will suspect a thing," she agreed.  She then frowned, growing pensive.  "...brother, about...what you said when Valmont discussed his plans with you...and what we said when Shendu first suggested him as a possible ally-"
"I admit I did not speak for our Brotherhood when I said I would assist in seeking out Valmont's ascension once we had all been released," Tso Lan allowed.  "I spoke for myself personally.  And I do intend to work to achieve that, and have access to his mind as long as possible."  He grinned impishly.  "And if that puts you in my debt for giving you an immortal beloved..."
"See how deep you end up in his debt before this is over before counting those favors," Bai teased back, though it was plain she was pleased at the idea of keeping Valmont around for a long, long time...and not the least embarrassed about him being referred to as her 'beloved'.
Tso Lan sat back, frowning thoughtfully.  "Besides...it is not just I or our Brotherhood I would have him be available to," he murmured softly, his thoughts turning to...a certain being who would have mixed feelings about his release, and his choice of actions...

In a dark chamber somewhere, a shadowed figure lifted her head from her studies, a frown crossing her face.  "That is...unusual," she murmured softly, her voice containing a hissing echo as her blue tongue tasted the air.
"Mistress Luna?" a hissing voice whispered as a figure approached, kneeling before the shadowed figure.  The being was male, green-skinned and striped with spikes on his shoulders.  He was dressed in brown slacks, army boots, a black muscle shirt, and black fingerless gloves.  His only other garb was an oddly configured gas mask hooked to a jewel embedded in the flesh of his chest.
"Pascal," the shadowed woman responded.  "It would seem that my Father has escaped his imprisonment...and has taken no action.  This requires...investigation."
"What are my orders?" Pascal inquired, his voice becoming guttural as he raised it above the whisper, as though he were constantly gargling liquid behind the mask.
"The same as always," Luna responded calmly.  "Investigate human dabbling in demonic forces.  The stability of the world and its continued growth requires balance.  Determine if the balance has shifted, and act as you see fit."  A thin, blue finger reached out of the shadows as a globe floated over in the grip of gravity magic.  "A great deal of magic has come to focus here," she hissed gently as her finger touched on San Francisco.  "I suggest you begin your investigations here."
"And what actions should I take if I encounter your Father?" Pascal inquired carefully.
"I leave that to your judgement, based on what you discover," Luna replied.  "Inform me of any major revelations as you discover them.  Should your actions lead to imprisonment to my Father or his 'siblings'..."  She shrugged her shoulders in the shadows.  "Well, I only have so much control over you, after all."
"Plausible deniability," Pascal responded firmly.
"Your race does come up with most amusing concepts," the hissing voice responded playfully.
Pascal said nothing for a time.  "I will not fail you," he concluded finally, reaching up to press his fingers against the gemstone in his chest.  Green, noxious gas released from inside his mask to swirl around him, completely obscuring his appearance.  When it dissipated, he was gone.
"His skill grows every day," Luna murmured softly.  "Had Father found him, he might have tried to incorporate him into the Brotherhood.  ...for Pascal's sake, it is good that I found him."  With that, she returned to her studies, reading the balance of the world's power as she focused on chains of events.
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		By the Light of the Moon



	Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Jade sat together in a tent in the bamboo forests of China.  It was yet another archaeological expedition, this time to find the lost Lotus Temple.  The only others along for the trip were Jackie and an old monk who'd volunteered as their guide.  The four girls were having a bit of difficulty as just before the expedition, they'd goaded themselves into watching a scary movie about a monster in the woods that attacked campers.  While Jade had long considered herself tough enough to handle mere movie monsters and thought her dealing with actual demons would make it even easier.  She'd overlooked how much more realistic and terrifying movie monsters could be made with the normalization of magic, as the only limit to the shaping of the monsters was the imagination of the illusion mage on the special effects crew...and illusion magic came more easily to those with more active imaginations.  This was why Audrey hung amongst the bamboo in an exceptionally large form, with instructions to eat anything that came too close to the camp unless it was a mortal animal (like a panda) or a person.
Which is why all four jumped up with a scream when Jackie pulled the tent flap back to look in on them.
"WAUGH!" Jackie cried as he leapt back, patting his chest to calm his fast heart.  "What are you girls doing?  I thought I said for someone to gather firewood."
"And go out into the bamboo grove alone where the slavering maw awaits to devour lost little girls?" Jade asked fearfully.  "With its thousand tongues and gnashing teeth and countless hands and-"
"The only 'slavering maw' out there is Audrey," Jackie pointed out flatly.  "And he's on our side."
"But what if there's another Audrey out there?" Scootaloo squeaked out worriedly.
"Then Apple Bloom will make it behave itself," Jackie chided calmly, rolling his eyes.
"What if it feeds on Dark Magic and eats good kids!" Apple Bloom asked in terror.
"Then sic Audrey on it," Jackie instructed tiredly.  "There are no monsters out there."
"But there are tons of monsters out in the world!" Sweetie Belle squeaked out, holding up 'The Monster Book of Monsters', a complete tome of all magical creatures known to exist throughout the world.
"I checked before we came here," Jackie countered flatly.  "The only creatures of a size or strength to even conceivably be considered threatening are pandas and Qi Lin."
"We're Qi Lin!" Sweetie squeaked out fearfully.  "What if the locals are territorial?"
"I checked the rules," Jackie continued.  "They won't hurt you, even if they do judge you as Qi Lin from another herd, since you're all children and virgins."  He raised an eyebrow.  "Or at least you'd better be."
All four girls' eyes widened before squinting shut as they let out a concerted, "EWWWW!"
Jackie managed a chuckle.  "Anyway, even if you do come across a local Qi Lin, they'll simply lead you back to camp."
"But what if Valmont's released a Demon with control over plants to attack us?" Jade asked hurriedly.
"One, we know all eight Demon Sorcerers, and none of them are plants," Jackie pointed out.  "Two, even if one was, they wouldn't dare enter a Qi Lin range.  Three, go get the firewood."
Groaning, all four girls got up to move.
"It only takes one of you," Jackie pointed out.
"If you think we're going out into a potentially monster infested forest without proper backup, you're crazy!" Scootaloo declared intensely.
"But I just said-"  Jackie groaned, rolling his eyes.  "Fine.  If you all encounter a dangerous monster and get eaten, feel free to tell me 'I told you so'."
Nodding firmly, the four girls marched out into the bamboo.
"Stay in sight of the camp!" Jackie called out before sitting on a log seat, turning to roast a hot dog over the fire.  "Kids."
"Ancient wisdom," the old monk offered.  "The young cats often bite off more than they can chew.  The watchful alpha does not let them wander."
Jackie frowned thoughtfully, only to become distracted as a sudden pop of the bamboo in the campfire resulted in his hot dog becoming so much charcoal.

The four girls stayed very close together as they made their way through the bamboo grove, gathering up the fallen, dried stalks for use as firewood.  "So...one of us still has a bead on the camp, right?" Jade asked nervously.
"I...I thought you still had an eye on it," Scootaloo whimpered.
"Apple Bloom, can Audrey guide us?" Sweetie squeaked nervously.
Apple Bloom glanced around as a cloud shifted aside, the full moon shining its light down.  "I think-no!"  The last word came out in a fearful gasp.  "There's a surge o' magic here!  I lost track of him!"
"Look!" Scootaloo screamed out, pointing to a large temple that had literally appeared before her eyes, fading in in place of the bamboo as the moonlight shone down.
"...is that the Lotus Temple?" Jade asked hopefully.
"Must be," Sweetie pointed out nervously.  "There aren't any other temples in the area."
"But where did it come from?" Scootaloo demanded.  "It...it just appeared in the moonlight!"
"That...actually makes sense," Apple Bloom offered thoughtfully.  "Ah mean, ah hadn't given it much thought...but the Lotus is the symbol of He Xiangu, and she's the one that sealed Tso Lan.  Maybe this is her temple, built ta respond to the phases of the moon to keep watch against a return o' his magic?  We are here lookin' for magic ta use against the Demon Sorcerers, after all."
"In that case, what are we waiting for?" Jade offered eagerly.  "Let's go!"  She quickly raced for the stairs up to the Temple.
"Jade, wait!" Sweetie called out as she raced after her.  "There might be dangerous magical booby traps!  Let me go first so I can read them!"

	
		Secrets of the Moon



	Sweetie managed to reign Jade in just before she managed to actually enter the Temple proper, leaving the foursome stopped at the top of the Temple stairs.  However, what actually brought Jade to a halt was the sight of a young Chinese girl about their age dressed in green, curled up on the floor in tears.  As she heard them, she lifted her head to look towards them.  Her long black hair hung in twin braids to either side of her face, and her brown eyes stared at them in a mix of fear and hope.  "You should not be here!" she called out worriedly.
"Why?" Jade asked worriedly.  "What's the matter?"  She started to take a step forward.  "Why are you-"
Sweetie Belle yanked Jade back with her magic.  "Have you learned nothing from adventure movies?  If mysterious stranger little girl in a temple gives you a warning, you listen!"
"But-"
"And she's absolutely enveloped in the magic of the Temple!" Sweetie Belle continued.  "She's probably some sort of Temple Guardian or something."
"Your Qi Lin companion is correct," the girl spoke up sorrowfully.  "I am the Guardian of the Lotus Temple...though not by choice."
Apple Bloom tapped her chin.  "Lemme guess.  Ya wandered in one night when you were cold, next thing ya know the sun's up, Temple's gone, and you with it?"
"And that's how you find out you were drafted as Temple Guardian?" Scootaloo inquired.  "Probably a result of some sort of preservation spell to keep anyone inside the Temple when it vanishes with the Moon alive by binding them to the magic of the Temple."
"But the only reason something like that would happen is if there were a way to circumvent it so people could leave," Sweetie Belle pointed out.  "Otherwise there'd be dozens, if not hundreds of Temple Guardians, and no one would be able to move without bumping into each other."
"Or tripping over corpses as they died of starvation or old age," Jade murmured worriedly.
"Your deductions are accurate," the girl spoke up.  "Five years ago, I wandered into the Temple...only to vanish with the dawn.  I have been the Temple Guardian ever since, and I transform into a fell beast to drive out intruders.  I did not want to hurt any of you, so I warned you away."
"So...can we come in?" Jade asked hopefully.
"I just said-"
"Yeah, you have to chase down and drive out intruders," Jade confirmed.  "But if we're invited guests, then we aren't intruding, right?"
Apple Bloom grinned widely.  "That's some good out-o-the-box thinkin', Jade!" she praised proudly.
The girl's eyes widened, as though she'd never thought about that.  "Please, do come in as guests," she offered warmly.  "But if I start to change into a monster, please run away!"
"How would we tell?" Scootaloo asked curiously.  "Gotta be honest, even after growing up with them, humans look kinda freaky to me."
"I'm guessing horns," Apple Bloom suggested.  "Humans don't normally got horns."
"But I keep reading about humans getting 'horny' in my stories!" Sweetie Belle complained.  "What else is it supposed to mean?"
"Is...is this normal for all of you?" the girl asked Jade worriedly.
"You get used to it," Jade confirmed as she stepped over the threshold and towards the girl.
The Guardian winced, reaching her hand up to her forehead.  When she felt no horns, she sighed in relief.  "My name is Xu Lin," she introduced herself warmly.
"I'm Jade," Jade greeted happily.  "This is Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo."
"And we're the Cutie Mark Crusaders!" the three fillies called out together.
Xu Lin turned to a nearby cabinet and pulled out a large jug.  "For some reason, the Guardian magic insisted I carry sap remover for as long as you are within."
"Where are we gonna find tree sap in a bamboo grove?" Scootaloo demanded crossly.  "I mean, come on-"
"Bamboo has sap," Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle pointed out together.
Scootaloo grumbled irritably.
"So, you will help me find a way to leave the Temple so I will no longer be bound as Guardian?" Xu Lin asked hopefully.
"Yup," Sweetie Belle agreed.  "And the first step is to find the library."
"I will guide you there," Xu Lin responded eagerly.
"Wait!" Scootaloo yelled out.  "What if Uncle Jackie comes looking for us and wanders in?  He'll be an intruder."
"That's a good point," Apple Bloom murmured worriedly.
"Couldn't we hang a sign on the door that says we're inside, and Xu Lin could write that Jackie's allowed to come in?" Jade suggested.  "That'd be an open invitation to him, right?"
"And we could add that all others should stay out!" Sweetie Belle insisted.  "I don't trust that monk guiding us.  He looks creepy.  I mean he's a sleazy mustache and a snake staff away from being Jafar."
"I can not step past the threshold to hang the sign," Xu Lin spoke up.  "But if I write it, could one of you hang it prominently?"
"I'll take care of that," Scootaloo responded eagerly.  "I'm the only one who can get to Jackie's eye level-"
"We should make sure Audrey III's invited too," Apple Bloom added.  "Wouldn't want two monsters dukin' it out amongst all those rare books and scrolls, and who knows what other artifacts."
"Audrey...III?" Xu Lin asked curiously.
"Mah Dryadic Familiar," Apple Bloom explained.  "Giant flesh eating Venus fly trap that sings."
"Should we include Cumulo, or do kinto un not count as separate creatures as far as intruders go?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
Xu Lin shook her head in wonder.  "You keep amazing company," she told Jade.  "How can you be so calm amongst such wonders?"
Jade shrugged her shoulders.  "Like I said, you get used to it."

	
		In the Name of the Moon



	Once the sign was completed and prominently hung at exactly Jackie's eye level - along with placing a filly-height sign that read "Look up" directly underneath it, just in case Jackie was looking for them rather than where he was going when he came up the steps of the Temple - Xu Lin confidently led the group of youngsters deeper into the Temple.  As they moved, the group found their concept of spatial dimensions and physics greatly challenged.  Not only was the space within the Temple far vaster than its exterior dimensions should have allowed for, pathways did not follow logical patterns either.  One chamber that looked to be large enough to hold the entire Temple's exterior dimensions looked like it had been lifted from an Escher print.  Stairways went in every conceivable directions with doorways on both the top and bottom leading to completely different rooms, with 'down' always feeling like it was in the direction one was standing on...even when one leaned over the side and stared at another doing the same, to the point you could reach out and take their hand.  Some stairways even twisted mid-path, or looped around on themselves.
Scootaloo took one look at the massive chamber as the first entered and promptly came in for landing, fixing her hooves to the stairs and folding her wings tight.  "Not flying here, nope nope nope..." she muttered worriedly, her eyes tight shut.  "Not opening my eyes either.  Those air currents are crazy..."  The markings on her legs glowed slightly as she generated static electricity within them just to anchor herself more securely to the stairs.
"Yes, that would probably be best," Xu Lin observed nervously.  "The Temple does not like it when one tries to take shortcuts in this chamber.  The paths can become...irritable."  She shivered nervously.  "That was not a pleasant full moon..."
"Then we'll stick to the paths," Sweetie Belle stated firmly.  "I don't like breaking rules, anyway."
"What are you doing?" Jade asked Apple Bloom as she dragged one hoof behind her, leaving a string of glowing moss.
"If Uncle Jackie shows up lookin' for us, we dun want him wandering around willy-nilly, right?" she asked simply.  "And this place makes Minos' masterpiece look like the back o' a cereal box.  Figure living moss works better than ribbon any day.  After all, Jackie won't have Xu Lin to guide him."
"Good idea," Jade concluded.  "I guess it's too much to hope for that we'll be finished here before he comes looking for us, right?"

"Jade!" Jackie called out loudly as he searched through the bamboo grove, trying to locate the girls.  "Apple Bloom!  Sweetie Belle!  Scoota-WAGH!"  His scream was a reaction to the monk seeming to appear out of nowhere as he pulled some bamboo aside, smiling up at him.
"Perhaps the wayward cubs are closer than you think," the monk offered helpfully, pulling more bamboo aside to reveal the towering structure that sat glimmering in the moonlight.
"The Lotus Temple?" Jackie gasped in surprise, only to shake his head in wonder.  He should have known the girls would be drawn to the magical structure.  They were obviously somewhere inside.  As he moved to climb the steps, he noticed the monk not moving.  "Aren't you coming?" he asked curiously.
"I will wait here," the monk offered calmly.  "I would not want to...intrude."
Jackie immediately noticed the odd emphasis placed on that last word, as well as the odd way the monk twiddled his fingers.
"There's a Guardian to the Temple meant to pursue intruders," Dark Jackie stated bluntly from Jackie's left shoulder.  He drew his Balance Breaker sword.  "We should grill him for everything he knows.  There's plenty of bamboo around to help."
"No!" Light Jackie insisted from Jackie's right shoulder.  "That is the sort of thing bad people do!  We are not bad!  Besides, if the girls are inside, the guardian might be attacking them!"
"If Apple Bloom was in danger, Audrey would have made a move," Dark Jackie countered.
"He's not above us," Light Jackie indicated.
"...which means we need to get in there before monster fight destroys everything we're looking for," Dark Jackie concluded as Jackie turned to race up the steps.  "Damn.  I was really looking forward to grilling this monk.  If that mustache were any more sleazy and grew into a goatee, I'd think he was Jafar."
"Why didn't you warn me?" Jackie demanded of Dark Jackie.
"He knew what we needed," Dark Jackie responded.  "Besides, like I said, I was looking forward to grilling him."
"Wait, you can see and hear us?" Light Jackie asked in surprise.  "I thought we were just an artistic representation of an internal mental debate."
"With how much magic we live with on a daily basis, you're honestly surprised we manifest as a literal shoulder angel and devil?" Dark Jackie demanded.  "I'm surprised - and disappointed - I don't have a pitchfork and bodysuit and you lack a dress, harp, and halo."
"One, it would be a robe," Light Jackie corrected primly.  "Two, we aren't good vs evil representations.  Yin and Yang aren't so cut and dried, especially with us.  I'm the gentle peacemaker, you're the ruthless scrapper.  We're two different worldviews, but both grounded in world reality rather than ethical or moral considerations."
"Three, you two are very distracting," Jackie interrupted irritably as he made it halfway up the steps, "not to mention seriously confusing.  Do you have any idea how hard it is to pretend I don't see you when someone's there?  The last thing I need is Viper or Augustus thinking all this magic craziness has caused me to have a psychotic break."
Both Shoulder Jackies gave Jackie speculative looks.  "Funny you list Viper so quickly on that list," Dark Jackie observed teasingly.
"Augustus is understandable, since he's military and remembers the old world," Light Jackie pointed out.  "But why are you so concerned about what Viper thinks of you?"
"Besides, maybe she'd like it if she thought you were a little crazy," Dark Jackie pointed out teasingly.  "You know what they say about crazy people in bed."
Light Jackie pointed challengingly at Dark Jackie.  "Okay, you deserve the pitchfork for that one.  Or at least the horns."
"Yes, Viper does make me-"
"Enough!" Jackie wailed as he waved his hands in an attempt to disperse the metaphysical manifestations of the different aspects of his mind.  "I need to focus on finding the-WAGH!"
His distraction with his Shoulder Selves caused him to trip on the top step, landing at eye level with a sign that said, "Look Up!"  When he got to his feet, he saw another sign.
Enter only with written or spoken invitation,
Or be pursued by the Guardian
Jackie, Audrey III, come on in!
Everyone else, STAY OUT!

Jackie blinked at that for a time.
"I guess we aren't 'intruding'," Light Jackie offered playfully before finally vanishing.
"This is the part where you groan and say, 'Bad Day', right?" Dark Jackie teased before vanishing.
Jackie let out a pained groan.  "...bad day..."

	
		Beneath the Moon



Thankfully for Scootaloo's calmness and state of mind, it didn't take long for Xu Lin to lead the group through to the library.  However, that wasn't the end of their amazement.  The shelves soared upwards, seemingly into the very sky, and they stretched out in all directions beyond sight.  All four girls stared around as they took it all in.  "Are...are those clouds up there?" Sweetie Belle squeaked out as she stared upward.
"No, just a visual magic effect," Scootaloo corrected.  "No actual moisture in them.  It'd be bad for the books with that formation, anyway.  If you want clouds to help in a library, they need to be white thin clouds with attraction magic embedded in them, so they'll naturally leech just the right amount of moisture out of the air to keep the books dry but not too dry.  Either that or have them sapient, like Cumulo."
"But kinto un are incredibly rare and hard to find," Xu Lin pointed out.
"Guess that's why I had to get mine from Santa," Scootaloo concluded.
"I thought Santa just added magic to the cloud you already took everywhere?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.
"I guess that is what the note suggested," Scootaloo concluded.  Her eyes widened in amazement.  "Say...you think that means now that I've got this divine lightning chi, I can make my own kinto un?"
"Can we focus on helpin' Xu Lin?" Apple Bloom demanded.  "Ah mean, there's a lot o' scrolls here, and Ah dun' wanna spend an entire month till next full moon figuring out which scroll ta read, let alone decipherin' it ta learn how ta get around tha bindin' magic."
"Oh, we probably won't be able to help this Full Moon," Sweetie Belle allowed matter-of-factly.  "But we won't be sticking around here, either."
"But...but how are we going to help Xu Lin, then?" Jade demanded angrily.
"Next month," Sweetie Belle allowed.  "You're okay with waiting one more month so we can get Uncle to look at the scrolls and figure out what to do safely, right?"
Xu Lin shrugged.  "I have searched and waited for five years.  One more month with new hope will fly by."
"Wait...your plan is to take all this back to Uncle?" Jade gasped in shock, gesturing to the entire library at 'this'.  "How?"
"This box," Sweetie explained, reaching into her saddlebags and pulling out a folded cardboard box bigger than the bags themselves.
"How..." Jade began in confusion.  "How is it all going to...fit?"
"Same way the box fit in the bags," Sweetie explained as she unfolded it into a decent size box, the flaps magically affixing themselves into a closed bottom of their own accord.  "It's a box of holding."
"But I thought an artifact of holding could not be placed inside another?" Xu Lin gasped worriedly.  "How did you manage it?"
"The holding enchantment isn't active on the cardboard box unless it's unfolded," Sweetie explained.  "Really useful for packing.  Now stand back, I need to shape a couple spells.  Scootaloo, help me spread the smoke?  Apple Bloom, you've got the potion?"
As the three fillies gathered, Jade stepped beside Xu Lin worriedly.  "So...you're going to raid the place?" she asked curiously.
"That'd probably trigger the transformation, since raiders likely qualify as intruders," Sweetie Belle corrected.
"We're usin' a duplication spell with a closed limit o' one ta make copies of every scroll and book in here!" Apple Bloom explained as she uncorked a bottle, letting a pink smoke float up out of it.  "The spell will last a month."
"And we're taking the copies with us," Scootaloo explained as she wafted the smoke to flow around the entire library.
"And I'm going to energize it with an extra packing spell, so we only take the copies without having to sort them out ourselves," Sweetie Belle concluded.  She stuck her tongue out the side of her mouth as she focused energy into her horn.  "Now...how did this one go?  Higitus...Figitus...bigitus bum...Prestedigitonium!"
As the green magic lashed through the pink smoke, copies of every scroll began to dance to unseen music, marching slowly into the box of holding and laying themselves flat on the bottom, seeming to vanish into the shadows as they did.
Jade and Xu Lin watched in awe as the magic guided all the tomes safely into their resting place.  "Could I not escape through this box?" Xu Lin asked hopefully.  "Holding items obey their own laws of magic, after all..."
"Bad idea," Jade spoke up quickly.  "If it didn't work, you'd be ripped out of said pocket space as we carried it out of the Temple.  I don't know how much damage tearing a Holding space open would do, but I really don't want to find out."
"Oh..." Xu Lin concluded sadly as the copies finished filing into the box, allowing it to seal itself up on top as the music came to an end.  "I...suppose you are done for tonight then?" she asked morosely.  "And it...is time for goodbyes..."
"Don't be silly!" Scootaloo insisted firmly.  "It's several hours before sunrise.  I'm sure you didn't spend the entire five years just searching for answers.  I bet you know a few places around here to have a ton of fun!"
"The least we can do is give you some company!" Sweetie Belle agreed.
"At least until Uncle Jackie comes and finds us," Apple Bloom allowed playfully.
"And you never know," Jade pointed out wickedly.  "We might stumble on the way to get you out completely by accident!"
"Or by asking me," a soft voice asked from behind them, tone warring between amusement and annoyance.
"Or we could-WAUGH!" Jade screamed out as all five girls leaped in the air in fear, spinning towards the source of the voice.
The young woman who stood leaning against a bookcase could almost pass for human, at least in shape.  However, her coloration definitely painted her as magical.  She had pale blue skin, purple hair, crimson irises, pale red corneas, and a blue-green mask marking on her face.  Two thin arms ending in clawed hands extended through the short sleeves of her top, the higher arms with fingerless gloves on the hands, which ended in four fingers, while the lower arms ended in three-fingered hands.  She wore a uniform that seemed achingly familiar to Scootaloo...except she was pretty certain the one she saw all those years ago was yellow, not red and purple(1).  "Considering this is my library you're raiding, I feel like I should be the one screaming," she pointed out dryly.
"Your library?" Jade demanded in shock.  "What are you talking about?"
"Well, not originally," the woman explained.  "It originally belonged to He Xiangu, but the Veil Council left it in my care 200 years ago as thanks for helping create and maintain the Balance of the world.  It was a big project, after all."  She glanced at the five with a frown.  "The name probably doesn't mean anything to you, but I'm Luna, daughter of Tso Lan-"
"One of Shendu's brothers?" Sweetie Belle gasped in shock.  "Are you helping Valmont free them?"
Luna's eyes narrowed.  "Oh, is that what's going on?"  She rubbed her forehead.  "Look, I honestly don't care if someone's messing with that side of the Balance.  I did my part, so I just want to be left alone to follow my own project, making sure no one tries tapping a hell dimension on a massive scale.  That's what I have this Temple for now, to focus my studies and not be disturbed."  She turned to Xu Lin.  "Normally I don't interfere with the Guardian aspect of things here, but I'm not about to keep a little girl prisoner when she just wants to go home.  Just inside the Temple entrance are suits of armor, meant to be worn by the Soldiers of the Moon when they go off to battle.  For those who lack their own means of warping in and out of this Temple, donning a suit will let you leave."
Xu Lin smiled happily.  "My thanks for telling me!  I look forward to seeing my family again!"
"Why didn't you tell her sooner?" Jade demanded irritably.
"I didn't know she was even here," Luna countered dryly.  "Like I said, I leave the Temple to more or less take care of itself unless I need something.  I only even came out here because your little musical packing spell disturbed my concentration."
Sweetie Belle's ears went flat against her skull.  "...sorry about that..."
Luna shrugged.  "No big deal.  Been a while since a Qi Lin got this close to me."  Leaning forward, she gently stroked Sweetie's mane.  To the girls' surprise, neither Sweetie nor Luna showed signs of pain.  "And in case you're wondering, I'm half-human...which means as long as I'm not actively doing evil, Good Magic doesn't automatically hurt me."
"Good to know," Apple Bloom spoke up happily as she lifted the box onto her back.  "We won't bug ya no more."
"If you can find someone who might make a better Guardian, please send them my way," Luna called out as the group left.  "Having one around is...useful."


(1) This refers back to the chapter "Crazy Customers"...specifically, the first customer to visit that chapter.
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Luna, Daughter of the Moon by Moheart7.
Source: http://www.deviantart.com/art/The-Moon-Demon-s-Daughter-548088326


	
		The Path of the Moon



On their way out, the four girls encountered Jackie who was following along the path of glowing moss Apple Bloom had left.  He glanced around at the five of them, then sighed ruefully.  "I want to be angry with you four for going too far from the camp and stumbling into yet another adventure without proper adult supervision.  That sort of thing is just too dangerous, and I worry about you all."  His eyes then moved to Xu Lin.  "However, in this case I don't think I can blame you all."  He knelt before Xu Lin.  "Temple Guardian?"
"Yes sir," Xu Lin offered nervously.
"Trapped here against your will?"
"Yes sir."
"Girls figured out the loophole about intruders and came to help?"
"Yes sir."
"Have a way out?"
"Yes sir!" she offered more enthusiastically.
He nodded.  "Then I can't hold this against the girls."  Turning, he indicated the box on Apple Bloom's back.  "And this?"
"Box of holding," Sweetie explained.  "Has a magically crafted copy of every scroll and book in the library.  Would have looked for artifacts, too...but the librarian didn't approve."
Jackie blinked in surprise.  "There's a librarian?"
"She was nice, if a little weird," Scootaloo observed.
"And you had the spells for copies and fast packing prepared already?" Jackie inquired of Sweetie Belle.
"We were out here looking for a magical library," Apple Bloom pointed out logically.  "Kinda figured we'd be pressed fer time one way or anot'er."
He sighed ruefully.  "Then I can't really complain.  It's hardly your fault you girls are drawn to magic."  Bending over, he hefted up the box.  "Let's go."

Getting Xu Lin out of the Temple proved easy enough, and Sweetie Belle conscientiously levitated the armor back into the Temple once they were done, right where they'd picked it up from.  As interesting as it would have been to study armor connected to such magic, they decided it was better to not actually take anything out of the Temple save knowledge.  As they left the area immediately surrounding the Temple, Apple Bloom felt guidance from the bamboo, allowing them to walk straight to Xu Lin's village, reuniting her with her parents.
The monk, meanwhile, noticed the group leaving the Temple one person strong.  Realizing there was no longer a Temple Guardian, he moved freely to enter the Temple, making his way unerringly to the Library in search of the Scroll of Hung Chao, which contained secrets of ancient power.
Unknown to him, Luna had removed any scrolls with actual magic power imbued or recorded in them into her personal study after the girls had left.  Since the Temple was receiving visitors and no longer had a Guardian, she felt it better to keep track of anything that was actually dangerous.  This meant the monk's search was fruitless...and continued well past dawn, as the library had no windows to protect the parchment from changing light conditions.  Luna felt the new Guardian would work out splendidly.  Driven by greed, he would never ask anyone to assist him as he would fear having the power he sought stolen from him...and he'd never seek to leave until he found that which he sought.  And one without innate Moon magic could not touch the scrolls save while the Temple was within the real world under full moon light.
The Temple would be secure for quite some time to become...and it troubled her mind not at all that an old man who sought to use magic for personal gain be trapped for an unknown length of time by his own greed.

While Jackie and the others were investigating the Lotus Temple, Captain Black had his own research to contend with.  He'd finally received his information packet regarding the Veil and everything involved with it.  Thankfully, the initial packet was the same for everyone, giving him the 'For Dummies' lowdown on the new world he found himself in.  This would help him to adjust to the world as it was, and figure out exactly what the laws were and weren't now so he could act against Valmont more efficiently.  At the moment, he'd reached the segment covering the 'Class' levels of various living beings.  He decided to read through it aloud, just to make sure he was understanding it.
"All things are rated by the magical Class system, ranked from 10 to zero.  Identifying the proper Class of what you're dealing with is fundamental to dealing with it properly, as misClassifying a being can cause any number of problems.  However, with rare exception, it's relatively easy to determine what Class of being you're dealing with.
"The lowest is Class 10, the fully Mundane..."  Captain Black paused as he read that.  After all, Mr. Long had referred to him as 'fully Mundane'.  This was important to read.  "These are beings - humans mostly, but also domestic and wild animals - that have no inherent magical ability or talent.  From the perspective of Magical Law Enforcement (MLE), these are civilians, the ones meant to be protected.  Mundane means and only the smallest of magics should be necessary for dealing with these."  He sat back to stare at the ceiling briefly.  "Yeah...that was my world not too long ago..."
After a time, he turned back to the document.  "Class 9 have latent magic, but can only use it to maintain the overall balance and functionality of the world.  These include the Minish - also called Wee Folk or Borrowers, amongst other names - and Nature Sprites.  These can be more or less ignored, as they do their jobs and take care of themselves.
"Class 8 are inherently magical, but have no means of expressing that magic.  Examples are difficult to give, as this most commonly manifests randomly amongst Class 10.  More often than not, Class 8 tends to be the subject of illegal trafficking, and otherwise will not become an issue.
"Class 7 are beings with inherent magical power that they are able to use by their own will.  This is the level most 'magical creatures' will be classified in, such as griffons, manticores, salamanders, and pixies.  Specific countermeasures for those magic should be utilized, but otherwise can be handled like normal wild animals, or be reasoned with.
"Class 6 includes any inherently magical being with the capacity to either project its magic as a projectile or spread its magic to other beings.  This includes the weaker Fae, vampires, were-creatures, and other similar entities.  These must be treated very carefully.  Special notation re: The Big Man."  Captain Black frowned at that part, but made a note to look at that if he saw it mentioned again.
"Class 5 are those with some ability to command the magical fields naturally," Captain Black continued, pausing here.  After all, this was the rank that was apparently important.  "This includes magical creatures that work spells, wizards, witches, warlocks, sorcerers...you get the idea."  He frowned at the fact 'you get the idea' was written into actual official documentation.  However, he quickly discarded his upset and continued reading.  "However, one can only be Class 5 if they are above a certain level of capacity to influence the magical fields, the exact judgement of which varies from region to region.
"Class 4 can be divided into two primary categories.  The first are magical hybrids who - due to their magical heritage - have a capacity to influence both events and the magical fields above and beyond most normal beings.  The second category are magi who have enough power and skill to meet Class 3 entities on an even footing."  Captain Black set the papers down for a time.  "Uncle...can meet demons on an even footing?  ...wow..."
Picking the papers back up, he continued to read.  "Class 3 are immortals.  This specifically refers to creatures that will not die natural deaths.  This can be achieved via various forms of Apotheosis, or impressing the beings of The Jade Council to a degree that it is awarded.  However, none have been granted this award since the Eight Immortals that sealed the Demon Brotherhood.  Demon Sorcerers, Archangels, Arch Fiends, and other such beings are in this Class.
"Class 2 is demi-gods.  There are three types of entities classified as such.  The first and smallest group are those whose power is so great that they rival the divine.  The second are those who have some degree of divine power, generally through heritage.  It is important to note that in this case there is no correlation between 'divine' and 'holy', as it refers to a specific type of magical energy that is not bound by normal magical laws.  After all, there are Demon Gods, just as there are Sacred Ones."  Captain Black blinked in surprise.  "Demon gods?  That's...concerning..."  He quickly read on.  "The third group are those Gods who - for whatever reason - have been removed from The Jade Council.  While retaining the full strength of their divine power, they have sacrificed much of their rights as far as its exercise in this regard, and are governed by The Jade Council as all are.
"Class 1, as can thus be deduced, are the Gods.  All Gods - whatever their alignment - are members of The Jade Council ever since The Unification which led to The Balance, which allows civilization to continue to grow.  The Council is divided into three factions.  The Jade Emperor nominally leads The Good faction out of seniority.  Oberon, ruler of the Fae, leads The Wild faction.  Lucifer Morningstar nominally leads The Dark faction.  These three factions debate the laws of Divine which manage magic within the world, and maintain the Veil.  So long as they do not break the Laws of the Council, they are allowed free reign within the regions of their power base.  The only exception is for Santa Claus, Re: The Big Man."
Seeing this mentioned again, Captain Black flipped ahead to the segment in question.  "Santa Claus is classified generally as a Class 6, as 364 days out of the year he is only a focal point of Good Magic.  However, in the 24 hours starting on Christmas Eve he is a Class 1 Heirarch, as during that time he can use his magic anywhere in the world to do anything within his dominion, the granting of Christmas wishes.  The only thing he is incapable of doing during this time is anything requiring the exercise of magic outside that period of time, and he is not bound by the Laws of the Council in that time."
Captain Black slumped back in his chair as he thought about that.  Learning Santa Claus was real was hard enough.  Learning that he outranked the Gods on Christmas...he banished the thoughts and turned back to the segment on Class Zero.  However, the first thing he noticed was a notification not to read the segment aloud.  Curious, he continued.
Class Zero entities are those capable of altering the very fabric of reality with a thought.  There are only two Class Zero entities in existence.  One is The Creator, the one who with thoughts brings existence into existence.  The other is Beast Ragnarok, who with thoughts can erase things from existence.  They are equal and opposite, balancing each other.  It is one of the duties of The Jade Council to ensure no other beings of Class Zero ever arise, for fear that the possibility of alliance undo that balance and cast all of existence into eternal chaos.
It is for this reason Australia is No Man's Land for magic, and violation of this edict save on direct orders from The Jade Council is punishable by immediate execution and destruction of the Soul.
Surprised, Captain Black quickly flipped through the packet for the segment on Australia...only to find it completely blacked out.  Plainly, his security clearance wasn't quite that high...

	
		Wings Folded



Valmont sat at his desk, sipping tea with Tso Lan.  Bai Tza had decided to let the two brainiacs plot out the next move on the chess board without her, preferring to finish cleansing herself in her spa since - apparently - she found wearing a face not her own somewhat distressing.  Tso Lan had been highly amused that Valmont's first response to that was to offer to tend to her personally to ease her mind, and that Bai Tza had to practically order him to stay and plot with Tso Lan and that she desired 'feminine privacy' to get Valmont to stay. He pushed the amusement from his mind as Valmont spoke up.  "About your siblings who remain..."
Tso Lan nodded.  "Dai Gui, Po Kong, and Hsi Wu," he elucidated.  "Tchang Zhu will have to remain for some time, if only to keep our options open."
"And we've established Po Kong is last," Valmont confirmed.  "So that leaves Dai Gui and Hsi Wu as choices for next.  Describe them for me, please."
"Given our shared ability to shape shift, I presume you are asking for my personal opinions and perspectives on them?" Tso Lan pressed, his tone completely neutral.
"It would be useful," Valmont confirmed.  "I would ask Shendu, but...to be blunt, I don't trust him."
"A wise move," Tso Lan observed in amusement.  "And yet you trust me?"
"You said it yourself, my mind is valuable to you," Valmont explained.  "Valuable enough to invest personal time and effort towards its upkeep by seeking to bring about my demonic ascension should the need arise.  That means it's in your personal self interest to be straight with me, and work with me.  So yes, I trust you."
Tso Lan let a smirk touch his human lips.  "Brilliant, devious, ruthless, and amusing..."  He chuckled softly.  "If my sister hadn't already staked a claim..."
Valmont swallowed in surprise.  "I...I'm flattered, but I don't-"
"I arose as a Demon Sorcerer from the Elemental Force of the Moon's gravity, upon the dark side," Tso Lan interrupted.  "I came into existence without gender.  I only shaped myself as male in the past because they held the political power, making it easier to make mortals heed me.  What bonds I have shaped have been based entirely on intellectual and emotional connections.  Physicality is a minor concern at best.  It would be neither a difficulty nor an adjustment to take a female form should I so desire for such companionship...again, if my little sister had not already staked her claim."
Valmont closed his eyes and took a few calming breaths.  Yet again, he'd been caught off guard by his own preconceptions.  Yes, when it came to the deeper motivations the Demons were very human, which was to say talking animals.  All the same motivations drove them...but their means and methods to achieve those motivations went far beyond what most humans would even conceive of, let alone utilize.  He carefully reorganized his thinking as he put this new detail into account.  "Perhaps we should table that discussion so as to not upset-"
"She'd find it kinky," Tso Lan interrupted, "and if it weren't me, she might actually extend an invitation for a one-night indulgence.  However, she knows all such bonds I make are permanent, and she is unwilling to share you on that scale.  But yes, let us return to the original discussion.  I've had my fill of tormenting Shendu this way for the moment, and I have no desire to torment you."  He smirked wickedly.  "That's Bai's purview now.
"Dai Gui is headstrong, fierce, and not very bright," Tso Lan continued as Valmont steadied himself.  "His first response to any situation is to smash something, and if that doesn't work he tries again from a different angle.  He's implacable like the Earth that is his Element, but he has a very difficult time changing.  Like Tchang Zhu, he was one of us who was outvoted as far as accepting your plan, and part of why I stated you would not be penalized for the fates of those of us who did not heed your guidance in achieving our freedom.
"Hsi Wu couldn't be any more his opposite.  He is cunning, clever, nearly as skilled a mage as myself, and fiendishly creative where it comes to the use of his Elemental abilities.  When he comes across a problem, his first response is to withdraw, study it carefully from all angles, and then find either the most efficient or most fun means of ripping it to shreds.  He is a pure demon like myself, though the youngest of us save Bai Tsa.  However, do not let that lead you to underestimating him."  He crossed his hands and narrowed his eyes.  "After all...was it not four children who most greatly thwarted your efforts for Shendu?"
Valmont nodded in understanding.  "It sounds like you have a great deal of respect for your brother Hsi."
"Indubitably, and it is well earned," Tso Lan confirmed.  "His Element gives him command of the Sky and all within it...and he has used that power to tap all our Elements in his own way.  Commanding the weather, reshaping the air currents..."  He shuddered violently.  "Though the most terrifying was when he defeated an entire squadron of mages and magic-protected warriors come to banish or slay him by - as modern science would define it - peeling back the electromagnetic field to cook them alive with the sun's unfiltered rays."
In that moment, Valmont desperately regretted being atheist.  He couldn't help but think that having some sort of religious gesture that warded away evil would be of great comfort right at that moment.  "That sounds...impressive."
"Terrifying," Tso Lan murmured.  "The unfiltered Eye of the Sun would be lethal to any of us if exposed directly...and he was so excited to discover that he could unleash it.  He went on and on about what he could do with it, the ways he could use it...he is very excitable, and very passionate about new things.  Of all of us, he is the one most suited to change."
Valmont managed a smile, though it lacked conviction.  "Then he is one we want to free quietly, if we can manage it.  As you put it, that is a mind we cannot be without."
Nearby, Ratso began unlocking the Pan'ku Box to the Trigram of Sky.

	
		Wings Spreading



	Valmont smiled to himself as he and Bai Tza sat in the stands, watching a baseball game of all things.  While Valmont himself had no interest in sports beyond the money made in gambling, pretending to take an interest provided good cover for why he was at the stadium, while he let Ratso wander around on his own in search of the Portal.  Besides that, Bai was plainly interested in the sport for her own sake, though her interest had admittedly waned somewhat when she learned the bats were for use in propelling balls into the field and not for striking the opposing team.  Still, she seemed to enjoy the sight of leanly muscled young men racing about a field, flaunting their capabilities and physics and getting dirty as they slid to base.  "You know, if that's what you like about baseball, I could take you to see a football game, or perhaps rugby," he offered sweetly, though inwardly wincing at suggesting the American style of football.  "That one, I understand, sometimes gets bloody."
Bai Tza shook her head, her eyes still locked on the field.  "I've seen some footage of those games.  The players are all far too top heavy for my tastes, with all their muscles in their shoulders and arms for smashing into each other.  That sort of physique doesn't really appeal to me.  I much prefer the leaner builds that could easily stay afloat, or swing from ship to ship."  She turned a teasing smirk Valmont's way.  "Soccer, on the other hand..."
Valmont blinked in surprise, then grinned widely.
"What do you mean you can't do anything?"
Valmont's eyes narrowed as he heard that familiar voice.  "Chan?" he murmured softly under his breath.  "What is he doing here?"
"Talking to Captain Black," Bai murmured without bothering to look, her magic letting her see out of any nearby liquid...of which there was plenty at a sports event in the form of soft drinks.
"It's the same reason we've never managed to nail him for anything before," Captain Black told Jackie firmly.  "Unless we actually catch him doing anything illegal, we won't be able to make any charges stick, and he'll have more than enough to hit us with harassment counter suits."
"But he's releasing Demons!" Jackie insisted.
"And except for certain specific circumstances we'd need to prove, that could easily be justified," Captain Black responded.
"But in Rome-"
"With no video or magical evidence he was ever there, and a rock solid alibi elsewhere," Augustus responded.  "Not only that, that was Bai Tza, and he could easily make a case that he was acting to acclimate her to the modern world to become a productive part of society."
"He's a criminal!"
"As long as she doesn't try to take over the world or engage in other acts of magical terrorism, The Veil Authorities don't care what side of the civil law she ends up on," Augustus countered.  "And even then, we'd have to prove she was engaging in criminal activities just like Valmont, and prosecute her same as a human."
Jackie sounded strangled for a bit, as though struggling for words.  "Well, she was released in Rome!  Couldn't-"
"She already has a valid green card, and the application for full American citizenship was being processed before she showed up in Hollywood."
"Well what about Hollywood?" Jackie demanded angrily.  "All those cameras-"
"Making a movie," Captain Black interrupted morosely.
"Are...are you telling me it's legal to open a demon portal in Hollywood to make a movie?" Jackie demanded angrily.
"How do you think they made Doom?  You think someone can dream up devils that look that bad on the screen?"
Valmont bit his lip until it almost bled.  "One of these days, Chan and the good Captain will be the death of me...from holding back laughter..."

While Jackie, Viper, Uncle, and Tohru were in the stands keeping an eye on Valmont and Bai Tza - though not preparing a banishment spell for her, at the girls' request - Jade and the fillies were making a snack run while also keeping an eye out for Ratso, Finn, or Chao.  Unfortunately for the four girls, the snacks at a sports event tended towards the high salt and spice content - in order to encourage the purchase of more and larger drinks - and all four of them had been rather indiscriminate in consumption of food and beverages.  As such, all four were now making a beeline for the public women's restroom, jostling each other as they struggled to get there first and fully expecting an incredibly long line.
Much to their surprise, the inside of the restroom was incredibly clean, almost sparkling, and there didn't appear to be a line to get in.  However, as they entered, all the stalls were occupied.  "Come on, come on..." Jade muttered as she rushed up to one stall, hoping whoever was inside would be finished soon.
To her surprise, the stall flashed with light, and a new stall appeared in its place, unoccupied.  When she pushed the door open, toilet and paper were arranged at the perfect height for her.  "What the...?"
Curious, Apple Bloom walked up to another stall.  It flashed at her approach, revealing an unoccupied stall containing a small garden patch with leaves at just the right height.  "...wow..." she murmured, stunned.
Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo had their own surprising discoveries, as each of them found a stall with Japanese style squat toilets and bidets.  "What is...?"
"Okay, this part of magic being normal rocks!" Jade affirmed before dashing into her stall to relieve herself.  Understanding what she meant, the four girls quickly took advantage of this to hopefully get back to the game quicker, if not finding the demon portal quicker.

	
		Wings Spread



	Ratso, Finn, and Chao wandered around the stadium together, enjoying some snacks and beverages as they did their best to look completely normal even as they explored to try and find the spot where the Pan'ku Box would respond, signifying Hsi Wu's Demon Portal.  Despite their unique appearance, they weren't drawing all that much attention...except when they reacted strongly to the sight of a magical creature - ogre, troll, or satyr - wandering around doing the same.  This was apparently quite the popular sporting event for whatever reason, drawing quite a number of peaceful non-humans to watch, which took some getting used to for the trio.  "How are people not freaking out over all this?" Finn groaned in frustration after he'd had to stifle his reaction to an honest to goodness jorogumo manning the souvenir stall, selling shirts she claimed were made from her own silk.
"This is normal for everyone else," Ratso pointed out.  "That's what Valmont said, anyway.  We're the only ones who notice a difference since we were at the epicenter of that normal wave."
"It's certainly taking some getting used to for us," Chao grumbled, shivering as he rubbed his shoulders.  The lady had been rather pretty and flirtatious, but seeing those extra eyes open in response to the query about 'her own silk' had freaked him out.  "How does Valmont handle dating a girl who changes shape at will like that?"
"He's the boss," Ratso offered as though that sufficed for an explanation.  As the trio approached the public restrooms, Ratso paused.  "Hold this," He told Chao insistently, handing over the cotton candy he'd been eating to pull the Pan'ku Box out of his jacket, the extended prong glowing as the whole box vibrated.  He slowly turned, and the box glowed brighter when he pointed it towards the door to the women's restroom.
"I'm...not so sure I'm comfortable with this," Finn murmured worriedly.  "Are we...gonna have to go in there?  What if there's new magical security to keep us out?  Or to turn us into girls if we enter-"
A beam of light shot out from the Pan'ku Box to strike the symbol on the door denoting it as the entrance to the women's restroom, changing it into the keyhole symbol.
"Or you could be worrying for nothing, because we don't have to go in," Chao pointed out.  "Looks like he's the one coming out."
"So the demon we were told is most suited to change," Ratso began carefully, "is going to be coming out of the women's water closet?"
Finn and Chao both blinked as they processed that.  "So many jokes..." Finn murmured thoughtfully.
"That we really shouldn't make when the demon in question might hear," Chao added nervously as the Box flew out of Ratso's hands and embedded itself in the door before opening the portal.
A massive windstorm whipped up as the portal opened, and Hsi Wu stepped out.  Between his whipping tail, his grey skin, his large ears, and his huge, bat-like wings, he resembled nothing so much as an ancient, wizened gargoyle.  The three antennae raising from his head like blades quivered as he flexed his large claws.  "Jokes, you say?" he hissed out, his red eyes glowing as he grinned, showing off all his teeth.  "Do tell, do tell...I have an excellent sense of humor."
With how his fists clenched together to draw the wind back to him on 'excellent' as the Box dropped from its place, Finn was pretty certain actually telling any of the jokes would probably get him killed.  Unfortunately, he didn't see any way out of it.
At that moment, the door to the restroom opened slightly, and Jade peaked out.  "WAUGH!" she screamed out as she caught sight of Hsi Wu, quickly trying to slam the door shut.
Hsi Wu let out a strangled shriek of pain as the door slammed on his wriggling tail, trapping part of it.  Desperately, he spread his wings and took to the air, trying to break free.  However, Jade held the door fast.
"Apple Bloom!  Sweetie Belle!  Scootaloo!" Jade called out desperately.  "We've got a demon at the door!"
"Right!" Sweetie Belle responded immediately, fishing a flute that seemed to shimmer with inner green fire from her saddlebags.  "I just need to play this then."
"What about the banishment spell?" Jade asked worriedly.
"Treated the wood the flute is made of with the mixture as it was being shaped," Apple Bloom explained.  "Spell should be inbuilt into the flute as is.  Just chant while Sweetie plays!"
"Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..." Jade chanted as instructed as Sweetie Belle started playing the flute, matching the notes to the cadence of Jade's chant.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."
Hsi Wu clutched at his head as the magic in the music struck him.  It wasn't enough on its own to banish him, but it was rapidly draining his strength.  If he didn't get away from it soon, he'd wind up sunk to the ground immobile, ripe for trapping and who knew what else!  Acting quickly, he took the only action that was certain to get him free.  Spinning around, he struck out with his claw and severed the last two feet of his own tail.  He let out an angry shriek of pain as he came free.  "You three!" he barked out.  "Tell my sister that I will see about joining her after I have retrieved my tail...and tell our contact I consider his part of this endeavor complete.  I will handle the rest myself!"  With that said, he turned and took to the sky, flying as fast as he could to get out of range of the music.
"So...should we try and grab the tail?" Ratso asked curiously.
"Apple Bloom's in there," Finn hissed out.  "Audrey and Tohru can't be far!"
"I'm not," Tohru growled from directly behind them.
"Scatter!" all three screamed out, dashing off in three different directions before Tohru could react.
Tohru groaned, bringing one hand to his face.  "Grab then taunt...how did I forget that?"
Apple Bloom couldn't help but giggle as the four girls left the bathroom, Jade holding up the still wriggling severed tail since it writhed and sizzled if any of the fillies tried to touch it.  "Well...now what?"

	
		Wings Aloft



	Hsi Wu frowned to himself as he tailed the Chans back to their base as discreetly as he could manage.  While he could have done so openly as long as he kept his magical energy somewhat suppressed thanks to the Veil, he didn't want to risk being spotted by the Chans.  While he was as clever as any of his siblings, being among the youngest - and a born demon at that - meant that he had the smallest magical reserves, and relied far more on his elemental connection than any of his siblings save Bai Tza.  The fact that said element was literally everywhere one could breathe helped make him more durable and helped him draw extra power from his surroundings...the higher he was, the better.
Still, the world had changed.  Humanity now climbed much higher into his domain, and other magic had followed.  He had to be careful, and expend as little of his own reserves as possible.  It's why he was so creative with how he used his magic, since he more than any of his siblings had to do the most with as little as possible.  This led him to push the limits of magic, ignoring the rules of 'this is how it works' to understand why it worked that way.  It was why, given what he'd seen of the world from the Demon Netherrealm, the first thing he intended to do as soon as he had his tail and full freedom was to raid a library for science textbooks.  He was especially interested in the subjects of chemistry and gas formations.
First, however, he needed to retrieve his tail.  Landing on the building across the street from the Chans' base, he watched through the window as Jade - under the instructions of the three fillies - managed to wrangle the tail into a chest, at which point the old wizard laid a protective spell upon it.  Using a very small amount of his own magic, Hsi Wu enchanted the local wind currents to carry sound better.  Between that and his large ears, he was able to hear every word said clearly.
"So now what, Uncle?" Jade asked curiously.  "Got some trick with the tail to deal with Hsi Wu?  Some special plan to trap him?"
"I have a very good plan," Uncle responded calmly.  "Uncle plans to prepare for the next demon."
"What?" Apple Bloom - Hsi Wu recognized the voices he'd heard through the restroom door before - demanded, shocked.  "What do ya mean?"
"Valmont move fast!" Uncle insisted.  "Hsi Wu is free now, but not causing ruckus.  Either peaceful, or tricky.  If peaceful, can be ignored.  If tricky, is good test for girls as Chi Wizards.  Sky Demon is your responsibility, while I prepare for other demons."
"A-are you sure we can handle it?" Sweetie Belle asked worriedly.
"Uncle is certain," Uncle confirmed.  "I have full confidence in you all."
"What if Hsi sneaks in?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
"Shop is protected!" Uncle insisted.  "Bad magic cannot enter unless invited!"
Hsi Wu let his magic subside, returning the wind currents to normal.  He'd have to be careful about the fillies, but the old man would regret leaving something so important to children.  He needed to be invited in?  Fine.  He would get an invitation.  And he already saw a way.  Mortal children of powerful magic were always lonesome, and the adventures they were involved in would have left Jade and the fillies even more outsiders socially.  All it would take would be the perfect opportunity, and the right strategy.  Until both presented themselves, he would watch and wait.

The following day, Hsi Wu stared down at the school playground in glee.  The perfect opportunity had dropped itself in his lap!  The fillies were elsewhere, and Jade was being confronted by a glasses wearing boy with a large audience whose stance made it plain this was hazing waiting to happen.
"You going to the Spring Dance next week?" the boy began, his tone playful as an opening play, waiting for Jade to walk into a trap.
"Maybe," Jade countered.  "What's it to you, Drew?"
Drew smirked as he lifted his hands in a facsimile of a fighting pose.  "Who are you going to take?  A ninja?  Or do you just fight them?"  The audience laughed as kids do, though not too strong.  Given Jade's expression, Hsi Wu concluded this was a common taunt, probably from her being too free with stories of adventures.
Seeing his opportunity, Hsi Wu swooped down nearby, taking on a human form.  His body was that of a child Jade's age, with features showing Chinese descent.  His outfit was entirely green in different shades for pants, long sleeve undershirt, and short sleeve overshirt.  His antennae blades shortened into a similarly shaped hairstyle, his hair black-blue and his eyes brown like his shoes.  The look and outfit complete, he rushed in at just the right moment to deliver the telling rejoinder.  "Who are you going to take to the dance, Drew?  Your Mom?"  Not the cleverest counter Hsi Wu could have delivered, but good for the target audience.  Considering the laughter and Drew's stammered flailing, it accomplished its goal.
As the group dispersed, Jade turned to him.  "Thanks for standing up for me."  She frowned thoughtfully.  "I don't think I've seen you around before."
"I'm new," Hsi responded immediately.  "Just moved here."
"And you stuck yourself in the middle of something like this?" Jade asked, surprised.
Hsi shrugged.  "Being in your shoes in things like this is why I moved," he responded, surprising himself.  That hadn't been the cover story he'd planned...but it was somewhat accurate.  On Earth, he could meet all his siblings as equals, if not as their betters due to how he used his magic.  But in the Netherrealm, there was no Elemental energy to draw on, and only Tso Lan had access to his Elemental Magic due to its nature.  As such, Tso Lan and Bai Tza were the only one of his siblings that didn't push him around while they were trapped there.  Hsi privately suspected it was because they feared what he could do with his magic.  The exceptions were because Tso Lan respected his mind, frequently engaging in various games of skill with him to pass the time, whereas Bai Tza...well, Hsi Wu and Tso Lan were the only human sized members of the Brotherhood besides Bai, leaving them the only options for her preferred games.
He pushed all that from his mind as Jade smiled, holding out her hand.  "Well, us targets have to stick together.  I'm Jade."
Hsi Wu immediately accepted the handshake.  "Hs-"  He cut himself off.  He'd almost given her his true name.  That would have been disastrous...and now he needed a new name starting with the same sound.  "Seymour Jahoositz," he managed to spit out, wincing internally at how ridiculous it sounded.
To his surprise, Jade winced sympathetically.  "Talk about unfortunate," she murmured under her breath.
Hsi decided it was time to change the subject.  "So is it true?"
"Is what true?" Jade asked, confused.
"Do you really...fight ninjas?"  Seeing the grin spreading across Jade's face, Hsi knew he'd hit on exactly the right approach.  A girl like her craved an eager audience.

	
		Wings Mantled



‘Seymour’ walked beside Jade as she made her way towards the shop, excitedly describing some of her past adventures.  Hsi listened intently, knowing that information would be his greatest asset in the present struggle, and the more he knew about his opponents, the better able he’d be to counter anything they threw at him.  Besides, most of her stories were of how she had assisted her family thwarting Valmont’s work for Shendu, and anything involving the suffering of his fire-brother was worth listening to.
Admittedly, some of the stories even caught him off guard.  “Cthulhu?” he asked in surprise as Jade got to that story.  “You accidentally summoned Cthulhu?”
“Not completely!” Jade offered contritely.  “It was just a facsimile, and it didn’t last long enough to summon the real thing.”  She then went into the full story of that incident.
As Hsi listened to the rest of Jade’s stories, he began to come to a realization.  Jade, the Qi Lin, the Wizard...they were all fully capable of handling anything thrown their way.  Even the plan of overwhelming power by attacking them with the entirety of the Brotherhood at once - well, six of them now - had at best an equal chance of succeeding or failing.  Trying to confront them solo as he was to recover his tail seemed tantamount to suicide with all they had at their disposal.  ...he’d never been more excited in his life!
Early on in his life, ever since he’d been born from the heart of an atmospheric storm caused by an uncontrolled discharge of Dark Magic, Hsi Wu had discovered that even for one as weak - relatively speaking - as him, there was little that could prove a true threat to a pure-blood Elemental Demon Sorcerer.  Tso Lan had come to a similar conclusion, and both had begun actively seeking out those that could potentially be such threats.  However, where Tso Lan sought them out to either eliminate them before they could threaten him or recruit them to serve him, Hsi Wu sought to push them towards the fullness of their power so he could challenge them.  As much as the Brotherhood sought total global domination, Hsi Wu only went along with it because he knew that meant they’d be fighting the entire world.  The world would produce those who could battle Elemental Demons, and he lived for the chance to battle them!  Of all the siblings, he’d be the most likely to turn against the Brotherhood if only for the chance to battle them, if he could manage it without facing the fate of traitors by being targeted by all of them in concert.  Pushing his mind, his body, his magic to their limits...that was his ultimate desire.
But now he needed more information.  “Some of what you’re saying seems off,” he pointed out to Jade.  “If things were that intense, wouldn’t authorities have stepped in?”
“Authorities to handle magic didn’t already exist yet,” Jade responded ruefully.
“...wat?”
Jade chuckled.  “It has to do with how Shendu died, and those pendants of my cousins’ I told you about.  There was...some sort of wave of power...”  She shook her head.  “I’m still making sense of it all, but it made magic ‘normal’ for the entire world, and history...adjusted to take that into account.  We’re still figuring out where everything fits in.  Since we were at the epicenter, we don’t remember the changes.”  She smirked eagerly.  “It’s been kind of fun, piecing it all together.”
It was a struggle not to grin from ear to ear for Hsi Wu.  An advantage!  While the Chans may have powerful allies and the resources of magical authorities, they didn’t know who to ask for what!  A bit of misinformation at the right time could easily turn the tide.  This was going to be fun!
“You want to see something really cool?” Jade asked as she stepped up to the shop, pushing the door open.
Hsi Wu started to follow, only to notice the glow of the protective charm.  “Are...are you sure it’s okay to come in?”
Jade shrugged.  “Uncle’s not strict about bringing friends over.”  A frown crossed her face.  “Or at least I assume not.  Never had friends to bring over before...”  She shook her head.  “Well what are you waiting for?  Get in here!”
Smiling, Hsi Wu crossed the boundary, the invitation granting him entry.  It wouldn’t be long now.  Soon he’d have his tail, and he’d be able to begin his campaign against the Chans, to see who would emerge triumphant.  He would not seek to strike death, though.  He would only strike death on those who sought the same for him, and he already knew that the Chans only sought to reimprison him.  As such, he wanted to force them to submit.  His endgame was to have them bound to him by magic, sworn to his cause.  Not only would that be the penultimate triumph...it would grant him an ace in the hole should he ever decide to break ties with his brothers!
...it was a pity he wouldn’t get to have more conversations like this with Jade, though.  She had quite the mind, and he found he wanted to see more of it outside the battlefield.  Still, there were always regrets.
As Jade moved up to the chest, three cleared throats derailed Hsi Wu’s thoughts.  He and Jade both spun, seeing the three fillies staring at them, Apple Bloom tapping one hoof disapprovingly.  “Really, Jade?” Apple Bloom demanded irritably.  “Ain’t we taught ya better than showin’ off like that?”
“I wasn’t going to open the chest enough for the tail to escape!” she insisted defensively.  “Just enough for Seymour to get a look at it!”
“Hsi Wu is the Sky Demon,” Scootaloo pointed out.  “We don’t know what all he’s capable of.  What if he can turn himself into mist and hide himself in someone’s pocket?  Or remotely turn his tail into mist and summon it to him once it has a way to him?”
...mental note: find out if I can actually do that, Hsi Wu thought to himself.
“Wouldn’t he have done so by now if he could?” Jade pointed out.  “Like, to escape without losing his tail?”
“We caught him off guard, and the flute was weakening him,” Apple Bloom countered.  “At full strength and with preparation, he might be able to make it rain frogs fer all we know...or sic Sharknados on us!”
...also find out what a sharknado is, that sounds ridiculously awesome.
“But-”
“Jade, I know you just want to impress the new boy and make a new friend,” Sweetie Belle interrupted.  “But when we took you on as our student, there was an understanding.  You aren’t just a kid anymore.  You have to take responsibility for the magic you’re learning, and the magic you interact with.”  Jade lowered her head.  “So why don’t you go look up a spatial binding spell so we can keep the tail within the chest even with the lid up?  Then we can let your new friend see it.”
Jade’s eyes lit up.  “I’ll get right on that!”
“In the meantime, we’ll talk with Seymour upstairs, okay?” Sweetie offered.  “Maybe we can find something a little less dangerous for all of us to do.”
As Jade raced off to the library, Seymour obediently followed the three Qi Lin upstairs, doing his best to maintain a properly awed expression at being in the presence of such magically potent creatures.  It wasn’t that difficult.
When a door slammed behind him and he found himself standing in a runic circle he didn’t recognize with a massive venus fly trap based plant monster staring down at him, he began to regret not taking better precautions.
Apple Bloom stomped her hoof at the edge of the circle, and it glowed with an orange light, filling the air with the scent of apples.  “What’s your opinion of Jade?” she asked calmly.
“She seems really interesting,” Hsi Wu responded immediately.  “A really quick mind, very clever, and very intense.  It would be really enjoyable to spend more time with her and get to know her better.  I haven’t met anyone like her in hundreds of years-”  He bit his lip.  Why did he say that last part?
“What’s your name?” Apple Bloom asked.
“Hsi Wu-”  Hsi bit his lip again, then tried to force out the other name.  “I mean, Hsi Wu-”  His eyes widened.  “What did you do to me?”
“Harmony Circle of Honesty,” Apple Bloom answered immediately.  “It links two beings through it, making it impossible for them to lie.  Lots more efficient than other interrogation methods.”
As Apple Bloom stepped back, the circle dimmed.  “So now what?” Hsi Wu demanded angrily, shifting his hands towards claws.  Any magic would take too long to gather in this confined space, so he would have to rely on brute power and hope he didn’t take too much damage from striking good magic creatures.
“We have a proposition for you,” Sweetie Belle offered sweetly.  “Put your claws away, and we’ll talk civilized.”
Seeing the good magic charged vines of the plant beast slithering his way, he replaced his human form.  “Go on.”
“Jade has a hard time making friends,” Scootaloo began.  “Probably because of all the magic we’re involved with, among other things.  But you seem to be on good terms with her.”
“You know I did that just to get my tail,” Hsi Wu pointed out dryly.
“Accordin’ to the circle, ya like hangin’ with her regardless,” Apple Bloom countered.
Hsi Wu ground his teeth, but said nothing.  His interest in Jade beyond the immediate concerns was not something he’d wanted potential enemies to know.
“There’s a Spring Dance coming up at the school,” Sweetie Belle continued.  “Jade wants to go, not that she’ll admit it.  We’d like her to go too, just so she can have a bit of normal.  So here’s the deal.  You be her friend, spend time with her, take her to the dance, and make sure she has a good time.  Take no hostile action against us or the world until then.  In exchange, we return your tail with no spells on it.”
“And how do I know you’ll keep your word?” Hsi demanded irritably.  “Or that I’ll keep mine?”
“Because we’ll swear it with the Circle active,” Apple Bloom answered readily.  “It’ll bind us all to the promise.”
Hsi Wu frowned.  He didn’t like trusting magic he didn’t fully understand.  “...and if I refuse?”
“Then we’ll feed you to Audrey,” Scootaloo responded immediately, gesturing to the now grinning plant beast.  “You’ll end up stored immobile in his stomach dimension where you’ll be slowly digested by good magic charged stomach acid to provide him with energy over the course of 1000 years.”
Hsi Wu raised an eyebrow.  “He doesn’t look part Sarlacc,” he pointed out dryly.
The three fillies shot wide grins at each other.  Sweetie Belle then turned back to Hsi Wu.  “Well?  Do you accept the deal?”
Hsi Wu shrugged.  “It’s not like I have a choice,” he responded gruffly.  Inside, however, he was actually quite pleased.  These opponents proved just as capable as he’d hoped, to have already outmaneuvered him to this extent.  Not only that, the binding promises would actually give him an umbrella of safe activity, since being bound to not do harm would mean magical authorities couldn’t take action against him.  He would have plenty of time to prepare.
Grinning, the three fillies stepped up to the circle.  They placed their hooves on it, and it once more glowed orange with the scent of apples.  Script took shape in the air between them, detailing the discussed oaths and no more.  “Repeat after us,” Apple Bloom instructed.
“Cross my heart, hope to fly,” they intoned together, making motions with their hooves to indicate what they stated, “stick a cupcake in my eye.”
Hsi Wu shivered.  Somehow, that promise held a great deal of power behind it, a power he couldn’t quite grasp.  He made a mental note not to even try to break the promise.  “Cross my heart, hope to fly, stick a cupcake in my eye.”  As he spoke, he used his hands to mimic the motions.
The magic of the circle sunk in, binding all four.  “Now let’s see what progress Jade’s made on that spatial binding spell!” Sweetie declared eagerly before the three fillies raced for the door.
Hsi Wu shivered a bit, but quickly followed.  This was going to be quite challenging...he could hardly wait!
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Hsi Wu was somewhat unnerved that Audrey decided to follow him down the stairs, but was pretty certain the plant wouldn't attempt to eat him unless he broke his promise.  As he had no intention of doing that, he did his best to ignore it as he raced down after the fillies and back into the chamber with the chest...where Jade had already lifted the lid, glowing runes marking the spatial binding spell she'd crafted.  Hsi Wu could already see his tail bumping curiously against the wall of pure force that kept it from escaping, or even sensing his presence.  "So how'd I do?" Jade asked eagerly.
"We're going to have to dock points because you opened the chest without letting us check the spell first," Scootaloo pointed out dryly.
"Aw, come on!" Jade complained bitterly.
"Potion mix seems good," Apple Bloom observed as she sniffed at the runes.  "Nothin' unneeded mixed in, proportions about right..."
Sweetie's eyes glowed as she examined the magic.  "Got the spell just right!  Good job overall.  It's safe for viewing, as long as no one touches the chest or spell wall."
"Why?" Jade asked curiously.  "What happens if they do?"
"They'll leave fingerprints and we'll get in trouble," Scootaloo teased, causing all four girls to burst into giggles.
Hsi Wu approached carefully to get a good look at the tail.  He seriously doubted fingerprints were a concern, but it did give him an excuse to not expose himself by touching good magic.  It was still frustrating to see his tail so close but completely out of reach.  After all, if he managed to acquire his tail through deception without causing any harm before the dance, one could assume the oath would be null and void.  ...not that he'd break it even if it did work like that.  He made a promise and he intended to keep it.  He just loved finding loopholes too much not to try.  "That is so cool," he murmured appreciatively to Jade, ready to start buttering her up towards friendship.
"I know, right?" Jade responded eagerly.  After watching the tail wriggle around for a time, she closed the lid.  "Pity there isn't really much else like that to show you..."
"Well, what do you do for fun around here?" Hsi Wu asked curiously, ready to start bonding.
"Feed me!" Audrey suddenly sang out.
Hsi Wu blinked.  "Uh...what does he eat?"
"Feed me!"
"Just about anything," Scootaloo answered readily.
"Feed me!"
"But mostly the flesh of our enemies!" Sweetie Belle piped up happily, making Hsi Wu shiver slightly.
"Feed me, Seymour!" Audrey sang to Hsi Wu.
Apple Bloom turned a fisheye gaze Audrey's way.  "Ya been waitin' a long time ta say that, ain't ya?"
Audrey shrugged, a huge grin on his bulb.
"How come you didn't make that joke when you met him upstairs?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
"If I'm gonna do it, I'm gonna do it right!" Audrey sang back.
"Wait, you took Seymour upstairs to introduce him to Audrey?" Jade demanded petulantly.  "Geeze, girls, I expect that kind of thing from Jackie if I bring home a boyfriend!  Don't you think that was a little overboard?  What if you'd scared him away?"
"Then you could blame us for it, instead of getting depressed when he fled after getting to know you!" Sweetie Belle teased playfully.
"Why you!" Jade yelled, lunging for Sweetie as she raced up the stairs, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo quickly following.  Not knowing what else to do, Hsi Wu followed along after them.
The path led up to the third floor, a chamber that still looked like it had grown rather than having been built.  There was one large bed, an attached bathroom, a huge television, several game systems, bookshelves full of books, and an open chest full of games.  Jade and Sweetie Belle were attacking each other with pillows when he got there.
Noticing his staring, Scootaloo grinned.  "This is the guest room," she explained, "though we use it as the game room when we don't have a guest."
"Very nice," Hsi Wu purred as he looked around.  Walking over to the chest, he looked through it until he spotted something he'd observed from within the Netherrealm, having always wanted to try it.  "Can we play this?" he asked, pulling out the Dungeons and Dragons box set.
All four girls stopped and turned towards him.  "Well, that does take a bit to set up..." Apple Bloom observed idly.
"Good reason for me to keep coming back?" Hsi Wu offered playfully.
"Let's see what you're made of!" Jade insisted as she grabbed the box and popped it open.  "So who's dungeon master?"
"I'll do it!" Sweetie Belle insisted.  "I've got the rules memorized."
"So what rules do you play by?" Hsi Wu asked as he flipped through the papers he was handed to make his character.
"We actually have our own set," Apple Bloom explained, pointed to a sheaf of documents.  "We like to get creative."
Hsi Wu glanced through the rules packet before grinning.  "I'm liking this 'Elementalist' class," he purred softly.  "I can choose either to be a master of an element or be able to summon Elementals related to my level."
"Yeah, that's a fun one once it's leveled," Scootaloo agreed.  "Especially the way we play.  We don't stick to the core Elements.  It's whatever Elements the DM says."
"So...does that mean I could summon Periodic Elementals?" Hsi Wu asked Sweetie Belle ingratiatingly.
"Science textbook stays in the backpack!" Sweetie snapped back, making the entire group laugh.
Once the characters were ready, Jade noticed something on the board.  "What's this 'enhanced mode'?" she asked curiously, pointing to a labeled crystal embedded in the cardboard.  "It's new."
"Let's find out!" Scootaloo declared eagerly, reaching over and twisting the crystal until it read '1 hour'.
The entire room blazed with light.

An hour later, the group popped back out of the game, looking somewhat breathless but all grinning ear to ear.  "That...was...awesome!" Scootaloo squealed excitedly.  "We actually became our characters inside the game world!  We have to do that again next session!"
"Becoming the Dungeon Master is trippy," Sweetie Belle murmured thoughtfully as she rubbed her head.  "It was like being everywhere and nowhere all at once..."
"Well, I think we've had enough of that for now," Jade murmured, putting the board away.  "Time to veg out some.  What do you want to watch, Seymour?"
Hsi Wu shook his head, resettling himself in his human body.  "Well...actually, there's something Scootaloo mentioned earlier I was wondering about.  What's a...sharknado?"
All four girls turned to stare at him.  "Where have you been the past few years that you haven't heard of it?" Jade asked intently.  "It's been all over SyFy and cable!"
Hsi Wu thought quickly.  "I only just moved here, and I didn't have cable where I used to live."
"Damn, that sucks," Jade murmured sympathetically.  She then grinned widely.  "In that case, you're in for a treat!"  Turning on the TV, she called up the movies in question.
Hsi Wu sat back, curious to see what human ingenuity had in store for him.
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The next several days passed relatively peacefully in San Francisco.  'Seymour' continued to spend time with Jade and the fillies, enjoying the antics they got up to - both well behaved and prankish - while studying all the more about the modern world and seeing what he could adapt to his magic.  Valmont waited for contact from Hsi Wu before engaging the next stage of Demon release to avoid drawing undue attention to him at the wrong moment.  And without further activity in that regard, urgency somewhat subsided in the city.
However, the interest in the antics of the Brotherhood wasn't limited to one city, or those directly connected.  Higher powers were concerned with the events, and had selected agents to perform their own investigation in that regard.  As a result, a hypersonic VTOL private plane was en route to San Francisco from New York, moving almost completely silently on the most advanced magitek engines available.  The plane piloted itself, and had only two passengers.
One was an older man with dark brown hair, mustache, and beard, dressed in a plain blue shirt, grey slacks, and a grey jacket.  He sat in an exceptionally comfortable chair sipping a glass of something deliciously expensive as he let his brown eyes shift between his company's latest financial report, a book he was reading for pleasure, reviewing the written instructions he had received for this trip, and his travelling companion who was pacing back and forth.  "You know you can take a seat and relax, don't you?" he pointed out urbanely, his calm voice exquisitely disciplined.
His traveling companion turned towards him, his eyes glowing white.  Where the one sitting was plainly human, the one pacing obviously wasn't.  Clad in only a long loincloth and belt, he bore a passing resemblance to Hsi Wu's demon form...but where Hsi Wu was wizened, this being was anything but.  Easily topping eight feet in height with an entire body rippling with thick muscle, at first glance one could easily think he was a statue carved from stone that had somehow come to life...which wasn't far from the truth.  The massive bat-like wings on his back continued to shift uncomfortably around his long black hair that hung straight down his back.  "You know I do not like being confined," he growled out, his voice deep and gravely, pitched at a tone that sent a pleasant shiver down the spine of anyone listening.  Even when plainly angry and uncomfortable, he had the air of a natural leader, much like his companion.  "I do not understand why I had to ride."
"And if you could glide from New York to San Francisco in a single night, I would have let you," the man responded readily.  "But we're on a tight schedule for this, and we both have reasons why we'd want to be there and back sooner rather than later, don't we?"
The gargoyle turned his face away and returned to his pacing.  "I do not understand why you insisted I come with you, Xanatos," he declared irritably.  "You have no need of my protection."
"On this trip I actually have no need of protection, Goliath," Xanatos responded calmly.  "What I do need is magical assistance from someone I trust and respect who is not bound to me, and assistance from a legal representation."  He gave his companion a firm look.  "While not a police officer, you are an officially sponsored mystic vigilante."
Goliath merely grunted in response to the comment about his legal status.  "You trust me?" he mused curiously.
"Of course I do," Xanatos responded immediately.  "You're painfully honorable, a genuinely decent person, and have an excess of compassion despite your form giving you natural inclinations towards viciousness in battle.  Despite our professional clashes, when going into an unknown situation there's no one I'd rather have at my back."
Goliath stared at Xanatos for a time, surprised.  After a time, he crossed his arms.  "I admit you've been easier to deal with since you became a parent.  I can certainly respect you, even if I still only trust you as far as I can throw you."
"I've seen your throwing arm," Xanatos teased with a chuckle.  "I'll take that as a high compliment."
Goliath rolled his eyes.  "My only interest is the report of a gargoyle sighted in San Francisco by day," he murmured softly.  "I'll let you deal with the rest."
"As you will," Xanatos allowed, returning to his papers.
It wasn't long after that when the jet came to a halt in the San Francisco skyline in the middle of the night.  It came down perfectly on a helipad at the top of Valmont's building, not even disturbing a single piece of paper.  Valmont himself waited at the roof access, having known who was approaching.  "David," he called out gently as Xanatos approached.  "It's been a long time, my friend."
"I've been busy, V," Xanatos responded, clasping forearms with the man.  "Among other things, I'm a father now."
"So I've heard," Valmont confirmed.  "Did you receive my gift?"
"Well chosen," Xanatos agreed.  "You always did have good taste."
Valmont glanced up as Goliath approached.  "And who's this?"
"This is Goliath," Xanatos introduced.  "An associate of mine."
Valmont smirked.
"Yes, our relationship was somewhat adversarial early on," Xanatos admitted with a chuckle.  "Make all the jokes you want."
"I don't need to," Valmont allowed.  "Welcome, Goliath.  Do you need anything special for your stay here?"
"Merely a space of roof for while the sun is above the horizon," Goliath responded simply.  "Until then, the answers Xanatos sought."
"About that, David," Valmont commented, turning back to Xanatos.  "Your message said you needed to discuss something with me, but I still don't know what."
Xanatos shrugged.  "I've been getting pressure from my father-in-law," he explained, a simple sentence that immediately made Valmont tense.  "He wants me to investigate whoever's behind the release of the Demon Brotherhood, to make sure whoever's behind it isn't some fanatic and actually knows what they're doing.  I figured since Shendu first arose here in San Francisco recently, you'd know who was behind it if you weren't involved yourself."
Valmont chuckled nervously.  "About that-"  His words were cut off as he heard the roof access open.
"Why aren't you in bed with me, Valmont?" Bai Tza purred as she stepped sleepily onto the roof, still shadowed from sight.  "Is this meeting really so important?"
Xanatos raised an eyebrow at Valmont's flush.  "And you used to tease me about 'falling for love's trap'."
Valmont shrugged.  "I guess I just had to find the right woman."  He beckoned Bai out onto the roof.  "Dear, this is my old friend David Xanatos.  I told you he was coming today."
"I didn't expect 'today' to mean 'just after midnight," Bai grumbled a bit petulantly.  She then stepped out of the shadows with a smile as water solidifed over her body into a thin kimono.  "Charmed," she murmured softly as she held out a hand.
David accepted the hand and bent to kiss it.  "It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Bai Tza," he greeted, having deduced her identity.  "Your words explain my friend's involvement, and the rest explain how you were the woman who finally trapped him in love.  I must say, though the legends told of your skill, power, and ruthlessness, they represented but a poor shadow of your beauty."
"There's two of you now?" Bai Tza suddenly asked Valmont.
Valmont and Xanatos both chuckled.  "I'll take that as a compliment," they stated in stereo.
Noticing Bai's speculative look Xanatos' way, Valmont chuckled.  "He's happily married, dear," he pointed out dryly.
"Such a pity," Bai murmured, making Xanatos chuckle nervously.
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It didn't take long for Hsi Wu to become 'settled' as Seymour, and the routine that came with it.  Enrolling himself at the school was beyond his resources, so he only appeared there during recess to talk to Jade and drive off any kids - like Drew - giving her a hard time.  If a teacher asked what class he was with, he would respond that he had only moved here recently and wasn't enrolled yet, and was there to get a sense of where everything was and to try and make friends before he started classes.  Most teachers accepted this and let him hang out as long as he left once recess ended.  Some told him he didn't belong on school grounds if he wasn't enrolled...which led to him pretending to leave, only to drop back in from a tree, much to Jade's amusement.
It amazed Hsi Wu how readily he was bonding with Jade as a friend, her and the fillies that had trapped him in his promise.  Admittedly, at the start he'd only intended to play along so he could keep his promise and get his tail, but the more time he spent with Jade the more common ground he found.  He actually found himself enjoying the time he spent with her, and as much as he wanted to blame the invading mentality of his disguise for that, he knew it was because he'd kept letting more and more of his true self into his disguise, and that clicked with Jade far too easily.  The same mischievous nature, the same desire to endlessly prove oneself against greater and greater challenges, the same hunger for thrills, the same stubborn willfulness...
This was not to say they always got along perfectly.  One campaign session had led to an intensely heated debate between the pair of them regarding the meaning of alignments that got so loud the old chi wizard had stepped in to tell them to be quiet, since they were disturbing his research.  The debate had gotten Hsi so wound up he'd had to step into the bathroom and splash his face, reminding himself firmly that Jade was 11 and he wasn't, no matter what his body said at the moment.  Just because he considered himself Chaotic Evil didn't mean he didn't have standards and a sense of decorum...which had oddly enough been the source of the debate, since basing a character that way had made Jade insist said character should be Chaotic Neutral.
Once he'd calmed himself down, Hsi had gone back out and played, and no one had said anything...but he remembered the incident.  That fire inside her...it was something he enjoyed seeing.  Whether he could believe it or not...he thought of Jade as his friend, and he enjoyed their friendship.
Not that he'd let that get in the way once the time came to unleash his power against them and beat them down into submission until their only option was being magically bound to him.  There was nothing personal there, it was just challenge and honor.  He'd certainly be sure to treat them well after the fact, though.  He wouldn't be a good friend if he did otherwise.
Today the group had decided to forgo another Dungeons and Dragons session in favor of a simpler game, and another one that Hsi Wu found right up his alley...Risk.  He idly noted the girls marveling over the rules governing the use of various magic within the game, as well as the fact they had to choose a 'faction' to play.  He had to suppress his chuckle as he wound up playing the 'Sky' faction, as appropriate as it was.  Apple Bloom chose 'Earth', Scootaloo chose 'Thunder', Sweetie Belle chose 'Water', and Jade chose 'Moon'.  It made for a fun and interesting challenge for Hsi as they played, unleashing magic and armies against each other in the attempt to claim the entire world.
After a rather intense round was eventually declared a draw because Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo were bored of watching Seymour and Jade constantly maneuvering each other back and forth across the board, the group was taking a break to enjoy some snacks and drinks as they relaxed and Scootaloo picked out another game.  As Hsi took a drink, Jade suddenly hopped down from her seat.  "I just remembered!"  With that shout, she dashed out of the room.
Hsi glanced towards the fillies in confusion.  Apple Bloom shrugged.  Sweetie Belle smiled mysteriously.  Scootaloo was stifling giggles.
Jade rushed back in, a pair of charms on string in her hands, two halves of a Taijitu coin.  "I made this for us," Jade explained as she came up to Hsi.  "I've never had a friend as close as you outside of family.  We...complete each other."  Slipping the Yang around her own neck, she pushed the Yin down over Hsi's head.  "Or...something like that."
Hsi brought his hand up to the charm, staring at it.  "T...thanks," he finally managed to say, confused about the flushed warmth in his cheeks.  "The...feeling's mutual."
Though it galled his pride to admit it...it was true.  This was the first time in his life he'd spent enough time with someone outside his 'family' to really get to know them, unless it was part of actively trying to kill him.  For the first time in his life, he was learning what it meant to have a friend...and he didn't know what to make of it.  And this stupid, simplistic, impulsive gift with barely any value...why was he cradling it more gently and carefully then he had the most fragile of gems in his treasure hoard?
He glanced away from the charm, trying to gather his thoughts...and caught the fillies and Audrey staring at him pointedly.  He realized this was the perfect time to complete the second part of his promise for his tail, as long as he could get the words out.  "Say, Jade..."
"Yeah?" Jade asked curiously.
"I...heard there was a Spring Dance coming up..." he began awkwardly.  "I...I know it's for your school, so I'm not invited anyway, but...I mean..."  He bit his lip as he stumbled over his words.  Curse this pre-teen tongue!  I am a centuries old demon sorcerer!  I have worked spells that have made the world shake and bend to my whim, that have overturned countries, that have threatened Gods!  Why is it so Brothers-damned difficult to ask out a chit of a human girl?
Jade giggled softly before taking pity on his awkward state.  "Seymour...are you trying to ask me to the dance?"
"Y...yeah," Hsi stammered out, much to his frustration.  "Not doing a very good job of it, am I?"
"Not so bad for a first attempt," Jade replied playfully.  "Especially since I'm saying yes."
Hsi Wu couldn't stop the smile coming to his face, or the warmth in his chest...no matter how frustrating it was to figure out why.
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Bai Tza stared curiously at Valmont and Xanatos as they sat across from each other at the table, simply staring and smiling.  The initial meeting and discussion between the pair had been interesting to say the least, confusing to say the most.  Xanatos had asked Valmont a few business questions, Valmont had given in depth non-answers, and the most specific discussion that never actually said anything that Bai Tza had ever heard occurred.  The discussion eventually ended, and both seemed satisfied with the result.  She had made a mental note to ask Tso Lan later if he could explain what had happened to her.
As for now, Xanatos was ready to head back to New York and inform 'Big O' - whoever that was - that there was nothing here to be concerned about, but first he wanted to face Valmont once more in their own special brand of chess.  This apparently involved setting up the chess board, sitting to either side...and then staring at each other for anywhere from half an hour to two hours with a smile until one or the other reached out and tipped their king over and declared a good game.  They seemed to enjoy it, but she wasn't entirely certain what they were doing.
As such, she was rather pleased for the distraction when she felt the air around her shift, an old signal Hsi Wu had developed for when he wanted to talk privately with her without getting the attention of their other siblings.  She was surprised that Valmont didn't even take his eyes off Xanatos as she got up to leave, but he did wave happily in her direction without looking away from his 'game', so she wasn't too put out.  Instead, she made her way to the nearest balcony where she knew she'd find her Brother of Sky waiting for her.
When she saw the form he'd taken, however, she nearly lost her composure.  "...you're adorable!" she finally squeaked out.
"Can you please not make this any more awkward for me than it already is?" Hsi Wu demanded as he braced his human form on the balcony railing, preferring to perch like a demon even if he was human at the moment.
"I hope you didn't fly up here," Bai warned.  "Valmont has a guest, and he brought a Gargoyle as backup."
"European or Oriental?" Hsi asked incisively.
"European."
Hsi shivered.  "Most of the world's forgotten they came into existence as Wild Magic's answer to creatures like us.  I wonder if Valmont's guest remembers?"
"He hasn't said anything, but I'd bet he knows," Bai confirmed.  "Now, why did you call me out here, anyway?  Somehow I doubt it was to talk about Gargoyles..."  She grinned impishly.  "Even if you did base your demon form off them out of a strange respect for the threat they posed."
Hsi Wu glanced down off the edge of the balcony and murmured something under his breath.
"What was that?" Bai asked, leaning in closer.  "I couldn't hear you."
"I need you to teach me how to dance, okay?" Hsi snapped out, his human cheeks flushed.  "...and curse this human form for not hiding my emotional state well!"
Bai burst into a wicked giggle.  "Dance lessons?  Hsi, just what are you playing at?  Between staying human and asking me privately, I'd almost think you had a date..."  Her voice trailed off as her eyes locked on the Yin pendant he was wearing.  "...oh my gosh, you do, don't you?"
"Shut up!" Hsi snapped angrily, his cheeks burning.  "I'm only going through with it because the blasted ponies have my tail trapped and invoked The Promise to bind me to get it back.  I don't want War's Child haunting my dreams or worse!"
Bai Tza shivered violently.  "No one does," she murmured worriedly.  "Why did you agree?"
"It was either that or get fed to their plant for Sarlacc-style digestion."
"...huh?"
Hsi Wu frowned up at Bai in irritation.  "You of all of us should remember those movies.  I went to a lot of effort to hold a wall breach long enough for us to watch the whole thing."
"Oh, sorry," Bai apologized.  "I was too busy drooling over Harrison Ford to pay attention to fake magic."
Hsi Wu groaned and rubbed his head.  "Look, can you just teach me to dance?  The Spring Dance is only in a few days, and I still need to figure out a good plan to make sure Jade has a good time."
"Maybe I could help with that?" Bai suggested.  "I'm sure Valmont would love to set some things up to create a huge gaffe for Section 13 and the Chans while giving Jade a good laugh-"
"No!" Hsi Wu snapped out.  "Definitely not!  The whole reason those girls wanted me to do this was to give Jade some normal!  How is that anywhere even close to normal?"
"...for her?" Bai offered helpfully.
"I'm trying to give her a fun night away from that!" Hsi growled, throwing his hands into the air angrily.
Bai stared at Hsi Wu for several moments.  "...you actually care about her, don't you?"
Hsi Wu said nothing, turning away and mentally cursing his flaming cheeks.
Bai let out a happy squeal.  "Oh my gosh!  My little brother has his first crush!"
"Little brother?" Hsi snapped out angrily.  "I'm a century older than you!"
"Not like this you aren't," Bai teased, ruffling his hair.
Hsi made a very rude sound in the back of his throat.  "A pox on all females," he growled irritably.
"Already exists," Bai responded curtly.  "It's called PMS these days."
"And here I thought that was a pox on men for having to deal with that?" Hsi offered teasingly.
"Turn human for a month and try it, then see what you have to say."
Hsi Wu visibly recoiled.  "Lord Maou forbid!"
"Do you want those dance lessons or not?" Bai demanded curtly.
"...yes please," Hsi Wu offered apologetically.
Bai nodded, pulling her brother onto the balcony.  "You're lucky this balcony's big enough.  Otherwise, I'd have to bring you inside for lessons, and then Xiao and Tso would hear about this.  Now, follow my lead..."

	
		Wings Descending



When Viper learned that Jade had a date for the school dance, she immediately threw herself into helping her get ready, springing for a full dance outfit out of her own pocket.  She had been confused when Jade had insisted on green, but had to admit that the young girl pulled the color off well.  She'd been even more confused that Jade's date was apparently meeting Jade at the dance rather than at the shop to pick her up.  Jade's explanation that he was skipping being grilled by the 'parents' as he'd already been grilled by the 'siblings', however, gave Viper a good laugh of understanding and led her to accepting the suggestion.
As such, Jade now stood nervously in the school gym where the dance was being held, waiting for Seymour to show up.  She wore a green, Chinese-style dress that hung snugly over her body, leaving her legs free for dancing.  There was a black and white Yin-Yang inscribed over her chest, matching the pendant she still wore.  Her only makeup was a green lip gloss that almost seemed to glow faintly in certain lights.  She hadn't bothered to do anything with her hair, deciding to keep it to her usual style.
She was unsurprised that Drew of all people came up to her.  Disappointed, but unsurprised.  "So where's your date, Jade?" he asked teasingly.  He made a show of looking around.  "Or is the 'ninja' invisible?"  He - and a few kids nearby - laughed.
"Buzz off, Drew," Jade growled irritably, not willing to engage with him here.
"What'sa matter, Jade?" Drew taunted.  "Can't admit-"  His voice cut off as something pressed against his throat, something that felt sharp and glittered in the darkness.
"Is this one causing you trouble, Ojou-sama?" a cruel voice asked softly.
Jade smirked as Drew managed to wiggle out of the grip and run for it, plainly heading for a teacher.  Seymour, meanwhile, pulled off his ninja mask and dropped the 'blade' into a nearby punch bowl, where it fell apart into oddly shaped ice cubes.  "Nice one, Seymour!" Jade praised with a grin.
"And no evidence left, like a true ninja," 'Seymour' agreed playfully.  He tucked the mask into his belt, the rest of his ninja outfit still enough for a school dance.  He then offered his hand.  "Shall we dance, my lady?" he asked warmly.
With a wide smile, Jade accepted the offered hand.

Hsi Wu could tell that Jade enjoyed the dance immensely.  When the first song with the right beat for it began to play, he'd led her into the waltz that Bai Tza had told him was most appropriate for ballroom dancing at 'their' age group.  When the songs turned less traditional, the dancing became more along the lines of 'club dancing', though without the more adult moves that older teenagers would utilize as part of modern 'courtship'.  Hsi Wu was able to keep up, but Jade was far more natural on the floor.  If not for the switch to a slow song, she'd have easily danced him under the table...but she was happy to put her arms around him to sway back and forth to the slow dance.
After that, Hsi had noticed that Jade's interest in dancing - and the dance in general - had started to wane, so he took action to help her enjoy it further.  A few harmless pranks that got a few people excited filled Jade with giggles, and slight escalation turned it to wicked laughter.  After making certain her shoes lacked heels - and thus could comfortably be run in - he'd capped off the evening by making a tiered cake - part of the refreshments - explode all over Drew and the teachers he was trying to convince that he'd been attacked with a knife that apparently no longer existed.  Hsi and Jade had run out of the gym and off school grounds laughing gaily together.
As they approached the shop, Hsi knew the night was at an end.  Though he heard flute music coming from an upper window as they approached, he pushed past it to end the night on a high note...until Jade stopped him at the door.  "Wait here," she whispered softly.  "I have something for you."  With that, she ducked into the shop, carefully evading the attention of the adults present.
Hsi waited calmly, wondering what Jade could have planned.  He idly considered several possibilities...all of them flying right out the window as Jade came back out clutching his wriggling tail.  "Here you go, Hsi," she spoke softly.  "No spells on it, as promised."
Hsi stared, completely dumbfounded as he took his tail.  It wriggled around a bit before reabsorbing into his body, attaching itself in the right place on his true form when he eventually resumed it.  "You...knew?" he asked, stunned.
"I guessed," Jade responded.  "While my cousins certainly would have gone with the 'intimidate the new friend' route - heck, they pulled it on me when we first met - the only way they'd bring in Audrey is if they thought Dark Magic was involved.  The way you carefully avoided touching them or Audrey every time you were over - and always waited patiently to be invited in - told me you were probably a demon.  After that, I confronted the girls about it, and they told me the whole story."
Hsi blinked slowly, trying to parse through what she was saying.  "You're...not mad?"
"With them?  Nah!"  Jade waved her hand dismissively.  "They were just trying to do something nice for me.  And why would I be mad with you?  Sure, you didn't use your real name or face...but the friendship, and the things it was based on?  That was all genuine."
Hsi smiled softly.  "Indeed it was," he agreed softly.  "Though...I guess that might make things awkward here?"
"Only if I decide to make up a story involving Shakespearean references and whatever might have happened to tell Uncle Jackie," Jade countered teasingly.  "This was just an outing between friends."
Hsi chuckled quietly.  "If we'd met seven years from now, the story might not have been made up," he offered gently.  "I like you, Jade.  It's been a long time since I met anyone like you, and I look forward to further interactions...especially after our conflict is resolved."
"Conflict?" Jade asked in surprise.
"You made me give up a piece of my tail, and you're aligned against the Demon Brotherhood," Hsi Wu explained.  "I'm honor bound to do all in my power to lay waste to your works, drag you to your lowest, and either destroy you or compel you to bind yourself in magical servitude to me, you and all you care for and who cares for you."  He smiled disarmingly.  "But since we're friends, I'll wait till sunrise before I start...and I'll be sure to treat you well when I succeed."
Jade burst into laughter at just how absurd his statement sounded.  "And what if I win?" she asked teasingly.  "Does that mean you'll bind yourself in magical servitude to me and those I care for?"
Hsi Wu scratched his chin thoughtfully.  "...yes, I will," he promised.  "Either way, we'll have a long time to enjoy a fulfilling friendship.  You'll either be my servant, or I'll be your familiar."
"Good."  With that said, Jade stepped up to Hsi Wu, lifted herself up on her toes as she cupped his cheeks in her hands, and planted a gentle kiss on his forehead.  He found his cheeks flushing as the spot tingled oddly, an effect he cursed as his human form starting to assault him with hormones.  "I suppose whatever I say next will be the last thing I say to you before you start hunting me."
Hsi Wu nodded slowly.  "I hate long, mushy goodbyes, though...so how about keeping it to 20 words or less?"  They both giggled, enjoying the reference to the show the group had enjoyed watching the most.
"Well here's the thing, Hsi Wu," Jade spoke up, her voice getting softer as she leaned towards him, until her lips were right by his ear.  He shivered as he felt her breath on his skin.  "I never promised to wait until morning."  His eyes widened in shock as she spoke again, the flute music suddenly shifting to match the cadence of her words.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao."
As the flute continued the rhythm of the words, Hsi felt the spot on his forehead suddenly flare with the burning of good chi.  He clutched at the door frame as his human form was stripped away, sucked back towards his portal as the spell - now completed - dragged at him.  His eyes fell on Jade's traitorous lips, the green glowing faintly.  "Your lip gloss...you put the banishment spell in your lip gloss!" he cried out in shock.
Smirking, Jade waved silently to Hsi Wu, as she'd already used up all 20 words.
Hsi Wu began to laugh as his grip on the door, his toe claws digging slightly into the pavement.  Deciding to graciously admit defeat, he released the door frame and brought his hands together to slowly applaud as the spell pulled him away and back towards his portal.  He was beaten, and most cleverly.  He looked forward to seeing what manner of spell Jade and her friends would come up with to pluck him from the Nether Realm and bind him in servitude as her familiar.
One thing is certain, he thought silently as the portal closed around him.  It's going to be fun!

	
		Wings Hooded



"...you want Uncle to help you do what?"
Jade, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo smiled winsomely up at Uncle as they stood around the new magic circle drawn on the floor of what Uncle had come to think of as the girls' Chi Lab.  The center of the circle was the traditional demonic binding sigils, with the trigram representing sky - three solid lines - in the center of the seals.  An extra circle was drawn around that, much wider than normal, divided into six segments with...odd symbols inside.  Viewed from the door into the room, the 12 o'clock point had a large purple star.  Clockwise from there was a violet diamond, a magenta lightning bolt, a pale blue balloon, an orange apple, and a pink butterfly.
"We want your help summoning Hsi Wu from the demon netherrealm," Jade explained simply.
Uncle stared at them, nonplussed.  "Uncle stayed out of Sky Demon situation because girls said they had it under control.  Focused on preparing for other demons.  Was happy to learn girls handled banishing of Sky Demon without help, showed good promise.  Now girls want help summoning demon in way without banishment?  Why?  So Jade can have magic boyfriend?"  Hsi Wu would likely be nonplussed as well to discover that the only one who'd met 'Seymour' who was actually deceived was Jackie.
"Hsi's not my boyfriend!" Jade snapped out angrily.  "He's just a friend!"
"Pfeh!" Uncle countered dismissively.  "Say that after seven hormonal years of magic boy waiting on you hand and foot!"
Jade struggled to suppress her blush as Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and even Tohru burst into giggles.  "Uncle!"
"Besides, takes more than summoning circle to bind demon as familiar!" Uncle continued.  "If demon doesn't agree, can fight to break free, and Demon Sorcerer very powerful!  What makes you think Sky Demon agree?"
"Because he already said he'd agree to be bound in magical servitude to me if I beat him," Jade explained, "just as he intended to bind us in servitude to him if he won, but treat us well since we were friends.  And I know he'll keep his word."  She crossed her arms and blew up one of her hanging bangs.  "Whatever he says, he's more Lawful than Chaotic with how important he considers keeping his personal code."
"Now don't start that again!" all three fillies exclaimed simultaneously, making Jade giggle.
Uncle chuckled softly at the girls' antics, but then returned his expression to stern.  "And you trust this demon?" he asked coldly.
Jade shrugged.  "He's our friend."
"But-"
"The name and face may have been false, but the friendship was real."
Uncle looked critically at Jade, then turned his face to read the other girls.  Finally, he nodded.  "Alright.  Tohru and I will help you."
"We will?" Tohru asked in surprise, only to wince as Uncle struck his temple.  "Ow!"
"You are Chi Apprentice!" Uncle snapped out.  "Do not question your teacher!"
Chuckling, Sweetie Belle took charge as she moved to sit on the diamond symbol, which glowed as she settled.  "Tohru, sit on the butterfly," she instructed as Apple Bloom moved to the apple and Scootaloo to the lightning bolt, the symbols glowing as they settled.  "Uncle, you sit on the balloon-"
"What?" Uncle demanded incredulously.  "This is Harmony seal, and balloon is Laughter!  Why is Uncle Laughter?  Uncle is not funny!"
"Are you kidding, Uncle?" Jade joked as Tohru sat in the butterfly segment, the glow spreading around him.  "You're hilarious!"
"Laughter ain't just bein' funny," Apple Bloom pointed out.  "It's makin' people smile, and have hope."
"And it never mattered how bad our moods got growing up," Scootaloo added.  "You were always able to cheer us up, and keep us moving forward."
"That is just being parent!" Uncle countered dismissively as he took the indicated seat.  Inside, however, he was touched at the praise...and surprised that the symbol glowed readily for him.
Once everyone else was seated, Jade sat upon the star.  As she did, the entire circle glowed.  "Now that we're all seated, none of us can move until the spell is complete," she explained calmly as the fillies passed slips of paper to Uncle and Tohru.  "We'll need to chant this spell together, starting when I tilt my head back.  When I raise my hands, go silent and let me complete the spell.  To bind him to me, I have to represent Magic, and thus complete the spell."
"With how readily you grasp what you are taught, it fits," Uncle murmured softly as he examined the spell.
Sweetie Belle nodded to Apple Bloom and Scootaloo as she charged her magic into the circle.  Apple Bloom poured a potion into the center of the circle as Scootaloo buzzed her wings, conjuring a tiny tornado over the potion.  The energies mixed, and a storm cloud took shape glowing orange and red, flashing with black lightning.
Jade tilted her head back, and everyone began to chant.  "Chūlái de èmó, shìbì héxié...Chūlái de èmó, shìbì héxié...Chūlái de èmó, shìbì héxié..."(1)
Before everyone's eyes, the storm cloud parted into a window, and Hsi Wu appeared on the other side.  Stretching out his arms, he slowly clawed his way out and into the circle.  Seeing what was happening, he turned to Jade, nodded...and bowed.
Jade lifted her hands, and the others fell silent.  "Tōngguò móshù de huì zuò!"(2)
The entire circle blazed with light, and the window - now a portal - closed behind Hsi Wu as the circle collapsed onto his right arm.  Symbols appeared on the back of Uncle and Tohru's right hands matching the Harmony symbols they sat on, surrounded by a binding seal.  Matching symbols with their Elements appeared on the right forehoofs of each of the fillies.  The full circle with Magic marked in the center appeared on the back of Jade's right hand, pulsing with the mark on Hsi Wu's arm.
Hsi Wu stood up, examining the binding.  "Not the traditional Familiar binding," he observed idly.  "I'm not familiar with this magic style."
"It's not standard, true," Sweetie Belle agreed.  "We didn't really want to bind a friend in de facto magical slavery, even if that was what he agreed to.  But the Harmony magic from where we're from had another option.  It was listed under Reforming Magic."
"Reforming?" Hsi Wu inquired nervously.  "That's...not doing anything to my mind, is it?"
"Nothing like that!" Jade spoke up.  "See, Harmony is based in Elements that make friendship work.  Honestly, Loyalty, Kindness, Generosity, Laughter, and the Magic Spark that brings different people together.  The spell we used binds you to the six of us by those Elements."
Scootaloo showed off the symbol on her hoof.  "Each of us can compel you to represent the Element we're linked to you by.  For example, I can compel you to act on Loyalty.  Apple Bloom can compel you by Honesty, like the circle we had you in when we first met."
"And I am Kindness, so I can compel him to be kind?" Tohru asked in surprise, glancing at the symbol on his hand.
"That's where it gets...kinda vague," Apple Bloom allowed.  "Kindness, Laughter, and Generosity have a lot of grey area between them as far as what's one and not th' others, with a lotta overlap."
"The important part is mine," Jade concluded, showing the mark there.  "Magic.  Which in this case means you can't use your magic in a way that goes against the spirit of my desires, not the letter."
"The spirit, and not the letter?" Hsi Wu asked in surprise.
"Yeah," Jade confirmed.  "If it were the letter, I could be ordering you around like a slave.  By the spirit, it just means you can't use your magic in a way that would harm my cause...which involves keeping your brothers and sisters from conquering the world."
"And otherwise, I have...more or less complete freedom?" Hsi Wu asked in surprise.
"As long as you don't go beyond the range of the binding," Scootaloo corrected.  "Which...basically means you have to be in the same city as Jade at all times."
Hsi Wu turned a grin Jade's way.  "I see absolutely no problem with that," he purred playfully, causing Jade to develop a flustered blush.
"No funny business until Jade is 18!" Uncle insisted firmly, though any hostility beyond parental protectiveness was gone from his voice.  He'd seen that even in the netherrealm that was his prison, Hsi Wu hadn't removed the pendant Jade had given him.
"Uncle, he's not my-"
"I can wait," Hsi Wu interrupted playfully.
"HSI!"
As the others all laughed, Jackie rushed upstairs.  "Uncle, I heard a loud burst of magic and-WAAAUGHH!"  He leapt back, patting his chest as he caught sight of Hsi Wu.  "Uncle, Sky Demon!  Quick, cast the banishment spell!"
"After all the work girls went to summon him?" Uncle asked incredulously.
Jackie blinked in confusion.  "What?"
"So 'Seymour's gonna wait till you're grown up, right Jade?" Viper asked as she stepped up beside Jackie.
"WHAT?" Jackie screamed out.
"He's not my-"
"He already said he would!" Sweetie piped up teasingly.
"Good on him," Viper complimented happily.
"So Jackie's the only one I fooled?" Hsi Wu groaned as Jade put her face in her hands to hide her embarrassment.  "Seriously?"


(1) Come forth demon, bound to Harmony
(2) By Magic's will be done!

	
		Under Wings



"...and that's the situation now," Jackie explained as he slumped over, head in his hands as he'd finished explaining everything that had happened.  "One of the Demon Sorcerers is now Jade's familiar, apparently.  I'm honestly surprised Uncle is okay with this."
"I'm not," Captain Black responded readily as he looked over some papers.  "The role of Good Chi Wizards is to combat rogue Dark Magic in order to maintain the balance.  If Hsi Wu agreed to this of his own will, there's no better ally for Jade as far as working to keep the balance.  Quite a few high level Good Mages have demonic familiars, some with bonds that have been passed down through the generations."
"...okay, I did not see that coming," Jackie admitted.  "But that's not the worst part!  Viper, Tohru, Uncle, the girls...they're all acting like Hsi Wu is Jade's boyfriend now, just because they first met and went on a date when he took a human form her age!  The only one not acting like he's her boyfriend is her...although most media the girls watch suggest that's a matter of 'protest too much', which is even worse!"
"He can take the form of someone her age?" Captain Black clarified.  "That'll make things much simpler."
"What things?" Jackie demanded crossly.
"Enrolling him at her school, for one thing."
"What?" Jackie demanded as he leapt to his feet.  "Why?"
"Standard policy regarding demonic familiars for mage students in Elementary school," Captain Black explained.  "Demonic familiars are registered either as fellow students if they're mostly humanoid or can appear human, and as service animals if they aren't or can't."
"...okay, I'm not sure how I feel about the idea of a seeing eye demon-" Jackie began.
"More therapy animal than sensory assistance," Captain Black clarified.
"But why would that be standard policy?" Jackie concluded.
"Because the primary role of a familiar at that stage of development is to be a protector," Augustus clarified.  "And considering how big a role emotional state has in the way magic develops, that means protecting them physically and emotionally.  Better the familiar is right there at his or her side to support them emotionally if they hit a hurdle, rather than ripping through walls to get into the school because they sensed them getting pushed, bullied, or yelled at by a particularly energetic gym coach."  He straightened some paperwork.  "Cheaper, too, both in terms of building repair and faculty turnover."
Jackie stared at Captain Black for a time.  "It's upsetting just how much sense that makes..."
"Well, I'll get started on that paperwork," Captain Black continued.  "Anything I can say to help you feel comfortable?"
"You can tell me the statistics about young mages growing up to form intimate relationships with their lifelong familiars is exceptionally low," Jackie groaned morosely.
Captain Black hesitated.  "...uh..."
Jackie lifted his head.  "...what?"
"If the familiar bond is formed under the age of seven for either gender, or above the age of fifteen for girls, statistics are exceptionally low for that happening," Captain Black began.  "But..."
"...but?" Jackie coached.
"Bonds formed above seven for boys, or between seven and fifteen for girls, statistically...lead to happy marriages?" Captain Black offered helpfully.
Turning, Jackie proceeded to bang his head against the wall, muttering "Bad day" with every bump against the wall.

"He's what?" Valmont asked carefully of Tso Lan.
"It appears Hsi Wu was banished back to the netherrealm," Tso Lan explained carefully, "and...not even 12 hours later, summoned to a familiar binding contract."
"...familiar binding contracts work through the netherrealm banishment?" Valmont inquired curiously.
"They shouldn't," Tso Lan continued.  "However, this was magic that was not a part of the world at the time the Immortals banished us, and so circumvented the normal seals."
"Then it was the Chans' fillies," Bai Tza spoke up as she entered.  "And he's likely bound to the girl Jade as her familiar.  Nothing to worry about there, he's probably perfectly content with the arrangement."
Valmont and Tso Lan both turned towards Bai Tza.  "Is there something you wanted to share, love?" Valmont asked carefully.
"While you were playing chess with your friend, Hsi Wu swung by to ask me to teach him to dance," Bai explained.  "Apparently, the fillies bound him to an oath to be Jade's friend and take her to the Spring Dance to get his tail back.  Knowing Hsi, he was probably discovered at some point, stated flat out his intention to engage in battle with them ending in one side or the other magically bound to the winner, and promptly got his ass kicked because he was genuinely sweet on the girl and missed what was happening until she'd already put the spell on him."  She tapped her chin thoughtfully.  "If it were me, I'd have used a bright green ensemble and hid the banishment spell in the lip gloss...probably with a romantic flute song playing just before handing the tail over."
Tso Lan stared at Bai for a time, but was caught off guard as Valmont spoke up.  "Did you give Jade lessons?  Because I was aware of his banishment, and that's exactly how it happened."
"Oh, she's good!" Bai purred wickedly.  "Brother's going to have his hands full with that one."
"But this is no real problem for me," Valmont concluded.  "I've kept my end of the bargain with Hsi, by his own words."
"And our brother is now bound to those who seek to prevent our freedom," Tso Lan pointed out darkly.
"Actually, they just want to prevent your conquest," Valmont corrected.  "They seemed quite happy with Bai and I being together, and would likely direct Hsi to assist in breaking the spell binding Shendu to me once I've filled my end of the bargain for everyone involved."
"Wait, what?" Shendu demanded in shock.  "But your end of the bargain-"
"Was specifically to achieve and maintain your freedom," Valmont interrupted.  "Helping you conquer the world was never part of that agreement.  Any negotiations regarding that were specifically relegated to after your brotherhood was completely freed.  'One thing at a time,' I believe I said?"
Tso Lan frowned, looking rather perturbed.  Bai, however, seemed quite happy with this outcome.  "And if Hsi divulges the plans?" he demanded.
"He'd only divulge them to Jade and the fillies," Bai pointed out.  "If she's anything like what I think, they'd want to try and get the jump on the old chi wizard as far as stopping us, both for the thrills and because they ship."
"That's hardly reassuring," Tso Lan groaned.
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"So..." Jackie began quietly as he paced back and forth in Section 13.  "Jade's first day at school with Hsi Wu."
"You really shouldn't worry so much, Jackie," Captain Black spoke up.  "A familiar is supposed to take care of their mage.  It's part of the binding.  Hsi will keep her out of trouble."
"Except his magic is bound to the spirit of her will," Jackie pointed out.  "And she likes getting up to mischievous adventures that inevitably get her in trouble."
Captain Black paused in his paperwork.  "...oh.  Definitely glad they're at school, then.  Especially today."
"Why especially today?" Jackie asked curiously.
"Despite appearances, Jackie, the world doesn't revolve around the crazy adventures your family gets up to," Augustus pointed out dryly.  "Today I had to send one of our best agents out to deal with a techno-mancer who was a long time thorn in our sides even before magic was the norm."  As he spoke of that, he looked rather put out.
"Why does that upset you?" Jackie asked curiously.
"Because he impressed me more before he had a Level 5 Luck bloodline," Augustus grumbled.  "Meaning random coincidence will always act to his benefit if there's anything serious going on."
"Useful," Jackie murmured thoughtfully.

Jade groaned as she buried her face in her hands at the lunch table, the girls and 'Seymour' joining her shortly thereafter.  "This has been the most frustrating day of school ever," she groaned out, rubbing at her hand where the familiar binding mark - the complete Harmony sigil surrounding the Magic symbol - spiraled down the back of her hand to wrap around her wrist like a fingerless glove.  "I must have said Hsi wasn't my boyfriend...how many times now?"
"That makes 37," Hsi spoke up helpfully.  "Nearly double that if we count the mental mutterings that were practically a mantra."
"You were counting- wait, you can hear my thoughts- you were keeping a count of that?" Jade demanded, plainly unable to determine which question was of greater importance there.
Hsi smiled softly.  "If you're specifically thinking loudly about me, the thoughts transfer through the bond like the summoning.  Same method lets you call me to you, or mentally direct me."
"Figured it was something to do with the magic," Jade murmured irritably, making a mental note to watch her thoughts...or not.  She grinned wickedly at Hsi.
He shuddered a bit at that.  "And Sweetie made me keep count so she wouldn't have to."
"Snitch!" Sweetie complained, making Apple Bloom and Scootaloo giggle.
"Hey, I don't recognize that pact marking," a voice suddenly called.
Jade lifted her head, then blinked in surprise.  Six kids her age were standing there, all of their faces showing a familial stamp like siblings, though some were taller and some shorter.  What immediately caught her attention was that the youngest, white-haired boy...had visible cat ears and tail.  "Uh..." she began nervously.
"What family crest is that?" the cat boy asked curiously, his voice soft and not showing much emotion.
"...crest?" Jade asked in confusion.
"It's not a family crest," Apple Bloom corrected.  "It's a mark o' Harmony magic."
"Never heard of that," the tallest boy, who stood about a head taller than the others with long black hair that went straight down to his waist, murmured with a purring chuckle.  "What mythology is that?"
"I think we're approaching this the wrong way," a red-haired girl spoke up insistently, making the others calm down.  Smiling, she held her hand out to Jade and the others.  "Rianna Hyoudou.  My siblings and I just transferred in."
"Jade Chan," Jade greeted, accepting the handshake.  "My cousins, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  And this is Seymour, my, uh..."
"Your familiar, right?" the blonde girl deduced happily.  "Oh, I'm Asuna."
"Aku," the tall boy greeted warmly.  "And don't make the joke."  He grinned wickedly, lifting one finger playfully to his lips as his eyes narrowed.  "I live up to the hype, in more ways than one."
"You're so lucky your familiar's a cute boy!" a second blonde girl, this one dressed far more elegantly than the others, complained.  "I still haven't got mine, but my Mom forbids one that takes a human form..."
"Oh hush, Rakel," the last boy - this one with light brown hair and crimson eyes - snapped out.  "At least you get to choose your own familiar.  Mom made me take the Undine Dad passed on when she showed up for me, too."  He shuddered grumpily.  "That is no 'water maiden'..."
Rianna groaned, rubbing her forehead.  "Chissei, your Mom's an angel!  How in all the Hells did you end up the one who took after Dad?"
"You all seem rather close in age," Hsi Wu murmured softly.  "Not to mention you each have referred to 'your Mom' and 'Dad'.  Is there...?"
"We're six of a set of half-octuplets," the cat boy offered softly as he sipped at a juice box.  "Oh, I'm Shiro."
"...half-octuplets?" Apple Bloom asked, tilting her head in confusion.  "...how?"
"It was a big day for Dad on his birthday," Shiro explained softly.  "Our Moms thought he deserved a special treat."
"That...sounds like a very awkward family dynamic," Sweetie Belle offered nervously.
"Only on special occasions," Rianna insisted delicately.
"Or when my Mom and your Mom-" Aku began playfully, laughing as Rianna punched him on the arm.
"How did your Dad pull all that?" Scootaloo asked curiously.  "I mean, he sounds pretty important if he's got...eight wives?"
"More than that," Asuna murmured softly.
"Yes...Dad's super important," Shiro murmured flatly as everyone's expressions - save Chissei's - turned flat.  "He's one of the most important devils in the Underworld, and considered a close personal friend to the Satans, and has staved off several wars.  Not to mention he's one of the most powerful, and most popular."
"You...don't sound enthused," Jade murmured as the fillies began slurping their own juice boxes.  "Does he...not have enough time for you?"
"Oh no, he always makes time for us," Asuna insisted.  "He even chooses seeing to our needs before spending time with our Moms.  He's an excellent father."  Her face fell.  "It's just..."
"It's hard to be enthusiastic about your father's reputation when he's known throughout the underworld as the 'Oppai Dragon'," Rianna groaned softly.
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo's eyes widened as they spat their juice, knowing enough Japanese from their childhood research project to translate the title.  Hsi Wu's eyes also widened, recognizing which being that title referred to, and promptly dove under the table to hide.  School just became much more dangerous.

			Author's Notes: 
Two bonus point opportunities in this chapter.
The easier one, identify the new series being tapped.
The possibly harder one, identify each of the Hyoudou siblings mothers.
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Jackie and Viper carefully made their way up the hill towards the ancient pagoda that was their destination.  Uncle's research had suggested that a particular artifact there - the Armor of the Immortals - would be quite useful in dealing with the physically stronger demons they would have to face.  Hsi Wu had confirmed that the artifact had powerful magic embedded into the metal, but would say no more about it than that since he wouldn't be able to visit the pagoda in question.  Jade had been flat out forbidden from accompanying Jackie and Viper on this trip, and since Hsi Wu couldn't carry the armor - long term contact would result in the good magic embedded within striking out at him - he couldn't be sent to retrieve it himself.  As such, he remained bound to the city.
As it was more an archaeological expedition than anything else, both Jackie and Viper were dressed for the journey.  Jackie was dressed in a long sleeve shirt, a short-sleeve jacket with plenty of pockets, heavy duty cargo pants, and thick hiking boots.  While Viper had copied him as far as the jacket and boots, she'd chosen a tight-fitting khaki blouse and shorts that left her arms and legs bare, for better flexibility she claimed.  Jackie was not about to complain, though.
As they walked up, Viper glanced back over her shoulder.  "Say Jackie, why did you insist I climb ahead of you?" she asked curiously.
"You have exceptional thief skills," Jackie began, "but that applies to cities mostly.  Natural terrain out here requires a completely different skill set, which I excel at as an archaeologist."  He smiled disarmingly.  "If you slip and start to fall, better I'm behind you to catch you before you fall too far or get hurt."
Viper raised an eyebrow.  "And the fact you get to stare at my...fanny pack the entire way there has nothing to do with it?" she asked teasingly.
Jackie felt himself starting to get flustered.  On the one hand, he still wasn't used to how blatantly flirtatious Viper could get with him at the drop of a hat.  On the other, he had started to accept that it was okay for him to be thinking such thoughts about her...especially when, as his 'Dark' self had posited, she had been flattered and pleased that 'naughty' thoughts about her had helped him maintain his humanity when he'd contracted the chupacabra curse.  In point of fact, her response had been 'I'll have to give you more to think about in the future then, won't I?  Just in case.'
With all this in mind, he decided it was time to turn things around on her, just to see how she reacted.  "It's certainly not a hardship," he offered playfully.
Viper grinned widely.  "About time you started flirting back," she offered wickedly.  "I was beginning to think I'd have to climb into bed with you to get my point across."
"WAAAUGH!" Jackie gasped, leaping back to pat his heart as his brain all too eagerly conjured up such a mental image.  "Viper!  Think about what that sort of behavior is teaching Jade!"
"Hsi's got centuries of experience to teach her such things once she's old enough," Viper countered calmly.  "If anything, it's evening the playing field."
Jackie groaned, burying his face in his hands.  "Don't bring that-"
"Hang on a second," Viper interrupted as she pulled out her buzzing phone.  Glancing at the caller ID, she happily answered.  "Hey Jade, what's up?  ...whatever you say, girl.  Look, we're almost at the pagoda.  Talk when we get home, bye."  She hung up.
"...she called up just to say 'he's not my boyfriend'?" Jackie asked in surprise.  "How did she even know?"
"We women have our ways," Viper replied mysteriously as she continued to climb, now deliberately lengthening her stride to show off the tone of her legs and...fanny pack.
Rolling his eyes, Jackie followed happily as he decided to simply enjoy the view.
Before long, they entered the crumbling Pagoda.  Directly across from the ancient doors they slowly pushed open was a blue armor suit reminiscent in design of samurai armor, somewhat.  It was a bright blue, with various symbols and designs etched into the metal in gold.  Jackie's eyes went wide as he recognized the symbols.  "That's the design the girls put on me to fight Shendu!" he gasped in shock.  "But...there's more of them."
"Then it probably serves a similar purpose," Viper murmured as she slipped a small sphere out of her pocket and tossed it forward, letting it bounce until it reached the exact center of the room.  It then popped open before spraying a faint green mist around the room until it coated the entire thing.
Jackie took a sniff, then covered his eyes as they began to water.  "Onion powder?" he demanded in shock.
"A contact listed it as Shadow Kahn repellent," Viper explained, "so I mixed it in with my usual anti-Dark Magic mist ball, just in case Valmont had access to them and had been waiting for an opportune time to drop them on us...like in a confined space with structural integrity issues when we're improperly equipped for and not expecting such a conflict."
Jackie frowned as he walked over to collect the armor.  "Good point.  Let's get this out of here."

Jackie and Viper were able to get the Armor back to San Francisco without incident, setting it up in the shop until morning since everyone was asleep.  Jade, the CMC, and Hsi Wu were the first to wake up, coming downstairs and staring at the armor.  "So they actually managed to find it," Hsi murmured thoughtfully.  "It should prove useful for dealing with any of my siblings who refuse to live peacefully in the new world..."  He sighed sadly.  "Which, unfortunately, is all but my little sister.  As far as Bai is concerned, she has her kingdom with Valmont...but the others still want their kingdoms.  This is not going to be an easy conflict."
"So what magic does it have?" Jade asked curiously, not wanting to focus on the maudlin thoughts.  "I see the runes we put on Jackie for the Chi Armor spell..."
"It enhances the physical capabilities of the wearer to put them on an equal footing with the stronger Demons in terms of strength, speed, evasion, and durability," Hsi explained.  "Once activated, that is."
"And how is it activated?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
"By wearing it in the presence of the Demon Sorcerers," Hsi continued.  "Course, it has to judge you worthy first."
"And how does it do that?" Sweetie pressed.
"It was forged by Zhao Guo Lao, the Immortal that sealed my sister Po Kong," Hsi Wu replied.  "He had a demon familiar who was a Demon of Battle, and when he saw the threat our Brotherhood presented to the world as it was, she volunteered to be bound into the armor to forever serve as shield and sword to those worthy of her Master's legacy."  He smirked softly.  "If she judges the wearer worthy, the armor contracts into a skin-tight suit that grants the abilities I mentioned.  If she judges them unworthy, the armor eats them."  He noticed the girls staring at him.  "What?  Is it that surprising that there are demons that eat human flesh?  You've all studied mythology.  There are gods that consumed human flesh."
"But...how could one be the familiar of one o' the Immortals?" Apple Bloom asked nervously.
"Before meeting him, she'd made her way as a Sin Eater," Hsi explained.  "She'd excise diseased or cursed flesh from humans and devour it, giving some of the magic that provided her back to heal the damage.  She would also eat criminals who'd been recently put to death, to purge the dark intent from the settlement.  She became Zhao's familiar when they met and she challenged him to a battle.  Winner decides the loser's fate.  He won."
"So like what happened with us?" Jade asked, surprised.
"The arrangement we have is hardly new," Hsi confirmed.  "Now what's for breakfast?"
"Not me!" Jade insisted quickly, causing several giggles.
"Not fer at least another seven years!" Apple Bloom joked, spawning more laughter.
"He's not my boyfriend!" Jade insisted angrily.
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		Ancient Run



It wasn't long before the girls and Hsi Wu had breakfast ready.  At nudging from Sweetie Belle, Hsi actually cooked up breakfast for the entire family, the scent of which soon had others waking from their beds to come down for waffles, bacon, eggs, and hash browns.  Jackie, Viper, and Tohru each took seats to enjoy the meal without any words.  Uncle, however, took one look at the scene and then turned to Hsi.  "So, what magic does the armor have?" he asked bluntly.
"What makes you think I know?" Hsi asked evasively.
"Because if you did not and the five of you were awake without adult supervision, Jade would be playing with it!" Uncle insisted firmly.
"Hey!" Jade complained as the rest of the table chuckled.  "I'm not that bad!  ...anymore," she concluded honestly.
"It's got one of the Immortal's demon familiars inside," Scootaloo explained.  "If you're wearing it when it activates and you're worthy, you turn into Superman.  If you aren't, it eats you."
"Not quite at that level, but otherwise accurate," Hsi allowed.  "But it doesn't give any energy based abilities...so I guess it's closer to say it turns you into Hercules...except it lets you float.  Is there any comic book character like that?  I've only got Jade's comics to work from, and I haven't been able to get into some of them."
"Super strength, enhanced speed, enhanced endurance, flight?" Jade clarified.  "Sounds like Super Moose."
"...of course it does..." Hsi murmured grimly.
"And...how do we know who is worthy?" Viper asked nervously.  "Because I'm really not liking the idea of playing Russian Roulette with a demonic anti-demon armor."
"The exact qualifiers have never been fully defined, but I know for a fact Jackie will be deemed worthy," Hsi Wu offered in a reassuring tone of voice.
"Me?" Jackie asked in surprise.
"The armor was made to let ordinary humans who wanted to protect humanity fight on even terms with my siblings and I," Hsi Wu explained.  "You went into battle with Shendu at his full power armed only with an untested brand new magical sword and some runic armor fully dependent on everyone with you being able to keep chanting.  If this had been during our first incursion, you'd have probably been named an Immortal instead of Lü Dongbin."  He let that sink into everyone's heads, then smirked.  "Besides that, you're just Sharaka's type."
"Sharaka?" Viper asked dangerously.
"The Battle Demon who was infused into the armor," Hsi explained.  "She always loved the awkward, goofy, kick-ass types.  I'd definitely recommend waiting until we're in Pamplona, Spain before you try it on."
"Why would I wait-we're going to Spain?" Jackie asked, switching questions mid-sentence in confusion.
Hsi chuckled softly.  "In order regarding your questions...you shouldn't try it on until we get there because it takes a lot of Sharaka's energy to activate the armor, and she either has to recharge for a year or eat someone unworthy to fully replenish for another activation.  Also, if there isn't any active danger, she's likely to try and 'get familiar' with you."
"She WHA?" Jackie gasped out in shock as Viper glowered possessively and nearly everyone else burst into laughter.
"And Valmont will be heading for Dai Gui's portal next," Hsi Wu continued, "and it's in Pamplona, Spain.  Very close to where they hold the Running of the Bulls.  We'll be able to see it - and likely participate in some way - while we're there."
"Is that a coincidence?" Tohru asked curiously.
"The timing?" Hsi clarified.  "Unlikely.  Location?  Absolutely not.  Dai Gui has the shape of a lion-maned minotaur, and his combat tactics are similar.  The Running of the Bulls was founded to train the local people to evade his charges and thus be prepared to combat his return."
Jackie shook his head, trying to dispel unwelcome thoughts.  "So how much time do we have to pack-"  At that moment, his phone began to ring.  "Just a second."  He quickly picked up, putting the call on speakerphone.  "Hello?"
"Jackie," Captain Black greeted from the other end of the line.  "Get packing.  We've managed to track Valmont's latest movements-"
"Is he going to Spain for the Running of the Bulls?" Jackie interrupted.
"...how'd you know?" Augustus demanded in confusion.
"Hsi Wu is a goldmine of information if you can pry it out of him," Jackie grumbled irritably.
"Why not just get Apple Bloom to ask him, then?" Augustus pointed out.  "Isn't he anchored to her through Honesty?"
"Except the girls like doing things themselves for 'adventure'," Jackie pointed out.  "And with him along, they can almost get away with it."
Augustus chuckled softly.  "One thing's certain.  Parenting didn't get any easier in a world of magic.  Kids just got more options for misbehavior and trouble."  The Captain then cleared his throat.  "I'll get tickets for your whole group for this afternoon.  That ought to give you all time to pack and make sure you can keep track of the kids."
"Viper and I are still packed from retrieving the Armor of the Immortals," Jackie pointed out.  "...which turns out to have a female demon spirit inside which may or may not try to molest me while I'm wearing it..."
Augustus was silent for a very long time.  "...you have the strangest problems in life," he finally murmured ruefully.  "Oh, one thing I should warn you about.  You're likely to encounter minotaurs while in Pamplona.  Huge groups gather every year for the Running of the Bulls.  Whatever you do, don't try to take any into a china shop, and avoid talking about things being red."
"Mess and charging?" Jackie asked worriedly.
"More like angry goring," Captain Black responded.  "Minotaurs are a very proud race, and they've come to take the 'bull stereotype jokes' that have been wrongfully applied to them as a deadly insult.  Anyone over the age of 13 making those jokes in their presence better be able to outrun the bulls in the festival."
"Thank you, Captain," Jackie offered as he hung up.  He then groaned, putting his face in his hands as he began to mutter under his breath so only he could hear.  "Pervy armor, easily offended minotaurs, jealous Viper, teasing girls getting out of hand...I'm beginning to think the demon will be the easy part of this trip..."

	
		Aggravating Bureaucracy



Valmont calmly walked along the streets of Pamplona with Bai Tza on his arm, Hak Fu and Ratso behind him.  Ratso openly carried the Pan'ku Box, while Hak Fu maintained his attitude of 'angry bodyguard'.  Valmont had been expecting differences in Pamplona when he arranged this visit, but his expectations proved a far cry from the reality.  Every shop along the road had a vaulted entrance at least 12 feet high, and not all the shops or stalls were run by humans.  He should have expected the 10-foot tall minotaur males walking around with 2 foot horns, bull-like faces, massively muscular torsos, and bovine legs supporting it.  He should have anticipated that they would go shirtless given their builds, and be completely comfortable with it.
What had really caught him off guard were the minotaur females, who were much more human in appearance to the point the only obvious sign they weren't human were the large cow horns and whipping cow tail.  Otherwise, they could just be shrugged off as tall humans - adults being 8 feet tall with 2 foot horns, the youngest upright being 3 feet tall with foot long horns - plying their trade.  Tall human females who were built like amazonian fertility goddesses who, like their male counterparts, went topless.
"You know, a mortal woman might take offense at you staring at other women while walking with her," Bai pointed out dryly as Ratso and Hak Fu each paused to take a drink.  "I just wonder how many I need to invite to join us in bed before they cease to fascinate you."  She idly redirected Ratso and Hak's spit takes so they wouldn't soak them.
"I've seen more than my share of topless females in my career," Valmont pointed out dryly.  "Even some as large - in all ways - as these.  And I've been in countries where going topless is the norm.  None of this fascinates or intrigues me."
"Then why are you staring?" Bai inquired curiously.
"I'm just surprised at the level of sexual dimorphism in the species," Valmont explained as they walked past a rather elderly male minotaur.  "The women look mostly human."
"That's because the first of our species was male," the minotaur spoke up with a smile.  "The child of Poseidon in bull form and a human woman.  When he bred, the males all inherited the true minotaur form shaped by Poseidon.  The females, however, took more after their mother, leading to having the more human form our race was naturally suited to be attracted to, given we had no females of our own race to start and thus were drawn to human females."  Noticing Valmont's raised eyebrow, the old minotaur chuckled.  "I've heard that question asked so many times it's ceased to surprise me.  Enjoy the festival."  With that, the older minotaur turned and made his way to join a large family group that greeted him warmly.
Valmont watched the group move away.  "Surprisingly gentle for his size," he murmured thoughtfully.  "Much like Tohru."
"It's traits minotaurs hold in high regard, and thus train themselves to have," Bai explained softly.  "Size, strength, gentleness, with a warrior's pride and honor.  The few humans - male or female - who show all these traits are considered honorary minotaurs, and frequently pursued by any single minotaur of the opposite gender in hopes of broadening and strengthening available bloodlines."
Ratso suddenly burst into laughter.  "I don't know whether to envy or pity Tohru if he shows up!"
Valmont couldn't help but grin at that mental image.  It was at that point they rounded the corner of the road and ran into Jackie, Viper, the four girls, and 'Seymour'.  "Well, if it isn't the Chans," he greeted warmly.  "You're earlier than I expected."
"Gave them some straight answers, brother?" Bai mused pleasantly.
"We know what you're doing here," Jackie began angrily, plainly struggling to stay focused.
"No armor, Chan?" Valmont asked in surprise.  "You went to such efforts to retrieve it, after all..."
Jackie flushed in embarrassment.  "I have...reasons for not putting it on before necessary-"
"Oh yes, you're definitely Sharaka's type," Bai confirmed.
"You knew her?" Jade gasped in surprise.
"We met back when I first achieved Demonic Ascension," Bai explained.  "She gave me pointers on being a demon, and in exchange I gave her pointers on men."
"That's just what I need," Viper growled irritably under her breath.  "Pervy armor with pointers from the Queen of the Sirens on top of all the topless girls that make me feel like I haven't hit puberty yet..."
Jackie shook his head to regain control of his thoughts and - hopefully - the conversation.  "Like I said, we know what you're up to-"
"You saw the fliers, then?" Valmont asked pleasantly.  "Did you buy a ticket?"
Jackie stared, dumbfounded.  "Fliers?" he asked in confusion.  "Ticket?"
'Seymour', meanwhile, was desperately struggling to hold back laughter.
Smiling, Valmont held out a copy of the flier.  It detailed how he had gotten approval from the Spanish Government to host 'The Running of the Bull Demon' as an addition to the annual 'Running of the Bulls' Festival, along with ticket prices...both to observe from a safe distance, and to attempt facing the Bull Demon himself, both to escape and to fight.  The ticket to fight Dai Gui was quite expensive, along with requiring the signing of a waiver.
"You gotta be kidding me..." Jackie groaned as he read the flier.  "This can't be legal."
"Oh, it is," Valmont confirmed.  "And air tight.  Legally, you can't interfere with me freeing Dai Gui for the festival.  But if you buy the ticket and sign the waiver, you are free to try and battle and reseal him...the latter especially if he chooses to be uncooperative, which I honestly expect."
"Was that stabbing my brother in the back I just heard?" Bai Tza inquired impishly.
"Just hedging my bets, Bai," Valmont countered pleasantly.  "He is one of your siblings who doesn't like me because I'm human, after all."
"Look on the bright side," Jade suggested as Jackie groaned.  "At least we know exactly where to go."
"Is Tohru with you?" Ratso asked hopefully.
"He's helpin' Uncle around town," Apple Bloom explained.  "He wanted a good view o' the bull runnin' without bein' close enough ta smell it."
At that moment, frantic screaming echoed over the street as dozens of men came racing down the road as fast as they could, looking quite panicked.  Not far after them, a wave of bulls charged along in a panicked stampede.
"The festival isn't supposed to start yet," Valmont murmured in surprise.  "I need to get to the portal quickly, or I'll be behind schedule."
"I wonder what set them off?" Bai wondered curiously.
At that moment, Tohru rounded the corner running at full speed - which was quite impressive - while shouting out, "Bad day bad day bad day!"  Not far behind him, a bevy of young minotaur women between the ages of 18 and 25 pursued him with alacrity, calling out proposals for dates and interactions less chivalrous.
Of the youngsters with Jackie, only Apple Bloom struggled to hold back her laughter.  The rest just let it out.
(1)"What do you think you're doing, Tohru?" Mrs. T called out from a high vantage point beside Uncle.  "Turn around and grab one or more of those girls to settle down with and give me grandchildren already!  Where else do you think you're going to find a girl who can handle you in the bedroom?"
"Mommy!" Tohru wailed out in despair.


(1) Everything after this point I owe entirely to my Mom, after bouncing the bit with Tohru and the minotaur girls off her.

	
		Astonishing Relations



Tohru's headlong dash eventually got him far enough ahead of the minotaur girls pursuing him to finally slow down and catch his breath.  Despite his mother's insistence on 'snatching one or more', he most definitely did not like when girls were that aggressive.  He knew, more or less, what he wanted out of a romantic relationship, and he was much more of what could be called a 'traditional' mindset.  A gentle, quiet girl who would be supportive, take care of him, mind the home and the children...  Okay, it was an outdated misogynistic view, but he'd come to terms with that long ago.  Besides, he already knew from his work at the shop that he was not cut out to be a 'domestic house husband', and one of the parents had to be the one who stayed home and took care of the home and the kids.  He didn't like the idea of hiring some stranger to come into the home and do those things.  It went against his grain.
Besides, his mother respected his traditional views as one of the few things that had made her proud of him - for respecting and embracing their culture - before Apple Bloom and the others had turned his life on its head.
As he slowly rose upright once more, he found he'd run much further than the boundaries of the city.  The only building in sight was definitely a temple of some sort...though he didn't recognize the design.  It most definitely wasn't a design common anywhere in Spain, for one thing.  He recognized Grecian columns, and the roof and walls showed Confucian design...but the layout said Shinto shrine.  "That is the most unusual temple I have ever seen," Tohru observed idly.
"We're quite proud of it, yes."
Eyes widening, Tohru turned to the source of the voice.  Seeing only horn tips in his field of vision, he glanced down to see a minotaur girl somewhat older than 20 - from what he'd seen, minotaurs of either gender ceased showing visible signs of aging at that point until they turned 80 - smiling up at him, a slight blush on her cheeks.  She had pale skin, long golden hair that hung straight down her back, and emerald green eyes. Unlike most minotaur females he'd seen, this one did not go topless.  Her voluptuous figure was contained - if barely - by a Grecian style long gown, rather closely resembling the outfit worn by a character in one of Jade's new games...Palutena, he believed the name was.  "I-I apologize," Tohru offered quickly.  "I meant no offense with my words, or by not seeing you."  He glanced around nervously.  "I've just come from town...and..."
"Yes, other women of my race can be quite uninhibited, can't they?" she offered gently.  "I am Sofia, and my sisters and I are the Temple Keepers.  Welcome to the Temple of Labyrinthos, grave of the first Minotaur.  Please, enter."  Turning, she gently, shyly took Tohru's hand to lead him in.
Tohru allowed himself to be led inside.  "The first minotaur's...grave?" he asked in surprise.
"That's how we think of it, anyway," Sofia answered.  "But my sister Ysabelle is the one you would want to question about that.  But pray tell, what is your name?"
Tohru quickly bowed apologetically.  "Please forgive my rudeness.  I am Tohru."
"A pleasure to meet you," Sofia offered warmly, smiling up at him.
As they moved into the temple, another minotaur girl appeared.  She was the exact same height as Sofia, with identical features.  Also like Sofia, most of her figure was concealed...though in her case in the red and white robes of a miko.  She wore her hair in a single long braid, and was holding a ceremonial staff as she moved through the grounds, but froze as she caught sight of Tohru.  Her eyes went wide, and her cheeks bloomed with a bright blush.  "...hi..." she squeaked out in a barely audible whisper.
"Lucia, this is Tohru," Sofia spoke up gently.  "He is a guest of the Temple."
"A pleasure to make your acquaintance," Tohru offered, bringing his hands together in front of his chest before bowing respectfully.  To his surprise, this resulted in Lucia squeaking and diving behind Sofia.  "Have I said or done something wrong?"
Sofia shook her head.  "My sister is simply quite shy.  The three of us live here together, and aside from our roles within the Temple, we share everything.  I believe she has merely gotten the wrong idea when I said you were a guest."  Lucia buried her face in Sofia's hair to hide her brightening blush.
Tohru found himself blushing as he realized what she was implying, and rubbed the back of his head nervously.
"W-we have a guest?" another voice suddenly spoke up with a slight stammer.  Turning, Tohru saw what he assumed was the third sister, Ysabelle.  Physically, she was identical to the others, though she wore her hair in long twin pigtails.  She was dressed in the red and gold robes of a Confucian monk, and wore large circular glasses that she nervously pushed up the bridge of her nose with one finger.  "I'm n-not really ready to receive...c-c-company."  A bright blush tinged her cheeks as she managed to say 'company'.
"He isn't that sort of company, Ysabelle," Sofia gentled softly.  "However, he is curious about the temple."
"Oh!"  Ysabelle's face brightened as she stepped back into what could now plainly be seen as a library.  "This Temple is called the Grave of Labyrinthos, the first Minotaur...though it is also known as the Gate of Dai Gui."
"Dai Gui the Demon of Earth?" Tohru asked intently.
Ysabelle nodded sadly.  "Yes.  You see...Labyrinthos was the first of our race, sired by Poseidon himself.  This - and the fact that his loins brought forth a new race - filled him with great pride.  When he escaped his labyrinth prison, he sought to lead his descendants in conquest.  Poseidon ordered him to recant, that it was not the place of the Minotaurs to rule.  While our race accepted this edict, in his pride Labyrinthos denied and defied his father, here on this sacred ground.  As punishment, Poseidon stripped him of his divine connection, and twisted his body as Medusa's was...creating the demon Dai Gui.  He was banned and denied his rightful place in the afterlife by being cursed with agonizing immortality, and a body that was no longer truly his own."
"...and then the Brotherhood came for him," Tohru murmured.
"Indeed," Ysabelle confirmed.  "And then the Immortals War.  And Dai Gui's Gate was upon Labyrinthos' grave."  Noticing the intense attention Tohru was paying her, Ysabelle flushed, ducking into her robes as she straightened her glasses.  "A-anyway, our family's tended the Temple ever since, out of respect for Labyrinthos and to watch for Dai Gui's return, since the spell that banished him could not be made permanent upon the first casting...only the second."
"And thus we tend the Temple," Sofia explained.  "Our family's oath binds us here until the portal is sealed a second time, us and our descendants."  She sighed sadly.  "Until then, we can never go further than into town for groceries...and never see how the world has changed beyond..."  Ysabelle and Lucia both looked sadly towards the ground.
Tohru smiled widely.  "Then I believe I bring good news!" he spoke up eagerly.  "One comes with the Pan Ku box to release Dai Gui...and my family and I come to renew his bindings.  Once that has been done, you will be free to see the world!"
All three girls' eyes lit up eagerly at that.  "That would be wonderful!" Ysabelle breathed eagerly.
"But it must have changed a great deal," Sofia observed idly.  "On our own, we might get lost or overwhelmed..."  She looked up shyly at Tohru.  "I get the impression you travel a great deal.  Perhaps you could be our guide?"
Tohru smiled softly.  "It would be an honor," he agreed warmly.
"...company...?" Lucia asked Sofia quietly.
"Not today," Sofia corrected, gently but firmly.  She shyly took Tohru's hand.  "We have no need to hurry.  We have plenty of time."
As the other two sisters moved up against him, Tohru found he was uncertain what to do...but did not fear what would happen.
...except for the teasing from Apple Bloom and the others.  That would be overwhelming.

	
		Astounding Citizenry



It didn't take long for Valmont to find his way to the Temple of Labyrinthos, the Gate of Dai Gui.  He found it rather refreshing that the location was of such cultural significance that he didn't need to go hunting for it, which left plenty of time to wander around and take in the locale before going to open the portal.  This provided plenty of time for the paperwork to file so Section 13 could pay for Jackie's ticket to fight Dai Gui.  He made sure to keep track of that particular transaction.  When and if he eventually shifted back to purely mundane criminal enterprises, having a paper trail of Section 13 paying him - for whatever purpose - would be worth quite a bundle in terms of legal loopholes.
A long course had been laid out, with those who'd paid for running tickets arranged at various places along it depending on how much they wanted to run.  Jackie Chan was near the start of the course in the Armor of the Immortals, plainly ready for a running battle...although the way he kept squirming suggested he was already in the midst of another sort of battle, much to Bai Tza's amusement.  Behind Jackie, Viper plainly wasn't amused by the situation.  Valmont found that even more amusing.
Valmont and Bai Tza stood to one side of the laid out track.  On the other side, he could see the old chi wizard, a woman who looked to be the same age but better preserved, the three fillies, Hsi Wu in his human form, and the girl who had apparently tamed him.  From the looks of things, they were prepared to cast the banishment spell to seal Dai Gui back in the Netherrealm...but there was no urgency in their preparations.  Apparently, his speech to Jackie had greater impact than he'd anticipated.  They were willing to give Dai Gui a chance to adapt to the modern world and choose to not conquer.
Somehow, I doubt that's in the cards, Valmont thought to himself as Ratso approached the Temple with the Box.  It's light revealed the lock, and it flew into the keyhole as it was designed to do.  Still, there's always a chance.  Perhaps that's why the Pan'ku Box was designed to be able to open the portals...to give the Brotherhood a chance at parole.
The gateway opened, and Dai Gui slowly stepped out.  He was a massive reddish-brown beast, built like a minotaur but with a manticore's mane.  His horns grew long out of his skull, curving upward in the classic bull-horn profile.  His hands were massive with curved fingers, designed for tearing through the earth.  His legs ended in blunt flat surfaces, not even true hooves, as though he were growing out of the earth rather than standing on its surface.
Dai Gui turned to examine his surroundings, only to his as he saw so many of the people there bedecked with flowers.  "Too many flowers..." he snarled angrily.  "Dai Gui does not like pretty!"
"Does he always speak in third person?" Jade whispered to Hsi Wu.
"He was never one for brains," Hsi whispered back.  "Sometimes I think he refers to himself that way to make sure he doesn't forget his name."
Bai Tza stifled her giggles as Valmont stepped forward.  "Welcome to Earth, Dai Gui," he spoke up calmly.  "Are you ready to adjust to the world as it has become and find a place in it?"
"Find nothing!" Dai Gui growled fiercely.  "I shall claim my kingdom deep beneath the Earth by submerging this entire settlement!"
"Then you are refusing my advice and directives regarding your release?" Valmont asked carefully.
"I have no use for human aid!" Dai Gui confirmed with a glower.
Valmont sighed as he stepped back.  "Then I must wash my hands of your situation," he allowed sadly.  "Still, would you do me the favor of starting your tunneling along the marked path?"  He gestured to where many people were getting into running stances.  "These civilians paid good money to try and outrun you, and Chan paid even more to fight you."
Dai Gui slowly turned to stare at the people waiting, who turned enthusiastic grins back in his direction.  He then turned to where Jackie - in the Armor of the Immortals - waited to battle him.  He then turned back to Valmont.  "...wat?"
"Is there something you don't grasp?" Valmont asked winsomely as Bai Tza and Hsi Wu struggled to contain laughter.
"These people...paid to be my prey?" Dai Gui clarified.  "Why?"
"Thrill seekers, I imagine," Valmont allowed.  "There are few alive who can say they either outran or survived being gored by an Earth Demon."
Dai Gui turned back and forth, plainly so totally caught off guard by this situation that it had completely derailed his train of thought.
Wow, Valmont thought to himself.  He really isn't all that bright...
"Labyrinthos!" a strident voice suddenly called from the temple.  Dai Gui - and everyone else - turned to see who had called.
Three modestly dressed minotaur women - modest for minotaurs, that is - stood at the top of the temple stairs, one in Greek attire, one in Chinese, one in Japanese.  The one in a Greek gown stood slightly in front of the other two and had been the one to speak.  "It is not too late, Labyrinthos!" she called out again.  "If you recant and offer repentance unto Poseidon, he can still grant mercy!  He might revoke his punishment to his son, if you will only accept your Father's will-"
"I have no Father!" Dai Gui roared in fury as he spun fully to face the temple.  "And there is no Labyrinthos!"  He pulled back one massive fist, aiming a crushing punch straight at the trio of girls.  "There is only DAI GUI!"  With that declaration, the fist flew forward as many of those watching desperately rushed forward to try and do something...anything...
There was the sound of flesh hitting flesh and a cloud of dust.  When the cloud cleared, Dai Gui stood in front of the Temple, his form shrouding whatever had happened.  Several moments passed...and then Dai Gui crumpled and fell like a puppet whose strings had been cut before falling limply to the ground.
Atop the temple steps, the three ladies cowering behind him, Tohru - his face twisted in the mask of fury he had worn so often in Valmont's service - slowly withdrew his fist.  On Dai Gui's face, a dent could be seen right between his eyes in the shape of said fist.
Silence reigned.  Eventually, it was broken by a single question.
"So why did I need this again?" Jackie asked Uncle, indicating the armor that was fitting to his body like a second skin.

	
		Arousing Conclusion



Valmont stared down at the prone form of Dai Gui, who remained unmoving even after a full ten minutes.  "...is he dead?" he asked Bai Tza nervously.
"No," she responded immediately.  "If he were, he'd have dissolved into his elemental energy and his spirit would be flying around.  He's just...very unconscious."
Valmont sighed in relief.  "Well that's a load off my mind," he allowed.  "If he were dead, we'd be stuck with a third wheel for far too long."  He smiled as that got a chuckle out of her.  Noticing Jade and her friends approaching, he smiled their way.  "I take it you're going to banish him now?" he asked pleasantly.
"That's the plan," Sweetie Belle confirmed.  "He was planning to conquer and hurt a lot of people."
"Is that a problem?" Jade asked challengingly.
"Not at all," Valmont offered graciously.  "He refused to abide by our agreement, and that meant our association was terminated.  I have other clients to attend to, and he is no longer any of my concern at this time."  He turned towards Tohru.  "Besides, I would be a fool to pick a fight with someone who just punched out a demon in front of an entire tribe who respect strength and kindness above all else.  They'd probably take it as a religious obligation to assist him."
"Aren'tcha gonna lose money payin' everyone back for th' event?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
Valmont chuckled wickedly.  "You didn't think I'd take in this much money and not anticipate everything falling apart, did you?  The ticket contract mentioned how Dai Gui was under contract regarding this event...which he was under the agreement that he followed my guidance on how to not get banished again.  The plan here was to get him to become an accepted member of the community, and possibly worshiped as a local Earth Spirit so he would have a religious kingdom here if not a secular one.  Of course, he refused to listen to a 'mere human', so he's the one who violated the contract.  That means he's the one who owes them a refund."
All four girls burst into giggles as they prepared the banishment spell.  "Sounds like we're doing him a favor banishing him," Scootaloo joked.  "The courts can't reach him in the Netherrealm, right?"
"I wouldn't lay money that way," Hsi Wu offered wickedly, grinning from ear to human ear.
Once the banishment was complete, the gathered people began to disperse.  Valmont stuck around, curious as to why Tohru had reacted so strongly.  He shifted discreetly over to where he could hear what was being said as the large man and the three minotaur girls - who hadn't released him from the moment he punched out Dai Gui - were standing before the older woman...who Valmont now recognized as Tohru's mother.
"Mother, this is Sofia, Lucia, and Ysabelle," Tohru spoke up, introducing the three girls to her.  "They were caretakers of this temple...though now that Dai Gui's portal is permanently sealed, they are freed from that magical obligation and have asked me to be their guide around the world."  He smiled down at the girls as they grinned up at him.
Mrs. T clapped her hands happily together.  (1)"My baby boy!" she declared expansively.  "You make your momma proud!  Three fine ladies such as these, so beautiful and sweet..."  She shifted to look at the girls from different angles.  "And such modest beauties, too!  And minotaurs are known to have a very easy time giving birth, so they'll give strong grandkids!  You have such fine taste, Tohru!"
"M-Mommy!" Tohru whined, lowering his head in embarrassment as all three girls' faces bloomed like matching tomatoes...only to cling all the tighter to him.
Mrs. T pulled out her wallet and handed Tohru a large wad of bills.  "Go!  Treat them to a nice dinner for their first night out of the Temple.  The sooner you date, the sooner you marry, and the sooner I get grandchildren!  And I want it in that order!"
Sofia found it in her to speak up.  "Umm...Ma'am-"
"None of that!" Mrs. T interrupted.  "You can call me Mother, sweetheart."
Sofia's cheeks turned, if possible, even redder.  "Mother...it's part of minotaur tradition-"
"Yes, yes, I know!" Mrs. T interrupted.  "Engagements might last as long as a decade to ensure when the union is blessed it is complete, because polygamy is accepted but polyamory is not(2), and nothing is thought of a child being born post engagement but before the wedding.  But I know my baby boy!  It will take him long enough just to get used to the idea of having three wives, and the last thing girls as shy as you need is one of your tribal sisters with a more assertive bent joining in and stealing all his attention.  Trust me, speed things up...but not too fast!"
Valmont chuckled as he stepped closer to make himself known.  "It seems you haven't changed all that much, Ma'am," he greeted warmly.
"Ah, it's nice Mr. Valmont!" Mrs. T greeted warmly.  "I'm so glad to see you and my boy are still on good terms even if he chose a new line of work."
Noticing Tohru tensing up, Valmont smiled softly.  No need to skew relations here.  "Yes, well, our long term goals became...incompatible, and he chose to go his own way.  Still, there's nothing personal in it, even if he has joined the...competition, shall we say?"
Mrs. T chuckled knowingly.  "Oh, no need to be delicate around me.  I knew you were part of criminal enterprise from the moment I first met you."
Valmont and Tohru both pulled back in shock.  "Y-you did?" Valmont asked in surprise.  "And you were so happy that he found his way to work for - to be blunt - a criminal overlord?"
"Look at him!" Mrs. T pointed out, grasping Tohru's arm to show the size of his muscles.  "Large, well muscled, intimidating, socially awkward...being somebody's criminal muscle was inevitable.  Much better bodyguard to a gentleman kingpin than Yakuza enforcer.  Much lower chances someone shows up at my door to try and break my knees to make him behave, and much better accommodation when I visit him at work."
"And being on the wrong side of the law?" Valmont asked carefully.
"Pfeh!  Law-shmaw!" Mrs. T dismissed.  "Big paycheck make good work around for social awkwardness.  Knew somewhere there'd be a girl patient enough to see how much of a sweetheart my baby boy is!  And with how you are with your men, I was waiting till we knew each other well enough I could ask you to help him find one!"
Valmont chuckled softly.  "If I'd known that was a concern, I'd have started looking long ago to pair him off.  Though I doubt I'd have had as much luck as he's had now."  He turned to Tohru and the girls.  "So they're going to be going with you back to San Fran?  Passports and tickets in order?"  Seeing Ysabelle's eyes widen in shock, he smiled.  "Didn't think so.  Here."  He handed Tohru a card.  "An associate of mine can expedite things in that regard so you can all head home tomorrow, the day after at the latest.  I'll be letting him know to expect you and what you need on my way out."
Tohru blinked in surprise, then bowed gratefully.  "T-thank you."
"No need to look so shocked, Tohru," Valmont offered warmly.  "One thing I was always firm on was that my employees were happy to work for me.  Just because you don't work for me anymore doesn't mean I'm any less invested in your happiness."
Tohru smiled widely.  "I'll remember that..."

That night, as the Chans and others stayed at their hotel while they waited for Tohru's girlfriends' 'expedited passports', Viper stood irritably in front of the now inactive Armor of the Immortals.  "Alright Sharaka," she began firmly.  "Let's get one thing straight.  I get you like Jackie and he's just your type...but I saw him first.  He's mine, and I don't like the idea of you molesting him every time he has to put you on.  I'm sure the girls will find some way to accelerate your recharge without feeding you a person, so he'll be wearing you again before long...but none of that groping!  Only I get to do that, understand?"
Shadows shifted, making the armor seem to loom aggressively.  Viper huffed.  "I'm not afraid of you," she stated flatly.  "After all, Jackie'd be very upset if you ate me-"
The armor suddenly blazed with light.  When the light faded, Viper found her clothes from the day across the room, and the armor clinging to her body very suggestively...especially with the way it left so much of the skin of her torso exposed.  Seeing her reflection, she couldn't help but run her hands over it.  "I like the look...but I don't see what you're getting at-"
Bits of the armor pulled back slightly, only to resettle.  Viper's eyes widened.  "So...is this your idea of a compromise?  And a way to accelerate your recharge?"
The armor flexed pleasantly around Viper's body, and she grinned widely.  "Well, I certainly wasn't about to let Jackie get away with having some other girl get their hands on him..." she purred wickedly.  "I think I'll go slip into his room.  I think I can be quite...convincing."


(1) Line submitted by EchoWing, and I just had to use it...with a few tweaks.
(2) For those who don't quite grasp the meaning here...minotaurs have no problems with the idea of a marriage encompassing more than 2 people, but the idea of anyone in a marriage seeking sex or romance outside the union is unthinkable.  As such, the 'engagement' is kept long to ensure that it is a 'complete union', so no ones' eyes will stray once married.

			Author's Notes: 
Oh gods, I love writing Mrs. T!  Does it show?
I'm torn between finding a way to include her in more episodes, or leaving her involvement at canon limits to keep her from stealing the show.  Thoughts?


	
		Anecdotal Aftermath



Dai Gui groaned as he slowly returned to consciousness.  "Ugh...what hit me?"
"The undersized sumo," Po Kong stated wickedly, her voice dripping amusement.
Dai Gui's eyes slowly opened.  He saw he was back in the Netherrealm.  "...at least tell me he was wearing the Armor.  Or wielding Mjolnir.  No way he could hit that hard-"
"Bare handed," Po Kong gloated.  "I think you've just been replaced in the esteem of your former race."
Dai Gui growled irritably.  "You seem oddly smug that I've been sealed back in here permanently," he pointed out flatly.  "I should think you'd be angrier."
"We still have two extra chances for release, plus if Tchang's portal unseals," Po Kong countered impishly.
"Don't...mention that seal..." Tchang Zu groaned as he carefully peeled divine lightning off his body as though he were attempting to remove splinters.  "That was...unpleasant..."
"That's what you both get for not listening to Valmont," Po Kong gloated smugly.
"Why are you so hung up on a mere human?" Dai Gui growled angrily.
"Because Bai Tza is in love with him," Po Kong responded bluntly.  "And I fully intend to do whatever I can to be free for the wedding, whenever and however they manage to arrange that."
Tchang Zu made a very rude noise in the back of his throat akin to a cat expelling a hairball in reverse.  "I still can't believe she'd choose to dally with a mortal, let alone-"
"She was Queen of the Sirens," Po Kong reminded him.  "It's hardly the first time."

Apple Bloom smiled as she pulled her hooves back from the wooden wall of the shop's third floor, wiping one across her brow to clear the sweat.  The shop now had a fourth floor and a basement, though that second part had proved a bit more difficult since it had involved a great deal of earth moving and careful foundation work.  The fourth floor was now a set of guest rooms...which meant for now it was where Hsi Wu slept.  The third floor was the girls' floor, where they had their rooms.  The second floor had Uncle's bedroom and Jackie's bedroom, though Jackie now shared that with Viper and Sharaka.  Apparently, recharging in the other way let her move the armor around herself to a certain extent, which was entertaining to the girls...especially because of how it freaked Jackie out the first time.
The basement was where Tohru was now rooming, along with Sofia, Lucia, and Ysabelle.  Valmont's associate had been even more effective than anticipated, and the three sisters were now 'World Citizens', a special classification for nomadic magical creatures - such as minotaurs - which let them travel where they would as long as they had their papers with them, with no defined 'country of origin'.  After that, tickets had been easy, and Tohru had insisted they stay at the shop with everyone unless and until they decided to seek out their own residence.
It had taken a bit of deliberation to determine exactly where and how to put them all together, especially since the sisters seemed to only be comfortable if they were with Tohru.  While they had their own bedroom separate from his - along with a bathroom - Apple Bloom privately suspected that they wouldn't spend much time in their room.  And if the four of them got...active...well, if structural integrity was a possible concern, it made sense to put them on the lowest floor possible.  The mental image of the four of them crashing through the floors into the shop had not been a pleasant one.
"You do good home renovations," Uncle spoke up as he stepped into the room.  "Very impressive, for only second time."
"I did a lot o' research first," Apple Bloom allowed humbly.  "Didn'a wanna mess anything up and make the place come tumblin' down."
"And it did not, which is good," Uncle agreed happily.  "One more thing!  I am also glad Jade's boyfriend is now on his own floor-"
"He's not my boyfriend!" Jade shouted angrily from a lower floor, making Apple Bloom burst into giggles.
"One more thing!" Uncle continued.  "Something Apple Bloom forget when expanding home."
"What'd ah ferget?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
"Property tax assessment," Uncle explained readily, a slight twitch of his eyebrows the only sign of his irritation.
Apple Bloom swallowed convulsively.  "...aiyah..."

Mrs. T smiled to herself as she settled into her new office.  With her baby boy now having three girlfriends living with him, she felt the need to stay closer to keep an eye on how things progressed.  However, she didn't want to be staying under the same roof with them, as she wanted Tohru to feel free to pursue the girls at his own rate without feeling pressured.  Still, it was easy enough to find a place to live that was close enough to see him regularly, far enough away to not be hovering, and easily within her budget.  The hard part had been finding an excuse to be in San Francisco so Tohru didn't realize she was just there to keep an eye on him.
And then opportunity fell into her lap as she passed by the school Apple Bloom and the others were attending.  It seemed that the school board and PTA had grown concerned about the level of magical disaster potentia was focused on the school as a result of the sheer number of magical students attending now, since that went beyond just the four girls.  As such, the school was seeking a way to keep all that power in check, without making the students feel controlled.  They needed someone who could gentle the students into good behavior but also understood the hurdles of magic intimately.  In essence, they needed a magically trained guidance councilor, preferably a human one.
The job fit Mrs. T like a glove, as she was an expert at getting youngsters to do what she wanted them to do.  On top of that, she was only required to be on campus - or even in her office - one day a week unless a student made an appointment for a different time, so as to prevent anyone from feeling like she was hovering over them.  This left plenty of free time to tag along on anything Tohru got up to with the others as far as dealing with demons and the like.
For Mrs. T, it was a very good day.

	
		Tiger, Tiger



Jackie slowly gathered the things he'd need for the expedition he and Uncle were going on for the Museum.  A recent earthquake had uncovered a passage into an underground city, right here in San Francisco, and the passage was too unsteady for any Earth magic to stabilize.  As such, they needed to get down there and explore and document before another tremor - however minor - caused the passage to collapse and the opportunity was lost, potentially forever.  As excited as he was, however, he couldn't shake the feeling that he was forgetting something important.
And that was when he was startled from behind by Jade, who was wearing a top hat, bushy white fake eyebrows, and a cape.  "RAAR!" she cried out playfully.
"WAAAUGGHH!" Jackie let out with a gasp, patting at his chest.  "You scared me Jade...isn't it a little early for Halloween?"
Jade's excitement from spooking him quickly turned to a crestfallen expression.  "You didn't forget, did you Uncle Jackie?" she asked plaintively.
"...forget what?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"The school play!" Jade insisted earnestly.  "I'm playing Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde!  It's my big debut tonight!  You're going to be there, right?"
Jackie groaned, rubbing his face with one palm.  "I'm so sorry Jade..." he offered pathetically.  "The museum insists Uncle and I go check out the passage to the underground city that's opened up before it can close again."  He unrolled the map to show her.  "It will take several hours...there's no way we'll be able to make it back in time for the play..."
"But..." Jade whimpered sadly.  "But who's going to be there to see me shine?"
"Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo will be there," Jackie pointed out.  "And Tohru, and Sofia, Lucia, and Ysabelle.  And Mrs. T will be there, and so will Viper."  Seeing that didn't really cheer her up, he decided to try an impish notion that had occurred to him.  "And your boyfriend!"
Jade 'tsk'ed dismissively.  "He's not my boyfriend, he's my familiar," she insisted firmly.
Jackie smiled softly.  "Either way, there will still be plenty of people there to support you."
Jade's face fell.  "But...but you promised..."
Jackie winced.  He hated disappointing Jade, especially in a way that taught her a bad lesson like this.  He knew how she looked up to him, and it was plain she'd really wanted him to see her perform.  "I'm sorry, Jade," he offered sadly.  "This is a once in a lifetime opportunity, and I can't turn it down, as much as I'd rather be at the play with you."
Jade lowered her head and sighed.  "Yeah...and it's not like you can be in two places at once..."  Turning, she walked away sadly.
Jackie stared after her, desperately wanting to comfort her.
With a puff of not-quite-real smoke, Light Jackie appeared on his shoulder.  "Oh, you did not just put that idea in our head!" he snapped out.
Dark Jackie appeared similarly on the other shoulder.  "Me?" he gasped out defensively.  "I thought it was you!"
"Why would I come up with an idea that breaks so many of our personal rules?" Light Jackie demanded angrily.
"Because it was a way we could be there for Jade and meet our obligations?" Dark Jackie pointed out.  "Have to admit, I didn't expect something so rebellious out of you."  He leaned against Jackie's ear.  "Going a little bad for your role, aren't you?"
"One," Light Jackie pointed out, counting on his fingers, "we aren't good vs evil morality, we never were.  We're more responsibility/optimism vs fun-loving/cynical practicality.  Two, it wasn't my idea!"
"Well it wasn't my idea," Dark Jackie pointed out.  "Can't say I don't like it though."
"Do you think you two could remind me what the idea was?" Jackie asked hopefully.  "I...kind of forgot while you were debating whose idea it was."
"Using the Tiger Talisman to be in two places at once," Dark Jackie explained.  "One of us could go to the play to support Jade, and one of us could go on the dig with Uncle."
"But which of us would go where?" Light Jackie asked.  "If we're talking responsibility-"
"You go to the play," Dark Jackie stated flatly.  "You're much better at being supportive than I ever could.  If I went, I'd probably get bored halfway through, jump up onto the stage, and take over the play."
"...and I suppose your cynical practicality would be helpful on the expedition in case any danger occurred," Light Jackie allowed.  "Just don't be too gruff with Uncle, alright?"
Dark Jackie shrugged.  "If he complains, I'll just say I'm upset about missing Jade's play," he replied readily.
"...I can't believe we're in agreement on this," Jackie observed ruefully as he made his way to the vault, Light and Dark Jackie vanishing from his shoulders.  It didn't take him long to find who he was looking for.  "Captain Black," he began nervously, unsure how his friend would react to this, "I need to borrow the Tiger Talisman-"
"Sure, go ahead," Captain Black responded readily.  "Here's your access ID and passcode for the Vault.  Don't lose them or tell anyone."
Jackie blinked at the pieces of paper in his hand.  "...wah?"
"I've seen what your nieces are capable of," Captain Black pointed out.  "I cleared it with the superiors.  It makes more sense to give you an access pass to the vault where we keep the magical artifacts so we can keep track of the inventory than have them breaking in whenever one would be helpful."
"And...you're not going to ask why?" Jackie pressed, trying to work through his confusion.
"If there's anyone without innate magic I trust to use it responsibly, it's you Jackie," Captain Black continued.  "The two of you have fun.  From what I've seen, using the Tiger Talisman has been good for you."  He rubbed the back of his head idly.  "Just don't let your dark side whack me upside the head again, okay?"
Jackie chuckled softly.  "I'll do what I can," he allowed, heading for the vault.

	
		Burning Bright



Jackie smiled widely as he sat in the audience, waiting for the play to start.  Hsi Wu, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo were in the front row, eager to support Jade.  Viper was sitting next to Jackie, dressed casually to enjoy a simple outing.  Tohru and his ladies were in the back with Audrey, so as not to block the view of anyone sitting behind them.  All that was left was for the play to begin.
As the curtains opened, Jade's classmate Simone began doing the narration for the play, Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde.  Jackie didn't really hear it, however.  His eyes immediately focused on Jade where she stood for her role.  Her eyes slowly scanned the crowd, seeing everyone who was there to see her debut...only to widen as they caught sight of Jackie.  He smiled widely and gave her a wave, joy filling him at the sight of the wide grin that crossed her face.
As the play began, Viper leaned in close.  "Surprised to see you here, Jackie," she whispered softly.  "Didn't you say you had a big dig to get to with Uncle today?  Some once in a lifetime opportunity?"
"And miss Jade's play?" Jackie whispered back, managing to sound offended.  "Archaeology isn't the only place things happen once in a lifetime."
"And the museum accepted that?" Viper asked in surprise.
"The dig is still being seen to," Jackie allowed in a relaxed tone, his eyes suddenly lighting up before joining in with the audience to applaud the special effects triggered by Jade's 'potion'.  Admittedly, his applause was a trifle more enthusiastic than appropriate, but he quickly stopped as everyone else did.
"You're not telling me Uncle's on an underground expedition in unstable ground alone, are you?" Viper demanded intensely, frowning slightly.
"Of course not!" Jackie declared defensively, struggling to keep his voice down.  "He has very capable assistance!  I wouldn't trust his safety down there to anyone else."
"So that's where Tiger is," Viper murmured softly.
"Huh?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"Don't bother denying it, Kitten," Viper purred softly.  "Your face is visibly softer like this.  You used the Tiger Talisman to be in two places at once."
Jackie opened his mouth to deny.
"Also, all three of you are terrible liars."
Jackie's face fell.  "Why am I 'Kitten'?" he asked morosely.
"You're both cats," Viper explained.  "You're gentle unless provoked.  He's vicious unless...tamed."  She smirked wickedly as she said 'tamed'.  "So he's Tiger, and you're Kitten."
"But that's-"  Jackie was going to say 'demeaning', but before he could get the word out, Viper's hand was behind his ear and he suddenly found he couldn't get any words out.
"Say something?"Viper teased playfully.
Jackie let out a frustrated groan.  "Don't tell Jade?" he pleaded softly.  "I don't want her to know I used magic to be here.  That teaches the wrong lesson..."
Viper chuckled softly.  "In that case, stop flirting and focus on the play."
Jackie opened his mouth to deny he was flirting, but instead chose to focus on the play.
"I'll tell both of you what you can do to keep my mouth shut later," she whispered in his ear before turning back to the play.
In the row in front, Hsi leaned over to the fillies.  "They do know we can all hear every word they're saying, right?" he asked in a playful whisper, setting them all to near-silent giggles.

Jackie trumped along behind Uncle into the underground city, the rock walls framing streets and the ruins of buildings.  Uncle was paying close attention to everything, finding it all fascinating.  Jackie was taking it all in for later remembrance, but wasn't bothering to focus on anything in particular.  He'd already learned that memories from when he was split could be gone over in minute detail at leisure once merged, so there was no need for focused investigation...and he frankly wasn't in the mood.
His hand instinctively came up to block Uncle's strike at his temple, and his eyes narrowed irritably at the old man.  "What?" he demanded crossly.
"Jackie!" Uncle complained angrily.  "This is archaeological find of the century!  Chance of a lifetime!  And you act like little brat not wanting to go to the dentist!  What is wrong with you?"
"Oh gee," Jackie replied sarcastically, "why would I possibly be upset about staring at all these fascinating rocks while Jade's at her play without me?  This entire trip is simply invigorating!"
"Tohru is taping play for Uncle!" Uncle snapped angrily.  "You can watch it later-"
"And I'd better get plenty of tape for all those baseball games too, shouldn't I?" Jackie interrupted with an angry snap.
Uncle fell silent, knowing exactly what Jackie was saying now.  After all, for one reason or another Hook was one of Scootaloo's favorite movies.  "I'm sorry, Jackie," Uncle offered sadly.
"Not your fault," Jackie responded gruffly as he kept moving deeper into the ruin.
"Then why you take it out on Uncle?" Uncle demanded irritably.
"Who else is here?" Jackie demanded angrily, swinging his hand back and into a support beam, which collapsed from the force as it shattered a glass canister containing what looked like a statue.  The pipe the beam had been supporting broke with age, spraying the statue with water.
Cracks ran over the stone as the head slowly turned towards Jackie, opening yellow eyes.  It then shook itself off, scattering stone flakes and revealing a troll with pale skin, a large head, pointed ears, spiky brown hair, a fancily tailored green suit with a black and red cape, and large brown clogs with springs in the bottom.  "I'm free!" he declared eagerly as he sprang forward, the springs clanging loudly as they launched him forward to land right in front of Jackie.  "Free to be meeeeee!"
The reason for the stretching of his voice was due to Jackie seizing both his feet in his hands as he jumped past him, proceeding to slam the jumping troll repeatedly to the ground to daze him before pulling Balance Breaker out and holding it to the being's nose.  "You have three choices," Jackie stated flatly.  "You can tell us how to put you back in stone, you can surrender yourself to magical authority to have your case properly processed, or I can split you down the middle."
The troll stared up at him along the blade with a disgruntled expression.  Eventually, however, he sighed.  "You've bound my feet so I must halt, now seal me with a pinch of salt."
"Salt I have," Uncle observed as he sprinkled it over the troll.  The being slowly turned to stone.  Uncle then turned to Jackie as he put it back upright under a protective awning.  "That was...ruthless."
"He was imprisoned down here for a reason," Jackie pointed out flatly as he sheathed his sword.  "I gave him the chance to be processed properly, and he chose being turned to stone again."
Uncle frowned.  While he couldn't argue that, he didn't like seeing Jackie acting like this.  He made a mental note to get Viper to talk to him.

	
		In The Forests Of The Night



The play concluded long before the dig did, and by the time the dig had concluded Jade and the others had returned to the shop, scattering around their home in their usual groups.  Jade, Hsi Wu, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo had gone to play to celebrate Jade's debut.  Tohru had adjourned with his ladies to the basement to indulge in a tea ceremony.  Viper took Jackie up to her room.  Jackie had rubbed the back of his head nervously at that, especially when he saw the Armor standing in the corner.  "Uh...you said-"
"When Tiger gets here, Kitten," Viper interrupted playfully.  "Only fair to wait until all parties are present.  Now you just wait here.  I'm going to freshen up."  And with that said, Viper stepped into her bathroom.
Jackie sighed fitfully, sitting down on the bed to wait.

Jackie grumbled irritably as he returned home with Uncle after the dig.  Tomorrow would be a long day of collating the paperwork regarding everything found in the dig, including the repetrified Springheel Jack.  Thankfully, that would be Jackie's problem, not his.  He'd be going back to being a shoulder anger before too long, and getting a good long rest.  As much fun as it was normally to be able to do whatever he wanted without having to convince the rest of him of it, sticking to a job in that regard was tiring.
With Uncle settled in to 'research', Jackie went in search of his other self, hoping to find him alone so as not to cause a ruckus over there being two of him again.  His search wound up taking him past the room where Jade and the others were.
"Hey Jackie!" Jade called out happily.  "Thanks again for being there to see my play!"
Jackie grunted a bit, momentarily irritated that he hadn't gotten to see it, but reminded himself he'd have the memory to replay once the Tiger Talisman was whole again.  "Wouldn't miss it," he allowed gruffly.
"Shouldn'tcha be gettin' back ta Viper?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.  "She said she had somethin' ta talk ta ya about in private."
Jackie smiled.  He'd been wondering if there would be a chance to shock Viper with a bit of 'double trouble'.  The look on her face would be priceless.  "Just wanted to make sure you were, uh..."  He wracked his mind, trying to think of a parental concern he could express.  "Not setting off celebratory fireworks indoors?"
"Only the magical flameless kind," Hsi Wu offered, holding up just such a light show between his human hands, much to the marvel of the girls.
"Good, good," Jackie murmured distractedly, dragging his own attention away from the show so he could head for Viper's room.
Before he made it far, Sweetie Belle called out, "When can we call her Aunt Viper?"
"She'll let you know!" Jackie called back before continuing on.  He was unsurprised to find his other self waiting in Viper's room.  "How was the play?" he asked, gruffly if quietly.
Jackie lit up excitedly.  "It was amazing!" he declared excitedly.  "Jade was-"
"I'll check the memory when we're one again," Jackie interrupted quietly.  "Now hush!"
"Oh, I'm sorry," Jackie whispered back.  "Why are we whispering?"
"I want to catch Viper off guard with there being two of us," Jackie offered playfully.
"Oh, Tiger's mischievous," Viper purred as she stepped out of the bathroom in just a towel.  "I like."
Jackie yelped in surprise.  "Viper!  That's not decent!"
"Oh hush!" Jackie snapped back.  "We've seen her wear a lot less.  Now what's with this 'Tiger' business?"
"You're a result of the Tiger talisman," Viper explained easily.  "So you-" she pointed to the gruff, aggressive Jackie.  "-are Tiger, and he's Kitten."
'Tiger' grinned widely.  "I like.  Heh, Kitten suits you."  He ruffled his counterpart's hair.
'Kitten' groaned morosely.  "And now I'll never escape it..."
"Now...about what I said..." Viper purred softly as she sauntered over to lean against the armor.  "I said I'd keep my mouth shut if the two of you did something for me."
Tiger grinned widely.  "I think I can guess..."
Viper chuckled as the armor blazed, taking shape around her as it had quite a few times before.  "The two of you, and the two of us..." she purred wickedly.
"That's so...lewd!" Kitten gasped in shock.
"Naughty girl!" Tiger growled eagerly.

Hsi Wu and the girls eventually came down for a meal with Uncle.  Tohru and his ladies came up to join them as well.  They ate in companionable silence for a time before Tohru finally spoke up.  "Jackie used the Tiger Talisman, didn't he?"
"Yup," everyone else chorused together, before immediately glancing around the table.  "You knew, too?" echoed before being followed by laughter.
"I'm surprised you're so sanguine about it, Wiz-...Uncle," Hsi Wu spoke up, still getting used to how he'd been instructed to address everyone.  He freely admitted his attachment to Jade, but thinking of any of the others like family was still awkward for him.  "I would think it would be firmly against your rules about abuse of magic."
Uncle shrugged.  "Better Jackie have two focused minds than one distracted one," Uncle allowed.  "And Jackie well knows the consequences of the Tiger.  It has healed ancient wounds inside him I feared would never mend, so I will not stand against him using it for noble purposes.  Uncle would come down on Jackie for lying...but nobody was fooled."
"And we're not going to say anything?" Ysabelle asked timidly.
Sofia giggled.  "Pretty sure Viper's getting something special from both Jackie's for 'keeping her mouth shut'," she offered playfully.  "She wouldn't thank us for interfering with that-"
At that moment two identical blurs shot down the stairs.  The two Jackies, dressed only in boxer shorts - tiger stripe and kitten paw - raced by to the door shouting "Bad day!  Bad day!" in stereo.
Back in her room, Viper glanced down at what - to her - were the 'tamer' magical 'tools' she'd sought to introduce the Jackies to...including one that had several wriggling protrusions waiting to be extended.  "...think I overdid it, Sharaka?" she asked the Armor she still wore.

	
		Return to Filler



Viper sighed softly to herself as she followed Jackie down the ancient tunnel underground, the only source of light the flickering of his torch, the only sound the splash of water around their feet and the occasional hiss of a snake or skitter of a spider or mouse.  "I didn't think I'd freak you out that badly..." she grumbled finally.
"Huh?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"With the toys, I mean," Viper continued delicately.  "I mean, they were pretty basic.  I didn't think you were that much of a virgin before meeting me..."
"I'd seen toys before," Jackie responded readily.  "Just...never any that wriggled like they were alive."  He shuddered visibly.
"But Animate Object is the simplest of cantrips!" Viper pointed out.  "You don't even need to have magic to draw it, and you can power it with even the smallest mana crystals.  You can pick those up in any store, hanging right next to the double A's."
Jackie blinked in surprise.  He had a lot to get used to as far as this world of magical normality.  He'd just have to deal with it as he went.  "I forgave you for that as soon as I was me instead of we again," he pointed out softly.
"That's what I thought, too," Viper agreed.  "Especially when you asked me to go to Venice with you.  But...I wasn't expecting this.  Though it's you, so I should have expected it to be an expedition."
"What were you expecting?" Jackie asked curiously.
"A romantic trip with just the two of us," Viper responded ruefully.
"You don't find this romantic?" Jackie asked in surprise.
Viper stared at him, completely flummoxed.  "In what world could trudging through a partially flooded tunnel filled with snakes, spiders, rats, and cobwebs with a torch possibly be romantic?" she demanded.
"I suppose it's all in how you look at it," Jackie allowed happily.  "A trip by fire-light along a secluded waterway, the only company the weather and the wildlife...just the two of us in the heart of adventure together, with only each other to rely on..."  He suddenly stepped back, pulling Viper out of the way as a brief rockfall almost struck them.  "...with just enough of a hint of danger to get the blood pumping," he concluded with a soft smile.
Viper did her best to slow her breathing.  "...okay, whoever wrote that line for you, get him to write more."
Jackie hung his head.  "And now I'm worried about Jade again."
Viper's eyes widened in shock.  "Hsi Wu wrote it?  Damn, her boyfriend's good.  She's going to have her hands full..."  Frowning thoughtfully, she glanced down at her phone.  "Oh, that's why she hasn't called.  No signal."
"And cut off from the rapid communication of the rest of the world, letting us slow down and enjoy," Jackie added warmly.
Viper chuckled softly.  "Okay, I guess this can be considered romantic," she allowed as they reached the end of the path, where a wall full of ancient carvings greeted them.  "As long as you pay more attention to me than the ancient ruin," she added as Jackie knelt to start copying the carvings.
Jackie chuckled nervously as he finished filling the carvings in...only for them to glow as the wall opened up, revealing a stone statue wearing a golden necklace.  "Treasure at the end of the adventure?" he offered hopefully, quickly moving to grab it.
"Jackie, watch out for-"
As Jackie grabbed the necklace, the statue's eyes glowed red.  The floor around the statue collapsed into a pit of spikes, forcing Jackie to cling to the statue for dear life.
"...traps..." Viper concluded lamely.  "And where does this fall on the 'romantic getaway' plan?"
"Uh...role reversal where you get to rescue me?" Jackie suggested uncertainly.
Viper smirked as she rested her hand on her cocked hip.  "I certainly won't say no to that..."  Her voice trailed off as she spun, lashing out with her foot to knock a bullwhip off course before it could reach Jackie.  "Especially now that you're here, Vanessa."
A tall woman who looked to be about Viper's age stepped out of the shadows.  Her skin was tanned, her blonde hair tied in a straight horsetail.  She wore a yellow blouse, grey pants, and a long red jacket.  Her bronze eyes flashed as she pulled the bullwhip back.  "Viper," she began, a strong English accent in her voice.  "I didn't expect to see you here.  I'd heard you'd been defanged."
"You heard wrong," Viper responded coldly as they began to circle.
"Uh...friend of yours, Viper?" Jackie asked curiously.
"I've called Vanessa Barone a thief, a mercenary, and a treasure hunter," Viper explained calmly, not taking her eyes off the woman.  "But one thing I'll never call her is 'friend'."
"Aw, I'm hurt," Vanessa responded playfully.  "And after all those times we worked so well together..."
"You mean the times you used me as a decoy to get away with your prize, blowing my op?" Viper snapped angrily.
"Temper temper, Viper," Vanessa chided superiorly.  "You know what happens when you lose your cool in a fight."  Without warning, she lashed out with her bullwhip, only to be forced to drop it as it came alive in her hands and lashed back at her.
"Care to try that again?" Viper asked callously as she lunged in to grapple.
Jackie watched as the two women began to fight.  Viper was obviously superior in strict hand-to-hand combat, but the fight would still plainly take a while...and be pretty entertaining to watch.  He sighed as he slipped the necklace into a pocket.  "Where's a popcorn vendor when you need one?" he murmured thoughtfully.
A goblin held a bag of popcorn out to him.  "Hmm...Venice," he murmured in a thick Scottish brogue.  "That'll be six euros."
Jackie stared at the goblin in shock.  "Where did you come from?" he asked in shock.
"Niche marketing," the goblin replied, pointing to the sign on his stall.
Pop-In-'N-Out-Corn
The Vendor That's Always There When You Need One


Jackie blinked in shock for a time, then shrugged and handed over six euros.  Taking the bag, he began to munch.  "This is good!" he proclaimed in surprise.
"Ya danna think ah keep this niche wit' bad popcorn, do ye?" the goblin countered before vanishing, stall and all.
Shrugging, Jackie returned to eating his popcorn and watching Viper kick ass...all while wondering if the torn clothing - in both directions - was intentional on her part.

			Author's Notes: 
The other half of this episode - Jade in the Buttercup Scouts - is being skipped over because it happened due to Jade becoming a couch potato...which is plainly not happening in this timeline.


	
		Lucky Number Seven
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Episodes in the timeline I'm skipping over and why.
Danger in the Deep Freeze - as demonstrated with the Muntabs, ancient cultures in this world of magic can pretty much take care of themselves.
Into the Mouth of Evil - magical security at airports would make it impossible to sneak the river draining relic through
The King and Jade - magical guardians for young Kings/Princes would know bored/depressed young Royals in a fascinating new place is asking for trouble.  This would thus be addressed before it became one, by ensuring young royals had time in their schedule so they did not become bored/depressed.
And so, on to the next in this timeline.



Valmont stared at the image displayed by the Pan'ku Box against the wall of his office.  The portal was marked as being in Japan, as expected.  "Follow that which runs but never walks," he began softly as he read the riddle, "to the mouth that never talks.  Did you get that, Ratso?"
"Got it written down, boss," Ratso confirmed.  "Also got the rough coordinates too."
"I do not understand the sudden need for urgency," Shendu hissed angrily from Valmont's mouth.  "Up until now you've been content to take your time releasing my brethren, but suddenly you want to release Po Kong immediately.  Why?"
"Several reasons," Valmont responded easily, "both professional and personal."
"That does not answer my question," Shendu hissed angrily.
"And if I cared for your opinion, I might answer your question," Valmont pointed out dryly.  "But as I don't..."
"I admit to my own curiosity," Bai Tza spoke up as Shendu snarled imprecations under his breath.  "Why the sudden rush?"
"Personally, because my parents are coming to visit soon, and if I intend to introduce them to the love of my life, I don't want a third wheel involved," Valmont responded readily, setting Bai to blushing brightly.  "Professionally, I leave it to my associate to explain."  He gestured to Dao Long Wong where he sat in the lotus position, staff across his lap.
"The locations of your portals are a matter of record for the Veil Authority," Dao Long Wong explained simply.  "And the magical balance of the portals is distinctly different when they've been recently opened, or when the demon they are meant to contain is not inside.  The spectacles of Tchang Zu and Dai Gui may have allayed the Chans suspicions, but your presence has made them aware that there is at least one demon running loose.  It's only a matter of time before the bureaucracy gets its act in gear and sends someone to check the balance of the portals unaccounted for...which would lead to an insane level of guard at Po Kong's portal."
"And even if they don't arrange for blatant guards, I wouldn't put it past the Veil Authority to arrange to have the Chans in the area for seemingly unrelated reasons," Valmont added.  "Or to officially send them, for that matter.  We don't have time to wait anymore.  We have to act now...just as soon as we know exactly where we're going-"
"Thanks Rocko!" Ratso said into his phone.  "Love ya bunches.  Try to behave for your folks, okay?  Bye!"  As he hung up, he turned to Valmont.  "The rhyme sounded like a little kid's riddle, so I asked my nephew to try and solve it.  It's talking about a river...specifically the Sumia River, based on the coordinates.  We go to the mouth of that river, we find the portal!"
"How certain are you that his answer is reliable?" Valmont asked curiously.
"We can be sure of it," Ratso offered confidently.  "Rocko's a bit slow in some things, bit of a goofball like me, but he's a genius when it comes ta riddles!"
Valmont nodded, taking Ratso's word for it.  "Then we're heading for Tokyo, Japan," he stated firmly.  "But if we're this worried about getting spotted or caught, we shouldn't take normal transportation.  And it is at the mouth of a river..."  He smiled warmly at Bai Tza.
Bai grinned back.  "I wondered when you'd enjoy my services again outside the bedroom," she offered teasingly and happily.  "It's been some time since I swam those waters.  I wonder how much things have changed?"

"A tour of the world's shrines?" Jade demanded in stunned disbelief.  "Why in the world would I want to go on a tour of the world's shrines?  Especially..."  She took a closer look at the parchment.  "The lesser known ones?"
"For the development of your magic," Hsi Wu offered as he looked the paper over.  "You have a great deal of magic potential, but it's largely unfocused.  While you're being trained, a pilgrimage to places of power is a traditional part of magical training once you reach a certain level of mastery."
"Well why does it have to be the lesser known shrines?" Jade demanded angrily.  "I mean, the one where Dai Gui's portal was was pretty well known, and looked really grand!"
"Thank you," Sofia offered happily from the table where everyone else was eating.  "My sisters and I worked hard to keep it that way."
"Why can't I go somewhere awesome like that for my pilgrimage?" Jade continued ranting.  "Like the pyramids, or Stonehenge?"
"Oh, those are on here," Hsi Wu pointed out logically.  "But pretty low down the list."
"Why?" Jade whined despairingly.
"Stability," Hsi Wu explained.  "The Pyramids and Stonehenge both have incredibly potent magic focused into them - even if no one's entirely sure what the magic in Stonehenge is for-"
"Wait, you don't know?" Jade gasped in surprise.
"Stonehenge was ancient when Tso Lan, the oldest of my siblings, was born from the Moon's dark side," Hsi Wu explained softly.  "It's rumored even the Jade Council isn't entirely sure of its purpose...though no one's dared to ask them that."
"Think we should ask Santa about it?" Scootaloo whispered to Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle.  "Christmas is coming up soon..."
"We've never asked fer anythang selfish from Santa," Apple Bloom pointed out.
"Well, nothing selfish for ourselves," Sweetie Belle corrected pointedly.
"Ah don't think we should start now," Apple Bloom continued.  "He's always really happy ta see us, after all."
"Anyway," Hsi Wu continued, "exposing you to that much ancient magic before your magical aura is fully stabilized could cause you to be overwhelmed by the power, which could do you great harm."  He tapped the sheet.  "That's why the World Magi Council sent you this all expense paid world tour of shrines and other places of potent magic, and laid out the itinerary the way they did...and why it's just the five of us going: you, your familiar, and your teachers."
As Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo began to bounce with excitement, Jade sighed sadly.  "So...some nowhere shrine at the mouth of a river in Tokyo is our first stop?" she asked morosely.
"Look on the bright side," Hsi Wu offered.  "There's plenty of time in our itinerary for sightseeing, and there's a gaming convention in town."
Jade's eyes lit up as she grinned widely at that notion.
"Have fun on your honeymoon trip with your boyfriend, Jade," Viper called out, making Jackie choke on his food.
"He's not my boyfriend!" Jade called out angrily.

	
		Bright Future



The ancient temple stood tall and proud at the mouth of the river, the walls surrounding it showing strength through the ages even as the building itself stood strong, testament to the care it had been given since its construction.  It remained impassive as the river waters stirred, even as a sphere of water lifted up out of the river to roll to the walls before coming to a halt and unraveling.
Bai Tza breathed a sigh of relief as she reabsorbed her magic.  While it was simple enough magic and was constantly refreshed while within her element, maintaining it for the entire trip across the Pacific Ocean had been taxing on her mentally.  It would have been easier and faster to convert everyone within the sphere into water and absorb them into her body before releasing them here...but she would not do that with anyone but Valmont, even if the Pan'ku Box in Ratso's hands hadn't precluded the option.
Before she could stagger a millimeter, Valmont was at her side subtly steadying her, leaving no sign of any actual weakness on her part for Ratso or Daolong Wong to see.  She shot him a brief, grateful smile as the group approached the temple.  "For a minor shrine, this place looks well cared for," Valmont observed idly.
"Because it is known to house the Portal of Po Kong," Daolong Wong hissed out softly.  "The people of Japan have long been considerate of their ancient magics.  Even the minor kami are properly enshrined...like the one we encountered in the river."  He glanced towards Bai Tza.  "She did not seem to like seeing you.  Are you certain she won't interfere?"
"She can't," Bai Tza explained simply.  "We weren't using the river for an unintended purpose - no different than snorkeling - we weren't polluting or damaging the river, and I have ample reason to approach the temple since it's my sister's gate.  As long as none of us attacked the kami - which we did not - she had no grounds to deny us passage or even file an accelerated report.  Short of some government group having come up with some viable excuse to have the Chans or some subset of them here for unrelated reasons, we'll have my sister free with none the wiser."
"Does that mean we're going to miss the gaming convention?" Jade complained from the top of the outer wall where she sat beside Hsi Wu in his human form and her three equine cousins.  "I was really looking forward to it.  We even picked out cosplay!"
As Daolong Wong tensed for battle, Valmont spoke up smoothly.  "Well that sounds quite fun, children," he offered warmly.  "Now, I am contractually obligated to free Po Kong, not to mention I'm pretty sure she wants to attend the wedding so I expect her to be cooperative to a certain degree.  If she promises to behave herself, surely you would be willing to let her stay free unless and until she misbehaves?"
"Ah see no problem wit' that," Apple Bloom observed idly.
"Long as we get invited to the wedding!" Sweetie Belle added eagerly.
"And not have the most adorable flower girls imaginable?" Bai Tza cooed playfully.
"Course, we do have the banishment spell prepped just in case she doesn't want to behave," Scootaloo pointed out.  "And there's even a giant drum in there just waiting to be used as the symbol for the spell."
"Fair enough, fair enough," Valmont allowed.  "Shall we go in and set her free then?  To see what happens?"
Hsi Wu gently scooped up the four girls before leaping down into the temple grounds.  Valmont led Bai Tza, Daolong Wong, and Ratso in as well.  As they moved, Bai Tza spoke up.  "Dear, I know my sister wants to attend the wedding...but I'm also certain she wants her kingdom-"
"Still working on that one," Valmont interrupted softly.  "I managed to come up with alternatives for five of you, but Po Kong and Xiao Fung still have me stumped, I admit."
"A...alternatives?" Bai Tza asked curiously.
"To helping you conquer the world," Valmont explained.  "After spending time with you, I got the feeling that wasn't actually of interest to you, and was more out of getting your own piece so your siblings didn't walk all over you.  So I thought the best way to deal with that was to find ways to give each of you a kingdom to your satisfaction without having to conquer the world.  If I could pull that off, then I'd be meeting all my obligations wouldn't I?"
Bai Tza chuckled softly.  "And what did you have in mind for me?" she asked curiously.
"Raising and restoring Atlantis from its sunken depths," Valmont replied readily.  "With proper enchantments to protect it from inclement weather, it would draw top of the line prices for rental and vacation properties, giving you more 'tribute' than could fit in the palace there, which we could convert into a summer home while we ran my enterprises together the rest of the year."
"That...that sounds lovely," Bai Tza murmured softly, seeing the image thus described in her mind's eye.  "Though Tso Lan wants to use the moon to reshape Earth..."
"Which means his magic works outside the planet's energy fields," Valmont pointed out.  "He wants a planet to rule and populace to rule over?  He could go to NASA and make a deal for full control of Mars in exchange for getting the colonies there intact.  He'd be amazed how many people would jump at that deal."
Bai Tza blinked in surprise.  His own planet to rule with eagerly devoted citizenry...that would certainly be enough temptation to make the Moon Demon give up claim to any part of Earth.  "And you mentioned making Dai Gui a religious figure in the minotaur homeland," she observed idly.  "And what of Tchang Zu?"
"Why do you think I made his release into a movie?" Valmont asked idly.  "I was planning to make him a movie star.  He could act as contrary and eccentric as he wanted and people would still love him, and fanatical fans would make ideal worshipers.  And Hollywood pays top dollar for movie personnel with actual magical capabilities.  A genuine demon sorcerer willing to star in movies could pick and choose his roles...not to mention the savings in special effects budgets."
"Fame, fortune, and worshipers in exchange for hamming it up as an arrogant ass?" Bai asked teasingly.  "Pity he didn't listen to you about running away.  That's right up his alley."
"The only question left is Xiao Fung and Po Kong," Valmont allowed.  "Xiao because I can't quite get a grip on what he actually wants-"
"His element is wind," Hsi Wu pointed out.  "His desires and mood change just as quickly.  He wants his own piece of the world, but if this plan of yours actually worked out, he'd probably be satisfied being a trusted lieutenant in your own enterprises.  Why do you think his chosen human form makes him look the part?"
Valmont chuckled thoughtfully.  "Good to know.  For you I actually planned to just introduce you to the internet before Jade snatched you up.  I figured you'd have the kingdom of competitive gaming as your dominion before the month was out with how much you enjoy being challenged."  He grinned as that set Hsi to laughing.  "And that just leaves Po Kong," he observed as Ratso used the Box to open the massive portal.  "Between her not being able to assume a human form and what little I know of her, I'm not sure what kingdom I could offer her."
"No rush," Po Kong's voice echoed as she stepped out of her portal.  The massive green Mountain Demon was easily the size of a mountain, towering over the temple itself as she settled into place in the courtyard.  "As long as I get a good meal before the wedding and you don't hold it too far away, I can be patient."  She took a deep breath and let it out.  "Earth air...it's been so long since I breathed it."
"So..." Jade began carefully, "you're agreeing to just sit here and wait until Valmont comes up with something after the wedding-"
"And the honeymoon?" Hsi spoke up teasingly, earning him a punch on the arm.
"-in exchange for being well fed?" Jade finished, surprised.
"Child, do you know how long it's been since I had a decent meal?" Po Kong pointed out crossly.  "The mountains have forgotten.  That's how long it's been."
"I'll see to it you're properly fed," Valmont agreed readily.  "I happen to have a good supply of the mutant grubs that are a demon delicacy, and can have two tons here before the end of the week, more in regular intervals once a steady supply is established."
Po Kong chuckled softly as she sat down.  "Well, one certainly can't fault you as a host, Valmont..."
"So our business here is concluded, then?" Daolong Wong spoke up curiously.
"That would be the case," Valmont agreed.  "And I think we can all take the time to visit that gaming convention."  He turned to Jade and the others.  "Even if your guardians don't like me, I'm sure they'd be more comfortable if you have human adult supervision at a convention in another country."
"May I be excused from that?" Wong asked in a raspy tone as the girls giggled.  "Such crowds are not to my preference...and I have other business here."
"Of course, Daolong Wong," Valmont agreed.  "But pray tell, what business?"
Smirking, Wong slipped the demon skull helm onto his head.  "Harvesting rare magical ingredients," he growled out.  With no more warning than that, he sent a blast of dark magic straight at the fillies.

	
		Dim Future



As the blast roared towards the fillies, three things happened at once.  The first was a wave of water that lashed up from the river to knock Daolong Wong off his feet.  The second was Hsi Wu diving to send all four girls prone to duck the blast.  The third was the blast taking on a golden-green aura before arcing away from them to be swallowed up in by Po Kong.
Valmont reacted immediately.  "What do you think you're doing?" he demanded angrily.
"I don't see how that's your concern," Daolong Wong responded dryly as he gathered his magic anew, watching idly as the pouch Apple Bloom had been carrying spilled open, the vials inside bouncing across the stone ground as one smashed open over the large drum nearby.  "After all, you released me from immediate duty just a minute ago."
"Then I'm calling you back!" Valmont snapped out.
"I'm sorry, I'm a bit busy just now," Wong responded wickedly.  "I'll get back to you."  He lifted his staff.  "Gan!  Ren!  Chui!"  His three Dark Warriors appeared at his call, immediately lunging for the girls...only to be knocked back by Audrey's lashing vines.
Valmont's teeth clenched as his eyes bulged with his rage at being defied like this, at this worst possible moment.  As his rage continued to build, he suddenly clutched at his head and fell back.  His body vibrated, and for a brief moment two silhouettes were superimposed over him.  One was the spirit of Shendu...the other completely indistinct.  As the image faded, he slumped back.  Bai Tza quickly moved to protect him, glaring daggers at Daolong Wong.
Hsi Wu shifted into position between the Dark Wizard and the girls, discarding his human form as he braced himself for combat.  "You really should have chosen your battlegrounds better if this was your intent," he hissed out angrily as he called the winds, the rains, the clouds, the light of the sun, the air itself into his claws, preparing his magic for combat.  "You know our little sister is protective of the fillies, you know my bindings, and you saw how Po Kong feels about the situation.  Did you truly think you could stand against three Demon Sorcerers?"
Daolong Wong laughed darkly.  "I never believed I would have to," he growled as he raised his staff before beginning to chant.  "Ya Gaa Mee Mo Ya Gaa Mee Chi Wa...Ya Gaa Mee Mo Ya Gaa Mee Chi Wa..."  The crystal in the staff blazed with light, dragging energy out of the three Demon Sorcerers and funneling it into the Dark Warriors.
Hsi Wu hissed in pain as he grabbed at his chest, going to one knee.  "That spell...how did you learn of it?"
As Daolong Wong simply smirked, Jade moved to Hsi Wu's side.  "What about that spell?" she demanded worriedly.
"I created it!" Hsi snapped out.  "It was meant to let us combine our magics...but in the hands of a human, it could drain our magic right out of us!  The Immortals used it to steal a piece of our Demon Chi as part of sealing us in the Netherrealm!  But before I was sealed I cursed the spell, so no mortal eyes could ever behold it again!"
"Exactly," Daolong Wong responded with a wide grin, tapping his yellow left eye surrounded by the lightning bolt marking.  "No mortal eye.  It was quite the trial swiping this from Mimir...but it's proven worth it time and time again."
"Damn you!" Hsi Wu snapped out, trying to push himself to his feet.
"Don't bother," Daolong Wong stated flatly.  "With your power feeding into my Warriors, you can't move...and you'll be immobile for quite some time after the spell is broken, and by then I'll have what I need.  It would have been much simpler for all of you if you'd just let me take what I came for without this interference."
As he spoke, the Dark Warriors changed.  Gan's body shifted from crimson to pale blue, his legs fusing together into a watery tail.  Ren's skin turned grey as wings sprouted from his back.  Chui turned green and gold, bulking up even more than he already was as his hammer increased in size as well.
Sweetie Belle reached desperately into her saddlebags and pulled out a strand of wool, quickly tying it around her own horn.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."  As she chanted, a sphere of magic surrounded the four girls in a protective barrier.  At the same time, the potion soaked drum began to glow.
Jade began frantically searching through the satchels even as the Demon Enhanced Dark Warriors began pounding on the barrier.  "Come on, come on..." she murmured worriedly, flinching back as the enhanced hammer smashed down on the barrier, releasing a shower of sparks.  "Something here has gotta help!"
"Better do it quick!" Apple Bloom called out worriedly as Ren swooped down, using his boomerang blade in an attempt to cut through the barrier like a buzzsaw.  "Look!"
She pointed to where Bai Tza - still in her human form - was slumped against Valmont struggling to breathe.
"She wasn't...born demon," Hsi Wu managed to speak up.  "If she were...in her demon form this...would just be a drain.  But that form...is based on her original form.  The spell...is sucking her demon magic...out from under her Wild Magic.  If...if we don't stop it soon..."
Audrey's vines suddenly wrapped around Ren, slamming him repeatedly into the ground before hurling him straight into the glowing drum.  It let off a loud boom as the Dark Warrior burst into smoke.
"That won't help for long," Daolong Wong growled as he started draining more magic, determined to get what he came for.  The wisps of smoke moved towards him, beginning to take shape again.
Noticing Chui was between the barrier and the drum, Jade grabbed another bottle out of the satchel and popped it open.  "Fǎnyìng lìliàng!  Fǎnyìng lìliàng!"  The smoke took the shape of a mirror just in front of the massive sledge.  As the hammer struck the mirror, the mirror shattered and Chui was blown back with the force of the blow.  He slammed into the drum, setting off another loud boom before bursting into smoke.  The recoil from the spell also sent Jade to the opposite end of the barrier, closer to Po Kong, knocking her unconscious.
Hsi Wu's eyes widened.  "Don't hit the drum again!" he called out desperately.  "It has Po's banishment spell on it!  A third strike will activate it!"
"How else are you going to deal with this?" Daolong Wong roared out, channeling all his gathered magic into Gan.  Wings sprouted from his back as the blue was joined by green and gold.  Three colors of magic gathered in the staff as it was thrown, shattering the barrier and scattering all inside explosively from the backshock.
Po Kong watched the battle unfold.  She wasn't as weakened as her siblings by the drain due to her large size and just how much Chi she had to draw on.  It would be painful to use magic while the spell was active, but not debilitating.  However, she'd held back because moving too much here might hurt those she would be trying to protect, and she couldn't reach far enough to do much physically.
However, seeing Jade and the others about to be overwhelmed, she knew she would have to make a choice.  She'd watched how Bai had developed a soft spot for the girls, how she relished those interactions...how they were becoming surrogates for her missing daughters.  Assuming Daolong Wong's current spell didn't finish Bai off due to her not being in her demonic form, whatever he did to the fillies once he had them would.  And she knew a powerful enough active Good Chi enchantment being activated would negate the magic the Dark Wizard had going, and prevent him from drawing more for a good while.  I may not attend the wedding, she thought silently to herself, but I'll see it happen.  Reaching forward with one hand, she clenched her fist.
Gan suddenly jerked, his body trapped in Po Kong's aura...though he already struggled to free himself.  "What?" Daolong Wong gasped in shock.
Po Kong turned her eyes to Valmont.  "Take care of her."  With that, she thrust forward...and Gan flew into the drum, bursting into smoke with the final boom.
A blast of green magic shot out of the drum, dispelling Daolong Wong's spells even as Po Kong's portal once more opened up, slowly sucking her back into the netherrealm.  She didn't even bother to fight it, letting herself be pulled back as she accepted that as the cost for saving her sister.  She did reach forward in an attempt to seize Daolong Wong and drag him back into the Netherrealm with her, but he warped out of her grip just as her claws closed on him.  She sighed in frustration at her failure.
...as a result, she missed what - or rather, who - was caught in her other claw as the portal closed on her.

	
		Shadowed Future



Jade groaned as she slowly regained consciousness.  The text had warned about the recoil of the power reflection spell being equivalent to the deflected impact, but she'd thought she'd dispersed it properly.  Quite a way to learn she hadn't mixed that part properly.
Slowly opening her eyes, she saw a wall of green and yellow.  Confused, she stretched out her hand and felt the rough, scaly flesh before her before managing to part two fingers...and stare out at the crimson void she'd seen through the portal she'd summoned Hsi Wu through to make him her familiar.  She felt her blood run cold as she realized what had happened.  Po Kong had been banished back through the portal, and she'd been dragged along somehow.
She saw something starting to approach, but before she could see details the fingers closed up tight.  Before Jade could voice a complaint, she felt the entire world shift around her.  She quickly realized Po Kong was shifting positions...for some reason.
"And that's three of us trapped here now," Tchnag Zu growled out, the voice making Jade stiffen.  That must have been what she saw approaching!
"Still arguing peaceful coexistence is possible?" Dai Gui demanded cruelly.  "It seems you were banished even with that outlook."
"For your information, I banished myself!" Po Kong snapped out disdainfully.  "It was the only way to prevent that dark wizard's spell from draining Bai Tza until she didn't have any demonic life force left!  There's no record of anyone who had undergone a Demonic Ascension reversing the process, and I wasn't about to take a chance with our sister!"
"You really chose her well being over your own freedom?" Tchang Zu demanded in shock.
A judgmental silence hung in the air for a time.  "It seems some of us take our brotherhood more seriously than others," Po Kong stated flatly.  "I'll be certain to keep that in mind."
"What is that you have there, sister?" Dai Gui suddenly demanded.  Jade flinched as she felt something impact near enough for her to sense it.
"What are you talking about?" Po Kong demanded evasively.
"You can't hide anything from us, sister!" Tchang Zu snapped.
Jade pulled back as blue and red hands dragged Po Kong's fingers apart, revealing her to Dai Gui and Tchang Zu's view.  "The girl!" Dai Gui proclaimed in shock.
"At least we shall have entertainment!" Tchang Zu declared as he gathered a lightning bolt.
"Don't you-" Po Kong began, but too late to stop him from throwing the bolt.
Before it could reach Jade, Hsi Wu blurred into place between her and his brother, taking the bolt himself as he screamed in agony.
"HSI!" Jade screamed in worry and fear even as Tchang Zu and Dai Gui laughed.

Tso Lan snarled angrily as he closed the viewport to the netherrealm he'd just finished opening.  "And just like that, our idiot brothers have closed our options," he growled under his breath.
"How so?" Xiao Fung asked curiously.
"By now the fillies will have told the other Chans that the girl got pulled into the Demon Netherealm by Po Kong," Tso Lan continued.  "It was plainly unintentional, and we could have played that to our advantage and actually gained the assistance of the Chans as far as freeing our siblings.  While individually, Tchang Zu and Dai Gui may have flaunted Valmont's assistance, if the rest of us were united they would have been forced to play along...and eventually been happy with what he presented them.  I admit the idea of ruling Mars was...appealing."
"And how is that no longer an option?" Xiao asked curiously.  "I thought you were trying to contact Po Kong to tell her to keep track of the child?"
"Hsi Wu is bound to more than just the child by his familiar magic," Tso Lan explained angrily.  "Given the level of the discharge Tchang Zu just threw, it's likely they would have felt it backlash through the spell!  The fillies at the least would have felt it.  How exactly can we argue our position when they can feel one of our own tormenting a brother?"
Xiao's eyes narrowed angrily.  "I see.  There's no way they'll help us willingly if they can feel that.  And taking the chance they didn't is foolhardy."
"The only one who would have had a chance of convincing them would be sister Bai," Shendu spoke up, puppeting Valmont's body and holding Bai up.  "But she has not yet recovered from what the dark wizard did to her."
"Is Valmont recovered from what happened?" Tso Lan asked hopefully.  "And do you have any idea what happened?"
"No on both counts, brother," Shendu offered apologetically.  "And I have no idea when he will recover.  I cannot feel his mind."
"Damn," Tso Lan growled angrily.  "Then we cannot afford to wait and hope he can come up with a better plan.  We must take action now, before the Chans do and close our last opportunity.  Since Tchang Zu brought this situation on us, he can wait until his own portal unseals.  Let's see if the three of us can bring enough force to bear to cow the Chans in this world.  At least they do not have access to Hsi Wu at this time."
"Four Demon Sorcerers against that group?" Xiao asked dismissively.  "They will surely know they are outmatched."
"Don't be so sure," Shendu murmured dryly.
"Enough, both of you," Tso Lan snapped out.  He crossed his arms as he slipped into deep thought.  He would have to approach this carefully, show just enough force to convince the Chans to cooperate, but not so much as to cause them to call out bigger guns to try and overcome them, and not so little that the Chans decided they could handle them themselves without cooperation.  That would be a delicate balance, after all, and there would be no second chances.  One wrong move and everything would fall apart, and time was not on their side.  Tchang Zu already showed he had no patience for the situation, and they had to move fast before the situation was beyond recovery.

	
		Dark Future



Tso Lan was not having a good day.
It was bad enough that his brothers' idiocy in the Netherrealm had forced them into one of the worst possible paths.  It was even worse that Valmont still wasn't regaining consciousness, and thus couldn't help and advise him.  Bai's continued insensate state was also concerning and no help.  But why did human technology have to get so difficult?
He understood how to use a rotary phone, or even a touch tone phone.  But if these other phones were so smart, then why was their only answer to 'Call Chans' to say "That number is not in your contacts"?  If he knew the number to call, he wouldn't need to ask the 'smart' phone what it was!  Blasted useless technology!  And this was the human greatness that the Balance and the policy of 'minimum divine intervention' was established to allow to flourish?  The 'Henderson' incident was surely a fluke, and no evidence of potential human greatness!  As soon as Tso Lan got his brothers free, he was getting off this planet before the Old Ones came back to avenge their lost member!
He'd tried getting assistance from Valmont's men...but they refused to obey him!  Each one had told him flat out that they took orders only from Valmont and Bai Tza as 'his lady', and told him what he could do with his orders...sometimes quite graphically.  ...the goofy one's knowledge of obscure animal anatomy was impressive, as was his imagination regarding the anatomical improbabilities involved in such things.  How had he ever even heard of the extinct Turducken?
This had also included a refusal to help with the Pan'ku Box.  As a result, Tso Lan had been forced to carefully float the box in his magic - still painful and draining, but nowhere near as much as if he held it in his own hands - and guesstimate the approximate location of Shendu's portal based on memory and geography, hoping the latter hadn't changed too much.  He'd been forced to summon a messenger demon to contact the Chans, and the message perforce had to be short and to the point.  "The girl is in the Netherrealm.  Meet to discuss her release."  That followed by coordinates was all the messenger demon could hold in its memory, since hiring one with a greater message capacity would have required offerings Tso Lan simply couldn't get...especially since the Messenger Demon policy now stated all Sacrifice Offerings had to be given willingly by the source being.  Stupid union regulations...
He hoped Xiao Fung was up to a fight if necessary.  He would be too drained to fight well for several minutes if it came to that, Bai Tza was hidden around the corner on the off chance she recovered, and Shendu in Valmont's body was at best of questionable assistance.  While he had access to his magic still, he'd had difficulty accessing it on the way here, forcing Tso Lan to carry them all with his magic.  If the Chans chose to fight, this likely would not end well.
Feeling someone approach, he tried to relax...but found that fleeing as he caught sight of Jackie Chan, garbed in the Armor of the Immortals with sword drawn.  The worst had happened.

Jackie glowered as he stepped up to where the Demons waited.  He knew for certain that it was all demons he faced here.  Uncle had managed to craft a spell that would allow the one it was cast on to see through a Demon's human disguise and reveal their true form.  He saw Tso Lan, Xiao Fung...and Shendu.  He didn't have all the information, but he knew he had enough.  The demons had kidnapped Jade, and now they were using her as a hostage while torturing Hsi Wu.
Jackie hadn't liked Hsi Wu being with Jade all that much, but had eventually accepted that he was simply outvoted.  When Uncle had clutched at his hand with a wince and Tohru his with a bellow, he understood it was because someone had caused great harm to Hsi Wu.  Uncle had been able to explain that it affected Tohru more strongly because the harm had come due to an act of self-sacrifice on Hsi's part, resonating through Kindness.  That was enough to put Hsi Wu into Jackie's good books.
When the message came not from the fillies or from Valmont, but via demon messenger from Tso Lan, he knew things had gone very south.  As much as Jackie hated to admit it, he'd begun to trust Valmont as a man of his word.  Sure, he was a criminal and thus not someone you admitted to knowing to law enforcement or the PTA, but at a fundamental level was an honorable man.  He'd stated his intent to free and rehabilitate the Demon Sorcerers, and Jackie believed that had been his intent.  It was plain to Jackie now that he'd been used, though.  The demons intended to use Jade as leverage to force Uncle to find a way to free them all...and Jackie would not let that happen.  Uncle was working to contact Jade to tell her to get to Shendu's portal, the only one they had reliable access to.  Jackie was here to get the portal open by whatever means necessary so Jade could get out.  Hsi could be summoned via the Familiar magic rather easily.
He knew what he was here to do.  He was here to save his niece, and protect his family from the demons no matter what it took.
"So you come looking for a fight?" Tso Lan demanded crossly.
"I come to save my niece," Jackie countered flatly.  "If I have to kill you all to do that, then so be it."
"Death is not the barrier to us that it is to mortals, Chan," Shendu hissed spitefully.  "I am unliving proof of that."
"And you've been here since the beginning," Jackie deduced angrily.  "Manipulating Valmont into this?"
"In a manner of speaking," Shendu allowed, always eager to take credit for things.
"You are outmatched, Chan," Xiao Fung pointed out flatly.  "Even with your sword and armor, there are four of us."  When Chan's eyes flickered over them, Xiao chuckled.  "Bai is nearby...but she won't reveal herself until after she's struck you down, should that be necessary."
"Think sensibly, Chan," Tso Lan spoke firmly.  "This fight is pointless and unnecessary."
Jackie's eyes locked on the Pan'ku Box.  He saw what he could do.  "You're right about that," he observed dryly as he swung.
Balance Breaker sheared through the Pan'ku Box, causing it to explode in a burst of Good Chi as the sword absorbed the spells held within.
"What are you doing?" Tso Lan demanded in shock.
"Protecting my family!" Jackie stated angrily.  "BEGONE!"  With that shout, he swung the sword, unleashing a wave of banishment magic that would arc across the world, sealing the portals permanently as the demons were banished.
Tso Lan and Xiao Fung, unprepared for the wave, were blasted away almost immediately.  Shendu's spirit was ripped from Valmont's body, allowing the man to regain consciousness as the portal was opened..and Jade and a badly singed Hsi Wu flew out as though thrown by a mighty arm before the portal closed.  "Chan?" Valmont asked in confusion.  "What are-"  A terrified shriek was heard.  "BAI!"

Valmont raced around the corner, managing to catch hold of Bai Tza's wrists as she was pulled towards her portal.  They clung to each other as the man struggled through sheer force of will to hold his love in the human world.  He struggled even as the magic stripped her human form away, forcing her into her demon form.
"Don't!" Bai screamed out as the force became all the more intense.  "You'll be pulled into the Netherrealm with me!"
"With you forever, here or there!" Valmont called out desperately.  "I don't care which!"
Bai's eyes filled with tears at that declaration.  "I'm...sorry..."  Her hands turned to water, and she slipped from his grip.
"Bai, NO!" Valmont screamed in despair, reaching out for his love only for her to be dragged far beyond his reach and sight.  He collapsed to the ground and wept bitterly.
Footsteps approached him.  It was Chan.  "Valmont...I..."
Rage unlike anything he'd ever known suddenly swamped Valmont.  This was Chan's doing!  That mule-headed, impatient, reckless, careless-

Jackie stepped back in shock as Valmont's face twisted into a mask of fury.  He'd meant to talk to Valmont about what had just happened, what he hadn't realized-
Valmont leapt to his feet and leveled his hand at Jackie.  A beam of concussive golden light lanced out, blasting Jackie out of the Armor of the Immortals and leaving him with a scorch mark on his chest as he gasped for air.
As the Armor collapsed without someone to wear it, Valmont's human form dissolved away, leaving behind something that most definitely was not human.  A large golden sphere floated in the center, horns at the top rising into a crown of thorns that slowly rotated over the central sphere.  A single crimson iris opened in a slit across the front.  Two large hands of golden light hovered to either side of the sphere, disconnected as they extended razor sharp claws.
After a time, Valmont's human shape reasserted itself, shaping around the demonic shape...but Jackie saw the silhouette of the Demon superimposed on the man, the true form behind the mask.  "You will regret this, Chan," Valmont snarled before vanishing into light.
Jackie groaned as he clutched at his chest.  "...bad day..."
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		No Future



Valmont blurred through the world as pure light.  His transit to his destination would take less than a second, but his thoughts were so much faster now that it felt like hours to him unless he deliberately slowed his mind down.  In one part of his mind, he was remembering every single moment of his time with Bai Tza, slowing down the memories until he could capture every single moment in exquisite detail.  The flicker and play of emotion on her face, the cruel sensuality of her nature, the slowly blooming love that soon became all consuming...
In another part of his mind, he was sunk in his rage.  However, even as all consuming as the rage was, it no longer clouded his thoughts.  It didn't take long for him to deduce why.  He was no longer human.  His true body was no longer flesh and blood.  No glands pumping exotic chemicals into his brain to distort his perceptions.  He could let those emotions overwhelm him as they did when he was human...but he could also suppress that effect at need.  It was mildly disturbing, and morbidly fascinating.
Another part of his mind was minutely examining every bit of information he'd managed to secretly extract from Shendu's mind while the demonic spirit had been sharing his body.  He'd already gotten the first detail he needed in order to enact his current plan of action, but he wanted to collate what he knew to ensure the plan would succeed.  It would do no good if he made the attempt only for something to backfire.
Yet another part of his mind marveled how much easier it was to multitask with the biological chains on his mind unbound, setting pure thought free to work.  Part of his mind was even so bored with what little there was to do that it was rereading his memory of War and Peace to pass the time.  At this rate, running his criminal empire would practically be an afterthought while he focused on whatever truly interested him.
Then again, if his plan worked, his criminal empire wouldn't even matter anymore.  Trading everything that was to create a 'might have been' he desperately wanted...all that mattered was a specific detail.  Well, it was a detail he could add if it wasn't there.  All things needed were a bit of fine tuning...

Hsi Wu slowly sat up, struggling to move his wings and limbs without disturbing the precious burden in his arms.  The last few hours in the Netherrealm had been painful...but he'd toughed it through.  He'd been grateful when the sympathetic echoes through the familiar bond had eventually knocked Jade out, he didn't have to hold in his screams after that.  Still, it seemed he was as tough as he'd always believed, as all his limbs and magic still worked.  He was scorched and scarred, but otherwise unharmed.
When Shendu's portal had opened for free transit, he'd been shocked when Po Kong grabbed them both and hurled them through with all the force she could muster.  He'd actually risked more harm using his body to shield Jade's from the impact than he had from Tchang Zu's lightning.  He had some gift with lightning from his Sky magic, and had been able to redirect it through his body enough to not do permanent damage.  But seeing Valmont's demonic ascension had left him frozen.  That was never something that happened cleanly.  There was always fallout from the first excursion.  Feeling Jade regaining consciousness, he knew it was only a matter of time before the - as Jade had pointed out the phrase was now - shit hit the fan.
Jackie groaned as he slowly sat up nearby.  "Are you two ok-AH!"  He clutched at the burn on his chest before falling back.
"Stay still," Hsi instructed.  "There's a reason Demons of Light are so incredibly rare, and feared when they do exist.  There's likely internal damage from that burn-"
Just as Jade fully regained consciousness, Hsi's words were interrupted as both of them heard an intense screeching like some sort of alarm boring into their ears.  "What the hell is that?" Jade screamed out desperately as she tried to cover her ears.
"What is what?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"Don't you hear it?" Jade wailed.
"He won't," Hsi managed to growl out through gritted teeth.  "It's the No-Man's alarm.  It's only audible to anyone Class 2 or higher.  I'm considered borderline there, since while I can't match a God in raw power, I do have spells capable of killing them.  That makes me a Class 2-Z being, the lowest in the Class-"
The beeping changed to a message.  "Unauthorized entry into Australia by Class 2-Omega Demon Sorcerer.  All beings hearing this message are requested and authorized to intercept as soon as possible."
Hsi Wu's eyes went wide.  "Fuck!" he screamed out, his voice somewhere between rage and terror.
"Language!" Jackie snapped angrily.
Hsi quickly scooped Jade up and spread his wings.  "Ground me for it when we get back if the world is still here!" he snapped as he surrounded himself and Jade with a bubble of air before rocketing into the sky at somewhere upward of Mach 2, the sonic boom sending Jackie tumbling in pain.
"Hsi, what-" Jade began in earnest.
"Australia is where all the artifacts too dangerous to be left available for access to anyone are sealed!" Hsi explained as they shot southeast.  "There are things there that if misused could tear the very fabric of the universe apart!  I should know, since I made five of them, which is why I was ordered locked up in the Netherrealm in the first place!"
"For making five of them?" Jade asked in surprise.
"For trying to make a sixth against orders from the Jade Council to stop," Hsi clarified.
"How would Valmont even know that?" Jade demanded.  "He was at the epicenter when the world changed-"
"Shendu got an army sent after him on his second release for trying to access a complete archive of Australia's contents!" Hsi snapped out.  "With how long he was in Valmont's head, I wouldn't be surprised if a few details slipped through!"
As the pair arrived in Australia, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo arrived on Cumulo.  "You got th' message, too?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
Another shrill beeping echoed.  "Security Breach at the Cave of Time.  Five entities in range to intercept.  Act quickly."
Hsi Wu let out a sigh of relief.  "Thank goodness.  It's just the Book of Ages."
"The Book of Ages?" Sweetie Belle gasped out as Hsi led the way towards a cavern that had been blasted open to reveal a massive temple.  "You mean the magical tome that records all of history, the one that can fundamentally change history all at once if someone writes in it?"
"That's right," Hsi agreed as he led the way down the right turns.  "That's the one."
"And that deserves an 'only'?" Jade asked in surprise, getting to her feet to run alongside the rest.
"If we're still us by the end of the hour, I'll happily explain," Hsi promised.
As they reached the end, they found Valmont hovering over the Book of Ages in his human form, only the horned crown of thorns made of light hovering over his head a visible sign of his true nature now.  "So I am part of the Brotherhood now," he murmured thoughtfully as he lifted a quill.  "That makes this easier..."  He reached towards the top of the page.
"No!" Jade screamed out as she led the charge, the group leaping onto him...only to come to a halt as they hit an invisible barrier.
"Relative to you all, I've had two weeks to familiarize myself with my magic with how fast my thoughts go now," Valmont observed idly as he started to write.  "Do you really think you can succeed in stopping me?"
"We can try!" Jade screamed out as she leapt onto the Book itself, trying to stop his writing.
"Futile," Valmont observed idly as he flicked his hand, sending her flying back to land lightly on the floor some distance away, not noticing the small fragment torn out of the book.  Turning, he finished the sentence he was writing, and watched as the magic flowed.
And the Nine Sorcerers of the Demon Brotherhood reigned over the Earth's Past, Present, and Future.

	
		New Future, part 1



Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo groaned as they slowly awoke in the chamber of the Book of Ages.  The room seemed completely unchanged before the blast of light at first glance, but two things quickly showed that this was not so.  First off, the Book seemed to be crackling with potential magical energy, as though something hadn't already happened yet.  The second was that everything beyond the chamber had an odd duality to it.  In addition to seeing the world around them, there was also a blank white void resulting in the world seeming not quite real.  Only the chamber itself lacked the void, and thus felt real.
As they managed to get their heads straight, the three fillies realized they were the only ones in the chamber.  "What the hay happened?" Apple Bloom demanded in confusion, making her way over to the others.  "One second we were tryin' ta stop Valmont from changin' the Book, the next..."
"The next we're all alone here," Scootaloo continued, "with that weird magic surrounding the Book."
"I can't tell what the purpose of the magic is," Sweetie Belle began, "but I can tell something we can do with it."
"Oh?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
"The Book's been changed," Sweetie Belle pointed out.  "I...I think we can use the energy around it to find out how...like a scrying spell."
"How do we do that?" Apple Bloom asked worriedly.  "I'm worried about Uncle Jackie-"
The light flared, and a window opened up.  Through the window of magic, they could see China far below them...only for it to slowly grow closer.  They could see towering structures, large lands of shadow...and a thriving populace of humans and others endlessly building and working away at something they couldn't quite understand.
"...anyone else reminded of Samurai Jack?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.  "I'm getting 'Aku Empire vibes...what with the flying cars and all those giant crystals."
"And...that's Shendu's palace," Scootaloo said as the view zoomed in on the structure, raised high to tower over civilization.  "I'm almost afraid to see what's inside..."

Inside the palace, Shendu stared at endless sheaves of reports that detailed the progress in every inch of his empire.  As he always did, he found himself brooding.  He didn't like the present state of affairs, but he didn't exactly have a choice.  The minority of three was always outvoted amongst the Brotherhood, and they all knew what would happen if the Will of the Group was defied too strenuously.  It had been pointed out plenty of times, there were more than enough Demon Overlords for all available land.
As he brooded over this, he saw the golden light appear before him, and he straightened with a growl.  "Not even a message to let me know you are coming...brother?" he spat irritably, his few attendants removing themselves.
The light focused inward until it took the shape of Valmont, his human form garbed in a suit of gold, the horned crown of thorns hovering over his head like a twisted halo.  "Because I'd arrive long before any message arrived, you know that," he countered urbanely.  "Now where are your manners?"
Shendu snarled aggressively as he stood up.  "You dare talk that way to me in my own kingdom-"
Before Shendu could react, all the light vanished from the chamber except Valmont himself, who glowed from within.  Something struck him in the back of the knees and sent him to his back.  The point of an edgeless blade stopped at his throat.  "Show proper respect for the Golden One," an angry voice growled.
Valmont frowned and snapped his fingers.  The light slowly returned to the area as a figure at Shendu's feet drew the darkness back into herself, revealing the familiar figure of Viper...demonically enhanced to appear somewhat serpentine.  Standing on Shendu's chest was Jackie...but his hair was long, spiky, and golden and he was garbed only in a golden karate gi with the hanzi for Light over his heart and that for Demon upon his back.  Balance Breaker was held to Shendu's throat.
Shendu sputtered in surprise and fear.  "You...you brought the Serpent and the Monkey?"
"What sort of fool, however powerful, would not go everywhere without his elite bodyguards?" Valmont asked playfully.  "Oh, I forgot who I was talking to."
Shendu's teeth bared, but he said nothing.
"Are your people on schedule?" Valmont asked flatly.
"Everything progresses as it should," Shendu growled in frustration as Jackie clambered off his chest.  He slowly sat up.  "I've just finished going over the reports."
"Good," Valmont observed dryly.  "We'll take a look on our way out."
"What's so important about the blasted thing, anyway?" Shendu snarled irritably.  "The resources that go to these 'projects' of yours could be better placed in tribute!"
Valmont raised one eyebrow.  "...do I need to go over your books, Shendu?" he asked benignly.
Shendu seemed to pale.  "There is no need," he offered hastily.
"There had better not be..."

Valmont stared up at the massive structure, to mortal eyes looking like a cross between a Dyson sphere and a spider web.  But his eyes could see far beyond mortal and he could read the nature of the structure quite plainly as it extended into the fourth, fifth, and sixth dimensions.  Man had made weapons that could kill gods.  A mundane had found a way to kill an Elder.  The Jade Council thought humanity unrestrained was the only defense against the return of the Old Ones.  Valmont had seen that humanity guided could do far better.  He stared at one of many structures known only as Ancient Traps.  Once completed, they would be the defense the Jade Council wanted against the Old Ones.  The moment an incursion began, the Traps would be activated.  Inside the traps, space-time would weaken, creating the ideal place for the Old Ones to fully manifest from without rituals or sacrifices.  Once they manifested, however, they would be caged in a prison that used their own essence as a power source, turning the greatest threat to Earth into the greatest source of magical power it would ever know.
...he'd made sure to memorize the blueprints, just in case this timeline was reversed.  It would make a good bargaining chip with someone, he was certain.
"My Lord?" Jackie - the Monkey - spoke up diffidently.  "You have that look on your face again."
Valmont schooled his expression.  "Chan, have I told you how this world came to be?"
Jackie nodded.  "The world had taken a path to an untenable future," he recited.  "You acted to avert that future, and in the process used great magic that recreated the world in the Light.  This is the world we live in now."
Valmont nodded as he turned away.  "What I haven't mentioned is that you played a part in creating that untenable future in the old world," he explained softly.  "At the time, I blamed you for it, hated you for it.  I've had time to think, and I want you to know I forgive you.  You did only what you thought was right, same as me."
Jackie bowed respectfully.  "I am certain the other me would apologize if he knew his mistake.  I do so in his place."  Stepping back, he glanced towards Viper, who smiled at him.  "This is a bright future."
"Indeed," Valmont allowed with a smile.  "Speaking of, how goes the family planning?"
Jackie blushed as Viper chuckled ruefully.  "We are Your Lordships Guards," Jackie allowed.  "That...does not leave much time."
Valmont sighed ruefully.  "Even Mulan managed to get married," he grumbled ruefully, making the pair snicker.  "Take some time off, both of you.  I have somewhere I wish to be, and I wish to go alone."  He turned towards the ocean.
"Sssseeing to your own family planning?" Viper asked teasingly.
Valmont blinked in surprise, then grinned widely.  "Precisely," he replied happily before vanishing into light.
Jackie chuckled as he rubbed the back of his head.  "Well, what shall we do with our time-"  He tensed up as Viper suddenly bit him on the neck, sinking in fangs that left no wounds.
Viper grinned widely.  "Catch me if you can, sssstud," she hissed before slithering away almost faster than the eye could track.
Jackie's eyes lit up as he grinned widely.  He began beating his chest as he let out a very ape-like hooting howl before bounding off after her, easily matching her speed.

The window closed, leaving the trio of fillies blinking in shock.

	
		New Future, part 2



It was eventually Scootaloo who found her voice first.  "Was...was that real?" she managed to ask.
"Yeah..." Sweetie Belle managed to say.  "Somehow...we can use the magic around the book to see what's happening in the rest of the world in this...new timeline Valmont managed to create.  And asking about Uncle Jackie apparently showed us everything connected to him...including Shendu, Valmont, and Viper."
"Well, at least that's two happy endings here," Scootaloo allowed.
"But what about Tohru?" Apple Bloom asked urgently.  "Wouldn't he be workin' for Valmont again?  And what about Sofia, Ysabelle, and Lucia?"
"And don't forget El Toro!" Sweetie Belle added as a window began to open.  "And Uncle!  And Jade!  And Captain Black!"
"Ahem!" Scootaloo declared as she pointed to where the window was opening, three others having taken shape behind it.
The fillies turned their attention to the first window as it focused in on Japan, slowly zooming in to reveal two towering structures.  The first was another of the Elder Traps Valmont had examined in Shendu's territory, this one braced above the crater of Fujiyama.  The second was a massive, open, temple-like structure where Po Kong sprawled, having paused from a meal to glare down at something that irritated her...

Po Kong rubbed her forehead as Dai Gui continued his angry rant.  "It's bad enough the human subjects I have are so lackluster and vanishing!" he roared angrily.  "But now you and Xiao Fung have been tempting my minotaurs away from me!"
"It's a free market, Dai," Po Kong grumbled irritably.  "If the wages and living conditions in your kingdom aren't enough to induce them to stay, is it any wonder they go where both are better?"
"We agreed to divide the world between us!" Dai Gui ranted angrily.  "But now you're all stealing my share!  I want my kingdom!  I want it I want it I want it!"
"Must you throw a tantrum like a spoiled child?" the Mountain Demon groaned in frustration.  "Behave with at least a modicum of the decorum befitting your station.  You're making us all look bad in front of my citizens."
"Citizens!" Dai Gui snorted in disdain.  "They are chattel!"
"Well with that attitude, it's no wonder your region is all but empty by now," Po Kong murmured ruefully.  "How much has Valmont taken direct control of now to get any productivity out of it again?"
"Why is he the one who orders us all around?" Dai Gui demanded angrily.  "He is even younger than Bai!"
"Well, most of us follow his lead because we can see he speaks sense," Po Kong countered flatly.  "Those of us too blind to see that - you included - follow because even if all three of you tried to attack him in concert, he could kill you without even half trying...assuming he didn't leave you to the Monkey and the Serpent."  She smirked as she saw that send a shudder through Dai Gui.  "Now do you have anything important to say to me, or did you just come to rant at me because you can't take advice."
"I want what is mine!" Dai Gui insisted angrily, bringing his fists down angrily and shaking the ground.
"And you've just worn out your welcome," Po Kong growled as she saw the shake frighten some of her subjects.  "Tohru!  Throw him out!"
"As you command, Mistress!" Tohru declared as he stepped in, garbed in green and gold metal and cloth that looked like a cross between the robes of a high priest and full plate armor...and except for the coloration wouldn't have looked out of place on certain collectible miniatures.
"What are you-" Dai Gui began, only to fall silent as Tohru seized him by his horn and lifted him off the ground before turning northwest and hurling him all the way back to Spain.
Po Kong chuckled as she watched her brother go flying before turning back to the three familiar minotaur females who attached themselves to Tohru as he lowered his arm.  "As always, you serve well.  Are you sure you're satisfied with only three, though?"
Tohru chuckled nervously.

The window slowly closed, and Apple Bloom breathed a sigh of relief.  "Glad he's still got them," she commented as the next window opened, this one showing El Toro having just achieved a victory in the ring as Xiao Fung watched from above.  As El Toro exited the ring, several minotaur females - obviously fangirls - swarmed him for autographs and...other things.  "Looks like he's got his own happy ending," Apple Bloom added with a chuckle.
"...didn't El Toro have...like a sidekick or something?" Scootaloo asked in confusion.  "Little boy, followed him everywhere?  Was passing out fliers?"
"Sounds familiar," Sweetie Belle allowed.  "...do either of you remember his name?"
All three fillies could only shrug helplessly as the window closed.  As the third window opened, all three fillies gasped as they saw Uncle happily sitting behind the desk in his shop...though instead of an antique shop, it was plainly a full fledged magic shop.  The shop seemed completely peaceful and relaxing, but then the bell was heard to ring.  "Door!" Uncle shouted out to the shop at large.
"Yes, Master," a voice responded immediately, a voice that made all three fillies gasp.  Despite it sounding unnaturally calm, it was unmistakable...as Daolong Wong moved submissively towards the door.  His face lacked the markings, and his eyes were both the same color, and he was dressed in a butler outfit, but he was still recognizable...partially because the window showed an afterimage of the Daolong Wong the fillies knew and loathed ranting and raving just above his head, as though trapped inside the mind of this gentler version that was Uncle's servant.
An ancient man - even more ancient than Uncle - was let in the door.  Uncle gasped as he caught sight of him.  "Chi Master Fong!" he declared in awe and joy as he got to his feet.  "You honor me coming to my workshop.  Wong, a chair and tea for my teacher, quickly!"
"Of course, Master," Daolong Wong responded obediently as the ancient man tried to wave off the attention and the window closed.
All three fillies' eyes were misting.  Uncle had frequently talked about his teacher with regretful fondness, and they knew how much it had hurt Uncle to lose him.  To see that the man was still in the world in this timeline, and had a strong relationship with Uncle still...
It took some time for the fillies to realize the last window had opened...and when they did, their eyes widened in shock.

	
		New Future, part 3



Jade slowly stirred, managing to feel the surface she was laying on.  It wasn't the stone of the Book Chamber, but much softer.  In fact, it felt remarkably like a mattress made of clouds, and was that a pillow her head laid on?  Silk sheets over her body?  ...she was feeling a lot more silk than she normally did...
She let out a loud groan as she squinted her eyes shut, feeling a serious headache that got worse if the lightest bit of light got in her eyes.  Her hand went to her forehead as she winced in pain.  "My head..." she groaned out, her thoughts working through the pain unable to process that her voice sounded...off.
Hands were suddenly there, two fingers on each gently massaging her temples to ease her pain.  More hands gently wrapped the fingers of one hand around a glass of water, her other around two pills she recognized as aspirin.  She quickly popped the pills and drank, then accepted a cup of something that steamed and smelled heavenly.  She mumbled thanks as she drank, the flavor both familiar and strange as she sat up and felt the silk sheets slide off her body.
As her eyes opened, she stared at the blue hands with crimson claw-like nails grasping the mug of coffee she'd just drunk from.  She blinked a few times as her mind processed what she was seeing.  Glancing to the side, she saw three Shadow Khan bowing low to her, waiting for orders.  Shifting her arms, she saw the hands holding the coffee move, confirming they were indeed her hands, even if the delicate shape was quite a bit different than what it was when she woke up.  Glancing down her body, all the skin she could see was also blue...
...and two definitive points of evidence that her body had drastically altered relative to her awareness since she lost consciousness.  Those hadn't even begun to grow in yet, and they certainly wouldn't have been blue...even if she had been hoping they'd be as big as Viper's someday, as they appeared from her angle now.
She started to open her mouth, trying to shape a query or demand for information...and two more Shadow Khan appeared, holding a full length mirror between them.  Seeing her reflection, Jade moved to stand up and found herself literally floating out of the bed to stand before the mirror.
Her skin was the same bright blue of the Shadow Khan.  Her black hair was long and flowing, long enough that she could easily comb it in such a way to wear only it and still be completely decent.  Her body definitely wasn't that of a child anymore, she looked at least 18 if not older.  On the back of her right hand was the Harmony Seal...and on the back of her left hand was the mark from the front of the Magic Tome she'd considered tattooing herself from once, but with what looked like a Harmony Seal around it, though not in a configuration she knew.  She was overall slim-bodied...except where she was especially curvy.  "...wow," she murmured in amazement.  "Puberty is going to be kind to me..."  Her mind snapped back to what had actually happened.  "But the Book-"
A Shadow Khan moved up beside her, holding up a silver platter on which sat her Super Moose wristwatch, a parchment fragment, and her half of the pendant she had made to share with Hsi Wu.  It was now on a silver chain as opposed to common thread.  Taking the fragment, she read the text written there.  And Jade Chan became a wily force in maintaining the Balance, aligned with Good...
"Your Majesty," a voice interrupted her musing, one familiar yet different that caused her to spin.  She immediately recognized Captain Black bowing there with eyes closed...even if his skin was blue, and he had a wild mane of silver hair that hung all the way down his back between his large, leathery wings...and he was shirtless.
"What are you doing in here?" she demanded angrily...though oddly she found no urge to cover herself.  That felt really strange...
"I have finished my report to Dread Lord Hsi Wu," Captain Black responded readily.  "I came to pay my respects to the Queen of the Shadow Khan before my departure."  He lifted his head.  "Will the Dread Lord have the company of his Mistress today?" he asked teasingly.
"I'm not his Mistress!" Jade snapped back automatically, in much the same tone she always denied Hsi Wu being her boyfriend...and causing Captain Black to chuckle indulgently the same way most adults had reacted to that as he left.  She turned her back to the mirror as she went to see what options she had for clothing.  Whether she had shame now or not, she was not going to leave her bedchamber naked until she knew what was going on.
While she saw she had a wide selection of outfits, two immediately leapt out at her, one in purple and dark blue and the other in gold.  The blue and purple outfit looked like royal robes, but it was cut to show a great deal of cleavage all the way down to just above her belly button, and sheer to be almost but not quite see through as it hung down below her waist with a slit to show her legs if she wanted.  "...I can't tell if this is supposed to be Dark Queen or Morticia Addams," she murmured to herself as she pushed it aside to look at the one in gold.  "...or Princess or slave girl..." she murmured in wonder as she looked from all sides at what was plainly the 'slave girl' outfit from Return of the Jedi.  An impish grin crossed her face, one that looked almost malevolent with her glowing crimson eyes and razor sharp teeth.  "Well, if I'm supposed to be his 'Mistress'..."
It didn't take long for Jade to change into her chosen outfit, after which she made a conscious effort to actually walk to the door rather than float, enjoying the way her stride was naturally swaying and seductive, very much how Viper walked around Jackie.  Thoughts of them made her think about the fact that this was a different timeline, a different world...but the Harmony Seal was still there.  She could get help from Hsi Wu with all of this...once she got this 'Mistress' nonsense sorted out.  Opening the door, she climbed the stairs up and found herself exiting out a shadowed alcove into an open chamber at the top of a tower.
As she stepped out, her eyes widened as she caught sight of who she instinctively knew was Hsi Wu...though she'd have doubted it if she didn't see the Harmony Seal on the back of his own right hand.  He sprawled on his throne, staring across the tower at a screen that endlessly read out data regarding his kingdom and some distant construction.  Rather than the wizened form he'd had before, he was now tall and broad-shouldered, with chiseled, angular features and a body that rippled with muscle and raw, unconstrained power.  His hair was long and luxuriant, crowned by his antennae blades.  It was as though someone had seamlessly blended a gargoyle with a dark elf.  Though Jade didn't know it, having never seen the individual, he bore a striking resemblance to the gargoyle Goliath.
"...Hsi?" she finally managed to gasp out, slowly stepping out from the shadows.
A tension she hadn't noticed left Hsi Wu as a smile graced his face and his entire body relaxed.  "At least you don't recognize me like this, Jade-" he started to say, a growling rumble adding a pleasing timbre to his voice, only for his jaw to drop and his eyes pop as he caught sight of her...and the outfit she - as her older relatives would say - wasn't wearing.  "...uh..." he continued dumbly.
Jade found a grin crossing her face once again as she sauntered towards Hsi Wu.  "Oh, was this not your idea?" she asked teasingly as she ran her hands along her barely clad body.  "Cause it certainly looks like it'd be your taste from what I saw of your internet usage."
"I told you I didn't know what those sites were!" Hsi snapped out, his cheeks flushed.
"You say that now," Jade purred, teasingly dragging one nail along his arm and across his chest, "but you didn't seem to mind the way those girls were screaming..."
Hsi's eyes started to widen in panic...only to narrow as a grin suddenly crossed his face.  He stood up, towering over Jade as he grinned down at her.  "I could make you scream, if you like," he offered, the timbre of his voice shooting straight down her spine.
Jade stepped back rapidly.  "Whoa there!" she gasped out, her cheeks flushed.  "There's still a twelve year old brain in here, whatever the body looks like."
"Then act like it," Hsi countered teasingly.

All three fillies were falling over each other and laughing as the window closed.  "Well, they look like they got their happy ending!" Scootaloo joked gaily.
"Poor Jade!" Sweetie gasped out.  "It's going to be rough on her adjusting to all that."
"Entertaining to watch, though!" Apple Bloom joked.
"So...do we really need to change things back?" Scootaloo asked curiously.  "Cause...it kinda looks like everybody's getting their happily ever after."
"Ah don't see a reason ta go tryin' ta fix things...yet," Apple Bloom allowed.
"In that case, let's get out there!" Sweetie declared.  "Unless we're already out there?"  She turned to the Book.  No window opened.  "Come on!"  With that, she turned and galloped towards the edge of the chamber.
"Wait up!" the others called out as they pursued...only to freeze as Sweetie let out a shriek of terror.
Sweetie Belle had started to cross into the area superimposed with a white space...and her body was starting to fade.  The part of her still inside the chamber was solid, but her front half was half-transparent.  Scootaloo quickly grabbed her by the tail and pulled her back into the chamber, and she returned to normal.  All three stared at the precipice in fear.
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The three fillies exchanged fearful glances as they stared at the boundary.  "W...what's going on?" Scootaloo asked nervously.  "That...that..."
"I...I don't think we can leave," Sweetie Belle managed to say.  "I...I felt like I was...disappearing.  I don't know what it means..."
"Th' magic around th' book faded somewhat while you were fading," Apple Bloom pointed out.  "Do...do ya think it means we're connected to it, somehow?"
"It might be," Sweetie allowed as she turned back to the energy.  "But why?"
Another window opened.  This one rapidly showed events in San Francisco starting at Jade's arrival...with no sign of the CMC.  It continued until Jade used the Rabbit Talisman in an attempt to get to school on time, only for the Talisman to be blasted by one of Kepler's experiments.
"But Jade didn't do that," Scootaloo pointed out.  "She rode Cumulo, because she'd seen using magic irresponsibly was a bad idea-"
Scootaloo's voice was cut off in a gasp as they saw Jade break through time in the distant past.  They saw events unfold as she encountered a younger Jackie, and a younger Valmont.  The window closed with Jade's return to the present.
"Did...did that make sense ta either of ya?" Apple Bloom asked in confusion.
"It...it looked like it was showing what would happen if we weren't there," Sweetie observed.  "A sort of It's A Wonderful Life montage.  And...Jade going back in time somehow affected Valmont..."
"Say, where are we in this future anyway?" Scootaloo demanded irritably.  "How come we're stuck here in the cave?"  She frowned as the Book did not respond.  "What gives?"
"It means the Book of Ages has no power over you three," Hsi Wu declared as he swooped into the chamber, Jade floating down to land at his side.
"I was wondering what happened to you three!" Jade declared urgently as she rushed forward to embrace the fillies.  "I felt the Harmony Seal flare with pain, and Hsi said that meant we had to go to Australia.  What's going on?"
"That is what I would like to know," Valmont demanded coldly as he materialized behind them.  "Why are any of you here?  I thought I'd made sure the new timeline would give no one with power to do so any desire to change it."
"No one with power?" Apple Bloom asked in confusion.
"Well, Daolong Wong would certainly want to change it," Valmont allowed, "but I took him from the old timeline and sealed him inside the version of him from this timeline who's happy to serve a great Wizard like Uncle.  I felt that was the most appropriate punishment I could give him.  And I wrote that the nine Demon Sorcerers would rule past, present and future because that meant myself as a Demon Sorcerer would have been shaping the world towards a happy outcome, even if being the one to alter the book meant I wouldn't remember the new timeline any more than I did when I was at the epicenter of the Harmony blast that normalized magic."  He then turned to the fillies.  "Why aren't you with Uncle?  I wouldn't have interfered with that, not even my self in this timeline."
"Uh...we don't think the Book of Ages has any power over us," Scootaloo allowed.  "I don't think we're even recorded in it."
Valmont moved over to the Book, examining the pages carefully.  "No, you aren't," Valmont observed worriedly.  "But that shouldn't cause a problem.  Why wouldn't you have just left here and sought out those who did remember you?"  He glanced at Jade and Hsi Wu.  "Speaking of, I can see you two do remember the old timeline and not this one.  How is that?"
Jade lifted up her scrap of the book, the page with her life story on it.
"Yes, that would explain it," Valmont allowed ruefully.  "I suppose that made things awkward?"
Jade glanced down at the most obvious signs of her change from the old timeline.  "Gee, ya think?" she demanded sarcastically, crossing her arms to make those signs more prominent.
"Well excuse me, Princess!" Valmont countered playfully, briefly causing his golden armor to shift into his old green suit.
"Her title is Queen," Hsi Wu pointed out incisively.
"I thought it was 'Mistress'?" Sweetie offered teasingly.
"I'm not his Mistress!" Jade snapped out angrily.
Valmont smiled indulgently as he watched this interaction and the fillies giggled.  "So why haven't you left?" he asked the fillies again.
"We can't," Sweetie Belle explained worriedly.  "When I tried...I started to fade."
"And when we asked the Book, it showed us the world without us and Jade going back in time!" Scootaloo added.
"Wait, it what?" Valmont demanded, turning to face the book.  His face faded away, revealing his glowing demonic eye surrounded by golden light.
"...gonna have nightmares about that..." Apple Bloom whimpered softly.
After a time, Valmont's face reassembled itself and he slumped back.  "Oh..." he murmured in a defeated tone.  "I...see..."
"What?" Hsi Wu asked insistently.
"This timeline I created...cannot sustain itself," Valmont allowed.  "Only so long as time allows for there to have been nine Demon Sorcerers - for me to have ascended - can this timeline exist...but forces not under the Book's power are necessary for that to have happened."  He gestured to the three fillies.  "The Book is feeding on their magic to sustain the new timeline, which is why they can't go too far from it...and the longer it feeds, the less distance they have.  And when they have no more magic to feed it and vanish..."
"The old timeline reasserts itself?" Jade asked hopefully.
"No," Valmont replied, shaking his head.  "The original timeline reasserts itself, the 'what would have been' had they never been a part of our world.  I never become the ninth Demon Sorcerer.  I...I never come to love Bai, and be loved...you and Hsi..."  He shook his head.  "No...that cannot be allowed to take shape.  There is too much good that was built.  Jade, when I leave, put your fragment of the Book back.  That will restore time as though I hadn't altered it..."
"Except it will be known that you had," Hsi Wu spoke up.  "Brother, you know what that means for you!"
Valmont smiled sadly at Hsi Wu.  "...you call me Brother, even knowing this?"
"You are our Brother," Hsi Wu insisted.  "And you know what will happen to you..."
"I gambled with Time itself...and lost because of what I could not have known..."  Valmont turned away.  "I am ready to pay the penalty.  Besides...without Bai by my side, what is the point?  I'm ready to fold..."  With that, he slowly faded away.
As silence fell, Hsi Wu spoke up softly.  "And this is why I was relieved it was only the Book of Ages," he told Jade.  "So many protections built into it, it's almost impossible to successfully misuse...and the cost is always extreme.  Put your page back, Jade.  It's time for Time to be set right."
Jade nodded, understanding what she had to do.  "But what about Valmont?" she asked worriedly as she placed the page back and magic began to gather.
"We can do no more for him," Hsi allowed sadly.  "He has at most two weeks before the Council comes knocking at his door, and he has to pay the piper.  We can only hope he has a plan..."
As the world faded and the previous timeline reasserted itself, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo exchanged glances.  Maybe he doesn't have a plan, they all thought, but we do.  Two weeks...they knew what was in two weeks.
They had a letter to write.

	
		You Better Not Shout



In the days before the Balance, Gods, Wild, and Dark reigned over their own with no interference, lest there be war.  But just because a god was Good did not make them good.  One god was truly cruel to those he ruled over, and his people suffered...until an old wizard decided enough was enough.  He turned his magic to crafting a weapon that could kill a god, and thus free his people.  Thus the God Eater was forged.
And history divided.
Had the old wizard struck down the god, the uproar would have led to war between men and gods, and magic - and those who relied upon it - would be forced into hiding as the world purged itself of all that was not mundane, and thus humanity would claim freedom and the destruction of the unguided path.  But the wizard chose the path of wisdom.
He went unto the Jade Council and challenged his god to a battle to the death.  His god laughed the challenge off, but the Jade Emperor insisted it happen.  He found the old wizard amusing.  The god, being prideful and arrogant, granted the wizard the first blow.
The arrogant, prideful smirk remained as the head bounced across the floor.
The gods were horrified...but the Jade Emperor took control.  He demanded answers from the man, and these were his answers.
He had made the weapon himself.
Only his sons knew how to make more.
They would only make more if he did not return home safely.
The only reward he desired for winning the duel was that whoever took the seat next did not force him to issue another such challenge and stain the blade with more blood.
The Jade Emperor accepted the wisdom, and offered the wizard a special form of immortality in exchange for acting as messenger, carrying weapon and severed head to the councils of Wild and Dark, for the human ability to slay gods was one all needed to discuss together.  The wizard accepted.
As he left to deliver the message, he was asked his name.
"I am Sun Wukong"

Valmont lowered the document as he finished reading it.  He knew the Jade Council would be coming for him before too much longer.  He didn't know if he would have a chance to argue his case, or if he wanted to, but he did want to know how it worked.  As such, he'd requisitioned the public records of how the Jade Council became more than just the Jade Emperor and his court, and why the current policies were in place.  He only had one day now to finish reviewing them now that they'd arrived...but that was plenty of time.  Beyond that, despite numerous attempts he could not reach Bai Tza in the Netherrealm for communication.  He was left with little to no desire to continue.
Seeing someone beginning to appear in his office, however, he found he would take some small pleasure.  He stood up as Daolong Wong finished materializing.  "And what do you want?" he asked calmly, carefully maintaining his human appearance to hide all signs of his demonic nature.
Daolong Wong frowned as he finished appearing.  "I attempted to purchase materials and spell ingredients via your network...and was informed I had to meet with you personally to discuss it."
Valmont smirked as he turned side-on to the old wizard.  "That is true.  That's because I wanted to see your face fall off myself when I told you I would no longer be doing business with you."
Daolong Wong's jaw dropped.  "What?" he demanded angrily.  "Why?"
"You didn't think your little stunt in Japan would be without consequences, do you?" Valmont demanded crossly.
"What stunt?" Daolong Wong countered.  "I was just collecting my fee and defending myself!"
"Two milliliters of Dryadic sap, four milliliters of unicorn water, and a Qi Lin variant adolescent pegasus feather, freshly shed," Valmont stated in a seeming non-sequitur.  "How much would you normally be expected to pay for such magical resources?"
Daolong Wong blinked, unsure what Valmont's point was.  "Even through your network, they're next to impossible to achieve.  Billions would be considered a bargain!"
"So $600 or so and an investment of eight to ten hours of time would be a steal, then?" Valmont offered in dry amusement.
"How could I possibly get such a bargain?" Daolong Wong demanded in shock.
"By offering to take the girls to an amusement park in exchange for some painlessly harvested spell ingredients," Valmont pointed out, amusement dripping from his voice.  "$400 covers one adult ticket, one familiar ticket, and four child tickets.  $150 for food, game stalls, and souvenirs.  $50 for aspirin and antacids.  And then on top of the spell ingredients, you would get the pleasure of Uncle's face falling off when his girls tell him that you're fun."  He smirked as he watched the wizard's face go slack from shock.  "And that is why my business including price negotiations...because you plainly can't be bothered to think of the consequences.  And why I will no longer be doing business with you."
Daolong Wong snarled angrily as he gathered his magic.  "You seem to forget just who you're dealing wi-"  His voice caught in his throat as he clutched at his chest, smoke pouring off his body.  "W...what?" he gasped out.
"Oh, it seems you weren't informed yet," Valmont observed dryly.  "Good."
Daolong Wong snarled angrily.  "Who could you have dealt with to have Light magic traps-"
Daolong Wong's voice faded as Valmont discarded his human form.  "You do not speak to a human businessman," he declared calmly, not even an echo to his voice to mark a change.  "You speak to the Demon Sorcerer of Light...and you are Persona non Grata as far as my business, services, and associates are concerned...and that includes shielding your location from the authorities that want your head as we have been since your contract was made.  I will enjoy watching you squirm as every authority in this magical world hunts you down for your crimes."
Daolong Wong staggered back in shock.  "You...you wouldn't..."
"I suggest you start running," Valmont observed coldly.  "Right now I'm balancing what credit I would get for my own dealings with the Jade Council by turning you in myself with the entertainment I'll get watching you struggle to survive.  The longer you stand there, the more it swings..."  He lifted one glowing claw of light.
Daolong Wong quickly teleported away.  Valmont resumed his human form.  "...that was fun..."  He then turned back to the documents.
In the year 1 Before Balance, humanity's greatest hero was known to none, not even the Book of Ages.  This is the Story of Old Man Henderson...
Elsewhere, Daolong Wong growled to himself.  It seemed he would be unable to get the resources to properly carry out his plan, and he would soon be on the run.  He would have to gamble and wing it...but if he succeeded, then none would be able to stop him...

Santa glanced briefly up from his desk, seeing the sun slowly descend towards the horizon.  Soon he would be within the real world, and he would have to begin making preparations to deliver gifts.  In the meantime, he had three letters he had to look over, each of a very specific classification.
In a world where magic was normal, Santa Claus was less a matter of belief and more a matter of awareness.  Some accepted his existence, others refused to believe he could exist, and some actually knew him personally.  This led to making a complete new category when it came to letters to Santa.  He had those letters from the Naughty, those letters from the Nice...and the Selfless letters.  These were the letters sent by those who asked things only for others sake, and not their own.
On top of that, this first letter was from three young ones marked in his files as the True Selfless, ones who had never asked Santa for anything for themselves, only for the sake of others.  It was incredibly rare for anyone to stay in that file more than a couple years after they started writing letters...and if it was at all within his power, Santa would do anything to grant the wishes from those.  This one was simple and straight forward.
Dear Santa,
How are you doing?  We hope you're doing well, and enjoy the cookies and milk we've been leaving out for you.  We would continue with how we've been doing...but you already know that, don't you?  And Audrey doesn't like it if we waste paper.
We're writing you together because...there's just one thing we'd like this year.  There's this man we know, Valmont, and...okay, maybe he's a 'bad guy', but he's not a bad guy, you know what we mean?  Anyway, because of some bad stuff that happened, he got separated from his love, Bai Tza.  You know her, right?  Demon Sorcerer of Water?
Anyway...we were really hoping you could get them back together, and give them a happy ending.  They may be demons, but they aren't evil, and love like that deserves a chance.  We understand if you can't...but we just had to ask.  You're the only one we could ask.
Your Friends,
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.
P.S.: ...did you think Uncle Jackie and Aunt Viper looked awesome in that other timeline, too?  We certainly did.  But we'll wait to ask about that for next year.  This is too important.
He chuckled a bit at the PS.  He was surprised they knew he was unaffected by the Book of Ages and thus witnessed the other timeline...though then again, it was entirely possible they didn't think about that part.  Setting the letter down, he turned to the next one.
Dear Santa.
I have no illusions about myself.  I'm fairly certain I've been on your naughty list since I was eight years old.  I don't repent that.  I made my life choices, and I stand by them.  I rolled the dice of fate, and accepted my outcome.
However, I am rather certain my time is coming short...and there is a promise I will be unable to keep.  I promised Bai Tza, the woman I love, that I would reunite her with her daughters, D'gi, A'ri, and S'na.  It seems plain I will not be able to do that...so I can only hope you might use your power to fulfill my promise in my stead.
Hopefully yours,
Valmont.
He carefully set the letter down.  Even from those who were lifelong Naughty Listers, a Selfless Letter was heeded.  And despite his thoughts, Valmont wasn't actually on the Naughty List.  Santa didn't judge people by their life choices, he judged them based on how they lived the lives they had chosen.  And the fillies were right.  Valmont was a bad guy, but not a bad guy.  Had he ever written a letter to Santa in his life, he might have been surprised to get a response in the form of a Christmas wish.  But it was the third letter, a letter that was a transcribed prayer, that truly left Santa conflicted.
Santa
You are the only one who heeds the prayers from this Netherrealm, when all other powers have turned their backs on us.  I will not ask for freedom, or to be reunited with my love, as much as I might want that.  That must be left in the hands of Fate.
But my daughters...not even the Book of Ages can touch them...so I beg of you, as I have every year...please, keep them safe.  And, if at all possible, let them be happy.
The name 'Bai Tza' was appended to the transcribed prayer.  As he stared at the three letters, the sun dipped until the edge of it touched the horizon, bringing Santa into the real world as he slowly stabilized to the fullness of his power, when the sun fully set.
An explosion startled him out of his thoughts.  "What is it now?" he growled irritably as he looked out the window of his cottage and saw his elves running in terror.

	
		You Better Not Cry



Jade shook her head ruefully as she helped hang ornaments on Uncle's Christmas tree...the tree in the back lot that - despite being an apple tree - never lost its leaves and had plenty of branches low enough to both hang ornaments and climb while not getting in the way of harvesting the apples it produced.  Jade had questioned the tree when she'd first come out to hang ornaments and lights, but Sweetie Belle had just informed her, 'It's hers,' while pointing at Apple Bloom, and that had been enough of an explanation for the girl.  After Audrey, an apple tree that apparently liked being dressed up for the holidays was not that hard to wrap her head around.  It was the easy thing to accept about how the holiday was going.  "So...Santa is...real?" she finally asked again.
"Eeyup!" Apple Bloom confirmed.  "We've met him.  He's real nice."
"How is that even possible?" Jade demanded in confusion.  "What he does, I mean?  Delivering all those presents in a single night without being seen or leaving evidence?"
"Every cell of his body is hyper-saturated with Good Chi," Sweetie Belle explained.  "So tightly focused that he's practically a Good Chi Black Hole, guided by his gentle nature.  Pretty sure as long as it's part of his job, the laws of magic around him are whatever the hay he wants them to be."
"I'm sorry, but that's kind of out there," Jade countered.  "You might as well tell me he's Sun Wukong!"
"Uh...he did make Cumulo for me," Scootaloo pointed out, nudging her cloud out to where Jade could see from where she was hanging ornaments in the upper branches.
"...okay, I have no counter to that," Jade allowed.  "Still, it's a little hard to swallow."
"Really?" Hsi Wu asked with a raised eyebrow as he leapt down to Jade's level, using his human form to keep wings from getting caught on the branches.  "After everything you've been through, Santa Claus is where you draw the line of incredulity?"
"Well I know it's not logical!" Jade snapped out.  "It's just...after being told for most of my life that the crazy things only I saw weren't real, while being told in the same breath sometimes that Santa wasn't going to bring me any gifts because of them..."  She shrugged her shoulders.  "And then finding out the crazy things were real..."
Hsi tilted his head in confusion as Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo all piled around Jade in a group hug.  "Umm...am I missing something?" he asked in confusion.
"Jade's magic has always been strong enough to pierce the Veil in what she sees," Sweetie Belle explained.  "But in the world before magic was normal, that got her written off as crazy or a troublemaker with an overactive imagination, instead of noticed as magically gifted."
Hsi winced sympathetically.  "Yikes..."
At that point in the discussion, Uncle stepped out of the shop.  "How goes the decoration?" he asked happily.  He sighed warmly as he took in the tree in its winter glory.  "It always looks so much prettier than any other tree..."
"So everyone's ready for the holiday?" Scootaloo asked eagerly as she set the star at the tree's crown.
"Indeed," Uncle confirmed.  "Jackie and Viper are setting up decorations in the shop.  Tohru, his girls, and Mrs. T are in the kitchen baking.  El Toro and Captain Black are decorating the outside of the shop.  All is as it should be."  Smiling, he turned to go inside...only to pause, turning to the fillies.  "Oh, one more thing.  There is an elf in the shop asking for you three."
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo turned to each other in shock.  "An elf?" they said together.
"This is starting to sound like the beginning of a Christmas special," Jade murmured softly.  "Even with the one kid needing convincing about the 'spirit of the holiday' with me questioning Santa."
"And what does that make me?" Hsi Wu asked curiously.
"The angsty teen with a bad rep but a heart of gold who gets to show his true colors as they save Christmas and rediscover child-like wonder?" Jade teased playfully.
"Whatever you say, Mistress," Hsi Wu teased back.
"I'm not your Mistress!" Jade snapped back.
"Well, technically since I'm your familiar-"
"Can I go back to being your girlfriend?"
"Oh, so now you're saying-"
"And you're not my boyfriend either!"
Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo burst into giggles.  "Isn't it adorable how they flirt?" Sweetie Belle observed playfully.
"Elf?" Jade growled out irritably as Hsi struggled to hide his grin.
"Oh, right!" Scootaloo declared as she led the dash inside.
By the time they'd made it inside, everyone else had gathered as well, staring at the elf in confusion.  He stood no taller than Jade, dressed in green with red and white striped stocking, and stood with a very business like air about him.  He seemed less like a jolly symbol of holiday cheer and more like a Secret Service Agent.  "Can we...help you?" Tohru finally asked in confusion.
"And why did you give us all earplugs?" Captain Black added.
"You'll see soon enough," the elf replied as he handed earplugs to Jade and Hsi Wu.  He then pulled out an ID.  "Names Elvin, head of security...north pole."
"Magnetic or True?" Jade asked curiously.
"Magical," Elvin replied instantly.  "And it's you three I need to talk to," he continued, turning to the Cutie Mark Crusaders.  "Nearly 13 and still in the True Selfless file, and firmly on the Nice list even separate from that..."  He glanced towards Apple Bloom.  "Though some of your pet's behavior is questionable..."
"Rhino?" Apple Bloom asked in surprise, glancing towards where the little rodent was happily rolling around in his Christmas decorated ball.
"Audrey III," Elvin corrected.  "You really should keep him on a shorter leash, but that's a different matter.  I need your help.  The Big Red One has been abducted."
This statement was greeted by gasps all around the shop.  "What?" Hsi Wu managed to say first.  "Who would be crazy enough to try and tackle Santa on his own ground, and how much backup did they bring?"
"We have reason to believe your group knows the perp," Elvin continued, reaching into his vest.  "Creative services crafted this likeness."  He pulled out a doll of a very familiar dark wizard.
"Daolong Wong..." Hsi growled with venomous hatred.  "So that's it.  Santa enters this world as the sun touches the horizon Greenwich Mean Time, but his power doesn't catalyze until sunset GMT.  In that period he's vulnerable, and Daolong Wong has spells for draining chi.  He intends to steal Santa's chi during the time he can't defend himself!"
"We managed to secure the cottage with an elf magic barrier," Elvin spoke up, "but the perp made off with the cottage and the area around it.  We are unable to get a bead on him without the Big Man's help."
"I can cast a locator spell," Uncle spoke up.  "But will require personal item belonging to Santa Claus."
"All his gear is up at the pole," Elvin explained.  "Including an empty sleigh and toys that won't be getting delivered tonight if we don't act quickly."
"Then act!" Hsi Wu snapped out.
Immediately, Elvin held out his hands, glowing blue white as the group was whipped up in a brief snow storm.  When it passed, the group found themselves unmistakably in Santa's workshop.  As realization struck them, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo's eyes all widened.
Every elf in the shop quickly put in earplugs.  Uncle, Mrs. T, Jackie, Viper, Tohru, Sofia, Lucia, Ysabelle, Jade, and Hsi Wu quickly followed suit.
Captain Black raised his eyebrow at this odd reaction.  "What-" he began, only for his own eyes to widen as he saw the three fillies gasp.  He reached for his own pair, but moved just too slow.
"CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS SAVE CHRISTMAS, YAY!"
"Ow my ears!" Captain Black moaned as he rolled on the floor.

	
		You Better Not Pout



Another elf rushed up to Elvin once the CMC stopped their shout.  "The rescue team?" he asked worriedly.
"Check," Elvin confirmed.
"Thank goodness," the elf replied happily.  "Mrs. Claus called from the Bahamas, and we had to pretend like everything was okay!  Can you imagine what she'd do if she learned someone had kidnapped him while he was vulnerable?"
"Doesn't bear thinking about," Elvin agreed firmly.
"Enough chit-chat!" Uncle interrupted before any of the others questioned why Mrs. Claus could be scary.  "Uncle needs ingredients!"
As several elves walked off with Uncle to help make the locator spell potion, Elvin turned to the others.  "There's another problem.  Given the nature of the world, Santa plays a very tricky role in the balance of magical power.  As long as he's alive, he has to be delivering presents the moment the sun fully sets Greenwich Mean Time, or time itself on the planet will stop.  It's why Greenwich Mean Time was made the UCT for time zones.  There are no exceptions.  We need help to keep loading the sleigh, and if things will run even a moment long, we need someone to fill in for him, a man big enough to fill the Big Man's shoes."
"So a man for whom only his heart is larger than his body?" Mrs. T asked curiously.  "I can help you there."  She patted Tohru on his side.  "There's nobody bigger than my baby boy, and the only thing bigger than his muscles is his heart."
"M-Mommy..." Tohru stammered in embarrassment.
Elvin looked him over.  "...we might need to majorly modify the suit, but he'll do-"
"No you don't," Sofia spoke up quickly.  "We took a week off from the Antique Shop earlier in the month so Tohru could be a mall Santa."
"I-I made his outfit," Lucia spoke up shyly.  "A-and ours."
"We were his elves," Ysabelle explained.  "Though I'm honestly surprised what Lucia designed for us."  Her cheeks colored at that.
"I only had so much material..." Lucia whimpered softly.
"Then get changed, you four," Elvin said firmly.  "We'll need all four of you on the sleigh.  For now, we'll do what we can here."

It didn't take long for Tohru and the girls to get changed.  Tohru looked the perfect part in his red fur suit with white trim, a long white beard magically affixed to his face and the sack on his back.  As for Sofia, Lucia, and Ysabelle...well, none could argue that they fit the elf costume.  Green jackets, matching hats, candy-cane stripe tights, and pointed shoes...though it fit them a good deal more snugly than it did on the actual elves.
"Well it's certainly the most...mature team we've had save Christmas," Elvin observed awkwardly as he handed Tohru a medallion.  "Wear this while you travel.  It'll let anyone in the know know that you're an official Santa stand-in and not just some random impersonator."
"You have protocol for that?" Captain Black asked in surprise.
"You've seen the specials," Elvin observed calmly.  "This is hardly the first time someone's figured out how to snatch the Big Man before the Big Night.  My job is to identify each of the security holes they use each time and close them so they can't be used again.  I thought I'd pulled that off this time, but the sunset start-to-finish time frame was as small as I could get it."
"I just hope Daolong Wong hasn't figured out a way through the elf magic barrier before we get there," Hsi Wu observed worriedly.

Santa glanced out the window of his cottage thoughtfully.  He'd been acting a little foolish as he tried to talk Daolong Wong down, 'mishearing' a desire for cheese instead of chi and offering to put him in contact with someone "as crazy as you are with an infinite supply", deliberately trying to keep the wizard as angry as possible so he would not think clearly.  However, he was no longer in sight.  That made one thing plain...he'd found the hole.
Or...what he thought was the hole.
Santa's grin looked oddly vicious on his angelic face as he trumped over to the fireplace.  As he'd thought, a bit of soot was starting to fall...so he lowered his closed fist into the fire.  "Shoryuken!" he declared as he thrust his flaming fist upward.
Daolong Wong let out a surprised and angry scream as the fist connected with his rear, sending him flying back up the chimney with a burning ass.
Santa chuckled as he waved his hand to put it out, not even a scuff on flesh or coat.  Coming down chimneys as often as he did, fire damage was the least of his worries.  Still, it wouldn't be long before threats other than the wizard himself came down...
And there was the magic, turning the garlands around pillars into fell serpents.  Santa was ready for them to try and bind him...but instead they made for the door in an attempt to force it open.  "Well aren't you the clever one," he murmured as he made his way to a corner and opened a case.  Turning, he unloaded the shotgun he'd pulled out into the snakes, blasting them to bits.  "The song got it wrong," he murmured softly.  "I never went crazy.  I always was."
Switching actual shells out for blessed rock salt charged with his own magic, he kicked the window open before unloading a couple blasts into Daolong Wong himself.  "One thing I'm not allowed ta do is kill!" he called out, his voice slowly starting to get the slightest hint of a Scottish accent.  "But ya took mah Wee Men from me.  Ya shoulda known better, ye darn cultist!"

Elvin shuddered worriedly as Uncle finished preparing the chi spell.  "I just hope the Big Man doesn't start having past-life flashbacks," he observed worriedly.  "The last time he had one was the inspiration for the Weird Al song."
"...I am learning far more about Christmas than I ever expected to know..." Jade muttered in awe.

	
		I'm Telling You Why



Once the sleigh was off, the rest of the group prepared to follow the locator spell to wherever Daolong Wong had secreted Santa's cottage.  Jade had wanted to go on 'the ultimate joyride' of riding in Santa's sleigh, but two things prevented that.  First, while the sleigh was large to carry the sack of toys, Tohru and his 'helpers' filled the rest of it up rather tightly, even with Lucia sitting in Tohru's lap to give her sisters more room.  Second, Sweetie Belle had insisted Jade and Hsi would accompany the rest to confront the dark wizard.
"Attempting to steal Santa's chi is a desperate gamble," Sweetie had explained, "and with everything else he's done, we can only assume he is desperate in this regard, meaning he'll have brought everything he has at his disposal.  This is an all or nothing roll of the dice for him, and he'll unleash everything he has against us so long as there's even a chance of success.  That means we need to bring everything we can to bear against him to match."
The conclusion had been accepted all around, even if Jackie wasn't the only adult present who was uncertain about the idea of bringing the children along for such a fight.  However, there wasn't anymore time for debate as the spell completed and Santa's exact location was deduced.  Elvin immediately warped the group to the isolated spot in the Himalayas, where they found themselves landing on a transparent purple dome.  "Dark Chi Barrier," Uncle observed thoughtfully.
"Clever," Hsi Wu observed as he examined it.  "It's creating a pocket space cut off from the rest of reality, locked in time-space.  As long as the barrier remains with Santa inside, his chi won't start to catalyze.  If it catalyzed, he could smack Daolong Wong around without half-trying no matter what the old fool brought.  We need to get inside and keep Daolong Wong from successfully stealing Santa's chi long enough for the barrier to break."
"And how are we supposed to get inside while we wait for the barrier to be broken?" Jackie asked, panting as he shouldered Balance Breaker.  "I tried breaking it with my sword, but it just bounced off!"
"Recirculating magic," Uncle observed.  "A good counter for a static weapon.  It will take time, focus, and energy to breach the barrier...and in the meantime we will need power and skill to hold off Daolong Wong."
"Then leave the barrier breaking spell with the girls and I!" Jade spoke up quickly.  "If it's a Dark Magic barrier, Hsi should be able to figure out a way to pull the rest of you inside, right?"
"Already have, if that's the plan," Hsi offered quickly.  He glanced towards Uncle and the others.
"Solves all the problems and keeps the girls out of danger?" Jackie asked in surprise.  "I'm almost afraid to ask what the catch is."
"If the girls can't break the barrier, the rest of you will be trapped inside forever unless Daolong Wong is slain," Hsi explained flatly.  "And he can leave whenever he wants."
"...that's quite a catch," Viper murmured thoughtfully.  "But a risk I can accept."
"Here is the spell," Uncle said softly, handing a scroll to Jade.  "Take us through, Hsi."
Nodding, Hsi folded his arms with his hands extended forward and flexed his whole body.  He slowly expanded as his human form faded out, leaving behind his demon form from the other timeline, standing taller than everyone present with a body fully fleshed out with muscle.  "Let's do this," he growled, his voice gravelly and echoing as he flexed each muscle as he adjusted to the cold air.
Uncle, El Toro, and Jackie stared in shock.  The three fillies turned wide smirks Jade's way as her cheeks colored from memory.  Viper whistled appreciatively.  "Damn, girl!" she said to Jade in amazement.  "You got lucky!"
"Viper!" Jackie yelled out, aghast and somewhat offended.
"What?" Viper countered playfully.  "Just because I'm window shopping doesn't mean I'm ready to turn in my loyalty card.  And you have to admit, he's hot!"
"That he is," a hissing voice whispered from Jade's shoulder.
Turning, Jade saw a tiny version of herself resembling how she'd looked in the other timeline as 'Queen of the Shadowkahn'.  Thankfully, the wardrobe was more modest as it was still her at her current age rather than an adult, but it was still unnerving.  "Uh..."
"Really!" a prim voice declared from her other shoulder, coming from a tiny Jade wearing a pure white monk's robe, arms folded with hands hidden in the sleeves.  "Aren't we a little young to be thinking such things?"
"We remember what it's like to have adolescent eyes," Queen Jade countered.  "And besides, did you see those abs?  You could grind meat on them!  And that butt!"
Jade blushed brightly as she turned away.  "Sweetie, please tell me I'm not crazy?" she asked as she gestured to her shoulders.
"If you mean your shoulder angel/devil equivalents, no I can't see them," Sweetie Belle offered readily.  "But they are a documented phenomenon, though they can only be seen by the one whose 'consciences' they are and by those of other people."
"...so talking to yourself is no longer considered a sign of insanity?" Jade asked in surprise.
"As long as it's to a 'hallucination' of your conscience, nope," Sweetie confirmed.
"Familiars can see them too, though," Hsi Wu spoke up awkwardly, rubbing the back of his head nervously.
"Oh can they now?" Queen Jade purred eagerly, tugging suggestively on her dark gown.
"Going through the barrier now!" Hsi Wu called out in terror as he grabbed the others and dove through.
On Jackie's shoulders, Tiger turned to Kitten.  "Okay, maybe we do need to keep a closer eye on Jade and Hsi Wu if that's how her 'dark' side thinks."
"Thinks?  What about how she dresses?" Kitten countered.  "And acts?  It looked like she was about to start s-  ...s-  ..."
"Stripping?" Tiger supplied.  "Yes, I noticed.  You can say it, you know."
"Not about my niece!" Kitten called out desperately.  "Where did she even learn to act like that?"
"You have to ask?" Tiger countered, pointing at Viper.
"I'm suddenly very glad I couldn't see Jade's consciences," Jackie murmured thoughtfully.

	
		Santa Claus is Coming To Town



Hsi Wu dropped heavily to the snow, spreading his wings as Jackie, Uncle, Viper, and El Toro landed beside and around him.  Daolong Wong spun in anger as they arrived.  "What?  How did you breach my barrier?" he demanded in shock.
"I know a few things about barriers myself," Hsi Wu growled as he braced himself for battle.  Jackie drew Balance Breaker, Viper pulled out an extending baton, and Uncle drew a petrified lizard from his jacket.
"And I know a few things about demons," Daolong Wong snarled back as he donned the demon skull helmet.  "Ya Gaa Mee-"  The helm and his staff sparked painfully.  "What?"
"Did you really think the physical change was purely aesthetic?" Hsi Wu chuckled darkly as runes appeared all over his chest.  "Shaped for protections against anyone using my magic against my will..."  He held up the hand where the Harmony Seal glowed.  "With only one exception."
Daolong Wong winced as he steadied himself.  "You don't really think that was the only ace I had to play, did you?" he snarled as he lifted his staff.  Several snowmen sitting nearby twisted and warped until they became snow monsters, charging at the group.
"It is if that's the best you can do," Hsi Wu snapped as he flared his wings and thrust with his magic, causing all the snow within 20 feet of him - including the snowmen - to evaporate before taking shape as an ice lance that he gripped with both hands.  "Sky commands Weather, fool!"
"But not the Earth!" Daolong Wong countered as the ground erupted into golems.  "And this is my pocket space!  Do you think you can stand against me in my own realm?"
"For long enough!" Uncle called out as he leapt over the golems to deal with Daolong Wong directly as they began to trade spells.
Jackie, Viper, and El Toro charged in to draw the golems' attention while Hsi Wu proceeded to destroy them one by one with powerful strikes aimed at weak points in the spell weave.  Balance Breaker was the only other weapon available that could take them down and keep them down, as those shattered by the others simply reformed.  Uncle's battle with Wong, however, proved to be much more even as Uncle slowly began to push Wong back against Santa's house.
As they stood upon the doorstep, Uncle holding his glowing lizard against Wong's staff, he suddenly glanced up.  "Look!" he called out.  "Misteltoe!"
"WAAAUGH!" Daolong Wong screamed out as he leapt back.
Uncle promptly blasted the snow on the roof, causing it to fall and pile up atop Wong.  Hsi Wu launched his spell, turning the snow to ice.  "That won't hold him for long!" he called out warningly.
"We just need to hold him until-" Jackie began.
"CUTIE MARK CRUSADERS BARRIER BREAKERS, YAY!"
As the shout rang out, the barrier shattered and dissolved, tree sap raining down on everyone as Hsi Wu moved to catch the four girls as they fell.
"Seriously?" Jade demanded irritably.  "Why is it always tree sap?"
"What?" Queen Jade spoke from her shoulder seductively.  "You don't want anyone Hsi-ing you all wet and sticky?"
"Shutupshutupshutup!" Jade growled as she pulled her hood up in a vain attempt to hide her blush.
"Your Id is going to be the death of me," Hsi Wu moaned.
"Now I kinda wish we could see Jade's consciences," Sweetie Belle observed idly.  "I bet those discussions are entertaining."
Daolong Wong shattered his way out of the ice.  "You dare-"
"Ho.  Ho.  Ho."
Daolong Wong whimpered as he slowly turned to see Santa Claus standing behind him, cricking his knuckles.  "...I'm doomed, aren't I?" he asked softly.
"Nah," Santa replied firmly.  "Like I said before...I'm not allowed to kill."  Reaching forward, he seized Wong by the front of his robes and hefted him up.  "Merry F**kin' Christmas!" he shouted, somehow pronouncing the asterisks as he uppercutted Wong into the stratosphere.
"Bah Huuummmbuuuuug!" Wong screamed out as he disappeared from sight.
Santa calmly brushed his hands off, then turned and pointed his belt buckle towards the sky.  A Christmas Tree shaped signal shone into the sky, summoning the sleigh - and Tohru and his girls - to the spot.  "Looks like you did a good job filling in for me," Santa declared as he patted Tohru's shoulder.  "How many deliveries did you four manage?"
"37," Tohru managed to say, looking more than a little winded as his girls slumped over him, asleep on their feet.
"Better than most fill-ins manage their first flight," Santa observed calmly.  "Still got a lot of work to do...but I have an important stop to make first."  As he moved to the sleigh, he felt a tug on his leg and looked down.
"Uh...Santa?" Apple Bloom asked nervously.  "About the...about our letter..."
Santa suddenly scooped up all three fillies and Jade, plopping them down into the sleigh.  "I said I had an important stop to make first!" he pointed out jovially.  He then turned to Hsi Wu.  "You flying or riding?"
Hsi Wu quickly changed back to his human form and hopped into the sleigh beside Jade.  Santa seized the reins and whipped, sending the reindeer into the sky.

Valmont slowly stirred out of his meditation of counting the stars.  He'd almost gotten all of them, he was certain, but that certainty faded as he shifted from light body to flesh and blood as his thoughts slowed.  There was someone in his home.  This was odd not because there was a late night intruder, but because he did not become aware of them before they were inside.  He'd spread security webs a mile around in every direction.  He should have been completely aware of anyone approaching.
He moved slowly towards the disturbance.  If they could circumvent his security, then they could be quite dangerous even to him.  He'd taken the time to learn everything about his new abilities, after all.  He knew his limitations...and this shouldn't have been one of them.
...and why was the intrusion in Bai Tza's suite?  He had emptied it of people after returning.
As he entered, he found himself with six surprise guests, five he instantly recognized.  "Girls, Brother," he greeted softly.  "Why are you here?"
"It was our letter!" Sweetie Belle pointed out happily.
"And you didn't think I wouldn't be in attendance, did you?" Hsi added.
Valmont turned, still confused...only to catch sight of the sixth intruder.  Even if the appearance weren't iconic, he would know him by the way the fields of magic bent around him from how much good Chi was focused in every cell of his body, like a benign singularity.  "S-Santa Claus?"
Santa smiled as he lifted his hands over the sea water infinity wave pool that had been Bai's favorite resting spot.  The water in the pool - Valmont could have sworn he emptied it - began to bubble and froth before rising up out of the pool, taking the shape of a curtain that slowly parted...revealing the Netherrealm.
Bai Tza gasped as she saw the gate open...and her eyes widened further as Santa reached through and took her hand, pulling her through the gate.  Her shape changed to her human form, a wedding gown of sea froth white silk taking shape over her body.  Beyond the gate, Po Kong, Tso Lon, and Xiao Fung could be seen looking through, wide smiles on their faces.
Valmont instantly transformed his normal green suit into a black tuxedo.  He didn't know what was causing this, or if he was somehow dreaming...but he was not going to do anything to disturb it.  It was only then that he noticed the fillies and Jade were dressed in Christmas colored flower girl dresses, and Hsi Wu held a pillow with two rings sitting on it.
"We are gathered here on this, my sacred day," Santa began gently, "because three True Selfless feel that these two deserve a joyous union, a happily ever after.  Within my power, this is a wish I would grant, if the two desire it."  He turned to Valmont.  "Valmont, Demon Sorcerer of Light...will you dedicate your life, your heart, your very soul to this woman, whom you love?  That nothing may ever separate you more?"
"Without hesitation, I do," Valmont responded immediately.
"Bai Tza, Demon Sorceress of Water," Santa continued, "will you dedicate your life, your heart, your very soul to this man, whom you love?  That nothing may ever separate you more?"
Bai Tza choked slightly, then responded, "I do."
"Then take these rings, and breathe of yourself into them," Santa instructed.  "And with the exchange of rings of your essence, may your souls be bound everlasting."
Valmont and Bai Tza each took a ring.  The gem in Valmont's ring took on his Light essence, becoming a glowing golden citrine.  Bai's ring became a brilliant blue aquamarine.  They happily slipped the rings onto each others fingers.
"Then by my power, I bind you for eternity, as man and wife," Santa spoke softly.  "You may kiss the bride...but save anything else for after I get the kids out of here."
As those watching giggled or laughed as was their wont, Valmont and Bai Tza wrapped their arms around each other and kissed as instructed, holding each other close as they let all their love for each other flow into the other in that kiss.
As the group turned to go, a small orb of light floated in front of them.  Tiny hands extended, taking hold of the three fillies.  "Thank you...I will never be able to repay you properly for this," Valmont's voice whispered from the orb.
Scootaloo waved it off.  "We don't want you to," she offered easily.  "Just be happy with her."
The group headed outside as the orb vanished.

Santa frowned as the group reached the sleigh.  "Girls, get in the sleigh," he instructed firmly.  "You too, Hsi."
"Huh?" Hsi Wu demanded in confusion, only to tense up as he felt the shift of power.
"It will be safe there," Santa stated firmly.
As soon as the five were in the sleigh, the world began to shift.
Santa lifted a hand...and the world stopped.  "You might as well come out," he stated firmly.  "I know what you're here for, and I'm not leaving until we've talked."
Silence greeted this...and then three flares of light exploded in front of him, nearly blinding.  When the light faded, three figures stood there.
The first looked like an entirely human old man of Asian descent, only his golden robes and the thrum of power around him indicating he was anything but what he appeared.  The man beside him was tall, with pale skin, pointed ears, and angular features...and his ancient garb and aura of power matched that of his companion.  The third man looked like a perfectly ordinary modern human in loose formal garb of black pants, white button down shirt - partially unbuttoned - and black jacket.  However, a thousand different demonic faces seemed to overshadow his being.
Santa greeted each figure by name.  "Jade Emperor...Fey King Oberon...Lucifer Morningstar.  It must be an important matter if the three of you are here."
"You know what we're here about!" Oberon snapped angrily.  "It's time for Valmont to face his punishment!"
"Punishment?" Santa asked, feigning surprise.  "For what?"
"You know what," the Jade Emperor offered softly, somewhat sadly.  "He broke the rules regarding Australia.  You know the punishment he faces, no matter what."
"As I understand, the rule is quite firm about setting foot in Australia," Santa agreed.  "But as far as I'm aware, Valmont's feet never touched earth in Australia in this timeline..."
"That sophistry surely isn't your best defense," Lucifer observed wryly, plainly amused.
"No, it's yours," Santa observed idly.  "It's your way of being allowed to come up with a different punishment...which you'll need to in order to save face."
"What's that supposed to mean?" Oberon snapped out angrily.
"By sunrise, when my power in this world ends, the bond between Valmont and Bai Tza's souls will be permanent and unbreakable," Santa observed idly.  "Bai Tza has done nothing to deserve having her soul destroyed in any life...and yet the destruction of the soul for anything but breaching the rules of Australia is considered the most heinous of crimes.  'A sin against the cycle', I believe the term is?  Of course, that's why you are here now.  You knew I could restore Valmont's soul from destruction if it was to grant the wish of three True Selfless...and his soul could reconstruct his body at will.  So you had to wait until after I'd granted that Christmas wish, but before the bonding became permanent, to act."
"What of it?" the Jade Emperor asked curiously.
"I will make this simple," Santa said softly.  "You can go back to the Council and set up a hearing to determine the proper punishment for Valmont's actions that doesn't result in destroying Bai's soul or violating the wish I've granted.  Or you can try to break the wish I've granted."
"And what's to stop us from choosing the latter?" Oberon snarled.
"Not much," Santa observed idly.  His eyes suddenly turned steely.  "All you have to do is get past me."
Dead silence reigned on the rooftop.  After a time, Santa cracked his knuckles.  "Ho.  Ho.  Ho."
The Jade Emperor bowed respectfully...and vanished.  Oberon looked like he wanted to object...but paled at the look in Santa's eyes and spun away before vanishing as well.  Lucifer began to clap slowly.  "Well done, Nick," he offered calmly.  "Thanks for that."
Santa blinked in surprise.  "Thanks?" he asked in surprise.
"Do you know how long I've been waiting for someone I could train to replace me?"  Lucifer chuckled darkly.  "I doubt he'll thank me for the training...so I'll give him a few years of Happily Ever After before I come tap him.  I can wait a while longer for retirement.  Merry Christmas to you, too."  And with that, Lucifer vanished.
As the world seemed to return to normal, Jade finally found her voice and managed to express everyone's thoughts.  "Well," she gasped out, her voice cracking, "that happened."

	
		And He's Not The Only One



The chamber was strange.  It was rather small, yet conveyed a sense of enormity.  The furnishings were bare and spartan, and yet conveyed a sense of wealth beyond imagining.  It was neither light nor dark, yet felt both blinding and consumed in shadows.  To mortal eyes, only three chairs were visible behind a simple desk, and yet there was an overwhelming sense of observers just beyond perception.  Then again, the identity of those sitting in the three chairs gave an indication of why the chamber defied mortal perception.
The Jade Emperor carefully straightened his stack of papers, pushing glasses up the bridge of his nose.  "This meeting of the Triumvirate of Balance is now in session," he declared softly.  "We are investigating the case of one Valmont, newly ascended Demon Sorcerer of Light, regarding a rules violation."
"Let's get on with it already," Oberon growled irritably.  "Where is the defendant?"
"Due to...certain circumstances, he is unavailable to represent himself," Lucifer observed idly.  "However, he has selected a Second to present his case in his stead."
"Oh?" Oberon asked carefully.  "And who..."  His voice trailed off as he saw the mortal who entered.  "Of course," he growled irritably.
"Nice to see you too, Oberon," Xanatos offered with a warm smile.  "Nothing personal about this."
"It never is," Oberon groaned, rubbing his forehead.  He then sighed.  "Very well.  Let us hear this...case of yours."
"First, I'd like to actually address the regulation in question," Xanatos spoke up as he lifted some documents from a suitcase.  "As I understand it, the reason the regulation is phrased that way - as far as setting foot in Australia - is because there was heated debate over exactly how much airspace Australia could claim as inviolate, leading to that specific wording."  He folded the papers.  "Now, I won't argue that Valmont did not violate the spirit of the regulation by entering Australia to make use of one of the artifacts stored there.  That is not the defense he would make either.  However, the wording of the regulation - and the punishment - is very specific.  As he did not violate the letter of the regulation, I would like the Triumvirate to acknowledge that, were they so inclined, they could chose a more merciful punishment for this situation than destruction of the soul.  There are quite a few precedents regarding merciful ruling in regards to spirit but not letter violations, so it would in no way present weakness on the part of the Triumvirate..."  He began to pull out massive packets of documents from the suitcase.
"There is no need to list all the precedents," the Jade Emperor spoke up softly, his eyes amused even if his voice didn't show it.  "I shall accept the stipulation to their existence, and that the merciful option exists."
"I, too, shall accept the stipulation," Lucifer agreed.  "The point is well made."
Oberon growled irritably, but eventually sighed.  "I accept the option exists," he allowed.  "Doesn't mean we're at all inclined to choose it..."
"Of course," Xanatos agreed before either Lucifer or the Jade Emperor could call Oberon on being out of order.  "As I said, Valmont in no way seeks to argue innocence.  He freely declares his guilt.  This defense is to convince you to choose the merciful option...in essence, to convince you that there are better ways to handle the present situation, and that he has something to offer worth choosing the merciful option."
"Something to offer?" the Jade Emperor inquired curiously.  "And what does he have to offer?"
"While there are many things available, the primary offer is this," Xanatos spoke up, holding up a curiously configured device.  "I understand this is a four-dimensional projector, used by the Council for many things?"
"That is correct," Lucifer agreed.  "I assume the offer is recorded there?"
Xanatos nodded.  "Incompletely, but yes.  I have been led to understand that the primary goals of this Council and the motivations behind all regulations is, specifically, to allow humanity to develop unhindered enough that a defense against the Old Ones be created for when they eventually return.  Thus, Valmont offers this device from the other timeline he created that failed...the Elder Trap."
The blueprint displayed itself into the air and ether, the four dimensions plainly visible to the entire Council.  Gasps and murmurs of amazement raced through the shadows and light until Oberon eventually banged his gavel for silence.  "...does it work?" Oberon asked finally.
"I'm afraid it's beyond my understanding," Xanatos allowed.  "However, Valmont revealed the blueprint entire to four different Forge Beings, and all four attested that they could find no flaws."  He held out four signed testaments to the blueprint's validity, signed Hephaestus, Brokkr, Ptah, and Vulcan.
Lucifer took the papers and examined them.  "You speak of the blueprint entire?" he asked curiously.
"Yes," Xanatos confirmed.  "You see, the full design is in six dimensions, and the technology to record such information currently only extends up to four.  As such, the only complete copy of the blueprint...is in Valmont's head."
"This would consume a great deal in terms of resources to build," the Jade Emperor spoke up softly.  "Not to mention how it would be explained..."
"Valmont offers to put his own financial empire towards said project," Xanatos spoke up.  "As his Second, I would be willing to do so as well.  We would also cover the public perspective in order to keep things to the present status quo."
"And if all your money is going into such a project..." Lucifer spoke up with a wicked grin.  "Then where does the money that comes out of it go?"
Xanatos shrugged his shoulders.  "I don't see why that's a matter for this council, sir.  That should definitely be left up to attorneys."

Five demons floated in the Netherrealm, patiently waiting the turning of eternity.  Their hopes of escape were almost nil, and their bonds of brotherhood were strained.  Words had been traded that had wounded hearts, and only the absence of anywhere to go had kept them from scattering to the four corners.
As such, all were caught off guard as a loud noise heralded the arrival of two figures who most definitely were not demonic and did not belong.  The first figure seemed to rise out of shadows, and had a body made entirely of a mix of black and white barely containing his musculature, with a red cape that flowed around him like it was alive.  The second figure rode a motorcycle out of fire, and appeared to be a human clad in far too much leather until one saw his flaming skull.
Spawn carefully pulled papers from his cape.  "This is a case review for the Demon Brotherhood," he stated flatly.  "New regulations regarding your recent 'parole' have led to certain decisions being made.  Behave, and we can get through this quickly."
"All decisions are final and immediate," Ghost Rider hissed out as he stepped off his motorcycle, a burning chain slipping back and forth between his hands.  "So think carefully before speaking."
"We shall go from least action to most," Spawn stated softly.  "Xiao Fung, approach."
Swallowing nervously, Xiao Fung made his way before the two figures.  Each had been empowered - in different ways - by Lucifer himself, and were more than a match for any of the Brotherhood when they did not have access to their elemental powers in the netherrealm.  "Y-yes?"
"By our analysis, you took no actions during your parole to warrant its being revoked," Spawn observed calmly.  "The action was a result of miscommunication on the parts of Tso Lan and Jackie Chan, and arrogance on the part of Shendu.  Once a Parole Officer is selected, you may be released anew on parole.  We will discuss that further later.  Tso Lan, approach!"
Tso Lan floated over calmly.  "Yes?" he asked softly, keeping his composure.
"Your case is similar to Xiao Fung's," Spawn observed.  "However, your crimes prior to being sealed the first time were far greater, as you sought destruction on a planetary scale.  There are still 300 years remaining on your original sentence.  You have a choice between serving that time out as is...or 150 years parole acting as an assistant to your daughter Luna."
Tso Lan winced.  "I...shall take the 300," he offered sadly.  "Neither Luna nor I are ready to reconcile-"
"May I take part of his sentence?" Xiao Fung asked softly.
Spawn turned towards Xiao.  "I beg your pardon?"
"May I take part of his sentence?" Xiao repeated.  "Is there any way I can reduce his sentence by serving it with him?  We are brothers, after all...and it would do him good to have company that, if nothing else, can play chess without throwing a fit because castles don't shoot lightning."  He shot a dirty look Tchang Zhu's way, who snarled defiance at him.
Spawn and Ghost Rider exchanged a glance.  "This is acceptable," Spawn stated calmly.  "This will mean you each serve out a 200 year sentence as cell mates at an Element-null maximum security facility.  Amenities include meals, cable, and being allowed visitors."
"Thank you, brother," Tso Lan offered softly as the pair withdrew to allow further work.
"Dai Gui, approach!" Spawn ordered.
Dai Gui grumpily came forward.
"You showed no willingness to change when your parole was granted, and acted on violence," Spawn stated flatly.  "However, we have received testimony from Hsi Wu and Poseidon indicating this may be due to an inability to change in a vacuum on your part, rather than unwillingness.  As such, it is the decision of this board that you have two choices.  Permanent housing at the element-null facility, or having your power and body reduced and being assigned as a familiar.  Choose wisely."
Dai Gui was silent for a time.  "...Hsi seems to like it..."
Spawn swept his cape out, and Dai Gui vanished.  "He shall be assigned presently," he observed calmly.  "Tchang Zhu, approach!"
"Don't order me around!" Tchang Zhu snarled angrily as he floated over, gathering electricity to himself.
"Our findings indicate that, like Dai Gui, you showed no willingness to change," Spawn observed idly.  "However, there is no evidence to indicate you lack the ability to.  As such, you have the choice of remaining imprisoned here eternally, or cycling.  Choose-"
"You will not cage me!" Tchang Zhu roared out, drawing back his fist.
Ghost Rider's chains lashed out, burning into Tchang's body.  He screamed in agony before his body exploded, leaving behind a glowing blue sphere crackling with lightning.  Spawn calmly collected the soul.  "Returned to the Cycle it is.  Better luck next time."  He then turned.  "Po Kong, approach!"
Po Kong slowly moved to where she could see the pair.  "Y-yes?" she asked nervously.
"Your case is unique," Spawn spoke calmly.  "Your actions while paroled shows that you have learned your lesson, and are more than willing to adapt to the new world without conquest.  You also showed a willingness to sacrifice yourself for others.  In any other circumstance, this would be enough to wipe your record clean and grant you full freedom.  However..."
"Let me guess," Po Kong observed sadly.  "The world as it is can't sustain a free demon my size and appetite..."
"That is correct," Spawn confirmed.  "So if you will allow it, a large portion of your magic will be syphoned off and stored in a gem for you to wear, sealing you in a human form.  You will then be placed where you can be adjusted to the new world, and find beneficial employment that suits you.  We have several options in that regard...first and foremost, your brother Valmont is in need of a new personal bodyguard/chief Enforcer, as he has dispensed with the services of one Hak Fu."
Po Kong smiled widely.  "That would most definitely be acceptable."
"This may sting," Ghost Rider observed as he swung a hook on the end of his chain.

Valmont woke slowly on Christmas morning.  His beloved was in his arms, and they were wed by no less than Santa Claus himself.  The edge of his sense told him that David had successfully defended his case with the Triumvirate, which meant he did not have to worry about anyone coming to try and kill him...well, anyone actually capable of doing so, anyway.  He'd cleared his schedule for the day even before Santa's arrival the night before, on the assumption he would be worse than dead.  He had no reason he could conceive of for why he would leave his bed and his love...
Which left him quite confused when he found himself walking out of the bedroom of his penthouse within the building and to the living room, where a Christmas tree he didn't remember setting up filled one corner.  A box marked as being from Santa caught his eye, and he opened it up.
To his surprise, it contained instructions to a ritual, and a cryptic comment of 'wish granted'.  For some reason, he couldn't put together what it actually meant...but he found himself setting it up anyway.  All it really took was him placing a design upon the floor and energizing it, and the rest was apparently a...performance.
He felt a little silly dressing up in what seemed to be a cross between Arabian harem garb and the male version of a Gerudo outfit from the Zelda games, but he was beginning to get an inkling of what this was supposed to be.  As such, he lifted his arms in the dance motions marked in the package as he began to sing.  "Oh whoa ho, oh whoa ho, you didn't know that you fell..."
A burst of giggles distracted him, and he turned to see Bai struggling not to laugh.  "Not a bad voice," she managed to say, "but what possessed you to try and use Siren magic?"
"Is that what this is?" Valmont asked in surprise.  "It's a gift from Santa.  Perhaps you can instruct me?"
Rolling her eyes, Bai made her outfit shift.  In a moment, she was clad in a sea shell bra (more a Double-D shell, Valmont joked to himself) and a flowing, diaphanous gown in blues and greens that was almost entirely transparent, left her legs bare, was held on by golden bangles at wrists and ankles, and conveyed the impression that she was wearing a piece of the ocean.  "Let me show you," she teased playfully as she pushed him into a chair, her back to the design...where he now saw a tiny seed of magic taking shape.
And then she began to sing.
Where his motions had been awkwardly copying a design on paper, her motions were smooth and sultry, her entire body swaying and amplifying the magic of her voice as she sang out.  The longer the song went on, the more Valmont found himself bobbing his head, clapping his hands, and stomping his feet to the beat.  Towards the end, he couldn't stop himself from leaping up and joining her, dancing and singing the last verse along with her before turning to spin her into a dip.
Bai chuckled as she held onto him.  "Looks like you've got a natural talent," she purred, sliding her hands along his back sensually.
"And you weren't Queen of the Sirens for nothing," he agreed as his hand slid along her back.
"Sonata, what do you think you're doing?" a harsh voice suddenly declared, startling both of them and making Bai's eyes go wide in shock.
What had been a tiny spark had expanded into a full door, a door that was slightly creaked open.
"C'mon!" an upbeat voice whined.  "We were just talking about how desperate we were for our situation to turn around and you said the only way that would happen is if magic literally dropped into our laps, and this door appeared to the tune of our song!"
"And you think that makes going through it a good idea?" a third, angry voice snapped.  "Ugh, you are the worst..."
"But-" the second voice began.
"D'gi?" Bai gasped out in shock, despair, and a slowly growing hope.  "A'ri?  S...S'na?"
Three gasps echoed from the other side of the door, and then it was thrown open.  "Mommy!" a blue haired girl called out despairingly as she threw herself through the door, flinging herself into Bai's eager embrace.
"Sonata, wait-" the second voice called out angrily, only for the anger to drain as a girl with purple and blue hair caught sight of Bai Tza holding the blue haired girl, Sonata presumably.  She then staggered disbelievingly into Bai's outstretched arms.
"What are you two..."  The third girl who stepped through had far too much fluffy yellow and orange hair, and her intense air went completely slack at the sight of Bai.  "M...Mom...it...is it really y-"
A tendril of water grabbed the third girl and pulled her into the embrace as Bai wept tears of joy.  "My babies...I have you back..." she sobbed bitterly, her tears soon joined by those of the three girls...who between them looked to be wearing the entire 80's.
Valmont smiled warmly, stepping up and pulling his love - his family - into a warm embrace.  "I kept my promise, love," he whispered softly.

	
		Family Bonding



After a time, the emotional intensity of the moment began to fade, and all five individuals pulled back from each other as the magic faded.  As overjoyed as Bai was to have her daughters back - and as overjoyed as they were to be reunited with her - all four knew that despite the nigh-immortality that had kept them alive for so long, they were no longer the same people they had been when they'd last been together.  Time had changed all four of them.
And then there was Valmont.  Despite it being his wish granted by Santa and his own actions that had brought about this reunion and his own strong bond with Bai, he was an outsider as far as their history was concerned.  One wrong word on anyone's part could cause problems.  He took the time to read faces so he could determine a best way to ease things into comfort.
Of the three sisters, the one with the massive amounts of orange and yellow hair was obviously the leader, if not the eldest.  Even as they stood about uncertainly, she had - subconsciously, plainly - shifted herself to be between Valmont and the other two, though only slightly.  Had Valmont not been specifically looking for that detail, he might have mistaken it for simply an aggressive step forward as she shifted in an attempt to present herself fetchingly and dominantly, trying to take control of the situation.  The girl with the star-shaped hair pins also had an aggressive stance, but it looked so natural on her that Valmont deduced that she was the 'Enforcer' of the trio, the primary muscle.  The way she held herself - and the position of her feet once he looked that low - showed she had at least some knowledge of martial arts.
The third sister, with the long blue ponytail...had clambered up onto Bai's back for a piggy-back ride, completely ignoring the tension of the situation.  With the way this drew flat-eyed gazes from her sisters and delight from Bai, this was obviously the baby of the trio.  And he felt he saw a way to diffuse the situation somewhat.  "S'na, right?" he asked, looking at her with a smile on his face.  "Or do you go by Sonata now?"
"That's me!" Sonata declared happily.  "Who are you?"  She looked up at Valmont with happy eyes, a wide smile...and no less than three knives hidden in her ponytail, which was held closed by what Valmont recognized on close examination as an assassin's loop, a thin thread of wire with a grip at either end that when wrapped around a neck could be pulled taut, slicing into flesh and - with enough torsion and at the right place - take someone's head clean off.
Valmont found himself grinning widely.  They were definitely their mother's daughters, and frighteningly tough in their way.  "I'm Valmont," he introduced himself happily.  "I'm your new step-father, and I hope we'll get along well."
"You got married, Mom?" the daughter Valmont had pegged as the 'Enforcer' declared in shock.
Bai smiled warmly up at Valmont.  "That I did," she purred softly.
"Aww, so sweet!" Sonata squealed happily before bouncing over to a nearby window before gasping.  "Wow, we're really high up!  Is this, like, your penthouse?"
"My building, actually," Valmont corrected.
"Okay, what is it you've got that's so special Mom went and got hitched?" the one Valmont had pegged as 'leader' demanded, once again positioning herself in a pose that was at once sensual and aggressive.
Valmont smiled.  "And you would be the eldest daughter I heard described as 'as bad or worse than Bai in your own right'?  That would make you Adagio?"  Seeing her widened, shocked eyes, he chuckled.  "The names Bai called you were ancient, and it only made sense you would modernize them as you lived through the ages.  S'na becoming Sonata says you chose a musical theme, possibly to remind yourself constantly of your siren heritage as you got further and further from home."  He turned to the middle sister.  "Which would make you...Aria?"
"...okay, he's good," Aria allowed with a smirk.  "Loaded and has a brain."
"Still doesn't tell me why you married him," Adagio said to Bai.  "I mean, I get keeping him as a sugar daddy - I've kept a few when we were trying to gather power to get back home, just to make getting the right food at restaurants easier when someone could pay instead of making it while hypnotized - but marriage?  I mean, he's human!"
Bai smiled softly.  "I admit, it surprised even me that it became the path I chose...but he won me over even when he was human, that he could meet the Brotherhood on our own terms and come out ahead."
Adagio snorted.  "Like outsmarting most of our Uncles is a big-was?"  She spun to look at Valmont in shock.
Valmont's brow twitched as he felt something at the edge of his magic.  "Excuse me a moment, ladies," he offered softly.  "Something calls for my immediate attention.  Give me...a minute at most."  With that, he discarded his human form to zip down to Personnel Resources.  "Yes?" he asked calmly.
Standing in front of the desk was a green skinned woman in a business suit, her hair blonde with white tips, her eyes solid gold.  A glowing green gem hung around her neck.  "I heard you needed a new bodyguard, brother," she offered in a familiar - if much quieter than expected - voice.
Valmont smiled widely.  "I believe I do have an opening for you, Sister.  Come on up to the Penthouse and talk it over with the family."  Knowing Po would make her own way there, he zipped back up to the Penthouse...to find Adagio and Aria were staring at him - since he reappeared in the same spot - with their jaws hanging.  Sonata was busy pretending to crush passing planes out the window with her fingers.
Bai smiled, a trifle smug.  "Your step-father, girls...the newly ascended Demon Sorcerer of Light."
"Sorcerer?" Sonata asked eagerly as she bounced over, pulling out a pouch.  "Does that mean you can fix these?"
Valmont took the pouch and poured the contents into his hands...finding crimson gem fragments that looked like they had once held magic.  Bai gasped in shock and dismay as she caught sight of them.  "Girls...what happened to your power jewels?"
Adagio frowned darkly.  "We stumbled across Pop's world," she muttered darkly.  "We thought we could get his help getting back to you, but he didn't even remember you, or know who we were.  And it turns out as potent as the magic was there..."
"We got rainbow blasted by some mean girls, our gems cracked, and we lost our magic and voices!" Sonata explained happily.  "It was the worst!"
"How you can say that so happily when it was less than a week ago I'll never know," Aria muttered darkly.
"Oh, girls..." Bai moaned softly, pulling Adagio and Aria into a motherly embrace.
"Rainbow blasted you say?" Valmont mused as he floated the gem shards over his hand.  "I think I know that power...ah!"  Light shot out of his hand, bouncing rapidly between the fragments as flashes of rainbow light burst off of them.  "I see.  It seems the rainbow light was specifically targeting the aspect of your magic derived from chaos and disorder, since that plus Siren magic - which relies on the Order of musical flow - was an unstable mix to begin with.  That's what made it necessary to focus your magic through these gems to begin with, but if I tweak the balance of the gems like so..."  The shards suddenly flew together, blazing with crimson light as a soft pink glow slowly flowed into them from his body.  "There we go," he said as he held the gems out.  "They should only draw out your Siren magic now, rather than the Chaos aspect, which should allow you to gather magic and power just from having people enjoy your performance...and possibly if they desire you, but I get the feeling that's one aspect of being a Siren you'll enjoy anyway."
All three girls stared in awe at their whole gems.  Sonata quickly grabbed hers, pressing it against the choker around her neck with a wide grin.  Aria and Adagio each took theirs a bit more nervously, but a warm glow passed through them as they pressed them to their chokers.  They then began to sway.
"Oh whoa ho...oh whoa ho...you didn't know that you fell..."
Their eyes lit up with delight as they heard their voices coming out clear and pure, and felt the magic in their bodies.  A slow smirk spread across Adagio's face.  "Okay, you made a good choice, Mom," she said softly.
"So you're rich?" Sonata asked excitedly.
Valmont chuckled.  "Yes, I should say so."
"Does that mean I can have a pony?"
"Magical talking variety, or mundane?"
"Ugh, mundane," Sonata pouted.  "We had enough of that other variety with the bearded unicorn that banished us for, like, the 36th time-"
"37," Aria corrected idly.
"Mundane, but enchanted for durability and longevity so you can ride it for many years to come it is," Valmont offered firmly.
"Best new dad ever!" Sonata squealed happily as she threw herself at Valmont in a tackling embrace.
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Uncle, Jade, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo carefully made their way through the mall, stepping around the far more varied clientele than what they were used to from previous trips.  With the world magically normal, not only was the mall much bigger on the inside - with blue police boxes on every floor, for some reason - but humans were actually the minority as far as those seeking various items at the various stores.  In their quest for fresh school supplies, they had spotted several ogres, a centaur, three griffons, two basilisks, and a demon, each going their own way in search of all sorts of items.
The fresh school supplies required had come as a surprise to Uncle...but apparently, general education now offered intensive magic lessons for students gifted in general magic practice to get the basics, as well as advancing any independent study for a chosen specialty.  Thankfully, they didn't have to wander the mall to find what they were looking for, as the mall directory could scan their shopping list and print out a map highlighting any locations that sold the items they were after.  The four youngsters had marveled at just how convenient that made things.  Uncle had complained that it took all the fun out of deal hunting.
"So...what else do we need?" Jade asked as she looked over the list, checking it against the basket Scootaloo was towing through the air.
"Looks like we're at th' end of what we need for classes," Apple Bloom observed as she glanced at the list.  "But Uncle still needs ta restock a few ingredients.  Looks like there's a few shops that sell 'em."
"We will see what these shops sell," Uncle observed dismissively.  He didn't really think a mall - even a mall of a magical world - would genuinely have quality magical ingredients.
"Maybe we could ask the giant green lady over there?" Sweetie Belle suggested, gesturing to a rather colorful group nearby.  The figure Sweetie Belle had indicated towered over the rest of the group, easily topping nine feet in height - hardly unusual, with ogres around - with a blue-haired girl clinging to her back like a spider monkey.
"Ah'll ask!" Apple Bloom decided firmly, walking up to the group.  "Excuse me!  We're looking for magical ingredients?  Do you happen to know where they are?"
The woman turned to Apple Bloom, her gaze familiar.  "Friends of yours, sir," she said calmly, and Apple Bloom's mouth fell open as she recognized the voice.
"Po Kong!" Apple Bloom gasped happily.  "Yer outta the Netherrealm!  That's wonderful!"
"I'm glad you feel that way, Apple Bloom," Valmont observed as he turned with a smile.
"Oh, hi Mr. Valmont!" Apple Bloom greeted him.
"Oh," a purple haired girl standing next to Valmont - and Bai Tza, now that Apple Bloom could see her - stated gruffly.  "That's how you knew about that kind of pony."
"How do you know a pony, Aunt Po?" the blue haired girl on Po Kong's back asked.
"Aunt-" Apple Bloom gasped happily as the others approached.  "Valmont!  Ya got Bai's daughters back!"
Valmont chuckled happily.  "Yes, with a little help from Santa."
"So is this where I'm going to get my pony?" the blue-haired girl asked.
"No, Sonata," Valmont corrected ruefully, from expression plainly not the first time he'd said it.  "We're here to get you three some durable clothes, since you all only arrived with the set you're wearing."
"Three?" Scootaloo asked curiously.  "Uh...unless you count Po Kong, I only count two."
Bai glanced around quickly, then groaned.  "Dear, would you go find Adagio...again?  Preferably before security this time?"
"Already on it," Valmont promised ruefully as he seemed to fade out.
"So...is Adagio a trouble maker?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously.
Bai hesitated.  "Let's just say...she takes after the old me in ways I feel uncomfortable discussing with those society dubs minors," she offered delicately.
Jade and the fillies blinked a few times...only for realization to strike all at once.  "EEEWWWWWW!" they declared in unison.
"So where's brother Hsi?" Bai asked Jade.  "I'd think he'd always be at your side."
"He spotted some demons in a pub he knew," Jade explained.  "He promised to meet up on our way out.  He felt I was safe here."

Valmont sighed as he faded in, having easily zeroed in on Adagio's location from the bit of his own magic in her gem choker.  He was rather unsurprised to find that she had found herself a 'dead end alley' even inside the mall, and a cleared throat from himself was all it took to send the others in the alley seeking business elsewhere as they fixed their wardrobes.  He made a quick mental count of those sent running.
An ogre, two centaurs, an elf, a Deathknight...really?  And a...gnome.  He blinked thoughtfully at the last.  ...I wonder if Adagio plays Tetris?
Stepping into the alley, he found Adagio - looking, to put it delicately, rumpled - glowering up at him.  "What do you want?" she demanded sourly.
"Your mother wondered where you were," Valmont replied readily.  "We encountered some friends we wanted to introduce you all too."  A quick application of magic cleaned her up and fixed her clothes.  "Why do you do this to yourself?" he asked as he helped her to her feet.
"Why's it your business?" Adagio snapped grumpily.  "You're not my Dad.  I'm not your blood."
"Is it truly so unbelievable that I'd care about you regardless?" Valmont asked carefully, keeping his tone carefully neutral.
"And that gives you the right to judge me?" Adagio groused.
"I'm not judging," Valmont pointed out dryly.  "I'm just asking a question.  If this is a lifestyle choice, I see no reason to interfere...as long as it is choice, and not because you don't know how to stop anymore."
He saw it, the momentary flash of tension.  It was barely a split second, and anyone else would have missed it.  He liked to think he'd have caught it when he was human, but he was too realistic for that.  "What's that supposed to mean?" she demanded coldly.
"Just that your choice of targets - and locations - is rather indiscriminate," he pointed out calmly.  "If security found you before I had, this would have been the fifth location today we'd have been asked to leave before we could get you a change of clothes."
"Nah," Adagio purred as she swayed her hips seductively.  "I'd have just-"
"Mall security is golems," Valmont pointed out.
"Tch!" Adagio spat irritably.  "Magic takes all the fun out of everything!"
"You're very good at dodging the question," Valmont observed idly.  When that got no response from Adagio, he shrugged.  "If it's a lifestyle choice, then you obviously want something out of it, and your indiscriminate selection indicates you aren't certain what you want out of it anymore.  If you enjoy being dominant and bringing humiliation, target virgins.  If you want full physical stimulation, hit a gym for anyone working cardio.  If you want to be dominated, I know several places to find that.  But first make sure you know what it is you really want."
Adagio slowed enough that Valmont passed her.  "...you really do care," she said softly.  "And...you really don't judge..."
"The first thing you learn to run a successful criminal enterprise is how to read people's motivations for what makes them tick," Valmont explained calmly.  "You learn not to judge rather quickly if you want to survive in that world, let alone thrive."
"...criminal?"
Valmont smiled.  Ah, there it is...power.  The ultimate drug, as it were.  "Let's get you some new clothes and see where your skills are in that world, shall we?"  He held out a hand.
He was rather surprised that she took it in her own.  She would be...interesting.
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Valmont smiled as he leaned back in his chair, staring across his desk at his three new daughters.  Despite his best efforts, no arguments could yet convince the trio that upgrading to a more 'modern' wardrobe would be a good decision, and as such they still looked like they were on their way to a disco rave.  Still, distinctive appearances could be useful, especially with what he planned to have them do.  Once all three stopped shuffling or squirming, he stood up and began to explain.  "As I'm sure you three are aware, my rather successful business is-"  He paused, noticing Sonata's attention immediately wandering.  Tapping his chin thoughtfully, he snapped his fingers and drew nearly all the light away from one wall, leaving it dark save for a single circle of light, as though someone were shining a flashlight there.  Sonata gasped excitedly as a little shadow in the form of Valmont's demon form appeared in the circle, her attention now locked onto it.  "As I'm sure you three are aware," he continued, "my rather successful business is on the far side of the law."  The shadow puppet of himself proceeded to blow a raspberry at a shadow cop, making Sonata burst into giggles.
"I will be blunt, it is a criminal business," Valmont continued as the shadow demon donned a cowboy hat and started shooting off six-shooters, though there were no sound effects...at least until Sonata started providing them.  "However, there are three ways to run a successful criminal business."  Now there were three circles of light, each with a shadow of Valmont's demon form inside.  "One is to perform the criminal activities yourself or having it done by your workers."  The furthest left circle showed the shadow demon picking up a sign that read 'Bank' and shaking money into its suddenly cartoonishly large mouth.  "The second is to profit from the criminal enterprises of others, often as a fence."  The second shadow demon Valmont reached into the first circle, plucked the 'Bank' sign from the grasp of the first, and rewrote the letters to say 'Somebody Else's Bank'.  To Valmont's surprise, that got a snort of amusement out of Aria.
"The third, and most difficult yet most profitable, is what I call the criminal merchant," Valmont continued as the third shadow image of himself pulled out a vendor's carry bench like that worn by those who walked back and forth at sporting events selling hot dogs or popcorn.  "This way, you make sure you learn what everyone else in the criminal world wants, and ensure you're the one they get it from, whether it be criminal talent, resources, or a particularly valuable item."  The three light circles shifted to hover above and to either side of Valmont.  "While I indulge in the first and the second, my success - and my remaining uncaught by law enforcement - was due primarily to the third type of business.  And that is where I intend to begin with you three."
The circles merged into a single one, and three familiar ponies walked across in shadows.  "The fillies you met who I introduced as friends...one of their guardians is an archaeologist.  He also has a penchant for stumbling across artifacts of a...magical nature.  Now, such artifacts are of interest to the less than ethical no matter what side of the law they fall on."
Now, the three fillies changed into three mermaid-like figures, each with shadowy hairdos resembling the three girls before him.  "That's where you three come in.  Since you have no criminal records or official connection to the business, no one on either side of the law will blink twice at you jetting around on 'Daddy's Dime' to see the world."  The three mer-figures were now on the back of a dragon flying across the globe.  "On these 'pleasure trips', you'll retrieve the artifacts I send you after, and then bring them back to me.  Since you'll be using a private jet, you'll have an easy time slipping them past customs as long as you store them properly.  That will be Aria's job."
The shadow images shifted, now revealing a cat.  "Your first destination is Tangiers, where you will be in search of the Cat of Khartoum."  The shadows vanished.  "Any questions?"
"How'd you make the awesome shadow puppets?" Sonata gasped eagerly.
Valmont chuckled.  "My powers are over light," he explained readily.  "It was simply a matter of thinking in terms of negative space.  Takes an artistic temperament, but not terribly difficult."
"How'd you know puppets would work to keep Sonata's attention?" Adagio asked curiously.  "I didn't think you'd heard about the Three P's(1) yet."
"I know how to handle children," he replied readily as Sonata moved to the wall, tracing the lines of where the puppets had been.  He lowered his voice.  "I've bought her the same three enchanted ponies several times in the past month, after all.  It's no extra cost for me, she always experiences it as new ownership, and the ponies get an owner who will always absolutely adore them.  I don't think they mind if she picks different names for them each time I 'buy' them for her."
"You are scarily good at that," Aria observed idly.
Valmont chuckled softly.  "And now it's your turn to show if you three can be good and scary..."

Jade, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo all bounced excitedly in their seats in First Class as the plane got ready for takeoff.  "I can't believe you actually asked us to come on an archaeological expedition with you, Uncle Jackie!" Jade called out happily.
Jackie shrugged from the row ahead, with Viper sitting beside him.  "It was either have you come with me, or have you follow me anyway with Hsi's help, leading to Apple Bloom and the others following with Audrey III's help because you're their mage student, and then having to completely rearrange my travel and expedition plans to keep track of you all."  He was pleased to see that Jade at least managed to look sheepish at that assessment.  "At least this way you four aren't in trouble for unexcused absences from school and get extra credit for writing a report together on the trip...as long as you do your homework too."
"And I suppose me offering to spring to upgrade the trip to First Class instead of Economy had nothing whatsoever to with your decision?" Hsi Wu asked playfully.  One of the first things he'd done once everything regarding himself and his brothers had been settled had been checking on his own ancient stronghold where it was hidden in a fold of magic-space-time, and converting a good amount of his treasure stronghold into a modern account he could draw from.  He wanted to have those funds available for...a number of things.
"Not my decision," Jackie corrected.  "But it did win Viper over to your side as far as convincing me."
"Too right," Viper purred happily as she lay back in her seat, which was far too luxurious to be called a chair.
Scootaloo glanced around as she took in the 'First Class' segment of the plane.  "This is...really impressive," she murmured in awe.  In a world where magic was normal, First Class had an entirely new meaning.  They were specifically in 'First Class Family', where there were video game consoles built into the seats, the seats could swivel a full 360 degrees for a family game table for board games, and magical constructs of the family's favorite fictional characters - or the actual beings they were based on - acted as flight attendants while the passengers seats had full flexibility to shift into any conceivable position - including upside down - for absolute comfort.  Scootaloo had also managed to sneak a glance into 'First Class Singles', where the Flight Attendants were actual conjured houris of the passenger's preferred gender, attending to them in whatever way they wished.  She'd managed to pull back out before she saw anything too traumatizing.
"Magic sure changes a lot of things," Jade agreed, having glanced briefly into 'First Class Childrens', the area for unaccompanied minors flying...which had been a straight up bounce castle with spheres enchanted with Float for them to hover in or bounce off of.  "Just how big is this plane?"
"Not much bigger than we expected," Sweetie Belle explained as she flipped through a guide book on the airline.  "They just recently started using compressed space magi-tek to add a great deal more space to the interior of the planes without increasing weight load or flight profile.  This let them greatly expand the First Class areas while also reducing the price profile of it, while improving the conditions in Business and Economy."
"I don't think I'll ever get used to you four being amazed at these things," Hsi Wu murmured thoughtfully.  "Still entertaining to watch."
"Let's relax and just enjoy the flight, shall we?" Jackie asked hopefully as he lay back in his seat.  "We'll probably have to deal with criminals or lesser demons or cultists once we get there, so lets enjoy this peace while it lasts?"
Apple Bloom blinked in surprise.  "Yer...not gonna say it's 'too dangerous' for us if ya think that's what ya think we'll be facin'?"
"The three of you are a fully fledged chi wizard between you," Jackie pointed out logically.  "Jade is your student, is well trained so far in the martial arts, and has a fully fledged demon sorcerer as her familiar."
"All my bags are packed, I'm ready to go..." Audrey began to sing from behind the youngsters.
"And then there's him," Jackie concluded.  "I definitely want you all to be careful...but 'too dangerous' might be a bit much."


(1) A tribute to Justice3442's story Love Call of the Sirens.  I've based much of how I characterize the Dazzlings off how he writes them...with a few tweaks as I delve deeper into their characters.
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Adagio, Aria, and Sonata looked around as they arrived in Tangiers.  They had been here once long ago, while they had been helping their mother back while The Brotherhood was attempting world conquest, and they'd been in similar lands in other worlds as they'd been repeatedly banished each time they tried to gain enough power to get back home and free their mother.  Still, the bead curtain doorways, the shape of the buildings, and the local bazaar all combined to give them a brief sense of nostalgia.  While they had adjusted to various worlds as time passed and things became modern, there was a special place in their hearts for the lands they had seen and known as children, and the land here still strongly resembled that ancient time, with only a few modern touches.  The only thing that caught them somewhat off guard was the sight of a juggler street performer who was aided by a Genie of the Ring dancing to draw attention.
"Was...was magic something that got shown off this much when we were young?" Aria asked in confusion.
"Well...we were magic and trying to take over the world, so...maybe?" Adagio allowed.  "Sonata, what do you-"  She cut herself off as she saw where their sister had gone.
Sonata had made her way to the juggler, mirroring his Genie's dance moves on his other side, which drew a great deal more attention...especially after she and the genie started using their dance moves to suggestively 'bounce' the juggled balls back to the juggler when they went wide.
"Well, looks like she's going to be fine," Aria grumbled under her breath as she crossed her arms.  "Do you think she even remembers what we're here for?"
"She just shifted into the Nyan Dance, so...maybe?" Adagio allowed with a shrug.  "Though I think she might be onto something as far as gathering information."
"What do you-"  Aria's eyes widened as she realized what Adagio was saying.  "What, trawl the local bars, song-and-dance mesmerize the patrons, and get them to tell you everything they know about our target?"
"Fits right in my skills," Adagio confirmed.  "What about you?  Have you got a better plan?"
"Figured I'd wander around until I found some criminal element Enforcer types, and beat the crap out of them until they gave me some leads," Aria replied easily, cracking her knuckles.  "That's right in my skills.  ...think we can leave Sonata to her own devices for a while?"
Adagio shrugged.  "We're right by the airport, and we're at most an hour ahead of the Chans.  As long as no one tries to do anything bad to Sonata before then, she'll be in plain sight when they arrive and they'll look after her like the goody two-shoes they are."
"And if someone does try to do something bad to her?" Aria asked worriedly.
"Then we call our new Dad to clean up the mess and get out of town," Adagio stated flatly.  "And I don't pity the idiot who tries."
Aria shuddered, briefly remembering the...creature...they'd encountered in one world who - on a whim, as far as they could tell - taught Sonata how to fight...among other things.  "Right...let's move quick to get away from the idiocy/war zone."
The pair quickly moved off to pursue their independent investigations without bothering to tell Sonata where they were going.  Sonata wasn't worried.  She'd talked to her New Daddy before they left about what to do if she got separated, and he'd explained that he'd left a little bit of his own magic in the repaired pendants, which linked them together.  She would be able to find her sisters as long as they were within 30 miles of her just by grabbing her pendant and focusing on them.  Instead, she could follow her own plan as far as finding the Stone Kitty.
Once the juggler finished his performance, he happily gave her some of the coins to thank her for her efforts before going off somewhere with his Genie.  Sonata took the coins and headed for a stall that sold, among other things, arts and crafts supplies.  She bought one large piece of white cardboard and a black marker, then walked back to the exit to the airport.  It wasn't that complicated a message she needed to write, and it would be in large letters that she even knew how to spell!
With the message written, she held it up to wait.

Jackie was forced to admit he was reluctant to leave the plane when it arrived in Tangiers.  His previous flights since magic became normal in the world had all been hurried, frenetic, or on military aircraft.  As such, this was the first time since the change in the world that he'd been able to lean back and really appreciate the positive side of the world's change, and enjoy a flight.
Still, his sense of responsibility had been somewhat stronger than his desire to relax-
"You mean Viper's offer of changing tickets so we'd be in 'First Class Couples' while the youngsters were in 'First Class Children's' made you eager for the flight home," Tiger taunted from his shoulder.
"We are not so hormonally driven as to be completely sex-crazed when it comes to Viper!" Kitten insisted from the other shoulder.
"You're only saying that because Saint and Queen are watching," Tiger countered, gesturing towards Jade's shoulders.  Jackie couldn't see anything there...which, given the nicknames for - he assumed - Jade's shoulder consciences, he was rather glad of.
"I would say that no matter who was watching!" Kitten insisted.
"Ugh..." Jackie groaned as he rubbed his forehead.
"Yeah, they comment on internal monologues, too," Hsi Wu confirmed, glancing towards where Viper was strutting...deliberately positioning herself to give Jackie a good view.
On Viper's shoulders, her 'shoulder people' were also in a debate.  One was Viper in her thief suit, exaggerated to the point she somewhat resembled the comic book Catwoman.  The other had a somewhat more motherly look, dressed in a sundress and apron...which she still somehow managed to make look sensual and fantastic.  "We are not jumping Jackie in the middle of an ancient temple," Domestic Viper insisted, waving a whisk at her counterpart.  "It's a bad example to Jade-"
"You've seen herrr stud," Adventurous Viper purred eagerly, stretching like a cat and deliberately swaying her rear in Tiger's direction, much to his pleasure.  "She'll need to learn the trrricks eventually."
"She learns more than enough as is," Domestic grumbled irritably.
"Are you taking notes?" the white robed figure on Jade's shoulders - the one Tiger dubbed 'Saint' - demanded of her counterpart.
"Absolutely!" the blue-skinned Queen hissed excitedly.  "How else is Jade going to know the stuff we pick up from the other consciences?  She can't see them!"
"It's also a bad example to the fillies!" Domestic continued her chiding of Adventurous.
"Like they're even wirrred to have an opinion on human mating beyond being happy theirrr Uncle is 'getting some'," Adventurous countered dismissively.
"And Jackie wouldn't thank us for 'desecrating' an ancient temple, especially not on an archaeological expedition," Domestic insisted firmly, laying down her final point.
Adventurous tapped her chin thoughtfully.  "Fine, I concede the point," she allowed ruefully.  "But in the rrrruins of the temple if we accidentally set off a booby trrrap?"
Domestic smirked, shifting the whisk so the batter clinging to it dripped suggestively.  "Now that is a completely separate issue."  She then giggled wickedly.  "I'm so glad we finally found a man who can not only keep up with us, but indulge us in our entirety.  Even the Writhers were starting to get dull and predictable."
"Well now Jade knows what to ask for if she wants tentacle toys," Queen chuckled as she made a note.
"OH MY GODS!" Saint gasped in embarrassment.  "Seriously, stop!"
"Does it ever get easier to deal with?" Jade pleaded of Hsi, gesturing to her shoulders.
"It's not as difficult before magic gets involved in shaping the Yin/Yang aspects of your personality," Hsi Wu explained apologetically.  "Once they've been defined by magic, however..."  He gestured to Queen.  "Yeah, they become a lot more excitable and energetic at that point."
"You know, I was beginning to feel left out that we don't have shoulder ponies," Sweetie Belle observed thoughtfully.  "Suddenly...not so much."
"Amen to that," Apple Bloom agreed.
"Right back at ya," Scootaloo confirmed.
As the group exited the terminal, their eyes widened as they caught sight of Sonata Dusk standing at the side of the road, grinning at them and holding up a sign that read 'CHAN CLAN'.  "Sonata?" Jackie called in surprise.  "What are you doing here?"
"New Daddy asked my sisters and I to find the Cat of Khartoum since it's a dangerous magical artifact," Sonata explained.  "He wants to hang onto it so he can keep track of what baddies on whichever side of legality want it.  I figured if we were getting sent after it, you would be too, which means that we'd be showing up to take it from you just after you got it safely out of wherever it's hidden...and you've tangled with New Dad enough to know that's how it would happen too.  I figured as long as we know that's how it's going to wind up, why not just go together to find it?  More eyes are better, right?"
Jackie sputtered for a time.  "W...wha?" he finally managed to ask.
"Sounds like how it would go down, yeah," Tiger agreed.
"And given that, I can't fault her logic," Kitten allowed.
"Friends are always welcome!" Sweetie Belle called out happily.
"And she's a siren," Queen purred eagerly.  "Maybe she could teach Jade a few things-"
"How do I get you to shut up?" Saint demanded as Jade blushed brightly.
"Ooh, I can help!" a Sonata wearing a taco suit called as she bounced up and down on one of Sonata's shoulders.  "Well, not me, but my friend!  Come on out!"  She danced over to the other shoulder and knocked on a door that wasn't there.
A very dark skinned male djinn appeared out of nowhere, smiling out at the various 'shoulder people' presented before him.  "Hi~," he greeted, his voice a deep drawl that was simultaneously friendly and yet carrying a sense of absolute death and destruction.
Everyone else's 'shoulder people' vanished in terror.  Hsi Wu hid behind Audrey III, whimpering in fear.
"And...now I feel like I should be terrified of Sonata, for some reason," Scootaloo observed thoughtfully.
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It didn't take long for the now larger group to reach their destination, less Audrey III since he wouldn't have fit well inside the structure.  A crumbling palace, its halls filled with rubble, fallen hangings, broken furniture, and other scattered detritus sat some distance beyond the edge of the city in the middle of the countryside.  Sunlight shone freely through the high windows on the faded columns as the occasional mouse, rat, or roach scampered or skittered away from the approaching group.  "Talk about a dump," Jade observed worriedly.  "It looks like the entire place has been ransacked several times."
"We will have to hope that is not the case," Jackie pointed out firmly.  "According to the translated text from the museum, this palace is the last known resting place of the Cat of Khartoum.  If this place has been ransacked, then it might not be here anymore, and this entire trip will have been a waste."
"I wouldn't call it that," Viper pointed out as she lifted a fallen hanging out of the way, pausing long enough to examine it.  "Even if we don't find the cat, with proper restoration some of these hangings or tables could be of archaeological interest...and if not, they could fetch a pretty penny."
"And either way, adventure!" Sonata declared excitedly as she bounced back and forth between the pillars, pausing to do a cartwheel for no apparent reason other than possibly having spotted half of a broken cart wheel in the wreckage.  "That's gotta be worth something!"
"Well, either way, let's look for the Cat," Sweetie Belle suggested thoughtfully, closing her eyes to passively sweep the ruined palace for magic.  After all, if they were seeking an artifact and Valmont was sending agents after it, it might well be magical.
A quiet "Meow" echoed faintly, barely reaching ears.
"I think I hear it!" Jade gasped out.  "Hsi, did you?"
"I did, but I don't think that's the artifact," Hsi Wu observed as his human ears twitched and he pointed in the direction of the sound.
Following the sound, the group found a large, white, half-grown cat with bright pink eyes, struggling to get free of a rope that was caught in some of the wreckage.  It looked up in surprise and a bit of fear as the group approached.
"Aww, what a cute kitty!" Sweetie Belle squealed excitedly.
"But she's caught..." Apple Bloom gasped worriedly.
Jade moved quickly, setting her backpack aside as she reached out confidently to pet the cat on its head.  "Aww, kitty..." she cooed warmly, putting the cat immediately at its ease.  "Got your little leg all caught in palace junk?"  With the cat no longer struggling, Jade was easily able to untangle the rope from around its body.  It meowed happily and nuzzled her hand before beckoning with one paw.  "Hungry, girl?" Jade asked, having somehow deduced the feline's gender.  Pulling a container of yogurt out of her backpack, she set it down for the kitten to eat up after removing the lid.  "So what's your name, girl?"
The kitten meowed happily.
"...Ruby," Jade deduced somehow.  The kitten eagerly leapt to her shoulders, purring and nuzzling her.  "That tickles, Ruby!"
"When did you learn to speak cat?" Hsi Wu asked curiously.
"...huh?" Jade asked in confusion.
"She introduced herself, and you understood," Hsi Wu explained.  "Where did you pick up that skill?"
Ruby suddenly hissed at Hsi Wu, a hiss ending in a grunt that somehow managed to sound scolding.
"Hey!" Jade complained.  "Don't be rude to him!  He's my familiar!"
Ruby glanced back and forth between Jade and Hsi Wu, took a sniff, then let out a teasing meow.
"He is not!" Jade snapped out defensively.
"And now the cat's in on it, and we only just met her," Jackie observed in resigned amusement.  "But how did Jade learn to speak cat?"
"Oh, that probably has to do with the way her aura reached out and embraced Ruby the moment she saw her, calming her and welcoming her into loving care," Sonata observed idly.  "Pretty powerful bonding magic, made the kitty right calm and opened mind and heart both ways."  She then blinked as she saw everyone staring at her.  "...oh, right!  I forgot seeing aura was a siren special skill and not something humans, ponies, or demons could do without special spells.  My bad!  Should I have said something sooner?"
"But why would her aura do that?" Scootaloo asked in confusion.
"Hephalump if I know!" Sonata countered.  "I can see what the aura's doing.  If you want it read, you need to ask Dagi!  I never got the hang of that."
Jackie chuckled.  "Somehow I don't think I'd enjoy her 'negotiations'," he joked.
"Nah, you probably would, she's good at that," Sonata allowed.  "Buuut ya might not like what your snake lady would do to you when she found out!"
"That's what I meant," Jackie groaned.
"Well, as long as you can talk to the kitty, maybe you could ask her if the Cat of Khartoum is here?" Viper asked curiously, subtly moving to position herself between Jackie and Sonata...and idly brushing her rear against his thigh in the process.
Ruby turned towards a spot on the floor with a hiss.
"She says there's something really bad under that trap door," Jade explained, pointing.  "And-"
"Got it!" Sonata called out happily as she brushed aside the dirt, pulled apart the loose panels, and lifted out a closed box to hold high over her heads.
"...and that it's booby trapped," Jade groaned as Ruby face-pawed and the whole place started to shake.
"We gotta get out of here!" Sonata screamed out as she dashed back and forth in a panic as chunks of masonry started to fall.
Hsi Wu instantly shifted into his demon form and grabbed the entire group in his arms.  Spreading his wings, he leapt to the air, flying straight for the door.  "Ouch!" he hissed as he felt something scratch his chest.  "Whose nails?"
"Well, you caught Ruby off guard!" Jade pointed out as they landed beyond the falling pillars as the dust settled.  "I think she got me, too."
"Same here," Apple Bloom added, rubbing her foreleg.
"Me too," Sweetie added, rubbing a spot on her neck.
"Gack!" Scootaloo winced as she ruffled her feathers.  "Too near the wing!"
"Is that what that was," Jackie grumbled as he rubbed his arm.
"Did it leave a mark?" Viper asked worriedly as she gingerly touched a spot near her spine on her bare midriff.
"Not on you," Sonata confirmed as she rubbed her wrist.
Ruby meowed, her tone somewhere between indignant and apologetic.
"Oh, we aren't blaming you," Jade spoke up quickly as Hsi Wu shifted back to human form.  "It caught us all off guard."
"It's my fault," Sonata apologized, holding the box out to Jackie.  "I should have waited and listened.  That's my bad."
Jackie took the box.  "Well, as long as you've learned..."
"I'ma go meet up with my sisters so we can try and swipe it!" Sonata offered cheerfully.  "Later!"  With that, she dashed off with her arms held wide making airplane noises, her hair bouncing back and forth heavily.
Sighing, Jackie started to open the box.  "Well, at least we got-"  He gasped as he saw the box was empty save for a velvet cushion that had - until recently - cradled some form of statuette.  "WHA?"
As the others leaned in to look in confusion, Viper whistled as she saw Sonata seem to vanish.  "Damn, underestimated her..."
"Wait, you mean she-?" Jackie began in shock.  "But how?"
"It's like Ratso and the Box all over again!" Scootaloo groaned, putting her hoof to her forehead.  "At least it wasn't my fault for missing it this time..."
Jackie groaned as he stared at the empty box.  "Bad day..."  Shaking his head, he stood up.  "Well, looks like we need to track them down..."
"Which way, Ruby?" Jade asked curiously.
"Meow!"  Ruby pointed confidently back towards town.
"Well, this shouldn't be too difficult," Viper observed.  "Audrey's back that way."
As the group turned to go, no one noticed a cloaked figure shadowing them, an odd chuffing sound percolating in the air as it passed.

	
		Much Cattier



Adagio sighed ruefully as she walked out of the fifteenth shop she'd ducked into looking for a place she could work her magic and get information.  Unfortunately, only three of those shops had actually been bars, two had refused her entrance for reasons she hadn't bothered to understand, and the third had been full of people who - to her eyes - looked as old as she was.  Even if she had been tempted to work her magic there to get some information, she'd be half afraid of giving them all coronaries before they could answer any questions.
She saw Aria making her way towards her, an angry scowl on her face, bruises on her knuckles, and blood on her bladed star-shaped hair pieces.  "I take it you had no better luck than me?" Adagio called out to her rather aggressive sister.
"Only that  we might be in a bigger mess than we want to be," Aria grumbled irritably.  "What happened with you?"
"Couldn't find anywhere good to work my wiles," Adagio complained as she leaned back against a wall.  "What about you?  What makes you think we're in a big mess?  Have a hard time finding targets?"
"That was easy enough," Aria allowed as she paced, vibrating with nervous energy.  "I found at least fifty thugs of various apparent rank within various groups around here, criminal and otherwise.  Beating them into submission was easy enough, but..."  She paused, staring at one of her knuckles.
Adagio frowned.  "If you're waiting for me to coach you just so you can make your revelation more dramatic, you'll have a long wait."
"Are you sure?  This one's worth it."
Adagio rolled her eyes, but kept her mouth shut.
Aria glared at her for a time, then 'tsk'ed at her.  "Fine.  The moment I asked any of them about the Cat of Khartoum, they ran screaming, trying to get as far away from me as possible.  Some even tried to leap into a river when they couldn't swim!  I finally tried to grab hold of one of them to demand answers..."  She opened her closed hand and dropped a severed middle finger to the ground.  "He cut off his finger with my hair-piece to get away.  I was so stunned I couldn't get another grip.  I managed to shout in shock, and he shouted something back at me I didn't understand."
"What did he say?" Adagio asked nervously.
"It sounded like...'Makhalib Sayukhimat'," Aria explained.  "Whatever it was, the moment he uttered it, literally every window in the area slammed shut, even the ones who had been cheering while I'd been beating the crap out of him.  Any idea what it means?"
Adagio ground her teeth irritably.  "Whatever it is, it's a proper name.  If it weren't, our siren magic would have given you the meaning, same way we can talk to people here without knowing the language."
"I still think you use that as too much of a crutch-" Aria began, only to pitch forward as something slammed into her back.  "Gyack!" she screamed out as she collapsed forward on top of Adagio.
"Ouch!" Adagio snapped as her hand went to her forehead, where she felt a small cut.  "What the hell?"
"Oops, sorry!" Sonata spoke up quickly.  "Wasn't watching where I was going!"
As the three sat up, Adagio and Aria stared at Sonata as she sat on the ground behind them with a huge grin on her face...and a black statuette of a cat with glowing red eyes sitting in front of her.  The sharp points on the statue's claws showed the source of the sudden cuts they received.  Aria was the first to speak up.  "Is that...?"
"The Cat of Khartoum!" Sonata stated happily as she lifted her leg and started to lick her calf.
"How did you get it?" Adagio demanded in shock.  "And so fast?"
"I waited at the airport for the Chans to show up," she explained happily.  "Told them since we were all after the same thing anyway, and it would only end up with us confronting them to try and swipe it when they got it out of whatever ruin or temple it was in, it would be more fun and safer if I just tagged along with them and then tried to swipe it."
"And they bought it?" Aria gasped in surprise.
"Jackie was even worried about me staying safe after I set off a booby trap and used the distraction to slip the Cat out of the box and into my hair!" Sonata declared happily as she lowered her leg and began batting at a tassel hanging from a nearby drape.  "Then I just used the magic New Daddy left in all our pendants to find you after I gave the box back and apologized for putting everyone in danger."
Aria stared oddly at Sonata.  "Sonata...are you feeling alright?" she asked worriedly.
"I feel great, actually!" Sonata stated happily as she rolled onto her back to continue batting at the tassel with both hands and feet.  "Why?"
"You pulled off an honestly rather brilliant plan putting your best attributes to your advantage," Adagio explained in awe.  "Did you hit your head while performing with that juggler and his genie?"
"Oh!" Sonata allowed happily.  "No, didn't hit my head."  Leaping into the nearest residence, she snatched a jar of cream from a fridge before leaping back out and lapping it up.  No one tried to stop her.  "I thought it was the cat-like behavior I'm doing."
"Sonata, it's you," Aria replied, rolling her eyes.  "You once spent three whole weeks insisting you were a Golden Retriever and that we call you Spot."  She raised her head, staring at a cloud wistfully.  "...I kinda miss walkies..."
"Aria's disturbing habits aside, Sonata, this is nothing new for you," Adagio explained.  "And since you just swiped a cat statue, it's even thematically appropriate."
"Oh," Sonata allowed, then turned to stare at her butt.  "How about the new tail I just sprouted?  Is that something I should worry about?"

Apple Bloom, Jade, and Hsi Wu followed Ruby's directions as they prowled the streets of Tangiers, following the trail Sonata had left behind.  Unfortunately for them, Sonata was not only quite fast when she wanted to be, but she had run through half a dozen streets, crossing her own path and backtracking no less than seven times by the time they finally found her trail, and seemed to have unwittingly sought out the best ways to conceal her own trail as she ran.  Ruby had frequently complained of being a cat and not a bloodhound, and only having the barest sense of the statuette's magic to follow.
This had resulted in the group splitting up as they were now.  Apple Bloom, Jade, and Hsi Wu stuck with Ruby on the ground, following the trail.  Jackie and Viper had climbed to the rooftops to take a direct route back towards the airport, just in case the Dazzlings had already made for their plane.  Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo were riding Cumulo for an aerial view of the city, hoping to spot the Dazzlings' unique hair styles from above.
As they walked, Apple Bloom paused as they passed an ice cream shop.  She found herself staring at it, licking her lips.  When she realized what she was doing, she blinked and shook herself off.  "What the hay?" she demanded in confusion.  "Ah can't even hold an ice cream pop, so why do ah suddenly want one?"
Ruby let out a soft, sighing meow.  Jade and Hsi Wu both stiffened in shock.  "The Cat of Khartoum turns people into cats?" Jade asked in shock.
"And we all got scratched by its claws?" His Wu added.  "Does that mean all of you are going to get feline transformations?"
"What do ya mean, 'all of you'?" Apple Bloom demanded hotly.  "You got scratched, too!"
"In demon form," Hsi Wu clarified.  "My dark magic is stronger than that of the statue, so it would have been absorbed and metabolized when I got scratched."
"...pity," Jade mused thoughtfully as she moved up against him.  "You'd look pretty cute with cat ears..."  Without even seeming to think about it, she started to rub against him like a cat.
"...I am feeling very conflicted right now..." Hsi Wu murmured worriedly as Apple Bloom and Ruby giggled.  None of them noticed Apple Bloom's coat starting to get thicker.

Jackie leapt down from the last viable rooftop on the path to the airport.  They'd have to go the rest of the way on foot, but he wanted to stop for a time before he did.  He found his back was really itchy for some reason, and without really thinking about it, he backed into the nearest alley to rub his back against a wall.
Just as he'd started to get relief from the itch, Viper leapt down to in front of him before pinning him to the wall, locking lips with him as her nails dug into his back.  He was so caught off guard that he reciprocated for several moments before his brain caught up with what was happening.  "V-Viper, we don't have time..." he tried to say, only to lose his voice as her teeth dragged along his neck.
"Audrey stayed at the airport," she purred softly as she rubbed her body against his.  "He's got a mind link with Apple Bloom through plants, and already knows to keep an eye out for the Dazzlings.  He won't let their plane take off before we get there.  We can spare a few minutes..."  Dragging her tongue up his neck and chin, she caught his earlobe in her teeth and twisted.  "Or an hour..."
Jackie wanted to argue that they needed to be responsible...but he wanted not to a great deal more.  Without even seeming to think about it, he began to reciprocate her attentions...
...and neither noticed fur starting to grow in on their bodies.

Cloaked figures made their way through the city, tracking the taint of the statue's magic.  Their senses were attuned.  Soon, soon they would have what they needed.  Soon their goal would be accomplished.
Soon the blood offering would be ready, and their Goddess would reclaim her throne.

	
		Too Catty



Aria twisted back and forth to examine herself.  While Sonata had been the first to start showing physical changes, all three of them had changed rapidly after that, likely due to the same harmonic resonance that allowed them to amplify each other magically when using their Siren magic together.  Each of them now sported a somewhat thick coat of fur in the same colors their skin had been back in the pony world, or in the world Valmont and Bai had summoned them from where their pendants had been broken.  Each of them also had a swishing tail, whiskers, and twitching cat ears, showing a definite 'house cat' appearance.  "Okay...this is more than a little freaky..." Aria mused thoughtfully, trying not to stare at Sonata...who was busy trying to bat her own tail like it was a tassle as she swayed it playfully over her own head.
"Not to mention disappointing," Adagio grumbled as she shifted her top back into place.
"What do you mean disappointing?" Aria demanded in confusion.
"I thought turning into a catgirl had made my boobs and butt bigger," Adagio explained bitterly.  "I mean, that's what it looks like, right?'  She gestured to how her thick fur made her curves look bigger.  "But they aren't any bigger, just fluffier!"
"Fluffy fluffy fluffy!" Sonata squeed happily as she started nuzzling Adagio's backside.  Adagio ignored her.
"...that's seriously what you're on about?" Aria demanded angrily.  "We turned into cat people!  How is that not something you're worried about?"
"Have you seen the internet?" Adagio countered.  "Do you know how much easier it's going to be making guys smitten and wowing them like this?  Not to mention the fur's thick enough I could walk around in just my gem choker and not violate decency laws in most countries!"  She suddenly glanced thoughtfully down at her clothes as she tugged idly on her jacket.  "Now there's a thought..."
"How are you not worried about this?" Aria snapped.  "It's not like this sort of thing happens every day!"
"With how many worlds we've been banished from and how many shapes we've taken as a result, you're honestly surprised I can just shrug off a new one?" Adagio asked playfully as she stroked her fur, ignoring how Sonata was now licking the back of her hand to groom herself.  "Honestly, I'm just glad I got my old color scheme back.  Do you know how disappointing it was to come home with human coloration instead of our beautiful siren scales?"
Aria blinked for a bit, then started to calm down.  "Okay, point made, but please keep your pants on.  The minute that gets exposed, your brain shuts off and you know it."
Adagio, who had been in the act of starting to pull her pants down, frowned and crossed her arms under her breasts.  "Spoilsport."
"Forgive me if I'm a bit concerned about why and how this happened, not to mention what else might happen!" Aria snapped.
"Well, obviously it's the Cat of Khartoum," Adagio explained readily.  "I figured out it would be Dark Magic the moment we knew some terrifying secret society or cult was after it.  Plainly, anyone scratched by it becomes a cat-person."  Smiling, she proceeded to perform a triple backflip while spinning from a standing start, to land perfectly on her feet on the roof above.  "Cat-like grace, agility, and reflexes, feline appearance, some enhanced strength...seems like a pretty good deal if you're us."
"What do you mean 'if you're us'?" Aria asked in confusion.
"Haven't you felt it?" Adagio asked playfully.  "That niggle at the back of your mind to purr, roll around, find some nip, or get some cream...or to chase some string or a plump, juicy mouse?"
Aria blinked.  "Uh...yeah, I'd noticed," she agreed.  "Part of why I was concerned."
"Obviously, it comes with all the instinctual behaviors, too," Adagio explained.  "But because our Siren magic works by manipulating the behavior of others, we're naturally resistant to anything that would manipulate our own behavior."
"And that explains Sonata...how?" Aria asked curiously, gesturing to where Sonata was eagerly sharpening her new claws on the nearest wall.
"It's Sonata," Adagio pointed out.  "She'd do this without the transformation if she thought it sounded fun.  She's obviously just choosing to listen to those instincts for fits and chortles."
"So are either of you going to do anything about the dozen or so odd-smelling warriors in nondescript robes with some sort of holy magic that have us surrounded?" Sonata asked curiously.  "I'd have said something sooner, but you two were all shouty."
Adagio and Aria both blinked, then turned to see the warriors - four surrounding each of them - that Sonata had pointed out.  Their Siren instincts told them just how strong they were...and that they were equipped specifically for someone undergoing the transformation they had.  "How did we not notice them sooner?" Adagio demanded.  "I mean, enhanced hearing!"  She wiggled her cat ears irritably.
"They probably know how to move quiet enough we wouldn't hear them," Aria answered petulantly.  "So...what?  That makes...36 times we've gotten into a heated argument only to be ambushed by people Sonata spotted but didn't mention because we yell at her when she interrupts us while we're shouting?"
"37," Adagio corrected idly.  "We seriously need to take the time to give her a code word or something for when she has something urgent to tell us."
"We did," Aria pointed out.  "She kept using it to point out fast-food specials, so we started ignoring it and she stopped using it."
Adagio sighed ruefully.  "And she has no concept of 'danger', so that doesn't really work either..."  She turned to the warriors and raised her hands.  "Alright, we won't fight back.  No need to get rough..."  She smiled widely.  "Unless you're into that..."
The warriors glanced at each other, then one stepped forward.  "You'll come quietly?" a harsh, guttural voice demanded from under the hood.
"We will," Aria promised playfully.  "But Dagi there's a screamer."
The three girls were led away, Adagio held by five of the warriors - at her insistence - Aria pushed forward with two at her back, and the rest of the warriors surrounding Sonata...who happily walked along on all fours with a leash hooked to her gem choker and a fish clutched tightly in her mouth.

			Author's Notes: 
...I had way too much fun writing this chapter.
...does it show?


	
		Not Catty Enough



As soon as the transformations became noticeable, Sweetie Belle and Scootaloo immediately rushed back to rejoin Jade, Hsi Wu, and Apple Bloom.  By the time they'd gathered, the transformations had progressed to the point that the three fillies were almost more feline than equine, with thicker fluffy coats, sharply pointed and wiggling ears, tails of flesh rather than just hair, feline muzzles, and paws instead of hooves.  While their coloration hadn't changed, otherwise they were barely recognizable.
However, the real shocker was Jade.  Her hair had grown to nearly twice as long, and the fur that had grown over her body - rather than being solid color like that of the fillies - was a brownish-grey with dark splotches in a cloudy pattern.  In addition to her long, waving tail, her incisors had grown long enough to stick out of her feline muzzle slightly.  Her claws were also much sharper than the fillies' claws, and she was presently digging them partially into Hsi Wu's demon flesh as she eagerly climbed up his body while rubbing against him, as he struggled to carefully push her off without upsetting her and making her use her new fangs on him.
"This is so furrreaky..." Apple Bloom purred worriedly as she twisted and turned to get a better look at herself.
"I know!" Sweetie agreed as she leaned down to lick herself, only to jerk her muzzle back as she realized what she was doing...repeatedly.
"It's nyot fair!" Scootaloo complained.  "How come we're domestics while Jade's a freakin' Clouded Leopard?"
"That's what you're concerned about?" Hsi Wu demanded irritably.  "Not that the four of you have undergone a feline transformation, not that the instincts are affecting your behavior, and not that Jade has apparently completely lost herself to it...but that she got the cooler form?"
"Oh, she ain't lost," Apple Bloom spoke up.  "She got a handle on 'em arrround the time ya took demon forrrm.  Now she's just actin' like this cause she knows it frrreaks ya out!"
"Spoilsport!" Jade snarled angrily, shooting Apple Bloom a death glare, her pupils narrowing to angry slits.
Hsi Wu smirked down at Jade.  "You know, if you really want to get that cozy..."  Reaching up, he started scratching her behind one ear.
"Oka-mmrrrr..."  Jade's words were interrupted as she started to purr, nuzzling into the caress...only to pull back.  "No!  Fun time's overrrrr..."  She began to purr against as Hsi's clawed hand pursued her ear for the pleasurable caress.  "Need...think...now...mmrrrrr..."
Hsi Wu chuckled indulgently, only to tense up.  "Girls, watch out!" he snapped out, pushing Jade back as he spun and unleashed a blast of magic at a nearby rooftop.  A cloaked figure leapt away from the blast as several others revealed themselves, surrounding the group.
"Ambush!" Scootaloo shouted as she leapt onto Cumulo and shot into the air, only for a spelled net to wrap around both her and the cloud and drag her to the ground.  "Dammit!" she snarled as she started clawing and biting at the ropes, only for her eyes to start to glaze.  "That...that tastes funny...hehehe..."
"It must be laced wit' catnip!" Apple Bloom called out as she spun and brought her front paws down hard on the ground, only to pull back.  "Ow!  That hurrrts a lot more than with hooves..."
Sweetie Belle focused magic into her horn as she seized one of the assailants in her aura, only to flinch as a strange feedback raced along the spell weave into her horn.  "Ow!  What the hay?"  Before she could say more, she found herself stuffed into a sack that smelled oddly...minty...
Jade prepared to leap into the action, only to spin as she heard Hsi cry out in sudden, intense pain.  "HSI!"
Hsi Wu clutched at his shoulder where one of the figures had managed to grasp him, where his demonic flesh was starting to smoke.  "Damn...holy magic..."  He reverted to his human shape, which gave him some protection, only to be struck hard in the temple and go flat onto the ground.
Jade's eyes narrowed as her entire body tensed.  "Mine!" she suddenly snarled in fury as she lunged, catching an incoming punch from the one who had attacked Hsi before delivering a claw-first uppercut to her only eye-level target.  She felt her claws dig into flesh as her opponent folded over with a hissing whimper, clutching at the struck region and collapsing like an arch missing its keystone.  She rounded in search of her next target, only to feel something strike her in the back of her head before she blacked out right on top of Hsi.
Apple Bloom quickly decided it was more important they know where they were being taken rather than continuing to struggle here, and allowed the others in the ambush party to seize her.  After all, Audrey had a harder time tracking her down if she was unconscious.

Jackie found he had no real awareness of his surroundings, or anything much for that matter.  All he was aware of was the feeling of Viper moving against him, the taste of her as he dragged his fangs along her neck, the texture of her fur...
Several of these details seemed off, somehow, but he couldn't quite drag his mind into conscious awareness enough to identify them.  Instinct screamed in his mind of what he needed, what he wanted, what he would have...and how desperately and eagerly the queen in his grasp was responding...
His ears twitched.  Without even being aware he was taking action, his left hand released his grasp on Viper and struck out in a fist, slamming into a cloaked figure and sending it flying into the opposite alley.  A gurgling crashing thud from his right was the only sign he had that Viper had dealt with a similar assailant.  He pulled back from the intensity to growl in eagerness...
Only to blink in surprise at the black muzzle in front of his face.
"WAAAGH!" he screamed out as he leapt back in shock.
"ACK!" Viper screamed as she leapt back simultaneously.
"What in the worrrld happened to you?" they demanded of each other simultaneously.
Both had changed drastically.  Each of them now resembled a feline-based were-creature, with Viper being completely pitch black as a panther, her fur so dark in color it seemed to drain the light right out of the air around her, save where it shone on her fur to emphasize her curves.  Jackie, on the other hand, had pale white fur with vivid black stripes covering his body, his eyes seeming to glow with an inner light.
After staring at each other for a time, the pair finally noticed their own changes.  "Whoa..." Viper murmured in awe as she looked herself over.  "Not sure what happened here...but Viperrrr like..."  She then licked her lips as she found her eyes trailing over how the fur seemed to enhance the definition of Jackie's musculature.
"Uhh..." Jackie began awkwardly after looking himself over and trying not to think to hard about how it felt to have a tail...or how loud the voice in his mind was that said to just forget about the attackers and get back to the interrupted business-
Until a much louder voice from his new instincts roared over it.  "The girls!" he screamed out.  "They're in danger!"
"What, you think they changed too?" Viper asked worriedly, instantly snapping into combat ready mode.
"I don't know!" Jackie responded worriedly.  "But we need to get to them quick!"  He turned and bunched his legs up, only to hesitate.  "Umm...where are our clothes?"
Viper blinked in surprise, then glanced around...until she spotted a lot of shredded fabric scattered throughout the alley.  "Over there...and over there...and over there..."
Jackie groaned under his breath.  "Bad day..." he grumbled before leaping to the roof of the building next to him and bounding away anyway.
Shrugging her shoulders, Viper leapt after him.  "Won't be the firrrst time I've strrrreaked acrrross rrrooftops."
"Eh?" Jackie gasped in shock.
"After we save the girrrrls, I'll tell you."

	
		Bad Luck Catty



Jade groaned as she began to regain consciousness.  Her head throbbed and it hurt to open her eyes, but her nose twitched as it went into overdrive.  She picked up several scents she instantly recognized: Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, Hsi Wu in human form, Adagio Dazzle, Aria Blaze, and Sonata Dusk.  She wasn't sure how she recognized them by scent so readily, until she caught the unmistakable feline musk bound up in every scent but Hsi Wu's.  Right, I've gone catty, she thought to herself.  Well, let's see what other scents I can pick up until the rest of my senses are ready...  She took a few more sniffs, trying to get an idea of her surroundings.
She smelled old blood, a great many Egyptian herbs, a lot of feline musk, burning torches, some form of paint, and dark holy magic.  She frowned at identifying that last scent until she recalled the talk about how even Gods - who were all holy - ran the gamut from light to dark.  So that means...
"Yeah, we've been captured by a cult," Adagio told her calmly as Jade's eyes started to open.  "Did you make a lot of use of the Monkey Talisman or something?  You're adapting to animal instincts a lot better than I expected for a human."
"I'm full of surprises," Jade groaned as she shifted her limbs.  It took barely a moment for her to discover she was bound too tight to break free, and with ropes enchanted specifically to react with the magic she was under to weaken her.  "A well prepared cult, apparently.  Any idea who?"
"I think it's called 'Makhalib Sayukhimat', whatever that means-"
"The Claws of Sekhmet," Sweetie Belle translated immediately.  "Egyptian.  From the sound of it, it's a cult that worships the Cat Goddess Sekhmet, a warrior goddess of healing."
"That's an odd combination," Aria observed dryly.
"It also explains what's going on," Hsi Wu groaned as he shifted where he was bound, his ropes glowing with holy power.
"Hsi!" Jade gasped out in relief.  "You're alright!"
"As alright as can be expected, Mistress," Hsi muttered playfully.
"I'm not your Mistress!" Jade snapped out angrily.
"Technically, you are," Adagio pointed out.  "Uncle is your familiar, after all-"
"I mean the other kind!" Jade snapped with a blush.
"You're not even 12," Aria pointed out flatly.  "Why the heck do you even know about the other kind to be upset about it?"
"A really strange mishap adventure with the Book of Ages," Scootaloo offered teasingly.
"Okay, someday we need to sit down and hear the whole story from you lot," Adagio decided firmly.  "It sounds fun!"
"What were ya sayin' about it makin' sense, Hsi?" Apple Bloom inquired, wanting answers.
"A few hundred years ago, Sekhmet lost her place on the Jade Council for...well, I don't want to go into details," Hsi explained.  "Let's just say it was half political, half social, and half booze."
"I've been to a few parties like that," Adagio observed, her voice dripping with amusement.
"Anyway, there are a few ways former members of the Council can get their seats back, generally involving actions on the part of their followers," Hsi continued.  "It sounds like this cult is dedicated to getting her back on the Council, and the transformations caused by the Cat of Khartoum is key to it somehow."
"Is that why they dressed me up in a skimpy white robe and strapped me down on my back to a stone altar in the middle of a runic circle covered in hieroglyphics?" Sonata called out from across the room, where the magic in the chamber was focused.  "That's a relief.  I thought it was for a weird Halloween themed orgy, and Adagio would hold a grudge for a century because they picked me and not her."
"Remind me not to ask about your stories when we do sit down to discuss," Jade spoke up nervously.  "I get the feeling I'll never be old enough for them."
"They're going to sacrifice you, idiot!" Aria snapped at Sonata.  "They're gonna stick a knife in your chest and carve out your organs and spill out all your fluids!"
"Oh."  Sonata thought about that for a time.  "Is it going to take long?  I need to go to the bathroom!"
"So is that 'she's really that stupid', or 'you lot are immortal'?" Scootaloo asked curiously.
Adagio sighed ruefully.  "Little of column A, little of column B, little of column C..."
"Is column C 'an ace up your sleeve'?" Hsi asked hopefully.
"Yeah, but one I hope I don't have to play," Adagio replied ruefully.  "Well...to be honest I don't want to play either of them, but I will if I have to..."
"Guess we gotta hope Uncle Jackie and Aunt Viper save us," Apple Bloom declared firmly.  "The whole structure's surrounded by a species specific barrier, and only somethin' part feline can get in."
"I got in," Hsi Wu pointed out.
"You got scratched too, even if you didn't change," Scootaloo countered.
At that moment, a door at the far end of the building burst open, illuminating Jackie and Viper as they braced themselves for battle.  "Girls!" Jackie roared out.
"Jackie!" the three fillies and Jade called out.
"Me~ow!" Adagio purred at the sight of him.
"You might want to reign yourself in so his obvious mate is more interested in rescuing us than staking a claim," Hsi Wu countered flatly.
Numerous robed figures blocked Jackie and Viper's path.  Viper braced herself.  "You should move-" she began.
The robed figures discarded their robes as their bodies expanded, revealing an entire squadron of felinoid warriors as their fur finished growing and fangs protruded, fingers flexing to extend claws.
"...kitty litter," Viper growled, shifting to a defensive stance.  "Werecats."
"Isn't that what we are?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"No," Viper corrected.  "We've undergone a transmogrification into a felinoid form.  Comes with some enhancements to physical abilities and stronger instincts.  These guys are full fledged felithropes.  We might be able to match a few of them each in combat for a time, but they'll hit a lot harder than us, a lot faster, and they'll take a lot more punishment before they stay down."
"...well that's not very fair," Jackie growled as he began to plan a different form of attack.
"And since when has a cat been interrrrested in fairrrrrness?" a female voice purred.
A female felinoid figure stepped into the circle of light surrounding the altar Sonata was strapped to.  She stood taller than nearly everyone else present, slimly built and wearing an oddly configured crimson robe that seemed to reconfigure itself to her whim.  A golden headdress with a lion symbol on the front sat upon her head, the two colors contrasting against her dark grey fur and pitch black mane.  Her solid green eyes gleamed in the light.
"Mirage," Hsi Wu spoke up as he caught sight of her.  "Leading a cult, are you?  Quite a step down from the power you used to wield, isn't it?"
Mirage's eyes widened as she heard him speak.  "You!" she hissed viciously.  "And you would know why my power has been so reduced, wouldn't you?  From an Incarnate down to a High Priestess...how delicious that I'll be able to make you pay for it now..."
"Old rival?" Jade asked Hsi Wu curiously.
"Not...exactly," Hsi Wu explained carefully.
"Ex fuck-buddy?" Adagio inquired.
Hsi Wu's human cheeks blushed as he looked away from Jade.  "Something like that..."
"Is that all you thought of me?" Mirage snarled.  "I turned from one who adored me to walk dark paths for you!"
"I never asked you to," Hsi Wu countered.  "And to be perfectly frank, fangirls were boring me centuries before I met you."
Mirage let out an enraged howl.  "You will regret your actions, demon!  Those who have been changed by my creation shall now be the blood sacrifices needed to grant Sekhmet the power to reclaim her Jade Throne, and take a greater share of the power there!  And when she does, my power as an Incarnate will be restored...and with the death of your Mistress-"
"Not his Mistress," Jade mumbled automatically.
"-you will be banished back to the netherworld!" Mirage concluded dramatically.  "And there is nothing anyone here can do to stop me!"
Adagio sighed.  "Well, might as well play the first ace now.  I suggest anyone with a delicate stomach close their eyes."
Aria promptly squeezed her eyes shut tight, much to the girls' confusion.
"Oh?" Mirage demanded curiously.  "You can do something?"
"Not me," Adagio corrected.  "Her."  She jerked her head towards Sonata.
"What can she do from the altar?" Mirage demanded cruelly.  "It drains her magic even as it binds her!"
"Well, she was trained by someone more evil than you could ever hope to be," Adagio pointed out.  "She learned so well that, to keep her herself, that teacher sealed most of what he'd taught her behind a mental partition...one he gave me the key to.  Just two of his favorite words, and that partition comes down..."
"And just what words are those?" Mirage demanded coldly, plainly intending to call a bluff.
Adagio grinned, then shut her eyes.  "PECKING ORDER!" she shouted to Sonata.
Mirage's eyes went wide.  "Oh crap..."
On the altar, Sonata's pupils slowly shrank to pinpricks, the iris widening as the sclera turned black.  A wide grin spread across her face, and she began to chuckle under breath...and then she vanished in black mist.
"What?" Mirage gasped out.  "But...but the altar was draining the magic of her pendant!"
"Her teacher taught her how to feed another way..." Adagio murmured as darkness descended.  "Now...she feeds on your fear..."
An eerily creepy high pitched voice began to sing.  "Welcome to the shoooo~oowww..."

	
		Catty Nine Tails



"Welcome to the shoooo~oowww..." Sonata's voice - it had to be assumed - sang out, a high keening sound behind her voice setting an unnatural tune to the words.  Only the heightened senses of the felines in the chamber were able to clearly identify it as the sound of two knives being used to sharpen each other, somehow making a flow of music.  "I'm here to let you knoooo~ooowww..."
Mirage opened her mouth to try and shout something, but no sound came out.  She tried to clutch at her throat, and found fear and shadows binding her limbs.
"My time is noooo~ooowww..." Sonata sang as the sound of the blades came to an end, and the sound of a blade sinking into meat echoed, followed by a spray of some sort of liquid.  "Your time has run out..."
In an instant she was visible, blood dripping from her face and blades as she let out a terrifying laugh that echoed madly in the light...only for the light to vanish.
And then the screams started.
No one could clearly see what was going on anymore.  Something whirled through the chamber like a wind bringing death, blood, and gore in its wake.  Something wet and sticky flew past Jade's face, and she virtuously told herself it was jello no matter what her nose said.  Jackie's struggles to overpower one of the werecats abruptly came to an end when all resistance faded but the grip didn't...only to discover when he moved that all he was still holding were the two hands with interlaced fingers, the stumps dripping.  Viper aimed a punch at a head, only to find her fur stained by hot liquid as the flesh she targeted vanished.  Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo shifted as they struggled to block their noses rather than eyes or ears as that extra strong sense was assailed by blood, bile, and bowel stench.
Finally, the screams came to a halt and the light returned.  The altar had been shattered, and dead werecats were piled up in the center of the circle, their bodies torn apart until the pieces from dozens of bodies were together enough to make nine bodies, with Sonata sitting happily on top of them, a long forked tongue extending from a fang-filled mouth as she licked blood from the blade.  "Any questions?" she purred darkly at Mirage.
"W...what are you-" Mirage started to ask.
"Pecking order."
With that statement from Sonata, something tensed in the air and sent Mirage flying across the room to slam into the wall, erasing the bonds binding Adagio, Aria, Hsi Wu, Jade, and the fillies.  Adagio shook out her wrists as she got to her feet, turning to pull Aria up.  "It's over now," she told her sister.
"Are Sonata's eyes back to normal yet?" Aria demanded.
"Uh...no."
"Then I'm keeping mine closed," Aria insisted, one hand holding her ears flat while the other covered her nose.
"I don't blame-" Hsi Wu's voice cut off as he saw the circle embedded in the ground glowed.  "Sonata, you might want to move.  That's a divine circle, and it just triggered.  Whatever god it's connected to is coming."
Mirage started to chuckle as Sonata calmly walked out of the circle.  "And you have given me what I sought even so!" she declared eagerly.  "My Goddess shall rise and reclaim her throne, and I shall reclaim the power that was stolen from me, and she shall feed on your flesh in vengeance for slaying her worshipers-"
As she spoke, a figure slowly took shape in the circle as the bodies vanished.  The figure stood tall, taller than everyone present, and definitely had werecat features.  She was garbed in Egyptian robes that enhanced her lush figure rather than concealing it, and her fur was pitch black, only a shade lighter than the long hair that cascaded down her back.  Her face, however, was that of a domestic cat rather than a hunter.
Mirage's voice had cut off as the last few features took shape.  "Y-You are not Sekhmet!" she declared in anger and fear.
"No, I'm not," the figure in the circle purred as she stretched.  "Your circle was written to send the power of mortals shaped feline sacrificed by feline warriors to my sister.  But it was an ageless shaped feline who sacrificed feline warriors, and so the power went to me.  I came when the power was sent out of...curiosity."
"B...Bastet..." Mirage murmured as fear overcame more of her voice.
"Huh, another familiar face," Hsi Wu murmured in surprise.  "I'd have thought modern professionalism, if nothing else, would have changed your wardrobe choices, Bast."
Bastet let out a purring chuckle, reaching over to pinch Hsi's cheeks like a doting grandmother.  "Oh, you were always so cute when you took a human form, Wuwu."
"WUWU?" Jade, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, Adagio, and Aria all gasped in shock.
"She's the only one allowed to call me that," Hsi Wu snapped out firmly.  As Jade opened her mouth, he added, "And I'm only compelled to obey the spirit of your will, remember?"
"Oh, did you get yourself a girlfriend?" Bastet purred excitedly.
"He's not my boyfriend!" Jade snapped out angrily.
"Aiyah..." Jackie groaned, shaking a dead hand out of his grip to facepalm.  "Even the gods are shipping them now.  Bad day..."
Bastet's hand suddenly snaked out, seizing Mirage by her skull.  "And where do you think you'rrrrrre slipping off to?" she demanded angrily.
"I-" Mirage began, only to be cut off.
"The circle calls for one sacrifice for each life," Bastet growled, her voice now sounding less domestic and very much that of a great hunting cat.  "I count five adults...four children.  Explain."
"But...but Sekhmet hungers..." Mirage struggled to say.
"One of the few things my sister and I agree on is that the children are to be protected," Bastet spat in fury.  "But you are right, she does hunger..."  Her other claw slashed at the air, opening a void through which a feline hunting howl could be heard.  "And since you're so eager to feed her..."  Bastet tossed Mirage into the hole.  One last scream was heard before Bastet closed the gate.
Viper shuddered at that.  "This is...not the sort of thing you encounter often..."
"My apologies for the actions of my sisterrrrr's High Priestess," Bastet purred softly as she lifted the Cat of Khartoum.  "None of you should have been caught up in this.  Sister is Class 2...as is Valmont and Hsi Wu, which places all of you outside what she is allowed to interfere with.  The last thing the Council wants is the Near-Divine making war on each other."  She turned to Sonata.  "I am glad it was you and not your father that settled this," she purred as she stroked Sonata's hair, the blue girl's eyes returning to normal from the playful affection.  "Had he stepped in against sister's High Priestess, sister would have been allowed to step in as well...and no matter how that battle ended, the collateral damage..."
"Meow!" Sonata said happily as she purred from the caress.
"Precisely," Bastet agreed.  "And so...to the Children of the Demon Sorcerer of Light and to the Family of Demon Sorcerer of Sky...I offer one Level 4 Boon a piece in sister's place."
"...what?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"Boons are Divine Favor," Hsi Wu explained quickly.  "Since the Jade Council moved more into the modern world, Boons have been standardized to five levels, from Level Five at the lowest to Level One at the highest, each with a descriptor based on how the Boons were presented in ancient times."
Bastet nodded in confirmation.  "A Level Five Boon is 'I remember you with favor', which in essence means your name is in that divine being's good books.  Good for future business dealings or wiggling out of cultural misunderstandings, but little else.  Level Four, as I've offered you, is 'Of my power in the moment'."
"Basically equivalent to a wish from a Genie of the Ring," Hsi Wu explained quickly.  "Just about any wish you could come up with on the small scale."
"Oh, I read about these!" Sweetie Belle called out.  "A Level Three Boon is 'if it is within my power', which is basically anything it's in the God's power to grant.  A Level Two Boon is 'if it takes a thousand years'."
"Those are best used to alter divine policy," Hsi Wu explained, "but are very rare to be offered, let alone received.  And each being Class 2 or higher is also allowed to offer one Level One Boon at a time."
Bastet nodded.  "A Level One Boon is 'if it costs me my life'.  In history, such a Boon has only been granted three times...and you can see why."
"Can we be kitties again?" Sonata asked hopefully.  "I like being a kitty, but sometimes I wanna be other things, and I don't think the Cat statue magic is healthy if it was made by that bad lady.  And I bet Aria likes the extra strength and Adagio already said she wants to walk around in just her choker and fur sometime."  She scratched idly at her ear with her foot.  "Besides, I like being blue again, like before we were banished the first time.  Human colors don't suit us much, I don't think."
Bastet chuckled as she glanced from her to Aria and Adagio.  "Is she correct of your desires?" she asked carefully.  When she received nods, she clapped her hands.  Everyone found themselves humans once more...and Jackie and Viper found themselves clothed.  "Each of you retains the power to take on the feline form again at will, along with the behaviors, instincts, and enhanced abilities that come with it."  She then grinned towards Jade.  "And as an added treat for you, if your familiar is in human form when you choose to assume a feline form, he will be forced to assume one as well."
"Hey!" Hsi Wu snapped out as Jade giggled.  "Doesn't that violate-"
"The rules of what can be granted to a Familiar via his Mistress-"
"I'm not his Mistress!"
"-supersede the rules regarding what a Class One can do to a Class Two without permission," Bastet teased with a smirk.  She then turned to Jackie.  "You are the highest authority in your Family here.  What Boon do you desire?"
"Uhh..." Jackie began, unsure how to respond to that.
Chuckling, Bastet held out a coin.  On one side was the image of her face, on the other was a 4.  The coin was as black as her fur, with heiroglyphs around the edges.  "When you have need of my Boon, this shall call me to grant it," she promised...and then vanished.
"Mine!" Sonata called out, snatching the Cat of Khartoum out of the air before it could fall.  "Can we get pizza now?  I don't think there's a taco place in Tangiers..."

	
		Catty After That



Valmont smiled to himself as he carefully set the Cat of Khartoum in his vault.  While he was a bit disturbed at the danger his new step-daughters had been put in - being sacrificed by a cult of all things - they had handled themselves wonderfully and seemed to know how to work as a team as well.  Not only that, Bastet's mention of Class 2 beings not interfering with each other had made Jackie uncertain whether or not his group should directly confront Adagio and the others to reclaim the statue...and on learning that Valmont's intentions were to keep the statue where it couldn't be misused had been surprisingly happy to leave it with them.  Valmont made a mental note to find some time to talk privately and companionably with Jackie.  Plainly they were past being 'business rivals', and it would be good to put any lingering hostility to rest.
He'd designed his vault very carefully.  Knowing the sheer variety of magic there would be out in the world, he wanted to be certain that any artifact that he placed there would be as safe as he was capable of making it.  As such, it was a perfectly ordinary display room with a light shining on each artifact, with no other visible magic anywhere, and a basic magic concealment charm - one used to conceal active spells - cast over the entire building.  No one would be able to tell that the lights were actually pieces of his own demon body, thus placing the artifacts within his own power...and the total absence of any other visible magic would lead to anyone attempting to break in trying to circumvent the concealment charm, only to be confused when it revealed nothing and convinced there was more to it.  Idiots would walk in and get caught by his power.  The competent would never attempt, convinced the security was greater than it actually was.  David Xanatos would never steal from him.  This covered all bases.
With the artifact secure, he shifted back into his building to check on the children.  As he arrived, Adagio was heading for the elevator in her choker and her own fur.  "And where are you going dressed like that?" Valmont asked curiously, without a hint of judgement in his voice.
Adagio stiffened briefly, but then surprised him by smiling warmly.  "To drive attendees of a costume party insane with jealousy and lust," she purred happily.  "I want to see how close I can push it to a full blown orgy without anyone actually giving in."
Valmont chuckled indulgently.  "Have fun with that," he replied warmly.  "Anyone I know going to be in attendance?"
"Doubt it," Adagio replied ruefully.  "I tried to get Finn to go since parties seemed his scene, but he freaked out about it."  She grinned a wicked cat grin.  "Was fun to watch though."  With that said, she stepped into the elevator.
Chuckling to himself, Valmont followed his magic in the pendants to locate Aria.  Seeing her in the gym pushing her new feline body to its physical limits, he decided not to distract her, and instead followed the trace of Sonata's pendant...to the open door of Ratso's room.  As he saw what waited him there, he cleared his throat.
"Boss!" Ratso gulped, jerking back as what he held fell to the floor with a clatter.  "I-I can explain!  It's not what-"
Valmont held up a hand to silence him.  Turning, he saw the beaming smile on Sonata's face, then turned back to Ratso.  "Ratso, you have my full trust," he began calmly.  "Despite appearances, Sonata is certainly a consenting adult...and what goes on between her and another consenting adult is of no concern of mine as long as she is not being hurt emotionally.  And that's one thing I know you would never do.  I only have two things to suggest for the future."
Ratso swallowed nervously.  "Y-yeah boss?"
Valmont levitated up the object Ratso had dropped.  "Either use a heating stone in this or plug it in," he said as he handed it back to Ratso.  "Curling needs heat, and without thus the iron provides neither."
"Well, she didn't actually want her hair curled," Ratso explained.  "She just wanted to feel pampered, and I thought this'd do it."
"Fair enough," Valmont admitted.  "Second...either put your clothes back on after the fact, close the door, or get a fur coat of your own."
"Her idea," Ratso pointed out again.  "She wanted the possibility someone would walk in on us."
Valmont stared at Ratso, turned to see Sonata giggling wickedly, then turned back to Ratso.  "And your not showering after is also her idea to torment her sisters' enhanced sense of smell?"
Ratso rubbed the back of his head as Sonata giggled again.
Valmont sighed, only to smile when he saw the way Ratso looked at Sonata...and the look she returned.  Well, I suppose if anyone would really get them, it would be each other, he thought to himself.  Turning, he left them to their activities.

Uncle smiled to his guest as he sipped his tea.  "Well, that certainly explains things," he allowed as he leaned back in his chair, one hand idly scratching Sweetie Belle behind the ear as she purred in his lap.  "I must thank you.  Your help made things much easier here."
"I should not let a Boon I grrrranted otherrrrs inconvenience you," Bastet purred back as she sipped her own tea, glancing off to the side where Apple Bloom and Scootaloo were playing in Audrey III's vines looking somewhat loopy, rather than clambering all over the shop.  "Cats of this size arrrre not antique frrrriendly."
"Indeed," Uncle agreed, his eyes turning to where Jade and Hsi Wu were curled up to each other in a shared nap, both furry and purring.  "Despite his objections, Hsi Wu does not seem to mind that part of things."
"I didn't think he would," Bastet chuckled.  "She is the one in denial about things between them, afterrrr all."  She set her cup down.  "I must say, yourrrr story also answerrrs many questions I had."
"Though it leaves me with one," Uncle admitted.  Reaching into a drawer, he pulled out a pouch and set it down.  "One I hope you can help me with."
Curious, Bastet glanced in...and found it not only larger on the inside, but full to overflowing with coins in every color, each with runes of various sorts around the edges, various faces on one side, and numbers 5, 4, or 3 on the other.  "I am not surrrrprised," she purred.  "You have done great good for the worrrld.  It is unsurrrrprising you arrre so favored."
"Now if only Uncle could remember how he earned them," Uncle concluded with an odd grin.
Bastet chuckled indulgently.  "I would be happy to help with that."  Seeing Uncle reaching for one of her tokens within the bag, she waved him off.  "Not forrrr a Boon.  Just...an act of frrrriendship."
Uncle smiled softly.  "The friendship of a Goddess is surely worth more than any Boon," he agreed.
"Well, any of these anyway," Bastet joked as she placed her hand on the bag, reaching in with her magic to read each token's story.  Her eyes widened as she discovered just how many were in there.  "This...might take a while."

Valmont gently set down his drink on the bar.  "I guess we both have our problems adjusting to this new world," he admitted.
"You adjusted easier than I did," Jackie stated as he set his own drink down.  They'd bumped into each other there, and continued to pay for their own drinks even as they talked.  "You were already trying to use magic before it became 'normal'.  I was still trying to figure out how to deal with it."
"And your three new nieces didn't help there?" Valmont asked with a raised eyebrow.
"Half the time I couldn't remember they were magic because of their pendants, so no."
"Ah yes, I'd forgotten about them," Valmont admitted.  "But you're adjusting now?"
"I'm getting there," Jackie admitted.  "Finding peace with myself has helped."
"That's an understatement," Tiger stated from his shoulder, having taken on the feline form Jackie had gained.
"Hush!" Kitten chided from the other shoulder, still a human in appearance.  "Let them talk, it's helping him."
"You don't see us chiming in," a tiny image of Valmont's demon form scolded from his shoulder.  "Let them speak."
"Agreed," said a human Valmont from his other shoulder...dressed in the 'siren' garb he'd used to try and open the portal on Christmas day.
Tiger and Kitten took one look at him and burst into laughter.
"Well what do you expect the manifestation of my desire to be a 'family man' to look like?" the Shoulder Demon demanded angrily.  "That was the day it became real, after all."
"So is it worth it?" Jackie asked Valmont idly.
"What?" Valmont asked curiously.
"Marriage, parenthood, and all the magical insanity involved."
Valmont chuckled dryly.  "Every day...even if the girls can be headaches.  Sometimes it feels like Adagio and Sonata in particular are trying in their own ways to break my brain.  They haven't succeeded, though."  He took a sip of his drink.  "Admittedly, Sonata came close when she and Ratso accidentally created a magical free energy device while trying to make tacos."
Jackie's drink wound up over the nearest wall.  "WHAAAA?  How?"
"An SNL skit they took too seriously, and a visit to 'Uncle Tso Lan' that was too instructive," Valmont explained.  "Trust me, don't ask unless you want your head to hurt."
"What, did they try to make Taco Town tacos and shrink them so they could hold them like tacos and fit their mouths around them, and the magic got away from them and fixing it resulted in a contained singularity generating free energy?" Jackie asked facetiously.
"Yes, actually," Valmont confirmed.  "You don't seem surprised."
"Remind me to tell you about the fillies, Bill Nye, and Magic School Bus sometime."  Jackie opened his mouth to say more, only to let out a wet cough.  Something splatted into his hand, and he dumped a clump of short black hairs into a nearby trash bin.
"So the cat form makes things interesting with Viper, then?" Valmont asked teasingly.
"You could say that," Jackie allowed.  "When we have time working around the hijinks Jade and the fillies get up to."
"If you think they're troublesome now, wait a few years," Valmont joked ruefully.  "Then they'll be teenagers."
Jackie shuddered in fear.  "I don't want to think about it.  When's our turn on stage?"  He gestured to the karaoke area of the bar.
"This song," Valmont stated as he stood up, walking to the stage as a particular song started to play.
Jackie happily joined him as they sang, each thinking about the girl they hadn't known they were looking for.

	
		Vacation All I Ever Wanted



Jackie smiled to himself as he carefully guided the man driving the forklift towards the cargo ship.  The Golden Dragon statue was being shipped back to Hong Kong, and the museum had placed him in charge of transport and security.  With the number of attempts there had been to steal the statue, he could understand the need for such security, and had been considering how best to go about protecting it until it could be shipped.  He had a few ideas if this didn't work out, but he didn't really want to enact them if he didn't have to.
As he watched, a helicopter swooped in, a hook aiming to snatch the top of the crate the statue was stored in as the forklift carried it.  Leaping atop the forklift, he kicked the hook away and yelled to the driver, "Quickly!  Quickly!"  The driver promptly floored it.
Jackie pulled himself up onto the crate to further protect it, only to duck as the hook swung in again...only to hook on his belt and haul him up into the air at the end of the long rope.
As the ground slowly shrank away beneath him, he could feel a fear of the heights and the fall starting to overcome him...and changed.  White fur striped in black spread over his body as a muzzle shaped on his face, and claws sprouted from his fingers as a tail slipped out the hole Sweetie Belle had carefully added and concealed in each pair of pants he owned, just in case of such an emergency.  After all, cats had no fear of height or falling.  With the fear gone, he flexed himself around the hook, grabbed the rope as it came loose from his belt, and began to scale the rope towards the helicopter hand over hand at a rate that surprised even him.  In moments he'd reach the helicopter-
If the ones flying it hadn't cut the rope to shake him off.  He continued to try and climb it as it fell, hoping to outrace gravity...and almost made it, his claws catching the landing skid only to slice through it.
"Huh," Jackie murmured to himself as he started to fall, idly staring at his claws.  "Would have been good to know they were that sharp before now.  I really should see what other changes there are to this form with Bastet granting it, and use it for more than fun with Viper."
"Then again, Viper could probably make combat testing this form quite fun," Tiger observed teasingly from his shoulder.
"Am I the only one presently worried about falling from a height above most buildings?" Kitten demanded worriedly, staring down towards the ground.
"Yes," Jackie and Tiger stated together as Jackie began to contort, shifting his body to slow his fall and angle himself towards a building.
As he reached the building, Jackie caught an extended flagpole in his hand, using it to swing forward to change some of his downward momentum to forward, releasing just before the weight and force would start to exceed the pole's ability to spring back and cause it to start breaking.  Kicking off the brick wall, he bled more momentum before springing off a fabric awning, flipping across the road to the other side to catch a fire escape ladder.  As it broke free of its clasp and started to slide down towards the ground, Jackie rapidly climbed rungs to slow his personal downward momentum, letting go just before the ladder hit the ground so as to not be jarred by that impact.  Catching a nearby lamppost, he spun around it before landing lightly on his feet.
He then realized exactly what kind of crazy stunt he just pulled.  "I did not know I could do that..." he murmured in awe.
"Definitely need to talk to Viper about combat testing," Tiger agreed as Jackie reverted to his human form now that the danger was past.
"What about the Golden Dragon?" Kitten gasped out.
"WAAAUGH!" Jackie screamed as he raced towards the docks.

"Dang!" Scootaloo pouted as Jackie finished his story.  "I wish I'd seen that!"
"Scootaloo!" Jackie chided angrily.  "I did not tell that story to 'show off'."
"And here I thought you told it to try and get me excited," Viper purred playfully.
Jackie rubbed the back of his head nervously.  "...maybe a little..."
"Flirt later!" Uncle snapped out irritably.  "Help Uncle take inventory now!"
Rolling his eyes, Jackie turned to help shift some of the contents of the antique shop around so the others could count them.  "I told the story mainly because it made me realize just how much stronger the feline forms are as gifts from Bastet," he explained to the listening children.  "In part because I need to learn everything it can do so I can make better use of it, and in part to warn you all to be careful with it.  You might hurt someone without meaning to...or unintentionally anger the wrong magical being."
"I've been teaching Jade how to control the extra power," Hsi Wu spoke up.  "I'm used to having power beyond what my form shows, so I know how to handle it."
"That's been fun," Jade purred playfully, making Hsi Wu blush and look away.
"Do I want to know?" Jackie asked Viper.
"Jade's starting to 'bloom' a little early," Viper explained quietly.  "Not enough to be noticeable in her favorite hoodie, but quite noticeable in fur and the workout clothes Bai, Adagio, and I helped her pick out specifically to tease Hsi with."
"I didn't want to know," Jackie groaned as he set a box down and rubbed his forehead.
"They helped me pick some workout gear for myself I never would have thought to try before the fur came in," Viper pointed out playfully.  "Not to mention a new swimsuit..."  She chuckled as Jackie's eyes lit up excitedly.
"So is the Golden Dragon safely on its way to Hong Kong?" Tohru asked curiously.
"Unfortunately not," Jackie groaned ruefully.  "The museum no longer believes a cargo ship is secure enough, and is looking for a new way to get it there-"
"Phone call from Valmont," Hsi Wu spoke up as the phone rang.
"I'll get it-" Jackie began, only to pause halfway to the phone.  "How do you know it's from Valmont?"
"He's my new brother," Hsi Wu explained readily.  "It's only polite for him to let me know he's going to be entering 'my territory' before doing so."
Jackie blinked at that, only to shrug.  "I don't want to know."  He picked up the phone.  "Hello?"
"Hello Jackie," Valmont spoke calmly over the phone.  "How's your family's schedule?"
Jackie blinked in surprise.  "Well, the girls are on a break from school, but I'm in the middle of a job for the museum.  I need to transport a particular item, but it's been targeted by thieves.  I don't know how I'm going to ship it securely."
"How about in a state of the art vault aboard a cruise ship?" Valmont suggested helpfully.  "I'm taking Bai, my girls, and a few others on a 'family cruise' trip, and Sonata wants 'her kitty friends' along.  Can you all take the time?"
"It's your ship?" Jackie asked nervously.  "I'm not sure the museum would be alright with that..."
"No, it's not my ship," Valmont reassured him.  "It belongs to the cruise company, which I do not own.  I'm already going to be dividing my attention to tend business while enjoying the cruise.  I don't want to be in charge of anything - even indirectly - while relaxing with my family."
Jackie smiled happily.  "I think we can work with that.  Thank you for inviting us.  I think the museum can get me some rooms if you give me the information-"
"Let me take care of that," Valmont offered helpfully.  "Let's see...I think five rooms will be enough for your group, assuming Tohru finds a remedy for his sea sickness and his mother comes along too.  Or have things progressed far enough you're no longer comfortable with Jade and Hsi sharing a room?"
"I think the kids can share a room together without problems, as long as Audrey III is there as chaperone," Jackie observed dryly.  "As long as your eldest stops corrupting Jade."
"I'll talk to her about that," Valmont promised, though his tone showed he doubted the girl would listen.  "And Tohru?"
Jackie lowered the phone.  "Tohru, how are you with seasickness?"
Tohru managed a weak smile.  "Ysabelle's managed to develop a remedy that is most effective at controlling those symptoms so I can enjoy being on the sea," he allowed.
"She did?" Jade asked excitedly.  "What sort of potion?"
Tohru blushed brightly.  "It is...not a potion, exactly.  And...I would rather not discuss it in front of youngsters...or my mother."
Viper, Hsi Wu, and Valmont all burst into laughter.  Jackie shook his head.  "We would be happy to accept your invitation," Jackie told Valmont warmly.  He then turned to Uncle.  "Can we put off inventory long enough to go on a family cruise with some friends?"  This question resulted in Jade, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo all bouncing and squealing in excitement.
"Alternatively, finish inventory and then go on vacation!" Uncle offered.  "Work faster!"  Everyone immediately got to work.

	
		Va-Cat-ion



Ruby yawned and stretched as she watched the water flow by as the cruise ship sailed its course, the sunlight beaming down on the deck.  It hadn't taken long with the promise of a vacation cruise for the group to finish taking inventory and packing, and now everyone was enjoying the cruise in their own way.  Idly, Ruby decided to investigate how everyone was handling things.  Leaping off the railing where she had been balanced, she stalked across the deck to investigate her people.
Though several of the other people on the cruise bent down to pet her as she passed by them, she mostly ignored them unless they offered treats.  Those she would stop momentarily for if they were good enough quality.  Still, it didn't take her long to find the first of her people.  Jade - her human - was playfully flaunting herself in front of her familiar, who looked to be in a war with himself over whether his blood would rush up or down based on the brightness of his cheeks and the pheromones his temporarily human body was putting out.  While the green tankini Jade was wearing wasn't anywhere near as skimpy as what some of those around were wearing, it showed far more skin than she normally did and showed off where she was starting to develop quite nicely.  That, and it was stretchy enough that if - for whatever reason - Jade suddenly rapid-aged to late adolescence, it would just barely stay on her.  Ruby doubted that Jade - or anyone else present - had the magic to make that happen, or if they did would be reckless enough to make it happen...but Ruby could easily see Queen making it happen on Jade's shoulder just to torment the demon, much to his and Saint's chagrin.
She didn't have anything personal against Hsi Wu, as he was certainly a good boyfriend for Jade-
He's not my boyfriend! Jade snapped at her mentally.
That's not what your pheromones and that stretch say, Ruby teased back.
-after all, he'd coached her in how to shape her thoughts so she could speak in animal language, which made conversations with Ruby much more efficient.  Still, Ruby couldn't help but think that she would have made an excellent familiar for Jade if Hsi hadn't already had the job when they met, so it was only proper she take pleasure in his torment.  It wouldn't be proper for a feline to do otherwise.  Still, she needed more of a distraction for Jade and Hsi to keep things from getting too awkward between them...or too unawkward.  She didn't care if they were in international waters now and Jade remembered what it was like to be a teenager, even the eldest Siren child would agree they were too young to go further.
Water balloons proved effective distractions, courtesy of Scootaloo and the middle Siren.  Spying them in matching purple leotard-style swimsuits (the fillies wore swimsuits to protect parts of their undercarriage that got sensitive to contact in cold or wet, to avoid cramping or injury), Ruby felt she should have known they would team up as pranksters.  Seeing Jade and Hsi Wu take off after them - Hsi using magic to shape water into balls to throw - Ruby knew they would continue to have fun.
Nearby, Uncle and the giant's mother engaged in one game they'd discovered that they could match each other in and thus have the outcome of the games in doubt...Pai Sho.  They certainly seemed to enjoy the competition...even if several other older passengers glanced curiously at the table any time either player grabbed a particular tile with a white flower on it.  Ruby decided that wasn't her problem, so she went on to seek out others.
Apple Bloom was playing amongst Audrey III's vines, along with several dozen other children of various species who were also passengers aboard the cruise ship.  While sea water didn't agree with Audrey, the sun and sea breeze most certainly did, and he'd happily expanded enough to let all the children use him as a living jungle gym.  Various parents watched with attitudes somewhere between curiosity and amusement, depending on how aware they were of Audrey's nature.
Jackie and Viper were enjoying the sun as they lay back in chairs, though despite Viper's rather revealing and flattering black bikini, she couldn't help but glare daggers to her left and envy to her right.  The daggers to her left was understandable, as that was where the eldest Siren child was also sunning in her feline form...after having used a combination of flirtations and magic to get a fellow passenger - a man she didn't know - to liberally apply sunblock to her back.  His wife had then stormed up angrily...only to fall under the Siren's spell and apply the sunblock to her front, much to her husband's entertainment.  After letting them go on their way, Adagio - then fully sunblocked - had discarded her swimsuit and taken her cat form to enjoy the sun and envious glances.
To the right was the giant and his minotaur females, who dominated the buffet table that had been laid out.  All four of them had enormous appetites, and if the table hadn't been enchanted to replenish itself automatically it would have been emptied long ago.  While Tohru eating easily his weight in food wasn't a surprise - his metabolism since actively tapping his chi had drastically accelerated - the three minotaur girls got more than their share of shocked looks from the men on the boat, and envious ones from the women.  This was hardly surprising, if unfair.  Minotaurs by nature had a much more efficient metabolism than other races, which rarely collected fat and what fat was collected was far more easily distributed pleasantly.
Of course, their choice of swimwear only drew attention to that.  Sofia in a strapless one-piece wasn't much of a surprise (beyond how it was staying on, magic had to be involved).  Ysabelle in a backless one-piece was a bit of a surprise...
But Ruby couldn't help but wonder how under the sun Adagio had managed to get shy, mousy Lucia into a bikini!
Deciding not to dwell on that, Ruby glanced briefly back to see that Jackie was doing his part to reassure Viper, and then wandered over to the other side of the deck.  The LightBearer stood staring out to sea, the MountainBearer standing behind him.  He was plainly just enjoying relaxing...
...or perhaps enjoying the sight of the WaterBearer leaping from the water in her Siren form (her human form with fish-tail instead of legs...and no clothes), clearing the boat on each jump with acrobatics that dolphins would envy.  The huge grins that split both watchers faces answered that question.
Ruby went over her checklist of her people, and went looking for Sweetie Belle.  It didn't take long to find her, as she was in the arcade with 'Mr. Cool' and 'Mr. Old School', as Ruby thought of those two enforcers.  Jade referred to them as Chao and Finn, respectively.  Finn and Sweetie were in the midst of a DDR elimination dance-off, with Chao waiting to face the winner.  Many other passengers were gathered around to watch, cheer, and place bets...so Ruby felt safe in leaving them to it.
She generally didn't involve herself in her people's affairs unless she was needed.  Taking on more than necessary in terms of work went against what it meant to be feline, and in the long run would be bad for her people.  Taking on more in terms of curiosity, on the other paw, was a completely different bowl of fish, and one frequently cooked with cream.  So Ruby now went looking for the two individuals she hadn't spotted that had boarded with her people...Sonata and Ratso.  Ruby felt those two deserved being thought of by name at all times, if only because trying to label them otherwise failed miserably as they proved far from predictable.
As she wandered, she found herself going below decks into the vault chamber, where valuables - like the statue they were escorting - were stored.  There she found a group of four humans she could only mentally classify as thugs.  One seemed to be the leader, and was completely calm.  One was most definitely their tech, and had all sorts of tools and computer gear at his fingertips.  The third was plainly their wizard, with all sorts of vials strapped to belts that went over his shoulders like ammo-belts.
The fourth, who by size looked to be the muscle, was pacing back and forth in terror.  "This is stupid," he muttered under his breath.  "This is so so stupid!  We're all going to die-"
"Oh hush!" the leader snapped irritably.  "Everything's under control-"
"Under control?" Muscle gasped out in shock.  "Under control?  Big V himself is on board!  How are we supposed to pull off a heist of this magnitude right under his nose without being paste?"
"He's just one man," Tech pointed out idly.  "Even if he has Enforcers with him, we wouldn't have this job if his group were targeting the Dragon-"
"Just one man?" Muscle snapped in fear, the stink pouring off of him.  "Did you forget he's a Demon Sorcerer now?"
"Even better for us," Wizard pointed out dryly, his voice a breathy whisper.
"How so?" Leader asked coldly.
"Criminal politics," Wizard pointed out dryly.  "Our organization does business with his.  If we were a genuine threat to his well being, he would have grounds to interfere with our operation here without accruing our organization's ire."  He gestured to the group with one hand, his other drawing runes as he examined the protections on the vault.  "As prepared for this job as we are, we are hardly a threat to an unchained Class 2."
Leader snorted derisively.  "I doubt if we'd be able to actually contain or overwhelm him back when he was human."
"Precisely," Wizard agreed.  "So as long as we avoid him and make sure not to harm anyone who is his, it would be...unwise for him to interfere directly.  As long as no one notices us, we have nothing but the vault to concern ourselves with."
"Hey Ratty, what do these do when you mix them together?" Sonata asked happily, holding up two of the Wizard's larger vials.  The Wizard's eyes bulged in terror.
"He seems scared of the idea," Ratso observed thoughtfully.  "Mix 'em and throw them at him to find out."
"YAY!" Sonata cried out excitedly as she poured the contents of one vial into the other, gave it a thorough shake, and chucked it at the thieves.
Ruby's ears went flat as she watched the multi-colored cloud of gas that erupted from the exploding vial take shape, extending foggy limbs to seize the thieves and smash them repeatedly against the walls as Sonata and Ratso ran away laughing.  Well, I can see their biological father in that one, at least, she thought to herself before scampering.  She'd tell someone about the fog monster in the vault chamber...
...eventually.  The breakfast bar had lox, and the Giant was putty in her paws when she made effort to be adorable for a treat.

	
		Now We Gotta Get Away



Jackie smiled to himself as he calmly swept the shop floor of Uncle's Rare Finds and Spells, as the store was now called in the magic world they now lived in.  He found it oddly humorous that he'd never noticed the name change before now...and even more so that he was the first to notice it.  Still, that wasn't really worth focusing on, so he let his mind wander.
The vacation had proved to be just as relaxing as everyone had hoped, and the Golden Dragon was delivered to Hong Kong without incident.  When the sailors had moved to go to the vault level to unlock things, however, Audrey III had insisted on going first for some reason.  The sailors apparently preferred to listen to creatures like him and allowed him to do so.  When they followed, they found Audrey breathing in the last of a wisp of smoke, and nothing else out of the ordinary.  No one questioned.
Returning to San Francisco had also been relatively relaxing, with the only recent incident of note being one where Jade had attempted to mind the shop...resulting in her taking the Emerald of Killarney, a cursed gemstone from Ireland that brought bad luck.  This would have been very bad...if not for Hsi Wu instantly recognizing it and deciding to ask for a minor favor from family.  Valmont had been more than happy to accept the Emerald and teleport it back to its tomb in Ireland, thus breaking the curse until such time as someone with more greed than brains managed to circumvent the security on the tomb again.  Jackie found that such cordial relationships with such powerful beings - especially former enemies - somewhat unnerving in concept, but overall quite pleasant in result...even if Jade had pouted for three days about having an Irish Adventure swiped right from under her.  It took Apple Bloom suggesting that prolonged contact with the gem might have shaped Jade's still developing chi so that she would have permanent bad luck to get her to let it go.
As he continued to sweep, Jackie stared out the window into the light rain.  Tohru, Lucia, Sofia, and Ysabelle had gone out to get food for everyone for the night since no one really felt like cooking, and they'd been gone for quite some time.  If Hsi Wu had not taken the girls upstairs for an immersive Dungeons and Dragons session, Jackie knew Jade at least would be moaning at his feet about how hungry she was.  He hoped they would be back soon, though.  He estimated there would be at most ten minutes before the session timed out.

Tohru smiled widely as he held several bags of Chinese take-out in one massive hand, a large umbrella in the other that expanded magically to cover the entire group from a comfortable height, keeping them - and the food - dry and warm.  Given the size of the appetites of those involved and the sheer number of mouths to feed, all four of them were carrying food for the short walk home.  Ysabelle couldn't help but smile as her new glasses repelled the rain that managed to get through so she could always see clearly...though she was a tiny bit put out that the white shirt she chose to wear for this excursion hadn't gotten so much as a drop on it.  It had been her big step to try and be subtly flirtatious with Tohru, especially after what Lucia had pulled on the cruise...even if Lucia was still blushing brightly from having done so in front of people other than Tohru or her sisters.
"Everyone be careful," Sofia suddenly spoke up warily as they approached the shop.  "There are three people following us, and they're wearing all covering robes of some sort and chanting.  I can't make out their words, though."
Tohru frowned, carefully handing the bags he was holding to a now shivering Lucia, making sure he would have his hands free if he would have to release the umbrella to fight those who approached.  "Wǒ de shēntǐ shì dùnpái..." he began murmuring under his breath, focusing his chi into his cells so he could protect his girls and everyone in the shop.
As Tohru's body started to glow a faint green, the three robed figures following them gasped and rushed forward.  Tohru spun to face them, and Ysabelle caught sight of their orange robes.  "Tohru, wait!" she called out, putting a hand to his shoulder.  "They aren't wizards, they're holy men!  Ben-Shui monks!"
Tohru blinked in shock as the monks came to a halt, their orange robes now illuminated by the lights of the store.  "A-are you certain?" he asked worriedly, still tensed for a fight.
Ysabelle straightened her glasses pointedly.  "I know the markings of the various mystic orders," she explained firmly.  "If I'm not mistaken, these are the caretakers of the Chosen One."
"You know us well, noble maiden," one of the monks said, stepping under the umbrella as it expanded to cover them as well.  "Indeed, we are monks from Bhutan, having followed the signs and portents to this place at this time...to find the new reincarnation of the Chosen One."  He pulled back his hood, as did his fellows, revealing three nearly identical faces - one wide, two narrow - under shaved crowns.  The speaker smiled beatifically up at Tohru.  "And now we have found-"
"You'd better hope you're a little off," Sofia interrupted with a teasing smirk.  "I've read your scriptures, and the energies of the Chosen One remain dormant and pass to the next life unless the new life remains a virgin before being awakened."  She cast a sidelong look Lucia's way.
"Sister!" Lucia squeaked out as both she and Tohru blushed brightly.
The monk who had spoken looked confused.  "But...but all the signs and portents lead to here and now.  Why would they guide us too late?"
Ysabelle rolled her eyes.  "They might not have pointed you to the Chosen One," she pointed out dryly.  "When the energies of the past lives start to catalyze but before they fully awaken, a Guardian is drawn to the Chosen One to protect them."  She gestured to all of Tohru.  "Quite fitting to the role, isn't he?"
The monk rubbed his chin in thought as he took in Tohru's size and strength.  "Hmm...perhaps so.  But if he is the Guardian...then who in the here and now we have been guided to is the Chosen One?"
The front door of the shop swung open and Jade stuck her head out.  "Hey Big T!" she greeted exuberantly.  "About time you got back, we're starving!  Who are the monks, new guests?"  She then blinked, turning back into the shop.  "Ruby!  Hsi!  Just what the heck is so funny?"
The three monks smiled beatifically.

	
		I Choose You



"So let me get this straight," Jade finally managed to say as she finished a mouthful of her dinner.  "You think I'm this...chosen one?"
The spokesperson monk nodded with a wide smile.  "Yes, Young One.  You are the Chosen One, and the large Warrior is the Guardian destined to protect you as you make the journey to awaken to your past lives."
"And how do you know I'm the Chosen One?" Jade asked pointedly.  "Why were you even looking for the Chosen One, anyway?"
"The stars and signs told us that the Chosen One had reincarnated, and that the energies of the past lives were about to begin catalyzing," he explained happily.  "As such, we followed the signs and stars to this place at this time, certain we would find the One, as has been the case in many past iterations.  We found Tohru and thought him the Chosen One, but were shown our error.  We had discovered the Guardian...who led us to the Chosen One.  For when we asked of him who could be the Chosen One, you revealed yourself."
"Sounds like a whole lot of coincidence to me," Jade grumbled as she continued her meal.
"Sounds to me like a large excess of protestation," Hsi offered teasingly with a wide smirk.  "Much like whenever people call me your boyfriend-"
"You're not my boyfriend!" Jade snapped out almost automatically.
"Whatever you say, Mistress," Hsi teased back.
"And I'm not your mistress!"
"Aiyah..." Uncle groaned as he watched them.  "This is the Chosen One?  She barely has discipline to do her chores unless it is magic lessons!"
"You really should give more credence to this," Saint observed from Jade's shoulder.  "It would explain my appearance."
"And here I thought it was to be as unlike me as possible," Queen countered acidly.
"Just wut is the Chosen One, anyway?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.  "How'sit work?  Whadda they do?"
"In terms of Good Chi magic, the Chosen One is the South Pole," Ysabelle explained.  "In the same way Santa Claus is the North Pole.  Santa is the focus of Elemental Good Magic, while the Chosen One is the focus of Living Good Magic.  Their very existence keeps the world's Good magic in balance.  There are similar entities for Dark Magic and Wild Magic, based around the Grand Meridian of the Magical Fields."
"And I'm supposed to be a paragon of Goodness?" Jade asked with a laugh.  "Get real!  What kind of 'Chosen One' destined to uphold Good and Truth and all that would be a mischievous hooligan living for the next thrill?"
"Jade, that's a rather belittling way of describing yourself," Jackie chided.  "...however accurate."
"Her name was Emeraude, a couple millennia ago," Hsi offered helpfully.  "The first female Chosen One.  Don't know if there's been another since."
Jade turned to stare at Hsi in wide-eyed consternation.  "And how do you know that?"
"I told you after the dance that I hadn't met a mortal girl as interesting as you in millennia," Hsi pointed out with a smirk.  "Who did you think I was talking about?"
"Sky Lord Hsi Wu!" the monk gasped in shock as his companions bowed low.  "So it is true?  The Brotherhood has ceased its attempts at conquest, once more freeing you to adventure as you had before joining them after Emeraude's death?"
"Seriously?" Jade demanded in shock as Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, Scootaloo, and Ruby all began cackling in laughter.
"Not quite free," Hsi told the monks teasingly.  He smirked at Jade.  "Not the first time I've been a familiar, either."
"Oh, come on!" Jade screamed out in disbelief.
"Destiny!  Destiny!" Audrey III sang out.  "No escaping Destiny!"
"You shut up!" Jade snapped at Audrey.  She then turned back to the monks.  "Okay, that's a lot of circumstantial evidence to be shrugged off as coincidence I'll admit...but that still doesn't say proof to me."
"Would the Chosen One's chi look like an onion?" Scootaloo asked the monks suddenly.
"I...beg your pardon?" the monk asked curiously.
"When we first met Jade, Sweetie Belle used her magic to see her chi," Scootaloo explained.  "She had a lot of it.  Like...tons!  And all layered like an onion...or something like that."
"Indeed, that is how the Chosen One's chi would appear prior to beginning to catalyze," the monk confirmed with a wide smile.  "With the chi of the present life the outermost layer, enclosing and containing the chi of each previous life in succession."
"And I take it the innermost layers starting to spark back and forth between each other and glittering like stars is the catalyzing you're talking about?" Sweetie Belle asked curiously, sunglasses covering her green-glowing eyes as she looked at Jade.
The monk frowned worriedly.  "...how many stars?" he asked hesitantly.
"Umm...looks like about twelve distinct ones so far," Sweetie Belle observed.  "The rest just looks like glitter."
"Then it hasn't progressed too far," the monk allowed with a sigh of relief.  "We have time to journey to our monastery in Bhutan and perform the ritual to gentle the awakening, so your mortal mind is not overwhelmed with the memories of thousands of past lives bursting forth."
"Do...do I have to do this?" Jade asked, her tone starting to take on a bit of a wheedling note to it.  "Isn't there any way to stop it?  Make it wait till next life?"
"Ysabelle mentioned something about being a virgin-" Tohru began, only to get elbowed by all three of his girls.  "What?"
"Rea~lly now?" Jade asked, her tone and smile turning mischievous.  "Say, before we make any decisions like this...do you think you could excuse Hsi and I for..."  She glanced at Hsi.  "Thirty minutes?"
"Twenty," Hsi clarified.
"Really?" Jade asked in surprise.  "That quick?"  Her tone seemed...a trifle disappointed.
Smirking, Hsi held up his fingers as he made various forms of energy dance around them in his magic.  "That good," he corrected, setting Jade's face to flaming as her eyes widened.
"NO!" every adult present barked out simultaneously.
"But if you can give Jackie a few pointers..." Viper began wickedly.
"Viper!" Jackie and Jade gasped out with matching mortified looks.
"It's mostly based in my magic," Hsi pointed out apologetically.
"Darn," Viper pouted, snapping her fingers.  "Jade you got damn lucky."
"If you say so," Jade grunted irritably.  "Still...it's a long flight to Bhutan-"
"If you were to try to stop the catalyzation at this point in that manner, your chi would become so volatile as a result you would explode and destroy the Chosen One permanently, completely destabilizing the fabric of magic across the world," Ysabelle pointed out.
"And how would you know?" Jade demanded crossly.  "It's not like it happened before-"
"Hsi Wu doesn't remember, but it's why he created the Deja Vu Stone," Ysabelle pointed out.  "To undo it.  The only record of it being in his private journals of the time, left in our family's care when we were assigned the guardians of Labyrinthos' tomb."
"...oh..." Jade murmured, her eyes becoming downcast.  Hsi comfortingly laid his arm around her shoulders.
"Looks like we're going to Bhutan," Sweetie Belle murmured, sharing a nod with Apple Bloom and Scootaloo.  They definitely weren't going to let Jade face this without them...whatever was going to happen.

	
		Not My Choice



It didn't take long to pack for the trip to Bhutan, mostly because the monks insisted that - as far as the Chosen One was concerned - the trip was to be an ascetic one, bringing with her nothing of her present life as she embraced her role as the Chosen One to better acclimate to the awakening of her previous lives.  This had left Jade so put out and distraught that no one else had packed much beyond absolute essentials so as to not leave her feeling worse.
On the long flight there, everyone attempted to talk to Jade, to try and gauge how she was feeling about all this and try and comfort her.  However, she didn't respond to any of their conversational gambits, at most nodding or shaking her head in response to direct inquiries, or putting them off by saying she was going to meditate.  The only ones she hadn't actively chased away in this way - mostly because they hadn't attempted to talk to her - were Hsi Wu and Tohru.  Hsi Wu simply sat by her side, oddly silent as things happened.  Tohru had taken up his position behind her and assumed the pose of bodyguard, well practiced after how long he served that very role for Valmont.  Still, the scowl that made him intimidating wasn't entirely a role, as he remained angry with himself that he could not provide proper comfort.  He didn't even know where to begin.
Before long, and yet far too soon, the plane touched down in Bhutan at the only available airport in range of the Temple that was their destination.  The airport was some distance from the base of the mountain, and the Temple stood at its peak.  Along the path up the mountain were the various settlements that supported the Temple in terms of its mundane and magical needs, as well as providing connection between the Temple and the outside world.  Minor temples were visible from the air in each settlement, stops that the group would be taking on the way up the mountain.
At the airstrip, more monks awaited happily, bowing to Jade as she stepped off the plane, Tohru right behind her.  The monks held out white silk robes to Jade.  "Your sacred garments, Chosen One," they offered warmly and happily.
Sighing, Jade took the robes.  While any other day she'd have been impressed by just how fine the robes were - truly the best quality available in this magical world, she had gotten good at recognizing the feel of Jorumungo silk as opposed to that of worms, and could sense the sheer amount of purification, cleansing, protective, and sanctifying spells inlaid into the very fabric - just now she could only see it as one more piece of her own personal identity she was losing as the monks were bound and determined to turn her into 'The Chosen One'.  Sadly, she walked off to where Hsi Wu had already erected a privacy screen for her to change in.
"Many rituals surround the journey of the Chosen One," Ysabelle spoke up, unfolding a book she'd brought with as she flipped through the pages.  "Some of us are going to have to fill some of those roles as best we can, to ensure Jade's chi catalyzes safely.  It would also be good for Jade if we filled those roles rather than the monks, so that she doesn't feel abandoned in this."
"What are the rituals?" Tohru asked curiously.  "As her Guardian, I'm pretty sure my role is to stay close, look intimidating, and keep her safe...and I have the feeling Hsi Wu could pull that off better by temporarily discarding his human form."
"More or less," Ysabelle confirmed, pushing her glasses up.  "First, though, someone is supposed to walk ahead of Jade to ensure her path is strewn with flowers, to symbolize her walking in life."
"So Ah walk ahead of her and stop holdin' mah magic in?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.  "That's easy enough."  To demonstrate, she took a few steps along the stone path, grass and flowers springing up in her steps.  The monks gasped in awe and murmured to each other excitedly.
"She's also suppose to be 'cooled by natural breeze," Ysabelle continued.  "This is generally done by having someone walk beside her with a leaf fan-"
"Or me riding Cumulo beside her and using my wings?" Scootaloo suggested helpfully.
"Does that mean I get to walk beside her as a sign of good portent, that she's accompanied by a Qi Lin?" Sweetie Belle asked hopefully.
Ysabelle flipped through a few pages.  "Well, it's not part of the ritual done every time, but accompanied by great Good Chi like you three definitely bodes well..."
"Well, since you've all decided how the rest of my time as me is going to go, I guess we should get going," Jade spoke as Hsi lowered the privacy screen, holding her regular clothes now she was garbed in the sacred robes...which were really too big for her, and thus hung quite loosely around her body, as though she were being swallowed up by them and the role they represented.  "Before forces of darkness decide to interfere."
"The Chosen One shows great wisdom!" one of the monks declared proudly.  "Truly, the forces of darkness would seek to disrupt the Chosen One's awakening as we journey to the Temple atop the mountain.  We must be cautious, but swift, as the catalyzation has already begun.  If we take too long..."
As no one wanted to know the rest of that statement, the group immediately began the climb up the mountain.

About halfway up the mountain, the group stopped for the night in one of the communities along the mountain path.  Jade, as the Chosen One, would rest inside the minor temple in as great comfort as the community could provide.  The others would be housed elsewhere within the community, save Tohru and Hsi.  Tohru took up his post at the entrance to the Temple to act as Guardian, while Hsi - as Jade's familiar - was allowed to stay in the temple with her.
To Jade's surprise, Hsi instantly moved around the chamber they were resting in, finding various things hidden in nooks and crannies that made the stay a little more comfortable.  "Been here before?" Jade asked curiously.
"Had this very journey before," Hsi allowed softly.
"...you were Emeraude's familiar before she awoke?"
Hsi nodded.  "For a long while before," he confirmed.
"...what's it like?"
"Hmm?"  Hsi turned to Jade in confusion.
"The...the awakening," Jade explained.  "What...what happens?  What's going to happen?  T...to me?  Will...will I still be me when it's over?  Still Jade?  Or..."  Jade swallowed, unable to get the words out.
Hsi stared at her for a time, then sighed sadly.  "I can't answer that," he allowed finally.
"What?" Jade demanded in shock, her voice hurt...almost betrayed.  "WHY?"
"I promised Emeraude," Hsi answered softly, knowing this was not the answer Jade would want.  "If ever I found myself in the same position to a future Chosen One as I was to her, I wouldn't give any spoilers."
Jade stared at Hsi in disbelief.  "W...why would you promise that?" she finally gasped out, her voice the barest whisper.
Hsi looked away, not meeting her eyes...and did not answer.  Unnoticed to Jade, Saint watched on sorrowfully from her shoulder.
Tears beaded Jade's eyes as her hands slowly clenched into fists, only the silk robes keeping her nails from digging into her palms until they bled.  "...get out..." she finally hissed out.
"Jade?" Hsi asked in shock, turning back to her.
"Get out!" Jade screamed out, grabbing the nearest object to hand - a pillow, as it turned out - and chucking it at Hsi with all her might.  "I thought you were my friend!  I thought you were mine!  But the one thing I thought would still be for me when this is all over is just on loan!"  She continued to throw things at him, not caring what she grabbed.
Hsi desperately struggled to contain any damage, redirecting anything more breakable than a pillow to a soft landing, letting pillows hit him, and dodging anything sturdy enough to do more damage to him than the other way around.  "Jade, I-"
"You don't care about me at all!" Jade screamed out in despair, tears flying off her face as she wailed.  "You just want Emeraude back!  Just go away and leave me alone!"  Grabbing the Taijitu half from around her neck, she hurled it at him.
Hsi caught the coin gently, letting the string it hung from fall around his hand.  He stared at Jade sadly...and let his human form fade.  Standing tall in his altered demon form, like a living beast of stone made flesh, he gently set the half-coin down on the floor.  In this form, he wore naught but a loincloth...and his own half coin hanging around his neck, the one Jade had given him.  "...as you wish," he whispered softly in his gravelly voice before turning and walking out of the Temple.
Jade stared after him, her hand to her mouth as she actually heard the things she'd shouted and realized what she'd done.  When the door swung shut behind him, Jade rushed to where the half-coin sat on the floor.  Taking it up in her hands, she wept bitterly.
On her shoulder, Saint watched on, her own eyes wet and her robes - a match to the ones Jade presently wore - wrapped tight around herself.

	
		Choices We Make



The following day proved to be even more dreary for all involved than the day before.  Hsi Wu remained in his demonic form, standing tall and strong next to Tohru as they followed along behind Jade.  Once more she walked in flowers and was fanned, her family being reduced by tradition into attendants on a destiny she didn't want but couldn't escape.  Her own sorrow on the journey weighed on the others...save the monks, who seemed oblivious to her emotional state.
Uncle watched on sorrowfully.  At some level, he knew that Jade's conclusions about what was to come had to be wrong.  If she were right, then why did history tell of each Chosen One bringing new wisdom to the role?  For that matter, if 'The Chosen One' simply overtook each new vessel, why have new vessels in the first place?  Why wasn't the Chosen One simply an immortal?  If the role was so important, the Jade Council - or any high ranking member - could have easily granted a past Chosen One immortality.  No, logic told him that there was a reason for the reincarnation, and there had to be more to it than just adding a new life's worth of chi to the role.  But he knew Jade was in no emotional position to accept logic...and he did not know for certain.  All he could do...was work to protect her whilst she still needed it.
Rather than try to paste on a fake smile as the followers of the Chosen One congregated once they reached the main Temple at the top of the mountain or upset them with a frown, Jade pulled the hood of her robe further over her face.  After all, the only thing any of the followers saw was the Chosen One, so what did it matter who was under the robe?  She regretted that these would be some of her last thoughts as herself...and that the last conversation she'd be able to have as herself with Hsi was chasing him away...
The main Temple had a single chamber inside, with tall walls, the ceiling soaring far above and supported with crimson columns.  The massive doors closed behind the group as they entered, and Tohru turned to examine them carefully.
"Do not worry, Champion," one of the monks quickly reassured him.  "Good chi from all the past Chosen Ones protects the Temple.  Dark forces cannot enter from outside unless invited in.  We are safe here."
"That just makes me more concerned," Tohru muttered darkly.  "Obviously, any dark forces that would be targeting the Chosen One before the ritual here would know that...so why haven't they attacked before?"
The monk shrugged helplessly.  "Perhaps they saw the Chosen One was simply too well protected on her journey?" he suggested optimistically.
Tohru only frowned in response.  That did not sound like any dark forces he was familiar with.  The ones who had sold themselves to darkness rarely had a sense of self-preservation that strong, and those who were born of darkness would relish such a challenge.
Seeing his concern, Sofia, Lucia, and Ysabelle moved into position in a triangle around the area the ritual was to take place in.  Each of them used a single fingernail to gently break the skin of their palm to let out a single drop of blood as they began to chant under their breath.  Green light linked them focused on the drops of blood.
"Ah!" Uncle marveled excitedly as he saw it.  "A Blood Link Barrier!  I have read about these, but never thought I'd see one in action.  Despite how magic runs in bloodlines, few families of magic train in multiple disciplines and styles, and thus it becomes difficult to find close enough relatives who practice different enough styles to combine magic like this."
Tohru relaxed somewhat.  With that protection, Jade should be safer...though now he found himself worried about his girls.  That disquiet grew worse as Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo moved into position to shape a second triangle, creating a modified Solomon's Seal protection around the ritual site.
In the center of the site was a massive golden couch with a rune inscribed back, describing the ritual itself.  The images showed energy from the past unfolding from the present as lives were merged together into a greater whole.  A much older monk - obviously the chief of the Temple - stepped forward.  "Welcome, friend," he greeted Jade softly.  "Are you prepared to face your destiny?"
Jade said nothing.  She knew if she spoke right now, she'd say something she'd regret...or worse, something that might skew the ritual and cause her - and possibly her family - untold harm.  She couldn't trust her voice just now.  Instead, she turned towards her family.
There was Jackie, standing there with a worried smile with Viper next to him.  Both looked on in compassion and concern, arms around each other.  Jade could tell, they were worried they would lose her now...she feared being lost.  Still, she knew they'd draw strength from each other if that happened.
She turned to Uncle, looking sympathetic...and yet so strong.  He was concerned about her, but he seemed unafraid of what would happen here.  Jade tried to draw strength from that...but only felt her heart sinking.
She turned to Tohru, standing strong and firm, endlessly watching for threats.  Always the protector, apparently destined to protect her on this trip...and that protection hadn't been needed.  Still, once she was the Chosen One, he wouldn't have that destiny hanging over him.  He could be happy with his girls...
Jade's gaze turned to the girls protecting her, the two spells intermingled to provide strong protection that would take untold power to break.  She could only find herself hoping they had spared strength to protect themselves if danger came.  As her eyes swept over Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo, she felt tears bead the corners.  Her friends, her cousins...her teachers.  Were they proud of her?  Had she failed them?  ...did it even matter?
Her gaze turned to Hsi at last, and the tears flowed freely.  Ever since the incident with the Book of Ages, her sleeping mind had followed more and more along the lines of how Queen acted, speculating in dreams of what could be someday.  As the dreams had become more and more vivid, she'd even begun to speculate on the...less salacious aspect of such future dreams, thinking about how...nice it could be.  How fun.  And now...now it would be all gone, and she had thrown away what had been left.
Hsi Wu met her gaze firmly...and brought his fingertips to the half-coin he still wore.  It was all Jade could do not to gasp when he smiled after that, her own hands clenching tightly around hers, still held.
With that reassurance, that hope, that a future might still await her...she turned to the head monk and nodded.
"Then let us begin the awakening ritual," the monk intoned, guiding her to lay on her back on the couch.  He placed his hands to either side of her forehead.  "When you awaken from this trance, your chi will awaken as well...and you will remember your thousand lifetimes, and lead us once again."  Noticing Jade swallowing convulsively at that, he chuckled.  "Nothing to worry about.  No Chosen One has died from this yet."
"Yet?" Jade yelped out awkwardly.
"Just my little joke," the monk promised, though he quailed from the concerted glare that earned him from everyone else.  Leaning back, he began to chant.  As other monks joined the chant, Jade's eyes slipped closed.
As soon as Jade's eyes closed, one of the monks who had been standing by an incense burner dumped a handful of herbs into the burner, turning it's white smoke dark blue and purple.  Before anyone else could make a move, he'd thrown back his robe...revealing Dao Long Wong.  "And now it is all mine!" he proclaimed as he unleashed a bolt of magic upward, blasting the roof off as shadows choked the sky and his Dark Warriors descended.

	
		Burden of Choice



Tohru, Jackie, Viper, Uncle, and Hsi Wu quickly moved into a defensive line between Daolong Wong and his Dark Warriors and the protective barrier that had been erected around the ritual.  As they prepared themselves for combat, Viper spoke up.  "I know you have tendencies towards the self-destructive, Wong - every Dark Wizard does - but I didn't think you were stupid."
"Oh?" Wong asked as he waved his staff over the burner, sending new magic into the smoke as his Warriors prepped for combat...but did not yet attack.  "Go on, how is it stupid to strike the Chosen One when she can't protect herself...and when the chi of a thousand lifetimes is in the balance between dormant and active...when it is raw, undirected power?"  He held up one hand, the palm opening to reveal a tooth-filled maw.
"How about the fact that even when you had help from Demon Sorcerers, you lost to us?" Viper pointed out coolly.  "And the fact that you're in a place that's a focal point of Good Chi, where Good Magic would be strengthened and Dark Magic weakened?  If not for the shadow you cast over the sky - which is bound to be draining your magic to keep up - your Dark Warriors likely would be one step away from dissolution from just standing here."
"All good points," Wong agreed with a chuckle.  "Yes, it would be suicidal of me to attempt an assault here...without an edge!"  He thrust his staff towards the sky, and the sound of grating stone echoed.  "Constructs of Wild, forged of Good to contain Darkness...only in the presence of all three can they be opened to unleash the curses they contain."
Hsi Wu gasped in realization as wisps of dark smoke flowed down through the hole in the ceiling, seeking the people within.  "The Monkeys!"
The smoke struck like snakes, and those infused with it found part of their worlds vanishing.  Uncle and Tohru found the world going dark as their eyes ceased to function.  Jackie and Viper found silence descending on them as their ears failed them, leaving them deaf to the cries of those who depended on them.  The monks involved in the ritual but outside the protections found themselves struck mute, unable to perform the chants to keep the ritual going, leaving it faltering as the few within the protections tried to keep it going with more intense chanting.
"That should buy me more than enough time as that child struggles to deal with all her lives awakening so much more slowly!" Wong cackled wickedly.  "I knew if I tried to attack while she was aware of it, it would merely harden her resolve and smooth the ritual of Awakening...but by leaving her with the entire trip to think about things without interference, doubt does far more for me in hobbling it than any amount of magical assault!"
Uncle struggled to find an anchor on the world around him, some way of fighting in the darkness to protect those he cared about...but his world became filled with only the sounds of battle and the screams of those struggling to fight with part of their senses cut off, and Jackie desperately screaming at Tohru to be careful only for Tohru to scream in pain.  "Hsi Wu!" he called out desperately.
"Doing the best I can!" Hsi snarled as he hefted the largest Dark Warrior into the air and hurled him into another, only for both to get up.  "But we're too high up!  The higher I am above sea level, the stronger my Elemental Power...and with it further amplified by the Shadow he's cast-"
"That's right!" Daolong Wong cackled.  "You don't dare fight me magically for fear of hurting your friends!  For fear of losing control of one of your spells if the power struggle makes you accidentally brush the Good Chi barrier those girls have conjured!  And all the spells you could use more easily to finish me off - like the Unfiltered Eye - is too inaccurate to aim!  You'd hit the entire Temple!  Even the Dryadic Familiar can't act to an extent that Ren can't keep in check with his windmill blade, or he risks damaging the Temple...whose energy is keeping him from wilting in the shadow I've cast without the filly's chi feeding into him!"
Wong turned towards Uncle.  "And I just want you to know, old man...all of this is because of you."
Uncle frowned.  "What?  How is this Uncle's fault?"
"Because this...is revenge!" Daolong Wong roared out.  "If not for that 'prank' of yours, I would have developed a way to combine Good, Wild, and Dark magic!  I would have had ultimate power!  Do you know how many times I've cast Baleful Youth upon myself to seal away my magic and true age so I could learn anew, and advance further in my magic studies?  I almost had the secret...but because of you, I was branded, and no magic school would take me anymore!  That's why I killed Fong, to deny you the Mastery you denied me!"
"...you..." Uncle hissed out, feeling rage starting to build in him.
"500 years, more than a dozen puberties, all invested towards finding the unification of magic...but now the key is almost within my grasp..."  Daolong Wong turned towards the site of the ritual.  "And they've left themselves helpless in trying to protect her!  And unable to see me, Uncle, all you can do is listen as I drain them of their magic and harvest their bodies for the ingredients I need, and then I shall have the energies of the Chosen One!
"And there's nothing you can do to stop me!"
Uncle felt the rage inside him...fade.  No, not quite fade.  It was there, but it no longer burned.  He felt himself go...completely calm.  "There is one thing," he observed softly as he plunged his hand into a pouch at his waist, using his sensitive fingertips to read the symbols within.
"Oh?" Daolong Wong taunted.  "And what spell could you possibly cast when you can't even see your ingredients?"
"The older a wizard becomes, the greater his magic becomes, but the weaker his body," he explained as he found what he was looking for.  "As such, older wizards must be careful what spells they risk casting, for fear of damaging their bodies...or burning their very lives.  There have been three things making me avoid that, to stay alive these past years.  First was protecting my girls.  Second was raising them, teaching them.  Third was helping them to belong.  In this world of magic, they aren't out of place at all.  They are one complete Chi Wizard between them, with their own student.  And Jackie, Tohru, Viper, and the others can take care of them should I fall."  He pulled out what he'd gone searching through.  "So while I'm not about to throw my life away...I'm not afraid to use it to protect them from the likes of you."
Daolong Wong stared as he saw what was in Uncle's grasp.  Three coins colored the gold of the sun, each marked with a number five on one side...one in Kanji, one in Greek Numerals, and one in heiroglyphics.  On the other side of each was the marks of a wolf, a chariot, and a falcon.  "You...how could you have-"
Before Wong could keep speaking, Uncle had begun to chant in the Tongue of Jade, the language of the Council by the same name...the language for calling on the power of the gods.  It was an ancient tongue that was difficult to learn...as the proper speaking of it spoke directly to the brain with meaning, without letting sound pass through the ears.
Pure light
Shine bright
Burn might
He tossed the three coins into the air, and they spun around and around before sweeping towards the hole in the roof.
Sun's light
Pure life
Soul might
Holy Smite!
The shadows in the sky parted as the sun blazed brightly, a beam of pure sunfire shooting down through the three coins, shattering them.  The beam struck Daolong Wong and he screamed in agony.  The shadows fled, the Dark Warriors burst into smoke, and the Wise Monkey statues returned to their quiescent state, drawing the power they'd released back into themselves.
As the light faded, Wong got back to his feet, smoking and coughing.  "You think...that will stop me?  I'll simply...recast my enchantments-"
"I did not know that spell...would break yours," Uncle gasped for breath, feeling the drain on his very life force casting that spell had put on him.  "But you've pissed off...a lot of people, haven't you?"
"What is that-" Wong began, only to be interrupted by a sudden, shockingly loud howl.
Three beams of light shot down from the sun.  The first resolved itself into a white wolf with crimson markings, a burning mirror floating over her back.  The second took shape as a falcon, only to unfold into a man clutching a hook and a flail, glaring a predator's fury at Wong.  The third resolved itself into an armored man riding a golden chariot pulled by flaming horses, a throwing lance already in his hand and aimed.
"Now three of them know exactly where to find you," Uncle declared smugly.
Wong spat contemptuously.  "This far from their lands, their territories?  Their powers are limited!  How many times do you think you can cast that spell before you collapse?  How many gods do you think you can call on me?"
Uncle calmly reached back into the pouch at his side.  "...enough."
Daolong Wong growled, glaring daggers at Uncle as he slowly backed towards the doors.  "You haven't seen the last of-"
A pulse of pure Good Chi flared within the Temple.  The pulse slammed into Daolong Wong and sent him flying backwards, blasting through the doors and leaving tree sap clinging to the edges of the hole, for some reason.
All eyes turned towards the source of the pulse, where the barriers had fallen.  Jade floated above the couch on which she had lain, her eyes glowing white.  The monk who had been performing the Awakening stared in shock...then turned to Ysabelle.  "Is this supposed to happen?"
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When her eyes closed, Jade felt herself sinking into the darkness, the chant echoing around her until that too faded.  She found herself floating in a void of absolute darkness, the only source of light a bare dozen stars in the far distance, a murmur of whispers coming from them.  When she looked at them, images flooded her mind.
Waking up surrounded by tall stones, waving grass spreading into the distance...stones, grass...there were words for these things...words shaping in thoughts...
"I..."
That voice...my voice...I am...
A searing pain.  The past flooding into my mind.  This doesn't work well...it needs to be fixed, before there's too much...
The temple is still being built, but already the enchantments are laid.  So much easier, waking up like this than the old way...need to lay down instructions so humans can do it for me, time weighs heavy on my companions, I doubt they could do so again...
Jade flinched back from the voices, from the light, from fate...only for more stars to appear in the darkness around her.  One by one, the green stars flicked on as energy gathered to them, and each one murmured with a voice from the past, murmuring murmuring...unless she focused on one, and then the memories blazed in her mind, more than she could take.  Eventually, the sum total of the murmuring became an almost roar as she became surrounded by light.  Squeezing her eyes shut and covering her ears, she screamed defiance against the overwhelming flood of the past.  "NO!  I'm not all of you!  I'm not some cog in fate or history or the world!  I'm ME!  I'M JADE!"
Her scream echoed over the roar...which faded.  A chuckle echoed from all the lights before focusing in one...one that stood on Jade's shoulder.
"Well who else would you be?" Saint asked softly as she walked calmly down Jade's arm, seeming to swell until at last she leapt off Jade's hand.  When she landed in front of Jade, she looked her right in the eye.  She seemed to still be growing, but held it back.  "This should be easier for you to hear from than me as an adult."  A face that was almost - but not quite - a mirror of Jade's looked her in the eye.  "I'm Emeraude.  It's a pleasure to formally meet you, Jade."
Jade blinked in confusion as she lowered her hands.  "W...what?" she gasped out.  "I...I don't-"
"You're confused," Emeraude explained.  "You've come here expecting things to go a certain way, to have no choice in the matter, to be completely overwritten by the Fate you're here to face.  I know.  I was there."  She gestured to the lights scattered around.  "We all were-"
The first batch of lights pulsed, and a brief murmuring interrupted Emeraude's words.
Emeraude rolled her eyes.  "Fine, most of us were!" she snapped irritably, much like Jade herself would.  "You lot don't really count in this case.  You were the first few, after all!"  She pointed at the light that had sent the thought of writing instructions for humans.  "The Temple was built in your lifetime, after all!  At your instruction, at that!"
More irritable and contradictory murmuring echoed.  "Hey!" Emeraude snapped out, putting her hands on her hips in a manner very reminiscent of Jade herself.  "How many of you were eleven when this happened to you, huh?  Huh?"  Silence echoed.  "I didn't think so!  So how about you let me handle this, huh?  Let us girls talk it out our way, rather than having a bunch of old men kibitzing!  Hearing all of you nammer about how improper I was being drove me nuts when it was my turn!  I got stuck on her shoulder for a reason, after all!"
"...oh my gosh, I'm such an idiot..." Jade groaned, burying her face in her hands.  "There's no way a human brain could hold all this...so there was never any chance of me being overwritten...none of it was going to pour uncontrolled into my head to begin with, was it?"
Emeraude chuckled as she sat down, a table and chairs appearing in the void as a grassy plain spread around them, the stars that were past lives now shaping a night sky.   "Don't feel too bad," she offered as she poured tea for them both.  "I was the same way when it was my turn.  It's why I tried to recklessly stop it...until a second Hsi Wu showed up with the Deja Vu stone to tell me what would happen if I went through with it."  She took a sip of tea.  "Waiting was definitely the second best choice I ever made.  My body wasn't ready at 11."  She offered a plate of bat-shaped cookies.  "Want one?"
Unsure what else to do, Jade took a cookie and nibbled it.  She then stared at it.  "...how long has it been and he still hasn't updated the recipe?" she asked awkwardly.
Emeraude giggled girlishly.  "Glad to hear that's still the same.  It was nice watching him from your shoulder."
Jade frowned a little guiltily.  "So...was it him that you were...?"
Emeraude blinked...and then an expression of grossed out disgust crossed her face.  "Eww, no!  Why would you even think that?"
Jade found herself bristling.  "What?  Something wrong with him?" she demanded angrily.
"Other than being my big brother, I guess not," Emeraude allowed as she shuddered.
"...what?"
Emeraude smirked.  "Yeah!  It wasn't me that bound him to me as a familiar.  That was my Dad.  I was two at the time...and he did that because I'd already blown up his wizard's lab six times!"
Jade couldn't help but chuckle.  "Bet Hsi had fun with you..."
"That he did," Emeraude agreed warmly.  "It was formative years for both of us.  In demon terms, he wasn't much older than me.  It was...nice."
Jade took a sip of the tea, and found it was her favorite flavor.  Briefly, she wondered if that was deliberately chosen by Emeraude to make her feel comfortable or just something else they had in common...only to discard the speculation as unimportant at the moment.  "So...why'd you make him promise not to tell me?" Jade asked sadly, her fingers closing around the Taijitu half-coin she held.
"Because of one sentence I let slip when I was older...that might have ruined things for you in the now," Emeraude explained softly.  "When talking about being the Chosen One...I described it as the best choice I ever made."
Jade blinked in shock.  "Wait...you mean I get to choose?"
"Of course," Emeraude confirmed.  "Being the Chosen One is more than just a matter of being born into it.  It's a duty, a role, something you need to embrace.  Just because your chi is right for the job, doesn't mean your mind or heart are.  That's what all this is."  She gestured to the starry sky, and to the grassy plain, making Jade see that each blade of grass was another spark of life, from the world itself.  "This lets you see the true nature of the role, and your own true essence...so you can decide if you're cut out for the job, and more than that, if you're up to it."
"And...the reason why he couldn't tell me that?" Jade pressed.
Emeraude smiled impishly.  "Do you really think any words could have done justice to how this feels?"
Jade thought about that, leaning back as she let herself just feel.  All the energy flowing into and through her, balancing her against the world and the world against her...the feeling of all of history unfolding for her just by looking up...knowledge and wisdom simply waiting for her to need it, an awareness just beyond awareness of past lives...
"No...words couldn't do it justice," she allowed finally.  "Even if they were the right words...it'd be a pale shadow...and a terrifying one at that."
"And that plus knowledge that you got to choose..." Emeraude explained softly.  "You would either be overwhelmed and terrified, convincing yourself you weren't cut out for it before you even got here...or be consumed with a desire for the power and knowledge, convincing yourself you could handle it or worse, deserved it.  We'd end up losing the good ones and only getting the bad ones."
"And...if I choose no?" Jade inquired.  "What happens then?"
Emeraude gestured around.  "This fades.  You wake up without memory of what passed here, and only knowing that the burden was not yours.  Your chi returns to the pre-catalyzation state.  The things you learn so easily will come harder, as they no longer tap into past life knowledge.  Magic will be harder as you won't have ready access to past-life chi.  And the essence will move, passing to the next Chosen One, until another chooses to embrace it."
"I...see," Jade mused thoughtfully.
"The ritual's almost finished," Emeraude spoke carefully.  "Are you ready to choose?"
Jade closed her eyes, letting all of it flow through her mind.  In her heart of hearts, she thought about what type of person she was, and what this all meant.  After a time, she opened her eyes...
...and chose.
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Jade floated in the air for a few moments more as energy pulsed through the entire temple...until she finally settled down to the floor, landing lightly on her feet as her eyes closed, sealing in the glow.  Her hair settled against her last of all, and when she opened her eyes she had to blow a lock away from her face before everyone could see that the glow was gone.
"Did it work?" the monk who performed the ritual asked worriedly.  "I've never performed this ritual before, and my teacher never mentioned light shows."
"It worked," Hsi said softly with a wide smile, his eyes flicking from where Jade's pendant had wound up back around her neck...to where Emeraude stood on her shoulder with a wide smile and the hood of her robe pushed back.  While Jade's hair went more or less wherever it wanted unless she made an effort to tame it - which she rarely did - Emeraude's was bundled into a neat bun, as she'd worn it when she was older.  Hsi walked over to her.  "So how does it feel to be the-"
Jade promptly punched him in the solar plexus.  "That's for not telling me keeping the promise was for my own good, and for not mentioning Emeraude was your little sister!" she snapped angrily.
Sweetie Belle promptly spat the water she'd just taken into her mouth to calm herself down all over the monk who'd offered it.  "She's what?" she gasped out as Apple Bloom and Scootaloo shared chortles.
Hsi coughed a few times as he used his bent over position to make his shift back to human form more natural.  "Okay..." he admitted as he rubbed his sternum.  "I guess I could have given a few details-"  His words were cut off as he looked up by Jade's lips gently touching his own.
Jade pulled back with a soft smile.  "That was for keeping it...and everything else."  She idly tucked a lock of her hair behind one ear...only for it to rebelliously swing back in front of her face.
"...buh..." Hsi let out, apparently having lost his ability to process for the moment.
Jackie rubbed the back of his head thoughtfully.  "So...Jade is the Chosen One...but still Jade?"
"Yeah," Jade confirmed as she shifted awkwardly in her robes.  "Hsi, please tell me you brought my regular clothes up the mountain too?  I really want to get changed out of these robes before we head back.  As comfortable as they are, they are not me-"  Green light suddenly flowed over the robes before fading, leaving behind what looked like Jade's normal attire.  "...did not know they could do that," she murmured thoughtfully as she plucked at the fabric, feeling the layers even if the material was still Joromungo silk like the robes had been instead of the more mundane fabrics she was used to.
"We should probably do something about the monkeys outside, too," Emeraude indicated, gesturing to the three giant statues - near mountain sized - that Daolong Wong had brought there.  "It's really not safe to leave them lying around where anyone can get at them.  The seal may require all three magics to open, but someone might get the idea of physically cracking them open."
"Think Valmont could lend us his new bodyguard to move them back?" Jade asked thoughtfully.  "She could probably manage it...and even if I do have the power from how much chi is stored inside me as Chosen One to do it myself, I'd be worried about damaging my body if I tried to channel it all at once like that..."
"I'll ask them, Mistress," Hsi offered quickly, drawing a circle in the air to open a communications window.
"I'm not your Mistress," Jade responded immediately, almost automatically.
"So Jade," Viper asked curiously, "how's it feel to have your boyfriend's little sister inside you?"
"GYAK!" Hsi gasped out as he tumbled forward to slam face first into the ground.
"...I hadn't thought about it until you mentioned it, but that's going to be awkward in about seven years..." Jade murmured thoughtfully.  She then smirked at Hsi.  "Fun in the meantime, though."  She then noticed everyone staring.  "What?"
"Uh...you didn't say 'he's not my boyfriend' like you usually do," Tohru pointed out thoughtfully.
Jade glanced upward for a time, then looked down at her pendant before smiling warmly at Hsi.  "No...I didn't."

Daolong Wong watched calmly as Daolong Wong flew threw the air to splat against a distant mountain, bursting into a flood of tree sap.  He sighed as he closed the window into the Earth Realm.  "Well, plainly the Monkeys wouldn't have been that much of an advantage elsewhere...and if Uncle has that many Boon Tokens to use against me, eliminating him will need to take precedence over harvesting the fillies, as much as I'd want to make him watch it happen and be powerless to stop me.  ...Gan!  Retrieve the tree sap!  I only have so much of the leavings of the fillies' magic, and it's potency is not to be underutilized."
Nodding, the Dark Warrior vanished.  Wong then turned back to the resources he had within the Shadow Realm.  In addition to his usual magical ingredients, he had a cauldron full of the tree sap left behind every time Apple Bloom and the others did big magic.  While not dryadic sap, it had its own magical properties and proved very useful for a number of magics...especially the crafting of simulacra that could contain magical casting ability without being directly linked to the one they were crafted of.  Using them before the sap had kept him off the radar and let him keep functioning even with the entire magical world after him, but they'd been expensive.  The tree sap proved a very effective cost saver in that regard.
He had a great many more dark magic resources to utilize, and quite a few stolen artifacts of other forms of magic...but he only had one ally left to call on, and only then only as a last resort.  The Shadow Oni were vicious, cruel, and desired the end of Light.  That was why all but one was sealed away, and that one in hiding in the depths of the Shadow Realm until the time was right to free his brethren.  Wong resided in only the upper layers of the Shadow Realm, which left him safe from the forces of Light.  Nothing aligned with light could enter the Realm without being tainted by the Shadows, and anything that was Light would cause vast destruction just from the act of entering...and that would damage the oh-so-precious Balance.
Still, he had one more plot to play before he called on his last ally.  He'd left dark traces on the Talismans when they had last been in his possession.  Not enough for anyone to detect unless they were looking, but enough for him to track their locations.  He would have to craft another simulacra to send first, but once it was ready he knew exactly where they were...and that the one guarding them hadn't adapted sufficiently to the new 'magic' world to know to ask for magical protections for his vault, or his base.  On top of that, he'd left a channel open inside the base tied to the Wizard's homestead.  While not a channel Wong could use...one door existing made it that much easier to make another.
If he could acquire the powers of the Talismans for himself, that would drastically boost his already formidable abilities.  The simulacra that claimed them could match a Class 2 on an even footing.  Added to his true body when he called on The Shadows and The Stars?  It would take the Triumvirate to stop him.
And if he was able to complete his research?  Well, then even those three would be forced to bow to him.  And the fillies were the key...

	
		A Relaxing Trip



Jackie frowned worriedly as the group returned to Uncle's Rare Finds.  While the trip to awaken Jade as the Chosen One had an unexpectedly happy and positive outcome as far as Jade was concerned, the last bit between Jade and Hsi Wu had left Jackie mightily disturbed.  Jade no longer objected when someone referred to Hsi as her boyfriend...and Jackie was not comfortable with the idea of Jade dating at her age, especially not with a Demon centuries her senior.  That was not something he could greet with equanimity...even if he was emotionally torn every time he caught sight of them holding hands.
"To be fair, that's all they do," Tiger pointed out from his shoulder.  "Hold hands, Jade slipping under his arm, maybe a kiss on the cheek.  Not even on first base, so we really shouldn't be reacting so negatively."
"But she's much too young to be dating!" Kitten insisted.  "Especially not someone so much older than her!"
"Actually, by demon standards Hsi's still a teenager," Tiger pointed out.  "About equivalent to 15 by human standards."
"That's even worse!" Kitten cried out despairingly.  "I can't even count on him for responsible behavior then!"
"Look, we know Hsi cares a lot about her and is looking out for her," Tiger insisted firmly.  "He's not about to do anything to hurt her, so he's not going to be doing anything when she's this young-"
"She now has the experience of all past Chosen Ones to draw on, he's bound to the spirit of her will, it's up in the air which of them is more mischievous by nature, and they share a bedroom," Kitten countered pointedly.
Tiger hesitated.  "...okay, yeah, we need to fix that last one."
"Apple Bloom," Jackie asked courteously, "do you think you could add another bedroom to the shop?"
"Shouldn't be too hard," Apple Bloom allowed.  "But ah don't see why we need one.  We've got a couple guest rooms, and bedrooms fer everyone-"
"I think Hsi needs his own room now," Jackie explained firmly.
"What?" Jade yelped out.  "Why?  You never insisted on that before!"
"You weren't sharing kisses before," Jackie pointed out flatly.  "I'm not comfortable with you sharing a bedroom with your boyfriend, even if you are sharing it with your cousins as well."
"But Jackie-"
"I think you're looking at it the wrong way, Uncle Jackie," Scootaloo spoke up thoughtfully.  "Our room has no dividing walls, and only a one-person bathroom attached.  Not exactly any privacy in there."
"And?" Sweetie asked curiously.
"Jade, how many spells of silence and sound suppression do the past Chosen Ones know?" Scootaloo inquired blandly.
"Oh well-"  Jade cut herself off.  "Not...that many..." she offered unconvincingly.
"Yeah, kinda figured if Emeraude was anything like you - or if any of the past Chosen Ones were - they'd have made it part of the duties of each generations Chosen One to memorize any new spells developed during their life time," Scootaloo observed calmly, buffing one hoof against the fur of her chest, which was starting to develop slightly thicker than fur elsewhere on her body.  "That way even if the spells are lost in books or scrolls, the Chosen One knows them."
"And if I give Hsi his own room, then that's a room with privacy that Jade knows how to magically sound proof," Jackie deduced with a rueful sigh.  "Why can't magic make things easier?"
"It does," Viper pointed out happily.  "Let them continue sharing a room.  Even if Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo give no thought to anything the pair get up to, they'll say something about it...and neither Jade nor Hsi is enough of an exhibitionist to not want privacy."
"Correction," Hsi Wu spoke up diffidently.  "Jade isn't enough of an exhibitionist to not want privacy...yet."  He paused, scratching his chin thoughtfully.  "As far as I know, anyway."  He blinked as he realized everyone was staring at him.  "What?  You're surprised the one who flies around in only a loincloth in his natural form has no shame?"
"Woof," Jade murmured under her breath.
"Woof indeed!" Queen purred from her shoulder, tugging gently at her gown.  "And he's definitely right on that 'yet'.  And we already know when we get older we'll have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of."  She posed sensually with a slow wink in Hsi's direction.
"Good god it's so much easier dealing with you when I don't have to pretend to be shocked by your behavior," Emeraude groaned softly, walking around Jade's shoulders to smack Queen in the temple with two fingers.
"Ow!" Queen snapped back.  "Who do you think you are, Uncle-GYAH!"
To Jade's surprise, a tiny Uncle in a wizard's robe was yanking hard on Queen's ear.  "One more thing!" he insisted firmly.  "Respect your elders!"
"Oh lay off," another Uncle countered, this one dressed in leather pants, a leather vest, and the Dog Talisman.  "Don't you remember what it was like to be young?"
"No, that's your job now," the wizard Uncle snapped irritably.
"Oh, right," Hsi Wu added thoughtfully.  "You can see someone else's consciences if they interact physically with yours.  Of course, once they do, things can get...hectic."
"We can interact physically?" Kitten asked in surprise.  "You mean I can actually do something about the way Queen is dressed-"
"It goes both ways, handsome," the catsuit wearing Viper purred as she and the apron-clad one nuzzled up to Tiger...though this time the apron-clad Viper had left her sundress on Viper's shoulder.
"Like I said," Hsi groaned ruefully.
"Hacha!" Uncle declared happily as he lifted up some of his mail.
"What is it, Sensei?" Tohru asked curiously.
"Uncle's business associate Mr. Lam is executor of an estate!" Uncle explained happily.  "He wants to sell all contents of estate to Uncle in bulk for the shop!  Many valuable antiques in old Chinese mansion!  Could be big windfall."
"In that case, why don't we all go check it out?" Viper suggested happily.  "It sounds like a perfect relaxing trip for everyone, and a good chance for Jade and Hsi - and everyone else - to get used to the new changes without anything serious hanging over our heads."
"And who will run Uncle's shop?" Uncle demanded irritably.
"Lucia and Ysabelle could run the shop," Sofia offered warmly.  "Lucia's very good at tending to ancient objects, and Ysabelle is very good with account books and coin."  The two named sisters perked up at the idea of being given a chance to take responsibility like that.
"Well...okay," Uncle allowed happily.  "What could go wrong?"
Jackie groaned ruefully.  "'Unexpected' adventure, here we come..."

	
		Tempting Fate



Hsi Wu glanced around, examining every possible direction for threat as the group rode the 'bigger on the inside' covered wagon Uncle had chosen for this relaxing trip out to the ancient mansion with all its 'hidden treasures'.  The path to the manor led through a dead wood on an old road that no one seemed to have used in decades, if not centuries.  The only way across a raging river was an ancient wooden bridge that looked to be on its last legs.  Clouds all but covered the moon, and lightning flashed.  He could tell there would be a torrential downpour before very long.
He was not happy with the present situation.  He couldn't sense anything particularly magical that could be a threat in the direction they were going...but three miles back Audrey III had removed himself from the wagon and refused to go any further, planting himself firmly in the dirt at the side of the road and digging in at least 100 feet with his roots.  No matter how Apple Bloom coaxed or wheedled, he'd refused to move...and the only explanation he'd given was to sing, "Spooky Scary Skeletons" over and over again.  Eventually, the group had moved on without him once he promised to wait for them there.
Tohru and Sofia sat in the front of the wagon, guiding the ox that was pulling it.  Jackie and Viper lay against one side together, Uncle on the other side with a few books.  Hsi Wu sat towards the back of the wagon with Jade and the fillies, constantly on the lookout for danger when he wasn't shooting a glare towards Uncle.
After a time, Uncle lifted his head.  "What bothers you, demon boy?" he asked happily.
"'What could possibly go wrong'?" Hsi quoted at Uncle.  "Seriously?  You ask that when we're on our way to unknown ground when there's this much magic in our group?  Do you want things to get crazy?"
"Yes," Uncle replied happily.
Everyone stared at him in shock.  "...what?" Jackie finally managed to ask.
"Jade is newly awakened Chosen One," Uncle explained.  "Hsi is Demon Sorcerer, power amplified by how high up we are.  Girls have powerful magic of their own.  You have Balance Breaker.  Viper has magic tools.  Tohru has powerful chi he has learned to channel.  Sofia is a Priestess.  I have my magic and books.  Between all of us, there is very little we should not be able to handle easily if it happens."
"Are you trying to tempt fate?" Hsi Wu demanded in exasperation.
"Yes," Uncle replied firmly.  "Either it will be something we don't know how to handle and we will learn from it and overcome, or it will be something we do know how to handle and deal with easily.  Either way, fun adventure well within our abilities, without high stakes.  One more thing!  Will also let me negotiate steep discount with Mr. Lam if we have to fight monsters to get antiques!"
Hsi Wu stared at Uncle, completely flabbergasted.  "And I thought Jade could be recklessly overconfident," he growled out irritably.
"Hey!" Jade snapped angrily, tackling Hsi to the bed of the wagon.
"It runs in the family!" Uncle called out teasingly as the fillies shared happy giggles.
"Hey!" Jackie complained.
"Oh relax," Viper offered warmly.  "He's got a point...on all counts."  She glanced out the front of the wagon, staring across the ancient bridge to the 'mansion' they were heading to.  It stood at the top of a mountain, the path to it from the bridge winding around and around the peak, snaking back and forth until it reached the top.  The mansion also more resembled an ancient Chinese castle than a rich man's retreat.  "...though I'd feel better if this place looked less like a setting from a Horror movie..."
"I'd feel better if I'd actually brought Balance Breaker," Jackie grumbled under his breath.
"Look on the bright side," Kitten said from his shoulder.  "That place is huge!  If there is a monster in there, there are plenty of places for us to regroup to for safety."
"And plenty of places for more monsters," Tiger agreed as he cracked his knuckles.  "This could be fun!  No way we can keep track of every single room."
"...and plenty of places Hsi Wu and Jade could sneak off to unnoticed, especially since Hsi Wu can fly," Kitten groaned ruefully.  "Especially without Audrey to track them."
"Why would Audrey stay behind, anyway?" Jackie asked curiously.  "That doesn't seem like him."
"I don't know," Hsi growled out from under Jade, where she had him pinned with one arm twisted behind his back.  "That's what worries me."
Jade glanced out at the area, pressing Hsi's face into the bed of the wagon as she did so.  "Yeah, can't imagine why he'd want to miss this place!" she declared happily.  "It looks like Chinese Transylvania!  So cool!"
"You have seen too many movies, Jade," Jackie chided indulgently.
"If yer talkin' about movies from the old timeline," Apple Bloom began, "a lot o' those movie monsters probably do exist in this new one, and are real dangers."
"Do you really expect me to believe Audrey would be afraid to cross a vampire?" Jackie demanded playfully.  "Pretty sure he's got both holly and garlic as part of his plant makeup."
"Some vampires feed on magic rather than blood, though," Sweetie Belle pointed out.  "Remember what happened after the fusion to fight the fake-Cthulhu?  If Audrey runs out of magic, he might revert to an ordinary plant...which in terms of his personality, is dying."
"Magic eating vampires, huh?" Jade asked thoughtfully, glancing at her shoulder significantly.
"Too many possibilities," Emeraude pointed out flatly.  "Assuming there is one - or more - there, we'd need to know what kind to figure out how to prepare or deal with it.  Besides, some of them are friendly, and there'd be no reason to antagonize them."
As they came to a halt at last at the entrance to the mansion, two men awaited them.  One was an elderly man with Asian features, wearing all black with a black and gold cap on his bald crown.  The other was a short man dressed in green and brown with a full head of hair and beard in brown, squatting somewhat under a load of antiques in his arms.  The taller man stepped forward.  "Greetings," he called out.  "I am Mr. Lam.  You are here for the antiques?"
"Hello, Mr. Lam," Uncle greeted warmly.  "Before we settle on a final price, I wish to examine the antiques here before they are transported."
Mr. Lam frowned thoughtfully.  "That will take some time," he pointed out.  "And it is getting very late.  There is much magic in this area, and it is not completely safe come the midnight hour if one is not properly prepared."
Uncle frowned briefly, but smoothed his features.  "I believe we can look after ourselves."
"...very well," Mr. Lam allowed.  "Feel free to stay the night.  My associate and I will return in the morning to discuss the final price."  Turning, he led the way off as his companion set down his load of antiques.
As Uncle and the group made their way into the mansion, Mr. Lam's companion turned to him.  "...do you think we should have warned them about the squatters?" he asked in a whisper.
"No," Mr. Lam insisted firmly.  "If we had, he would never have come to make an offer, and I'd never wash my hands of this place!  Besides, Uncle is clever and talented.  If anyone can deal with a pair of beasts like are sealed here, it is him and his group.  Now let's get across the river before the storm worsens."

	
		Squatters



As the group entered Song Shi Manor - as Uncle informed the group it was called from the information Mr. Lam had provided him - they found the ancient structure to be filled with vases, urns, tables, and various other items that seemed ancient but well-made, plainly of the finest quality.  The whole place was shadowed, however, between the high peaked roofs casting long shadows and the stormy sky blocking out the light, making it difficult to see clearly.  Between that and the soundless air that hung still in the halls, it felt like entering a tomb.
As the group stared, Uncle spoke up.  "This mansion is...a gold mine!"  He moved forward to examine a particular vase sitting atop a stack of books.  "We must begin work at once!  So many items to appraise, and if I am to maintain air of disgust with quality to negotiate good price, we must be finished by sunrise!"
"This place is amazing..." Jade murmured as she walked in, looking around in awe.  "It's like Haunted Mansion meets Bram Stoker!  We gotta check this place out!"
"Indeed!" Uncle agreed.  "We have much to check!  Apple Bloom, check for basement.  Sweetie Belle!  Find library.  Scootaloo!  Explore towers!  Tohru, Sofia, you are with me in main room.  Jackie, Viper, check second floor.  Jade, Hsi Wu, check third floor."
"We just entered into a spooky mansion after Audrey refused to come with us in a place that looks straight out of a horror movie...and the first thing you say to do is split up?" Hsi Wu demanded, his tone somewhere between exasperated and stupefied.
"Okay Uncle, hand over the Dog Talisman," Jackie insisted firmly.  "No way you're this reckless without it."
"Uncle does not have pass to access vault in Section 13, and girls would not get it for me out of worry," Uncle insisted.  "How would Uncle get Talisman?"
"Uh..." Jackie began awkwardly.
"Don't worry so much, handsome," Viper teased as she headed for the stairs.  "The sooner we finish, the sooner we can find any furniture that isn't antique..."  She brushed lightly against him.  "Perhaps somewhere private where no one will notice a few scratches?" she purred teasingly as she briefly sprouted her panther tail to brush up along his spine.
"Okay, to the third floor before that gets worse," Jade insisted to Hsi Wu before racing for the stairs.

It didn't take long for everyone to scatter to explore their areas of the manor.  Finding no basements, Apple Bloom rejoined Uncle, Tohru, and Sofia on the main floor.  Sweetie Belle had already found the library and begun cataloguing all the books, sorting between antique, ancient, intriguing, and magical.  Scootaloo had been buzzing the towers for the past hour, checking for anything worth bringing down for Uncle to examine.
Hsi Wu insisted on sticking with Jade as she checked every room on the third floor, despite her insistence that they could cover more ground if they each took a room.  "Seriously, why are you being so overprotective?" Jade demanded finally.  "Emeraude's been teaching me how to sense different types of magic in my environment, and there's nothing here!"
"There are all sorts of magical things that could be threats that could read as nothing," Hsi Wu pointed out.  "Especially types of undead.  And Audrey refusing to come with points to that being what we need to look out for.  But setting that aside, there's a more practical reason for me not to explore separately from you."
"Okay, what's that?" Jade pressed irritably.
"The term 'antique' didn't exist last time I was free," Hsi pointed out logically.  "What am I supposed to be looking for, exactly?"
Jade blinked, completely stupefied.  "Okay...I...can't really counter that..."
A sudden giggle from the room they'd just entered startled the pair.  "Get behind me!" Hsi roared out as he leapt between Jade and the source of the sound, instantly assuming his demonic form.
A terrified scream echoed as something blurred through the room, ending in the curtains shaking.  "B-b-back demon!" a female voice called out fearfully.  "I d-d-d-do not fear your kind!  I shall s-s-s-strike you down if you do not withdraw!"
Jade quickly grabbed Hsi Wu by his tail and tugged hard.  "Down boy!" she insisted.  "I don't think she's a threat.  Sounds like she's more scared of you than we are of her."  She stepped around Hsi.  "Sorry about that.  He takes the 'protect me' aspects of being my familiar a little too seriously-"
"And here I thought I was trying to be a good boyfriend, Mistress," Hsi teased playfully.
"I'm not your Mistress, and now's not the time!" Jade snapped back.
The voice giggled softly.  "You...you aren't going to hurt me?"  The curtains moved...and a see-through face showing Asian features peeked out, the only color visible her very pale yellow kimono.
"Only in self-defense, if that," Jade promised.  "Who are you?"
The figure phased through the curtain, revealing itself to be a ghost or spirit of some sort.  "M-my name is Mei-Ling," she introduced herself softly.  She appeared to be a teenager in age...though with ghosts or spirits, that could be deceptive.  "Forgive my brash declarations.  Since I lost track of my sister, I have been...forced to maintain bravado to maintain safety."
"Your sister?" Hsi Wu asked curiously.  "Is she here?"
"Unfortunately not," Mei-Ling offered sadly.  "We...had an argument some months back, and I refused to stay with her when she laid down to rest as I always have.  It...was not that serious, and I thought we would make up when we awoke with cooler heads...but when I awoke, someone had moved her resting place, I know not where.  And what was left in her place..."

Viper carefully peeked into one of the rooms on the second floor.  She'd managed to get Jackie looking for 'someplace private', leaving her to patrol for any trace of monsters she could dispatch.  While she hadn't found anything yet, she did find something intriguing.  A covered casket...with a lock on it.
"You only lock something like this for three reasons," she murmured as she approached, lockpicks in one hand and a bottle in the other.  "One, hiding treasure.  Two, hiding information."  As she spoke, she carefully picked the lock and lifted the lid...only to find a wizened figure in colorful robes, long claws for nails and sunken eyes that opened as her shadow fell on it, revealing golden pools with no other color visible.  "Three, undead!" she snapped as she tossed the contents of the bottle over the figure.
The water cascaded off its body, and the figure sat up.  His hands snapped out, wrapping around Viper's neck.  Shocked, she pulled the bottle around to thrust the silver cross emblazoned on its front in the figure's face...only to feel her life force draining out as he opened his mouth wide.
As she was dropped to the floor, the figure blinked, red slits appearing in the yellow pools as it examined the bottle.  It was no longer wizened, its musculature fleshed out as it looked much younger as it smirked at Viper.  "Oy!" it breathed playfully as it crushed the bottle in one hand.  "Do you got the wrong vampire..."  With a dark chuckle, it flowed through the air elsewhere.
...knew I shoulda grabbed the mezuzah... Viper thought just before she sank into darkness.

	
		Not Quite Shining



"Left in her place?" Jade asked in confusion.  "What are you talking about?"
"When we parted angrily, my sister went to sleep in a casket, as she usually does," Mei-Ling explained sadly.  "I curled up in a book because of our fight...and the antiques where we were all got moved here.  However, her casket got switched with another mid-transit.  I've been trying to track where hers wound up ever since...but I've had to avoid what arrived in the other casket as I did so, until it was locked inside.  But...if anyone unlocks it, we could all be in trouble.  It is an extremely dangerous Jiangshi, and one uniquely resistant to most of the forces used to contain them."
"Uniquely resistant?" Hsi Wu asked nervously.  "How is that?"
"I...do not know," Mei-Ling admitted.  "All I know is that no holy symbol has ever affected it, and most Jiangshi will at least react to them, even if they won't be stopped by them like Western Vampires-"
"WAAAAAAUUUGGGH!"
"What was that?" Mei-Ling gasped out in fear.
"Jackie!" Jade screamed out, rushing for the second floor.
"Jade, wait!" Hsi screamed out as he raced after her, shifting back to human form to fit in the hallways without crashing into things as he ran.

It didn't take long before everyone had gathered in response to Jackie's scream, staring down at Viper as she lay on the floor, her skin slowly turning pale.  "What happened to her?" Jackie demanded in fear and worry.  "What's wrong with her?"
"Jiangshi," Hsi Wu and Uncle spoke up simultaneously.
"How do you know-" Uncle began as he balked towards a bookcase.
"A spirit told us," Hsi responded urgently.  "And it's one that holy power doesn't work on!"
"We talkin' atheist, agnostic, or Fearless variety?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
The bookcase suddenly erupted as a well-muscled, clawed hand erupted through it, seizing Uncle and turning him around to face the hole.  Green light erupted out of Uncle's eyes to flow into the slitted pupils of the Jiangshi.  "Heeeere's Yakov!" he declared in an eager gravelly voice as he tossed Uncle aside once he was drained before bursting through the wall into the room.
"RUN!" Jackie screamed as he grabbed Sweetie Belle and tossed her onto Cumulo with Scootaloo.
"Ah, Fearless," Apple Bloom deduced as Tohru scooped her up, making a break for it alongside Sofia.
Hsi Wu reached for Jade and tried to run, but the Jiangshi was right behind them.  Jade looked back in fear...and green light flowed out of her eyes and into the vampire.
"No!" Emeraude screamed from Jade's shoulder, leaping to cover Jade's eyes.  The connection broke and Jade fell limp in Hsi's arms.
"Jade!" Hsi screamed out before spreading his wings and making a break for it straight up, spinning tornadoes in the halls to hold the beast off as the group fled.

Eventually, the group reconvened in the only room they could make safe, the one where Hsi and Jade had met Mei-Ling.  The spirit was waiting for them, and parchment scrolls lined the walls to keep the Jiangshi from breaking in.  "What do we do?" Sweetie Belle squeaked out in fear.  "What do we do?"
"I don't know!" Jackie declared worriedly.  "Normally we'd ask Uncle, and then you!  Why don't you know what to do?"
"Because Jiangshi are Chinese Vampires!" Sweetie insisted.  "I know how to handle Western and Japanese Vampires!"
"Do we even have a plan?" Tohru asked worriedly.  "I don't think holing up here is a good idea."
"It's not," Sofia confirmed.  "I don't remember everything from when Ysabelle researched Jiangshi...but I know if we don't get the chi he's absorbed out of that beast by sunrise, it will be too late to save anyone.  It will be his permanently."
"Jade?" Hsi Wu whispered worriedly as he stroked Jade's cheek, still cradling her insensate form in his arms.  "Please be okay...please..."  Tears beaded his demonic eyes.
Jade's eyes flew open.  "Okay...not what I expected to happen," she observed...in a voice not her own.
"E-Emeraude?" Hsi gasped in shock.
Emeraude sat up, rubbing Jade's forehead as Jade's normal clothes warped into a plain white robe.  "I didn't realize it had gotten enough strength from Viper and Uncle to drain someone else just by making eye contact, without seizing them," she muttered angrily.  "Then again, an adult woman's chi has more life-giving energy than most..."
"That, and Viper's got the cat form from Bastet," Scootaloo pointed out.
"...yeah, that'd do it," Emeraude allowed.  "I've got...good news and bad news."
"Good news first," Jackie insisted.  "We need it."
"Good news, I know the chi spell to force the Jiangshi to return all the stolen chi, reducing it to a wizened husk that can only track people by smelling their breath," Emeraude explained.  "Not only that, it has nothing to do with faith, so this thing's resistance to holy power won't matter...and it only requires two ingredients to make work."
"That is excellent news!" Jackie exclaimed with relief.  "We might actually get out of this in one piece-"
"One of those ingredients is one of the Jiangshi's socks," Emeraude explained.  "Only problem is I'm not sure if it's left or right...and given how it's dealt with its other weaknesses, it might just be going barefoot and not have any socks here."
"It does have socks," Mei-Ling insisted.  "It's how the former proprietor of this mansion subdued the creature before so it could be sealed.  He made sure to put the sock back on him as well."
"The second bit of bad news is that Uncle and Viper will be rising as his undead servants before too long," Emeraude continued, "and these parchment seals won't keep them out.  And they'll be as effective as ever in combat, if not more so."
"That's...not good," Sofia murmured worriedly.
"Not to mention I face the same threat from this beast as Audrey would have," Hsi Wu pointed out.  "If he drains all my chi, he'll absorb me completely...and we don't know if he gets powers from the chi he steals."
"And if he drains me again, Jade will die," Emeraude added.  "And we don't dare let the fillies face him directly.  Their chi is simply too potent.  He's at the peak of his physical abilities right now.  If he drained any of them, he'd be able to draw on his magic abilities beyond just hovering everywhere he goes."
"So does anyone have any good news?" Jackie asked ruefully.  "Something to give us an advantage?"
"I know a spell that can temporarily shut down my eyes," Tohru offered.  "If I can't make eye contact, he can't drain my chi, right?"
"And if I spot you, you'd be able to fight him," Hsi observed.
"But that risks-"
"I know," Hsi interrupted Emeraude.  "But if that's what it takes to save Jade..."
Emeraude smiled softly.  "...you're really smitten with her, aren't you?"  Hsi refused to respond.
"Umm..." Mei-Ling began awkwardly, drawing attention.  "I can take the form of a parchment seal.  My sister is a Jiangshi of the Nightwarrior variant, and...she cannot control her power on her own, which is why we're reliant on each other.  Placed against her forehead, I grant her full control of her power as long as we are working together.  If I were placed against this Jiangshi's forehead and fighting him...I might be able to limit his powers and interfere with his abilities.  I've...never tried to do that before, but..."
"It's not like we have time to do anything but gamble," Scootaloo growled irritably.  "So Jackie, Tohru, Sofia, and Hsi try to keep the Jiangshi contained and steal his sock.  I remember reading somewhere that they can't cross running water, and this place is surrounded by a moving river.  Between that and the storm, pretty sure he can't flee the place.  Meanwhile, Emeraude, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle and I will hunt down that other ingredient and prepare the spell."
"Stay safe," Emeraude whispered to Hsi Wu as the groups parted.

	
		Not So Silent Hill



Yakov floated silently through the halls of the manor.  He knew his prey would come after him soon.  They couldn't bear to let their companions be lost forever.  Humans were too predictable that way.  Beyond that, those he'd drained had already risen, and were actively on their way to hunt down the prey to drag them to him for feeding.
He'd already located those books in the library that told of how to defeat one such as he, or contain his thralls until defeat happened.  His first thought had been to destroy those tomes to ensure they couldn't be used against him...but it went strongly against his grain to destroy books.  A last vestige from back when he had been mortal, he presumed, such a strong aversion to the idea of burning books.  Still, it had been easy enough to fold space around the books such that they could not be found except by him, and the folds could only be undone by his death.  He doubted his prey could accomplish that, not when he had already drained enough chi - and chi with a divine taste at that! - to grant him full access to all his powers and resistance to all his weaknesses but the spell to force him to lose his chi.  What luck that his first victim had been an adult woman on her fertility cycle with a divine blessing!  That had granted him his full physical capabilities...
And the second!  A Chi Wizard who had imbibed of the Elixer of Life!  He was almost strong enough to cross running water now!  Part of him wanted to just hide out now and wait for sunrise for all the chi he'd stolen to become his...but he knew he would be actively hunted if he did.  Instead, he would do the hunting-
"Say chi spell!"
Yakov spun in surprise at that statement, only to receive a parchment scroll to the forehead from the blasted demon.  He could feel it messing with his magic, so he locked onto the demon with his gaze and-
Clutched at his forehead as pain shot through his eyes.
Not on my watch! the blasted ghost snapped in his mind.  Normally I let my sister use her full powers under control...but I'm not about to let these nice people become food for a monster!  Stopping things like this is why my sister and I are like this!
"I shall rend you to bits and scatter you to the four winds!" Yakov snarled angrily, lifting his hands to claw the parchment from his forehead.
"Heads up!" the giant declared as he punched him right in the face.
"Tohru!" the ghost called out as Yakov sailed back.  "I'm able to stop most of his spells, including his feeding gaze!  You can let yourself see!"
Tohru wiped his hand across his eyes, and his irises slowly parted to reveal his pupils once more.  "Then it's time to focus my chi elsewhere!  Wǒ de shēntǐ shì dùnpái..."  As he chanted, he became surrounded by a green glow.
Yakov cursed as the Chi Warrior charged him, being forced to focus on keeping him at bay.  Admittedly, he was strong enough to bat the giant around like a rag doll, but with his spell in effect that wouldn't actually hurt or slow him down at all.  Still, if he could knock him back far enough that he had time to reach for the blasted parchment-
An animal snarl, and a white tiger man was lunging for him, claws glittering with divine power as he slashed away at him, reacting to Yakov's too fast strikes to evade and dodge with relative ease.  Curse cat-like reflexes!  All he needed now was-
And yes, there was the blasted demon charging in, launching lightning bolts and other weather formations as both weapons and distractions, trusting to his compatriots magical protections to shield them.  The three-pronged attack was frustrating, but Yakov could hold them all off in the air, or shoot upward so only the demon could reach him.  He just needed to delay-
"¡Siente el peso de la muerte!  ¡Siente el peso de la muerte!"
Yakov's eyes widened as he felt his body growing heavy, too heavy to be held in the air.  The minotaur!  She would have made excellent food...but she somehow knew a spell to weaken his magic so he was forced to fight physically at ground level.  He could feel himself slowing down slightly, not enough to be beaten easily, but enough that the trio were now actually landing blows on him and the tiger was taking the time to-
He was going for his socks!  They knew the spell!  How?

Emeraude carefully led the three fillies out to the cemetary on the property.  "Good, there's some gravestones after all," she murmured in relief.  "We need to find a graveyard toadstool, a mushroom that grows in the shadow of a grave.  Then we need to put it in...either the vampire's left or right sock, I'm not certain which, and then throw it into the river."
"Ah'll find that toadstool, even if'n ah have ta grow it from scratch!" Apple Bloom spoke up eagerly, racing over to look.
"Once we've got it in the sock, I'll zip it over to the river," Scootaloo volunteered.  "On Cumulo, I'm the fastest one here short of using the Rabbit Talisman."
"I can use my magic reading spell to sense which sock reacts to the mushroom!" Sweetie Belle offered.  "That ought to tell us which one to put it in for the spell to work."
"Then we just need to wait and hope Jackie is able to get both socks away from that beast and to us, so we can work the spell," Emeraude concluded softly.  "And hope our plans to keep things from spiraling out of control work...and that we finish it before sunrise."
"Definitely," Sweetie agreed as she took a few calming breaths, stabilizing the glow around her horn.  "Keeping Viper and Uncle confined so they can't attack us is hard.  Uncle's not so bad since his only skill danger is his magic, and as an undead thrall he doesn't have any chi to cast with.  But keeping Viper contained requires completely immobilizing her, since I have no idea what gear she's got hidden who knows where!"
"Could you not strip her completely to remove that resource?" Emeraude suggested nervously.
"Two problems with that," Sweetie panted.  "One, I wouldn't put it past Viper to store a few extras inside her body through...certain openings...that come out at a mental command, just in case someone strips her to remove her resources."
Emeraude blinked in surprise.  "Right...I suppose I must think of her like a kunoichi then-"
"Second, if things get intense enough and it ends with Jackie coming back to see Viper naked and immobilized, with how crazy those two get we'll probably end up with a cousin those two aren't ready for!" Sweetie added firmly.  "It's her fertility cycle right now, after all!"
Emeraude blinked slowly.  "...why, exactly, are you keeping track of that?"
"Because I know Viper stopped keeping track of it, and I consider it my job to pop in at inconvenient times to ensure that doesn't happen until they get hitched when she is fertile," Sweetie pointed out logically.  "Once they're hitched, I'll know they're ready for kids, and then we can have more cousins!"
Emeraude simply stared, stupefied.  "...and Jade is used to all this..." she murmured under her breath.  "I feel sorry for the next Chosen One in our position who gets her as the guide..."

	
		To Current Evil Resident



Apple Bloom sighed in relief as she finally found a fully grown graveyard toadstool behind a gravestone.  She'd searched for what felt like forever, and hadn't even been able to locate so much as a spore!  She'd begun to think that the Jiangshi - it had called itself Yakov? - had taken the time to exterminate the species before continuing to hunt them.  She began to reach for it, but paused.  She couldn't sense any spores in the ground around this one, and it was so well hidden...did she dare risk anything happening to it before they could use it?  This Jiangshi had proven to be very proactive, after all.
Thinking quickly, she reached forward with one hoof and shook the mushroom.  Much to her relief, spores shook from it and into the ground around it.  Working quickly, she pumped the spores and soil with as much of her magic as it could take, and before long she had two other toadstools grown enough to be used for the spell.  She quickly plucked them from the ground, using her magic to convince them to release the ground of their own accord rather than damage soil or roots by simply ripping them out.  "If'n we get th' wrong sock first, we can always try again," she murmured under her breath as she stuck them both into her mane to hold onto them before racing back to where Emeraude and Sweetie were waiting.  She could only hope that-
"You shall not ensorcell the Master, foolish filly!" Uncle - as an undead thrall - declared as he lunged for her.
"Keep away!" Apple Bloom screamed out as she spun and kicked out with all the strength she could bring to bear with her hind legs.
Uncle let out a startled exhalation of breath as the kick hit with explosive force and he flew back against the wall of the manor, only for the climbing ivy to writhe like snakes to wrap around him and bind him completely, adding layer upon layer as he struggled against it to break free.  "These pitiful plants cannot keep me caged forever!  ...I don't think..."
Apple Bloom blinked as she stared at the massive tangle and just how far she'd sent Uncle flying.  "...did not know ah could do that..." she murmured in surprise before turning to race towards where Emeraude and Scootaloo were waiting.
...and why did she see afterimages of ink circles on the vines as they'd bloomed like crazy to hold Uncle?

Yakov growled in frustration as he leapt about as best he could, keeping his feet moving as he lashed out at his foes with claws, fists, and fangs.  He'd stopped trying to deflect the demon's magic, since it didn't actually hurt and only caused problems when the bright flash left him temporarily light blind.  The real issue was that the tiger-man was going for his socks...and had already gotten the right one halfway off.  Yakov considered letting him have that one while protecting the all important left one, but if he didn't guard a sock it would make it obvious it wasn't important, and his going for both showed that he, at least, didn't know which one was the one they needed for the spell.  He needed to keep what little advantage he could-
Before his very eyes, a second tiger man leapt out of the first to tackle him to the ground, letting the first one pull both shoes and socks off before the second one faded back into him.  Yakov growled, recognizing the taste of Zodiac magic.  He had not known the tiger man had Nobility in his blood.
It quickly became apparent the tiger man hadn't either.  "I did not know I could do that," he murmured in surprised awe as the giant, demon, and minotaur all stared.
Yakov saw his chance and leapt-
"Watch out!" the ghost screamed out, getting the attention of the demon, giant, and minotaur as the tiger man ran for it.
Snarling, Yakov focused on his remaining assailants.  He had forgotten the ghost was sealing his powers...and time was running out!  He had to keep his sock out of the river until sunrise!  But with the ghost sealing his magic-
A desperate gamble leapt into Yakov's mind.  Taking some of his chi stores, he focused it into a sphere in his hand and hurled it at the minotaur.  It would leave him somewhat weaker, and that chi would go back to the little girl he'd stolen it from though it wasn't all of it, but...yes!  The minotaur was forced to stop her chanting, and the giant turned towards her in confusion and worry.
Seizing his opportunity, Yakov floated up and hefted the giant into the air before using him as a bludgeon to smash the demon into submission before hurling him at the minotaur.  With the three of them sufficiently distracted, he flew off after the tiger man as fast as he could.  He couldn't take the time to deal with the ghost, or he risked losing his socks!

Jackie panted for breath as he reached Emeraude, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo.  "Socks!" he declared desperately, holding them out.
"Which one, Sweetie?" Emeraude asked desperately as Apple Bloom caught up with the toadstools.  "The Jiangshi's coming fast, we'll only have time for one attempt, and we have to get it right!"
Sweetie glanced back and forth between the two socks desperately.  "I...I...I don't know-"
"Left!" Jade's voice suddenly declared from her mouth before her presence faded.  "Wait, what?" Emeraude asked in shock.
"Good enough for me!" Scootaloo declared as she grabbed the left sock, stuffed a toadstool into it, and raced for the river on Cumulo.
"Not tonight!" Yakov declared as he raced in, intercepting Scootaloo just before she could reach the river.  "You will not-CURSED AVATARS!"
Yakov had struck out at Scootaloo to try and seize the glowing sock...but she had flared her body with divine lightning at the last moment.  She was still knocked back, but the sock went sailing towards the river.  Everyone held their breath as they stared, watching the arc-
Yakov caught the sock just before it reached the water.  "Like I said, not tonight-"
On a desperate gamble, Sweetie Belle shifted to her half-cat form, reaching through it for the common bond as it had been cast on all of them in one spell, struggling to touch Adagio, Aria, and Sonata's magic...and their mother's.  "LAI SHUI ZAI!" she screamed at the top of her voice, focusing her entire being on the river.
An explosion of magic erupted upstream, and Yakov turned to stare as a wall of water ten feet high came roaring down, consuming the bridge without stopping as it raced towards him, barely noticing Mei Ling leaping free of him, the sudden return of all his power momentarily paralyzing him.  "Oy gevalt, this is just fakakta-"  His words were cut off as the water swallowed him up, dragging him along as it raced down before slowly subsiding as the water summoning spell was disrupted by the activation of the chi restoration spell.  Blasts of green shot out of the river as Yakov's body was torn asunder by the force of the river.
Jade staggered as a blast shot into her, putting her back in control of her own body as the robe she wore shifted back into her normal clothes.  "Ugh...that was different."
"How'd you know it was the left sock?" Jackie asked as he and Sweetie returned to normal.
"Shot in the dark," Jade said as she groaned and rubbed her head.  "Figured that old superstition about left-handed people being tainted by dark power or whatever had to have some basis in magical fact, like maybe being of dark magic caused left-hand dominance, rather than left-hand dominance inclining someone to darkness."
"Well thought out," Hsi offered as he walked up, returning to his human form.  "Wrong, but well thought out."
"Aw, man-" Jade began, only to be cut off as Hsi pulled her into a fierce embrace.
"...I thought I'd lost you..." he whispered softly, burying his face into her shoulder.
Sighing, Jade returned the embrace.  "You should know I'm tougher than that by now..." she replied warmly.

	
		Fearless Vampire Killers



Uncle groaned as he slowly came back to himself.  "Ugh...what hit me?" he asked ruefully, only to blink as he found himself bound to a wall by writhing ivy as everyone stared up at him with their arms crossed and irritated scowls on their faces.  Seeing Audrey carefully crossing the river to approach them all, he managed a smile.  "So we won?"
"Barely," Jackie stated firmly, vibrating with intensity.  "And you're in big trouble, Uncle."
"Me?" Uncle asked in surprise.  "Uncle can't be held responsible for what jiangshi made-"
"For tempting fate so drastically," Hsi Wu growled out angrily, clinging desperately to Jade as though afraid to let her go.  "Your recklessness and overconfidence nearly cost everyone their lives and caused the rising of a new Chaos Aligned Nightwarrior!  It was only blind luck, desperate gambles, and sheer nerve that we all survived the night!"
Uncle tried to smile.  "But we-"
"Was that really worth a bargain?" Sweetie Belle asked softly in a whimper.  "All this pain, fear, worry, and nightmares...for a better price on antiques?"
Uncle blinked in shock as he saw the tears in the eyes of his wards...and let his head sink.  "No..." Uncle admitted finally.  "Uncle had seen such greatness in everyone, thought we could handle anything...and forgot how young you all were.  Just because you can handle something like this doesn't mean I should recklessly expose you to it...and definitely not for profit..."  He looked beseechingly up at the group.  "Can you all forgive me?" he asked hopefully.
The ivy paused, then slowly lowered him to the ground.  Before he was fully unencumbered, all three fillies had glomped onto him, clinging desperately to him.  He quickly returned the embrace, holding them all close as he struggled to help them past the fear they'd experienced, cursing himself for forgetting even for a moment that it was his job to take care of them, not the other way around.  "I'm so sorry girls..." he whispered softly.  "Uncle promises, from now on your safety always comes first.  I won't recklessly expose you to anything too dangerous like this again."
"Maybe you should make that 'won't toss them in alone'," Jackie pointed out with a smirk.  "Somehow, I think telling any of these kids that something is 'too dangerous' is asking for them to charge in despite our protests."  As that resulted in the three fillies and Jade giggling, he could only roll his eyes in resignation.
"On the plus side," Viper spoke up happily, "I've managed to renegotiate the entire manor of 'unappraised artifacts' as payment for our 'monster hunting' services, along with penalties for not informing us of the monster ahead of time and the pain and anguish of 'unrelated parties' for getting enthralled."  She calmly closed her cell phone with a wide smirk.  "Turns out Mr. Lam did know about the jiangshi - both of them - and hadn't said anything because he was confident we could handle it and wouldn't come near the property if we knew about it."
"Mr. Lam knew of such dangerous monster and let Uncle take children there?" Uncle snapped out angrily.  "Uncle will give him piece of my mind-"
"30% discount baseline for the next three artifact bulk purchases from his business as apology," Viper pointed out with a smirk.  "And to be fair, it probably wouldn't have been anywhere near as dangerous if I'd had the sense to change to cat form and bolt...or if I hadn't been fertile just now-"
"Wait, what?" Jackie gasped out in a panic.
"Relax, Jackie," Viper chided playfully.  "I've been 'wedlock sealed' since before I met you.  My parents are really traditional like that."
Jackie blinked in confusion.  "Uh...?"
"A special enchantment traditional families will apply to 'wayward' or 'wild' daughters," Hsi Wu explained readily.  "It keeps the magic of their spirit pure and renders them incapable of contracting STDs or getting pregnant until they've been bound in wedlock.  It used to be considered a mark of shame, that the girl thus 'marked' had neither honor nor self-control that they had to be thus 'sealed' to guarantee a good match...but research online indicates modern girls take it as a badge of pride that their families dubbed them 'uncontrollable', showing them to be truly wild."
"Think we should get one for Jade?" Scootaloo joked teasingly.
"I'm not that bad!" Jade insisted irritably.
"That, and more 'free-spirited' families will apply the mark as a way to let their daughters be 'truly free' until they're ready to 'bond forever'," Hsi added thoughtfully.
"So hippies and rebels?" Tohru asked curiously.  "How...interesting..."
"Though I have more good news for our ghost friend," Viper spoke up, turning to Mei Ling as she reformed as a specter.  "Mr. Lam was able to tell me where this casket came from...and where the one that was supposed to come here wound up.  Assuming that's the one your sister is in, you need to head to England, somewhere around Amesbury."
"Oh, that's...wonderful..." Mei Ling offered sadly, staring out towards the East.
"...something wrong?" Sofia asked her worriedly.
"...I cannot travel far on my own," she admitted sadly.  "If I do not assume paper form during the day, my power is leached away and...I might lose cohesion.  I...I will never make it to England under my own power..."
"Then we'll take you there," Jackie spoke up firmly.
"Y-you will?" Mei Ling gasped in shock.  "Oh no, I couldn't ask that of you-"
"If not for you, we wouldn't have survived long enough to defeat Yakov," Jackie insisted firmly.  "The least we can do is reunite you with your family."
"Besides, Jade's the newly awakened Chosen One," Hsi Wu added with a smirk.  "Part of that is a visit to Stonehenge once her magic stabilizes, and that's only a couple of miles away from Amesbury."
Mei Ling smiled warmly.  "Oh, thank you all.  I do so hope that my sister has been alright without me, and we are reunited soon..."
"Here's hopin' this trip is the less dangerous one, huh?" Apple Bloom asked hopefully.  "Th' last thing ah'd want is ta run into another vampire that breaks the rules with his power..."

Somewhere in England, a particular wicked chuckle echoed, much to the frustration of the amused being's employer.

	
		Ruby Who, Where Are You?



Jackie calmly led the group out of the airport in London, Mei Ling resting inside a book he carried to keep track of her and keep her safe.  "Well, we're here everyone," he said calmly as they shuffled off, Audrey III having dispensed with the mustache for this trip since the fillies and Jade had decided to ride in 'First Class-Young Mages', which provided full research labs and comfortable accommodations for a wide variety of familiar types.  Even Cumulo had custom housing, much to Jackie and Scootaloo's surprise.
Jackie calmly looked over the group with him.  It was the same group that had pursued the Cat of Khartoum only increased with the presence of Ruby - who had worn Audrey III's mustache since she wasn't a familiar, and doing so let her ride with Jade instead of with 'non-magical pets', despite how luxurious that area was for animals.  Uncle, Tohru, and the others were only a phone call away if they needed help...and in the meantime were needed to account for all the new acquisitions.  Nodding to himself, Jackie turned back forward to plan their next move regarding reuniting Mei Ling with her sister.  "Now all we need to do is get to Amesbury and-"
"Thank goodness you're here!" an older man suddenly cried out, rushing up to the group and eagerly shaking Jackie's hand.  "I only sent the request for your help an hour ago, you do work fast!"
"Uh...you called for our help?" Jackie asked in surprise.
"Why would you call for our help, specifically?" Viper asked in confusion.
"Because you're the Chan Clan!" the man declared breathlessly.  "The whole world knows that if there's an archaeological crime, call you!  Many's the criminal already who's been foiled by you meddling youngsters and your cat, like the group who went after the Golden Dragon on that cruise ship!"
Ruby, for no apparent reason, fell against Jade's cheek with a very feline cackle.
"So there's been an archaeological crime?" Sweetie Belle suggested curiously.  "Here in England?  What, did somebody steal Stonehenge?"
"So you got my message, then?" the old man asked desperately.
"So much for a quiet trip to reunite Mei Ling with her sister," Scootaloo grumbled.
"Is this going to be bad?" Jade asked Hsi Wu worriedly.  "You said going to Stonehenge was part of being the Chosen One.  Is-"
"Won't be the first time in history Stonehenge was moved," Hsi Wu explained ruefully.  "Generally because some group of wizards, demon, or other being or group of beings with more ambition than sense wants to use it to try and artificially tap the planet's leylines for whatever reason.  While no one knows who built it or why, it is known to be the one structure in the world most perfectly designed for that.  It always manages to find its way back somehow, so while there's no concern about problems from the theft itself, we should find it before someone manages to use it."
Jackie groaned to himself, then turned back to the old man who had approached them.  "So...Stonehenge is gone?  Any idea how that happened?"
"Only that it involved magic of some sort," the old man explained, "and given the hard time the magical authorities are having in tracking it, a group of some skill in staying hidden."
"So we're dealin' with some ancient secret magic society?" Apple Bloom grunted irritably.  "Ta what purpose?  Why would they want Stonehenge?"
"If they're anything like the past five secret societies to steal Stonehenge, they probably believe it's a magical superweapon," Hsi grunted irritably.  He lifted his hand and started counting off.  "The Illuminati believed it was for killing gods, the Sons of the Yellow King believed it was for tearing holes in reality to free the Elder Gods, the Suns of Wukong thought it would supercharge the world's magical field to accelerate human evolution, the Brotherhood of Night thought it would blow up the sun, and Iscariot thought it would wipe all non-humans from the Earth as 'sins against God's plan'."  He shrugged his shoulders.  "Fanatical monotheism lost a lot of momentum once rumors of that got around, as did the orthodoxies of just about all religions."
"So...what does Stonehenge do?" Jade asked curiously.  "It must have been activated at some point, right?"
"Only by the druids, and that only to help regulate the leylines whenever some magical battle destabilized the planet's energy flows," Hsi explained.  "The groups were always stopped...and that last one left Iscariot with a lot stricter regulations on how they were allowed to deal with the threats of 'dark, unholy forces'.  Most issues with undead are now dealt with by the Hellsing Organization."  He smiled oddly.  "...wonder if Ally's put his hat back on...long as it's not the beard, though..."
"Huh?" Jade and the fillies asked curiously.
"Just an old friend, sorta," Hsi explained readily.  "He looked me up after the first time I unleashed the Unfiltered Eye, though he used a rift in time to do it.  He loved crazy magic like that, and tended to ignore the rules."  He sighed nostalgically.  "Those were the days..."  He frowned thoughtfully.  "Even if it did result in a bit of insanity with Emeraude and the Deja Vu stone...no wonder I didn't remember those details at first..."
The girls decided not to comment.
Jackie decided to focus on the actual situation.  "So...we need to find a secret society with a lot of power, few morals, and a great deal of skill at avoiding the authorities that are supposed to deal with them?"  He sighed ruefully.  "So much for a straightforward trip to reunite two sisters and then enjoy the sights.  How are we supposed to go about it?"
"Knowing our track record?" Viper offered playfully.  "Probably just wander around at random until one of us trips into the middle of a secret society meeting.  If it's you, possibly literally."
Jackie groaned as he handed the book over to Viper as he stalked over to a nearby wall.  "What, you seriously think I can just wave my hand-"  He swept his hand out, accidentally banging a spot on the wall.  "-and reveal the secret society that stole Stonehenge that no one else has been able to discover?"
The spot on the wall Jackie had struck creaked, and a wall panel swung open, revealing a group of men in grey robes with blue cowls wearing oddly designed medallions who gasped at their being revealed.  "He hath found the secret switch!" one of them declared angrily.  "He knoweth too much!"
Tiger stared flat-eyed at this from Jackie's shoulder.  "You gotta be kidding me..."
"So..." Kitten asked thoughtfully, "is this where we say 'Bad Day'?  Or would 'Zoinks!' be more appropriate this time?"

	
		****-Mothering Vampire



"Run!" Hsi Wu barked out before anyone else could say anything.  On instinct, the entire group took off away from the robed figures even as they started to gather magic between their hands to attack.
As the group got distance, Jade decided to speak up.  "So...why are we running, anyway?  Pretty sure we could have handled those guys."
"Too many unknowns and handicaps," Hsi Wu pointed out flatly.  "Not to mention we were unprepared for a confrontation against an unknown formulation of magic.  I certainly didn't recognize how they were shaping their magic."
"Felt like they were shaping it through those rings they were wearing," Sweetie Belle pointed out thoughtfully.  "I didn't get a good look at them, but it felt a bit like blood magic...but not quite."
"Means the rings are forged and linked to bloodlines," Viper pointed out with a frown.  "The specific magic is meant to call on the collected magic of the entire bloodline since the forging of the ring, and it can only be used by someone of the bloodline wearing the ring.  That's very dangerous magic to be tangling with."
"And makes perfect sense for a secret society that's escaped notice all this time," Scootaloo added.  "That much power at their disposal?  They could easily clean up any trace of themselves as they went, and there's bound to be members secretly in magical law enforcement to help cover up any trace of their work or misdirect the investigation."
"Probably got their own warp network functionin' under the existin' one that law enforcement uses, so spells that detect unauthorized warping don't pick up their movements," Apple Bloom pointed out ruefully.  "So no tellin' how many reinforcements they can call in how quickly."
"Not to mention if we are famous for dealing with archaeological crime solving, they probably expected us at some point," Jackie pointed out as they turned a corner and found a place to rest.  "Which means they are prepared for us...and we are not prepared for them."
Jade frowned as she caught her breath.  "So...let me get this straight," she began as she held up her fingers and began counting off points.  "We're up against a secret society of mages that can call on magic built up through centuries at least with who knows how many members.  Just about anyone we go to for extra backup could be one of them, and there'd be no way to know for sure until they had us in a trap because we didn't get a clear look at their symbol...and on top of that the rings might have built-in illusions to hide the symbol except when at meetings of said society.  They are specifically prepared for dealing with us and everything we can bring to bear, and we can't count on any official backup.  And we don't know what their plan is or what schedule they're on, so we are on a time limit we don't even know to stop them from trying to use Stonehenge for whatever they're doing...which we also don't know."  She held up one last finger.  "And we need to do all that while protecting Mei Ling, since they probably have means for dealing with those like her.  Is there anything I've missed?  Any other way we're screwed?"
"Actually, there is one good thing in all this," Hsi Wu pointed out hopefully.  "Bloodline magic only works for humans or those with human life span.  So in all likelihood, we'll only be dealing with humans, and non-human assistance can likely be trusted.  Especially from anyone exceptionally long lived."
"Well, unless you just happen to know someone who fits that bill who might be willing to tag along with us for a lark and has plenty of power at his disposal, I don't see how that helps us," Jade pointed out flatly.  She then noticed Hsi's grin.  "You do know someone."
"I just hope he...or she...is currently awake," Hsi pointed out as he hopped to a nearby roof and began looking around.
"Eh?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"Yeah, Ally gets bored every so often and swaps," Hsi explained readily.  "Weird, but fun."  His ears twitched.  "That way."

Hsi Wu confidently led the group to a fenced in mansion with a great deal of acreage within the fence, showing signs of being upgraded with beyond state-of-the-art technology hidden within traditional architecture, along with magic protections laid down that made the entire group shiver from the willies with the intensity of it.  As everyone else stared, Hsi Wu walked up to a call box at the side of the gate and pressed the button.
"Can I help you?" an elderly, British accented voice asked courteously.
"Can Ally come out and play?" Hsi asked playfully.  "We go way back."
There was a rueful sigh on the other side of the grill.  "Who shall I say is calling?"
"Tell him I still owe him an Unfiltered for what happened with him and my little sister," Hsi responded easily.
"Jesus Christ, Hsi, let it go already!" a much more aggressive voice called out from the other side of the grill.  "It was thousands of years ago!"
"She was 14!" Hsi snapped back angrily.
"Physically, so was I!" the voice - 'Ally', presumably - snapped back.  "And we were in Japan!"
"Those laws didn't even exist yet!" Hsi snapped back.
"My point is that she was past legal age of consent back then," 'Ally' countered in a playful tone.  "Hell, she was of marriage age for back then.  And she never did get married, so it's not like being 'dishonored' was the end of the world."
"It would have been if I hadn't made and used the Deja Vu stone to go back and prevent the Chosen One from being destabilized and exploding!" Hsi growled in fury.
"Oh...so that was this guy..." Jade murmured worriedly.
"This is going to be so awkward," Emeraude added from her shoulder.
"Isn't he one of those who can see shoulder people?" Queen purred wickedly.
"By the gods..." Emeraude whimpered.
"See?" 'Ally' countered playfully.  "You fixed it!  I don't know why you're still going on about it!"
"Do you know how rough she had it through becoming Chosen One because of that?" Hsi raged angrily.  "It took years before she had the courage to even wash herself alone for fear touching herself wrong would damage the fabric of magic, and that was your doing!"
There was silence for a time.  "...I'm not apologizing," 'Ally' countered petulantly.
"And that's why I'm still pissed at you!" Hsi snapped out.  "You never apologized!"
"Seriously?  So all I have to do is apologize to Emeraude, and you'll let it go?" 'Ally' asked curiously.
"Yes!" Hsi insisted fiercely.
"...well, I don't have a time machine-"
"I'm right here," Emeraude spoke up calmly.
"Emmy?  That you?  It's been ages!  How are you alive again?"
"I'm the present Chosen One's conscience and Guide," Emeraude explained calmly.
"That's...that's me," Jade spoke up softly.  "Good lord, this is so awkward..."
"Oh Jesus Christ, Hsi, don't tell me you got little sister cockblocked again!" 'Ally' demanded incredulously.  "I mean, as funny as it was joking about your 'little sister' being your Mistress-"
"I'm not his Mistress!" Jade snapped out automatically.
"...oh my gosh, did little Wuwu get himself familiar bound to his first girlfriend?  That's adorable!"
"Hey!" Hsi Wu snapped out as Jade and the fillies giggled.  "Only Bastet gets to call me that!  Where do you get off-"
"Lots of places, but from the sound of it your girlfriend is maybe 12, so I'd get yelled at if I talked about it, and I'm already getting yelled at enough today," 'Ally' countered playfully.  "Speaking of, come in already!  Maybe you can get that Integra bitch to lay off for once!"
The original voice sighed softly.  "Come in, please," he offered apologetically.  "I'll guide you to Miss Integra, so you can explain what you need."
As the gates slowly creaked open, Jackie idly wondered what they'd gotten themselves into.

	
		The Field Reports



Jade, the fillies, Jackie, and Viper stared around as Hsi confidently led the group into the mansion once the gates were open.  Holding the door open for them was a tall, thin, elderly British gentleman in black pants, white shirt, purple vest and tie, wearing white gloves.  His blue eyes glittered behind his monocle under his slicked and tied back black hair.  "Welcome, all of you, to Hellsing Manor," he greeted formally.  "I am Walter C. Dornez, head butler of the Manor.  What can I-"
"You're new," Hsi interrupted bluntly.
"Well, relative to your experience, I suppose I would be," Walter admitted, "but I have served the Hellsing family for most of my life-"
"Not what I meant," Hsi corrected flatly.
Walter blinked for a time, and his eyes shuttered oddly.  "Ah, yes, a Demon Sorcerer would notice that," he admitted.  "My old body was starting to wear out, but my work for the family wasn't finished...so I was able to acquire a new one."  He turned, only for his knee to briefly lock up.  Frowning, he leaned down and smacked it to make it move normally again.  "But it doesn't quite function as promised.  I'll get that partial refund out of Mr. Urahara yet..."  Noticing the confused stares from the others, he smiled softly.  "But you aren't here for my problems.  You're here for Sir Integra's problem.  I'll see you in."  He turned and led the group through the manor.
It wasn't long before the group was led into an expansive office before a large ornate desk.  Behind the desk sat a young-seeming woman with creamy brown skin and long blonde hair.  One of her eyes was covered with a black eyepatch, and most of her body was covered in black garments.  She glanced up briefly as the group entered.  "I'll be with you in a moment," she offered calmly before turning back to the phone.  "So...that's your field report," she continued ruefully.(1)
"Eeyup," the voice of 'Ally' responded from the phone on speakerphone.
"You went for a walk."
"Yup."
"And you found an abandoned casket in the middle of a town."
"Yup."
"And inside the casket was a Chinese Vampire..."
"With big titties," 'Ally corrected impishly.
The woman rubbed the bridge of her nose irritably.  "So you brought the casket back here, and now there's a 'big tittied chinese vampire' rampaging through the catacombs because she can't control her powers."
"Yes, it's like I just got done saying that!" 'Ally' snapped back irritably.
"Alucard!" the woman growled warningly.
"Woman!" Alucard snapped back.
"By any chance, is the Jiangshi named Hsien Ko?" Jackie asked curiously.  He held up the book.  "Because if so, we have her sister."
"Walter?" the woman asked curiously.
"It does match the physical description of that particular Darkstalker, mum," Walter responded readily.  "Shall I arrange a reunion?"
"Please do," the woman agreed with a sigh of relief.  She then turned back to the phone.  "Alucard, get up here.  Your friend is here."
"Hsi's there?  Sweet!  Be right up!"  There was a click, and then a long beep.
The woman calmly hung up the phone.  Walter then stepped up.  "This is Sir Integra Fairbrooks Wingates Hellsing, the head of the Hellsing family and Hellsing organization.  Mum, this is Jackie Chan, the former thief known as the Viper, Sky Demon Hsi Wu, the new Chosen One Jade Chan, and...fillies."
"I'm Apple Bloom!"
"I'm Sweetie Belle!"
"I'm Scootaloo!"
"And we're the Cutie Mark Crusaders!" the three declared together.
Integra reached briefly for a cigar, glanced from Jackie's disapproving look to the youngsters present, and left it where it was.  "Adorable," she commented dryly.  "So why are you here to see-"
A figure in a red trenchcoat, wide-brimmed red fedora, and yellow glasses phased half-way through the wall.  "Hey kids, wanna see a dead body?!" he screamed out excitedly, his voice identifying him as Alucard.
"WAAAUUUUGH!" Jackie screamed out, leaping into the air and transforming into his tiger state before he hit the ground, lashing out with his foot without even thinking about it.
Alucard easily parried the attack as he phased the rest of the way into the room.  "Ooh, catty!" he purred happily.  "Hsi, you make the most interesting friends!  Looks like they got yer Mama's blessing."
"She's not my mom," Hsi grumbled irritably.
"That's not what she says about it!" Alucard countered playfully.
"Hello, Alucard," Emeraude said calmly from Jade's shoulder.
"Emmy!" Alucard called out warmly.  "It's been ages-"
"Am I getting an apology or not?" she demanded coldly.
"Geeze, fine, I'm sorry I let you seduce me in a timeline that didn't actually happen anymore!" Alucard groaned ruefully.
"Wait, what?" Emeraude and Hsi demanded in shock.  Jade's eyes popped open in surprise.
"And that's why I didn't want to apologize!" Alucard told Hsi.  "Yeah, she initiated.  Enjoy that thought and what it means about your girlfriend!"
Emeraude quickly vanished, leaving Jade and Hsi blushing brightly.
"Alucard, enough," Integra growled out irritably.  She then turned to Viper.  "What did you want to see us for, anyway?"
"Stonehenge has been stolen by a secret society of bloodline mages, and we need backup," Viper explained calmly.  "Hsi seemed to think this guy was our best bet."  She jerked her thumb at Alucard.
"Secret society, huh?" Integra mused thoughtfully.  "Aren't many of those left nowadays..."
"I bet it's the Nazis!" Alucard declared eagerly.
"We already dealt with them, remember?" Integra snapped irritably, pointing to her eyepatch.
"But I like fighting Nazis!" Alucard whined.  "And how'd that go, anyway?  I'm having trouble remembering the details."
"Then check your ComCom(2)!" Integra snapped, gesturing to a device attached to Alucard's shades.
"Can't, this is a new one," Alucard explained.  "The old one broke during it."
Integra sighed ruefully.  "Walter, remind him."
"Yes, mum," Walter replied readily as he returned, having delivered the book to the catacombs so Mei Lin and Hsien Ko could find each other.  "Seras seduced their intel specialist into switching sides before the battle was actually joined."
"Wait, really?" Alucard asked in shock.  "How could I not remember that?"
"Because it made you look bad?" Integra mused thoughtfully.

Seras stood glumly as she listened to the Major going on about 'something attacking' from the video screen, idly reviewing her ComCom for what happened during her previous 'blood frenzy'.  She was not happy about the sort of person she became at those times.  She almost didn't notice the weird cat boy Nazi trying to get her attention.
"Hey, Fraulein!" he finally almost shouted.
"Oy," she responded irritably, turning to look at him...only to see him giving her bedroom eyes.
"We would make beautiful children," he offered flirtatiously.
Seras blinked in embarrassed surprise, then shrugged.  "Okay."
"Wait, what?" Alucard asked in surprise, his gun halfway out of his holster as he was prepared to shoot him.
"I must admit to surprise as well," the Major spoke up in surprise.
"What?" Seras countered.  "It's not like I'll be getting any from you, Master.  You're holding out for Master Integra."
"Wait, what?" Integra asked in shock.
"You heard that?" Alucard asked in surprise.  "I thought you were in blood frenzy-"
"ComCom," Seras interrupted.
"...forgot about that," Alucard admitted.
"And the babies would look rather nice," Seras continued.  "So come on then, kitty."
"Er, Schrodinger," the cat boy introduced himself.
"It's Kitty or Scamp," Seras pointed out flatly.
"Meow!" Schrodinger responded readily.
As Seras dragged Schrodinger off, the Major blinked.  "Well...that wasn't supposed to happen.  I honestly expected Alucard to have shot him by now to start the war.  I honestly don't know what to do with this."
"I could shoot him anyway!" Alucard offered eagerly.
"Not yet," the Queen spoke up reedily.  "This could be...interesting."

Schrodinger lay back, his mind a bit of a daze.  "Wow..." he finally managed to murmur.
"Mmm-hmm," Seras agreed calmly as she cuddled up to him.  "Now...I hope you weren't planning on leaving me to raise our 'beautiful children' alone, were you?"  Her hand trailed down his body.
"Well, of course not!" Schrodinger insisted defensively.  "I'm a Nazi and a vampire, but I have morals!"
"Well, that might be a bit difficult..." Seras pointed out in a purring voice.  "See, it sounds like the Major is about to go to war with my Master...which means one of us is likely to end up dead unless we switch sides...and I'm still bound in thralldom."  Her eyes glowed red as her gaze bored into Schrodinger's face as her hand gripped him somewhere sensitive.  "So what are you going to do about it, hmm?"
Schrodinger swallowed nervously.  'The Major is not going to like this...' he thought silently to himself.

"...and during the resulting conflict, Millennium was completely wiped out," Walter concluded happily.  "Also, Seras broke free of Thralldom as a fully realized vampire, and all in all even the cleanup ended happily."
"Thank God for Zed's clean up crews," Integra murmured softly.
"Ya know, you'd think I'd want to remember something like that," Alucard mused thoughtfully.  "But what happened with Andy?"
"I was the Vatican's ultimate anti-monster weapon!" a strongly accented Scottish voice suddenly snapped out from the hall.  "It was only when I learned what an idiot the head of Iscariot was that I went Freelance.  Idiot thought stealing Stonehenge again was a good idea.  There's only one monster I've ever fought I haven't had a decisive victory against..."
The door slammed open, revealing a blonde haired priest in a white trenchcoat with a blonde haired, blue eyed, cat-eared baby clinging to his shoulder.  "So what part of that says my primary occupation with you Protestant heathens should be babysitter?!" the priest roared out in rage.
"Aww!" Jackie cooed as he saw the child.  "She's adorable-"
The little girl's eyes suddenly turned red.  She opened her mouth wide, revealing several rows of razor sharp teeth.  She chomped down on the priest's neck, tearing out a chunk and a good amount of blood before sucking and swallowing it all down.  The missing chunk promptly regenerated.
"Aww!" Alucard cooed as Jackie looked traumatized.  "Little Scamp loves her Uncle Andy..."
"I will gut you, bloodsucker!" the priest snapped angrily.
"Like that ever did you any good," Alucard countered playfully.
"...Jinkies..." Viper murmured in amazement, wondering what was going to happen next.


(1) Thanks for this Field Report idea, Jake Witt
(2) Combat Computer, a tech gift from Zed thanks to the new affiliation with his organization.
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As Integra rubbed her brow and gathered her thoughts, Jade spoke up as she noticed something odd.  "Hsi, why are you keeping yourself and the girls on the opposite side of me from the priest?" she asked in confusion.
"Because he has a reputation, and I'd rather not make a mess when he decides to 'monster hunt' the four of us," Hsi stated flatly.  "You don't tend to think before you act, do you...'Judas Priest'?"
"Ah, calm down ya hellspawn," the priest snapped out irritably.  "I ain't been like that since I left Iscariot and went freelance before I signed on with these Protestant heathens when freelance monster hunting got too restrictive.  At least I managed to convince Maxwell not to try stealing Stonehenge again."
"How'd ya manage ta do that?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
"Ach, that was easy," the priest explained readily.  "Ah just pointed out a few pertinent facts ta him.  Do ye know what percentage someone can have 'non-human' genetics in them and still look and act completely human?"  When that got him only confused looks, he continued, "Anything under 25%.  You know how much of a person's genetic code has ta be human to have no chance of resurgence where their kids come out non-human?  All of it!  Ya know how much of the human population these days is guaranteed ta have no non-human genetics?"
"Uh...I'm guessing not a lot," Jade observed thoughtfully.
"Considering what Captain Black told me about familiar relationships, I'd buy that," Jackie grumbled ruefully.
"Four!" the priest pointed out.  "And no, I don't mean four percent, ah mean four people!  Ah've checked, and the only people ah can guarantee have no non-human blood are three idiots that work fer the new Demon Sorcerer of Light and the big fella that used to work for him.  Everybody else either has magic blood or has divine magic applied to 'em that passes on ta kids.  So if Maxwell had stolen Stonehenge and it did turn out to be an anti-non-human superweapon, activatin' it mighta wiped out the entire world!"
"And...that convinced him?" Integra inquired curiously.
"Nah, what convinced him was showing him in his blood that he was one eighth Leprechaun.  He was a fanatic, but no martyr."  The priest chuckled darkly.  "Anywho, after ah ditched Iscariot, ah broke into the secret vault and found some documents that made me reconsider me views on non-humans."
"And what were those?" Alucard asked curiously.
"The original unedited sacred words of God as recorded by the original prophets, before Paul got his hands on 'em," the priest explained easily.  "Turns out God had somethin' ta say about His non-human children."
"...oh?" Integra asked curiously as everyone else exchanged confused glances.
"Aye," the priest confirmed.  "If by choice or by compulsion they feast on living men, they are a blight upon the world and are to be purged without quarter.  For all else that lives, loves, learns, and grows, know that ye look upon yer brothers and sisters, and welcome them with open arms."  He spat irritably.  "Quite a bit different from what we'd been told in Iscariot.  Right pissed me off!  Told the rest of me crew, and they ditched with me."
"And swelled our numbers," Integra mused, her voice a little shaken.  "I'd wondered why they were so eager to fill our ranks after we lost our mercenaries."
"Uh...didn't Scamp there just eat a chunk of you, though?" Viper asked nervously.
"Engineered bio-weapon, don' really count entirely as human anymore," the priest answered readily.  "Long as she don't eat anyone else while they're alive, she ain't me prey."
"And that's why you're her primary babysitter," Integra explained easily.  "You keep her under control-"
Scamp once more took a bite out of the priest, this time taking his ear off...which also quickly regenerated.
"-and a safe, ready food source," Integra finished ruefully.  "She does eat a lot at this stage of development."  She then turned to her visitors.  "I suppose introductions are in order for those of you not in the know.  Father Alexander Anderson, formerly of Iscariot, I won't bore you with his titles.  And Sylvia Erwin Victoria, Scamp for short.  Named for a grandparent on each side."  Scamp waved happily, smiling in delight as her eyes shone.
"And I am Hsien Ko," a soft voice said as someone else stepped into the office.  She was a blue skinned young woman dressed in ancient Chinese garb in purple and pink with long sleeves that hung down past her hands, which she had folded under her rather impressive bustline which was partially revealed by a keyhole window in her garb.  An oddly designed hat sat upon her head with a parchment scroll hanging from it.  "Thank you for reuniting me with my sister," she said to Jackie and the others gratefully, bowing to them.  "If there is any way I can aid you, we would be happy to do so."
"So now we're gonna go out looking for that secret society, right?" Alucard asked eagerly.  "Sounds fun."  His hands moved towards two guns at his hips.  "Been a while since I went for a walk, and the three of us should be able to handle anything we encounter."
"There's just one problem there," Integra pointed out warningly.  "All three of you have quite the reputation.  If you're seen wandering around, said society is bound to know you're after them."
"So?" Alucard countered playfully.  "Just means more of a challenge!  Heck, maybe we could call in Seras and the Kitty-"
"You know they're on special assignment, on loan to our...allies," Integra pointed out mysteriously, tapping her ear where she had when she'd mentioned the 'ComCom's.  "And if they're prepared for you-"
"Prepared for me?" Alucard demanded in disbelief.  "What, do you think they've recruited that guy who can beat me?  What was his-"
"No, I'm on your side this time," Hsi Wu interrupted playfully.
"Oh please, you can't stand up to me!" Alucard snapped back.
"Didn't look that way last time we fought," Hsi countered eagerly.  "I'd have had you in the dirt if you hadn't been 'summoned'.  Fastest I've ever seen you respond to a summons."
"Oh you are full of shit!" Alucard snapped back.  "Besides, I was limited to level 2!"
Hsi suddenly shifted to his demon form.  "And I've only gotten stronger, wiser, and more skilled since then," he growled out.  "Are you sure you want to test me now?"
"Anywhere, anytime big boy," Alucard growled eagerly as his hands gripped his guns.
"Don't think yer leavin' me out of this rumble!" Anderson snapped out as he pulled two bayonets out of his sleeves.
"Boys!" Jade snapped out angrily, her voice carrying odd overtones.  "Enough!  Sit down and be quiet!"
To everyone's surprise, all three immediately took their seats.
Integra blinked in surprise, then turned to Jade.  "You must teach me how to do that."
"I'm not even sure how I did it," Jade admitted ruefully, rubbing her throat in shock.
"It was a Chosen One thing," Hsien Ko explained softly.
Integra sighed ruefully.  "Well, the point is we need to find the Society without them knowing we're looking for them," she explained tiredly.  "So unless you all can do discreet and subtle-"
A whirlwind briefly surrounded Hsien Ko, and when it passed she looked completely human and dressed in modern garb...though she seemed to unnaturally draw eyes.  "I...took a correspondence course in succubus magic from Morrigan Aenseland," she explained awkwardly.  "Mei Ling didn't approve...and it's what we fought about."
"I just don't like the idea of us behaving like she does!" Mei Ling insisted from Hsien Ko's brow.  "You saw those 'advanced lessons'..."
"I only looked at those out of morbid curiosity!" Hsien Ko insisted defensively.  "I was cross-classing, not changing class!"
"Ah did not know ye could do that as a Darkstalker," Anderson mused in surprise.
"Well, as long as you can be discreet," Integra allowed.  "Figure out what you're all going to do and tell me when you have a plan.  Walter, guide them to the meeting room for their discussion."
"Yes, mum," Walter agreed readily, turning to guide the group.
"Sweetie Belle, was it?" Integra called out as the group left.  "Could you wait a bit please?"
"Uh, yes?" Sweetie asked as the door closed behind the group, leaving only her behind.
Integra stepped out from behind her desk to walk over to Sweetie's side.  Before Sweetie could react, Integra knelt down and pulled her into a gentle embrace, caressing her mane with one hand.  Sweetie blinked in surprise, but quickly relaxed.  After a few minutes, Integra released her.  "Thanks," she offered warmly.  "I...needed that."
"No problem!" Sweetie offered happily.  In the embrace, she'd felt the pain Integra held inside her at all times, and was glad she could in some small way make that easier.
"Don't tell anyone I did that," Integra pointed out dryly as she sat back behind her desk.  Giggling, Sweetie raced off after everyone else as Integra reached for her cigarette.
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As the enhanced group settled down in the meeting room, Anderson was the first to speak up.  "So who are we huntin'?" he demanded of Jackie.
"What does it matter?" Alucard asked playfully.  "We just go out there, make a ruckus, and they'll come to us."
"Do secret societies that live in shadows normally go out of their way to engage in dramatic confrontations?" Jade asked curiously.  "That doesn't sound right."
"Not until they're enacting their big plan, anyway," Hsien Ko pointed out idly.
"Secret Society, eh?" Anderson asked curiously.  "I've fought a few o' those.  What can ye tell me about 'em?  Maybe we can narrow it down."
"Well, we believe they use bloodline magic focused in rings," Sweetie Belle offered helpfully.
"Well, that narrows it down ta human societies," Anderson admitted as he pulled out a small book and began flipping through the pages.  "Ring have a symbol on it?"
"Yeah, but we didn't get a good look," Jade admitted ruefully.  "It was a quick meet up."
"As a symbol, it wasn't inherently magical, though," Hsi pointed out.  "I was able to tell that much in a quick glance."
"Narrows it down a bit more," Anderson allowed as he flipped through more pages.
"What's that book, anyway?" Jackie asked curiously.
"Everythin' ah know about everyone ah've ever run afoul of that isn't six feet under," Anderson explained with a wide grin.  "It's a lot bigger'n it looks, since ah ain't culled it in a while."  He turned back to the group at large.  "Were their clothes uniform?  Anything odd about how they spoke?"
"They wore grey cloaks with blue cowls," Scootaloo spoke up quickly.  "They also wore a larger version of the ring symbol on a pendant around their necks.  I probably couldn't draw it, but I'll know the symbol if I see it again."  When that got her surprised looks, she shrugged.  "I was flying at the time.  I take in a lot of details like that."  Jade and the other fillies nodded in understanding, having long been aware of that peculiarity.
"Not sure if it's a peculiarity of speech that's consistent, since they only said two sentences before we started running," Viper offered helpfully.  "When Jackie accidentally opened the door to their little meeting spot, one of them said..."  She cleared her throat before mimicking the voice of the robed figure they'd seen.  "He hath found the secret switch!  He knoweth too much!"
"Jesus Christ, not the Magisters again!" Alucard complained loudly.
"Magisters?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"This symbol?" Anderson asked Scootaloo, showing her a picture that looked a bit like a stylized tree marking with a missing portion in the upper right.
(Image Here)
"Yeah, that's it!" Scootaloo declared excitedly.  "That's exactly it!"
"Aye, that's the Brotherhood o' Magisters, alright," Anderson grumbled irritably.  "Bunch a magic supremacist nutjobs, the lot o' them."
"What can you tell us about them?" Jackie asked curiously.
"The Brotherhood of Magisters was a cabal of powerful human mages back in the time before the development of technology," Hsien Ko explained readily, having pulled a book from her sleeve and reading from the text contained therein.  "They ruled over large portions of the world, managed human magic and the interactions between humans and non-humans, and more or less ran things unchecked aside from reporting to the Jade Council.  This lasted until technology - which functioned independent of magical energy but could be made to utilize it - started to develop.  The Magisters saw it as a threat to their power and rule, and sought to stamp it out, but it persisted.  Eventually, it reached the point where the Brotherhood of Science - a group dedicated to protecting Inventors and their Inventions from the machinations of the Magisters - had grown strong enough to directly defy the Brotherhood of Magisters...and that's when the Jade Council was called in to rule on the issue."
"Ya see, the Jade Council's happy ta leave mortal affairs ta mortals, only gettin' involved if a conflict's gonna threaten the planet...or the Council directly," Anderson explained calmly.  "Nobody knows exactly why they do things that way, though some o' the fanatic higher ups in Iscariot believed it was cause the aspect of The Creator that we know as God ordered them ta do things that way...and Lucifer ain't commented on that one way or another.  But the Brotherhood o' Science and the Magisters duking it out, that coulda torn the planet apart."
"The Jade Council said magic and science both was to be allowed to develop freely, with no more of that rival interference," Alucard continued the story.  "The Scientists and Inventors were fine with that, since all they wanted to do was keep building and discovering and they'd only banded together to fight back.  The Magisters, on the other hand, got all pissy about their powerbase being taken away and refused to abide by the declaration.  Then the Big Three told them they could either recant that or regret it."  He grinned widely.  "When they refused to recant, Louie sicced me on them."
"I remember that," Hsi Wu mused in interest.  "After that, the Jade Council declared the Brotherhood of Magisters terrorists against the Will of the Council and ordered them disbanded or wiped out, and then they vanished."
Jackie and the fillies slowly let this all sink in, taking in the differences between the history they remembered with the history of the new world.  Jade, having received both sides through the Chosen One Repository - as she thought of the vast memories of her previous lives she could draw on by association - responded almost immediately.  "So they're anti-technology, and the sort to use violence to get their way?" she clarified.  "And they see the whole rest of the world as their enemy, including the Jade Council?"
"Aye," Anderson confirmed dryly.  "That they are."
"In that case, we should look for an old, decrepit, seemingly abandoned castle somewhere outside London," she concluded.  "Their Olde English wasn't entirely accurate, closer to dramatizations of Olde English used by actors in Shakespearean plays, so they're going to want a flashy, dramatic confrontation when they start their actions.  They probably think Stonehenge is a magical super weapon, and tonight's a Lunar Eclipse.  That'd be the perfect time to start destroying government and science centers if Stonehenge is a magical super weapon...and they'll probably start with London to destabilize the local magical networks so no one can teleport in to stop them until they're finished."
"In that case," Alucard declared with a wide grin, "I think it's time we went for a walk.  And I know just the place..."

	
		The Other Half of the Battle



"So whadda ya think?" Alucard asked with a wide grin.  "The sort of place we're looking for?"
The group had halted just outside an ancient, crumbling ruin of a castle, the soaring towers ventilated by holes in mortar and stonework, the tapestries visible through the windows torn and tattered, the gates rusted, the chains for the drawbridge crumbled to dust, and the wood of the bridge apparently rotten.  Everything about the place screamed that it was empty, abandoned, and of no interest to anyone.  The only ones who might ever enter the place for any reason were fully mundane archaeologists, thrill seeking adolescents, or those with enough skill with magical sight to add the twist that let them see the magic hidden within the broken structure that kept it from completely falling over, magic that had been frequently - and recently - renewed.  Fortunately, that described the entire group, more or less.
"Yup, that's definitely what we're looking for," Jade confirmed as she glanced back at the group.  While there was no way for 'the Chan Clan' - as they were now referred to, apparently - could go undercover beyond their normal behaviors, the attempt had been made.  Jackie was dressed in his 'archaeology garb' as Jade thought of it, the brown jacket and pants with all the pockets.  Viper was dressed the same, though trading shorts and a fanny pack of holding for cargo pants.  All three fillies were wearing pith helmets and scarves, looking like adorable Girl Scouts trying to earn a merit badge (at least, Jade assumed that's how Girl Scouts worked).  Jade had also been goaded into an outfit matching Jackie and Viper's - shaped from her robes that changed shape at her will, one of the definite perks of being the Chosen One - and Hsi had shaped himself a similar outfit.
Hsien Ko was also dressed the same in her human guise, and had done her best to make the clothes baggy and nondescript in an attempt to counter the attention-drawing aspect of the succubus magic she used to appear human.  Unfortunately, the magic had simply overpowered the attempt, and the outfit fit her like a second skin and she looked amazing in it, much to her frustration, Viper's envy, Jackie's embarrassment, and everyone else's amusement.  Alucard had simply changed his red threads to brown and changed his wide-brimmed fedora into a pith helmet, thus matching the look of a group of archaeologists investigating an old ruin.
Anderson had been the problem, as he had flat out refused to dress in anything but religious garb.  As he'd put it, just because he no longer accepted the authority of his former superiors didn't make him any less religious, and he was still bound and determined to spread 'the true word of God' now that he'd discovered it, even if he would miss smiting the heathens since that went against said true word.  Still, his usual attire was simply too distinctive, as was his appearance if he'd just been in ordinary priest robes.  Then Hsi had suggested a habit.
Scamp, apparently eager for anything fun with 'Uncle Andy' and her 'Grandpa', made a nun's habit look adorable.  On Anderson, while it did manage to conceal his identity, it looked absolutely ridiculous.
"Ah feel like a bad Monty Python skit waitin' ta happen," Anderson growled out irritably.  "Why did ah ever let ya all talk me inta this?  Ah don' even know how I'm gonna get out of it!  And do ye know how uncomfortable it is havin' all mah bayonets under this thing?  Feels like being an inside out hedgepig!"
"On the plus side, it doesn't make your butt look fat!" Alucard joked teasingly.
"Ach, do ye really think so?" Anderson asked playfully, turning almost coquettishly in an attempt to check.
"Oh, absolutely!" Alucard agreed wholeheartedly.  "You really bring something special to the 'sexy sister' genre."
"I note he didn't say what," Sweetie Belle murmured softly to Jade.
"Don't expect it to be what you think from Ally's perspective," Hsi hissed back.  "As he puts it, no one alive could comprehend his sexual preference."
"...ew..." all three fillies and Jade muttered back.
"Well, let's get inside," Jackie said ruefully, leaning against a nearby stone column that had once been part of the castle gates.  "It's not like any secret passages to where Stonehenge is hidden will find themselves while we're having a pointless conversation-"
The stone under his hand grated, and the ground dropped out from beneath the group.
"When will I learn?!" Jackie screamed out as they slid down a ramp into darkness.
"Good question!" Viper called back, bracing herself on Jackie to keep from getting scraped up too badly.
"Bad day bad day bad day bad day!" Apple Bloom screamed out as she tried to find something to grasp to slow their descent.
"Aiyah!" Sweetie screamed as she tried to focus her magic.
"Wheeee!" Scamp screamed out in delight.
The ramp suddenly dropped out from under them.  Alucard, Anderson, Jackie, and Viper all landed lightly on their feet.  Hsi caught Jade as she fell, landing on his own feet before setting her down.  Scootaloo caught hold of Apple Bloom and Sweetie Belle as they dropped, buzzing her wings to land them lightly.  As a result, all of them were able to look around and see Stonehenge standing around them...along with about a hundred robed Magisters.
"They hath found the secret fun slide passage to the Chamber of Hidden Agenda that we left out where anyone might stumble upon it!" one of the Magisters declared haughtily.  "They knoweth too much!"
"And this time around, they're actually right," Alucard murmured to no one in particular with a shit eating grin.
"I toldeth you we should hath blocked that up!" another Magister insisted sarcastically.  "But nooo!  We must not betrayeth the traditions of our forebears, especially not the ones that maketh no sense!  After all, if they madeth sense, then they wouldeth not be traditions!"
"Enough!" the lead Magister declared in fury, stepping forward with his hood pushed back to reveal a nondescript face with long white hair and beard.  "There are intruders within the inner sanctum of the Brotherhood of Magisters!  They are to be smotten!"
Grinning, Alucard drew his guns as Anderson burst out of his habit to unsheathe his bayonets.  Jackie and Viper both shifted to feline form as Hsi took on his demonic form and Jade and the Crusaders prepared their magic.  "Heh, good luck with that," Alucard taunted playfully.

	
		More Callbacks



"How?" Alucard demanded, coldly angry.  "Seriously, how?"
"Just...shut up..." Hsi growled irritably.
"No, seriously, how does a secret society manage to take us down and tie us up?" Alucard insisted waspishly as he struggled against his bonds.  "I mean, I get why you lot might get your asses handed to you, that happens.  But I'm here!  What gives?  And how the heck are they keeping me tied down, anyway?"
"Ah, that wouldst be our champion," the leader of the Brotherhood offered with a smug smirk.  "He hath angel blood in his veins, but his line is denied by the ancestor he is named for, as angels art forbidden from breeding with mere mortals.  As such, so that his ancestor can continue his work, the official state of his line is reflected in his surname."
Alucard blinked for a time.  "Wait a minute...are you saying his name is Michael McDoesn'texist?"
"Oh, so thou hast heard of our champion?" the leader demanded in surprise.  "Truly, thou knowest too much."  Alucard promptly slammed his face into one of the pillars of Stonehenge.
"I'd laugh about that, but it does leave us in a pickle," Hsi grumbled darkly.  "These bindings would hold a god."
"Oh, so that's why my claws aren't working," Jackie grumbled as he pulled against his bindings.
"At least the girls managed to get loose in the confusion," Viper muttered.  "I mean, I assume that's why they aren't tied up with us.  I can't see them anywhere."
"They're tied up at the opposite end of the stone circle," Hsi pointed out dryly.  "Guess they wanted hostages to keep us on our best behavior.  And no, I can't see or hear them.  But I can feel them there."
"Ferget those lasses," Anderson growled out.  "What about Scamp?  Where's the little 'un?"
"She's on your head," Hsien Ko pointed out flatly.
Anderson blinked and glanced upward.  There was little Scamp, sitting prettily on his head in her tiny nun's habit, staring down at him with wide, happy eyes.
The leader of the Brotherhood glanced up and frowned in confusion.  "Who...are you speaking of?"
Alucard's eyes went wide, and then he began to laugh maniacally.  "Oh god..." Viper muttered grumpily.
The leader drew himself up.  "Thine imaginary compatriots are of no moment!" he snapped out insistently.  "Now that thou hast been confined, thou shalt not interfereth with our plans anymore!  Now hear the greatness and glory that you are powerless to stop!"
"Stonehenge is a magical superweapon you intend to activate and use to level London before moving onto other cities to plunge the world back into the Dark Ages where magic ruled so you can get your power back," Jackie pointed out flatly.
"Despite the fact that, as traitors under the Law of Jade, even if you succeeded in recreating the Dark Ages you'd be hunted down and destroyed, since the blatant violation of the 'free development' decree for magic and science would mean the Jade Council could hunt you down directly and en masse," Hsi Wu pointed out flatly.
"Not to mention someone could just grab the Deja Vu Stone and turn time back so you didn't succeed," Alucard pointed out.  "I mean, such a global event would affect every living being on the planet, after all."
"Not to mention Valmont, the new Demon Sorcerer of Light, is rather heavily invested in modern technology in addition to magic," Viper pointed out.  "I seriously doubt he'd be okay with you trying to destroy San Francisco...and even if you managed, you'd have a Class 2 Omega Demon Sorcerer after you who could recreate the city from memory right down to the cracks in the concrete through direct energy/matter conversion."
"Oh shit, forgot about that guy!" Alucard declared in surprise.  "Guess I gotta bump the guys who make for a fun fight with uncertain outcome for me up to three now."
"Aye, and donna ferget the Veil Authorities," Anderson pointed out.  "Appearances aside, th' Guardians are nothin' ta sneeze at, and the enforcers have a lot o' former Council Members in their ranks."
"...must thou suckest the fun out of our dramatic reveal?" the leader complained dourly.  He then straightened himself.  "Besides, thou art fools if thou believest that we fear the backlash of mere gods or demons!  We shall claim this world for our own, as it always should have been!"  He raised his arms dramatically, and Stonehenge slowly raised up on a moving platform along with the hundreds of Magisters until it reached open air.  "Begin!"  With that shout, every Magister except Michael McDoesn'texist began chanting, while the champion kept his gaze locked on the prisoners.  Energy began to gather between the rings of Stonehenge, building to a white radiance.
"What hast thou to sayeth now?" the leader demanded nastily.  "What manner of trickery couldst thou possibly have up thy sleeves to stopeth us now?"
"Wireless Bluetooth speakerphone," Jackie pointed out calmly as something swiveled out of his ear.  "I'm full of surprises.  Got all that Uncle?"
"Hacha!" Uncle's voice declared happily through the tiny speaker, sounding clear as day.  "Uncle is ready to cast counterspell to neutralize Magister spell casting, and Tohru and girls ready to assist."
"Thinkest thou one chi wizard, his apprentice, and a few maidens can stopeth us when we hath generations of power at our command?" the leader demanded angrily as he began chanting to add his power to the building spell.
"One more thing!" Uncle pointed out happily.  "Uncle has made lots of friends on Spellbook!  One taught me how to make conference call!  Everybody!"
What sounded like thousands of voices in chorus poured through the speaker to echo over the land.  "Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao...Yu Mo Gui Gwai Fai Di Zao..."  Green energy swarmed out of the phone along with the chant, slamming into the white radiance and struggling to push it back.  However, despite initial excitement, it only slowed the progress of the radiance.  Slowed greatly, but only slowed it.
"Any more ideas?" Scootaloo demanded crossly as the girls rushed up.
"Waaauggh!" Jackie screamed out in surprise.  "How'd you get here?"
"The stairs," Jade indicated, pointing to a stairwell descending into the ground near the platform Stonehenge was on.
"Caught our bindin's on the edge o' the platform so we could slip off as it rose," Apple Bloom explained readily.
"So what are we supposed to do?" Sweetie Belle gasped out.  "There's too many of them and they're too strong!  They're even pushing back Uncle and all his help."
"Well, it is being funneled through a really tiny speaker," Viper pointed out.  "That's some hard bandwidth limitations."
"So reduce the number of Magisters, then," Alucard suggested.
"How?" Hsi demanded waspishly.
"Would they count as cheat people?" Jade asked curiously.
"Huh?" Jackie asked in confusion.
"Scamp's on a strict no-human diet so Anderson won't have to hunt her," Jade explained.  "But these guys are enemies of the Jade Council with a 'destroy on sight, they are damned' order.  Do they count?"
Anderson blinked and furrowed his brow.  "Ah...ah'm not sure," he admitted.  "Ah mean, the ruling about not eatin' people is pretty strict...but then again, those named heathens and damned are supposed ta have their flesh stripped from their bones by th' demons of hell as part of their punishment for defying divine will, though that's supposed ta happen in hell..."
"Do you like Scamp enough to cut her slack on location there?" Scootaloo asked curiously.  "I mean, Alucard's a direct servant of Lucifer Morningstar apparently, and Scamp's his granddaughter, so technically she is a demon of hell, so..."
Anderson frowned.  "Ah admit, the little biter grows on ya..." he muttered.  He then noticed the look Scamp was giving him.  "Ach, fine!  They're cheat people!  But don't overeat!"
Scamp grinned widely, her lips slowly peeling back to reveal all her sharp teeth.  And then she vanished.
Suddenly the Magisters chanting was being interrupted by screams of agony as swirls of blood and magic sprang up everywhere throughout the group, something blurring through them as they fell one after another.  A head flipped through the air...and something black, crimson, and vicious that seemed all bat wings, dragon claws, ram horns, and shark teeth leapt up to snatch it out of the air in its mouth, six limbs snaking around it and digging claws in as the head screamed.
"Andy!" Alucard complained.  "You never told me you took her to Hawaii!"
"What the hell are you on about, bloodsucker?" Anderson snapped back.
"Well she had to get the idea for that shape somewhere..."
"London shall be smoteth!" the leader of the Magisters screamed out, racing into the fading radiance and plunging a knife into his hand.  As his blood poured into the center of the circle, the magic multiplied and blazed out, a beam of energy shooting up into the sky.
"Oh, right...blood magic..." Jade muttered worriedly...only to clutch her head as...something shot through her.  For some reason, her clothes reverted to the default 'Chosen One robes' of their own accord.
"Behold!" the head Magister cried out.  "The return of the Dark Ages!"  He gestured towards London...where nothing had happened.  Everyone stood in silence for a time.  He then blinked.  "What?  But...but...why is London still standing?"
"Because Stonehenge isn't a weapon, obviously," Michael observed calmly.
"But...but...but then what doth this Stonehenge do?" the leader wailed out before slumping to the ground weakly.

	
		Why Chosen



As everyone gathered their wits and the Magisters started to get control of themselves, several nondescript black vehicles drove up, led by a black 1987 Ford LTD Crown Victoria.  Men and women in matching black suits and wearing dark sunglasses poured out of the vehicles, immediately arresting the Magisters and taking them into custody...save for Michael McDoesn'texist, who seemed to have vanished.  Out of the Ford only two men stepped out...and as much as Jade hated distinguishing people this way, they were deliberately so similar that on sight she could only think of them as being old and white and young and black.
The older one stepped forward and removed his shades, unfolding an ID in front of the group.  "Archaeological Preservation Society...Division 6," he greeted calmly.  "I'm Professor Jones, and this is my partner Dr. Croft.  We'll take care of things from here."
Jackie took the badge he was offered and examined it.  "...I didn't know there was a division 6..." he murmured under his breath in surprise.  "...then again, I only learned the APS was global last week..."
"Right," 'Professor Jones' commented dryly as he took the badge back.  "Look, the energies of that discharge have left the site a little unstable, so I'm going to need most of you to step back a ways while we work on the cleansing.  Dr. Croft, please escort this group away."  When this got no response, he cleared his throat.  "Dr. Croft!"
"Oh, right, that's me," his partner muttered as he moved forward.  In a more normal level of voice, he instructed, "Alright everyone, let's move along and I can explain exactly what just happened..."
To Jade's surprise, Alucard, Hsien Ko,  and Anderson calmly led the group to follow the man.  However, the older man grabbed his partner as he went off.  "No neuralizer," he instructed calmly.
"What?" the younger man demanded in shock.  "Why not?"
"Those that aren't from allied organizations with security clearance are either non-human or have a divine blessing," the older man pointed out flatly.  "It wouldn't work."
"Then what's the point of a cover story anyway?" the younger man demanded aggressively.  "And how come you got to be Jones?  I'm J!"
"When you're senior partner, you can get those answers and pick the pseudonyms, Slick," the older man answered calmly.  The younger man made several angry faces, then turned and stormed off.
Hsi Wu started to turn to follow the group, but paused when he saw Jade wasn't moving.  "Jade?"
"I need to stay," she stated firmly, pulling the hood of her robe up.  "I...I don't know why, but I do."
"You're right about that, Miss," the older man confirmed calmly as he knelt down to her level.  "Generally the Chosen One is gentled into this...but you seem to have a good handle on this.  I suppose you want answers."
"Starting with who you really are and ending with what's going on, yeah," Jade pointed out a trifle waspishly.
Nodding, the man pulled out a different ID.  "I'm Agent K, of the MIB.  My organization monitors and regulates extraterrestrial traffic on and around the planet Earth until such time as humanity and the other races of the planet are ready for official first contact...and the races of non-terran origin are ready to deal with humans in an official capacity, which is the bigger hurdle these days.  I take it you and yours are responsible for the reality ripple and history shift that made that change recently, as well as making us a little more official with sponsorship from The Triumvirate?"  Jade blinked for a time in surprise, then nodded.  "That's made the job easier and a lot more complicated, so I'm not sure if I should thank you for that or not.
"As for what's going on...there are only two things anyone knows for certain about Stonehenge, and those things are kept to a very strict 'need-to-know' basis by The Triumvirate which basically boils down to 'if you aren't in the know, you don't need to be'," Agent K continued.  "First is that Stonehenge is somehow older than the sun-"
"But I thought the carbon dating put it at-" Jade began.
"Deliberately faked to keep the secret," K pointed out flatly.  "The second thing known for sure is that the first Chosen One awoke as the Chosen One after sleeping inside Stonehenge, and that was before mankind had developed language.  So there's a direct connection between Stonehenge and the Chosen One."
"So...what does that mean, exactly?" Hsi asked carefully as Jade reeled, remembering that flash of awakening in a circle of stones understanding the concept of self for the first time, a memory from the first Chosen One.
"Magic as we understand it couldn't exist in this area before the sun, the fields just didn't work," K explained calmly.  "And it obviously wasn't built by anyone born of Earth.  As such, it's under our jurisdiction.  It was finally determined that whatever it does do, it's in no way harmful to the planet...so an investigative team used the Brotherhood of Magisters to activate it to find out what it really is for.  There are structures like Stonehenge everywhere in the universe that there's civilized life...and all of them are older than all civilized life known in the universe."  His eyes got hard.  "Each world that has one also has some equivalent of the Chosen One, though they serve different roles on each world."
"And so Earth's the testing ground to see what it-"  Jade froze as she felt the touch of a powerful mind.
A massive disc seemed to descend from the sky, visible only to those standing within Stonehenge...and lights and sounds echoed from it in a pattern.  Jade felt her mind open up as something beyond her ability to understand or even begin to grasp attempted to make direct contact with her, and the world around her faded from her awareness, with only the faintest touch of Hsi's mind keeping her from losing herself completely.

	
		The Answers



Jade struggled desperately to hold onto herself as the massive mental contact threatened to overwhelm her awareness, clinging desperately to the sense of Hsi's mind through the link to keep from losing awareness of herself.  After a time - how long, she had no idea - the overwhelming mental force began to draw back, and she was able to grasp herself more firmly...though her awareness of anything outside herself remained gone.
Child
It wasn't a word, exactly, or even a thought that seemed to echo in her consciousness from the contact.  It was more a sense of certainty that a message had been passed, and that what she'd understood was simply the closest her mind could grasp to what had been offered.  The mental contact reduced, and she became aware of her body again...but the world around her was still swallowed by the overwhelming power of the mind she was in contact with.
Call?
She felt a thought form representing the energy that had come from Stonehenge.  Apparently, it was a beacon of some sort, and this being - or possibly beings, she wasn't certain - had come in response to it.  The idea that it had taken such massive amounts of energy just to, in essence, make a phone call was rather mind boggling.  She tried to speak, to explain about not knowing what Stonehenge was for, about the group that thought it was a weapon, the group that had used the first group to determine its real purpose, her connection-
Children
The message cut through her attempts at speaking, and her thoughts of how she'd arrange the explanation.  It also carried with it a sense of tolerant amusement, not unlike how Jackie acted about her and the Crusaders' odd adventurous streak.  It was...it was like a parent idly shaking their head over the antics of a particularly frustrating but precocious child-
Her mind reeled in realization.  That was it!  That's what Stonehenge was for, and why a Chosen One was connected to it!  This race, whoever they were, somehow knew where life would develop and had placed communication arrays that acted to balance planetary and magical energies to help life there grow and to allow communication in times of dire need or when the race had reached a point where they were ready to be at this race's level, and the Chosen One was linked to the array over time to grow with life - thus the reincarnation cycle, rather than an immortal - so that there was one who was attuned to communication if the entire race wasn't ready!  And the mental contact...they could hear her thoughts as she tried to explain things, because communication was entirely telepathic!
Clever Child
Again was the sense that she hadn't gotten the entire meaning of the message, but she felt the emotional sensation of amused pride, very much like a parent with a particularly precocious child.  She didn't know if that meant this race somehow seeded life in the places they left the arrays or simply had some way of knowing where it would develop and - being so much more advanced - had taken a parental interest in watching over its development.  The fact that it took so much energy to establish contact and yet it appeared so quickly suggested they didn't actually exist in this level of reality-
Very Clever Child
Jade chuckled as she heard that, surprised that she was actually aware of her physical reaction.  The mental contact was still all but overwhelming, but her awareness of the world around her was increasing.  She didn't know if that was because the contact was withdrawing to ease the strain on her or if she was simply adapting to it-
Impressive Child
...well, that answered that.  She idly wondered how these beings viewed the other races of the galaxy that the MIB apparently had contact with-
Teenagers
Well, that paternal frustration certainly answered that.  Though she couldn't help but-
She stopped her thoughts.  Whatever she thought about, these beings were aware of and answered, so if she wanted answers she should phrase her thoughts accordingly.  She decided images would work best, and so she visualized the timeline of the Sphynx's riddle.
Polite Child
Before she could place the concepts she intended to explain her question, she found Earth placed in her mind between the four and two leg stage, her own imaginings of 'space aliens' placed in the same area but closer to the two-legged stage, and her memories of Star Trek and the alliance of races placed firmly at the two-legged stage.  The three-legged stage shot off in one direction...and another branched off to lead to her brief vision of the ship that was directly above her.
I see, she thought, both to herself and to try and make her conclusions clear.  We are children until we learn to play together on good terms, at which point we are adults...but then we have two paths before us.  One leads to eventual decay, decline, and fading from history...and the other leads to being something like you.
Simplified.  Accurate.
So she was on the right track, but didn't grasp the entire thing.  But there was one important question she had to ask.  What causes us to go one way or the other?
Unknown.  Curious.  Watch.
...it wasn't just parental interest that had this race - no these races - watching over the development of life.  They wanted to know what caused some life to reach their level and others not to!  Despite how far they'd evolved and grown, they didn't know all the answers yet.  They were searching for answers to questions Jade herself couldn't even imagine yet-
Was that it?  Was the difference between the beings that faded and the ones that reached this state that...they never stopped growing, questioning, learning?  That they knew there was no true limit to knowledge to obtain, only the never ending quest that was its own purpose and goal?
...Bemused.
Jade couldn't help but laugh.  For all they'd advanced, they'd never considered that possibility as part of the explanation?  Kids say the darndest things, she observed playfully in her mind.
Truth.
She became more aware of the world around her as she learned how to handle the contact.  She had to admit, it made a lot of sense.  Only the young, certain in invulnerability, tried the insane things.  That's where the answers could be found to questions no adult would think to ask.  Though some adults never lost that sense but grew responsible with it, and were exceptions.  Who else would think to take an idea from another timeline and use it to bargain with gods for forgiveness for playing games with time?
...Intrigued.
Smiling to herself, she offered - as best as she could conceive of it - contact information for Valmont.
Gratitude.  Felicitations.  Farewells.
The link slowly faded and Jade was once again alone in her mind.  She slumped back into Hsi's arms as the disc in the sky flew off.  Agent K glanced down at her in concern.  "Are you stable enough to answer questions?" he asked hopefully.  "With the strength of the mental contact you were undergoing, it's likely some of it might fade if we wait too long."
"Big Brother's there to help," Jade responded firmly, gesturing from the stones around them to where the disc had been.  "Or...Big Sister...or maybe Uncle, I don't know...words don't..."  The words didn't do it justice, and the struggle to shape them after the purity of direct mental communication where what was meant was more important than the shaping...
"Rest now, Mistress," Hsi whispered gently as he cradled her in his arms.
"...not your Mistress..." she managed to mumble before slumping into unconsciousness.

	
		The Consequences



Jade slowly felt herself return to consciousness, becoming aware of the world around her.  She was lying on something soft and warm, spread out so that every inch of her body was comfortably supported.  There was light, enough to see her surroundings once she could clearly but not so much as to pierce her eyelids unpleasantly.  She could hear noise, but it was very distant...the exact distance where she knew she could hear clearly without being loud enough to disturb rest.  The room felt spacious yet enclosed, big enough to have plenty of room but small enough to feel safely protected.
There's only one thing missing to make this the perfect recovery room... she thought to herself as her eyes slowly opened.  Seeing Hsi leaned over her worriedly in his demon form, she smiled.  And there it is...
Hsi smiled down at her.  "Sleep well?" he asked warmly.
"Hey..." she managed to say, shocked at just how weak she felt, and how hard it was to even shape words...and was everything slower?  "W..."
"Adapting to the communication stretched your mind further than it was really meant to go," Hsi explained quickly.  "When the contact was broken, your mind snapped back, like an overstretched rubber band.  You're currently dealing with the mental whiplash, which is why time may seem to be flowing oddly around you, and why your thoughts might not be acting properly on your body."
"...ah..." she managed to say, letting that turn over in her mind.  That explained quite a bit.  It wasn't a pleasant explanation, but one she could accept.  She tried to move her eyes, but found that sluggish too.  Frustrated, she decided to take advantage of her mind being out-of-sync with her body, and thought back to how it felt to Astral Project with the Sheep Talisman-
Hsi smirked as he watched her float up out of her body.  "I was going to say, if you're uncomfortable your body will recover quicker without you in it," he offered teasingly.
Jade chuckled at that.  "So where are we, anyway?" she asked, glancing around at the...completely nondescript room.  "Kinda dull..."
"It's a recovery chamber specifically designed to help someone recover from mental whiplash like what you underwent," Hsi explained calmly.  "One of the options in First Class Medical, though it's mostly used by insanely rich people who don't want jet lag, or for sedentary species that don't travel well."
"I see," Jade murmured as she floated around.  "Is that why it's so...plain?"
"It's specifically designed to stimulate all physical senses just enough so that you're aware of them without being enough to disturb rest," Hsi pointed out logically.  "It's not supposed to be interesting to look at."
Sighing, Jade lay back in the air.  "So how are we going to pass the time, then?" she asked ruefully.  "Eye Spy is out..."
Hsi simply smirked.  "Person, Place, or Thing?"
Blinking, Jade smiled.  "Person."
"Is it me?"
"You wish..."

Valmont floated calmly in the mental space.  While the contact with the alien mental force had been unexpected, he'd adapted quickly by shifting to his demonic form.  With his mind freed of physical limitations, he was better equipped to speak to the ones who'd made contact with him.  Words weren't used in the communication, and he didn't truly need them to make sense of the communication like this.  However, he did need to mentally summarize it as it went in a form that he'd be able to explain it to various people in his company.  After all, they'd need to know why they were getting certain orders.
The Other Mind had been impressed at his abilities to adapt to their level of communication.  They'd apparently been directed to him on recommendation from Jade Chan, and were curious if his resources and abilities matched what she had presented.  They'd been surprised to find that they did.  They had explored the theory behind some of his developments with him, extrapolating aspects of it he hadn't considered.
They had commissioned a set of Elder Traps, altered somewhat to their specifications.
They had explained their connection to the Elder Gods as he - and the Jade Council - understood them.
...that part he wasn't going to touch on when it came to explaining it to others.  The simple side would be confusing, and the more complex side could only be communicated through direct mental contact...and he didn't trust many people enough to pass it on that way, and those he did weren't ready for it.  Frankly, he wasn't ready for it and he knew it now.
As contact had ended, he decided he needed to clear his head before focusing on all that, and cast his mind in search of something amusing.  To his surprise, he found his mind focusing on Hak Foo, of all people, somewhere in a ruin...

Hak Foo calmly walked into the Temple of Shiva.  As he had expected, there were neither guards nor worshipers.  Shiva was not a goddess known for being...tolerant of human eccentricities, and so those places dedicated to her were generally left respectfully empty.  While the structure was grand and soaring, he had no interest in architecture.
No, what he was here for was far more important than mere columns.  Enshrined within this Temple was an ancient artifact of power, the Bands of Shiva.  Legend said that a mortal who wore them would become the living channel of Shiva's power on the physical plane.  He was determined to take that power for his own, and thus push his limits beyond what was physically possible for a mere human.  His power would be without limits!
And there it was, the statue of Shiva.  She sat in repose, legs crossed and arms raised in the air in the traditional pose.  On the wrists raised towards the sky, the golden bands stood out against the stone.  Grinning to himself, he reached for the bands-
An echoing snore rang from the statue's face.
Hak Foo froze.  He hadn't considered the possibility that Shiva might be inhabiting the statue at the moment.  If she awoke to his looting her Temple, she would not be pleased.  He likely would not escape intact.  Perhaps it would be best if he came back another day, when Shiva was busy elsewhere.  It shouldn't be that hard to find out when Shiva would be at a meeting with the Jade Council.

As he watched Hak Foo leave, Valmont chuckled to himself.  He hoped Shiva wouldn't hold his 'sacrilege' against him, but that was just too funny to resist.

	
		Monkeying Around



Jade, Hsi, Apple Bloom, Sweetie Belle, and Scootaloo strolled along the street outside Uncle's antique shop.  It was the final stage of Jade's 'recovery' from the events in England, and despite the fillies' curiosity they'd abided by the directive not to quiz her on what had happened after they'd been herded away.  They were also all walking despite preferences, just in case Jade found herself losing her balance or otherwise having issues with the balance between her mind and body.  They were being so considerate that she was about to scream in frustration, and possibly hit someone.
"Look, can't you all just give me one minute to try and feel like myself without you all hovering?" she demanded finally.  "I get that I'm not in the best of shapes, but yeesh!"  Stepping away, she rolled her neck and shoulders to try and relax.  "Only way it'd be worse is if it was the grownups..."
"Us keeping an eye on you like this means they aren't," Scootaloo pointed out, only to get a glare from Sweetie.  "What?  You really think she wouldn't figure it out on her own?"
"Shoulda known," Jade grumbled under her breath.  Sighing, she shifted her focus.  "Look, can we just...talk about something?  Give me something to focus on other than everyone's concern for my well being.  Anything going on at school I should be focusing on?"
"Well, the talent show is coming up-" Hsi Wu began carefully.
"Oh crap!" Jade gasped out aghast.  "That's tomorrow, and I still don't have a talent picked out!  I haven't even looked into how it's run now!  What am I going to do?"
"Ya could ask yer boyfriend who's probably kept track a' those things for ya specifically cause he knows ya let those things slide?" Apple Bloom suggested slyly.
Jade blew her an irritated raspberry, but turned to Hsi as the fillies giggled.  "Did you?" she asked hopefully.
"Yes," Hsi confirmed.  "Even those details that others might overlook sharing that you need to know due to not remembering how things work in a magic-normal world."
Jade sighed in relief.  "So...?" she prompted.
Hsi stared back at her for a time.  "...oh, you wanted me to tell you?" he teased playfully.
"Seriously, Hsi?" Emeraude asked from Jade's shoulder.  "You're really going to be like this now?"
"Of course I am," Hsi responded coyly.  "I have to get her mind back to herself somehow.  Good to see you manifesting again, though."
"Maybe he'd be more cooperative with a whip," Queen suggested somewhere between groggily and snidely, mostly manifest on Jade's other shoulder.
"Am I going to need to do that, Hsi?" Jade asked playfully, raising an eyebrow as she cocked her hips.
"If you like, Mistress," Hsi teased.
"I'm not your Mistress!"
"You're the one suggesting whipping me."
"HSI!"
The fillies continued to laugh at their antics.  After a time, Hsi spoke more normally.  "It's your basic talent show," he explained readily.  "You mark down the talent you'll showcase on your entry form, filled out the day of the show.  File it as a magical or a mundane talent, and magical talents are judged against your expected magical capabilities, as recorded in your school records."
"I'm guessing mine includes the fact I'm the Chosen One?" Jade asked dryly.  When Hsi nodded, she sighed.  "Guess I'll need to find a mundane talent to show, then, if I want a chance of getting a good prize."
"Well, that should be easy enough," Sweetie Belle suggested.  "You've got all those past lives to draw on-"
"Even if they would let me use those skills for a school talent show, I wouldn't want to win like that," Jade pointed out dryly.  "If I'm going to compete, I want it to be on my own abilities, not something inherited."
"So a talent a past life hasn't mastered," Hsi mused thoughtfully.  "That's going to be tricky."
"You could do lion taming!" Sweetie Belle suggested helpfully.
"How would that work?" Jade demanded in confusion.
"Just stick a mane on Hsi!" Sweetie explained.  "Then you just need the chair, right?"
Jade and Hsi both facepalmed as the fillies laughed.  Jade blew her bangs out of her eyes.  "Well, better than trying to shape change Ruby and train her," she offered ruefully.  "Any other ideas?"
"We could take our feline form and dance," Queen suggested wickedly, shaking her hips in a suggestive manner to demonstrate her meaning.
"Jade!  Is!  TWELVE!" Emeraude snapped back, her eyes blazing.
"You knew how to belly dance when you were twelve," Queen pointed out teasingly.
"Wait, what?" Jade and Hsi both demanded in shock.
"It was for exercise!" Emeraude snapped back, her cheeks bright red.
"Well I never said we should take our clothes off first," Queen offered playfully.  "You're the one who went there."
With a scream of inarticulate fury, Emeraude lunged for Queen as they began to tussle back and forth over Jade's shoulders, tearing at each other.
Jade sighed ruefully.  "Pity I can't just use a spell to make you two visible," she groaned.  "My talent could be the world's most embarrassing comedy routine."
"Uh...this may seem like an obvious suggestion," Apple Bloom spoke up, "but...wut about a martial arts demonstration?  Ah mean, ya are still givin' those informal lessons at school durin' recess."
Jade blinked as she thought over that.  "...call that Plan B," she allowed.  "A fall back if we can't find anything the school hasn't already seen."
"Pretty sure you could spice it up a bit and make it really impressive," Hsi observed calmly.  "Got a few tricks along those lines I could share easily."
"How about ventriloquism?" Scootaloo offered helpfully as she stared at a rather creepy looking monkey puppet in a shop window they were passing.  "That Dunham fellow's hilarious, and he doesn't even have any magic!  Maybe you could do something like that?"
The whole group turned to look at the puppet, carefully examining it.  It was dressed in bright green, had dark red hair slicked back in spikes, and had a rather disturbing face exquisitely carved with movable eyebrows, along with a huge grin filled with sharp teeth.  "So...you want me to try throwing my voice into an evil monkey puppet?" Jade asked flatly.
"I'm not picking up any magic in it whatsoever," Hsi pointed out calmly.  "Should be perfectly safe."
"...feels a little too convenient," Jade murmured before glancing up at the name of the shop.
Movere Autem Insidiamini

"...any of you read Latin?" she asked curiously.
"Nope," Apple Bloom offered apologetically.
"Not really," Sweetie Belle allowed.
"Nope!" Scootaloo declared eagerly.
"Despite what most fiction would tell you, Latin has actually very little place in magic usage," Hsi apologized.
"Well, that's reassuring!" Jade declared as she stepped into the shop to buy the puppet, certain it would be perfectly harmless.

	
		Double Your Pleasure



Jade smiled to herself as she took a seat in the upper rooms of the antique shop turned family home.  She had the monkey puppet stabilized on her knee, her hand inside the compartment in its back as her fingers slipped into the controls.  "Alright," she murmured to herself.  "Ventriloquism, take one."  She shifted her fingers, and the puppet promptly punched itself in the face, causing one of the movable eyebrows to pop off.  Jade stared as Hsi retrieved the fallen eyebrow to reattach it.  "This is off to a great start..." she grumbled sarcastically.
"Did you really expect to pick it up first try?" Hsi asked pointedly as he affixed the brow in its place.
"I have just about everything else I've put my hand to," Jade pointed out petulantly.
"Because your past lives had already mastered similar skills, and the whole point of trying ventriloquism was for a skill that was yours and not inherited," Hsi reminded her gently.  "Now you get to experience what the rest of the 'mere mortals' do when they try to learn something new...practice and effort."  Grinning, he ducked as a pillow went flying for his head, catching it and using it to block the puppet blow to his gut.  "Also, your tantrums are getting predicta-"  His words cut off as Jade closed the distance until she was nose to nose with him, his breath caught...only to let out a yelp as he got a puppet eyebrow to his eye.
"So are the holes in your defenses," Jade teased back as she put the brow back where it belonged as she pulled back.  "Seriously, is it that off putting when I get aggressive?"
"Only until you turn 18, so enjoy it while it lasts," Hsi grumbled as he rubbed his face.  "And once you do, be ready for payback."
Jade promptly blew him a raspberry, making him roll his eyes as the watching fillies giggled.  Turning, she raised an eyebrow.  "Where'd you get the popcorn?  ...and what's that goblin doing here?"
"Me job," the goblin replied as he counted money as he passed bags around.  "There's a show, some folks want popcorn, and dinae wanna get it themselves.  That's me route."  With that, the goblin folded up his wallet, his stand, and himself before vanishing.
"...and I thought magic bathrooms would take getting used to," Jade mumbled as she stared at where the goblin had vanished.  Shaking her head, she turned her focus back to the puppet she was trying to manipulate.  "So now I'm going to try to master two skills I'm unfamiliar with and have no natural talent with in less than a day.  This is off to a great start..."
"Two?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.
"Throwing my voice and puppetry," Jade pointed out, turning the monkey puppet around to show the complicated controls inside.  "It's bad enough I need to make it sound like the puppet's talking instead of me, but just figuring out the controls is a hassle."  Setting the puppet down on the table, she rubbed her face.  "Don't suppose any of you know anything about it?" she asked hopefully.
"No fingers," Sweetie Belle pointed out as she lifted her hoof, Apple Bloom and Scootaloo mirroring her actions.
"Never went in for puppetry," Hsi offered apologetically.  "Always felt creepy to me, especially when magic got involved."
"I guess it's no use then," Jade groaned ruefully, laying her face against the table.
"You give up too quickly!" the puppet suddenly said, its limbs and face articulating flawlessly and making everyone in the room - save Hsi - jump and yelp.  "A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step..."  Jackie stepped into the room, his mouth closed and his hand seeming to vanish into an odd metal circle.  "...even if that first step is a stumble," the puppet concluded in Jackie's voice, his mouth barely moving before he pulled his hand from the metal circle, it appearing as the puppet fell limp.  Reaching under the flap at the puppet's back, he pulled out a matching metal circle.  "Portal circles," he explained as the girls stared in awe.  "One of Viper's more versatile toys."
"How'd that let you make the puppet move?" Jade asked insistently.
"Oh, that was me," Jackie explained as he slipped his hand into the puppet's back.
"Your Uncle Jackie won a few talent shows in his day," the puppet explained in a distortion of Jackie's voice as it moved flawlessly.
"Wow..." Jade marveled as she stared.  "You have got to teach me..."
"First step is getting used to the controls," Jackie explained easily.  "As far as throwing your voice..."
"Maybe I could teach her a thing or two?" Viper's voice suddenly suggested from the toy chest as Viper stepped into the room, her lips not moving at all.  "Might be good to put a few more of my tricks to good use."
"So cool..." Jade marveled excitedly.
Jackie frowned at Viper, his expression somewhat disapproving.  "Viper, I've got this covered," he began carefully.
"Come on, Jackie," Viper pointed out as she sat next to him, her hand on the puppet.  "How often do I have something I can bond with Jade over that you'd actually approve of?"
"About as often as I have something I can still teach Jade so I can bond with her?" Jackie pointed out, his tone somewhat defensive.
"Talk about awkward," Emeraude murmured from Jade's shoulder.  "'Mom' and 'Dad' are fighting over us."
"Yeah," Queen agreed from Jade's other shoulder.  "At least they could put on their fur and make it entertaining-"  Emeraude promptly sent Queen flying with an oversized mallet.
"I see you discovered anime in one of your lives," Hsi murmured under his breath so Emeraude and Jade could hear, but the others couldn't.  Emeraude shot him a playful wink.
"Can we not fight about this like this?" Viper and Jackie said together as they turned towards each other, the movement causing each of them to pull back on their grip on the puppet...each pulling on one of the legs.  The puppet suddenly began to cackle.
Hsi's hair visibly stood on end as he pulled Jade back.  "Get back!" he called out as a swirling pink vortex surrounded Jackie, Viper, and the puppet.
The vortex spun, swirled, turned, and sparked as magic inside seemed to pull in every direction at once.  "Any idea what's goin' on?" Apple Bloom called out.
"The puppet obviously had a spirit sealed inside, and something about what just happened is releasing it," Sweetie Belle stated firmly as she projected a Chi Barrier.  "Must have been sealed deep inside if none of us could sense anything until the seal was broken-"
A sudden, shockingly loud roar echoed through the room as the vortex exploded.
"Was that a tiger?" Apple Bloom managed to ask as she ducked behind the barrier.
Two wooden puppets - one looking like Jackie, the other like Viper - flew to opposite sides of the room as six human-sized figures were blown back.  The first to sit up looked exactly like the monkey puppet had, and he quickly glanced between the figures lazing about the room.  "Huh, now that's a new one for me being released!"  He hopped to his feet, looking over the two Jackies and two Vipers struggling to their feet.  "And me without any gum!"

	
		Double Your Fun



Jade and the fillies stared in shock as they tried to figure out what happened.  Hsi Wu, however, responded immediately.  "Monkey King!" he snarled out as he shifted to his demon form, bracing himself between the Monkey and Jade.  "I thought that puppet looked familiar..."
The Monkey King turned to look at Hsi Wu, then did a double take.  "Wuwu baby, is that you?" he teased as he leapt into the air, landing on Hsi's shoulder and looking him over.  "Really been hitting the gym, haven't you?  Look at these gains!"  He pulled out a measuring tape and began measuring Hsi's muscle mass, and within moments had him completely tied up in the tape, landing away from him in a doctor's outfit.  "Sadly your funny bone is still grossly underdeveloped."  He let off a mad cackle as he flipped backwards, landing back in his normal attire, if it could be called that, only to spin into an outfit remarkably similar to what Wesley Rank had worn before he was revealed for the fraud he was.  "Now who's this sheila who's tamed this whopper, eh?" he asked in the fakest Australian accent the girls had ever heard as he leaned forward to look Jade over.
Jade, for her part, promptly kicked him between the legs.
The Monkey King let out a pained squawk as he bent over clutching himself.  "Ah...so you're a real spitfire, eh?" he asked as he took in a deep breath.
As Hsi burst free of the measuring tape, Jade smashed a bottle of wine over the Monkey King's head, soaking him in the flammable alcohol.  "You know, with all the stories about the legendary trickster Monkey King I'd read...I expected more than discount Deadpool," she pointed out blandly as the beast let the breath out without spitting fire.  "At least guard your magic satchel better, it's too easy to reach into."
The Monkey King wiped his face and glowered at her.  "You're going to-"  He stopped as a dry chuckle echoed from the fifth recumbent figure.  When he turned towards it and got a look, he let out a sudden defiant hiss.  "No!  I just escaped one prison, I'm not going back into another!"  With no further explanation than that, he leapt out the window and dashed off.
The figure slowly sat up.  At first glance, it appeared to be an old Chinese man dressed in white silk, a close shaven white beard and hair the only sign of true age.  As his eyes opened, they sparked with gentle mischief, but there was wisdom behind that gaze.  As he came fully aware, the girls felt a sudden overpowering sense of presence...of legend.  Reaching over, he picked up a crimson staff and pushed himself to his feet before smiling down at the girls.  "Well now," he murmured, his voice ancient but brimming with vim and vigor, "this is a gathering I haven't seen in a long time.  Humans, Demons, God blessed, and-"  His eyes sparkled in mischievous delight as he glanced at the fillies.  "Oh, I won't say.  That's too much fun."
Jade was the first to find her voice.  "S-Sun Wu Kong, I presume?" she managed to ask.
The figure raised an eyebrow.  "Why the stutter, Miss Chosen One?  You've met a Goddess and earned her favor, why are you-"  He paused, glanced down at himself, and facepalmed.  "Been so long since I've been in charge of myself I forgot about that."  He closed his eyes and focused, and the overpowering sense of presence withdrew.
The fillies managed a gasp in response as they were able to find their breath.  "So is that, like, the Class 1 or 2 equivalent of leaving your fly open?" Scootaloo managed to ask brusquely.
Sun Wu Kong laughed softly.  "Very much so.  And provisional Class 1.  I'm not on the Jade Council, but I'm an advisory member...or at least, I was before..."  A frown crossed his face as he glanced from Hsi Wu to the east.
"You tangled with Shendu and he used the power of the Tiger Talisman to invert your moral compass, putting your alter ego of the Monkey King in charge?" Sweetie Belle asked incisively.  "The side of you that doesn't care about others in pursuit of fun?"
Sun Wu Kong blinked in surprise.  "You put that together just from a glance to the east?" he asked, impressed.
"That and the tiger roar when the magic burst, and that Jackie's split inta Tiger and Kitten again," Apple Bloom pointed out as the named individuals sat up with a groan.
"What the hell just happened?" Tiger demanded with a growl as he rubbed his head.
"Brother!" Kitten complained.  "Language!  The children are present-"
"I don't think Hell counts as a swear word in this world if it's an actual place individuals can commute back and forth from," Tiger snapped derisively.  "There are Devils that attend Jade's school, after all."
Kitten raised a hand in objection, then sighed and lowered it.  "Point made.  But you still shouldn't swear in front of the children-"
"Oh give it a rest!" Tiger snarled.  "If you want to keep them from bad influences, stop letting them hang out with Valmont's girls!  Swearing's the least of your worries compared to Adagio."
"They need a good example by comparison!" Kitten snapped back.
Sun Wu Kong promptly fished out a few coins.  "McKettle?  A bucket if you please?"
"On th' house for the return o' me favorite customer!" the popcorn goblin said as it appeared and handed Sun some popcorn.  "Dare ah hope th' Monkey's back in its cage?"
"Not yet, but I'm working on it," Sun promised as he munched.
"Planning on sharing?" one of the Vipers - this one wearing a sundress and apron - asked softly as she reached up to Sun's bucket.
"With such a fetching maid?" Sun replied warmly.  "Of a certainty."  He held the bucket down to let her take some.
Another Viper - in the feline form of the pitch black panther and wearing nothing - took a pawful as well.  "If it comes to blows, I hope Tigerrrr goes forrr the shirrrt," she purred eagerly.
"Ahem!" the apron-clad Viper insisted darkly.
"I'm surrre Hsi will coverrr Jade's eyes orrr otherrrwise rrremove herr if it comes to that," the feline Viper pointed out dryly.
"Fair enough," the more domestic Viper allowed.
"This is going to be awkward..." Hsi Wu muttered grimly.

	
		That's the Statement



As Tiger and Kitten argued back and forth about parenting habits, Jade glanced worriedly in the direction the Monkey King had fled in.  "So...should we be worried about your other half?" she asked Sun Wukong.
"Not terribly," he responded easily.  "Unlike mortals, when an immortal or divine is split by the Tiger Talisman, their power is halved.  It will take him at least a couple of hours to adjust to the lower power as he tries to function at his normal level.  If he doesn't notice, he'll hit burnout in an hour and have to rest and recuperate...and he doesn't do patient well."
"So...your plan is to let him wear himself out and then pick him up when he's weak?" Hsi Wu asked curiously as he grabbed a bit of popcorn.
"Well, that will give me a good chance to figure out how to reverse your brother's curse on me so he can be put back in the shadows where he belongs," Sun observed calmly as he munched a kernel.  "Ooh, McKettle's got a new recipe."
"Wait a minute!" Tiger interrupted, turning away from Kitten for a moment.  "You plan to just lock him away?"
"Well, yes," Sun Wukong allowed in confusion.  "A monster like that really shouldn't-"
"And here we go again," Kitten groaned ruefully as he sat down in front of Sun.  "Don't you realize that attitude's what created this situation in the first place?"
Sun blinked in confusion.  "Weren't you just having a...rather entertaining argument about parenting habits?"
"Oh, we've had that debate off and on since we first split," Tiger explained as he sat down.  "We know all the arguments, and know we both have valid points.  That's why it's Jackie that makes those decisions, not either of us."
"But the debate's still fun, and it's a good way to get settled into physicality when we're split," Kitten allowed.
"Besides, it entertains the ladies," Tiger teased, giving the feline Viper an affectionate swat on the rump, causing her to let out a pleased yowl followed by a purr as she rubbed against him.
"Okay, I draw the line with that sort of thing in front of the kids!" Kitten and the apron-clad Viper snapped immediately.  They glanced at each other in surprise, then smiled.
"I...feel like I'm missing something," Sun observed calmly.  "Since when has the power of the Noble Tiger brought such...harmony?"
"Since it let Uncle Jackie confront how he'd been burying all his anger and 'negative' feelings deep inside him since he feared it would make him a 'bad person', only to come to accept that he needed both sides of his being to be complete and accomplish the goals he was trying to stay 'good' for," Sweetie Belle explained calmly.
"Namely, being a good parental role model," Scootaloo added.  "He even got a special magical sword out of it."  She gestured to where Balance Breaker had apparently relocated itself specifically to make a viable visual aid.
"And the point they were trying to make before they got distracted again is that you're making the same mistake with your other self," Jade pointed out.  "Which means we're about to have a discussion as we try to convince you that you need the Monkey King to be whole, and it's probably not going to be pleasant as you'll likely fight us every step of the way-"
Sun's chuckle interrupted Jade.  "Young One, I've been around for a very long time, only a short portion of that trapped inside my other self.  I know impulsive decisions are not the path to wisdom, and I know I can be wrong.  My choice not to at the first major moment is what made me who I am...and this world what it is.  Had I given into impulsive hatred and a thirst for vengeance all those years ago, this world would be very different."  He gently stroked his staff, and for a brief moment a blade unlike any other was visible within.  "I am willing to hear your argument out.  It will either be startlingly right or amusingly wrong, and either way I'm trying to buy time until my other self wears himself out...at which point either forceful capture or reasonable discourse will be more viable, so it costs me nothing to hear you all out."
As everyone blinked, Apple Bloom sighed.  "Well, here's hopin' yer other side got some o' dat wisdom, too.  Either way, this'll be the easy talk."

The Monkey King glanced around in confusion as people ran in panic, screaming in terror.  The various monstrosities he had crafted had been hilarious ideas, and the rampage they were unleashing were in battle with various magical law enforcement in a spectacle that would have made Loki's Mask greener with envy.  And yet he found no humor.  He knew all of this should be funny...but he found nothing to laugh at.  Even tying up Hsi Wu hadn't been all that entertaining.  He'd laughed more because it was expected, not because he'd found humor.
"But I don't understand!" he complained as he gripped his head.  "It was one of my classic gags!  Why was it so...dull?  Even the nut shot got a laugh from the others even if I didn't!  What's wrong with me?"  He mussed his hair for a time as he scratched away at his scalp as though he could dig the answer out, his fingertips becoming shovel blades to make it happen easier.  "Rrrr!  No, it's not me that's wrong!  Something's off with the world!  There's too much magic, too much craziness...I'm coming off as blase!  I need to be...bigger!  Brighter!  More of a spectacle!"  He grinned eagerly as his eyes lit up so brightly the bulbs popped.  "I need to be...fantastic!"
He began spinning his staff eagerly.  "This is going to need something...unbelievable, undeniable, and unexpected."  He began to laugh...but it wasn't amused laughter.  It was maniacal laughter, and even as part of himself told him it felt wrong, he couldn't stop.  "This world better get ready for a big...surprise!"  His laughter echoed as storm clouds gathered, the world itself flinching away from the working he was attempting.

	
		Of the Great Mint



As Sun Wukong continued to eat his popcorn, he listened to his new friends' attempts to convince him that he should make peace with the Monkey King rather than lock him up again.  The first part of the story came from Kitten, discussing Tiger.
"When Jackie was younger, his life was...not ideal," Kitten explained, his evasiveness plainly an attempt to avoid discussing things he felt the youngsters present weren't ready to hear.
"Gee, who would have thought being the only Asian in an American classroom shortly after World War 2 would be rough?" Tiger offered waspishly.
"It wasn't that close!" Jackie countered.  "It was the next generation!"
"You mean the generation of kids who grew up with their parents' hate but not understanding the reason for it, and so focused it through childish bitterness rather than mature distaste?" Jade pointed out flatly.
Tiger chuckled as Kitten winced.  "These kids aren't dumb," he pointed out in amusement.
Sighing, Kitten continued.  "Anyway, Jackie was left with a lot of anger...and our training in martial arts with Uncle taught him discipline.  But..."
"That just led to him taking everything he felt risked him becoming a bad guy, and locking it up deep inside him until it became me," Tiger finished bitterly.  "Not enough to create a complete split personality until the Tiger Talisman got involved, but enough to leave him with problems in managing his anger."
"Oh?" Sun Wukong asked curiously.  "How so?  It sounds like he - or you - had things under control."
"Suppressed anger is under pressure inside the heart," the Domestic Viper observed calmly.
"And prrresssurrre...makes things strongerrrr," the feline Viper added.  "The longerrrr it is contained, the harrrderrr that becomes...until eitherrrr it explodes, or a vent is forrrrced..."
"And Jackie refused to let himself vent," Kitten explained regretfully.  "He feared letting his anger out once would make it easier to do again...and again...until he didn't bother putting it away again."
"The few real explosions that happened probably didn't help..." Tiger allowed apologetically.  "Probably should have handled it better with that gang in-"
"No, that was totally called for," Kitten insisted.  "What we saw?  They needed to pay."
Tiger raised an eyebrow.  "If you agree that they deserved it, why did Jackie collapse emotionally from it?"
"Oh, I can answer that," Sun Wukong spoke up.  "It's easy to accept that something is deserved or necessary.  Dealing with having done it yourself, however, is a completely different story, and much harder."  He stroked his beard thoughtfully.  "And I suppose I see what you mean about locking things away.  The internal issues that created the Monkey King inside me...it would indeed have been better to deal with them rather than locking it away.  And dealing with it now should happen.  But...I don't see why that includes making peace with him, rather than breaking him down and reassimilating him into myself."
"Won't that just recreate the problem?" Sweetie asked curiously.  "I mean, this all happened because you didn't like that side of yourself.  If you still don't like that side of yourself, what's to stop you from doing it again sometime down the line, convinced it 'won't happen that way this time'?"
"Setting aside the whole question of...well, how do I say this?"  Jade scratched her head as she tried to think how to express what she was saying.
"I don't think you trust...in...my...self-righteous suicide..." Audrey crooned gently.
"...yeah, that," Jade pointed out.  "Monkey King may be a part of you, but as of now he's his own distinct entity with his own personality.  Incomplete like you, but...alive.  Is it right to just kill him?"
Sun raised an eyebrow.  "Do you truly think it's possible for one as dedicated to the Light as I to coexist with something that dark and evil?"  He blinked as Emeraude waved at him from Jade's shoulder.  "In the same body..."  He frowned as Queen flaunted herself from Jade's other shoulder, only for Emeraude to start yelling at her to 'act Jade's age'.  "...I see.  Well, I suppose it is possible.  But why would I want to do it?  And why would he want to?  It seems to me it might be better to make the separation permanent."
Kitten and Tiger exchanged a look.  "Well, at least he doesn't want to lock him away anymore," Tiger allowed ruefully.
"A step in the right direction," Kitten agreed.  "Now we just need to convince him that the parts the Monkey King represents are essential to being his true self."
"Somehow I doubt that'll be easy," the Domestic Viper observed.  "We'd probably have better luck convincing the Monkey King of that than the other way around."
"Then why don't we?" the feline Viper purred.  "Then we can let these two talk it out.  It's betterrr forrr them if they worrrrk it out themselves, anyway, rrrright Jackie?"  She sauntered between the two Jackies, brushing up against both in a playful manner that drew their attention to the fact she was clad only in her fur.
"An excellent idea," Sun Wukong concluded.  "If you can get my other half to be willing to talk things out, I will be more than happy to come to a compromise with him regarding how we become whole.  After all, one of my issues is how unreasonably wicked he is, going way too far with his pranks, especially on those who can't handle it."
"Well, this went better than I anticipated," Hsi observed calmly.  "One half is already ready to reconsider.  Now we just need to find the Monkey King and talk him around-"
A sudden wrench seemed to hit the entire world, followed by an aetheral howling that seemed to dig at the mind without bothering to go through the ears.  Colors outside the visible spectrum flashed into vision, and touches of octarine light bounced off enchanted surfaces as the magics flinched from the auric impact.
"...before his attempts at pranking tear the world asunder," Hsi murmured worriedly as he spread his wings.
"How odd," Sun Wukong mused thoughtfully.  "He doesn't normally go this overboard.  He normally has more self control in how much of his power he uses at once...oh, that's me, isn't it?"
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		Of Double Mint



It didn't take long for the group to reach the epicenter of the unfolding chaos, as it wasn't exactly easy to miss.  At first it seemed like a chaotic sea as the air cracked and rumbled, darkness beyond the definition thereof leaking through as buildings blended into each other.  Riding Cumulo, the group was able to come down from above in what seemed like the eye of the storm, and around them they were able to make out more details so it didn't seem like such madness.  However, even up close it was insanity.
Buildings blended into each other, only to snap back into the wrong shapes.  There were no people in sight, and unholy screams echoed from the cracks as unnatural eyes glared out from within them, strange protrubances struggling to reach through.  Pink Elelphants and creatures of Cthulic myth chased each other through the buildings, in and out of doors like a Hannah Barbarah skit set on Empirical Crescent in Ankh-Morpork.  The sky bled butterflies and farted rainbows in colors that were not meant to be part of the visible spectrum but forced their way in.
In the center of it all, on an island of sanity in the sea of madness, huddled the Monkey King clutching two halves of his broken staff, mumbling to himself.  As they got closer, they could hear what he was mumbling.  "What went wrong?  What went wrong?  What went wrong?"
As they landed, Sun Wukong stepped off the cloud to stare around at the scene.  "You've outdone yourself, brother," he murmured thoughtfully.
The Monkey King perked up at that.  "Brother?" he demanded angrily.  "That's a change.  Who are you and what have you done with my jailer?"
"We're the two halves of Jackie Chan," Kitten explained happily.
"And we beat some sense into him," Tiger growled.
"Metaphorically speaking, but yes," Sun Wukong agreed.
"We can make it literal if that would help," Tiger offered, cracking his knuckles.
"Violence is not the answer!" Kitten countered angrily.
"And what do you think is the answer?" Tiger demanded, gesturing at their surroundings.  "This storm is going to get worse before it gets better!"
"Helping Sun Wukong and the Monkey King come to peace with each other so they can work together to fix it?" Kitten suggested helpfully.
"Yeah, like you're ever going to convince this uptight ass to tolerate me," the Monkey King growled, gesturing petulantly towards Sun.
"Actually, I've already agreed to discuss a compromise if they can convince you to do so," the old man pointed out.
"Really?" the Monkey King asked in surprise.  "I'm sold then."
"Wait, what?" Hsi Wu demanded in shock.
"Seriously, I can't keep a thought in my head for more than a few moments right now!" the Monkey King explained irritably.  "And no matter what I do, I can't find anything funny.  If I'm to live and not just exist in a pointlessly empty survival, I need him!  But I'm not going back into a cage to make it happen!  If that means hearing him out every so often about the funny stuff, better to have a stick partway up than no stick at all, know what I'm saying?"
Sun Wukong chuckled softly.  "Well, that was...much easier than I thought it'd be."
"You're the stubborn unchanging one," the Monkey King pointed out waspishly.  "Long as you don't try to cage me again and are willing to have fun, I've got no objections to being a bit closer to Neutral.  The only reason I even went crazy and started fighting you was because you got so stuck up and stiff after playing messenger for the Jade Council that you forgot how to have fun!  You considered it beneath you to actually lay back and enjoy yourself, putting too much importance on responsibilities!  When Shendu flipped us, I was happy to cut loose because there were so many jokes we didn't make!  And then we got caged up in that doll!"
"So how are we supposed to be able to mesh?" Sun Wukong inquired curiously.  "Somehow, I don't think the Tiger Magic that split us removed the doll curse."
"Actually, the two curses meshed and altered," Sweetie pointed out, her eyes glowing green as she examined the magic.  "Right now, if you merge back together, whichever side of you tries to suppress the other more will get sealed away, so only by being willing to work with the other will either of you get any control."
"So if we merge right now, being in balance is the only way we both get to have fun, and whoever upsets the apple cart gets locked away for trying?" the Monkey King demanded intently.
"Yup, pretty much!" Sweetie confirmed happily.
"I'm sold!" Monkey King declared happily.  "Lets blow this mess, bro!"  He held out his hand eagerly.
Chuckling, Sun Wukong reached out and clasped hands.  The pair were enfolded in blazing light as a Tiger's roar echoed.
Tiger and Kitten merged back together, as did Viper's two halves.  As the light passed, Sun Wukong stood there...changed.  While he still had the wrinkles of his age, his eyes were alight with mischief.  The red pole he clutched was plainly a sword cane, and he wore only loose silk pants.  The backs of his hands, tops of his feet, and back were covered in short, thick, crimson fur.  His chest was bare, and similar fur framed his face like a beard and sideburns, with the same color hair growing somewhat wildly from his head, though cut short.  His lips were pulled back in a wide grin, revealing a double-canined mouth of teeth.
"It's show time!" he called out happily, spinning his cane, his voice somewhere between the gentle, in control tone of the old man and the wild and untamed one of the Monkey.  Sun Wukong, the Monkey King, was whole once more.
"...whoa," Jade murmured in shock.
"So now you can fix this, right?" Hsi demanded.
"Nope!" Sun offered happily, spinning his cane as everyone found themselves slamming face first into the pavement for no apparent reason.  "Oh, anime's made things like this so much more fun!" he chortled happily as he balanced on his tail.
"Then how can we fix this?" Jackie demanded angrily, waving his hands at the insanity around them that was slowly encroaching on their island of sanity.
"Oh, we can't!" Sun explained readily.  "None of us can handle Cthulic nonsense and stay sane.  Thankfully, I know someone who can, and then I can clean up the rest!"  Leaping to the side, he unrolled a curtain from his pole, then pulled it aside revealing a rather voluptuous woman in a golden bikini laying back on a pool chair, her golden locks seeming to move of their own accord independent of any wind.
The woman turned with a glare, then slowly lowered her shades as her golden eyes gleamed.  "Wukong, the only reason you aren't missing key parts of your anatomy right now is that I can see you're in balance again, and that's a relief.  Aside from that, what do you want?"  As she growled the last out, the pendant around her neck glittered with a yellow that was more than color.
"While I was split, I made a mess," Sun offered in a playfully apologetic tone, gesturing at the nearest Shoggoth running by.  "Help me clean up, Claus-sempai?"  He made his eyes big like those of anime characters as he pleaded.
"I've told you to call me Heather," the woman growled as she got up.  Frowning at the mess, she put her hand to her pendant.  Something flexed.
The Shoggoths, Mindflayers, and other such creatures vanished, howling in shocked despair.  The cracks in the sky slammed shut.
"There.  You take care of the rest."  The woman vanished.
"So...that was Mrs. Claus?" Jade asked nervously as Sun began cleaning up the rest of it.
"Yes," Hsi allowed nervously.  "Now you see why the elves didn't want to upset her.  Her other title is The Yellow Queen."
"...I don't think I want to enter the talent show anymore..." Jade whimpered.

	
		Of a New Season



Jackie shook his head ruefully as he entered Section 13.  Jade was at home 'sleeping off' the insanity, with Hsi Wu and her cousins taking care of her.  Viper had to head off for 'a job' of some sort, which left him more or less to his own devices.  Having just merged back from being split, Jackie found himself with a bit too much nervous energy, and as such had decided to see if Captain Black had anything interesting going on.  Despite his continued reluctance to consider himself a 'secret agent', he'd gotten too used to it to really turn his back on it entirely.
As he approached Augustus' desk, he saw his friend looking ruefully frustrated.  "Something wrong, Augustus?" he asked in concern as he stepped in.
"Oh, Jackie," the Captain spoke up, shaking his head.  "No, not...wrong, per se.  Just...awkward and frustrating."  He leaned back in his chair with a sigh.  "Jackie...you're on friendly terms with Valmont, aren't you?"
Jackie hesitated.  "Well, I don't know about 'friendly'..." he began evasively.
"I'm not censuring you, Jackie," Augustus reassured him.  "Valmont has always been very personable, and easy to get along with.  It's part of what made him so successful and dangerous.  I'm just asking if he'd greet meeting you socially pleasantly, or if he'd rather not see you."
Jackie rubbed the back of his head.  "Well...his step-daughters are friends with Jade and the girls, so...we do meet socially on occasion..."  He chuckled nervously.  "Though I wish his eldest was a bit less friendly..."  Seeing Augustus' raised eyebrow, he explained, "She's a little...enthusiastic regarding...certain things, and is a bit...too eager to offer Jade advice in that regard.  Frankly, I feel Jade's growing up too fast as it is."
"...ah," Augustus observed awkwardly, plainly having no idea how to respond to that, but having understood Jackie's point.  To pass the time while they both let the awkwardness fade, he began shuffling some papers.
"Why do you ask?" Jackie asked finally.  "Is something up with investigating him?"  Here he found himself conflicted.  On the one hand, despite his intentions he found he liked Valmont as a person, and between that and seeing him doing well as a family man he didn't want to see him getting in trouble, especially if that disrupted his family.  On the other hand, he was a criminal, and in his mind criminal activities had to be pursued by the law.
"You could say that," Augustus admitted ruefully.  "I've been instructed to cease investigations into Valmont specifically as a criminal, and establish a liaison with his organization."
"Buh-wha?" Jackie gasped out in surprise.  "Why?"
"Several reasons," Augustus explained morosely.  "First off, given his work to 'reform' the Demons Sorcerers so they work with the modern world as opposed to trying to conquer it, he's considered useful to the Veil Authority, and in that regard his criminal connections are an asset."
"Politics, then," Jackie mused sympathetically.
"That, and he's apparently one of the most powerful beings on the planet, magically speaking, short of the members of the Jade Council, meaning that if he decided to actively fight law enforcement instead of passively ignoring it, it's doubtful he could actually be contained or locked up unless he allowed it."
Jackie blinked in surprise.  "You mean...literally the only thing that can truly keep him in check is his own conscience?"
"Pretty much," Augustus allowed.  "Oh, there are various ways to counteract his abilities, the normal checks and balances of magic...but the cost/benefit analysis from the political and legal perspective says it's prohibitively expensive to actually try and arrest him, and it's better for all involved to just let him declare his ill gotten gains and pay taxes on them."  Augustus chuckled a bit as he looked at another paper.  "Which he's always been quite conscientious to do, unlike Al Capone."
"Well, I guess that explains it," Jackie allowed uncertainly.
"It's not so bad," Tiger said from his shoulder.
"Not so bad?" Kitten demanded from the other shoulder.  "He's still a criminal kingpin!"
"And there's always going to be crime," Tiger countered.  "Because economics is driven by profit, and everything that can be used to keep crime in check can be profitably used by criminals to evade it.  So short of crime being eliminated completely, better to have someone like Valmont at the top who isn't going to let it turn into anarchy, and prefers to keep profits up and casualties down."
"...good point, but it's still not pleasant," Kitten allowed.
"Never said it was," Tiger agreed.  "But as long as there's crime, best to have someone like Valmont in charge of organizing it, rather than someone like Shendu."
"Also, Lucifer Morningstar personally asked me to change strategies regarding Valmont," Augustus continued.
"Wait, what?" Jackie demanded in surprise.  "A member of the Triumvirate came here?"
"Not officially," Augustus corrected.  "He's unsurprisingly quite good at being circumspect...but apparently he has long term plans involving Valmont for the betterment of the world as a whole, and wanted us to play along.  Which is why I'm hoping you'll act as liaison with Valmont's organization."
Jackie frowned, rubbing his chin thoughtfully as he let that all sink in.  "And...how will that work?" he asked carefully.
"Basically, you just meet with him socially, and pass any messages between the two of us that need to be passed unofficially," Augustus explained.  "You're known to be friends with me, and you're friendly with him, so you have every excuse to meet with either of us, or even arrange for us to meet."
"So you're able to work with his organization without actually 'cooperating with criminals'," Jackie translated dourly.
"Exactly," Augustus confirmed.  "Can I count on you, Jackie?"
Jackie sighed ruefully.  "Like I'd say no," he allowed.  "But I'm not a secret agent."
"No, you're an archaeological criminal expert with the blessing of Bastet, nephew to the world's most famous Chi Wizard, Uncle to the Chosen One, and caretaker to three ki-lin," Augustus pointed out with a teasing smile.  "That's much worse."
Jackie groaned and buried his face in his hands.  "Bad day..."
"Haven't heard that in a while," Augustus mused thoughtfully.
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		I Fought the Law and I Won



Jackie sighed as he made his way into Valmont's building, doing his best to marshal his thoughts.  On the one hand, he did enjoy his meetings and social interactions with Valmont and his family now that they were no longer enemies.  On the other hand, he really wasn't looking forward to getting back into the 'secret agent' business by becoming the liaison connection between Section 13 and Valmont.
"Except that you are," Tiger pointed out from his shoulder.  "As much as you claim you want a normal, peaceful life...you love the excitement...and that's okay."
"It is?" Kitten asked curiously.
"You know that," Tiger pointed out dryly.
"Yes, but no one here can see us, and Jackie's still not comfortable looking like he's talking to himself, so I have to voice his part," Kitten countered easily.
"GOOOOAATSSSS!" a voice screamed out from the back of Jackie's neck, only to fall silent as Kitten delivered a sharp kick to...something.
"Or him," Kitten added dryly.
"I thought we got rid of him?" Tiger demanded irritably.
"We did too good a job caging him," Kitten explained.  "Some aspect of the curse bonded to our magical aura, which is why the form Bastet granted us comes so naturally.  Unfortunately, that means he's still here, tapped into the adrenaline junkie aspect of our being.  If we don't indulge that side of ourselves every so often, he might get stronger and get an actual foothold."
"Well that's a headache we don't need," Tiger growled morosely.
"One we can avoid by having more fun," Kitten allowed with a smile.
Tiger frowned.  "I thought I was the one trying to say this was a good thing-"
"Responsibly," Kitten concluded.
"Of course you'd add that," Tiger groused as Jackie relaxed.  He wasn't sure why, but somehow he felt better about everything that was happening, and was able to calmly accept direction to a mid level window office where Valmont would be waiting for him, or so he was told.
Once he arrived, however, he looked around in confusion at the empty conference room and the balcony outside it.  "Where's Valmont?" he asked in confusion, moving to the window to see if he was floating outside...only to jump back with a scream of "WAAAUUGGHH!" as Valmont dropped from above to land on the balcony lightly on his feet.
"So that's why Aria likes it so much," Valmont mused as he straightened, fixing his tie superfluously.  "Quite a thrill to pull stunts like that.  If it feels that good, no wonder you were always so effective working against me, Jackie."  He turned and opened the balcony door to step inside.
Jackie patted his chest a few times to calm his heart.  "How high did you jump from?" he asked curiously.
"The penthouse," Valmont answered easily.  "Aria does that jump all the time in her feline form, and I was curious about the appeal.  So is today's headache shoulder business or Augustus asking you to liaison?"
"Little of both-how did you know?" Jackie countered, his voice shifting from calm to shocked as his mind caught up to the words.
"Augustus isn't the only one Lucifer made a discreet visit to," Valmont answered ruefully as he moved to the table.  "Take a seat, Jackie.  We might as well be comfortable for this talk."
Jackie calmly took a seat, though he found himself looking at Valmont curiously.  "It sounds like you already have some business to pass along...uh..."  He rubbed his chin, trying to recall if he'd ever heard anyone call Valmont by his first name.
"Don't bother," Valmont observed with a smile as he set out two sets of plates, cups, and silverware.  Food and drink immediately appeared on its own.  "In the old timeline, the only one who ever knew my first name was my Mother.  In this timeline, I apparently took magical precautions against my true name being used against me by magically locking it away in my own mind, making it impossible for anyone to know it unless I spoke it."
"I'm somehow not surprised," Jackie mused ruefully.
"And there is some business that should be passed along to Augustus, though not right away," Valmont continued with a smile.  "Actually, I'm hoping you might be willing to help me out with it."
"I'd have to know what it was first," Jackie pointed out as he enjoyed the offered refreshments.  He raised an eyebrow at the taste.  "This is really good!"
"I'll be sure to let sister Po know you like her cooking," Valmont replied warmly.  "When she isn't acting as a visible bodyguard for me or my family, her long life's large appetite has given her something of a gourmand's expertise in the kitchen."  He let Jackie absorb that for a bit, then addressed the other point.  "Simply put, one of my business acquaintances is seeking to expand his enterprises, and I'd rather he didn't.  However, a direct confrontation would draw undue attention, not to mention destabilize things a bit if I changed my business practices that much."
"So...what?" Jackie asked curiously, his tone somewhere between upset and eager.  "You want someone to arrange a few...problems for your...associate in this matter?"
"Heavens no," Valmont countered with a chuckle.  "If I wanted to do that, I have far more discreet methods, and I certainly wouldn't be talking with you about it.  No, I'm hoping you and a few friends of yours might represent me in a martial arts competition."
Jackie blinked in confusion.  "Uh...what?"
"Business staying business is about respect," Valmont explained calmly.  "My...acquaintance is maneuvering for position in business, and I want him to reconsider his moves.  He knows what I have at my disposal from direct connections, and logically has investigated ways to counter a direct intervention on my part."
Jackie's eyes widened as he caught the train of thought.  "So you want him to see who might act on your behalf but not your instigation in such things," he concluded in wonder.
"Precisely," Valmont confirmed happily.  "He's hosting a tournament to find the 'strongest fighters' in a number of categories, obviously an effort to recruit an 'elite' unit for a number of tasks.  If you and your friends were to enter on my recommendation and win..."
Jackie rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  Countering another criminals activities without doing anything too dangerous, a series of fights to get his blood pumping, a family outing without danger and traveling with friends.  It seemed like an all around good idea and fun mission.
"Not to mention a good way of feeling out how the art is different in a magic normal world by facing a variety of practitioners," Tiger pointed out from his shoulder with a wide grin.
"About the only drawback is keeping Jade from learning too much more from Adagio," Kitten pointed out ruefully.
"If it piques your interest, my girls will not be able to join us for this expedition," Valmont pointed out idly.  "Adagio's learning the ropes of other parts of the family business, and she wants her sisters along for...companionship."  He smirked softly.  "I'd never say this where she could hear," he whispered, "but I get the feeling she's grown so used to them always being there that she's actually uncomfortable doing something new without them."
Jackie smiled softly, both touched at the closeness of Valmont's girls, and relieved that he wouldn't have to keep an eye on Jade for Adagio-related craziness.  "I'll see who has time to come with," Jackie replied warmly as he set his utensils aside.  "It was...nice, meeting like this."
"Next time, why not just call and ask to meet somewhere?" Valmont suggested.  "I imagine that would be more comfortable for both of us."
"I'll keep that in mind," Jackie agreed as he turned to go...only to pause as he glanced at the open balcony door.  "...it is fun, isn't it?" he mused as he let his fur start to sprout.
"It is indeed," Valmont agreed, "and I recently reinforced the flagpoles, awnings, and fire escapes on this side."
With an increasingly feline grin, Jackie raced for the balcony.

	
		Old Ghosts



Jackie sighed to himself as he sat at a bar, nursing a drink.  He was currently on Valmont's private plane, on his way to the location of the 'acquaintance' Valmont wanted 'discouraged'.  He was rather unsurprised to discover that the inside of said private plane more closely resembled a luxury resort hotel than the inside of an aircraft, and privately hoped no one got lost inside.
Viper, El Toro, and Tohru were going with to compete in the contest, making for a well rounded team.  Sofia, Lucia, and Ysabelle stayed behind to help Uncle run the shop so Jade and the fillies were free to go with on the trip, and Hsi Wu was keeping an eye on the lot of them for now.  Even Augustus had managed to come along, though in an unofficial capacity.  Watching him attempt to fence with Valmont in that regard had been amusing, even if he had been woefully outmatched.  Bai Tsa was discreetly keeping an eye on the girls just in case Hsi Wu got caught up in their antics too much to be responsible, and Po Kong was behind the bar mixing drinks.
...that was going to take getting used to.
As he moved to sip his drink, he felt his ear twitch, despite being in his human form.  Noticing the momentary stillness from Po Kong, he took a shot in the dark.  "Hello, Valmont."
"Well that's a first for you, Jackie," Valmont observed as he took a seat at the bar next to him.  "What gave me away?  Change in air pressure as I manifested?"
"I felt something change and noticed Po hesitate," Jackie explained.  "I know how respectful she is of you, so you're the only one she might pause to determine how to react to with a sudden arrival since she's still learning your modus operandi."
Po couldn't suppress a chuckle.  "He's got me there," she observed calmly.  "It's always awkward with a new Brother until you learn where he stands, especially the clever ones."
"In that case, I think I'll float more," Valmont joked as Po set two drinks down, one in front of Valmont and one on Jackie's other side.  "Have a seat, Black," he continued without looking up.
"So is that heightened perception, or just predicting my behavior?" Augustus asked as he sat down.
"Little of both, but mostly assuming you'd be here for the same reason I am," Valmont allowed.
"Oh?" Jackie asked curiously as Augustus' eyes widened in surprise.
"We've both noticed that you're tense about something, and I know you only go for a drink if it's something that plagues you emotionally in a way you aren't used to sharing, which suggests it has to do with your past," Valmont explained calmly.  "If I had to guess, something came up in a recent misadventure - probably something involving you splitting Tiger style again - that has left you uncertain of something...and something you're ashamed of, or you'd be talking with Miss Viper about it instead of drinking alone."
"As much as I think you're probably right, I think letting him explain himself if he wants to talk is better," Augustus pointed out dryly.
"He needs a wedge to get things started, and the voices on his shoulders are being oddly silent," Valmont pointed out calmly.  "That means we need to fill the role."
Augustus shook his head ruefully.  "I'm still getting used to that," he observed dryly.  "Hope I never develop my own.  I have enough headaches as is."  Looking a little closer at Jackie, he frowned.  "It's the Interpol incident, isn't it?"
Sighing, Jackie nodded.  "Yeah...helping Sun Wukong and the Monkey King resolve their differences to become whole brought it back to my mind again because Tiger and Kitten talked about it when telling Sun my issues."
As Po Kong's jaw dropped and Valmont lifted an eyebrow in surprise, Augustus shook his head.  "You meet the strangest people as an 'archaeologist', don't you?"
"Actually, that was Jade trying to learn ventriloquism," Jackie corrected with a soft smile.
"That sounds like a story and two halves in of itself," Valmont observed with a smile of his own before letting it fade.  "But if it brought this back to your thoughts...why?"
Jackie sighed softly, his own smile fading as he stared into his glass.  "You both know about the...issues I had with anger, before I was first split by the Tiger."  Valmont and Augustus both nodded.  "Well, there are a few...incidents in my past where I've...lost control.  Most I've come to terms with, but there's one that...no matter how I justify it to myself, I'm still haunted by.  I..."  He hesitated, unsure how to explain.
Valmont looked at Jackie for a time, then turned to Augustus.  "I assume you can tell me something of what happened?" he asked carefully.  "At least, enough that Jackie might have an easier time thinking about it, let alone talking?"
"It was an Interpol investigation," Augustus explained calmly.  "There was...a certain criminal group we were pursuing, and Jackie stumbled across them...and one of their victims."
"What did they do?" Valmont asked calmly.
Augustus hesitated, uncertain how to tastefully bring up the memories, or even if there was a tasteful way to do so.  "Very...unpleasant things..." he began delicately.
"How unpleasant?" Valmont asked calmly.  "Human trafficking?  Forced prostitution?  Snuff films?"
"...among others..." Augustus said calmly.
"And...the victim?" Valmont pressed gently.
"Younger than Jade," Jackie allowed finally, barely any emotion in his voice.
A brief tension filled the air as Valmont slowly lifted his glass to his lips and drank.  As he put the glass down, Augustus raised an eyebrow.  "...if your self control was any less, several things around here would have exploded, burst into light, or unmade themselves just now, wouldn't they?" he asked nervously.
"Most definitely," Valmont said calmly, his face barely moving as he spoke.  "Though admittedly, not just from rage on the girl's behalf.  Having seen what triggers Jackie's anger most strongly - and what the side of him purely embodied by it is like when triggered that way - I'm feeling rather...not quite excited, but the anticipation of learning what happened is rather thrilling just now."  Noticing the looks the two were giving him, he shrugged.  "What?  Criminal kingpin turned Demon Sorcerer.  Someone getting what's coming to them has always been a satisfying endeavor, and I know just how thorough Jackie can be when he gets his dander up.  As terrifying as it's been to be the target, I'm rather excited to see what it's like from the outside perspective."
"That's...going to take some getting used to," Augustus observed ruefully.
"My attitude?" Valmont asked curiously.
"How forthright you're being about it," Augustus corrected dryly.  "As for what Jackie did...I didn't see it, but I...saw the aftermath."
"I broke them," Jackie stated calmly, though the liquid in his glass rippled to show where his self control was starting to slip.  "Each and every one of them.  Whatever they did, I countered.  When they ran, I pursued and allowed no escape.  When they fought back, I dominated.  When they begged..."  He seemed to freeze, unable to continue.
As the liquid in his glass stilled, an image appeared.  It showed a bruised and battered face, looking like someone had been rather thoroughly beaten and was barely staying conscious.  "M...mercy..." an unfamiliar voice rose from the liquid.
"And how many times did they ask for mercy?" Jackie's voice responded in rage.  "How did you respond?"
As the face filled with fear and a clenched fist slammed into it, the image vanished.
The lighting in the bar flickered, causing Augustus to flinch.  Looking up, he saw that the mixer Po Kong had been holding now had imprints in the shape of her fingers, and the jewel in her pendant glittered dangerously as her whole body tensed up.
"I...think it's clear how they responded, based on his reaction," Valmont spoke carefully.  "In which case, I can't fault your actions...and I can't see where anyone else could."
"But that's just it..." Jackie continued sorrowfully.  "That moment is what...makes it so hard to accept.  If I showed them no mercy like they did their victims...how am I any better than they?"
"Because you did it for others," Po Kong stated with firm conviction.  "They did it for themselves.  That's what makes you different, and it's all the difference in the world."
Jackie raised his head in surprise, having not expected that response, especially not from that source.  However, it was Valmont who spoke up.  "Jackie, I think there's something I can share that might help you."
"Oh?" Jackie asked curiously as Po Kong grabbed a new mixer to make him something stronger.
"In my experience, there are three types of individuals when it comes to those who turn to crime," Valmont continued calmly as the tension faded from the air.  "Those who have to, those who choose to...and those who want to."
"I'd be interested to hear how you define those," Augustus observed, intrigued.
"The first is the easiest category to give examples of," Valmont explained.  "The starving child stealing a loaf of bread is the classic one.  Those who would rather live within the system of law and justice, and in a perfect world would never turn to crime...but because the world is imperfect, with or without magic, they're forced to break the law to survive, or to ensure the survival of those they care about.  In my opinion, the correct approach to that is to find where the system failed them and worked to fix it, as if it hadn't failed them they never would have broken the law, and if the system will work for them next time they won't again."
Augustus sighed sadly.  "I can't fault you there, though I wish I could.  Stories of that sort is why I got into investigating organized crime.  Easier to face taking down people who didn't have to make the choices they did."
"And that's the second category," Valmont continued.  "Those who choose to.  Individuals like myself, who see the law in its current state as flawed or too limiting, and thus make the choice to conduct their daily lives and businesses outside it."  He smiled warmly.  "I've personally been rather fond of the solution presented in the works of Terry Pratchett for criminals of this stripe."
"Making them a working part of society?" Jackie asked in surprise.  "How does that work?"
"Well...how it's currently working with Valmont," Augustus groused quietly.
"Basically," Valmont allowed.  "Either change the situation so working outside the law is less tenable than working within, or utilize the more honorable of those outside the law to keep the rest in check, minimizing damage and maximizing the benefits to society."
"Somehow I can't see that catching on too well," Augustus observed dryly.
"And...those who want to?" Jackie asked carefully.
Valmont leaned back on his stool.  "These are the ones like those you encountered in the incident you just described.  Those who do horrible things because they like it, those who break the law like it's some kind of game, and those around them just don't matter.  Whether it's because that's how their minds work, or they simply enjoy the suffering of others...they simply act for their own pleasure whatever the consequences to other people.  Monsters in human flesh, whatever their origin."
"And...how should society deal with them?" Augustus began carefully, frowning.
Valmont shrugged.  "I've long been of the opinion that the human race would be much improved if individuals of that particular stripe were culled," he explained simply.
Jackie and Augusts shuddered.  "But...how do you know which type of person you're dealing with, to be sure?" Jackie asked carefully.  "It...would be hard to undo that if you're wrong."
"There are spells that allow someone's inner mental and spiritual nature to be probed to determine such things," Po Kong pointed out dryly.
"Which are highly illegal as gross invasions of privacy," Augustus countered.
"Then it's a good thing there are criminal organizations like mine where most of the higher ups have families, isn't it?" Valmont asked dryly.
Silence hung in the air for a time as Augustus glared at Valmont, who simply smiled back.  It was interrupted as Jackie sighed.  "While that's...very interesting, I'm still left...unsure how to feel about this.  I...was so brutal..."
"You found a group of people who were doing horrible things to those who didn't deserve it, and you made certain that they would never do those things again," Valmont pointed out calmly.  "The point of law and justice is that someone who engages in what society has dubbed unacceptable is prevented from doing so a second time.  You should feel no more guilt over what you did to them than the gardener should for pruning the tree, cutting away those growths that will harm the tree in the long run."  He shrugged his shoulders.  "And know that in doing so, you're a better man than I, in that situation."
"Oh?" Jackie asked curiously.
"I wouldn't have stopped as long as they still drew breath," Valmont observed calmly, thoughtfully.  "And I would have enjoyed it."  Seeing the stares that brought from his companions, he raised an eyebrow.  "I am not a good man, Jackie, Augustus.  Keeping my criminal empire going for so long successfully derived completely from self-knowledge.  I have no delusions of nobility in my actions, and I know my dark desires.  However, I choose not to indulge them."
As Augustus suppressed a shudder, Jackie smiled softly.  "That...actually helps."
"That you're a better man than I?" Valmont asked with a smirk.
"No, knowing yourself," Jackie corrected.  "Even when I was doing it...now that I think about it, there was no pleasure in it.  There never has been when I gave into rage.  It always felt like...I was just doing what had to be done."  He took a deep breath and let it out, seeming to relax as he did so.  "That's...good to know.  It makes it...easier to live with."
Valmont smiled warmly.  "Happy to help, Jackie."
The three remained at the bar in silence for a while, each lost in their own thoughts as they nursed their drinks.  Po Kong cleaned a glass to calm herself, letting the repetitive motion ease the tension of the discussion.
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		Let The Games Begin



Before long the plane was on its final approach to its destination, a private island and the palatial residence that resided thereupon.  From above, it had every appearance of an ancient Xiaolin temple, with the only space clear of vegetation other than the landing pad being a large arena at the bottom of a winding staircase.  As the plane landed, a figure was visible waiting for its arrival, surrounded by guards.  His features showed Asian descent and many years of age.  His hair was dark grey streaked with white, with dark eyes whose color could not be clearly distinguished.  He was dressed in purple and gold robes, and his right hand was a jade prosthetic.
"Who's the Shang Tsung lookalike?" Jade asked curiously as she looked out the window.
"That would be my acquaintance, Bartholomew Chang," Valmont stated calmly as he pointlessly straightened his tie.  "The man we're here to...discourage by having those who he will know won't side with him win his tournament.  I would say I'd appreciate not making light of him, but that would just encourage you and to be honest I'd find the result entertaining either way."
"I'll keep her from getting someone else killed, brother," Hsi Wu promised with a smirk, laughing as Jade promptly elbowed him in the gut.
"So what sorta presentation we goin' fer?" Apple Bloom asked curiously.  "Bowl him over, catch him off guard, or somethin' between?"
"None of the above, actually," Valmont pointed out calmly.  "He and I know each other, and any of you who have a reputation he'll be well aware of-"  He paused as Jackie groaned and Jade giggled.  "What?"
"We should have brought Ruby!" Jade said teasingly to Hsi, making him chuckle as well.
Valmont blinked for a time, and his eyes briefly took on the coloration of his single eye in demon form.  "Ah, yes, you all are the 'Chan Clan', aren't you?  I'd overlooked that."  He smiled softly.  "Well, he'll know you all by reputation, to some extent, so no need to make much of anything in particular.  If he knows, he'll be prepared.  If he doesn't, no reason to give him forewarning."
Jade nodded as she straightened her own jacket.  "Got it.  No white robes for me, then, and no wings for Hsi."  She paused.  "Should he go by Seymour, then?"
"Magic sensing wards," Po pointed out as she indicated odd arrangements of fauna surrounding the temple like main residence.  "Built into the very landscape and shaping of the plants.  He'll know the magical capabilities - to some extent - of everyone who sets foot on his island, and with rare exception any magic not his own or that serves him will be greatly reduced once it is cast as a spell."
"I guess I'll have to change, then," Bai Tza pouted.  "Shaping my water into my dress is a spell, and it wouldn't do for that to fail on me."
"No need to worry about that," Po pointed out.  "When Santa wed you two, your powers were blended alongside your souls.  You have an aspect of our new Brother's Light magic, and that's one kind that these workings can't affect."  She grinned widely.  "The other kind is the magic of the land itself...such as that of the Mountain beneath the waves this island sits upon."
"He probably knows that, and won't try anything obvious without a real edge," Augustus pointed out calmly.  "Should I stay in the plane, or come out?  He probably knows my role, and that might spook him."
"Don't be ridiculous, Augustus," Valmont commented dryly.  "You're here as my guest, and that will spook him far more than your government role.  Join us."
Shaking his head in confusion, Augustus filed into line behind everyone else, hoping everyone else would deaden Chang's awareness of his own presence simply from who and what they all were.  Valmont led the group off the plane, and Chang smiled at his approach.
"Valmont, thank you so much for accepting my invitation to attend my humble tournament," Chang greeted warmly, bowing slightly to his criminal guest.
"It was a pleasure, I assure you," Valmont replied warmly as he returned the slight bow.  "It's been quite some time since I've been able to enjoy a good show like this."
"And with so many changes in your life, I am certain an entertainment such as this is just what you need," Chang confirmed.  "Married and with children, I hear?"
"You haven't met my lady wife, have you?" Valmont countered with a smile as he took Bai's hand and gently pulled her forward.
"I haven't had the pleasure," Chang confirmed, bowing over Bai's hand.  "It is truly a wonder to meet the woman who so enraptured The Prince of Shadows."
"A new title of yours, love?" Bai teased as she accepted the gesture.  "I must say it fits."
"Quite appropriately," Valmont murmured, thinking back to a particular meeting recently.  "I hope you don't mind, Chang, but I invited some friends of mine to participate in your tournament on my behalf rather than enter my own fighters."
"Quite alright," Chang agreed warmly.  "Always interesting to see what sort of fighters come from what sort of places."  As he saw the others coming down from the plane, his eyes widened.  "Jackie Chan, the world's most formidable...archaeologist.  I am impressed, Valmont.  I had heard the two of you were bitter enemies."
"A business matter, nothing more," Valmont replied easily as Jackie stepped up beside him.  "Once our interests were no longer opposed, we found we had quite a bit in common...and an intriguing foe is often all the more entertaining."
Chang chuckled softly.  "Business does make such odd bedfellows."  He raised an eyebrow as he saw the others.  "El Toro Fuerte, the greatest wrestler of Luche Libre?  Such celebrity makes my poor home quake."  As El Toro chuckled nervously, Chang turned to the next person...and his other eyebrow raised.  "Viper!  How good to see you again, and under such circumstances!"
Viper's lips twitched as she suppressed a frown.  "Yeah...good to see you too," she said noncommittally.
Augustus raised an eyebrow at that interchange, but Chang had already looked to the others.  "Oh, and your new Brother is here too, Valmont?  I doubt any opponent here could stand against the Demon Sorcerer of Sky!"
"Oh, I'm not here to compete," Hsi Wu offered easily.  "I'm here to keep the collateral damage down."
"With the whole Chan Clan here, I will probably need it," Chang joked easily.  "Especially if all the adult supervision is busy competing."  He brought his hands together in a clap.  "But where are my manners?  Come, refresh yourselves.  I'm sure your journey wasn't tiring with the luxury you have at your disposal, Valmont, but do let me welcome you all into my home."
As Chang walked off, Jackie turned to Viper.  "Something wrong?" he asked in a whisper.
"I did a few jobs for him when I was first starting out," Viper whispered back.  "Some parts of my past...I'd hoped stayed buried."
Jackie took Viper's hand.  "Don't worry.  We're here together."  Viper smiled back at him warmly.
As everyone followed Chang, Augustus held himself back uncertainly.  There was something about all this that put his dander up, and he wasn't quite sure what...but he was going to be careful.
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It didn't take long for Chang to lead the group to where a large number of people were gathered around an open air arena, refreshment tables surrounding it on all sides with refreshments of all sorts piled high.  The sky over one of the tables had an odd tint, and everyone visible around that table seemed at least partially cloaked in shadow, quite a few sporting blatantly non-humanoid figures.  Others seemed the usual grab bag of fighters of all sorts and styles, along with a few individuals who looked quite out of place.  However, one thing was universally obvious: everyone present exuded an aura of power even in the relaxed air.
"Quite the large group you've gathered for this tournament," Valmont observed thoughtfully, his eyes unmoving and yet he plainly missed nothing.
"All the greater the entertainment will be for it being longer," Chang allowed deprecatingly.  "Besides, it will give each individual fighter longer between matches to rest up, should they desire...or provide the chance for an elimination chain if one should throw down such a gauntlet."
"This is going to be so...cool!" Jade gasped out excitedly.
"Rein it in there, Jade!" Apple Bloom chided gently.  "We're tryin' ta keep collateral down fer once, remember?"
"And just what did you think I was going to do?" Jade demanded crossly.  "I'm excited for this!"
"Try and speed things up by finding celebratory fireworks and setting them all off, only for the resulting conflagration to destroy the entire arena before anyone could actually fight?" Sweetie suggested dryly.
"Or try and work a spell to project your voice to be an announcer, hit the wrong frequency, and set off every were here on a pain-fueled rampage?" Scootaloo added, gesturing to where a few of those in shadows were plainly on the fuzzy side.
Jade glowered at the group for a time before sullenly pouting, unable to really counter.  After all, finding fireworks or trying to be a fight announcer was exactly what she'd planned on doing to amp up the excitement or her participation.
"Perhaps an exhibition match might tide you over?" Hsi suggested dryly.  "I'm sure our host would let you announce for that with whatever system he has set up for that to happen?"  He turned to Chang with a winsome smile.
"Why, that would be delightful!" Chang proclaimed, clapping his hands together excitedly.  "Mr. Chan, would you?  You are quite famous - and infamous - among the circles these fighters move in, and I am certain an exhibition match you participated in would be perfect to bring about the start of the...festivities."
Jackie shrugged easily.  "I don't see why not," he allowed as he walked forward into the obvious ring.
Chang escorted a happily bouncing Jade up to where a throne-like chair overlooked the tournament grounds, showing her where to stand for her voice to be projected with a gesture.  Once there, she spoke up.  "We have an exhibition match to open the tournament!" she called out, her voice echoing excitedly over the grounds.  "The first fighter is none other than Jackie Chan, archaeologist of the Chan Clan!  Who would accept his challenge to demonstrate their skills?"
There was quite a stir from everyone present as Jackie smiled sheepishly and waved at the crowd.  It wasn't long, however, before a figure began to approach from the shadowed area.  As it approached, however, it seemed to shrink in on itself, and by the time it was visible it appeared to be a human male in dark grey shorts, an exceptionally well defined torso and limbs plainly visible.  "I'll take that challenge," he all but growled out.
"Oh, and what might your name be?" Jackie asked politely.
"Jon," the figure responded immediately, a growl still in his voice as he took a fighting stance.
"Ready...FIGHT!" Jade declared excitedly.
Jon immediately pounced, and Jackie was forced to back away a bit at the aggressive assault.  He dodged and weaved as Jon struck with punches, kicks, and occasionally open handed strikes with his fingers curled, glowing energy around his fingertips shaping claws.  Noticing just how aggressive and vicious the fighting style was, Jackie immediately shifted to a more defensive stance, focusing on evading and countering the strikes while looking for the moments when his opponent either over-extended or began to wear out.  He made sure to keep his motions fluid and seemingly random, doing his best to avoid giving his foe a chance to predict his movements.
"Is that the best you got?" Jon snarled out as he struck with claw-like fingers.  Blades of energy leapt from his hand towards Jackie, forcing him to leap out of the way.  Jon charged in behind, seeking to catch Jackie off guard as he landed...only for Jackie to land feet first in his face, turning the landing into a spin jump off before closing for his own assault while Jon was ever so briefly dazed.
"Don't be so serious," Jackie joked as they began trading blows instead of it being so one sided in whichever direction.  "This is an exhibition.  It's supposed to be fun!"
"Fun, huh?" Jon growled.  "In that case..."  Leaping back for distance, he let loose a blood-curdling howl.
In an instant, he nearly doubled in height and at least doubled in muscle mass as fur sprouted all over his body.  His hands and feet extended into clawed paw-like protrusions, and his face erupted into a lupine muzzle.  Where before stood a man now stood a werewolf...one that immediately charged forward in a blue corona of energy.
Jackie felt his blood pumping in excitement as he caught the charge, fur already sprouting from his own body in response to the increase in aggression.  He grinned widely, showing all of his feline teeth as his own transformation completed.  "Getting beastly, are we?" he asked as he rolled onto his back, kicking his foe over him before lunging after him before the energy attack could end, closing in behind him.
As the crowd roared with excitement and Chang clapped happily for the show, Augustus couldn't help but frown.  Something felt off about all this.  Jackie responded a little too eagerly to fighting...Chang seemed way too happy to have Jade actually get involved...
But most of all, his clapping sounded...off.  One of his hands was made of jade, after all...so why didn't it sound like flesh meeting stone?

	
		Round 2



Augustus frowned to himself as he turned away from the fighting arena.  The sense of something not quite right had been with him the entire time, and only increased as the bout between Jackie and the werewolf 'Jon' had ended without a clear winner as it reached the point neither could gain an upper hand on the other unless they began using lethal techniques, and neither was willing to for an 'exhibition match'.  Seeing that the 'draw' had been unpleasant for all watching, Jade had immediately encouraged a second exhibition match...this one being Viper against - of all things - a green-haired succubus.  Part way through the fight, Chang had excused himself, leaving Jade in charge of the announcements...and the way he smirked when Jade happily agreed to keep it going had left Augustus certain something was going on that they weren't seeing.  Jade wasn't just an excitable pre-teen, after all.  She was the Chosen One.  All sorts of mischief could be worked with that if magic were at work.
As such, Augustus attempted to tail Chang into his complex, only to immediately get lost.  Chang himself seemed to have vanished around the first corner, and the vaulted hallways seemed to continuously overlap themselves leading Augustus into what felt like an impossible maze.  However, he wasn't about to let himself get trapped or lost that easily.  Going by his suspicions that magic was at work, he stopped and thought aloud.
"Let's see," he mused to himself as he glanced around, "the building itself wasn't large enough to have housed this many twisting and turning hallways.  On top of that, there were points where you could look through one window and see straight out one on the opposite side.  That suggests this is a maze-based magical deterrent rather than a simple spatial expansion."  Reaching into a pocket of his jacket, he pulled out a notebook he'd compiled on various forms of magical misdirection that law enforcement knew about, figuring it would make a good cheat sheet for situations like this one.  Flipping through it, he came to the section he'd made for this particular type of magical mischief.
"There are three primary types of labyrinth spaces," he read aloud.  "The prison, the befogged, and the Escher.  The prison is built specifically to house a particular entity or object, and is easy to enter and reach the center but difficult to leave."  Glancing down, he ran his hand over the carpet, feeling how the individual fibers had been moved in multiple directions from foot traffic so there was no continuous pattern of wear.  "This path has traffic in numerous directions, whereas the prison labyrinth would only have the one as anyone within would feel compelled to move towards the center, rather than any exit.  Not a prison labyrinth."  He looked around at the walls.  "Still seems bound by normal physics despite getting turned around, so it's not an Escher labyrinth.  Besides, the amount of magic those take to maintain would be rather prohibitive...not to mention Valmont, Hsi Wu, Bai Tsa, or Po Kong would have felt it on approach and said something."
He flipped through the book.  "So, barring this being some odd variant, this is a befogged labyrinth, meaning it's specifically designed to make me lose focus on where I'm going so I have trouble finding my way in or out."  He read further in the book.  "To escape such a labyrinth and get deeper, I need to break the rules of the labyrinth, and do so in a way that seems counter-intuitive to my goal."  Putting the book back in his pocket, he looked to the nearest wall where there was a glassed in window through which he thought he could see everyone gathered around the fighting arena.  "Here goes nothing..."  Drawing back his fist, he threw a punch with all his might at the window...
...and phased right through into a much more darkly lit hallway, with chains hanging from the stone walls and torches the only sources of illumination.  "That worked better than I could have hoped," he murmured in pleasure.  "Uncle's right.  I really must do more research.  It's quite helpful."
"You do not belong here!" an angry, gravelly, barely understandable voice snarled out.
Augustus spun to face the source of the voice.  The figure facing him looked somewhat humanoid, with a muscular build contained by a white muscle shirt and black pants.  However, a few features told Augustus the figure definitely wasn't human...or if he was, he was heavily modified.  Under his bald crown, his eyes were shrunken in his face, and the entire lower half was consumed by his peeled back grin of razor sharp teeth.  Spikes protruded from his muscular arms, and there were odd bony protrusions on the top of his wrists.  His fingers and toes ended in razor sharp claws rather than nails, and he glared angrily at Augustus...though it was hard to tell if his face could make any other expression.
Augustus raised his hands uncertainly, hoping to manage this peacefully if possible.  "I'm...looking for the Men's Room?" he offered hopefully.
The figure thrust out with his arms, and the bony protrusions above his wrists extended into bone blades that stretched two feet past his hands.  "Master say anyone who not belong...die!" he snarled out, a snake-like tongue visible between his fangs as he spoke before lunging forward.
Augustus reacted quickly, ducking under the first lunging blade strike and pulling out a spritz bottle that looked designed to hold perfume.  As the figure lunged in for a bite attack, Augustus held his breath and sprayed it in the man-beast's face, causing it to rear back with a gagging, choking roar.  As the other blade thrust forward in response to the movement, Augustus pulled off his belt, wrapped it around the figure's wrist, and jerked forward.  As he'd hoped, the blade embedded itself in the stone wall behind him.  However, he could tell that a single movement on the figure's part would pull the blade back out, so instead he pulled out one of his heavier notebooks - he was so glad he requisitioned the Trench Coat of Many Things upgrade when he got those promotions, even if he had to load it all himself, all those pockets with no additional weight was just too useful - he brought it down hard just past where the bone blade extended from the wrist, the force of the blow cracking and then breaking the bone, leaving the blade embedded in the wall.
As the beast reared back with a howl of pain, Augustus leapt forward.  Grabbing its head between his hands, he brought his knee up into its chin, slamming the jaws together on the extended tongue.  He winced as the impact left his knee feeling like it had been cracked, and barely braced himself on that leg before bringing his steel-toed shoe up into the beast's crotch.  As the figure fell forward clutching itself, Augustus leapt away, kicked off the wall, and swung his whole body around to bring both feet - steel toed fronts first - into the back of the beast's head.  It went down hard.  Pulling a bundle from another pocket, he checked that the beast was unconscious before moving to stuff it in its mouth.
"If that's the standard model 3 Sleep, it won't work on him," a calm voice spoke from behind him.  "If you have a model 7, that will fit his biology better."
Augustus blinked.  "Right," he murmured before putting a different bundle into the creature's mouth.  He then turned to face the figure that spoke.  "And you are...?" he asked nervously.
Standing there was a young-seeming man with Asian features, his long white hair tied in a braid that hung halfway down his back.  He was dressed all in blue, and his eyes glowed white.  He smiled disarmingly.  "All I can say at the moment is 'On your side'.  Any more should be saved until we're away from this one, warrior."
Augustus groaned as he pushed himself to his feet, wincing at the pain in his knee.  "I'm no warrior," he managed to say.  "For that you want my friend Jackie.  I'm just a cop following an intuition."
The man raised an eyebrow in surprise.  "Really now?" he asked calmly.  Seeing Augustus clutching at his knee, he reached out and pressed a hand there.  Wind seemed to flow of its own accord around the injured joint, and in moments the pain was gone.  "I'd have preferred betting on Kurtis to Johnny last time around anyway," he muttered under his breath.  "This way," he stated firmly, gesturing for Augustus to follow him.
Uncertain what else to do, Augustus straightened his jacket and followed.

Once in a more secure alcove, the figure spoke up.  "I'm sure you have many questions," he began calmly.
"Mostly whether you're acting as a Class 1 or a Class 2 right now...Fujin," Augustus stated calmly.
The figure blinked in surprise.  "You recognized me?  I'm impressed."
"A friend and pain in the neck can channel your brother's power," Augustus explained calmly.  "I know the feeling of his lightning from that, and your wind felt similar.  Wasn't hard to shoot that target in the dark."
Fujin chuckled softly.  "Indeed.  Though I'm afraid the answer is neither.  I am currently operating under...a completely different set of guidelines, one that predates the forming of the Jade Council.  It doesn't give me any authority...just a job I'm filling in for my brother on because if he came, his Avatar here - that friend and pain in the neck you mentioned - would react magically to his presence, and at this point stealth is important."  He paused, gathering his thoughts on how best to explain this.
"Chang is working for some sort of warlord from another dimension, and this tournament he's set up will somehow let the warlord lay claim to the planet if it goes a certain way, and you're here looking for someone to stop it?" Augustus interpreted.
Fujin's eyes widened in shock.  "You are...surprisingly on the ball," he murmured thoughtfully.
"The Jade Council exists to let humanity develop a defense against the Fell Elder Gods we only know of through Lovecraft's work," Augustus explained simply.  "Anything that predates that has to involve alternate dimensions, and Chang was far too pleased with himself for getting the Chosen One to do the announcements for the tournament."
Fujin's face paled.  "Then we must hurry.  He is seeking his ritual space now, and if he gets there whilst the Chosen One oversees the Tournament, the Invitation will be Extended.  If we are to close the Loophole created by the world's history being rewritten, we must act fast and defeat the Warlord before he sets foot in Earthrealm...and before his name is spoken."  He frowned darkly.  "I am afraid I must put it all on you.  Direct interference is not allowed in these situations, only the selection of and arming or empowerment of Champions.  If there is any way I can aid you-"
"Pads," Augustus interrupted firmly.
"I...beg your pardon?" Fujin asked in confusion.
"I nearly broke my knee on that last guy's chin," Augustus explained easily.  "I've got the tools and tricks in my pockets to deal with anything I could conceive of coming through here, but if I'm going to have to close to hand-to-hand, it'd be nice if I wasn't breaking my bones because theirs are harder than mine."
Fujin chuckled softly before sending a wind into the clothes Augustus wore, which settled in his long-sleeved shirt and trousers, adding gloves with the fingertips missing so they did not interfere with his sense of touch.  "There.  Your clothes now have a protection that will prevent you from injuring yourself with your own strikes.  Good luck, Augustus Black."
Nodding, Augustus turned to march further into the structure, his long jacket billowing in the air around him.  For all he'd apparently got sucked into something potent and magical again, this was honestly a relief.  There was a criminal in action, and he had a job to do.

	
		Round 3



As Augustus followed the path through the dungeon-like hall he'd found himself in, he kept his senses focused and his mind aware.  He knew dimensional manipulation was at work here, so there was no telling what might happen with every step.  He had to do his best to be careful against some other sort of creature getting the drop on him, and be prepared to deal with anything he came across.  As such, he slipped a couple of metal braces with tiny spikes over the gloves Fujin had given him.  They wouldn't actually injure his opponents, that wasn't their purpose.  The spikes would lightly scrape against what they encountered, no more than a swab did on the inside of the cheek...and with the same purpose.  The scrape would be analyzed to determine the general layout of the subject's magical and biological nature...not enough to specifically target them with magic, but enough to determine which species classification they fell under, and thus which number bundles to various effects he had on him he would need to use to determine the desired effect.  Had he had them on when he fought the beast with the bone spikes, he would have known to use Type 7 without Fujin telling him.
In the brief moment he was distracted mentally going over the startup sequences for the devices, the area around him shifted and he found himself - of all places - in a deep swamp.  He felt himself tense up as he took in the change of the surroundings...only to quickly notice several things amiss.  As rich as the fragrances and intense as the heat and humidity was, it all felt too localized.  A quick glance showed that the various stagnant pools and plants in the distance - save directly along the path that was still there - didn't move right, and their movements didn't quite match up with the air currents.  A brief glance in his notebook on labyrinths told him what was going on.  "A Guardian Space," he grumbled as he took a combat stance.  "Shaped to give greatest advantage to the one standing guard.  In this kind of swamp, it's either reptiles or insects..."  He clenched his fists as he heard a sudden buzzing.  "Insects it is," he grumbled as his hands slipped into the pockets of his Coat, ready to act.
The buzzing focused as a swarm of insects converged on the air a good distance in front of him, seeming to coalesce into the form of a yellow-skinned woman in a black cloak, two extra sets of green insectoid limbs extending from her back between her arms and legs.  "This one is impressed," she hissed out, her voice having an odd choral quality as though more than one voice were speaking at the same time.  "You scent to this one as mundane, and yet you know the ways of magic well."
"Law enforcement," Augustus responded easily as he found what he was looking for in his pockets.  "Are you working for this warlord that's causing this problem?"
"This one's allegiance is only to the Hive," the figure replied as she began to stalk around Augustus, him turning to keep his eyes on her.  "However, the warlord you speak of and the Hive's interests currently coincide, and helping him claim your world will restore This One's, and thus the Hive."
"I'll be sure to look into that after I've stuck my boot firmly up his ass and kicked him back to where he came from," Augustus stated flatly.
The figure laughed in a way that sounded reminiscent of the chirping of cicadas.  "You amuse this one, mortal human!" she hissed out in a pleased tone.  "Tell this one your name, that it might be remembered."
"Veil Captain Augustus Black," he replied calmly, using the new rank he'd been given after his promotions for security clearance...which really only upped his payscale and how much clout he could bring on his cases as far as local law cooperation, as well as who he actually had clearance to talk to about his cases.  "And what do I call you?"
"This one is called D'Vorah," the figure replied as she braced herself.  "Of the Kytinn.  Take that name to the Netherrealm with you!"  With that declaration, she lunged for him.
Augustus quickly pulled the two objects he'd grasped in his pockets, making sure she could see one as he pulled it back to throw.  As he'd expected, she conjured a swarm of insects that hid her movements...and him from her sight as he put the other object to his face.  As he felt the pincers touching his shoulders from above, he squeezed the activator on the device he'd pulled out, causing it to explode and release a massive noxious cloud that quickly covered them both.
D'Vorah fell back, coughing and choking as she quickly dived out of the cloud, though a great deal of it clung to her.  "What toxin is this?" she demanded angrily.
"Just a mix of some of the deadliest bug sprays available," Augustus stated through the gas mask that now covered his entire face and the dome of his head, his voice slightly distorted by it.  "Carry it around just in case some artifact lets someone command an insect swarm...or someone like you who can do so naturally."
D'Vorah snarled angrily as parts of her body shifted, seeming to seal her internals off as the bugs she'd summoned scattered away from her.  "If you think a bio-weapon can stop this one on its own, you are dreadfully mistaken-"
"It's also highly flammable," Augustus commented idly as he tossed a small open vial towards a stagnant pool that was within the cloud of gas that still touched both of them.  He then promptly pulled the jacket protectively around his body.
"And what-" D'Vorah began only to see the chemical withing the vial, her eyes catching the reaction as it touched the stagnant water just too late to move.  "Oh bugger-"
A soundless whumph! and a burst of flames sent Augustus flying out the other end of the swampy segment even as D'Vorah was all but consumed by the toxic flames, her consciousness lost if not her life.
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Augustus winced as he felt himself slam down on hard metal, though the metal seemed to cascade under him as he slid down a slope.  It didn't take long for him to realize he'd somehow been blasted onto a large pile of coins - from the sound of it, likely gold - and was sliding down one side.  He winced as he hit something harder, plainly some sort of golden artifact rather than more coins.  Rolling a bit, he managed to get his feet under him as he reached a floor.  Standing up, he unwrapped his coat from over his face and removed the gas mask.  Looking around, he found himself in a treasure room of some sort.  Seeing a figure waiting for him, he realized this was another Guardian Space...though he wasn't sure what sort.
The figure was roughly humanoid, though incredibly wizened with pale blue skin with a faint hint of green.  He had four arms sprouting from his shoulders, bending around each other to demonstrate full rotating articulation.  He wore a sleeveless blue vest and black hood, both covered with gold insignia, along with dark blue leggings of some sort.  In one of his right hands he clutched what looked like an oddly configured golden lamp on a chain.
"So you are the thorn in the Kahn's side," the figure spoke in a gravelly, almost watery voice, as though he were constantly speaking through half-swallowed blood.  One of his hands reached into the pouch barely visible on his back and pulled out a golden scythe that looked much too large to fit inside it.  "Let us see what you bring to-"  He paused as Augustus threw what looked like a small ball at the opening of the pouch, only for it to bounce off the seeming gap.  As it landed, the figure glanced down and examined the unrolled fabric, quickly recognizing it.  "A good try," he purred - if one could call the sound his throat made that - as he kicked it aside, "but my pouch is enchanted so only I can put things in or take things out so long as I live."
"So much for the easy way," Augustus allowed as he tracked where the low-level bag of holding he'd thrown had landed.  Even if that method for getting past this foe hadn't worked, those weren't exactly cheap.  He'd need to retrieve it after the fight.
"I know not how you bested Baraka and D'Vorah if that is the best you can offer," the figure growled out as he bounced the lamp on the chain a bit, letting it sway before coming back to his hand.  "Baraka is a fool, but D'Vorah is not.  Was it only tricks?"
"Well, I couldn't find any kids or rabbits," Augustus joked as he braced himself, looking over the figure to try and find a weak point he could exploit.  He really wasn't cut out for constantly fighting these superhumans, and Fujin's gift wasn't that much of an advantage.
The figure's eyes narrowed beneath his hood, their red, coal-like glow intensifying.  "Amusing," he growled out disdainfully.  "However, you have trespassed on the Kahn's design.  You will pay for that in blood and gold."  He swung the scythe menacingly.  "And I shall collect that payment in this Kombat."
"So are we just going to keep talking, or are we actually going to fight soon?" Augustus demanded as he slipped a few pads from his sleeves into his hands.
The figure snarled and lunged forward, swinging his scythe viciously even as his two free arms pulled more golden weapons from his satchel, a knife and a mace respectively.  Augustus leapt back, trying to stay just out of range as he released the small, barely visible pads into the air.  As he'd hoped, they stuck to each of the weapons as they were swung at him, and a brief gap in the assault allowed him to lunge in to slam his fist into his foe's cheek, hiding the pad that he stuck to the gold pendant that held the vest closed.  As the mace swung down hard, he threw himself forward feet first to slide between his foe's legs, managing a punch at where he hoped the pudendal nerve was located.  While this didn't result in as strong a reaction as he'd hoped, it did hide him sticking another pad there.
"You are...evasive," his foe growled angrily.  "But you will tire long before I will if that is your hope."  He spun to face Augustus, moving slowly towards him.
"It's not," Augustus allowed as he slipped a device into one hand before lunging in, catching his foe off guard long enough to slam the device into his stomach and flip the switch.  The figure arched his back in a scream as electricity arced through him, amplified as the pads on the golden weapons enhanced the circuit as it arced through his body.  Augustus held it there for a few moments, then spun and delivered a kick to his foe's temple with the rubber heel of his boot.  The impact dropped the badly shocked foe to the ground.
Glancing at the device he'd slipped on his hand before fighting D'Vorah, he saw it registered his foe's magic/biology as a Type 4.  Pulling a Type 4 knock out ball from his coat, he stuffed it into the figure's mouth and tied it down, trusting it to keep him out cold until he was done here.  Retrieving the bag of holding he'd tried to use to cast his foe into the Astral Plane via Holding-in-Holding reaction, he balled it up and slipped it back into the pocket of his pants.
"That's three down," he grumbled under his breath as he shook himself off.  He retrieved the pads from his foe's weapons, checking to make sure the lightning runes sewn into the sticky pads - which called electrical energy to them and amplified their passage - were still intact.  It was amazing how effective they could make even a simple taser on foes that normally had too much strength, bulk, or healing factor for the normal low-level shock to affect.  Glancing around, he found the exit to the chamber and headed that way.  "Wonder how many more there are?"
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As Augustus stepped out of the treasure room, he found himself in a circular chamber, the arched roof held up by pillars as shadows consumed everything beyond them, making any way out invisible to sight along with the way he came in.  In the center of the chamber was a pit that glowed with an unhealthy looking green light.  As Augustus struggled to get his bearings, shadows and smoke flowed up out of the hole like liquid before taking a shape that looked like a man, but was plainly not.  The entire figure was covered in black cloth, with only glowing white eyes visible over what looked like an air filter mask.  What little bit of skin around the figure's eyes was an unhealthy, pallid grey, and a black hood covered his head, shrouding him even further from sight.
"You have proven victorious over three foes your superior in strength and skill with tricks, luck, and tools," the figure stated in a gargling, breathy whisper, his voice seeming to echo as he grasped something at his own chest and pulled out a bone scythe, liquid shadows seeming to seal the hole as he slung it over his shoulder.  "In my past life, I would have respected that.  Now, it is a disappointment that you made it this far, and I must sully my hands with a foe so pathetic.  Such tactics will not work on me.  You will die, and your struggle will have been meaningless."
Augustus flexed his hands, frowning as he saw the scanners on his wrist already telling him that his foe - in his current state - didn't actually have a biology to scan or target.  He would be forced to rely on what few pre-made cantrips he had with him to try and fight him, and that would likely drain his resources something fierce even if it did work.  He needed more information if he was going to have a chance to make it past this foe.  "If that's supposed to intimidate me..." he began awkwardly, only to watch as the bone scythe seemed to flex, showing that it was made of strung together vertebrae...likely his foe's own.  He swallowed convulsively.  "Okay, it's doing a damn good job.  But it won't stop me."
The figure chuckled softly, though it was barely a sound yet seemed to scratch on the very soul of the listener.  "You are brave, I will give you that much, Veil Captain Augustus Black.  But you now face Noob Saibot, and I will be the last thing you ever see."  With no more words than that, the figure lunged forward.
Augustus reached into his coat and pulled out a police baton that glowed with inner light.  It had been a gag gift from Valmont on the way to the island, but it was enhanced with Valmont's light magic.  Since his foe seemed to be made of living shadow, with luck it would give him an advantage.  However, as he swung it, Saibot vanished in a puff of smoke, and only strong instincts led to Augustus diving forward before the bone scythe could wrap around his neck.  Landing on the ground with his hands, he kicked out with his legs trying to hit a vulnerable point, only for his foe to once more vanish into smoke, forcing him to roll away from successive strikes.  He moved to swing with the baton, only to find it slashed in half, the light dissipated into the air.
"If all you are are your tricks and evasion, you would not survive the later foes, let alone pass me," Saibot declared as he suddenly appeared as Augustus was trying to get up, a foot connecting strongly in his midsection and sending him flying towards the hole in the center of the room.  The green light within seemed to reach hungrily for him, but he managed to catch himself barely before he reached the edge.  As Augustus pulled out a large fan, the bone scythe slashed it to ribbons before he could swing it, and the follow up backhand landed him at the very edge of the pit.  "Light and wind may work on shadows and smoke, but I am more than that."
Augustus coughed as he managed to get to his feet.  "You sure do like to hear yourself talk," he managed to growl out, quickly weaving back and forth as he struggled to evade the sudden onslaught of punches and kicks from his foe and the shadow copy he'd generated.
"This fight must entertain me somehow," Saibot sighed in resignation.  "I am already growing bored.  Did you truly think such tricks could work on a being of pure evil, or were you merely arrogant and foolish?"
As Augustus felt himself pushed up to the edge of the pit, his eyes narrowed.  "Pure evil, huh?" he asked as his hand slipped into his pocket.  He really shouldn't have brought this from the Vault, but paranoia kept him alive and he wanted some sort of a wild card edge wherever Valmont was taking the group, and this was the one that he thought could be least easily used against him and give the most potential advantage.  "So far I'm just seeing someone too hopped up on his one trick.  I've seen evil far worse.  You're little better than a two-bit thug."
"I will not be distracted by your words," Saibot stated calmly as he leaned over Augustus, pulling one fist back.  "To the Netherrealm with you!"  His fist flew forward.
Augustus pulled his hand from his pocket and caught the punch...the Tiger Talisman glowing between them.
"WHAT?" Saibot screamed out, struggling to pull back but locked to the talisman as glowing blue-white light shot out of the pit, swarming over and through Augustus as it flowed through the Talisman and into Noob Saibot.  "No!  I will not be-"
Augustus felt his mind slipping as energy seemed drained right out of him, and then everything was a blaze of white light.

When the light finally faded, Augustus struggled to drag himself to awareness.  He felt half-alive at best, and he felt the Talisman in his hand, his hand feeling like the design had been burned into his flesh, though that sensation was fading fast.  A great deal of angry howling could be heard...along with the sound of someone chewing on something.
"Eat this," a friendly voice offered, holding what smelled like some sort of plant mash to his mouth.  "It will help restore your lost stamina.  What you did took more than you could spare."
Unable to really do much else, Augustus allowed the plant mash to be pushed into his mouth and chewed, swallowing as he found the strength.  Someone helped him to sit up...and he found himself looking up at the figure from before, changed.  The cloth that covered him was now a bright blue, the skin around his eyes a healthy color, dark colored eyes visible in the sockets.  "Who...?  How...?" Augustus managed to ask before getting a hold of himself.  "Why did...?"
The figure managed a chuckle.  "Let me answer your questions as best I understand.  My name is...was?...Bi Han, and I once was known as Sub Zero.  When I was slain in Mortal Kombat, the sorcerer Quan Chi transformed my soul into the wraith known as Noob Saibot by stripping away my pride, compassion, and all else that made me human, leaving only the evil behind, and filling in the gaps with Netherrealm energy and his own dark magic.  When you used that artifact on me, it called those scattered pieces back to me, forcibly restoring the balance of my Yin and Yang...but it took more energy than we both had to fully accomplish.  It drained much of your vital energy...to restore my body to a semblance of life.  What I have eaten and fed you will help our bodies to restore the absent vitality, but you will need to rest if you are to recover fully."
Augustus shook his head.  "No time," he managed to say as he pushed himself to his feet.  He staggered a bit, but he refused to allow himself to fall.  He felt his vision swim, but sheer nerve kept him upright.  "Have to...stop the Kahn...whoever that is..."
A warm smile was visible in Bi Han's eyes.  "My fell self was right about one thing," he said calmly.  "You are most worthy of respect.  Though you lack the training, you have nerve and skill that would have made you a welcome addition to the Lin Kuei.  Would that I could go with you and aid you in your quest."
Augustus managed to stabilize himself as he felt his body starting to settle, his vision clearing.  "But you're still bound to this Guardian Space?" he asked curiously.
"And not truly alive," Bi Han allowed sadly.  "And the crimes of Noob Saibot still weigh upon my soul.  If I am to break free of his ties to the Netherrealm and walk Earthrealm once more...I have much work before me.  However...you have my thanks.  And if you see Raiden or Hanzo...tell them I forgive them for what happened.  It was not truly their fault."
Augustus nodded as he took a few calming breaths.  "I'll be sure to survive to pass that along."  Reaching forward, he grasped Bi Han's wrist.  "Good luck."
Bi Han returned the gesture.  "To you as well," he said warmly before turning to the pit.  As the green light reached for him, ice surrounded his hands before he lunged down, a battle cry escaping his lips as he fell.
Augustus stared at the pit for a time, then turned to a path that opened in the shadows beyond the pillars.  One more thing for his checklist of 'things to fix' once he'd made this Kahn back down, whatever that took.
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As Augustus made it into the next Guardian Space, he found himself a trifle confused.  Guardian Spaces weren't always shaped in such a way that the Guardian within had an inherent advantage in combat, but they were always shaped in such a way as to put the Guardian in a position of power.  Sometimes that meant it was shaped to their whims, in such a way as to make it appear dominant.  After all, several of the most popular beings that could be 'Guardians' in such a place were prideful and preferred to fight without such 'unfair advantages'.
However, a feast hall still caught him off guard, especially when he could tell by scent that all the food there - meat dishes, vegetables, soups, stews, and pastries the likes of which he'd never seen before - were both real and rather mouthwatering...and he was rather weakened after what happened with Bi Han.  Still, he couldn't let himself be distracted-
"Have no fear, Champion of Earthrealm," a clear, strident voice declared, a softness beneath the strident tones somehow telling Augustus without even looking that the speaker was female.  "If you are weary from your previous battles, I would prefer you eat your fill and recover before we battle.  As skilled, clever, and determined as you prove yourself to be, I would not desire to dishonor you by taking advantage of your weariness in Kombat, whatever the orders of the Kahn may be."
Turning, Augustus managed to focus on the speaker.  She was easily a foot taller than him with dark, tanned skin, piercing brown eyes, full lips, dressed in a modified breastplate/loincloth combination...and had four arms, the lower two seeming to grow out partway down her torso rather than at her shoulders like his third opponent had been.  She had a small tuft of black hair growing along the center of her head, with small bone spikes growing out sweeping back from her temples.  The light of the torches around them glinted off her bronzed skin in a way that suggested scales rather than skin, and each of her arms ended in thick, three fingered hands, and her feet ended in two thick toes, all of them having short but sharp claws rather than nails.  Her upper arms presently rested on the arms of the throne-like chair she sat on while her lower arms crossed in front of her, directly under where the shape of her breastplate suggested well formed features with strong resemblance to humans.
As he shook his head to stop himself from being distracted, he noticed the amused smirk on the woman's face.  "And you are?" he managed to ask calmly, though he already noticed that he was having trouble breathing.
"I am Sheeva, leader of the Shokan," she introduced herself in a warm tone.  "Though I and my people are sworn to the service of the Kahn, ruler and Guardian of Outworld, by my honor, that of my people, and the blood of dragons that flows in my veins, I swear that there is nought in the food here that will do you harm, and I will take no action against you in this space until you declare yourself ready for battle.  Please, refresh yourself, that our battle may be worthy of what you have demonstrated in coming so far."
Nodding, Augustus staggered over to the nearest table.  He hated how weak he was feeling, especially before someone he could only consider an enemy agent at this point...but his joints were aching, and only the enchantment Fujin had placed on his garb was keeping the cracked ribs Noob Saibot had left him with from breaking, he was certain.  Reaching out, he seized the leg of some sort of roast haunch off the table, tearing it from the main portion even as the device on his wrist scanned it.  When it showed confirmation of nothing that could harm him or limit his functionality - nutritionally, it wasn't that different from beef as far as his digestion would be concerned - he took a bite, noticing the amused smile on Sheeva's face.
...it did taste rather good, actually...
He didn't eat too much - he knew it would take time for him to digest, even if the magic would make him somewhat hyper-metabolic to balance what the Tiger took to do its work - but by the time he was finished there were several empty plates and a pile of bones.  "My thanks for your hospitality," he offered gratefully as he moved to the center of the room.  "I wish I could stay longer, and that our meeting was under better circumstances."
Sheeva shrugged as she stepped off her throne, walking down to meet him in the center as she flexed all four arms, shifting into a combat stance with her arms arranged before her in a configuration he wasn't familiar with, but left her quite well guarded.  "Should you survive this quest of yours, I am certain an opportunity for a more relaxed second encounter will present itself.  If not, I shall petition the Kahn that your soul is worth maintaining and raising as a warrior, and we shall meet again that way."
Augustus managed a chuckle at that.  "You don't seem overly fond of your Kahn," he observed thoughtfully as he got into his own stance...only to immediately start ducking, bobbing, and weaving as Sheeva began her attack, probing his defenses with punches while constantly keeping one arm on each side in a defensive posture without interfering with the aggressive attack.
"He is ruler and Guardian of my Realm," Sheeva explained calmly as she continued her attack, getting more aggressive as Augustus stayed on the defensive.  "I owe him my obedience and fealty, but my loyalty is to the good of my clan above all else."
"A good way to be for a leader," Augustus observed calmly as he just barely avoided a swing, only to leap back as she stomped and created a burst of flame from the ground.  "Myself, I'm just law enforcement.  This excursion is a crime against the Veil, which maintains the balance of Magic and Mundane in my world so civilization can continue to advance.  As Veil Captain, it's my job to make it stop."
"And what is your reward for such devotion to your duty?" Sheeva demanded as she seized a chair and threw it at Augustus, only for him to duck under it, closing distance and managing a strike to her inner thigh as she tried to stabilize herself, only to get knocked to the floor as her hands came down on his back.
"I get paid," Augustus replied as he rolled away from the follow up flaming stomp, kicking aside when he saw that resulting in Sheeva vanishing, recognizing it as a warp and barely avoiding her follow up strike.  As this left her bent forward, he managed a quick kick to her head, his foot covering the entire space between the horn-like bone spurs on her head.
"Is that it?" Sheeva asked in surprise as she staggered back, rubbing her head as she steadied herself.  "Such selfless devotion to duty...for a wage?"  She moved to lunge...only to find her arms stuck.  Looking around, she saw that sinew from the meat Augustus had eaten - anchored in bones jammed into the walls - formed a web she had unwittingly placed herself in.
"It's a rather exceptional pay scale," Augustus allowed in a joking tone as he tied plates to the bottoms of Sheeva's feet as she kicked out, preventing her from making contact with the ground and summoning another fire warp.
Sheeva struggled against the sinew for a time, only to stop as she saw Augustus now had a gun to her head.  "And you earn it, I see," she stated warmly.  "I accept my defeat.  Will you finish me?"
"No more than I did any of my other opponents," Augustus stated calmly, putting the gun away as the path forward opened.  "Should I cut you down, or-"
A quick flex and Sheeva tore through the sinews that had her anchored, those that didn't break pulling the bones they were anchored to from the walls.  "Were your weapon not loaded with ammunition that I could see would pierce my skull, even it would not have stopped me..."  She paused as she saw his other hand held a bundle like that he had stuffed in his first and third opponent's mouths to keep them unconscious.  "You weren't counting on any of that to stop me, were you?"
"Only for a few moments, at best," he allowed, putting that away as well.  He gestured at the feast he was leaving behind.  "Your cooking?" he asked curiously.
"Only the stew..." she began deprecatingly...only to blink as she saw that was the dish that had been completely depleted from the tables.
With a smirk and silence, Augustus made his way along the path forward.  Sheeva watched him, an expression she was unused to wearing on her face.
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As Augustus continued, he found himself on a narrow bridge over a wide gorge with sharp spikes - both metal and rock - barely visible far below, a promise of a grisly death for anyone foolish enough to fall from the stone walkway.  The archway he entered through filled with shadows as soon as he stepped onto the bridge, and he could feel it barring his return.  The full moon hung in the seeming sky above, and the archway at the other end of the bridge was also filled with shadows.  "Somehow I can't imagine this opponent is as interested in an honorable battle as my last one was..." he murmured under his breath.  Hearing the sound of hooves against stone approaching, he braced himself...only for his eyes to widen as a figure appeared out of the shadows of the archway.
The centaur-like figure stood at nearly twice Augustus' height, with just his equine portion going up to the waist topping out level with the man's chest while the humanoid portion rose in proportion to the rest of the body.  The humanoid portion was massive with muscles, with bone spurs at elbows and ram-like horns growing from a bald head.  A rat-like tail with a metallic sheen waved over the figure as it charged, sparks striking from the stone even as the tail tip launched energy blasts at Augustus, who was forced to shift back and forth rapidly to dodge only to have to leap to the railing and then over his foe to avoid both the charge and the sweeping strikes of arms and tail.
"You stink of Shokan!" the figure snarled as he spun on his forelegs, ripping part of the stone railing free and hurling it like a spear.  "I will enjoy tearing you limb from limb!"
Augustus ducked under the thrown stone, barley missing it taking his head clean off.  "Well it's clear which of you is the better host," he observed with a forced chuckle, trying to sound amused.  He started to reach into his jacket for something to fight with, only to be forced to dodge back and forth repeatedly as more energy blasts were launched from his foe's tail.
"I know how you fight, pathetic creature!" the figure snarled angrily before closing the distance in another charge, swinging his fists and rearing up to kick with his forelegs even as his tail lashed like a whip, all the strikes missing Augustus by millimeters as he was forced fully on the defensive.  "Your only strength is the trinkets and tools in your coat, but you need time to call them forth!  Without your weapons, you are no match for Motaro!"
"Wanna bet?" Augustus demanded as he shifted slightly out of the way of the next punch, seizing the wrist as it was pulled back before hauling forward.
Motaro laughed as he easily yanked Augustus off his feet.  "You think you can out-muscle a mighty Centaurian-what?"
Augustus had allowed himself to be yanked forward, kicking off as he was to use the momentum to swing himself around Motaro's body to land on his back, braced on the equine lower body in a surfing pose.  "Like I said-"  A lean to the side and the tail shot past him, the point shooting past Motaro's head, only for Augustus to seize the tip and pull with the motion.  In moments, he had the tail wrapped once around Motaro's neck, pulled taut.  "Wanna bet?"
Motaro reared and thrashed, struggling to reach Augustus on his back.  However, his arms could not bend that far to grab due to how well muscled he was, and his waist didn't twist far enough or fast enough where his human portion meant the equine to get leverage to grab the human without giving him plenty of time to lean out of reach without letting go of the tail.  Because of the structure of his spine, Motaro couldn't lean back any further towards his equine portion to get slack in his tail, and trying to pull tail free either with the muscles therein or with his hands only pulled it tighter around his neck.  He proceeded to rear and buck like a wild bronco, desperate to throw the human fighter from his back...but the very tension that was slowly strangling him helped his assailant maintain his balance.  As he felt himself starting to suffocate, Motaro leapt back towards one of the arches, rearing back to try and crush the upstart between his own weight and the stone...but the very tension of his tail that was besting him kept him at too much of an arc for the crushing to work.  In a last, desperate act, he reared back even further, seeking to overbalance himself with the intent of crushing the warrior against the stone railings of the bridge.  There was a very real possibility this would lead to him falling to his own death...but for the glory of the Kahn and to prove his race superior to the Shokan, his death was an acceptable price to stop this warrior and grant the Kahn victory over Earthrealm!
He blinked as he found he wasn't falling back further.  In fact, he was suspended halfway fallen...and still bound by his tail.  "W...what...?" he managed to gasp out, only to barley see two grappling lines tied to his tail, anchored at either end of the bridge and keeping him in that position.
"I could have jumped free just after you completely overbalanced, but before you hit the railing," Augustus allowed quietly as he walked along the railing of the bridge to face Motaro.  "You would have fallen to your death, and I'd have won without weapons...but your blood would be on my hands.  I'm law enforcement.  I'm only supposed to kill when there's no other choice."  Something was shoved into the Centaurian's mouth and nose, and he slipped into unconsciousness.
Once he was certain he was unconscious and would stay that way, Augustus undid one of the grappling lines, letting Motaro slowly fall onto the bridge rather than off it before unwrapping his tail from around his neck.  As he turned to go, he winced as he shakily reached up to rub his upper arms with his hands, trying to massage away the intense pain left there by fighting an entire horse worth of muscle back.  "By the Triumvirate, that's going to be hell tomorrow morning..."
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As Augustus stepped out of the shadowed archway, he knew he was no longer in the labyrinth space.  For one, the air felt subtly different, more real than it had in each of the guardian spaces.  For another, he saw the same overall structure design that had been visible from outside, complete with a window view down to the roof of a lower level of the temple-like pagoda that the 'tournament' Chang was hosting had been held in front of...and the continued fighting in the distance.  From the looks of things, Viper's fight against the succubus had ended and now El Toro was wrestling with someone who appeared to either be a naga or have some naga ancestry, as their lower body was a serpent tail.  Despite the obvious advantage his opponent had, El Toro was holding his own surprisingly well.
The big thing that told him he was back in real space, however, was the dimensional weft ritual set up in the center of the throne room like chamber he found himself in, complete with a corpse arranged in a magic circle before the throne...a corpse dressed in rather familiar garb, and with a hand made of green stone that wasn't as decayed or desiccated as the rest of the body.  Then again, stone didn't decay like flesh did.  "I thought something was off when I heard him clapping," Augustus muttered as he stalked into the chamber towards the circle, intent on breaking it and disrupting whatever ritual was at work.
"Well, you are a little too clever for your own good, aren't you?" a man who appeared to be Bartholomew Chang stated as he stepped out from behind the throne, a wicked smirk on his face as green energy danced between one flesh hand and one hand that obviously wasn't the green stone it appeared to be made of.  Even with magic, stone couldn't be made to be that flexible.
"Drop the guise, shapeshifter," Augustus snapped out as he reached into his coat for weapons.  "I know you aren't what you appear to be...though I still don't know who you are.  I do know what you're trying to do, though.  Some warlord from another realm wants to conquer ours, and somehow this tournament will let him make the attempt.  That definitely falls under my jurisdiction, whoever you are."
The man laughed as the green light seemed to infuse him, or perhaps escape from him.  Either way, his wizened flesh became much firmer as youthful energy seemed to be restored to his body, and his all covering purple robes turned gold and black as they shifted to expose a well defined torso and bare his arms.  White hair turned black, his eyes became more piercing, and the green hand became flesh colored as a new man appeared in the place of the form of Bartholomew Chang.  "Yes, you thought it was Bartholomew Chang who was the mastermind of this dastardly plot to throw open your Realm to Outworld and the ravages of the Kahn and his will..." he purred eagerly, his voice now much deeper and echoing with power.  He then pointed to his chest with both thumbs as he struck a rather exaggerated pose.  "But it was me, Shang Tsung!"
Augustus blinked at that assertion for a time, trying to make sense of why he was declaring it so dramatically.  "So...are you native to this Realm or an invader?" he clarified.  "With all the talk of extending an Invitation, I'm guessing being an outsider wouldn't make that work...and I'm pretty sure there are rules and regulations you're stepping around either way."  As he spoke, he began to cautiously circle around the magic circle, trying to get to a more advantageous position.
Shang Tsung's pleased expression turned into a pouting scowl briefly, only to return to a grin as he, to, began to circle.  "Oh yes, as a native of Outworld I could not set up something like this myself and have it work...but the tournament itself was already set up when I arrived to take advantage.  Once I had absorbed Chang's soul, it violated no rules to tweak things a trifle to make the Invitation more blatant.  He sought to mimic Kombat even without my Kahn's influence and interference.  A minor change was all that was needed."
"You absorbed his soul?" Augustus asked in surprise as he moved towards the corpse's head as they circled.  "Why?"
"A number of reasons," Shang Tsung explained easily, his stance and bearing exuding absolute confidence in his ability to trounce Augustus before he could do anything.  "For one, it bound me to him in a way that enabled me to work this ritual.  For another, it allowed me to take his form, use his abilities, and granted me access to his memories, much like all the other souls I have absorbed.  Far easier to pretend to be someone another knows well when said person is actually a part of you, whether they like it or not."  A grin suddenly crossed his features.  "I wonder what new tricks and secrets I'll have access to when I absorb your soul, Augustus Black!  I overlooked you outside because there seemed nothing special about you, but to have come this far...perhaps you're worth it after all, and hearing and feeling your soul's screams of anguish that fuel my magic will be most pleasing."
"So the souls are still aware and distinct?" Augustus asked in surprise.  "That makes this much simpler."  Pulling a bottle from his coat, he poured the contents down the throat of the deceased Bartholomew Chang, the magic in the liquid causing it to be absorbed even if the body couldn't accomplish it physically due to being deceased.
Shang Tsung blinked in confusion.  "And what was that...?" he began, only to freeze, his face suddenly twitching.
"The actual name of the potion is rather long and difficult to remember, so I just think of it as soul juice," Augustus explained calmly.  "When drunk, it puts the soul in charge of the body rather than the mind.  It's primarily used in the case of astral projection going awry, possession, contacting and investigating past lives, or to overcome brainwashing which is why I brought it to begin with...but with all those souls inside you and a resonance reaction between Chang's body and soul..."
Shang Tsung clutched at his head as cracks began to form along his skin, green light erupting from them as the souls he had absorbed to fuel his magic - now awakened to their own will - began to rebel, the struggle between them all for control slowly tearing his body apart.  "And what happened to only k-k-k-killing if you had to?" he managed to gasp out.
"Oh, you could easily survive this," Augustus allowed readily.  "All you'd have to do is release those souls to return to their original bodies...or their place in the spiritual cycle.  The only reason that would kill you is if you fought to keep it contained...or if you cast magics that bound you to the power it gave you, but that's on you, isn't it?"
Shang Tsung grit his teeth...and then began to laugh.  "A clever trick, Veil Captain...but it will avail you not!" he screamed out as green lightning coursed from one crack in his body to the next.  "I had hoped the second death that activated the ritual would occur in the battles outside...or by your hand in your quest to stop it...but if it is mine that requires it, I will accept that!  I am a disciple of Quan Chi and a servant of Shao Kahn!"  As that name was spoken, the world seemed to shudder.  "Even from death, I will return...and your pathetic tricks will do nothing to my Master!  Face him if you dare!"  Shang Tsung burst once more into laughter...and his body exploded in green light that was sucked into the magic circle, taking shape as a swirling multi-colored portal.
Fujin suddenly appeared at Augustus' side.  "No!" he declared in worry and fear.  "The gate has been opened, the Invitation extended..."
"Then it's too late?" Augustus asked calmly.  "Is there nothing that can be done?"
"The moment Shao Kahn steps through the portal and onto Earthrealm soil, the Invitation will have been accepted, and Earthrealm will be bound to millennia of Mortal Kombat!" Fujin decalred worriedly.  "There is no-what are you doing?"  His eyes were on Augustus, who began to walk towards the portal.
"So as long as he doesn't cross through the portal to this side, we're safe?" Augustus asked calmly as he briefly looked back.  "Then I guess I'll just have to make certain he doesn't."  Turning back to the portal, his coat billowed dramatically from the wind flowing through it as he stepped through without hesitation, seeking the foe that awaited him on the other side, the one ultimately responsible for all that had happened.
Fujin stared after his chosen champion for a time, only to shake his head in awe.  "They are not paying him enough," he finally murmured in disbelief.  He didn't know what pay scale the Veil Captain was on...but for this level of dedication to duty, it can't possibly be enough.

	
		Final Round



Augustus calmly tied a rather unique bracelet to his wrist as he walked through the portal.  The binding was one of Audrey III's vines, anchoring a small metal basin that Tohru had shaped with his bare hands.  Inside the basin was one of Scootaloo's shed feathers tied with one of Sweetie's tail hairs taken from her brush, with a dollop of purification potion Uncle had brewed.  The basin was capped incompletely with a green jade gemstone that Jade had carved - albeit badly - held away from the basin ever so slightly.  Augustus had put the entire thing together after reading Uncle's translations of the book of magic from wherever the fillies had come from.  With a little bit of each of them touched by their magic, it was his hope that putting them all together would give him a brief burst of the rainbow magic that had killed Shendu and altered the world...though he hoped it wouldn't do that much.  He'd kept it in reserve, originally intending it as an ace against Valmont before the change in policy regarding him was handed down.  Now, he was facing someone who was at least a god, so he could only hope whatever burst it gave him when the gemstone was pressed into the mix would be enough.
As he stepped out of the portal, he found himself on the sandy floor of an arena.  In the stands, numerous beings of various forms - some resembling some of his opponents making his way here, some completely different, some barely recognizable as alive - cheered and clapped as a figure in the center of the arena stepping off a bone throne raised his arms to signal the applause.  The figure was easily two feet taller than Augustus if not more so, garbed only in spiked shoulder guards, shin guards, a loin cloth, and a somewhat draconic war helm with a skull mask.  A large war hammer was held lightly in one hand, drawing attention to the bone spikes growing from both arms through scaly hide.  As Augustus walked towards him, the cheering faded as the figure turned towards him.  "Ah..." he purred eagerly, his voice deep, echoing, powerful, and having just a hint of the energy that Augustus had come to associate with when gods spoke.  "Earthrealm's champion.  Pathetic..."
"Are you Shao Kahn?" Augustus asked calmly, pretending to straighten his sleeve as he held his hand over the jade.
"That I am!" the figure declared, not noticing Augustus pushing the jade into the basin, or the brief flare of rainbow light it gave off.  "Your executioner-"
Before anyone could react, Augustus had closed the distance as his fist impacted with the side of Shao Kahn's jaw, sending him flying through his bone throne and across the arena.  "Your attempted conquest of my world violates several laws regarding the Balance and the maintenance of the Veil.  As Veil Captain, I hereby insist that you cease your hostilities and leave us alone.  This will happen, with your only option now being how many pieces you are in before it happens."  He tried to discretely rub his knuckles, pretending to crack them.  The impact had hurt even through the enchantment Fujin had done to protect him from damage from his own blows.
Shao Kahn slowly, deliberately got back to his feet, reaching up to rub his jaw as his tongue worked its way around in his mouth.  He spat to the side, and the stands went silent as blood was visible in with his saliva.  He blinked at that for a time, then turned to Augustus with a grin.  "So the Champion is worthy after all!" he declared aggressively.  "I am going to enjoy this!"  With a leap, he was upon Augustus, his war hammer swinging.
Augustus barely evaded the swing, and then found himself firmly on the defensive.  Shao Kahn struck incredibly quickly with fists, feet, swings of both the war hammer's head and its shaft, and even the occasional headbutt.  A single glancing blow to his side left Augustus gasping as his ribs flared in agony, and he quickly realized his options were dodge, counter, or die.  The blows hit with too much force to block, and even countering by attacking a striking limb to knock it off course strained the protections on his garb and his body's ability to handle the forces of impact.
Only one thing seemed to be in his favor.  For some reason, strikes from the fist wearing the bracelet left bruises on Shao Kahn, seeming to circumvent whatever supernatural ability he had to soak up damage and recover from it.  Unfortunately, Shao Kahn seemed to notice this at the same time Augustus did, and started only deflecting strikes from that hand while ignoring most other blows.
In desperation, Augustus ducked into a swing of the war hammer, seizing the shaft with that hand in an attempt to pull the swing further than Shao Kahn intended it to go.  Shao Kahn immediately locked his muscles in an attempt to stop the hammer's swing, only for Augustus to immediately release the weapon and deliver a knife-hand thrust with that hand to his foe's groin.  As Shao Kahn inhaled sharply from the unexpectedly intense pain, Augustus slipped a combat knife from his sleeve and began cutting anywhere he could, trying to weaken his foe through blood loss if nothing else.
Before he got more than a few blows in - wounds that still bled sluggishly - his foe had leapt back and began firing blasts of green energy from his eyes and hands, which Augustus was forced to desperately dodge as their impacts on the ground caused brief explosions, with even the shrapnel being dangerously debilitating.  He desperately sought a way to attack from range, only to see some sort of metal-spined banner hanging in the air above the battle ground.  Taking his knife, he hurled it at the ropes holding the banner up, causing it to fall rather quickly towards his foe.
Shao Kahn immediately dodged the incoming hazard...only to scream more in shock than pain as Augustus leapt up behind him, seized one of the metal spines of the banner, and through sheer desperate energy managed to drive it through Shao Kahn's left arm and leg before burying the end in the ground, pinning him there for as long as the spar's strength held.  As this resulted in Shao Kahn releasing his hammer for more freedom of movement, Augustus caught it as it fell and swung with all his might, smashing the head into Shao Kahn's face to daze him before bringing it down on the free leg, shattering the bone therein.  As Shao Kahn reached for him with his free hand, Augustus reversed the hammer and hurled it forward, the handle impaling Shao Kahn's arm and burying in his torso.
Before Augustus could get a breath, Shao Kahn vanished from where he was in a torrent of flame, only to reappear a distance away, free but still wounded.  "An impressive showing," he declared, his voice still having his full power despite panting for breath as he slowly bled from his wounds.  "But a futile attempt.  There is no killing intent in your strikes...and only my death will stop me from claiming what is mine: conquest of your realm!"
"Is that so?" Augustus asked sadly, slipping his hand back into his coat.
"Indeed!" Shao Kahn declared fiercely.  "So if you cannot bring yourself to kill, then surrender-"  His words stopped as his body locked up, rainbow light seeming to arc from his cheek to each of his wounds.  "W...what?"
Augustus winced as he gripped what he held under the cloak tighter.  "I was upset Jackie didn't bring this with him...but now I'm glad it was there for me to grab.  If your death is what it takes to get the job done..."  Spinning, he swung.
Balance Breaker sheared through the air even as its hilt burned in Augustus' grip.  The edgeless edge carved its way through Shao Kahn's neck, and the magics inherent within him.
The spells that bound the souls he had consumed within him, binding them to his will...
The spells that anchored him to Outworld as its Guardian, guaranteeing his continued existence...
The spells that tied him to agreements with the Netherrealm, guaranteeing his resurrection...
The spells that bound his soul to his body, preventing true death...
All parted and were torn asunder as the blade that carved through magic itself severed his head from his body, breaking his hold on Outworld - and on life - forever more as the souls within him erupted from the wound, pouring free to return to the Cycles they were ripped from.  Shao Kahn's body toppled to the ground in utter, stunned silence.

	
		You Win



Augustus slipped Balance Breaker back into his coat, releasing the hilt as soon as he dared.  Whether because it didn't like being wielded by anyone but Jackie, or because he hadn't achieved the true balanced state that had allowed Jackie to unwittingly create the blade, wielding it had scorched the inside of his hand near black, sending spasms of pain both physical and magical through his entire arm...but he wasn't about to let that show.  Probably the only reason he still had the hand was because that was the hand that had held the Tiger Talisman when he'd unwittingly used it to restore Bi Han from Noob Saibot.  Still, he kept the hand clenched shut as he looked over the stunned faces of the gathered audience, staring down at the corpse of their former leader.  This was not a good thing.  He needed to say something before it became a riot, preferably something that would prevent someone else from taking leadership only to continue the campaign anyway.
"Your Kahn is dead by my hand," he declared firmly, surprised that his voice was magically amplified to be heard throughout the stadium at least, as every head turned towards him as he spoke and silence fell aside from his voice.  "I am not happy about this.  The only reason I even came here is because it's my job to make sure people like him don't disrupt the Balance of Magic and Mundane in my world that allows our civilization to flourish, and to enforce the Law.  I'm not supposed to have to kill to make that happen..."  He glanced down at the corpse.  "But that doesn't mean I'll hesitate to do so if necessary.
"I'm hoping this man's death means whatever policies he had for how this world is run will be changed...but I'm not holding my breath."  He glanced over the stands, seeing how people were holding themselves, whether proud or cringing, and shook his head.  "From the looks of things, this world's been run on principles of 'the strong rule and take what they want' for a long time, and I doubt if many here even can conceive of a different way...and that's rather disappointing."  Noticing the shocked looks this got, he grinned.  "I know the mindset that supports such an outlook.  Strength is everything, you can only rely on yourself and yours, to ask for help from others is weakness, and the weak are preyed upon..."  He let those who plainly thought of themselves as 'strong' nod to themselves over that for a bit.  "But if that's true, then after however long of them being preyed upon like that...how are 'the Weak' still here?"
He smirked as he saw several faces turn stunned at the question, and even more turn thoughtful.  "Something to think about.  And here's something else to think about: by this world's standards, I'd be considered one of 'the Weak' in my world."  As that left everyone stunned, he grinned widely.  "That's right.  I'm not the strongest of my world..."  His mind briefly turned to El Toro and Tohru.  "I'm not the best fighter..."  He thought of how much easier a time Jackie or Viper might have had coming through this challenge.  "I'm not the most powerful..."  He suppressed a shudder as he thought of how easily Valmont or Hsi Wu would have brushed aside the fighters that had given him so much trouble.  "I'm not the most magically gifted..."  Uncle probably could have dismantled the Labyrinth spell rather than track through it, and undone the dimensional weft before it could be established.  "And certainly not the most clever, cunning, or dangerous..."  He didn't even try to imagine what Jade and the fillies would have done to this place.  He wasn't that imaginative.  "I'm just a cop doing his job...and I bested those your leader's sorcerer had standing in my path, and then struck them both down with nothing but my training and a few dozen tricks in my pockets."  His eyes narrowed.  "And I'm one of my world's 'Weak' by your standards.  Think about what that says about Shao Kahn's intentions of conquest, and what would have happened to all of you if he'd actually succeeded...and what will happen if anyone tries to do it without him."
Seeing that had the desired effect, he began to turn away only to pause.  "Get your shit together, people," he stated flatly.  "Figure out how to solve your problems without attacking your neighbors.  Maybe, for novelty if nothing else, try asking for what you need and offering something in exchange.  You never know, you might actually get what you need while you still remember why you wanted it in the first place..."  Noticing an unpleasant scent in the air that he recognized, he wrinkled his nose.  "Maybe you might advance enough to develop indoor plumbing...
"But for now, I'm done here," he stated flatly.  "I'm exhausted, every joint aches likes an abscessed tooth, my head feels like I've got a knife going in one ear and out the other, and my feet are killing me.  I'm going to go home and sleep this off like a bad hangover, and then get back to work."  He paused before turning towards the portal.  "If I have to come back here because you all have your heads so far up your asses you can't fix things without making your mess my problem, I will be most upset."
With that, he spun back to the portal, his coat billowing dramatically behind him.  "And I won't be coming alone if I have to return.  The strongest, most skilled, most powerful, most magically gifted, and most cunning I mentioned?  Friends of mine, and I won't be happy if I have to get them involved in this...and neither will anyone else."  With those words, he stalked calmly through the portal, which closed behind him.
Had it stayed open as much as a moment longer, he might have heard the arena erupt into enthusiastic cheers as many celebrated a change to the workings of Outworld that had been generations in coming.

	
		Friendship.



Augustus groaned as he slowly began to regain consciousness.  He wasn't sure what had happened.  He knew he'd pushed himself to present himself as strong all the way until he left Outworld and made it through the portal...but he had no actual memory of anything after he entered the portal.  Did he make it all the way through?  Was he lost somewhere between Realms?  Did something go wrong on the return trip?
...or judging by the headache in the center of his forehead which was presently the worst pain in his body, did he faint from exhaustion the moment it closed behind him?
As his eyes opened, he saw the pagoda-like roof of the chamber where the dimensional weft ritual had been performed.  He felt a soft bed beneath him, and two sets of hands on him.  Glancing down, he saw one set was Fujin's, and another set was exceptionally similar...though the energy surrounding that second hand sparked rather than swirled as the energy around Fujin's hands did.  "Hello, Raiden," he managed to say barely.  "Does this mean we're safe?"
"Indeed," a firm, strong voice spoke in an exceptionally humble tone.  "Due to your efforts, Earthrealm has been made inviolate to the Mortal Kombat tournament once again, preserving both the Realm and the Veil."
"Your efforts took a lot out of you, however," Fujin continued as they moved their hands up and down his body.  "We are currently doing the best we can to restore you...but we can only do so much without either burning your mortal life force or infusing you with divine energy, neither would we do without your permission."
"And...the pain in my head?" Augustus managed to ask.  "I...don't remember taking any injuries on my forehead..."
"You stepped forth from the portal as it closed behind you, your coat billowing dramatically around you in the fullness of your victory...and fell flat on your face," Fujin explained, his tone an obvious war between concern and amusement.
"I'm afraid we were both so stunned  at your success that we were not quite fast enough to catch you," Raiden apologized.  "Though we were quick to shift you to a more comfortable position so we could work to restore you."  As he finished speaking, they both removed their hands.  "And that is all we can do without burning your life force or infusing you further."
"I'll heal from here on my own, then," Augustus said as he pushed himself up to face them.  "It's not as bad as it was."  He glanced at the hand that had wielded Balance Breaker, pleased to see the burns were gone...although the entire arm still felt stiff and tense as though the muscles and bones didn't want to flex.  Looking at the two, he saw that Raiden - at least in his present form - greatly resembled Fujin, though he dressed in white and gold as opposed to Fujin's blue, lacked the braided ponytail, and wore a conical pyramid-shaped hat...though that he was now taking off to hold in front of him.
"You are the greatest Champion Earthrealm has ever produced," Raiden began, his voice in tones between respect and awe.  "You have struck down Shao Kahn forever, permanently ending the threat he presented to all Realms, and forever secured Earthrealm's protection from others who might do the same by Denying the Invitation.  I...all of Earthrealm is in your debt-"
"Cut that out," Augustus interrupted as he rubbed his forehead.  "This is the job I was hired for, what did you expect me to do?"
Raiden's white eyes widened in surprise.  "But...your deeds far exceed what anyone could reasonably expect.  Surely, as Guardian of Earthrealm, there is something I can offer to express proper gratitude for your deeds-"
"What, exactly?" Augustus interrupted again, putting his hands to his head to try and massage away the headache.  "I'm literally at the highest rank in Veil Law Enforcement I can get on the Mundane side without having a Destiny, which I don't need or want.  I already make more money than I know what to do with because of how high I've gotten promoted."  He shook his head ruefully.  "Seriously, I paid off all my debts and bought a house without a mortgage in San Francisco with my last paycheck, I don't know what I'm going to do with the next one..."  He rubbed his brow to scatter those thoughts.  "I don't want fame and glory, since having everyone know who I was would just get in the way of doing my job, and the rank I currently hold opens the investigative doors I'd need without being famous."  He looked up to meet Raiden's eyes.  "So...no, I don't think there's anything you could offer that I'd actually want.  I was just doing my job."
Raiden stared at Augustus for a time, plainly completely flummoxed.  He then noticed the glance Fujin was directing his way, filled with teasing amusement, and sent an irritated glower in return.  Augustus could tell there was silent communication there...but it was that of brothers, not that of gods.  Finally, Raiden turned back to Augustus and bowed.  "If that is what you desire, then so it shall be.  Only those who were already aware of what happened here will be informed of the result, and otherwise these events will be kept silent.  However, know that I personally am in your debt, as are many of the Jade Council, and you may call on us at need."
"When I'm 100%, I could use a gate to the Netherrealm," Augustus muttered as he rubbed his head.  "Not about to leave Bi Han down there if I can do anything about it."
Raiden and Fujin visibly flinched when he spoke that name.  "Bi Han?" Raiden finally managed to say.  "But he..."
"He asked me to give a message to you, Raiden...and to someone named Hanzo," Augustus continued.  "He wanted me to tell you both that...what happened wasn't your fault, and that he forgives you both."
Raiden closed his eyes, biting his lower lip as his hands clenched around the edges of his hat he still held.  "I...thank you for the message," he finally managed to say.  "I will be certain Hanzo hears it...and we will go with you when you are ready to assist him."
"And I could use the files on the Kytinn, if you have any," Augustus continued as he managed to get his feet under him.  "I told D'Vorah I'd look into fixing her land so her race could recover after I'd dealt with Shao Kahn."
Raiden stared at Augustus for a time, only to shake his head.  "You have done such great service...and all you ask in return is aid to do even more service..."  Noticing the look Fujin was sending his way, Raiden returned a glower before turning back to Augustus with a bow.  "I will see to it all the information you require is in your office when you are able to return, along with a beacon to reach me.  Simply speak my name to it when you are ready, and I will gladly aid you in these quests."  He slowly stood up.  "For now, I will take my leave...and depart where my teleportation will not disturb your headache."  With that and one last bow, he donned his hat once more and walked out towards the balcony.
"The Tournament outside?" Augustus asked of Fujin as Raiden left.
"Resolving itself," Fujin explained calmly.  "I will see to it Bartholomew Chang's 'death' is discovered in a way that is not too disruptive.  Some of those out there will know what happened, but I will be able to keep most of them from getting too upset, or from learning too much."
"Well that's something," Augustus managed as he pushed himself to his feet, Fujin steadying him as he started to sway.
"Though I don't think you were completely honest with my brother," Fujin observed with a playful smirk.  "There is one thing you want that we could offer."  He shook his head, causing his hair to move in the wind as his long, braided ponytail swung back and forth pointedly.
Augustus snorted a trifle derisively.  "I don't care how good that dream of an alternate timeline made having all that hair feel, I'm not using a divine favor just to cure early baldness."
Fujin chuckled happily.  "True enough.  But let this be my personal thanks to you."  Focusing, he gathered his winds between his hands until they crystallized into a silver pendant with a sapphire stone as blue as the sky with what looked like a white cloud within it.  He then hung it around Augustus' neck.  "Much like your other trinkets and tricks, this will in no way alter you permanently...but will enable you to take on an empowered form for short periods of time, deriving strength from my magic in much the same way the young Pegasus does from my brother, but without altering your life force."  He placed his hand on the gem, and it blazed with light.
When the light faded, Augustus had changed.  His musculature was more well defined, wind swept around him of its own accord, and swirls of green covered his skin in patterns symbolizing the Four Winds.  His eyes held a white glow to them...and long, silver hair sprang from his entire crown to hang loosely all the way down to his back.
"This is my gift to you," Fujin explained calmly as Augustus looked down at himself, realizing he was hovering slightly off the floor.  "Use it as you see fit.  I know you will use it well."
Augustus stared at himself in amazement for a time, briefly reaching back to brush his hand through his hair.  The energy flowing through him made him feel at full strength and beyond, but he could tell it was only borrowed strength, and he would be in the same state he was before when he deactivated the gem, plus whatever further injuries he might take.  "I...thank you," he managed to say.  "I won't abuse this gift.  I'll be sure only to use it when necessary..."  He hesitated, his eyes briefly flicking skyward as an old boyhood fantasy flicked through his mind.
Fujin grinned warmly.  "As I said, Augustus, it is yours to use as you see fit...and even the most dedicated must take time to enjoy themselves."
A brief, childish smirk - like that of a boy caught with his hand in the cookie jar only to be told he can have two cookies since he's been good - crossed Augustus' face.  Thrusting his arms out in front of him with clenched fists, he guided the winds to propel him forward in the only manner truly appropriate.

	
		Friendship?



Augustus smiled as he got back to work, waving idly to several agents of Section 13 as he made his way towards his office.  The trip back from the island had been relaxing and uneventful.  Valmont, Bai Tza, Po Kong, and Hsi Wu had all known what had happened with him, but had said nothing about it.  Only Bai Tza and Po Kong had changed behavior at all, with Bai Tza observing him with an amused expression on occasion in a way that set Valmont to chuckling the first time, and Po Kong was surprisingly tender when it came to his recovery, while making sure others on the plane didn't realize he was in recovery.  Hsi Wu had sent him one smug smirk with a thumbs up that he refused to explain to Jade where others would overhear, and then had acted like he always had.
Valmont had acted like nothing whatsoever had changed, and wasn't even surprised by what he'd pulled off.  In a private moment, Augustus had actually asked him about it, and while he hadn't been surprised that Valmont had been completely aware of the events - even if the nature of the Labyrinth and the spells on the island prevented him from interfering in any way that could be considered constructive - he had been surprised by his response.
"My good Captain, even before I began...investing...in magic, you were a worthy opponent in the game of Crime and Law.  I never had any doubts about your capabilities, and knew that short of someone higher up the threat level than a Guardian Warlord sticking their oar in, you would handle it.  Honestly, the only thing surprising about it was how bad your injuries were.  Were you sandbagging them because you're still put out you won't get to put me behind bars?  That would be terribly disappointing."
...he was glad that conversation had ended soon after.
Once he'd made it home, he'd slept for most of the weekend, stopping only to eat the highly nutritious, high energy, tasty but easily digestible dishes that Po Kong had prepared specifically to help speed his recovery.  As a result, he was now fully recovered, full of energy, and ready to get to work.  There were problems that needed solving, and he had promises to keep, and Realms to cross before he slept.
He paused briefly as that thought crossed his mind to glance at the pendant he now wore, the one Fujin gave him that granted him the wind empowered form.  Ever since he'd gotten back from Outworld, he'd noticed his thoughts sometimes taking a more lyrical, epic tone whether they needed them or not.  Maybe it was killing a god, maybe it was feeling divine power...or maybe he needed a psych eval or vacation.  Putting it from his mind, he swung open his office door and went to his In Tray.
As he'd expected, there was a device with Raiden's symbol on it, plainly the promised beacon.  Under it were two files, one on the Netherrealm and the other on the Kyttin.  He quickly opened them both, flipping through the papers within as he began to look for information that could give him somewhere to begin.
"Were it anyone else, I might be offended that you didn't even notice me as you went for those papers, especially when one of those files is for helping another woman," a familiar voice spoke up far closer than was to be expected.
Augustus' eyes jerked back from the files.  "Sheeva?" he asked in surprise as he turned towards the source of the voice.  "I wasn't expecting..."  His voice trailed off as he actually caught sight of her and his breath left him completely.
Sheeva lounged across the second desk in his office - the one he normally used for setting up presentations for planned operations - and was looking across at him with a smirk and a smoldering gaze.  She was dressed - generously speaking, if you could call it that - in what looked like a red cross between a slingkini and leotard, one that looked like it was on the verge of falling open and letting her bust spill out if not for the golden chain that held it more tightly closed at her waist.  She was propped up on one arm, another hand at her hip, with her lower set of arms crossed under her bust only enhancing the way they were presented.  Her smirk widened as she saw him lose nearly all control and discipline at the sight she was presenting.  "Then again," she continued in a throaty purr, "your dedication to duty is one of many things that led me to choosing to be here like this, so instead I suppose I'm more worried about your sense of your surroundings that you missed me here."  Her voice had a hint of concern, but the vast majority of the tone was playful.
Augustus chuckled awkwardly.  "I guess I just didn't sense any danger?" he offered nervously.  "Though I'm no longer so certain about that..."
Sheeva laughed indulgently as she luxuriously shifted to her feet, stretching in a most suggestive manner as she slowly walked towards him.  "I do hope you can take some time away from your duties, though," she commented somewhat dryly, a light that was more than just amusement in her eyes.
Augustus swallowed nervously.  He wasn't entirely certain where this was going, but he knew he was way out of his depth.  "Uhh..." he managed to get out before swallowing convulsively, trying to get his mouth clear...and not drool despite what was now at eye level as she leaned towards him, one arm on each side against two walls of his office as she somehow managed to back him into the corner without him being aware of it, her other two arms still crossed under her bust and pushing it up suggestively.  "Does...does ritual combat play some role in Shokan courtship I'm unaware of?" he finally managed to ask awkwardly.
Sheeva chuckled a trifle wickedly.  "It can...Augustus Kahn," she purred eagerly.
Augustus' blood went cold for a completely different reason than what had been making it uncomfortably hot until now.  "My family name is Black," he pointed out, somewhere between hopefully and defensively.
"Your title...is Kahn," Sheeva corrected comfortingly.
Despite the situation, Augustus felt his heart sinking.  "I was afraid of that..." he muttered under his breath.  "Bad day..."
"Cheer up, my Kahn," Sheeva purred comfortingly.  "It means you have all of Outworld at your disposal to keep your promises.  And there are...other perks..."  She sent a suggestive shake down her body.
"I'm not interested in getting that from a title anymore than I have been in any of the offers I've gotten as 'thanks' for protecting the Realm," Augustus grumbled irritably, his eyes briefly glancing to a different sort of file by his In Tray, containing all sorts of invitations to properly 'thank' him and 'reward' his efforts, from the politely worded to the far more blatant...some including pictures.  That had honestly been more embarrassing than titillating for him, though.
"I am pleased to hear it," Sheeva offered warmly, her tone now more serious than playful despite the warmth.  "Though Kahn or not, Augustus, I would be here for you like this either way..."  Her grin widened to an almost but not quite predatory level.
Augustus swallowed nervously, despite his body deciding it quite liked the way this was going.  "Are...are you sure this is the...best time for this?" he managed to ask.
"Does the door lock?" Sheeva asked playfully.
"Uh...yes?"
"Then any time is a good time," she whispered, the purr of her voice shifting towards an eager growl as she reached over to lock the door.
Augustus swallowed audibly, his eyes far wider than he anticipated they could manage.  "A...aiyah..."
Sheeva let off a playfully wicked chuckle in response.

	
		Again?



The Netherrealm was a place of fire and endless pain, where souls were tormented for purposes of darkest magic, where even the most righteous of souls once captured could be twisted and broken into little more than living weapons or dark tools.  Quan Chi, the ruler of the Netherrealm, made certain that nothing happened there that did not give him power, and he always did his best to prepare for every possibility.  Losing control of Noob Saibot had been...unpleasant...but he was adapting.  A duplicate of himself was currently keeping the restored Bi Han distracted near the burning pits, wearing him down until he could be captured.  Once captured, the process that transformed him into Noob Saibot would simply be repeated.  The loss of the resources that went into the initial experiment - and the experience Noob Saibot had gathered - was unpleasant, but it was something he could adapt to.
However, the sight of an inter-realm portal opening up at his throne was not something he could greet with equanimity.  Only the Guardians of Realms could open those gates to other Guardians' seats of power...and the signs of this gate suggested it came from Outworld.  There had been that odd surge of magic along the contracts he had with Shao Kahn, and he hadn't been able to feel the Guardian Warlord's soul since.  Had he grown strong enough he no longer needed the contracts?  This was something he would have to approach with care-
A mortal human stepped out of the portal, followed by Raiden and a Shokan warrior maiden.  By their positions, the human was the one in charge here, which was most unusual...especially as he was wearing the ceremonial war helm of Outworld's Kahn, despite it not matching his long flowing leather jacket at all.
"Do I really have to wear this, Sheeva?" he asked irritably of the Shokan, tapping the helm with one finger.
"You are Kahn," Sheeva - Quan Chi recognized her now - pointed out with a surprising amount of affection in her tone.  "But now is the time for a strong front, not idle discussion."
Nodding, the man walked up to Quan Chi.  "You are Quan Chi?" he asked flatly, his arms resting calmly at his side as his coat billowed around him on its own, an amulet that glowed with Fujin's power glittering around his neck.
"I am," Quan Chi murmured thoughtfully.  "And you are...?"
"Veil Captain Augustus Black of Earthrealm, Augustus Kahn of Outworld, and in a bad mood," the man stated bluntly.  "I'm here for Bi Han.  The sooner you hand him over without any magics binding him to this Realm, the better for you."
Quan Chi couldn't stop himself from chuckling in amusement.  "You come into my Realm and make demands of me?  Kahn or not, you are but mortal-"
"Not a demand, just a statement of intent," Augustus interrupted.  "I am here for Bi Han, and I will be leaving here with him free of any binding magics.  Whether I accomplish that with, around, or through you is entirely up to you."
Quan Chi stared at Augustus for a time, completely flummoxed at the sheer unmitigated gall and chutzpah this...mortal could show.  Glancing at the amulet, he couldn't help himself.  Leaning to one side, he called out, "Lord Raiden, I think I like your brother's taste in Champions more than your own!"  A glance at Sheeva showed how she was trying not to react to Augustus' actions.  "And I see I'm not the only one."
Raiden sighed ruefully.  "...Fujin is going to be intolerable for centuries..." he muttered under his breath.
"Or at least as long as this one lives," Quan Chi pointed out in amusement.
"Like he said," Sheeva pointed out with a smirk.  "Centuries."
"Sheeva, I don't want to be immortal," Augustus countered in an irritable tone.
"Who said anything about immortal?" Sheeva asked curiously.  "With proper care, diet, lifestyle, and magical medical treatment, a mortal body can easily last centuries before decay becomes irreversible...and Shokan have a much longer base lifespan than humans, and I intend to keep you around for as much of that as possible...my Kahn."
Quan Chi chuckled softly at the flustered expression that crossed Augustus' face at that.  "So...you defeated Shao Kahn?" he asked curiously.  "I hope you keep an eye over your shoulder.  He's not one for staying dead-"
"He will this time," Augustus stated flatly.  "The weapon I struck him down with cuts through magic itself."
Quan Chi froze.  He knew such a weapon existed.  He'd felt its creation.  The fact this mortal spoke so casually of utilizing it said that he spoke true.  That explained why he could no longer feel Shao's soul.  That threw all of his plans off kilter.  Still, if Augustus wanted Bi Han...perhaps if he could arrange certain-
"This one has retrieved your ally, Lord Kahn," a hissing, insectoid voice suddenly spoke up as a buzzing of wings approached.
Spinning, Quan Chi's eyes narrowed in anger as he saw an insect woman he knew all too well floating down, carrying Bi Han in one arm as she was surrounded by a swarm of her insect children...far more than she could normally have active at a time.  "D'Vorah!" he demanded angrily.  "What...how...why?"
D'Vorah landed gently next to Augustus, setting Bi Han down as Raiden moved up, immediately removing all hostile magic attached to the once fallen Lin Kuei.  "Thanks to Augustus Kahn, the lands of the Kyttin once more thrive, and our people replenish.  This one pays her debts, and this one's loyalty to the Kahn is now absolute."  She then cast a sidelong glance Augustus' way before sending another look Sheeva's way.  "This one would gladly show gratitude and loyalty elsewise...the Kyttin would flourish with the addition of the Kahn's bloodline..."
"He's still getting used to me D'vorah," Sheeva countered flatly.  "Give him a few years at least, alright?"
A brief look of embarrassed mortification flickered across Augustus' face, but he quickly smoothed his expression.  "As I said," he continued to Quan Chi, "I am leaving here with Bi Han, with no hostile magics binding him to this realm.  Is it with, around...or through you?"
Quan Chi lifted his hands in defeat.  "While I cannot consent to aiding you with no recompense, I am not so foolish as to challenge one who slew a Guardian without preparation.  I accept that I am outmaneuvered here.  Around it shall be...but I will remember this, Augustus Black.  I will find comeuppance one day."
"I'll be seeing about getting the Guardians of the various Realms to settle things diplomatically instead of with violence," Augustus stated flatly as he turned to leave.  "Feel free to file a petition at the first meeting."
Quan Chi chuckled at the idea.  "You would circumvent the rules laid down by the Elder Gods?  They will not greet that with equanimity-"
"The first mortal to ever slay an Old One already taught me how he did that in his last life," Augustus interrupted.  "I made sure to figure out how to manage it more reliably before coming here.  I doubt an Elder will be as difficult."
Quan Chi was stunned silent at that declaration.  It was only seeing a matching look of shock on Raiden's face that let him keep whatever composure he had...though that was a struggle.  "...you are not a man to cross lightly, Veil Captain..."
A brief smirk touched Augustus' lips as he led his group back through the portal.  "And don't you forget it."

Raiden followed Augustus uncertainly through the portal.  Bi Han had been dropped off with Hanzo, allowing the pair to resolve longstanding differences and sort out how both their lives could move forward.  D'Vorah had been dropped off in her lands, where she continued to oversee their restoration now that Augustus had provided ample resources and means for her people to flourish once more.  Sheeva had been dropped off in the Palace of the Kahn, to watch over things there unless and until a situation required Augustus' immediate attention.  As such, Raiden and Augustus were now on their way back to Section 13, where he could get back to his job.
"Do...do you really know how to kill an Old One?" Raiden asked in shock.
"I put a few details together and figured out who Santa was in his past life, and sent a request to talk with him about it," Augustus replied easily.  "Quite an interesting story, I admit.  I can make his method work, though it's a one off.  Still troubleshooting simplifying it to take down an actual Old One, though."
"But...you are confident you could kill an Elder God?" Raiden asked, still struggling to wrap his mind around it.
Augustus let out a rueful sigh.  "Raiden...after what I've been through, I'm pretty sure I can handle anything life will throw at me.  It might be incredibly difficult and painful, it might leave me with scars and nightmares, or it might turn me figuratively inside out to deal with it...but I'll handle it."
Raiden was silent for a time.  "I genuinely believe you," he admitted finally as they reached the end of the dimensional passage.
"At least Section 13 is the easy part now..." Augustus began, only to fall silent as he stared at the mess of his base.
Several walkways had collapsed on top of each other.  A heavy duty laser cannon had blown out its primary generator from energy feedback, the resulting explosion damaging several key systems.  The Vault was torn open, and stone fragments were scattered about, their magic visibly gone to Augustus' sight, and the underground base somehow had twelve new skylights.  Lying pretty much in the middle of the devastation was Jackie Chan in tiger form, groaning as he scratched at where his fur had been scorched by an explosion.
"...one night, Jackie!" Augustus snapped out in disbelief.  "I ask you to look after things here for one night while I kept some promises!"
Raiden winced.  "...no wonder he refused the offer of a vacation package as part of his rewards..."

	
		Blast From The Past



Jackie sighed as he leaned back, watching over Section 13 for Augustus while he took care of...other business.  His friend wasn't telling him what all he'd gotten involved in - as he'd pointed out a while ago, things didn't revolve around what Jackie and his family got up to - and he really didn't want to know, especially not when it involved him being able to call on a member of the Jade Council at a moment's notice.  That had been just unnerving.
Still, it was only one night.  What was the-
"No, don't you dare!" Tiger snapped from Jackie's shoulder.  "Don't you dare even think it!"
"Too late," Kitten groaned as he pointed to a coruscating flare of light taking shape near the Vault.
Gripping the railing of the catwalk he was on, Jackie flung himself over to land between the light and the Vault...just as the light faded to reveal Finn, Ratso, and Chao.  Finn had an empty bag, and Ratso and Chao each carried full bags.  "Yo, Jackie!" Finn called out, giving a relaxed wave.
"Oh, it's you three," Jackie observed as he relaxed.  The other agents nearby also relaxed, going back to their duties save those nearest who stayed alert but at rest.  "What brings you here tonight?  Does Valmont need something?"
Chao rubbed the back of his head nervously.  "Yeah...see...the Boss wants us to steal the Talismans."  He shrugged helplessly.  "No hard feelings?"
Jackie stared at him for a time before finally asking, "...really?  And you're just...saying that?"
"Well," Ratso spoke up as he reached into his bag, "we've got Jump Runes that can get us in and out without leaving a trace, an Anti-Scry Circuit so we can't be detected by magical or mundane security, a Befuddle Bundle so no one can be certain of what they remember, a potent enough Nip Mix to make you loopy for a day, a Phase Shifter for the Vault door, and an iron clad alibi elsewhere once all is said and done."  He shrugged after displaying each such item before putting it back in the bag.  "So...it's not like you could stop us."
"And you think just telling us that's what you're doing will mean us just letting you do it?" Jackie demanded in frustration.  "Why are you even doing this?"
"Big V heard Dao Long Wong is targeting the Talismans," Finn explained readily.  "Since one of the only things known to be an effective deterrent for him is Light Magic, which makes the boss the best one to keep them safe from him."
"Especially since Captain Black won't be on this job at all times anymore," Chao continued easily.  "That was specifically one of V's concerns, and why he sent us in rather than making contact."
"And...what?  You thought that because we're on more or less good terms, you could prove you could take them and instead just ask for them?" Jackie pressed in disbelief.
"Well, that way there's no bad feeling, right?" Ratso offered earnestly without a trace of sarcasm or irony.
Jackie sighed ruefully before turning to Finn and Chao.  "His idea?" he asked, gesturing at Ratso.  He sighed as that got two nods in return.  Jackie groaned as he rubbed his forehead.  "...look, I'm just supposed to be watching the base until Augustus gets back.  I don't want to tell him I just let you walk out with the artifacts...and I don't want the kind of damage an actual fight would cause.  Could...could you maybe just wait until he gets back and ask him about it?"
"Don't see why not," Finn allowed easily.  "Only time limit on this job we got is 'before Wong steals them', so as long as Black gets back before Wong gets here, that works for us."
"And we're on salary, so it's not like a fast job gets us paid better than a slow one," Chao agreed.
"And Chao's got the anti-Dark Wizard gear in case Wong gets here first," Ratso added before pulling out a deck of cards.  "You play rummy?"

"...seriously?" Augustus demanded as Jackie got his injuries treated.  "They come to rob us and you ask them to wait until I get back, and then play cards with them?"
"Well...they did ask nicely..." Jackie pointed out ruefully.  "It seemed like the best idea at the time.  At least then I'd have them as extra backup if Wong showed up before you did..."  He rubbed the back of his head sheepishly.  "Which was better in my head than what actually happened..."
Augustus sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose.  "So Wong showed up," he allowed ruefully.  "Which led to the three of them trying to get the Talismans before Wong did, which turned it into a three-way magical brawl over the Talismans?"
"More or less," Jackie allowed apologetically.  "Though Wong was rather quickly limited in what he could bring when Chao pulled out the Urn of Wei Cheing, already primed to entrap his Dark Warriors.  Apparently Valmont had located and secreted it back when he was still utilizing Wong as a resource, and gave it to Chao to even the odds if Wong showed up."
"So he's without his Dark Warriors, that's a relief," Augustus allowed.  "And the Talismans?"  He frowned as he saw one of his agents looking sheepish.
"A...mixture of magic and a high powered laser blast resulted in...catastrophic integrity failure..." Jackie allowed evasively.
"Somebody green tried to fight a mage with a laser weapon, and things exploded," Augustus translated.  "Somehow I doubt that destroying the Talismans destroyed their powers, that would be far too simple..."
"Hey Jackie?" Jade called out as Hsi Wu swooped in carrying her and a rather scruffy looking mutt.  "Any idea how this guy wound up with Dog Talisman power inside him?  Found him while we were looking at a dog show trying to decide whether or not to attend.  He walked right up to me, and my magic - and Sweetie's, for some reason - resonated with his and made the Talisman symbol appear in his eyes."  As Hsi Wu set her down, she stared around at the mess of the base.  "What the heck happened here-"  Her words cut off as she caught sight of Augustus.  "We didn't do it!" she cried out guiltily.
Augustus buried his face in his hands.  "...and here we go again..."

	
		Dark Machinations



Dao Long Wong growled under his breath as he prepared the mystic brew before him.  It should have been easy.  Just warp in when Captain Black was out, distract Chan with his Dark Warriors, and carve his way through to the Talismans to claim their power, and he'd be gone before anyone could act against him, giving him plenty of time to fully metabolize their powers before seeking to use them.  But no!  It wasn't just Chan there, it was Valmont's men as well!  They captured his Dark Warriors, and it would take him years to recreate them from scratch to function at their peak!  And then the Talismans were destroyed, and he was forced to withdraw so he could scry for the spirits to claim the power.
Still, things weren't all bad.  He'd happened to find a trio of criminals willing to hire out for work, and they were happy to accept the 'Dark Enhancement' to make them Dark Warriors.  They weren't true Dark Warriors, of course.  They still had their souls, after all, and their personalities.  Still, it made an acceptable stop-gap measure, and they were fine with using the Warrior Names as 'Code Names' when called to battle.  ...they thought it was cool.
Shuddering at that, he finished making his brew, calling up the scrying fog.  Murmuring the spell under his breath, he focused his attention upon the Noble Animals, seeking which one would be easiest to harvest the magic from quickly once located.  Sure, some of their powers were more useful than others, but right now what he sought was power he could swiftly add to his own.
As the fog cleared, however, he did not see the location of one of the Noble Animals.  Instead, he found himself staring into the surprised face of Uncle Chan.  "Dao Long Wong!" the chi wizard gasped in shock.
"Ah, Uncle," Dao Long Wong purred happily as he began making tweaks to his brew below the view of the linked window.  "So you too seek the Talisman Powers.  I should not be surprised."
"So our spells linked," Uncle growled, his own arms showing he was taking action out of view.  "Uncle is surprised Dao Long Wong dares, considering who else has already shown interest in the Talismans and keeping them safe."
Dao Long Wong laughed darkly, a twinkle in his eyes.  "You mean the new Demon Sorcerer?  Yes, it would absolutely be the peak of foolishness for one such as I to challenge a being of Light.  At least..."

Adagio danced happily away in the club as the strobes flashed, making reality around her seem to blink in and out of existence.  She rather liked it like this, as it made the way her body - and specific parts of her anatomy - moved as she danced all the more erotic to those watching, especially as she was just in her choker and her own fur.  The way so many eyes were locked hungrily on her only to be dragged jealously away by who was supposed to be their dance partners filled Adagio with wicked glee that only enhanced the dancing experience.
Much to her pleased surprise, someone actually dared to dance up to her.  Taking a brief glance, she managed to recognize the figure dancing up to her by his expression, rather than his actual appearance.  Last time she'd seen Strikemaster Ice - the leader of the 'gang' that Mongo's son DJ Fist belonged to - he hadn't been orange.  Then again, she wasn't fond of the normal range of 'human' skin tones, so anyone willing to buck that trend was alright in her books.  And since he was associated with family of someone her 'New Dad' trusted, he should be safe enough to have fun with.  She let him dance up to her, once more closing her eyes, and thus not noticing as shadows seemed to rise around them.
Between one flash of the strobes and the next, the pair were gone.  Not that anyone really noticed, that sort of thing happened all the time at dance clubs.

"...not without..."

Aria rolled her shoulders as she worked the bag before her.  While she definitely enjoyed the enhanced power that her altered form gave her, one thing she wasn't fond of was how hard it was to find a good challenge in the ring now.  Most of those tough enough that she could easily find worked for Valmont, and thus would not spar with her out of worry for their jobs, whatever the outcome of the match.  Anyone she encountered beyond either couldn't match her abilities, thought taking the challenge would be "a waste of time" - admittedly, she didn't look that strong in either form - or wanted a different kind of 'sparring'.  She was easily able to avoid the last group, as she had no interest there.  She wasn't Adagio, after all.
As she was thinking this, her eyes widened as she caught sight of DJ Fist stepping into the ring nearby.  Mongo's kid was broad shouldered and buff, and just as silent as his father.  Between that and the Dark Enhancement he'd apparently undergone, he looked like he'd match his old man someday, and in the meantime possibly give her a good challenge.
...and despite herself, she couldn't help but lick her feline lips at the sight of his bared abs that could grate cheese.  Much as she tried to resist that particular side of her heritage at times, she was a Siren.
Leaping into the ring, she raised her fists and got into a fighting stance, silently challenging him to face her.  He gave her a silent look, smirked, and held up a pair of blindfolds suggestively.
Aria couldn't stop herself from grinning.  Nodding, she held up her hand and caught one as he tossed it to her.  She waited to see him tying his on before doing so herself.  While it was plainly magical and left her completely blinded, she'd already found that her other senses from her feline form made blind fighting more thrilling rather than more challenging.  As such, she charged in for the fight without hesitation...
...never seeing - or even noticing - the shadows that rose and swallowed them both.

"...the right..."

Sonata happily danced down the road, humming to herself.  Today was a good day, and she was certain it would only get better.  She had a feeling there'd be a bit of excitement today, and she was honestly looking forward to it.  And later today, she was going on an actual date with Ratso, and she was really looking forward to it!  What could possibly go wrong?
"Psst!"
Sonata jerked to a halt as she heard that coming out of a shadowy alley.  She turned to stare in, frowning as she mentally decided what to do.  "Who's that?" she demanded angrily.
A figure stepped partially out of the shadows, still in the dark but now recognizably visible as MC Cobra, part of DJ Fist's gang.  She liked him, he was funny.  He tried to flirt with her sometimes, it was adorable, like a puppy.  "Hey girl," he called playfully.  "Got something special for ya."
"Oh?" Sonata asked playfully, wondering what he could possibly have that would be worth not going on with her day.
MC Cobra sighed as though he found it difficult to say what he was going to say next.  "...do...you wanna play with Beyblades?" he offered ruefully.
Sonata gasped excitedly.  "Do I?!" she screamed out, diving into the shadows with him.
...neither of them came back out.

"...insurance."
Uncle frowned darkly.  "So that's what you did," he growled.  "Are you sure you want to cross Valmont and Bai Tsa to that degree?"
Dao Long Wong shrugged.  "I'm already on their shit list," he offered dismissively.  "How much more can I lose if they catch me before I'm done?  And of course, where I have my 'insurance', they dare not go..."
"One more thing," Uncle continued with a frown.  "They are not only ones who would take this action averse..."
"Valmont knows how I think...and what will happen if he lets those above him step in here," the dark wizard countered with a grin.  "He - and they - are out of the picture.  Leaving me only having to deal with you and yours in this contest."
"One more thing," Uncle pointed out darkly, glaring at him over his glasses.  "We are bigger challenge than you expect."
Dao Long Wong chuckled wickedly.  "Oh, Uncle, did you really think I engaged in this discussion and told you so much because I enjoy the sound of my own voice?  Our spells are intertwined, and now I shall bind your spell to mine, and use both to-"
Uncle suddenly smacked a parchment scroll to the fog, and the image blurred in static before revealing an image of Uncle's face.
"One more thing!" the face declared playfully before blowing a raspberry.  The image than once more went to static before returning to the image of Uncle's face.  "One more thing!"  Another raspberry, more static, another loop.
Dao Long Wong cursed under his breath.  His own spell had just gotten to the point where he'd identified which Noble Animal their magics had locked onto - the Monkey, a most useful and versatile power - but he knew he would not get it in a direct confrontation with the Chan Clan...especially with them getting there first.
Oh well.  There were ten other Animals available to pursue, and he could always reclaim the powers the Chans collected at a later date.  Though he did have to hurry...time was on his side...
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