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                        Prologue:Once Upon A Time....



	Once upon a time...


	Young Shampoo, eight years old, wandered around her

village.  She was restless, as she always was.  Though the wind

howled and chilled the bone on this winter's night, she ignored

it.  There was a feeling in the air that night... something that

made her restless.  She crept quietly to her great grandmother's

hut (for it was there that she witnessed much magicks and other

things of wonder) and knocked politely.


	<Shampoo?  Why aren't you asleep?  It's rather late.>


	<I know, great-grandmother, but I'm not tired.>


	It was at that point that she noticed the stranger in

the hut.  He was an old man seated at a table, looking tired,

with a bag and some scrolls placed on the table.


	<Who's he?>  asked Shampoo.


	<Him?  Why don't you ask him yourself?>


	She shyly approached him, and he regarded her with a smile.


	<Well, hello there, small one> greeted the stranger.


	<I'm not small!> protested Shampoo.


	<Shampoo!  Mind your manners!> reminded Cologne.


	<Yes great-grandmother.>


	<Ah, I am sorry I offended you> offered the old man with

an amused smile. <Who might you be, one who is not small?>


	<I'm Shampoo, and I'm almost nine years old!> she said proudly.


	<Well, Shampoo, nice to meet you.  I'm Lo Fei Shen, a

humble old collector of stories.>


	<Mr. Shen is here to check with us about an old legend> added

Cologne.


	<An old legend?> asked Shampoo.


	<Yes, quite a story,> said Lo Fei Shen, nodding.


	<I like stories!>


	<Do you?  I'm glad to hear that.>  He stroked his white

beard.  <Perhaps... you would like to hear this one?>


	Shampoo nodded enthusiastically, and the old man

couldn't help but smile.


	<Well... this story has been passed from generation to

generation, throughout much of mainland China, and even to Japan.

However, it is a total mystery as to how it got started, and how

old the story is indeed. It may merely be a simple tale twisted

to grand proportions through the passage of time and the

exaggeration of men's tongues, or it could be a true detail of

something that really happened many years ago.  I cannot

tell.>


	Shampoo listened on, eager to hear the tale.


	<This is the Legend of the Heart of Destiny... or

Destinies, depending on how you view it.  It is an artifact that

is the cause of much speculation.  It has never been found.

According to the legend, at one point there were _two_ Hearts of

Destiny... but as of today, if there is a Heart of Destiny, it

has yet to have been found.  But that is later in the story...>


	<Enough explaining!  Want story!> piped up Shampoo.


	The old man smiled at her eagerness, and said <Well...

this is a story of chases, and fighting, magic, miracles,

goddesses, dark forces, hate as dark as night, a love as bright

as the sun, and a love that was fated not to be.>  He checked

briefly to see if Shampoo was listening, and she was, spellbound

by the introduction.  Seeing that, he resumed his tale with a

smile.


	<Once upon a time, there was a boy and a girl.  They

were both descended from a long line of valiant and brave

warriors, although the girl did not practice the arts herself,

but instead turned her attention to the healing arts, and the boy

was more of a thinker than a fighter.


	<Obviously not Amazons> said Shampoo smartly.  Behind

her, Cologne grinned with amusement.


	<These two were in love, deeply in love, and were

already arranged to be married by their parents.  All was perfect

in their lives, until one day a strange girl appeared.  She had

an item on her person, a silver heart-shaped item, which flared

of magical light.  It is unknown where she had gotten it, but

this is the first time in any tale where it had appeared.  It was

the Heart of Destiny.  With it, she attacked the boy and his two

companions.  While they were all great warriors, she defeated them

easily, and took the boy with her.>


	<The girl was heartbroken when the other two told her of his

defeat and disappearance.  They searched far and wide, but met with no

success.  The boy was gone, and they had all feared the worst.>


	<What happened to the boy?> asked Shampoo nervously.


	<Wait for it,> said the man.  <Now then... the girl

with the Heart of Destiny... or Destinies... she was quite

smitten by the boy the moment she saw him, and so took him away

with her on her.  Unfortunately for her, she was traveling by

means of magic, a magic she had not fully mastered, and so she

had accidentally lost him as they traveled across the borders 

of unseen worlds.>


	<The boy awoke in a strange land, populated by many

great warriors and a few wielders of magic as well.  Amongst this

lot, he gained allies, a sword wielding warrioress (no doubt an

amazon, for where else are there mighty female warriors?) and a

warrior who was cursed to be half a woman, half a man, but still

formidable in either shape.  Together, these three tracked down

the young woman, who was actually a student and agent of an evil

sorceress.  The three fought hard and valiantly against the

forces of the sorceress, her assistant, as well as foes both

human and from other worlds, and finally defeated the evil

witch.>


	<That's it?> wondered Shampoo.


	<Shh.  There's more.  Wait for it.> He smiled, then

continued telling the tale from memory.  <The boy thought his

travels over, and foolishly took the Heart of Destiny, feeling

that such a device was best left in his protection.  However, he

did not realize that the Heart of Destiny had a mind of it's own,

a whimsical, sometimes dangerous sort of spirit that only obeyed

those with a will strong enough and focused on it. And so,

lacking that knowledge and thinking it a mere tool to be used, he

took hold of it and commanded, "Bring me home!">


	<And what happened?> anxiously asked Shampoo.


	<The Heart of Destiny took hold of him, and flung him

into yet another strange world.  Here, he met more allies.  A

great and mighty warrior with no memory of his past and hunted by

unknown foes.  A warrior who was cursed to wander eternally, a

woman who was heir to a long dynasty of great warriors, and yet

another warrior woman, strong in mind as well as body, but also

with a longing heart.  The Heart of Destiny had taken them all

somehow and brought them there for an unknown purpose...>


                              * * * * *


----------------------------------------------------------------------


                          Act One:the Beginning


----------------------------------------------------------------------


	Consider a goldfish.


	Most goldfish spend their short lives in a bowl.  This

bowl is their world, their universe.  Some bowls have pretty

rocks at the bottom, others have artificial plants, a few have

both, and lots have neither.  


	Sometimes people keep more than one goldfish in a bowl.  

Usually the fish just swim around together, but sometimes they

eat each other.


	Not many people dump blue food colouring in their

goldfish bowl,  cover the top, and shake it around like a

fake-snow-filled paperweight. But if you told this story to Ryo

Saotome, he'd know exactly how the fish would feel.


	Ryo, Tachi Kuno, and Ranko Saotome stepped out of thin

air and  into the middle of a dimly-lit restaurant.  "I think

this is where you want to be," Ryo said as he looked around.

"I'm not sure; I've never been here before.  Knowing what you

want seems to be the key, but the Nekohanten doesn't exist in my

world."


	Tachi nodded.  "This is the place.  And the century.  My

mom made my father take us here two weeks ago.  They still

haven't changed the decorations."


	
"Lucky you," grumbled Ranko.  "Pop's idea of eating out

is goin' to  Ucchan's."  Ryo frowned at his transdimensional

half-sister.  "D'oh, sorry," she apologised.


	"What do you plan to do now?" Tachi asked, nodding at

the locket Ryo held tight in his fist.  "You can go anywhere

with that.  Anywhen.  The possibilities are endless."


	Ryo stared at the battered piece of heart-shaped silver.  

"Knowing what you know, having spent a day in the past, what

would you do?"


	Tachi made a face.  "I'd throw it in the deepest well I

could find."


	"That sounds like a good idea to me."


	"Three for dinner?" asked an elderly Chinese man.  He

held out menus.


	"That," said Ryo, "is my signal to go home.  Bell-chan

is waiting."


	Ranko took a menu from the man and studied it, trying to 

puzzle out the Chinese writing.  "Well, it's been cool knowing

you, Ryo."  She punched the boy in the shoulder with her free

hand.  "Keep practising; you've got some good moves hidden in

there."



	"Don't listen to her," Tachi advised.  "When you start 

thinking with your muscles, you stop thinking with your head.

It was nice meeting a boy my age with a brain, Ryo.  I almost

wish you had a counterpart in my world."



	Ryo stared at her in surprise.  "I'm teasing," she told

him.  "I mean, you're an almost-married man, and Bell-chan is my

friend."



	"Oh."  Ryo shook his head.  "You did have me spooked for

a bit.  Remember, the Tachi Kuno I know is a boy."



	Tachi laughed, and patted Ryo on the cheek.  "Go on, get

out of here."



	Ryo held up the locket, and vanished in a flash of azure

flame.



                              * * * * *



	Ratiko Hibiki paced back and forth.  Ordinarily, that

simple act could have landed him in Antarctica, but Childra

Jansen was watching him, and he never left the Nekohanten.

"Where is she?" he asked the brown-haired woman.  "Or, 'he.'

Or, 'them'... you know who I mean."



	"They'll be here," she reassured her friend.  "They _do_

have to avoid the C-Ko's, after all."



	I guess you're right."  Ratiko continued his pacing, lost

in thought if not in body.



	A dark-haired boy with a distinctive pony-tail appeared

out of nowhere.  He blinked his eyes in shock.  "This can't be

right."  Then he stared at his own right hand, which was

clenched in a fist.  "Focus, Ryo, focus."



	Ryo was facing away from Ratiko.



	Ratiko wasn't looking where he was going.



	They collided, then vanished in a ring of silver-blue

energy.



	<This is not good,> thought Childra.  She grabbed her

bo, then jumped through the rapidly narrowing gate after her

friend.



			      * * * * *



	Miyabi Saotome tugged at the apron she was wearing.

<Why did Mom and Dad insist I get a part time job here?> she

asked herself for the tenth time that afternoon.  <It's not like

I'm doing anything important here.  All I do is catch the orders

when Aunt Shampoo throws them at me.>



	Two boys appeared out of nowhere and fell on the unhappy 

waitress; all of them went down in a tangled heap of flailing

limbs.  Miyabi tried to push herself free, but the hand pressed

against the back of her skirt demanded attention first.  "Leggo,

pervert!"  She rolled over and slugged the first face she saw.



	Ryo was on the top of the pile; his hands had

reflexively splayed open in a futile attempt to prevent his

fall.  The pig-tailed boy, mortified, tried to apologise, but

"I'm sor-," was as far as he got before Miyabi's fist caught him

square in the jaw.  Then the world became cerulean fire, and the

three teens vanished.



			      * * * * * 



	Ishido knew he was in trouble.  A dozen hooded men had

surrounded him; neither they nor the weapons they carried looked

very  friendly.  "I don't supposed we could talk about this?" he

asked.



	One of the men took a menacing step closer, and Ishido

felt his conscious mind slip away.  Reflexes honed by years of

training took control.  The first man went down in a hail of

punches and kicks.



	There were still eleven more, though.



	Two more assassins and a slightly wounded Ishido later,

the battle came to a temporary halt.  The cute girl and the two

boys that appeared out of thin air might have had something to

do with that.



	"Uh, where am I?" asked Ratiko.



	"Where have you taken me?" demanded Miyabi.



	Ryo didn't say anything.  His jaw hurt too much.



	Ishido blinked, reason returning briefly to his eyes.

"Um, excuse me, but do you think any of you could lend me a hand

here?"  Then the nine standing assassins renewed their attack,

and his programming carried him beyond words.



	Miyabi jumped into battle; the girl was a caged

hurricane, wreaking devastation on the hooded men who foolishly

thought they had nothing to fear from a beautiful young woman in

a short skirt.  Ratiko shoved Ryo away and tried his best not to

get killed.  Ryo blinked a lot. 



	<This is wrong>, his befuddled mind told him.  <This is

really wrong.  This whole day has been really wrong.  I wish I

could start over.>



	A glowing gate opened up, swallowing Ryo and Ratiko.

"Hey, come back here," Miyabi shouted.  She ducked under an

assassin's sword, then dove through the closing portal.



	The part of Ishido's mind that still functioned

evaluated his remaining opponents.  Four to one were not bad

odds.  Then reinforcements arrived.  The gate was still there,

so he made a tactical retreat.



			      * * * * *



	Cold water worked miracles in Nerima, and Ryo returned

to full  consciousness.  He sat up, spit out a mouthful of the

canal, then ran his fingers through his bangs.  In the process

he managed to hit himself in the head with the locket; its chain

was wrapped around his fingers.  <That was close,> he though as

he slipped the charm in his pocket.  <If I'd lost that, I'd be

in _big_ trouble!>



	A fruit bat tangled itself in Ryo's hair and tried to

beat him to death with her wings.  "Go away," he told it.



	Then Childra fell out of the sky.  She landed near Ryo, 

accidentally hitting him in the head with the bo staff she

carried..  "So sorry," she said.  "I didn't expect the gate to

open over a canal."



	"You know about-" Ryo began, but then Miyabi appeared.

Like Childra, she appeared above Ryo.  Unlike Childra, she

landed in his lap.  The pig-tailed boy tried to catch her, but

instead he caught the front of her apron.



	"Pervert!" Miyabi's full-armed slap gave Ryo's dentist a

full afternoon's worth of business.



	Just when Ryo thought that nothing else could possibly go 

wrong, Ishido appeared.  The mind-warped assassin-in-training

had jumped through the gate head-first; consequently he skipped

the intervening steps and hit Ryo in the head with his own skull

before hitting the water.



	<Why can't I ever get hit in the stomach?> Ryo asked

himself before passing out.



			      * * * * * 



	This had been an... odd... Tuesday, thought Childra.

Usually, on a Tuesday afternoon she could expect to sit down

with a nice cafe-au-lait and leaf through some history texts

until evening, when she would do research of a different sort at

the campus bar...  Today, she had ended up fighting leotarded

nuns alongside a ghost to save the life of a Jyusenkyou-cursed

were-bat and a resurrected martial artist/gender bender, only to

later leapfrog through space-time and end up landing in a canal.

And now, she had an unconscious boy, a pair of conscious lunatics

and a fruit bat to deal with... 



	"What IS it with you and men's fragrances, anyways?" she

asked one of them, a long-haired boy with a lupine figure. 



	"Must... find... COLOGNE!  Must... find... COLOGNE!"

Childra sighed.  Must have been quite a blow to the head. 



	"Go to sleep, hon.  You need it."  The boy nodded and

then collapsed into unconsciousness.  Childra pulled his face

out of the water. <No sense letting him drown,> she thought. 



	"Poor guy," said the girl.  Miyabi, she thought her name

was.  Rat-bat had taken a liking to her, and was perched on her

shoulder. 



	"Oh, he'll be fine...  Looks like a strong-enough

fellow...  And handsome, too..." 



	"Hai." Miyabi suddenly realised what she'd said, and

blushed. 



	"No need to worry 'bout it.  We're both girls." Smile. 



	"Thanks.  You're SURE you don't know the way to the

Nekohanten?" 



	"I do, dear, but, like I told you, I've never seen you

before..." 



	"I've worked for Aunt Shampoo for months!" 



	"Well, your 'Aunt Shampoo' has been in China for a

century, unless I'm much mistaken, and she only came back to the

Nekohanten a day or two ago." Miyabi looked puzzled. 



	"Are we talking about the same person?  Purple hair,

Chinese Amazon?" 



	"Hai, but..." they were interrupted by a voice - or

rather, a yell - familiar to them both. 

 

	"RANMA NO BAKAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAAA!"  Akane was chasing

Ranma alongside the canal with a mallet. 



	<Ranma and Akane?> Childra thought to herself. <Must

have only been a teleport, and not a time jump...> 



	"Daddy!" shouted Miyabi, and jumped towards the two.

The fruit-bat, noticing Ranma, flew off her shoulder and flew to

meet him.  Once she was near enough, she started to suck on his

eyeballs.  Not a good idea.  One well-placed punch, and the bat

flew against a nearby tree, then dropped to the ground, stunned. 



	Akane chose that moment to finally hit Ranma, knocking

him into the canal.  A splash later, a very confused Ranma-chan

was trying to fight off a glomp by a black-haired version of

herself.  Akane stood on the sidewalk next to the canal, eyes

wide and red with anger. 



	"You have a DAUGHTER?!?!?  Why, you two-timing PERVERT!" 



	"A-Akane... I can explain... I don't know her, she

just..." 



	"Whose is it? Ukyou's? Shampoo's? KODACHI'S?" 



	"Yours, mother," said Miyabi, tears in her eyes. 



	"Excuse me," said Childra.  <That... DOESN'T look like

Kim... But then...> Her interjection was ignored, as Akane

looked the girl over. 



	"But... You're MY age... You must be mistaken..." said

Akane.  Ranma took the opportunity to vindicate herself. 



	"You see? She's NOT mine!" 



	"Unless," said Childra with a grin and a wink, "you're

more precocious than I gave you credit for."  Ranma-chan stared

at her. 



	"Do I know you?" Ranma asked. 



	"ANOTHER beautiful woman you don't know?  With a memory

like  yours, I'm surprised you can find your way any better than

Ryouga! If she's engaged to you..."  Childra's eyes widened at

the mention of the elder Hibiki. 



	"Ryouga? HIBIKI Ryouga? Married to Ukyou, nee Kuonji?

He's alive?!?!?" 



	Akane, Miyabi and Ranma all turned to stare at Childra,

then blinked. 



	"Yes..." said Ranma. 



	"Uncle Ryouga is alive..." added Miyabi. 



	"But he's not married to Ukyou," concluded Akane.  Then,

hopefully to Ranma, "Is he?"  Ranma shook her head. 



	"Not unless she's REALLY been hiding something from

me..." She turned to Miyabi. "And I'm SURE that I haven't had a

daughter by that TOMBOY..." 



	"Who are you calling a TOMBOY, you PERVERT?!?!?" 

Childra cleared her throat. 



	"I think I can explain." 



	"EXPLAIN!" said the three other girls, in unison. 



	"First, what year is this?" 



	"1996," said Ranma. "November 12th, 1996." Childra

smiled, and Miyabi suddenly looked a lot more confused. 



	"That explains it, then," said Jansen. 



	A collective, "Huh?" Childra extended her hand. 



	"Childra Jansen, 2096.  Pleased to meet you.  Again." 



	"I'm getting a headache..." complained Ranma. 



	"2096? Then..." Miyabi looked at her parents. "They _do_

look a lot younger!  You mean we?  You're from the future, and

they..."   Childra nodded. "Oh, boy..." 



	"You expect us to believe that?" asked Akane. 



	"Look at your daughter, if you don't," answered Childra.

She did.  Standing beside Ranma-chan, as she was, the

resemblance between father and daughter was undeniable.  They

might be sisters, even twins, were it not for the hair colour.

"I assume," continued the historian, "that that red-haired girl

is Ranma, and not some other person sharing her body?" 



	"H-hai..." now Akane was the confused one. 



	"Don't worry. I'll explain everything... Or at least,

everything I know... Right now, though, we need to get these

guys," she gestured at the prone males, "to a doctor.  Is there

one nearby?" 



	"We always go to Dr. Tofu's..." said Ranma. 



	"Oh!  Aunt Kasumi's!" Miyabi was ecstatic.  Apparently,

she had  fond memories of her mother's older sister. 



	"You really _are_ my daughter..." Akane finally

realised. "But that means that Ranma and I.... We... We don't,

do we?!?" Miyabi nodded, and Akane started turning red. 



	"There's NO WAY I'd EVER do anything like THAT with that 

kawaiikune girl!" 



	"There'll be plenty of time to discuss this later,"

said Childra. "Right now, the doctor?" 



	"Hai." 



	With that, they picked up the bodies (not forgetting the

fruit bat) and started to walk towards Dr. Tofu's clinic.	 

	 

			      * * * * *

 

	Ratiko slowly came to consciousness and rubbed his

throbbing head... Saotome.  He should have known.  Whatever

troubles had come into his life, whatever happened to turn his

once idyllic existence into its present hellish state, whatever

rock he stubbed his toe upon... All of his problems could be

traced back to one source: the cross-dressing hentai jock called

Ranma.  Curses, vicious nuns, becoming part of a century-old

Chinese Amazon's dinner... He was the cause.  Why should he be

surprised that he had also had a part to play in his warping into  

battle, and then landing in a cold canal? But... Ratiko looked

around... This didn't look like a canal... 



	He was in a simple room, with four white walls and an

equally blanched, unblanketed cot in the middle of it.  No.  It

was not a canal. How had he gotten here? Granted, his sense of

direction was lousy, but he was usually conscious when he... 



	"I think sleeping beauty's awake," said a voice from

without. 



	"Hello?" asked Ratiko. 



	A youngish man stepped into the room. He wore a dark

purple kimono, and kept his light brown hair tied back in a

small ponytail.  He smiled at Ratiko, eyes twinkling behind his

wire-rimmed glasses. 



	"I'm glad to see you're feeling better.  Ranma gave you

quite a beating..." 



	"What... I... The..." 



	"Be thankful it wasn't Akane..." The man noticed

Ratiko's confused expression.  "Oh, that's right!  I haven't

introduced myself yet!" He extended his hand to Rat. "Dr. Tofu

Ono.  Childra's told me all about you." Ratiko took Dr. Tofu's

hand, and shook it, not knowing what else to do. 



	"I'm kind of... Lost..." Childra came in, and leaned

against the wall. 



	"Not surprising for a Hibiki," she said. Dr. Tofu

nodded. "Especially considering where and when we are..."

Ratiko's eyes widened. 



	"Where... and WHEN?" 



	"Congratulations, Rat; seems your navigational abilities

also apply to time travel." 



	"Time travel? But...  Don't you have to get all sorts of

clearance for that, and the time, and energy..." 



	"You're rambling, Rat." 



	"Don't worry," the doctor interjected. "Just a side

effect of some of the drugs I had to give him... He should be

light-headed for a couple of hours..." <So _that's_ what it

was>, thought Ratiko. 



	"So, er... Childra?" 



	"Yes?" 



	"What happened?" 



	Childra sighed. 



	"To tell the truth, darling, I don't exactly know.  All

I've been able to figure out is that the focus for the time jump

is that pig-tailed fellow." 



	"RANMA?!?!?  I KNEW IT!  I'LL KILL THE..." Dr. Tofu

cleared his throat. 



	"Not _that_ pig-tailed fellow," he said. 



	"It's the other one.  Remember? The one you bumped into

in the Nekohanten." Ratiko remembered. Slowly... His mind was

still a haze, but details were beginning to come back... 



	"Oh, yeah... Where is he?" 



	"Still unconscious.  I'll try to get information out of

him when he wakes up." 



	"And... Saotome? And Akane?" Childra looked at Dr. Tofu. 



	"THAT will take some explaining," she said.  "I have

good news and bad news.  The good news is, we're in Nerima."

Ratiko breathed a sigh of relief.  "The bad news is, it's 1996.

November, 1996." 



	"NOVEMBER 1996? But Ranma died in October!  Shouldn't he

be in that spring by now?" 



	"Ranma is not dead.  Neither is Akane." 



	"WHAT?!?" 



	"I told you it would take some explaining." 



	"But, if Ranma isn't dead, and Akane hasn't killed

herself, then great-gramps and great-grandma..." 



	"Ryouga and Ukyou have no intention of marrying," said

Dr. Tofu. 



	"Which means..." said Childra. 



	"That I WON'T EXIST?" 



	"But you clearly do.  Ergo, dearie, we must not be in

our own time-stream.  I don't know HOW the Ministry could have

botched their calculations THAT much, but they must've knocked

us into an alternate reality."  True to his ancestors, Ratiko

was becoming more lost by the minute. 



	"I'm afraid I don't quite catch this..." 



	"Neither do I, lad," said Childra. "Mr. Pig-tail has a

lot of questions to answer when he wakes up." She grinned. "For

example, is he married?" 



	"Only you could think of something like THAT at a time

like THIS, Jansen...  You're a historian!  Aren't you the LEAST

bit worried that the past is being messed up?" 



	"It's not OUR past, Rat... And, as far as I'm concerned,

it just means there's more to study.  I'm having a field day,

actually..." 



	"That's only because YOU'RE not in danger of not being

born..."  Ratiko grumbled. Childra sighed and decided against

trying to explain the situation. Rat looked at the doctor. "YOU

seem to be taking this in stride.  Aren't you confused?"  Dr.

Tofu smiled. 



	"Believe me, Hibiki-san, by having my practice in Nerima

I've seen a lot stranger things...  Ranma and Akane..." Ratiko

interrupted. 



	"Where _IS_ everyone, anyway?" 



	"Pig-tail's in the other room, recovering.  I think

he'll be fine... Lucky for him I pulled his face out of the

water... Kasumi - that's Akane's older sister - is talking to

Ishido, who's just as muddled as you are..." 



	"Ishido?" 



	"Think battle. The long-haired boy who's fight we jumped

into."  Ratiko shuddered. He remembered THAT. 



	"Right." 



	"So, Ishido's with Kasumi, and Ranma and Akane are with

Miyabi." 



	"Miyabi?" 



 	"I think each of the places we warped into was an

alternate time-line; not just this one.  Miyabi is Ranma's

daughter by Akane." 



	"So... Ranma's not dead, and Akane's not a ghost?" 



	"I certainly hope not... Saotome-kun's too kawaii to be

a necrophiliac..." 



	"CHILDRA!  How did you ever get your MA with that

one-track mind of yours?" 



	Childra winked at him. 



	"Are you sure you want to know?" she asked.  



	Dr. Tofu blushed. So did Ratiko.



	"I... I think I'll go.. Um.. I'll go check on that

unconscious boy, and leave you two alone..." He quietly slipped

out the door.  Childra continued. 



	"The pair are quite interested in finding out what their

daughter wioll be like, of course..." 



	"Wioll?" 



	"Time-travel grammar." 



	"Oh." 



	"Miyabi also appreciates the chance to see what her

parents were like at her age." 



	"That's nice, Childra, but HOW ARE WE GOING TO GET BACK?

I don't suppose we could just take a taxi..." Childra frowned. 



	"Not quite.  Truth to tell, I'm not sure how, or if, we

can get back...  For now, all I can say is, enjoy yourself!" 



	"Enjoy myself? ENJOY MYSELF? Ranma's pulled me into

another fine mess, and..." Childra began to speak, but Ratiko

quieted her. "I don't CARE if he's not the Ranma I know!  He's

STILL Saotome, and he's STILL to blame for all of this!" 



	"He only punched you, and you WERE trying to bite.. I

mean... You WERE trying to suck him." 



	"You're not going to convince me that he's innocent,

Childra. I _know_ he's GOT to be behind this.  Who else would be

out to make my life miserable?" Another sigh from the historian. 



	"Look, Rat. RELAX.  If you're going to be stuck here,

and we WILL be stuck here, you might as well have FUN.  You

always tell me how you admired your great-grandfather, ne?" 



	"Hai.  But he's not my great-grandfather anymore, now,

is he?" 



	"Never mind that.  It's still the same person. He is

still Hibiki Ryouga, and you are still Hibiki Ratiko. AND, he

lives in Nerima. Why don't you see if you can find him? Judging

from Akane and Ranma's response to Miyabi, I'm sure he'd love to

meet you." 



	"Thanks, Childra. I suppose you're right... What are YOU

going to do?" Childra smiled. 



	"Oh, I don't know WHAT I'll do with myself... Tatewaki

Kuno's not a monk, Shampoo's Mousse is alive, young and single,

and your great-grand-papa won't be marrying anytime soon..." 



	"CHILDRA!" 



	"I can't help myself, dearie. Don't worry... I'm also

interested in doing some research... Think of it! No one else,

as far as I know, has had this opportunity... Heck, I didna

think the department was CAPABLE of this type of time-shift.

Bothers me, though. Why'd they choose such a young lad for the

test subject? Gotta ask him about that when he comes to..." 



	"Could you... Could you leave me alone? I need to rest." 



	"Sure!  I'll go see how the others are getting

along...", Childra said, and left through the door into the main

clinic. 



	Ratiko lay back in the cot and thought.  Ranma and Akane

were both alive, but both had to die so that Ryouga and Ukyou

would be driven to marry each other... And, unless they married,

Ratiko would not be born.  Saotome must be killed.  But how?  If

Rat tried to go against him... Even with his new-found ki-blast,

he could only handle an unprepared and peaceful Ranma. If the

jock thought his life was threatened... 1996 Nerima, ne?  Hm...

Ukyou had destroyed half of Tokyo with a spatula, so she had to

be pretty  powerful.  Maybe he could enlist the aid of

grand-mama.  Then, of course, there was Ryouga.  The man's...

Er... boy's... powers were legendary in 2096.  If he could get

his help, then it should be a breeze to annihilate Saotome.

Once that was done, Akane's suicide should follow, and history'd

be back on track.  Ratiko smiled to himself.  Destroy Ranma.

Perhaps he _would_ enjoy this trip, after all... 



			      * * * * *

 

     Ranma and Akane sat with Miyabi in Tofu-sensei's waiting

room. Ranma and Akane kept sneaking embarrassed, shy glances at

each other as they talked to the girl.



     "I was just working at the Nekohanten when some guys

dropped out of the air on top of me! And, well... I... err... hit

one of them and suddenly I was somewhere else, in the middle of a

fight. Not sure what happened, but then I was here, and that

pervert pig-tailed guy grabbed me out of the air and he hand his

hand... and he had his hand... and...and I just couldn't help

hitting him again!" She sighed.



     Akane looked a little perplexed. <She's just like me...>



     Ranma crossed her arms over her chest, "You sound too much

like that macho chick here to be anyone's daughter but hers.

Calling a guy perverted when it was you who fell on him."



     Akane scowled at Ranma, "I only call guys perverts if they

deserve it, you pervert!"



     Ranma glared back, "Irokeganee..."



     Miyabi sighed, "Otousan, okaasan! Stop it!"



     Ranma and Akane blinked at her, suddenly both embarrassed

again at the reminder of them being parents.



     Ranma looked for a moment at his female body, "Umm, Miyabi,

do I get, well, cured?"



     Miyabi shook her head, "Not yet..."



     Ranma sighed a little, and Akane looked at him, "Well,

maybe our...err... the future will be different, and you'll find

a cure?"



     Ranma nodded, "Yeah. There's no way I'd ever marry you, you

klutz!"



     Akane glared at Ranma, starting to get angry.

 

     Miyabi stood up, "Well, if you two want to argue all day,

I'm going to go see the others. Some example you're setting your

child!"



     Ranma and Akane quickly stood up, too, only half glaring at

each other. "We'll come, too."



     Miyabi nodded, "Auntie Kasumi's with that Ishido guy, and

the pig-tailed hentai's with Uncle Tofu, I think. Don't know

about the other guy, but I guess he's with Childra."



     The three sixteen year olds wandered through the clinic

till they found Ishido and Kasumi.



    Miyabi, on seeing her aunt, flew to her arms and hugged her,

"Auntie!"



     Kasumi, looking just a little surprised, hugged the girl

back. "You must be Miyabi." She smiled down at the girl.



     Ishido, resting on the bed, blinked, "You're the girl from

the fight, aren't you?"



     Miyabi stopped hugging Kasumi, and nodded. "What was

happening?"



     "Well, these guys were attacking me... I have to find

Cologne!"



     Ranma scowled, "What do you want to see the old ghoul for?"



     Miyabi blinked, "Old? I know she's horrible, but old?"



     Akane and Ranma stared at Miyabi for a moment.



     Kasumi stood up, "She's about a hundred years old, Miyabi..."



     Miyabi looked confused, "She doesn't look it..."



     Ranma scratched her hair, "She does to me."



     Ishido looked between them, "You know Cologne? The old

ghoul in China told me to find her!"



     Everyone started looking more and more confused. Kasumi just

smiled sweetly.



     Dr. Tofu poked his head around the door, "I'd just like to

say that Ryo's woken up... Oh! Kasumi-san! How did you get here?

Did Betty let you in without telling me? I'll have to tell her

off for that! Leaving a guest like you waiting! And you four, did

you all come to show Kasumi where to wait for me? Or was it for

the appendicitis operation?" He pulled his skeleton, Betty, from

nowhere, and started to dance into the room with it. "Zun cha

cha! Zun cha cha!" he sang, waltzing with the pile of bones.



     Kasumi smiled at the doctor, "Maa, he's such a nice, funny

man, ne?"



     Ishido and Miyabi stared. Akane and Ranma sighed, shaking

their heads.



     Ranma whispered to Akane, "Glad he's got no more patients

for the day..."



     Akane nodded silently.



     Miyabi watched the goings on, <What a weird place... Uncle

Tofu *used* to act weird, or so I've heard... and otousan and

okaasan are always fighting!  Well, they fight a lot, but not

*this* much! Only Aunt Kasumi seems the same...> She looked over

at Ishido for a moment, <And what's he want with Cologne? Anyone

who wants anything to do with her must be up to no good!  I'd

better keep my eye on him...>



     She sat down on the edge of the bed, watching Dr. Tofu

dance.



			      * * * * *



     Childra wandered down the hallway, almost run over by a

guy who seemed to be *dancing* with a skeleton!



     She shook her head, <From what Akane told me about her

past, it seems the good doctor just saw Kasumi.>



     Entering the nearby room, she waved. The female Ranma,

Akane, Miyabi and Ishido were talking with Kasumi. Childra

sighed, wondering why they were having such an animated

discussion about watered down perfume.



     "Hi, girls! Hi, cutie!" She smiled at Ishido.



     Ishido looked faintly confused. He sat up, trying to ignore

the pain in his head, "I've got to find Cologne before *they*

catch me!"



     Kasumi tried to get him to lay back down in the bed, "Who

are they?" she wondered.



     Ishido didn't lay back, "I-- I don't know.  I need to see

Cologne!"



     Childra shrugged, "Well, I've got some perfume here for

you, sexy, but guys like you shouldn't be wearing that!"



     Ishido frowned, "Perfume's the old ghoul in China.

Something to do with that girl... that... Hairspray?" 



     Ranma and Akane exchanged glances. <Sounds like he's

visited the Joketsuzoku...>



     Miyabi frowned, "Those names sound a lot like Aunt Shampoo

and Uncle Mousse's names."



     Ishido looked around the people in the room, "So you can

tell me where to find this Cologne!"



     Ranma nodded, "She's usually in the Nekohanten..."



     Miyabi still looked confused, <I guess this was back before

Cologne went insane ... Must be, that happened after mum and dad

got married...>



     "I'll show you where it is," continued Ranma. Akane stood

up, nodding.



     Kasumi sat back, letting the young man get out of the bed.



     "Let's go, then!" Ishido walked to the door, Ranma and

Akane trailing behind.



     Miyabi watched her parents and Ishido walk out. She

shrugged a little, then turned to Kasumi, "Can you show me the

dojo? I'd love to see how it looked back when otousan and okaasan

were my age!"

 

     Kasumi smiled, standing up, "Of course. And you can meet

your auntie Nabiki, and your grandfathers."



     Childra, interested in seeing the dojo, joined them.



     Miyabi smiled, "And grandma, too?"



     Kasumi gave a half worried frown, "She only comes around on

occasion. She doesn't know about Ranma-kun's curse yet, you

see..."



     The three girls left the clinic, talking. Miyabi, trying to

find out as much about her family as possible, Childra trying to

work out all she can about the past.



     Doctor Tofu danced by, with Betty.



			      * * * * * 



     Leaving the girls at the dojo, Kasumi went back to check on

Ryo and Ratiko.  Ryo, sitting on a bed, sighed looking around.

"This is the wrong time...  How do I get myself into these

messes?" He fingered the locket...



     Kasumi smiled, checked his jaw, "Well, you'll be fine. I

believe that the knock to the head won't be a problem, but be

careful when eating. There is a nasty hand-shaped bruise on your

jaw..." 



     <That girl... she slapped me!> though Ryo, "Why did she hit

me?" he wondered out aloud.



     Kasumi shook her head, and applied an ointment to the slap

mark, "She's a little high spirited, Miyabi-chan is. Very much

like her parents."



     "Who're her parents?" he asked.



     "It seems that she is the daughter of Ranma-kun and

Akane..."



     Ryo blinked in shock.



			       * * * * *



     Kasumi looked in the door, "Excuse me, Ratiko-san? How are

you doing?"



     Ratiko's face, holding an evil look, became blank. "Oh, I'm

sure things will be fine..."



     Kasumi, smiling sweetly, nodded and left him alone.



			      * * * * * 



     Ishido woke up, surprised to find himself in a bed. "Wha?

Who?  Where..." he muttered groggily as he assessed his

situation.  His first thought was that he had been captured.

He heard a sweetly lilting voice behind him exclaim "Oh my,

you're awake!"   Ishido turned to see Kasumi smiling calmly at

him as she tended to his bruises.

 

     "Who're you?  Where am I?  Can you help me?  I've got to

find Cologne before they find me!"  Ishido's questions tumbled

out like water over a precipice. <She looks.. familiar.. this

all does... but how??> Kasumi smiled and said "I'm sure your

friends can help you.   My name is Kasumi Tendou, you're at

Doctor Tofu's, and yes, I do know Cologne--but you need medical

treatment first.  It looks like you've been through a lot."

Kasumi bent to sponge off some of the dried blood, but Ishido

unsteadily pushed her away, go up, and wandered off to find

*someone* that looked familiar.  Just as he reached the door, 

though, three teenagers walked in, knocking him back far enough

so that he ended up sitting back on the bed.

   

     "Auntie Kasumi!" exclaimed the youngest one as she hugged

Ishido's would-be nurse.



     He recognized her, and said to her "Hey, you're the girl

from earlier, aren't you?"



     Miyabi nodded.  "Why were those guys after you, anyway?"



     Ishido sighed.  "Long story...actually, short story...about

the only thing I remember about my life is being chased around by

people just like that."  Ishido sighed again. "Anyway, that's not

important. I came to Nerima to find Cologne...do any of you know

her?"  He stared intently at Ranma, and Akane, even Kasumi.  The

first two found it unnerving, the way his intense gaze seemed to

burn right through them.  <Do.. do I *know* these two..? They

look... familiar... somehow.. > Kasumi just smiled sweetly.



     Ranma scowled. "What do you want with that old ghoul?"



     Miyabi blinked.  "Old?  C'mon, I know she's horrible, but

she's not old!"



     Kasumi sighed.  "She's about a hundred years old,

Miyabi-chan."



     Miyabi looked terribly confused.  "She sure doesn't look

it...."



     Ranma scratched his head.  "She looks it to me..."



     Ishido tennis-watched the two confusedly.  "You know

Cologne?  The old ghoul in China told me to find her!  Can you

take me to her?" <Why can't I *remember*?!?>



     Everyone started looking more and more confused. Kasumi

just smiled sweetly again.



     Dr. Tofu poked his head around the door, "I'd just like to

say that Ryo's woken up... Oh! Kasumi-san! How did you get here?

Did Betty let you in without telling me? I'll have to tell her

off for that! Leaving a guest like you waiting! And you four, did

you all come to show Kasumi where to wait for me? Or was it for

the appendicitis operation?" He pulled his skeleton, Betty, from

nowhere, and started to dance into the room with it.  "Zun cha

cha! Zun cha cha!" he sang, waltzing with the pile of bones.



     Kasumi smiled at the doctor, "Maa, he's such a nice, funny

man, ne?"



     Ishido and Miyabi stared. Akane and Ranma sighed, shaking

their heads.



     Ishido leaned over to Miyabi.  "He wasn't....dancing...with

that skeleton, was he?  I'm just suffering from the bump to the

head, right?" Miyabi shook an affirmative to the first question

and a no to the second.



     Ranma whispered to Akane, "Glad he's got no more patients

for the day..."

    

     Akane nodded silently.



     Miyabi watched the goings on, <What a weird place... Uncle

Tofu *used* to act weird, or so I've heard... and otousan and

okaasan are always fighting!  Well, they fight a lot, but not

*this* much! Only Aunt Kasumi seems the same...> She looked over

at Ishido for a moment, <And what's he want with Cologne? Anyone

who wants anything to do with her must be up to no good! I'd

better keep my eye on him...>



     She sat down on the edge of the bed, watching Dr. Tofu

dance.



     Childra walked in at about this point, narrowly avoiding

the Doctor's Dance of Death(tm), while, not as graceful as

Sanzenin's technique of the same name, was certainly just as

effective.  She heard the word Cologne come up several times and

she wondered what the hell they were talking about.



     "Hey girls! Hey cutie!" That last was directed at Ishido,

who was very uncomfortable with Childra's directness.



      Ishido sighed.  He _really_ had to see Cologne.  "Hey, I

really need to find Cologne."



     Childra grinned.  "Well, I've got perfume for you here,

sexy, but it's really something more suited to girls."



     Ishido shook his head negatively, "No, Perfume's the old

ghoul in China.  She's...um....Hairspray's great-grandmother?

Yeah, that's it.  Anyway, Perfume told me to find Cologne." 



     Ranma and Akane frowned.  The both had the same thought. 

<Joketsuzoku....*sigh*>  Ranma's mind was working in overdrive

(for once. Occurances like Ranma thinking outside of a battle

situation were rare and to be savored.) <Better find out whether

he's defeated Hairspray or not--and find out what the ghoul

knows, too.>



     Miyabi frowned, "Those names seem awfully familiar--like

Aunt Shampoo and Uncle Mousse..."



     Ishido sighed a small sigh of relief. "Then you *do* know

her! Please, take me to her as soon as possible."



     Ranma nodded.  "She's usually at the Nekohanten.  I'll take

you to her."  Akane nodded, and they got up and, saying their

goodbyes, left for the Nekohanten.



     During the short walk to Nekohanten, Ranma couldn't help

but notice that Ishido tensed up as soon as they left Tofu's,

and that his eyes darted around like birds, like he was afraid

that someone was going to attack him.  Akane noticed too, and

was worried.  <What could possibly have happened to him to make

him this afraid of everything?>  All weirdness aside, it was a

beautiful day, and even Ishido didn't look as tense by the time

they reached the Nekohanten.  



     "Hey, old ghoul!  We got someone here who needs to see

you!"  Ranma  shouted as they entered the Cat Cafe.



     "Son-in-law.  Well, bring them in, I don't have all day." 



     Cologne looked Ishido over.  "So, what brings you here, to

see me?  Not many seek me out, but those that do often have

grave reasons."



     Ishido bowed.  "Cologne, I was sent here by Perfume.  She

says that I am 'airen' to Hairspray, and I am in need of your

help." 



     Cologne bug-eyed for a second. <This one bested Hairspray,

the only Joketsuzoku to have defeated Shampoo in tournament?

He bears watching--and helping, for I cannot afford to invoke

Perfume's wrath.>  "Very well, I shall do what I can."



     Ishido nodded.  "May we speak in private?" <Her... I.. she

*can* help me.. or.. maybe... chikusho...>



     "Certainly.  This way, please."  Cologne led him into the

office,  and they sat and talked.



     "I need your help.  Perfume has told me that you know

something about my pursuers."



     "That will depend.  Who are your pursuers?"

     

     Ishido sighed. "I'm afraid I do not know their name, but I

do know  that they are lead by one who goes by the name of ...

of... *sigh* I'm afraid I cannot recall the name.."



     Cologne shook her head.  "I'm afraid that I cannot tell you 

without the name. I may be able to help you in other ways,

however."



     Ishido nodded.  "So, you know nothing of my pursuers--I

cannot say that I am surprised, as this does not seem to be my

universe."



     Cologne started at that.  "*Not* your universe?  What do

you mean by that?"

      

     Ishido said "Only that, during a fight, some people arrived

through a glowing portal.  I was hard-pressed, and followed

them.  Where we arrived *looks* like the Nerima I have wandered,

but it is not."

     

     Cologne nodded.  "The Joketsuzoku have many artefacts which 

facilitate this type of travel... but that is not the business

at hand." 



     Ishido continued with, "The travel has cleared some of my

mind--my pursuers wiped my mind clean, once, and I have had to

try to fill it, and to find my original memories.  They also

placed compulsions on me--I was hoping you could fix them."



     Cologne slowly nodded.  She got up and went behind Ishido.

After poking a few pressure points, she grimly said "Whoever has

done this to you has used a technique I am not familiar

with--they have simply barriered your mind to your memories, and

placed the compulsions.  The barrier is far too complex for me

to break--that is something you'll have to figure out for

yourself.  The compulsions, however..."  She quickly hit a few

pressure points.  "There.  You should now be free of those  

compulsions.  Now--keep in mind that this is *not* your Nerima,

but what you do here may have repercussions throughout all the

planes of existence." Cologne thought of something.  "Oh yes,

where is Hairspray right now?" 



     Ishido smiled.  "She stayed in China; I convinced her that

my life would be no good for her right now."



     Ishido made a mental note of what Cologne had said, and

thanked Cologne.  Ranma and Akane grilled him on what happened

once he rejoined them, and he said "Well, I'm back where I

started--but, at least, I won't kill anyone now."  Ranma and

Akane puzzled over that statement as they walked back to the

doctor's office.



     Meanwhile...



     "It seems that she's the child of Ranma and Akane."



     The words echoed in Ryo's mind, as he thought about the

implications inherent in that one simple statement.  <She's

another half-sister--or...oh, whatever, but I need to talk to

her.>



			      * * * * *



	<Another half-sister, another world... it seems like I'm

no closer to home than when I started.>  Ryo stared down at the

battered silver  locket.  <Sometimes I wish we'd never crossed

paths; now, thanks to you,  I've got to go through that pain all

over again.> Closing his fist he looked up at Kasumi.  She was

busy putting away the jar of ointment she'd used on his bruise.



	"Um..." Ryo said.



	"Yes?"



	"How many of us are there?  I mean, how many people

don't belong to this world?"



	"There are five of you.  Miyabi-chan and Childra are at

the dojo, Akane and Ranma took Ishido to see Cologne, and Ratiko

is in the next room."  Kasumi's voice took on a not of concern.

"The two of you were hurt badly; he was bruised all over, and you

took a nasty blow to the head."



	"I feel fine now."  Ryo tapped the bandage on his jaw.

"Except  for this."



	Kasumi smiled.  "Doctor Tofu is very good at what he

does."



	<Enough chatting,> Ryo told himself.  <If I've learned

anything from this, it's that time travellers don't have time to

waste.>  "This Ratiko, is he well enough to leave the clinic?"



	"He should be."  The eldest Tendou daughter blinked.

"Why do you ask?"



	"I need to talk to all of us," Ryo told her, "and I'd

rather explain just once.  My story is confusing."



	Kasumi nodded.  "I understand."  She peeked her head

around the corner, calling, "Ratiko?  Oh, that's odd."



	"What do you mean?" Ryo asked.  There was an edge to his

voice;  he'd had enough odd things in the past day to last a

lifetime.



	"He's not here.  I don't see how he could leave.  This

is the only door to his room, and neither of us saw him go by."



	Ryo grit his teeth.  <This is not good.  Now what do I

do?> "You said the girls went to the Tendou dojo?"



	"Yes.  I took them there myself."



	"Then that's where I'm going."  Ryo took a deep breath,

trying to calm himself down.  It wasn't Kasumi's fault that

events were going from bad to worse.  "If Ratiko shows up, or if

Ranma and Akane bring Ishido back here, make sure they go to the

dojo."



	Kasumi nodded her assent, and Ryo marched out of the room.  

Neither of them noticed the small open window.



			      * * * * *



	There was chaos at the Tendou dojo, but then, what else

was new.



	Genma and Soun were running around the house.  They

weren't drunk, but you would have been hard pressed to tell the

difference.  Miyabi's parentage had thrown them for quite a

loop.



	Miyabi was rather upset; she'd wanted to talk with her 

grandfathers, but they were in no shape for a conversation.

Nabiki, on the other hand, was full of questions, but they were

all about the future of the stock market.  Miyabi knew next to

nothing about the world of high finance in the early

twenty-first century, but her aunt continued to pump her for

information.



	Childra was having a ball.  <Now I know why Ranma and

Akane are so squirrely.  It's genetic.>



	Akane, Ranma, and Ishido chose that moment to come home.

Soun and Genma rushed their children, offering crushing hugs,

backslaps, handshakes, and congratulations.  Ishido took a wary

step back. It was just better for everyone involved. (Or not

involved, as is the case.)



	"Hey, cut it out," Ranma shouted as he socked Genma in

the nose.  "I don't care what she says.  There's no way I'd even

marry a tomboy like her."



	Genma gave his son a hearty laugh.  "Oh, you might say

that now, Ranma my boy, but _we_ know you'll change your mind

sooner or later."  The bald martial-artist winked, but his

attempt at subtlety failed  miserably.



	"Saotome-kun, we must throw a party!" Soun declared.



	"Yes, Tendou-kun, I think you're right," Genma answered.



	"We should invite the entire neighbourhood."



	"Everyone!" Genma agreed.



	"And the press!"



	"Imagine, our children on the news."



	"And your wife!"



	Genma paled.  "No need to go that far, Tendou-kun."



	Miyabi took the return of her parents as an excuse to

escape from Nabiki's interrogation.  "Mom, Dad," she cried as

she hugged them both in turn.  "I'm glad you're back."



	Ranma turned red and looked away.  "Um, yeah."  Akane

just stared at her feet.  The notion of having a daughter still

made the two of them uncomfortable, to say the least.



	Miyabi picked up on this.  She clasped her hands

together in  front of her and smiled at her parents, turning on

all the charm she had inherited.  "I'd really like to see the

rest of the house," she said.



	Akane looked up.  She returned her daughter's smile, a

bit shyly, true, but it was a start.  "I'd be glad to show you."



	"Dad?" Miyabi asked.



	"Yeah, sure, I'll show you around.  I've got nothing

better to do."



	"Baka," Akane hissed.  "That's no way to talk to our

daughter."



	Ranma shrugged.  "What else was I supposed to say?"



	Miyabi sensed the growing argument.  It felt like the

build-up of electricity before a lightning strike.  "Mom, Dad?"

she asked.  "The house?"



	The would-be quarrel vanished like it had never been.

"Of course," Akane said.  "My room is up the stairs..."



	Ishido started wandering through the living room, but

Childra didn't let him get far.  "Hey there, handsome.  Did you

find what you were looking for?"



	"Some of it.  I won't be killing anyone by accident now."



	Childra blinked.  "That's a good thing," she said slowly.



	Ishido nodded.  "Now all I need is to get my memory back."



	"No memory huh?"  The scholar gave Ishido a speculative

look.  "Then you wouldn't know if you've got a girlfriend, now

would you?"



	Ishido blushed.  "I... I don't think so."



	"Good!"



	Ishido blushed even more.  Frantic to change the subject,

he asked the first question that popped into his head.  "Do you

know how we got here?"



	"Well," drawled Childra, taking on a professorly tone,

"some people say the birds and the bees have something to do

with i, and others blame storks.  Now, I, on the other hand,

know a little bit about biology-"



	"That's not what I meant!" Ishido cried.



	"Well, then, say what you mean."



	"What I meant to say was, 'How did we get to this

world?'"



	Childra frowned.  "I'd like to know that, too," she

said, all trace of flirting gone.  "I'm pretty sure that

pig-tailed boy knows the answers, and I wish he'd woken up before

I left."



	"Then you probably should have stayed at the clinic,"

said Ryo.  The transdimensional veteran had walked through the

open front door when no one was looking.  "Take it from me: the

last thing we should do is split up."



	Childra  pounced.  "I have questions," she said, "and I'd

be willing to bet that you have answers.  We can start with

names. What's yours?"



	"I'm Ryo Saotome, from a world where Ranma lost to the

Gambler King and married Ukyou Kuonji."  Ryo stared at Childra

and Ishido.  "You don't look like anyone I know.  How are you

related to Ranma?"



	"Never met the guy until today...... I think." Ishido

said.



	"I know his ghost, and the body he possesses."  Childra

stared  back at Ryo.  "Why do you ask that?"



	"I know I have at least one would-be half-sister here.

Everyone else who's ever... gone on one of these trips has been

tied to either the Saotome or the Tendou families."



	Childra shrugged, but her eyes never left Ryo's face.

He'd almost let something slip there, something he didn't want

to share.  "Well, I guess this time is different."  She smiled

at her own pun.  "So you've crossed dimensions before, huh?"



	"More than I would have liked."  Ryo could tell she was

probing for information.  He did his best to give her as little

as possible.



	"How'd you get picked to be a time-traveller?"



	"I didn't get, 'picked.'  It was blind luck."



	"So you're not an archaeologist or historian?"



	"No, I'm a cook and an apprentice healer."



	"When the time comes, can you get us home?"



	"I think so.  I sent... everyone else got where they

needed to go.  As for, 'when,' as soon as possible would be

best.  Time travel only causes pain."



	"I'm not so sure about that," Childra said.  "So far it

seems like fun.  And the opportunity of a lifetime."



	"You haven't seen your father in love with another

woman," Ryo countered hotly.



	"Do we have to go home?" Ishido broke in.  "I'd rather

stay here."



	"We're all going back," Ryo said flatly.  "As soon as I

find out where to go, we're gone."



	"So you _are_ in control of the chronal displacement,"

said Childra.



	<Stupid, stupid, stupid Ryo!  If I keep this up, she'll

find out  everything.>  "Yes, you could say that, but don't get

any ideas. This is no game.  Worlds are at stake."  The

pig-tailed boy tried to make his face an expressionless mask.

He'd managed to hid secrets from Tachi before, and the heir to

the House of Kuno was almost as inquisitive as his mother..



	"I think you're overreacting," Childra countered.  "The 

Department of Exploratory History never makes such a big deal

out of time-jumps."



       	"I know what I'm talking about," Ryo shouted, "and if

you'd seen Shutaro Saotome, you'd understand!"  Ryo paused, then

ran a hand through his hair.  "Look, I'm sorry I snapped at you,

but I'm adamant about this.  I'm not going to tell anyone the

secrets of time travel, and as soon as I can, I'm going to

destroy it."



	"That would be a waste," Childra said softly.



	Ryo shoved his hands in his pockets.  "That's my decision."



	"If you say so."  Childra smiled to herself.  The boy

had been a tough nut to crack, but in the end, he'd told her

everything she needed to know.  He crossed between dimensions by

way of an artifact, and he was carrying it in his front right

pocket...



----------------------------------------------------------------------
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by Kevin Eav, Kunoichi, Ross McKenzie, RpM and Christopher Willmore

-----------------------------------------------------------------------





   What has happened so far:



   In an alternate reality where Ranma married Shampoo, their daughter had

somehow obtained a magic locket that allowed her to cross dimensions.  A

few accidents later, several of Ranma's 'children' from various realities

ended up in one reality, where Ranma was still a teen-age youth.  One

amongst them, Ryo Saotome (son of Ranma and Ukyou) managed to get a hold

of the locket before Cologne was about to do something devious with it. 

After his victory, he sent all the displaced sons and daughters of Ranma &

company to their proper realities, and then prepared to go home himself. 

   Something, however, went wrong.  He ended up in a bizarre version of

Tokyo in 2096 and accidentally dragged along Ratiko Hibiki and Childra

Jansen in his attempt to fix this mistake.  That attempt dragged him to

two other realities with amazing speed.  From them, he accidentally

brought Miyabi, daughter of Ranma and Akane, and Ishido, a mysterious

amnesiac hunted by a shadowy organisation.

   Finally, they stopped in a reality where Ranma & co. were still teens,

but had never met them before.  And now...





-----------------------------------------------------------------------



                            Converging Series

                             Act II:  Touring



-----------------------------------------------------------------------





	She had a suspicion of the whos and hows of her little trip

through time.  Now, all Childra needed was to get... whatever it was... 

from the Saotome boy.  Imagine! No more applying to the Ministry, going

through their piles of paperwork, then waiting a year for an eight-hour

trip...  Instead, she'd have the power at her fingertips, to go to any

time she chose! She could see Alexandria in its prime, or witness

Pickett's charge at Gettysburg...  She could do anything! But she needed

an excuse to get her hands into Ryo's pants... 



	Hm... 



	Ryo shook his head tiredly. 

	"Excuse me... I need to be alone to sort things out. All these

'would-be's that I keep into jumping into, and all these half-siblings...

Shutaro, Miyabi..." He sighed.  "You'd think I'd be used to it by now,

but..."

	"Go ahead, big boy," said Childra. "Take all the time you need..." 

<Just be sure it's long enough for me to figure out how to get that 

time-travel thingie from you...>  Ryo left into an adjacent room. 

	Childra turned to Ishido, and smiled seductively. 

	"Looks like we're alone now, lobishomem*." She glanced back. "And

Ryo was kind enough to close the door behind him... I don't suppose you

have any plans for tonight?" Wink.

	*[This means, 'werewolf' in Portuguese.  Childra is a polyglot,

remember.]

	"But... I..." Ishido began to sweat. He obviously wasn't used to

this kind of... attention... The poor dear... "I don't know if I should, I

mean..."

	"I thought you couldn't REMEMBER if you had a girlfriend..." 

	"That's just it! I can't remember... I can barely remember WHO I

am, and..."  He shook his head and gave up. 

	"What? You're saying I'm not good enough for you?"  Ishido

straightened up.  Lovely boy. So chivalrous. 

	"No! Of course not! I mean..." He turned his face down to avoid

looking at Childra's eyes. This proved to be a mistake. Blushing, he

redirected his gaze to a nearby flower-pot.

	"Looks an awful lot like you're trying to avoid looking at me. Too

painful? Am I _that_ ugly?" Childra breathed in deeply.  This was even

more fun than going to the undergrad pub on a Thursday...

	"No! I... You're very pretty... You're beautiful, in fact..." 

	"Thank-you." Smile. 

	"But I... I'm just not ready yet... At least not until I get my

life back together again. Until I _know_ whose life it IS that I'm getting

back together again..." 

	"I see..." Oh, well... Another night with no fun.  She'd quite

forgotten how prudish they were a century ago.  Never mind. The harder the

hunt, the more delectable the banquet that followed.  "So, if we're not

going to...  be together, what do you propose to do for the evening?"

	"I need to take a walk... Clear things up... Think about what's

happened...  So many things have been going on at once, and they've

followed so closely on each other's heels, that I've barely been able to

take a breath, let alone try to make sense of it all." 

	"I understand. Wanna go now?" 

	"I need to be alone." Childra put on the cutest pout she could

come up with.

	"And what am _I_ supposed to do?" 

	"Well, you're a historian, aren't you? Look around! I mean,

Ranma's upstairs, and..." 

	"But _he's_ engaged to Akane." 

	"I MEANT, you could interview him. Or something." 

	"Oh." 

	"Anyway, there's plenty of people to talk to. You shouldn't have 

any trouble finding something to do.  As for me... Well, I just need to 

take a walk. Alone. OK?" 

	Childra nodded.  Ishido turned and left out the front door. 

 

                                  * * * * *

 

	Ryouga wandered through the streets of Nerima.  Nerima. He had

almost despaired of ever seeing it again, after that fateful afternoon

when he'd set out to buy a loaf of bread and a jug of milk at the corner

store, and his supernaturally bad sense of direction had made him take a

slight detour into Egypt...  One thing had led to another, and he had

wandered the continents, alone and desolate, for months.  Everywhere he

stopped, he'd ask, "Where is the Tendo dojo?" His question would usually

be greeted with confused or angry looks, since few people outside of Japan

spoke Japanese... That same linguistic barrier made it impossible to get

directions.  Anyone else would have given up, but Ryouga was used to this,

and thoughts of his beloved Akane held him steady in his purpose.  Today,

his perseverance bore its fruits, and he once more found himself in Tokyo. 

No more uncertainty, no more madness.  Now, he was back to the one place

that he could call 'home', and he would...

	"Great-gramps! Great-gramps!" Ryouga's meditation was interrupted

by the appearance of a young black-haired man, running towards him at full

speed.  That, in itself, was no cause for alarm. People ran towards (and

away from) him all the time.  However, this particular young man was

sopping wet, and wearing nothing but a red bandanna.

	"Do I... Know you?" he asked the stranger, trying to keep his eyes

on his face.  The boy nodded enthusiastically. 

	"I'm your great-grandson." Ryouga blinked.  He hadn't heard THAT

one before...

	"You're.... What?" 

	"Your great-grandson. Hibiki Ratiko.  I'm from the future, and I

need your help."

	"Riiiight..." There HAD to be a reasonable explanation for this. 

Ryouga tried to remember. Was there a psychiatric hospital nearby? This

was probably an escaped inmate...

	"You... You don't believe me?!?" This 'Ratiko' seemed genuinely

surprised.

	"You look about eighteen..." 

	"Twenty-two, actually." 

	"I'm sixteen.  How many sixteen-year-olds do you know with twenty-

two-year-old great-grandsons?"

	"I told you, I'm from the FUTURE!" Ordinarily, anyone who spoke to

Ryouga in that tone of voice would have become an umbrella shish-ka-bob,

but the 'eternal lost boy' was feeling benevolent after having found his

way back.  Besides, this could prove... entertaining... 

	"My great-grandson, you say?" 

	"Hai." Ryouga looked him over. 

	"Heh. I don't think so... Any descendant of MINE would be in MUCH

better shape.  Look at you!" He poked the sides of Ratiko's waist.  "Flab,

flab, and more flab! How DARE you call yourself a HIBIKI?"  The boy's face

fell from happiness into an anguished frown, while Ryouga tried to keep

from laughing. Might as well play it for all it was worth...

	"But... My study... I.. No time..." 

	"Speak up! Or can't you? My, my... A Hibiki who can't say what he

means? Ha!  Besides, my great-grandson, I'm sure, would be able to afford

some CLOTHES, and wouldn't be running around, wet and naked, with..."

Ryouga stopped.  Something was wrong. Something was VERY wrong.  His

would-be relative had started... Glowing...  "Er..." He pointed at the

bright aura surrounding Ratiko. "You're... uh..."

	"I CAN'T BELIEVE YOU'RE DOING THIS TO ME!" Ryouga's world went

white.  When his vision recovered, he saw that all the concrete, grass and

trees for a radius of twenty metres had been charred.

	"What... What was THAT?" Ratiko smirked. 

	Ratiko looked at the ground with a reddened face, kicking up dust. 

	"Well... I... That kind of thing's been happening lately, whenever

I get angry or depressed; it used to be I'd just get a fever, but it's

been growing, and" 

	"Angry or depressed?" asked Ryouga. <Could it be some kind of

weird version of the Shishi Houkodan? Then...>

	"You really ARE my great-grandson..." he said quietly. "Only one

of my descendants could..." Realisation. "Wait. You say you have a bad

sense of direction?" Ratiko nodded.

	"Well, I don't need a plane ticket to go on a vacation to

Jamaica." Ryouga nodded solemnly.  He knew the feeling all too well. 

	"We need to talk," said Ryouga. 

	"Hai." said Ratiko. "I have a lot to say." 

	"But first, you'd better get dressed.  What happened to you?" 

	"Let's just say it involves Ranma and Jusenkyo." 

	"Jusenkyo? And... And RANMA?" Ryouga's eyes widened. "Why,

THAT..."

	"The clothes, great-gramps?" 

	"Oh." The lost boy took off his knapsack and pulled out a

duplicate to the outfit he was wearing.  Ratiko quickly put it on. 

	"Perfect fit!" he said. 

	"Now, tell me what Ranma did? Are you also cursed?" 

	"Hai.  It's a long story. We'll need a comfortable place to talk." 

Ryouga motioned to some benches a short way away, and the pair walked over

to them and sat down.

	"Well," started Ratiko, "It's like this..." 

 

 

                                  * * * * *

 

`"...and so, thanks to Saotome, my life has become a living HELL!"  Ratiko

broke down, sobbing, and was soon joined by his great- grandfather. 

	"Curse you, Ranma!" said the elder Hibiki, while tears gushed down

his cheeks. "Isn't it enough to torment ME? Must you also persecute my

PROGENY?!?" 

	"And that's not all... I have seen the inside of a POT!" 

	Ryouga blinked. 

	"What?" 

	"I have seen the inside of a POT!" 

	"That's what I thought you said." 

	"That crone, Shampoo, tried to steam me with wild mushrooms!" 

	"I didn't know she was a cannibal..."  Ratiko face-faulted. 

	"In my cursed form, great-gramps," he said. 

	"What? You TOO?!? Then Shampoo also..." Ryouga's tears evaporated

from the heat of his anger.  "Those two are in league against our family! 

Curse you, Ranma! Curse you, Shampoo!"

	"Curse you, Ranma and Shampoo!" they said together, shaking their

fists at the heavens.  Once again, Ratiko began to glow. 

	"Er... Great-grandson?" 

	"Yes?" 

	"I think you'd better... Calm down..." 

	"Huh?" 

	"You're glowing." 

	"Oh." The boy closed his eyes and relaxed, and the aura around him

dimmed into nothingness.

	"That reminds me... There's something I should teach you," said

Ryouga. 

	"What's that?" 

	"One of my special attacks, the 'Shishi Houkodan'.  You already

have the basics, but you can't control it..."

	"No kidding... You wouldn't BELIEVE what I had to pay the Church

of Kodachi after blowing up one of their rooms..." 

	Ryouga's eyes widened. 

	"CHURCH of... KODACHI?!?" 

	Ratiko sighed. 

	"Long story." 

	Ryouga nodded. 

	"This 2096 of yours sounds dangerous." 

	"It's been getting more so since that blasted jock came back to

life!" 

	"All the more reason why I should teach you the attack.  You

haven't learned any martial arts, and I won't allow one of my descendants

to run around defenceless, with Ranma on the loose!"

	"Thank-you, great-grandfather!" 

	"I will train you tonight.  A few hours should be enough. 

Tomorrow, I'll go to the dojo and spar with Saotome. He'll pay for what

he's done to us, I SWEAR!"

	"Where, exactly, will you fight with him, great-gramps?" 

	"Gomen?" 

	"I want to watch." 

	" It'll be in the dojo's garden.  There's plenty of places for you

to hide and watch, there."

	"Will you knock him unconscious?" 

	"Of course!" 

	Ratiko smiled to himself. This was good... It would be a cinch to

kill Ranma. Once great-gramps knocked him out, he'd simply use Childra's

machete to slit his throat... Hmm... There was still the matter of Akane's

suicide...  How could he get her to... Miyabi. Of course. If anything

could drive little Miss Tendo to suicide, it would be her own daughter

killing her fiance.  All he needed was some biological evidence to

plant... 

	 

                                  * * * * *

 

	Ryo fingered the locket. 

	"Sometimes I wish I could just..." He took it out of his pocket,

and raised his arm as if to throw it out into the street, but then thought

better of it and put it back.  "I still need it. I wish I didn't, but...

If I ever want to see Bell-Chan..." He sighed.

	Childra watched from behind a half-opened door. 

	<So THAT'S what's behind all this...> she thought. <How could such

a little object generate all that power?  Never mind... So long as it

works... Now, as how to get it from him. Let's see... Ishido's still on

that walk, Miyabi's upstairs, Deity knows WHERE Rat is... Probably

Europe... And I _still_ need an excuse to get my hands in Ryo's pants

pocket.> A smile crossed her lips. <He _is_ cute... A bit uptight, but

cute.>

	Childra opened the door fully, and cleared her throat. Ryo quickly

took his hands out of his pockets.

	"Who's there?" 

	"Just me, dear. Childra." 

	"Oh. Well, what is it?" 

	"Do I have to have a _reason_ for wanting to see you?" 

	"No... I suppose not...  I take it you're here to interrogate me

about my reality's history?"

	"No." 

	"Then... What? I would've thought you'd be off looking up all the

people you keep on telling us later became famous... The Kuno mansion's

just a little waise away, and then there's Nabiki, and..."

	"Screw them!" she said. 

	"ALREADY?!?!?" 

	Childra smiled.  He'd even set the mood for her. 

	"I didn't mean it that way, darling..." Then, in a silky voice,

"Otherwise, I would have said, 'Screw YOU'..." Wink.  Several hundred

capillaries in Ryo's nose suddenly burst at once.

	"Childra? What?  I..." 

	Before he could figure out what was going on, she pressed herself

against him and began to run her fingers up his leg. Ryo's eyes widened,

and after a little initial resistance, his muscles relaxed. Childra made a

mental note: <Gotta remember to do this sometime when I'm NOT trying to

steal a time-travel artefact from the lad.> Nimbly, she worked her way up

his thighs and to his waist, then put her hands into his pockets. He began

to protest, and she kissed him fully on the lips to silence him. By this

time, Ryo's eyes were halfway out of their sockets, and his skin was the

same shade of red as onna-Ranma's hair. <And now, for the artefact...> A

startled gasp from Ukyou's son. <Oops. Grabbed the wrong bulge.> She

searched some more, until... <Finally! Got it! Now, how am I going to...>

	"YOU HENTAI! I CAN'T BELIEVE IT! HOW COULD ANYONE BE SO

PERVERTED?!?" 

	Miyabi appeared at the top of the stairs. 

	<Perfect timing.> Childra took the opportunity to disengage

herself. Locket in hand, of course. 

	"I guess it wasn't enough for you to grope ME! Seems you also have

to go after OLDER women...  Geeze... What a sick-o...  And to think that

I'd actually changed my mind about you..."

	Each of Miyabi's words struck Ryo like a knife.  He shrank back at

 them, and by the end was close to tears. 

	"Bell-Chan..." he muttered. "I'm so sorry... How could I ever..." 

	"And as for YOU..." Akane's daughter glared at Childra. "I haven't

seen a bigger SLUT in... AAAAARRRRRGGGGGGGHHHHH!"  Something flew through

the open window and ploughed through Miyabi's dress, tearing both the

cloth and her flesh.

	"Miyabi!" shouted Ryo, bounding up the stairs. 

	"What was THAT?" asked Childra. 

	"It looked like a bat..." said Ryo. 

	"A BAT?" 

	Ryo was too busy to answer.  He tore a strip of cloth from the

girl's damaged skirt and used it to bandage her leg.  Miyabi grit her

teeth, trying to ignore the pain.

	A brief knock, and then the front door opened. It was Ratiko. 

Apart from his habitual red bandanna, he was wearing a yellow blouse made

out of coarse cloth, fastened around his waist with a black sash, and

equally dark baggy pants.

	"So, anything exciting happen while I left you all alone?" he

asked.

	"Miyabi here's been hurt," said Childra. "She was attacked by a

bat. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you, RAT?"

	"Wasn't me! I've been out training with great-gramps!" 

	"Great-gramps?" No... It couldn't be... "You actually found Ryouga

Hibiki???" Ratiko pointed at the clothes he was wearing.  "Oh." Childra

started a quick mental calculation of the chances of two Hibikis bumping

into each other, but gave up when she reached 10^-32:1...

	"You say she was attacked by a BAT?" asked Ratiko. 

	"Hai," said Ryo, pausing for a minute from bandaging Miyabi's leg. 

	"You ARE kind, for a hentai," admitted Miyabi. 

	"Arigato, imouto." 

	Miyabi smiled. 

	"Some bats have rabies," said Ratiko. 

	"Huh?" asked Childra. 

	"Rabies.  Hydrophobia. Nasty disease; quite the killer, if not

detected early..."

	"Well, what should we do?" asked Ryo. 

	"Miyabi should have a blood test. Now." Ratiko said firmly. 

	"Just one problem, Rat. Doc Tofu's not here right now, and if

Kasumi's still with 'im, it wouldn't do any good, even if he were," said

Childra.  Everyone present shuddered at the thought of a love-drunk Tofu

handling a sharp needle.

	"No problem!" said Ratiko. "I _am_ a 3rd-year pre-med student..." 

	"YOU want to take the blood test?" asked Childra. Something was

very funny here, but she couldn't put her finger on exactly WHAT.

	"Yep.  Anything for a nice girl like Makimba." 

	"Miyabi." 

	"Whatever." 

	"Um... Rat?" asked Childra. "Have you ever actually DONE a blood

test before?" 

	"Well, not on a PERSON, no... But I've practised on THOUSANDS of

grapefruits!" Everyone face-faulted.  "Look.  We've got to do this NOW,

and I'm the only one available with the required knowledge. At worst,

it'll hurt for a minute or two.  What do you say?" 

	"All right. Go ahead," said Miyabi. 

	"Great!" 

	"Uh, Rat?" asked Childra. "Exactly WHERE are you going to get the

syringes and testing chemicals from?"

	"Oh, I have them right here!" he pulled a brown paper bag from

inside his blouse.

	"You carry _syringes_ around with you on a regular basis?" Childra 

raised an eyebrow. She wasn't sure she wanted to know... 

	"Well, er... uh... um..." Ratiko stammered. "You know how it is; 

being back in an uncivilised time, and all... You can never be too 

careful!" 

	"Uh-huh. Right..."  Curiouser and Curiouser, thought Childra. 

	"Hey! I don't want to DIE here of some weird antique disease! Of 

COURSE I'll keep a stock of basic medicines and tests for the nastier 

things!" 

	Self-preservation. Now, THAT sounded like the Reiraku SHE 

knew.  <Guess time travel must've knocked him up, so he's being more 

paranoid than usual... Figures.> 

	"Ratiko?" asked Ryo. "Aren't you supposed to test the ANIMAL, 

rather than the PERSON? I thought I'd heard that somewhere..."

	Ratiko began to sweat. Odd. Childra didn't think it was THAT 

hot... 

	"Oh, it hasn't been done that way in YEARS!" he said.  "The latest 

technique is to test the PERSON. Much faster, simpler, and cheaper if 

you use the right thing..." 

	"But, Rat, there ISN'T any rabies in 2096.  We wiped it out." 

	"All the more reason it hasn't been done that way in years, ne?" 

Childra face-faulted. 

	"Well, get ON with it!  While you guys are talking, this pervert's

getting a kick out of fondling my leg!" 

	"I am not..." Ryo began to protest, but was interrupted by a slap

from Akane's daughter.

	"I needed him out of the way, anyway," said Ratiko as he went up

the stairs.  He pulled out his syringe. "This might sting a bit." Miyabi

nodded.  With an alcohol pad, he wiped the general area of the wound, then

searched for a viable vein.  When he found one, he quickly pricked it with

the needle, eliciting only a slight gasp from Miyabi.  He plugged a test

tube into the back of the needle, and filled it with crimson blood, then

capped it off and withdrew the syringe, wiping the site once again with

alcohol. Childra blinked.

	"That actually looked... Professional..."

	Ratiko smiled. 

	"Told ya I'd practised." 

	"How long will the test take?" asked Ryo. 

	"Oh, just a few seconds, said Ratiko." I'll need to go to the

kitchen to do it.  Where is it?" Miyabi pointed in the right direction,

and Ratiko began to head off...

	"Just a sec, Rat. If this is urgent, I'd better go with you to

make sure you don't end up in Russia..."  She walked up to him and took

him by the hand.

 

	The Tendo kitchen was clean and well-kept, so there was no

difficulty in finding a clear spot where Rat could perform his test.  He

pulled out a few strips of pink paper from the brown bag, then uncorked

the test tube holding the blood, and immersed of the pieces in it.

	"Rat? Isn't that LITMUS PAPER?" 

	"Er... I didn't know you knew about medicine..." 

	"I don't, but I had to take Chem in my first year. I don't

remember much else, but I DO remember the labs, and THAT'S LITMUS PAPER." 

	"Of course it is! See?" He pulled a strip out. "Basic blue. 

Great. No rabies." 

	"Run that by me again?" 

	"Um... The rabies bug turns the blood acidic almost immediately...  

Normally, blood's a buffer, so it's pH is neutral to slightly basic.  If 

she'd gotten rabies, the paper would be red, not blue." 

	"I thought rabies tests took a long time and were rather 

expensive... How come YOU can do it so quickly?" Something was up, and 

Childra didn't like having the wool pulled over her eyes. 

	"Well...  I guess... Probably no one's ever thought of doing it 

before?" 

	"Rat; you're hiding something from me, and I don't like it. Spit 

it out." 

	"Hiding? I'm not hiding ANYTHING!" 

	Ryo called from the living room. 

	"Is everything all right in there?" 

	"Yep," answered Ratiko. "Just finished the test.  Be out in a 

minute." 

	Childra frowned. Rat wasn't going to tell her anything willingly; 

that much was clear.  She'd just have to ride it out and see what he let 

slip.  And he _would_ let it slip, eventually.  Men were careless that 

way. 

	"Well, then, I guess you're right."

	"I AM?!?" 

	"Yup.  Well, lad, let's get going.  They're waitin' for us

outside!" Ratiko looked very confused. Good.  He'd be off guard.  The

Hibiki picked up the medical miscellanea and stuffed it back into his

brown bag, then the pair exited back into the living room.

	"That was quick," said Ryo. "I suppose a hundred years from now

medicine must be a lot more effective..." 

	"Apparently..." said Childra, eyeing Ratiko suspiciously. 

	"Well, what were the results?" asked Miyabi anxiously. 

	"Good news," said Ratiko. "No rabies." 

	"That's great!" said Miyabi. 

	"We'd better get back to Dr. Tofu's so he can look at the leg,

though, and maybe confirm the test," said Ryo. Ratiko looked hurt. "It's

not that we don't trust you, Rat, but if she _does_ have rabies..." Ratiko

nodded.

	"You're SURE you want to see the doc with Kasumi around?" asked

Childra. 

	"Oh, Auntie Kasumi can do it herself, if she has to. She's quite 

the nurse!" said Miyabi.  Ratiko was looking jumpy. 

	"I, uh... Probably should go train..." he said. 

	"Train in WHAT?" asked Childra. 

	"Great-gramps taught me a few things that I want to practice..."

	"Such as?"

	"Well, there's some special attacks, and..." He paused. "Could I

borrow your machete?"  <More and more suspicious...> thought Childra. 

	"Why do you want it?"

	"Great-gramps is teaching me how to fence..."

	"Uncle Ryouga doesn't use a sword!" said Miyabi. 

	"Well, he's, er..." A pause. "He's teaching me with the umbrella, 

but thinks that I should use a sword, instead, since I'm not strong 

enough to really hurt anyone, otherwise."

	"I don't know about that," said Ryo. "In my experience, umbrellas 

can be quite dangerous..." 

	"That goes for long pointy objects in general," agreed Childra. 

	"Well? Could I borrow it? I'd give it back tomorrow afternoon..." 

	"I suppose... Just be sure not to point it at anyone, OK?" 

	"OK." 

	Childra reached behind her back and pulled out a machete with a 

carved wooden handle, then handed it to Ratiko.  Ryo blinked. 

	"That... Wasn't there before..." he said. Childra grinned. 

	"You haven't seen Akane use her mallet, have you, lad?" Ryo 

nodded.

	"Actually," he said, "I have." 

	"Well, then.  If she can stuff a two-foot wooden hammer in her 

leotards without making a noticeable bulge, I can put a machete in between 

my shirt and jacket." 

	"Point taken," acknowledged Ryo. 

	"Mum... In a LEOTARD?" asked Miyabi. 

	"Never mind. Long story." 

	"I'll be going now," said Ratiko.  "I want to start before it gets 

too dark." 

	"There's street lights all over town, Rat." 

	"I... I like the sunlight better. It's got a nicer spectrum." 

	"Exactly HOW hard did Ranma smash you against that tree?" 

	"I'll be... uh... um... Bye!" He dashed out the door. 

	"Strange boy," said Ryo. Childra and Miyabi nodded their 

agreement. 

 

                                  * * * * *

 

	Ratiko smiled to himself. So far, so good. He had the cloth

sample, the blood and the machete. Now all he needed was to hide these in

front of the dojo until Ryouga pounded Ranma unconscious the following

day...  He looked around. Not much.  A few bushes, some grass, a tree...

	The tree looked promising.  He examined it, and soon found a small

nook which would be perfect for his purposes.  Right now it was a bit

small, though.  Maybe if he worked at it with Childra's machete... 

	As luck would have it, just as Rat began the enlargement, Ishido

returned from his walk. The Hibiki quickly hid the weapon behind his back

and pushed the 'evidence' into an inconspicuous position with his foot.

	"So, Ishtar, how have you been?" he began to sweat quite visibly. 

	"My name is Ishido.  I think..." 

	"Ok, then, Ishido... Been having a nice time?" Anything to stop

him from noticing the samples...

	"Not really... I've tried to remember my past life, but whenever I

try to piece it together, all I get are fleeting glimpses, still

pictures... It's SO FRUSTRATING!" 

	"No luck, eh?" Rat took the opportunity to move the brown bag a

bit further back.

	"Well, not much...  There is _ONE_ person I remember more clearly

than others...  Unfortunately, he's not the kind of person I _want_ to

remember."

	"Do tell..." Until now, Ratiko hadn't realised how tiring it was

to hold a blade aloft... 

	"Even now, I don't remember much... Just that there's some sort of

violent maniac... Kind of a sado-psychopath... He's quite a bitter

character... Fights with an... Umbrella, I believe..." 

	"An umbrella?" Ratiko perked up. "Like Ryouga?" Ishido grinned. 

	"I wouldn't make that comparison to his face. When I left, he was

trying to KILL Ryouga."

	"WHAT?!?!?"  The machete clattered to the ground.  Ishido pointed

at it.

	"I think you just dropped a..." Before he could finish his

sentence, Ratiko rushed to him and shook him by the shoulders.

	"WE'VE GOT TO DO SOMETHING ABOUT IT! YOU CAN'T LET THEM KILL

GREAT-GRAMPS! THEN I'LL... YOU CAN'T!!!"

	"Calm down!  It's in another timeline, remember? And I have NO

idea how to get back there (never mind the fact that I don't know if I

_want_ to go back...) No need to get so excited..." 

	"WHAT DO YOU MEAN, NO NEED?" Ratiko continued to shake Ishido. 

"DON'T YOU REALIZE THAT..." 

	Just then, Childra stepped out of the dojo, fingering something in 

her left pocket. 

	"Oh, good," she said. "You're still here.  I meant to ask you 

a..." 

	"CHILDRA! IT'S HORRIBLE!" Ratiko rushed to Childra and grabbed her

shoulders, which he then proceeded to shake. "RYOUGA'S GOING TO BE KILLED

BY SOME MANIAC, AND WE CAN'T STOP IT!"

	"Just a minute!" said Ishido. "It's one thing when you bother ME

like that, but to do that to Childra..."  He walked over to the pair, to

separate them.  He never made it.  There was a blue glow, and all three of

them disappeared.



-----------------------------------------------------------------------



        Somewhere out there, there's a Ryo, Miyabi, Ratiko, Childra, and

Ishido that went on with their lives, never disrupted by temporal and

dimensional displacement, living normally (as normally as they could). 



        These weren't those people.



        In some realities out there, Ryouga was killed, during an epic

battle atop a bridge, and forever remembered and missed by his friends. 



        This was that kind of a reality.

        Well, it was supposed to be.

        Things change.



                                  * * * * *



        On a long-spanning concrete bridge over a waterway in Tokyo, two

figures faced off.  In the distance, storm-clouds were rolling in and the

sound of thunder from a distance echoed in.  At the ends of the bridge,

crowds watched expectantly.  Many of them were just observers, quite a few

of them were placing bets with Nabiki, and a few had personal interests. 

Ranma, Akane, and Ukyou looked on, hoping that Ryouga's adversary wasn't

as dangerous as he was rumoured to be. 

        Ryouga stood silently, waiting for his adversary to make the first

move.  Ryouga's mind, however wasn't silent.  He was still reeling, deep in

his mind, from when Akane and Ranma finally became an official couple...

and then there was Ukyou's good-luck kiss tugging at the edge of his mind

as well.  And then that... *brr* that kiss that Ranma-chan gave him...

The last few months had been strange already, and Ryouga had a bad feeling 

about today. 

        "Good day, Hibiki!"  Ryouga's adversary said some distance across 

from the bridge.  He was, at a glance, Gosunkugi. However, the better 

posture, menacing smirk, and psychotic tendencies quickly alerted anyone 

that this wasn't Nerima's resident wimp & wizard that they were dealing 

with.  He did a little salute with his own umbrella, an obsidian one of

European design, with a hook-end handle and an inch-long blade at the end. 



        Ryouga nodded cautiously and replied, "Muhoshin."



                                  * * * * *



        "CHILDRA! ITS HORRIBLE!" Ratiko rushed to Childra and grabbed her

shoulders, which he then proceeded to shake. "RYOUGA'S GOING TO BE KILLED

BY A MANIAC, AND WE CANT STOP IT!" 

        "Just a minute!" said Ishido. "It's one thing when you bother ME

like that, but to do that to Childra..."  He walked over to the pair, to

separate them.  He never made it.  There was a blue glow, and all three of

them disappeared. 

        For the four of them, the world suddenly became blurry. Ratiko,

Ishido and Childra were taken entirely by surprise.  Ratiko, however, had

an idea of where he wanted to go (he just didn't know that he was going to

go there).  He wanted to stop a psychopath from killing his

great-grandfather. 

        He assumed that this psychopath WOULD be successful in killing

his Great-grandfather... that is, unless he interfered. 



        As the old saying goes, you get what you ask for.



                                  * * * * *



        Ryouga winced and stepped back quickly, feeling the cut on his

face. He felt the rage building up inside him... being made a fool of in

front of Ranma, in front of Akane... in front of Ukyou!  HOW DARE HE! 

        "That's it.. TAKE THIS!"  Ryouga snapped his umbrella open and spun

it hard.  He charged at Muhoshin, swinging fast and furiously, his

umbrella whirling like a buzz-saw and sending sparks everywhere.  Muhoshin

dodged desperately and retreated a few steps. 

        And then saw a chance at an opening.  Ryouga swung his makeshift

buzz-saw-umbrella towards Muhoshin, but this time he didn't retreat.

Muhoshin rolled forward, _past_ the whirling edge of the umbrella, hooked

Ryouga's leg with his umbrella handle, pulled, knocking Ryouga off his

feet, and turned the umbrella's blade forward, towards Ryouga's heart.



        Meanwhile, Ryouga's ultra-heavy umbrella spun away, out of control. 



        Muhoshin grabbed Ryouga by the throat with one hand, and held his

umbrella with the other, ready to put an end to the lost boy's existence. 

Suddenly, there was a bright flash of light and he was blinded... 



        Childra blinked.  Her surroundings were suddenly very different. 

She was outside the Tendou doujou, and now she was apparently in the middle

of a bridge.  There seemed to be a crowd of people in the distance.  She

turned and looked at Ratiko straight in the eye, definitely annoyed. 

"Ratiko, look what you've done now," she said in a condescending voice.



        "What?"



        Muhoshin reflexively winced and shut his eyes as the flash of

light struck, and that proved to be his undoing.  Ryouga took advantage of

his hesitation and lunged forward with one hand, grabbing Muhoshin's

throat.  He kept Muhoshin's umbrella away with the other. 



        Ishido was alarmed.  "Not again," he muttered, looking around

nervously while Ratiko and Ishido were beginning to argue.  He was afraid

that he might've been brought back to his own reality... where _they_ were

after him. 

        "Whaddaya mean Look What You've Done Now?  How's it my fault?!?" 

yelled Ratiko.  "HOW THE HECK DID WE GET HERE ANYWAYS?"  Ratiko started to

glow just a little. 

        "Ah... Ratiko, calm down..."

        Ishido heard the sounds of battle nearby, and turned around...

        *WHAM*

        ... and got a titanium-weight umbrella in the skull.  Ishido

stumbled forward, severely dazed and bordering on unconscious. 



        Muhoshin was slowly loosing air, feeling his neck being crushed by

Ryouga's hand.  He crushed Ryouga's throat with his own hand, and it became

a race to see who would lose consciousness first. 



        "Ishido!"  Childra caught him as he fell.  "What happened to him?"

        Ratiko shrugged.

        Amazingly, they failed to notice the two individuals several yards

away trying to kill each other.  They might be excused because the two

people were at the moment on the floor and choking each other, but it was

still something a bit hard to miss. 



        Muhoshin was losing and he knew it.  Ryouga was turning just a

little blue, but he was ten seconds away from unconsciousness.  To his

surprise, Ryouga let go of his throat.  Unfortunately for him, Ryouga's fist

pounded into his body, sending a shock-wave of pain through his gut.  He

let go of Ryouga's throat and then tried to drive a finger into his eye.

Ryouga turned his head and Muhoshin missed, making a small hole in the

concrete instead.  He pulled his hand back again and punched down hard. 

This time he felt something snap under his fist.  Ryouga yelled in pain,

grabbed him by the shirt, and threw him away, _hard_.



        Childra tried to keep Ishido on his feet.  "Ishido!  Wake up!"

        "Wha... wazza..."  Ishido managed to stagger to his feet, but he

had an enormous headache and the world seemed to be in triplicate. 

"What... what was..."  Then there was The Sound. 

        The Sound was incredibly loud, really.  And also hard to explain.

Nothing quite expresses the sound of two skulls colliding.  Take two

coconuts and thump them together, hard. 



        It isn't quite the same, but it comes close.



        Childra gasped as Ishido's skull was suddenly impacted by someone

else's.  They both collapsed to the floor, looking incredibly dazed. "Oh

my."

        <Time to leave> she thought to herself.

        She was disturbed at how sensitive the artefact seemed to be.

Ratiko just came up in a panic and suddenly they phased into another

reality.  _That_ was not reassuring to her.  The locket seemed to be

wavering in sensitivity... as if it was somewhat unstable. But for now,

there were more pressing matters to address.  

        <Well> thought Childra <might as well go somewhere I'm familiar 

with first, and besides, lover-boy looks like he needs some medical 

attention.>



        Childra focused, hard.



        For Childra, Ratiko, and one very dazed Ryo Muhoshin, the world

became a blur.  It didn't matter to Ishido, he was unconscious. 



                                  * * * * *



        "Y'know, It still surprises me..." said Miyabi as she walked

through Nerima towards the Tendou home. 

        "What does?" asked Ryo. 

        "The way Uncle Tofu acts around Auntie Kasumi.  No matter how many

times I see it, it's just so weird." 

        "Doesn't he always act that way?" asked Kasumi. 

        "Um, actually, he's a lot different when you're not there," said

Miyabi.  "Less... hyper, I guess." 

        "That's what Akane always tells me," said Kasumi.

        Ryo laughed.  Visiting Doctor Tofu just reminded him of Bell-chan,

and he walked along in better spirits, feeling that maybe they'd get

everything sorted out tonight without incident.  Then he could go back to

her, and _never_ leave her again. 

         He dug into his pocket and felt...



         An empty space where the locket should have been.



         Ryo's eyes went wide with shock.

         "Oh HELL!"

         Miyabi backed away from Ryo, startled at his sudden outburst. 

"What the heck's wrong with you now?!"

         Ryo checked his other pocket, then his back pockets, then felt 

around his shirt.

         "It's gone!  Dammit!"

         It should be noted that Kasumi was perfectly calm during this

entire exchange. 

         "What's gone?"

         "THE LOCKET! DAMN!!"  He'd been able to be calm so far.  But

this... this was a giant step backwards.  He was angry at himself, mad as

hell.  Images of Bell-chan ran through his mind... years and realities

away. He clenched his fists angrily, feeling all the frustration of the

past several days surge back up.

        Before Miyabi could ask any further, Ryo blazed down the street as

fast as he could. 

        "Hey!  Wait up!"

        "Oh my."



                                  * * * * *



        The trees swayed in the breeze

        Something large flew across the sky.

        Deep in a forest, four people had recently appeared.



        Childra watched over Ishido and the new arrival with some concern. 

They hadn't stirred in a while. 

        "Just great, we picked up somebody extra," said Ratiko. 

        Muhoshin was conscious.  He'd been conscious for a while now, but

didn't bother moving.  He learned, long ago, that if you want to find out

what's really going on, faking unconsciousness makes people's tongues

relax a bit more (That and a savage beating). Thus far, he concluded three

things. One, that whoever he was in the company of wasn't familiar with

him at all.  Two, he wasn't a prisoner.  Three, he might be able to use

them.

	The situation he found himself in was unexpected and

unexplainable.  He _was_ in a duel against Hibiki, and doing quite well,

too.  Almost had him.  But now... now he was with a strange group of

people deep in some forest.  It didn't make sense.  The motive behind

these people was unknown, their fighting ability unknown, the possibility

of them being a threat to him was unknown.  TOO many unknowns.  Strange

things were afoot and he _hated_ that, especially when he wasn't the one

behind the strange things.  It brought out the paranoid in him.  He

_needed_ information or _else_.



        A nice start, he thought, would have been the matter of location.



        "Rat?" asked Childra.

        "Hm?"

        "Where the heck are we now?"

        "You're asking me?"

        "Oh.  I forgot who I was talking to."



        That answers that.



        "I wonder..." said Childra, "all of us that've been dragged around

have been connected to Ranma in one way or another..." 

        "And?" asked Ratiko. 

        "Wonder what this lad's story is... and why he has such an

interesting umbrella."  Childra held Muhoshin's umbrella, twirling it

idly. 

        "Well, he couldn't possibly be from my family," said Ratiko. 

"Hibikis aren't skinny and pale."

        <Hibiki?> wondered Muhoshin.  The only Hibiki he knew of was

Ryouga, and that did NOT sound like Ryouga.

        "Doesn't look like a relative of Ranma's either," said Childra. 

"Let's take stock of who we DO have so far..." 

        Muhoshin resisted smiling.  Playing dead worked too easy. 

        Childra wanted to keep Ratiko's mind busy.  She didn't want him to

figure out she had their means of transit just yet.  Best to toss in some

facts, shake and stir.

        "We've got... Ranma's son from a reality where he married

Ukyou..." 

        Ratiko frowned. 

        "And a daughter from where he married Akane..." 

        "Who cares about that jerk..." muttered Ratiko. 

        <Realities?> wondered Muhoshin.

        "Ah, all this jumping between realities is giving me a headache!" 

yelled Ratiko. 

        <Reality-jumping...>



        In the distance, a small speck appeared.



        "I wonder where we were, anyways..." said Childra.

        "I dunno... Ishido was just telling me about... some guy that was 

out to kill my great grand-dad."

        "Oh?  Out to kill Ryouga, hm?  Who?"

        "I don't remember the name."

        <Wait... this 'Ratiko'... _he_ is Ryouga's...?>



        In the distance, a small speck got larger, and a bit flatter...

        <No, I must've misheard that,> thought Muhoshin.

        "What's that?" asked Ratiko.

        "Heeey, I think..." said Childra.

        He was in the company of delusional maniacs, concluded Muhoshin.

        "HEY!"  Childra yelled, waving her arms around.

        "OVER HERE!  OVER HERE!" shouted Ratiko.

         <What are they...> Muhoshin couldn't help but peek... and was

stunned. 

        "Hey you guys, what're you doing out here?" asked a uniformed

person as he hovered nearby on something large, flat, and to Muhoshin's

mind, impossible.





                                  * * * * *



        Ryo charged into the house, feeling angry, scared, and frustrated. 

"Where is it?  Where is it?  Damn!"  He tore through the house, searching

everywhere for it.  He searched through the kitchen, the living room,

under the Shogi board (which somehow didn't disturb Soun and Genma at

all), on the roof... 

        Miyabi followed in a little later with Kasumi, as Ryo was fishing

around in the pond, waist-deep in water, and definitely panic-stricken. 

        "Hey, what are you doing?" asked Miyabi. 

        "Where where where where where where where where..." 

        Miyabi did what she did when she first met him. 

        She hit him. 

        "SNAP OUT OF IT!" 

        Ryo was frozen in post-slap position.  The world was slowly coming

into focus again, in a rational and orderly fashion. 

        "I... thanks.  I needed that." 

        "Now what's wrong with you?" 

        "It's just..."  Ryo didn't want to tell her the whole truth 

just yet.  "It's... it's a locket that my fiancee gave me."

        "Oh."

        "It means a lot to me."

        "Really?  A gift from her or something?"

        "Or something..."

        "Need help finding it?"

        "Ah... no, that's okay."

        "Suit yourself, I'm gonna go talk to mum and dad."  As she said

the words, Soun and Genma were to the left and right of her. 

        "That's right, granddaughter, show your father his fate," said

Soun. 

        Genma nodded solemnly.  "Indeed."

        "Er... sure, granddad..."



                                  * * * * *



        "I don't believe it..." said Childra.

        "Amazing coincidence, isn't it?" asked Ratiko.  "Our own time and

only miles off course.  A-heheh." 

        "I was travelling with you.  Should've seen it coming."  Childra

smirked.  Imagine that, landing in the Deep Forest Preserve of the

university. 

        "You guys really should've been out there," the DFP ranger said. 

        "It was an accident, really," said Childra. 

        "Right.  Sure." 

        Childra shrugged.  "S'the truth, really." 

        "Just don't do it again." 

        Childra ignored him with a style all her own. 



        The Deep Forest Preserve (DFP) was a grand achievement of the

university, five square miles of deep thick forest outside of Tokyo. 

        No vehicles were allowed in the preserve, except for the

platform-like hover-mechs, which had specially built feet so as to not

trample the plants and wildlife too much, certainly less harmful than

tires.  The thing had enough capacity to carry several large crates (often

crates containing animals brought to the preserve) or a large crowd of

people.  For general purposes it hovered, unless it was needed for 

construction, pickup, or drop-off, in which case the arms and legs came 

into play.  Everyone agreed, a nearly flat surface with arms and legs 

looked somewhat goofy.  The general nickname of the things were 

'Table-Mechs'.

        The jungle itself was incredibly dense, with very few areas to

walk through.  If one tried a casual stroll there, the odds were strong

that that person would get lost.  The odds were lower, but still strong,

that one would be mauled by a wild animal as well.



        It was a very thorough recreation of the wilderness.



        The hover-mech cruised through the jungle, its engines emitting

a somewhat loud, low humming noise.  As they travelled across the forest 

in the hover-mech, Childra and Ratiko admired the scenery.  Ishido and

Muhoshin were settled down, on the floor of the mech.

        Ishido was STILL out cold.  Ryo had heard them say that this 

'Ishido' may have known him, and decided to take appropriate measures 

to buy himself some time to set up his story.

        Whenever nobody looked, he reached over and slammed Ishido's

skull into the floor.  He'd done this already at least... five, maybe

six times.  The loud thrum of the engines covered the clang of Ishido's 

skull meeting metal very well.  He hoped that nobody would notice

the small dent in the floor.

	Finally, he decided that it was time to set up his identity.  

	He'd put a lot of thought into it too. 

	Oh, this would be good.

	"Um, hello?" said a rather timid voice.

	Childra and Ratiko turned around, curious at this new voice. 

	"Er, excuse me?  What... what's going on?" 

	"Oh, you're awake.  Good," said Childra. 

	"Where... where am I?  What's going on?" Muhoshin felt he deserved

an award for best actor, as his manner and voice became more and more

panic-stricken and afraid.  A very Gosunkugi-ish performance indeed.

	"Calm down, take it easy..." said Childra. 



                                  * * * * *



        "Mum, hello?"  Miyabi knocked on Akane's door cautiously.  After

seeing her mother's earlier rant, she figured that it'd be best to be a

little careful around her at the moment.

        "Oh, um, Miyabi?  Come on in!"  Akane smiled nervously and looked

at her 'daughter' with a mix of fascination, denial, and curiosity.  She

was HER daughter.  No, she was HER and RANMA'S daughter.  And once she

started thinking along those lines she began to feel very uncomfortable.

Miyabi took a seat on the bed, while Akane stayed seated on her desk

chair.

        "I, ah, just wanted to hide from my grandfathers."  She smiled

and laughed nervously.  "Well, you know..."

        Akane laughed along with her daughter.  "Yeah, they can get, well,

over-enthusiastic sometimes."

        The laughter died down slowly, then the two just sat there,

nervously.  Miyabi wasn't sure what to do at all, with this being in the

past and all.  She never thought of her mother and father as being

_young_, not ever, but now there they were.  And it was so bizarre, yet

fascinating.  Akane had some questions of her own, but was afraid to ask

them.  Mainly because it had to do with her and Ranma.

        After another minute of unbearable silence, Akane made an attempt

at small talk.

        "So, ah, how's things in the future?"

        "Hm?  Oh, it's nice, I guess."

        "I guess me and Ranma are running the doujou now?"

        "Dad and you, yes."

        Akane blushed further, with the question in her mind nagging her

even more.

        "So... you have a brother?"

        "A few years younger."

        "Do you..."

        "We get along, I guess."  Miyabi neglected to mention the

occasional squabbles that they got into, but why worry mum now?

        "Oh, good.  That's good."

        Miyabi sighed.  She didn't know much about time travel, quantum,

and such, but she didn't like seeing her parents fighting like they were

doing now.

        "Miyabi."

        "Mum?"

        "Tell me... tell me about us.  Me and Ranma."

        Miyabi couldn't help but smile.  Things were looking up.

        "Yes indeed, granddaughter!  Enlighten your mother on the way

things should be!"

	Miyabi and Akane blinked.  Miyabi looked out to the window, where

Soun and Genma were looking in, and looking very happy as well.  Miyabi

turned a shade of red.  Was a simple talk with her mother too much to ask?



	"Grandfather no bakaaaaa!"  *WHAP*WHAP*  -splash-splash-



	"Oh, I'm so happy!" wailed Soun, filling the fish pond even more

with water.  The panda next to him merely growled in agreement. 



                                  * * * * *



        Evening faded into night, and night faded into morning.

        Ryo Saotome, bleary-eyed and exhausted, sat down, out in the doujou. 

He'd searched for hours on end, fighting against sleep.  

        <I HAVE TO find that locket.... have to... Bell-chan...>

        And for the first time in a long time, Ryo Saotome got some sleep.



                                  * * * * *



         "So... let me get this straight.  I'm," Muhoshin paused for

dramatic effect, "in the year 2096?" 

         "Yup," said Ratiko. 

         "And... I might not be in the same... reality?  Is that the 

term?"  Muhoshin blinked and quickly looked back and forth at Childra and

Ratiko.

         Childra nodded impatiently.

         "Right.  The same reality... that I was in before.  And that's

about it." 

         "That is, basically, it," said Childra. 

         Muhoshin blinked again.

         "Er... right." 

         The trio continued to glide across the jungle landscape at a

leisurely pace (Fast travelling wasn't allowed.  It wrecked the habitat),

enjoying the scenery.  Ratiko looked relaxed, now that he was back on home

turf.  Childra was inwardly smiling.  Not only had she gotten a hold of

the locket, she'd managed to use it properly.  Muhoshin was doing an award

winning performance as a nervous, shy, and confused person.  In fact, it

was rather Gosunkugi-ish. 

         It was a second later that Childra realised she didn't even know

this guy's name. 

         "Hey, cutey," she said. 

         "Cut that out!" yelled Ratiko. 

         "I'm not talking to _you_," said Childra, "at least, not this

time."  She winked and Ratiko developed an amazingly deep blush.  She got

up and walked over to Muhoshin, who was busy absentmindedly looking out at

the scenery.  Childra put her hand on his shoulder and said, "Hey there." 

        Muhoshin blinked.  There seemed to be... a woman's hand on his

shoulder.  He turned around and nearly ran into her body.  "Er... hi?" 

        "I don't think I've caught your name," she said, smiling in a

certain way that made most men's minds turn to more lusty directions.

        "Me?  Oh, ah..." 

        It was at this point that Ryo Muhoshin encountered a weakness he

didn't think he'd have to deal with. 

        Childra sat next to him.  "Don't be shy now..." 

        He never could deal with a flirtatious woman.  He could flirt AT

women just fine, throw out nice, somewhat Kunou-esque pickup lines, but

when they flirted back in normal daily situations... 

        "M-m-my name?"  He tugged his shirt nervously.  Don't lose it

now, he told himself, calm down, bring on the cover story.

        He took a deep breath.  "I... My name is Ryo Gosunkugi." 

        "Would you happen to be familiar with Ranma Saotome?" 

        "Oh, Uncle Ranma?  Yeah, why?" 

        "Uncle?" asked Ratiko. 

        "Ah... actually, that's what I always called him.  We're not, um,

really related."  Muhoshin was unnerved by the way that Childra was

looking at him, which was, in his mind, not a little on the sultry side. 

        "Oh?  Who's your parents?" 

        "Hikaru and Ukyou Gosunkugi." 

        Childra didn't have much reaction to that.  "Oh, that's nice." 

        Ratiko, on the other hand, wasn't feeling so good.  "Wait, your

mother... did she by any chance carry around a really large spatula?" 

        "Y-yeah, best okonomiyaki chef in town." 

        "It can't be... we've got to go back!" Ratiko yelled. 

"Something's gone wrong!" 

        Childra sighed, annoyed that Ratiko still hadn't gotten the

concept of ALTERNATE realities down yet.  "Calm down, Rat."  She 

nervously glanced at her pocket, afraid that the locket might be 

triggered again.

        "HOW CAN I CALM DOWN?!?!  Great-grand-dad didn't marry Ukyou!" 

        Childra felt the locket begin to glow warmly, then fade as Ratiko

calmed down.

        "Um, pardon?  Who's your great-grandfather?" asked Muhoshin,

rather timidly.

        "Ryouga Hibiki!" yelled Ratiko.

        "Well... actually... Ryouga did marry mum." 

        "What?  But wasn't your dad..." 

        "He, ah, died when I was young.  Ryouga's my step-dad." 

        "I suppose that explains this?" asked Childra, and tossed

Muhoshin's ebony umbrella to him. 

        "Yeah... He thought I oughta be able to defend myself." 

        "I noticed some initials on it, UWSMA, you mind if I ask what it 

means?  It seems familiar."

        "Ah, let's see... that was a school my step-dad used to be 

a part of.  Um, Unorthodox Weaponry School of... hm..."

        "Oh, Unorthodox Weaponry School of Martial Arts," said Childra.  

"I heard about them in some history notes."

        "Oh?  What'd you hear?"

        "They used to train the bodyguards of the royal families, 

hundreds of years ago, but for unknown reasons they faded away."

        "That's all?" asked Muhoshin, feeling a bit saddened.

        "That's it."

        Meanwhile, nearby, a Hibiki was thinking, hard. It was quite an 

effort.  Finally, the Hibiki gears stopped turning.

        "Hey!" said Ratiko.  Muhoshin pretended to be startled.  "Do you

have any brothers or sisters?" 

        "Well, mum is pregnant at the moment."

        Ratiko wasn't sure what to think of it.  On one hand, Ukyou didn't

marry Ryouga, at first.  But on the other hand, she did, and will have a

child by him.  So, he wondered, am I still going to exist if that happens? 

He wasn't sure at all. 



        Just then, Ishido started to move. 

        "Ow," he said, "what hit me..." 

        "Apparently, HE did," said Childra, smirking and pointing at 'Ryo

Gosunkugi'.  She had no idea exactly how correct she was.

        Ishido was in a world of pain.  Actually, that would be an

overstatement.  He was in a small city block of pain.  He opened his eyes,

and got flooded by brightness.  His skull throbbed with pain.

        "Ow," he said weakly. 

        "Still hurts?" asked Childra. 

        "I think this is how," said Ishido, pausing to wince, "a hangover

might feel." 

        "So... um, you're Ishido?" said Muhoshin. 

        "Yeah, this is Ishido," said Childra, getting up and sitting back

down by Ishido's side.  She ran her hand through his hair slowly. 

"Ishido, darling, we've got new company." 

        "Ow... another one?" 

        "Er... hi," said Muhoshin, timidly. 

        "No need to be scared, Gosling," said Childra in a playful and

teasing voice. 

        Deep inside, Ryo Muhoshin flared with anger.  Gosling?!  His eye

twitched briefly, but he managed to calm himself.  <I should have known

this alias would have it's drawbacks.>

        "Gosling?" asked Ishido, weakly.

        Muhoshin winced again. 

        "We picked up the son of Hikaru Gosunkugi and Ukyou Kuonji." 

        Ishido tried to get up and have a look at their newest travelling

companion, but his headache flared up as he tried to sit up. 

        "Shh, lie down, darling, I like you that way," teased Childra. 

        It was Ishido's turn to blush, just before he faded into

unconsciousness again. 



                                  * * * * *



        Ryo sat in the park bench, the sun's warmth on his face, and the 

breeze going by gently.  All was perfect today.  He was waiting for his 

Bell-chan.  They had a date today, a nice picnic in the park.

        "Ryo-kun!"

        Ryo looked, and there was Bell-chan in all her beauty, with a 

basket in hand and a warm smile on her face.

        "Bell-chan!"

        Ryo stood up and walked to her, and she walked to him.  He took 

her in his arms and kissed her, closing his eyes and holding them close.

        She slowly and reluctantly pushed away from the kiss, with his 

eyes still closed, and said, "Ooh, cutie, you're just ready to go right 

now, aren't you?"

        Something wasn't right.  Ryo opened his eyes.

        "Something wrong, darling?"  Childra wrapped her arms around him 

and moved in for another kiss.



        "NOOOOOOOOOO!"



        Ryo bolted upright, shaking badly.  It was just a dream, just a

dream.  Just a nightmare.  He shook his heed to clear the cobwebs.  <I love

BELL-CHAN... and nothing's going to stop me from coming back to her.>



        Meanwhile, outside, Ranma was waiting.  Actually, he was enjoying

the weather.  There's a difference.  Waiting is, for example, when one is

expecting someone to show up for a duel.  Enjoying the weather is what one

does when one realises that it is a Hibiki that one is waiting for, and

accepts that it may be a long wait. 

        Ryo walked outside, to his 'father'. 

        "Pop, can I ask you something?" 

        "Um, sure."  Ryo made Ranma a little uncomfortable and uncertain. 

On one hand, there's Miyabi, proof that Ranma might care enough about

Akane to... to... marry *her*.  And then there's Ryo, proof that Ranma 

might really belong with *Ucchan* after all. Any belief Ranma had in fate 

was tossed out the window.  He was thankful that no kids of his from 

Shampoo showed up, or... or worse yet, from him and Kodachi.  That, he 

figured, would just be too much.

        "Have you seen a small silver locket anywhere?" he asked desperately.

        "Locket?  Um, sorry, no." 

        "Oh."  Ryo looked downcast.  He started to look around the trees

and bushes, knowing that he'd never been there but just decided to look

anyways. 

        "I'll, um, keep an eye out for it, okay?" 

        "Thanks, pop," said Ryo, in a tired voice.

        Kasumi walked by, to Genma and Soun with a tray of refreshments. 



        "RANMAAAA!!!!!"



        Ranma sighed.

        Ryo looked around, spotting an enraged Ryouga Hibiki stomping

towards them. 

        "RANMA!  TODAY IS THE DAY I WILL DEFEAT YOU!!!"

        Ranma shifted into a ready position.  "Whenever you're ready,

pig-boy." 

        "DIE!!!"

        At this point, Ukyou Kuonji wandered in happily, looking forward

to spending a little time with her Ranchan. 

        "Hey, Ranchan, I-  oh, am I interrupting something?

        "Just me beatin' Ryouga.  Again." Ranma cracked his knuckles and 

the two martial artists went at it again.

        "Not today, Saotome!"

        "Oh, okay," said Ukyou, still in her cheery disposition, "I'll

just wait till you're finished."  She sat down on the porch next to Ryo,

who had suddenly started feeling depressed again.  There was his dad,

and there was his mom, and it didn't look like he loved her in this

reality either.

        Kasumi walked by again, this time with a tray of empty containers

that once held drinks and snacks. 

        "Oh, hi Kasumi," said Ukyou to Kasumi as she passed by.  "And

you," she said, looking at Ryo, "You a friend of Ranchan's?  I don't think

we've met." 

        "Um, I guess you might say that..." he answered. 

        "Would you like something to drink?" asked Kasumi, politely.

        "That's all right, Kasumi.  So, who's the guest?"

        "This is Ryo Saotome," said Kasumi.  

        Ryo was depressed beyond caring at the moment.  Sure, he thought,

go ahead and tell her.

        "Ryo Saotome?"  Ukyou had a careful look at him.  He _did_

resemble Ranchan quite a bit. 

        "I'm..."

        "He's Ranma's son," said Kasumi. 

        "Yeah, what she said," said Ryo flatly, sinking into Ryouga-like

depression, his mind still trying to figure out how he could have lost 

the locket.

        Ukyou was silent for a moment.  Then, she managed to blink.

        "Excuse me?"

        "Time travel," said Ryo, "long story." 

        "You're kidding, right?"

        "Does she," he said, indicating Kasumi, "kid around that much?"

        "Well... no."  Ukyou heard about Happousai's Nanban mirror.

Considering the madness that goes on regularly in the neighbourhood, she

easily accepted the concept of time travellers.

        "So... who's your mom?" she asked nervously.

        "Well," said Ryo, hesitating, "you."

        This gave Ukyou another reason to take a moment of silence.  She

looked at Ryo again.  She looked hard, and finally saw hints of Kuonji

lineage in his features as well.

        "You're...my..."  Ukyou was feeling a bit stunned.  Elation and joy

were shooting through her mind.  <Ranchan and I ARE going to be together!>

she thought happily.  She hugged Ryo happily, "this is great! When's the

wedding?  How many kids do we have?  Are we good parents to you?"



        "So, P-Chan, what're ya mad about THIS time?" asked Ranma. 

        "You have not only made my life hell, but YOU'VE RUINED THE LIFE

OF MY GREAT-GRANDSON!!!" 



        There was a notable pause in the action as Ryouga fumed and

everyone else (except Ryo, whose mind was shifting constantly from

angst, to depression, to trying to find out where that damn locket

went) looked at Ryouga as if he was insane.

        Ukyou glanced briefly at Ryouga.  <His kid time-travel too?> she 

wondered.

        Ranma thought he must've heard things wrong. 

        "Your WHAT?" asked Ranma. 

        "MY GREAT-GRANDSON!!!" 

        "So, who's Ryouga's great-grandson?" asked Ukyou cheerfully,

        This was a new one to Ryo, unless Ishido or Ratiko was... 

        "Ratiko Hibiki," said Ryouga through semi-clenched teeth, "whose 

life Ranma has also made a LIVING HELL!"

        "_What_ are you talking about, P-Chan?!"

        "SHUT UP RANMA!"

        "Ratiko.  Okaaay," said Ukyou.  "I asked this much already, might as

well find out," she muttered to herself.  "So who's Ratiko's 

great-grandmother?  Did Ryouga finally get together with Akane?"

        "Why, you are." said Kasumi in a rather sweet way.  Ukyou and Ryouga

reacted instantly and at the same time. 

        "WHAT?!" yelled Ukyou.  "WHY WOULD I EVER HAVE KIDS WITH THAT

IDIOT?!" 

        "NO WAY!  HIS GREAT-GRANDMOTHER IS AKANE!!" boomed Ryouga. 

        Ranma and Ryo, father and son, were both rather unsure of how to

approach the situation.  They both decided to shut up and let things

happen.  Besides, Ryo had more pressing matters on his mind.

        "Who the heck told you this?" demanded Ukyou. 

        "Well," said Kasumi, not fazed at all by Ukyou and Ryouga's loud

reactions, "Doctor Tofu told me that Ratiko told him, or was it Childra?

anyways, it was one of those two... I think, that told him that Ratiko's

great-grandparents were Ryouga and Ukyou."

        "Wait... Ratiko said this?!" said Ryouga. 

        Kasumi nodded. 

        Ryouga's world spun out of control and into a heap of shattered

glass.  "That means... that means I'm destined NOT to win Akane's heart? 

Why didn't Ratiko tell me?!" 

        Ukyou rubbed her chin in thought.  "Now wait a minute... I'm gonna

have children by Ranma AND Ryouga?  No way!"

        "Huh?" asked Ryouga.  "You and Ranma have a child together?!"

        "Yeah, him," said Ukyou, indicating Ryo.  In the back of her

mind, she knew that this conversation had lost any resemblance of a

normal one a long time ago, but she didn't care.  In Nerima, you either

roll with the punches, go mad, or somehow achieve a Kasumi-like inner 

peace.  Ukyou was one to roll with the punches.

        "RANMA YOU CAD!!!" roared Ryouga, "YOU SLEPT WITH MY WIFE!!!" 

        "What?!" yelled Ukyou.  "NOW JUST A SEC-"

        "HEY!" yelled Ranma, "FOR ALL I KNOW, -YOU- PROBABLY SLEPT WITH

-MY- WIFE!!!  YOU'RE ALREADY SLEEPING WITH MY FIANCEE!!!" 

        "THAT'S DIFFERENT!!!"

        "OH?  HOW SO?!"

        Ukyou didn't know how to take that... did Ranchan think that she

and Ryouga slept together already?!  Or... or maybe Ryouga finally got 

somewhere with Akane! 

        "Hi auntie Kasumi, hi dad, uncle Ryouga, aunt Ukyou," said Miyabi

as she walked by.

        Everyone but Kasumi paused again, their line of thought knocked 

off balance by the use of 'uncle' and 'aunt'.

        "Oh, hello Miyabi-chan!" said Kasumi.  "Going somewhere?"

        "Just gonna visit grandmother."  Miyabi walked calmly out the

door.  She felt that talking to dad was no use now, and she'd already

had a good talk with mum, so why not talk to grandmother?

        "Be back in time for dinner, okay?" reminded Kasumi.

        "Okay."



        That little interlude set off another Moment Of Silence.  Ranma

should have realised what Miyabi meant when she said she was visiting

grandmother... but the heat of the moment made Ranma pay more attention to

the more immediate threats of Ryouga and possibly an enraged Ukyou. 



        "Uncle Ryouga?" wondered Ryouga out loud.

        "Aunt Ukyou?" asked Ukyou.

        There was more silence.  Ranma wondered if he should run.

        "And, ah, who was that girl?" asked Ukyou. 

        "Miyabi?  That's Ranma and Akane's daughter." said Kasumi, 

sweetly (of course). 

        "Ranma..." said Ukyou. 

        "... and Akane's..." continued Ryouga. 

        "She's my daughter, so what?" asked Ranma, sounding a bit

insulted and defensive. 

        "RANCHAN, HOW COULD YOU?!?!?" 

        "RANMA, YOU WOMANIZER!!!" 

        <Insert violence here>



                                  * * * * *



        Ratiko, Childra, and 'Gosling' (as Childra had so affectionately

called him) hauled Ishido up the flight of stairs of their dorm and into

Childra's room. 

        "Mind if I just take a quick look around?" asked 'Ryo Gosunkugi'

        "Sure, just don't get lost, cutey." said Childra. 

        Muhoshin strongly resisted the compulsion to do a Hibiki joke.

        And with that, Ryo Muhoshin walked out the door. 

        Childra looked at Ishido with a little bit of lust and a lot of

playfulness.  "Hmm." 

        "Uh oh, what are you thinking?" asked Ratiko. 

        "Just a little something to... wake him up." 

        Childra tucked Ishido into bed, underneath the blankets, and then

she slid under the sheets with him.

        "HEY!  NOT IN FRONT OF ME!!!" yelled Ratiko. 



                                  * * * * *



        Ryo shook his head sadly and walked back into the house with

Kasumi as Ukyou and Ryouga proceeded to beat Ranma into the ground.  

All this business about sons and daughters and great grandsons... 

wait a minute... 

        "Kasumi?" 

        "Yes?" 

        "Have you seen Ratiko around?" 

        "No, sorry." 

        "Childra?" 

        "Um... no." 

        Ryo's mind flashed back to a moment with Childra, her hands all

over his... well... his lower regions... and in his _pocket_.

        Ryo turned red with anger, as all the pieces snapped into place,

and he knew with certainty where his locket was... or to be more exact,

who had his locket.



        "DAMN HER!!!"



                                  * * * * *



        Ishido woke up, yet again.  He'd been flickering in and out of

consciousness for a while now, through the hover-craft ride, and the

hover-cab ride, and the ridiculous climb up the staircase.  Finally, he

felt that he might be able to actually _stay_ conscious.  Strange images

were flickering in his mind...  Ryouga's umbrella, in his face... riding on

the hover-mech... Gosunkugi (or was it Ryo Muhoshin?  It couldn't be.)

riding with them in the hover-mech, talking with Childra nervously... 

        At the moment, it seemed that he was somewhere... soft.  A bed? 

The sheets seemed... silky.  He was under a very nice, soft blanket,

probably filled with goose down feathers, and the pillows weren't bad

either.  He inhaled and smelled the scent of exotic (perhaps erotic) body

oils. 

        <Oh boy> he thought. 

        He opened his eyes, very slowly, knowing this might be a mistake. 

        The first thing he saw was, of course, the ceiling. 

        "Hey there, darling." 

        _That_ voice was definitely female, and more importantly, next to

him.  Ishido turned his head.  What he saw, only inches away, was a

grinning Childra Jansen, covered up from the neck down by the blanket. 

For all he could guess, she might've been naked.  His mind was so panicked

that he wasn't sure if HE was naked too... 

        "Have a nice rest, cutie?" she asked. 

        He was unconscious, then he was in a woman's bed, between

the sheets.  This usually meant that something... interesting occurred. 

        And so, Ishido passed out. 

        Again. 

        "Hey, hot stuff, wake up," said Childra, gently patting him on the

cheek.  Ishido awoke again, and this time he steeled himself for what

might be some alarming developments. 

        "We're... in bed," he said, slowly. 

        "Yup!" replied Childra happily. 

        "W-we didn't..." he asked nervously. 

        "Not yet," she said whimsically, winking.

        "You're cruel, lady," said Ratiko from a chair nearby. 

        Ishido's eyes got wider than before (which was an amazing stunt)

and he sat upright.  "It's not what it looks like!" he yelled. 

        "Shame on you, Rat, you spoiled the mood."  Childra mock-pouted.

        Ishido realised he was out from under the blanket and quickly did

a self-check. 

        Step one:  Naked?

        He felt himself a bit and looked down.

        Answer:  No.

        Step two:  are my pants lowered in any way, or undone?

        He looked down lower.

        Answer:  No.

        No need to check further then.



                                  * * * * *



	Meanwhile, outside, Ryo Muhoshin was collecting his thoughts,

along with some fresh air.  The scene of the college, with all of the

futuristic architecture, those wonderful hover-crafts zooming by, and

these interesting things that weren't quite phone booths; they all made

him wonder how he could turn this to his advantage.  He twirled his

umbrella idly (he had a habit of doing that whenever he was happy, angry,

bored, thinking, or about to attack somebody) and sat in the front of the

dorm building, pondering his next move.

	Dimensional Travel!  Imagine the possibilities!  The grudge

against Ryouga was small-time compared to the importance of _this_.  He

could be rich beyond his wildest dreams!  More powerful than he'd ever

dared to hope!  Whatever the secret of crossing dimensions, he _wanted_

it.

	"It will be mine," he said quietly to himself, "oh yes, it will be

mine."

        And then he got that nagging sort of feeling.

	From around the corner, somebody was watching. 

	Without turning around, Muhoshin asked, "Who's there?" 

	A rather pale girl emerged from the corner, with waist-length

brown hair streaked with white, and somewhat large, black-lined eyes.  She

was wearing a red-and-black body-suit of some sort, covered by something

that looked like a streamlined university jacket.

	<She... she reminds me of someone,> thought Muhoshin.  He peered

at her, trying to think of _why_ she seemed familiar.



	Skeride stared at the man before her with a mix of curiosity,

wonder, and fear.  He _looked_ a lot like her great-grandfather...  Well,

like one of the many versions of her great-grandfather that she had

known... <Could it be...> Was he Great-grandfather Hikaru, returned from

the past (again)  to help her?  Was he here with a warning?  A threat? Her

ancestors - all of them - tended to avoid this Kunou-ruled reality unless

they had serious business.  She squinted, trying to make out small details

in his face with her lilac eyes. Had she even MET this particular

Gosunkugi before? 

	Time and reality travel, being what it was, made discussions about

past family members somewhat disorienting.  Add in a family that has

strong chronal magical talent, and it gets even worse.  Skeride had met a

large number of her ancestors, most of them being Great-grandfather

Hikaru, quite a few that were not, and one or two alternate versions of

herself.  Of course, this made the situation at hand extremely awkward from

a social greetings point of view. 

	"Um, Gosunkugi Hikaru?" Skeride asked quietly.  She didn't miss

the slight twitch in his frame as she uttered that name. 

	<I wonder why he did that...>



	"Not quite," sighed Muhoshin.  Figures. Even if he ran a hundred

years into the future, he wouldn't get away from that damned tag.  He

briefly considered killing off Gosunkugi, just to clear things up.  After

he went back home and eliminated Ryouga, of course. 



	The not-Hikaru began scowling, but caught himself and returned to

a calm, neutral mood.  Skeride approached him with cautiously narrowed

eyes.  If he wasn't her great-grandfather, then who was he? 

	A hint of dark circles around the eyes, a pale complexion, a very 

lean build. 

	He certainly LOOKED like a Gosunkugi. 

	But he'd felt her there... None of her relatives, from this or any

other alternity, was THAT perceptive.

	Skeride had to get to the bottom of this. 

	She took a deep breath, cleared her throat, and stepped out of the

shadows. 



	"You... whoever you are... How'd you know I was watching you?" she

asked, somewhat timidly.  "Most people can't find me when I want to stay

hidden."

	"I just knew, miss," he replied, grinning like a Cheshire cat. 

"And who might I have the pleasure of speaking to?"  He dropped the 'Ryo

Gosunkugi' act for the moment, mostly because he was sick of acting like a

snivelling coward, and partially because he wanted to have a little fun. 

	The girl blushed, not being used to being talked to in such a

polite manner.  She snapped out of her shyness and offered a handshake. 

"My name is Gosunkugi Skeride." 

	Muhoshin held back a smirk.  <Much like her ancestor, I suppose. 

What a coincidence that we should meet here.>

	"Nice to meet you."  Ryo took her hand. As they touched, Skeride's

eyes widened in obvious shock.  Quickly, she withdrew her hand. 

	"Who... What ARE you???" she asked tremulously.

	"Well, that...is complicated, considering who you are."  

Muhoshin smiled to himself.  Her reaction was fairly amusing to him.

	"You don't belong here."

	With that comment, he was a bit unsettled.

	"That... is true."

	Skeride frowned, then poked Ryo in his shoulders, knees and chest.

	"Pardon?" he asked, but was completely ignored.

	"Solid," the girl muttered to himself, "so he can't be a ghost... 

But then, what..."  She peered at him. "That AURA... I've never seen black

streaks in someone's aura before, not like that..."  She snapped out of

the trance she was in, and once again spoke to the man in front of her.

"What time are you from, and what is your business in this century?" she

asked firmly.

	Ryo raised an eyebrow in surprise.  The girl reads auras?  He

considered the possible trouble this girl may raise and frowned

internally. 

	He twirled his umbrella again, slowly. 

	"How did you know?" he asked. 

	"It shows in your aura," said Skeride. "I sense something odd, and

I'm fairly certain it's temporal distortion." She snorted. "Can't be sure,

of course, with all the BLACK in your pattern hindering my sight...  Now,

answer me."

	He smiled again, amused.  The lady was quite the commanding type

suddenly.  Oh my. 

	"No need to be alarmed," said Ryo in a hurt tone, "I'm just

here... accidentally.  Honest."  It WAS the truth, just not with details. 

	"Of course you are."  Skeride would normally be more cautious

about things, but she sensed that Childra was nearby, so if things got

ugly, she knew she'd have someone to call.  That didn't mean she wasn't

scared.  She was considerably frightened, feeling that taint of black in

him, and sensing a deep hatred of a Hibiki buried in his mind.  The only

Hibikis she knew were Ratiko and his family, so... Something bad was going

on.

	"Tell me who you are, mister." 

	Muhoshin sensed that she was turning things over in her head, and

decided to derail her train of thought with an answer.

	"Ryo Gosunkugi," he said, matter-of-factly. 

	"Gosunkugi?" she slammed her right fist into her left palm. "I

knew it! It IS time-travel!"  Ryo noted that Skeride seemed to have a

habit of talking to herself, regardless of who was present.  Tsk.  All the

easier to read, then.  Some people just aren't smart about certain

things... 

	"You're not a part of the Collective, are you?" asked Skeride,

narrowing her eyes even further.  If the Gosunkugi Collective had allowed

a Gosunkugi as... as TAINTED in soul as he was... something was wrong.

	Ryo tried to read that expression, and guessed that the collective

was NOT a good thing to be a part of.  "Collective?  What Collective?" 

	Skeride breathed a sigh of relief.  <Good, the Gosunkugi

Collective hasn't been corrupted.> "You're not one of them then, huh? 

Well, maybe the EH guys must've screwed up again... Or have they decided

to drag people in from alternate timelines on purpose? Hm..."

	Feigning surprise, Muhoshin interfered, "Oh?  How did you know

about the alternate dimensions?" 

	"Alternate HISTORIES, not DIMENSIONS."  She scowled with disgust. 

"You're certainly not a scientist, that much's for sure." 

	"I'll admit I don't read the dictionary all that often, but..." 

He spun his umbrella, then stopped it and put its metal point at the

Gos-girl's neck. "Perhaps you could enlighten me... HOW DID YOU KNOW?"  He

grinned a snake-like grin and brought his face closer to hers. 

	Large beads of sweat began to form on Skeride's pale forehead.

	"I... I told ya, it shows in the aura."  After a few quick

breaths, she composed herself and stopped trembling. It seemed like she

was focusing on something.... Someone... Whatever it was, it seemed to get

rid of her fear...  All of a sudden, she grinned, and brushed the umbrella

away.  Surprised, Ryo resumed sitting normally and eyed her with a look of

genuine curiosity. 

	"Besides," she hissed in a firm, snake-like voice. "I know my 

family tree, and you're not in it."  She looked at him closely.  "Thank

the gods for small blessings... Although... you definitely look related 

to me - much as I hate to admit it."

	"Not in your tree?  Oh well, nice to have meet you."

	It was. Rare was the time when one met such an... Interesting 

character.  Charming girl, firm-minded... Maybe another time... If he 

managed to learn the secret behind this kind of time-jump, he could 

return, and... But that was in the future <or the past?>.

	"The pleasure is all yours," she answered bitterly.  There was no

way she was going to be friendly to anyone out to hurt her Ratiko... 

Skeride crossed her fingers behind her back, mainly for luck.  This man

was dangerous, but Childra was safe, and the wards on Rat hadn't set off

warning bells, so he must be all right...  Jansen was tough, and trained

to fight.  She could protect her darling if need be... 

	She MUST.

	"Miss, I simply do _not_ understand your hostility."

	"And I would like to know more of YOURS." Again, that venomous

tone. 

	"More... of mine?  I have NO idea what you're going on about."

	"Does the name 'Hibiki' mean anything to you?"

	<This girl was involved with that family?  All right then, Madam 

Gosunkugi...  You've just bought yourself another five minutes of life...>

	"Perhaps..." answered Muhoshin. "And to yourself? I don't suppose 

you..."

 

	"Gosling!  Get back here; we're gonna try something!"  yelled

Childra as she emerged from the front doors of the dorm.  Ryo couldn't

help but wince at his new-found nickname.  "Hey, I see you've met Nutkin!" 

	"Nutkin?" asked 'Gosling', sounding amused.

	"That's just what she calls me," said Skeride, smiling a bit 

nervously and waving at Childra.

	Could it be Jansen didn't know about... About... About this 

monster?

	"My, what are you two doing?" asked Childra.

	"Just talking," said Muhoshin, easing into his 'Ryo Gosunkugi'

persona once more.  He flashed a sly look at Skeride, who suddenly felt

uncomfortable. 

	"Yeah... talking," said Skeride.  She wanted to warn her, tell her

what she'd sensed, but it was too dangerous. That was no ordinary

umbrella, and this was no ordinary person... One false move when the

archaeologist was unprepared, and... 

	Let's just say her ghost-sight would get some use.

	Better to trust Childra to do what she had to when the time came.

At least, her wards assured her that nothing had gone seriously wrong - not 

YET...

	If she couldn't work from THAT side, though, maybe it was time to 

try something from the other end of the problem...

	"Well, come back up once you're done, okay?"  Childra went back

inside the doors.

	"Goodness, I really must be going..." said Muhoshin, snapping back out

of his 'Ryo Gosunkugi' mode once Childra disappeared.

	<Not so quickly, O evil relative of mine,> thought Skeride.

	She stepped towards him, her eyes two narrow slits.  This would

take some doing, but she THOUGHT she had it right... 

	"Just remember - lay a hand on Ratiko, and I KNOW that Childra 

will make sure you're unable to lay a hand on ANYTHING after that."

	This girl knew Ratiko? And she seemed to be emotionally attached 

to him... how very interesting.  

	"Is that so?"  asked Muhoshin.

	"That is so. And if SHE doesn't get to you, I..."

	"You...?"  He was looking at her expectantly, with a strong hint

of boredom.

	Nutkin closed her eyes, and the air around her began to glow

slightly, then gradually growing in intensity.  In a few seconds, her form

was surrounded by a coat of purple fire. 

	She opened her eyes.  

	<Lilac, just like that amnesiac's...> thought Ryo.  <Interesting... 

maybe there's a connection?  Maybe not.  Who knows.>

	"Or," she said, "I'll deal with you MYSELF."

	Muhoshin raised an eyebrow, duly impressed with the sudden display

of power that this girl showed.  His gut instinct however, was feeling

rather smug.  He still sensed the taint of fear on this descendant of

Gosunkugi. She wanted to make him THINK she was confident, but she hadn't

counted on his... Unusual sensory capabilities. 

	He decided to push things further, just for amusement.

	Muhoshin grinned and stepped back a bit, raising the curved handle

of his umbrella in a salute.  "We'll meet again," he said. 

	"You'd better hope we don't."

	"And... Miss?"

	Nutkin raised a questioning eyebrow, as Muhoshin grinned.

	"You're not the only one who can pull off a light-show."

	His umbrella handle flickered with ki energy, and Skeride stepped

back, alarmed. She felt a cold shiver down her spine as her latest spell,

which she used to find her way in the dark, dissolved around her.  In a

universe of infinite alternities, there were some pretty BAD

possibilities.  What if... What if he was a SUPER Gosunkugi... tainted by

evil?  His aura certainly reeked of malevolence, and that glow... THAT was

no fireworks display... It was ki; she could smell it. Pure spiritual

energy, powered by emotions... Dark ones, in his case...

	<Trouble.> 

	What if there was another _whole_ collective run by evil 

Gosunkugis?  

	What on earth WAS that man?

	<Deity...>

	"Be seeing you," he said, closing the doors.  Once this mess was

all sorted out, he thought, once he disposed of whoever needed to be

disposed of, and he had his hands on the secret of time travel, he might

try to see her again.  Quite the woman she turned out to be... Who'd have

ever thought Gos had it in him to generate such a descendant? It was

almost a pity to have had to treat her like that, but... Still, it's good

to put people in their place.



                                  * * * * *



        Ishido stared at Muhoshin as he entered the dorm.  Alarm bells 

went off in his mind.  He was skinny, pale, and was twirling an umbrella 

that had a blade at the tip of it.  This, he told himself, was NOT 

Gosunkugi. 

        "YOU!" he yelled. 

        "Me?" Muhoshin asked, timidly. 

        Ishido sprang forward and swung at Muhoshin, punching him in the

face, then the gut, and then flung him across the room.  Muhoshin landed

in a heap, making sure that he looked like he was more hurt than he

actually was. Stunt men would have been proud of his work.

        <When this charade is over> thought Muhoshin <he dies>. 

        Finally, Ratiko and Childra held him back. 

        "What the heck are you doing?!" yelled Childra

        "THAT'S HIM!  THAT'S THE PSYCHOPATH!" 

        "Ow," whined Muhoshin, weakly, "I'm huuuurt..." 

        "Does that look like a psychopath to you?!" she said, pointing to

a whining Muhoshin holding his face and stomach in pain. 

        "Yes it does!" 

        "Ishido!  Stop it!" yelled Ratiko.  "Does that SKINNY..." 

        Muhoshin paused. 

        "...no, SCRAWNY..." 

        Muhoshin tried not to fume. 

        "...little guy...." 

        This, he felt, was getting ridiculously insulting.  <He DIES

later, slowly and painfully>

        "... look like he could even hurt a fly?!  I don't think so!" 

        <He dies a DOG'S DEATH... entrails scattered....>

        "Besides, didn't you say yourself that your memory was hazy?" 

        "Well... yes..." 

        "Then," reasoned Childra, "might you not be mistaken about this?" 

        "But... then who is that guy?!" 

        "He's Ryo Gosunkugi, son of Ukyou and Hikaru Gosunkugi," said

Childra. 

        "And what about that umbrella?  Huh?" 

        "I'm..." started Muhoshin, rather Gosunkugi-ish. 

        "His dad died early and his mother remarried to Ryouga, who taught

him how to use an umbrella," said Childra in one long breath.  "Okay?" 

        Muhoshin nodded frantically.

        "Well... okay... maybe I am confused."  He looked at Muhoshin and

said, "Sorry about that."  In the back of his mind, Ishido still had his 

suspicions.

        "I-it's all right."  stammered 'Gosling'.  Ishido struck him

down.  Ishido struck HIM down.  He wouldn't let Ishido get away with

that.  <He Will Die>

        "There, see?" said Childra, stroking Ishido's hair.  "You really

shouldn't really be so paranoid, darling."

        Ishido blushed, rather badly too.



        Childra wanted to get them all together to try another reality 

jump, hopefully to bring 'Gosling' back.  Then they could start 

time-jumping to her heart's content.



        Ratiko's mind was churning a bit.

        Hibiki minds tend to do that when there's something nagging at 

the edge of their intelligence.  He'd been replaying the events of the 

last day and finally realised what it was.  Suddenly, he had a _very_ 

strong desire to go somewhere...



        "CHILDRA! WE'VE GOT TO GO BACK!!!" roared Ratiko.   

"Great-grandmother won't-"



        He didn't get to finish the statement, as the four of them 

disappeared in an azure blink of light

        Ratiko was wanting to go back to 1996 Nerima, fearing that Ryouga 

had NOT fallen in love with Ukyou.

        Ishido's constant fear of grand conspiracies was up and running 

again.

        Childra was taken entirely by surprise.

        And Ryo Muhoshin?  He was thinking of destruction.



                                  * * * * *



        Ryouga walked the streets with Nabiki, holding her hand for 

several reasons.  One reason was that he was still afraid that the 

Chronus organisation was still running rampant, despite the destruction 

of all the Chronus bases a few months back, and he was afraid they'd 

try to kidnap her.  Secondly, if he didn't hold her hand, he'd get lost.  

And the third reason was, simply, because he was in love with her.

        They'd had a day out, looking around malls, watching a movie, and 

actually relaxing for the first time in years.  Ryouga actually thought 

that his life might finally be normal again.

        As they walked home, Nabiki leaned on Ryouga's shoulder, snuggling 

somewhat.  "Nice day, wasn't it?" she asked.

        "Yeah."



        Just outside of the doujou, there was a flash of light, and four 

disoriented young people dropped to the ground.

        Childra realised what happened, and strongly resisted the urge to 

club Ratiko over the head.

        "We... we're back?" asked Ishido.

        "Looks like it," said Childra.

        "Well, there's the doujou, let's get back inside," said Ishido 

eagerly, feeling his paranoia nag at him.

        The four entered the gates, and all but Muhoshin went into the 

house.

        "Just wanna enjoy the weather a bit," he said.



        "Hello?  Anybody home?" yelled Ratiko.

        They looked around, and the place seemed to be empty.

        And different.

        Nobody could say exactly what, but there was something different 

about the place.



        Ryo Muhoshin, now alone, twirled his umbrella a bit, pondering 

his next move.  He wasn't sure what was causing the reality shifts.  If 

it was a person, he'd have to see about gaining their co-operation, by any 

means necessary.  If it was an object, well, things would be much easier.

        He did a few katas with his umbrella, slashing high, slashing 

low, and stabbing.  Then he heard the front gates open.



        Nabiki entered the gates, followed by Ryouga.

        Muhoshin turned and looked at them.

        He grinned.

        Ryouga pulled Nabiki behind him.  "Who the hell are you?!" he yelled.

        Muhoshin thought for a moment.  <Well, one Ryouga's as good as

another> he decided, and started to advance on Ryouga, grinning wickedly

and twirling his umbrella, which started to glow at both ends. 

        "En garde!"  Muhoshin charged at Ryouga, brandishing his umbrella

menacingly. 

        "Nabiki, get back!"

        "Ryouga, be careful!"

        "GUYVER!!!"

        What happened next was rather hard for Muhoshin to believe.



        Childra, Ishido, and Ratiko sat in the living room, watching 

television and wondering exactly _what_ was different here.

        "I've just got this feeling something's different," said Ishido.

        "Same here, kinda," said Childra.

        "A... nagging feeling, I guess," said Ratiko.

        Then they heard a yell and some frantic footsteps.

        Muhoshin dove in through the back porch, looking behind himself

and rather panic-stricken.  He scrambled to Childra put a hand on her 

shoulder, and said in a low but urgent tone, "We should leave, _now_."

        "What's-" she asked, but didn't get to finish as a figure stomped

into the room.

        "LEAVE US ALONE!!!" yelled the figure, covered in some strange sort

of alien armour.  He raised a hand and some very nasty blades popped out.

        Ryo Muhoshin's desire to leave at that moment became _very_ strong,

just leave to somewhere _safe_.

        In a flash of light, he and Childra vanished, leaving behind a

shimmering glow.  Alarmed at their departure, and at the armoured menace

whose chest suddenly opened to reveal something that looked like laser

cannons, Ishido and Ratiko dived into the shimmering light.

        Enraged that his foes disappeared, GuyverRyouga fired a massive

blast of energy into the shimmering portal as it disappeared.



                                  * * * * *



        "Well... the scenery is nice," mused 'Gosling'.

        "Can't say that the scenery is bad, no," agreed Childra.

        "I hate it," muttered Ratiko.  His shirt was singed, as if hit by 

an energy blast.

        "What's his problem?" asked Ishido.  The side of his hair was 

also singed a little.

        "He's got a slight water phobia," explained Childra.

        "Ah.  I see."

        Muhoshin filed that bit of information away in his memory for use 

at a later time.

        The four sat under the shade of a rather large tree, on an

apparently deserted island.  Further away, another tree was smoking,

apparently hit by a large energy blast.

        Childra sighed.  She liked this place.  "Well, as much as I hate

to say it, we can't stay here forever."

        "We can't?  I like it here," said Ishido.  After all, how could

_they_  (whoever they are, he didn't know) find him here?

        "I know, I know, and as much as I'd like to stay here with you," 

said Childra in a sultry voice, "well, maybe later, darling?"  She winked.

        Ishido laughed nervously and scratched the back of his head.

For once in his life, he was relaxed, knowing that nobody was out to kill

him out there.

        Childra was thinking of Ishido.

        Ratiko just wanted to get back to his great-grandfather.  Badly.

        Ryo was still mulling over (and worrying about) the possibilities

of an infinite universe... with infinite Ryougas... and infinite Ryos.



        The four of them disappeared in a flare of azure light.



        Moments later...



        "Hey skipper!  Look!  Footprints!"

        "Gosh, little buddy, you're right!  Let's have a look around."



                                  * * * * *



        This was Tokyo.

        A bustling, crowded town filled with skyscrapers on every block,

reducing the populace to scurrying ants below.  Everywhere one could look,

it was tall grey giants everywhere, with crowded alleys and streets below.

        In between two of the giants, behind a few barricades, in a dark 

alley, a bright light flickered, and four young people popped into 

existence.



        "Hey, did you see that?" asked Ken Ryouga Yagami.

        "See what?" wondered Adam Ryouga Akari.

        "Blue glow, from that alley."

        "Isn't that the area we're about to do some construction and

repairs on?" asked a Kasumi.  "Call crew four over here, it might be

those Ministry of Confusion thugs again."



        "Oh great, where are we now?" asked Ishido.

        Muhoshin whistled.  He saw a movie once, called 'Brazil', and 

this reminded him of it, very much so.  He loved it.  Tall, steel 

buildings that screamed of big business and industry.

        Ratiko looked around nervously.  Not because of the scenery, but

because the skies were overcast with dark rain-clouds. 

        "Well, we're definitely not back in Nerima," stated Childra.

        Then a pack of people walked into the alley.  They were in all in

grey uniforms, and most of them were quite irritable. 

        Ratiko was stunned. 

        Childra was speechless.

        Ishido's paranoia kicked in at full strength.

        Muhoshin was frozen in place.

        "Hey, what the hell are you guys doing here?" asked Ryouga.

        "This area is marked off for construction!" yelled another.

        "It's been a while since I trashed somebody," muttered yet another

Ryouga.  The pack of Ryougas muttered in agreement and approached with

definite hostile intentions.  When a Hibiki get upset, someone usually

gets hurt.  When a pack of Hibikis gets upset, someone is in trouble. 

These Hibikis were having a bad day already, and they weren't given a

chance to vent their frustrations. 

        Yet.

        "Childra," nervously asked Ratiko, "why is there an angry mob

of my great-grandfathers approaching us?"

        "Do you really expect me to know?" hissed Childra.

        <I'm in hell> thought Muhoshin.

        "Wait!" a rather feminine voice yelled.  "No fighting now, boys."

        "We don't need any more property damage," chimed in another one,

identical to the one before it.

        Two figures stepped through the hordes and stood between them and

the four.  They were apparently Kasumi.  Both of them.

        "Ka... Kasumi?" stuttered Ratiko.

        "Oh, this is too much for me," said Childra.

        Ishido was feeling incredibly at un-ease.  This was a rather 

unbelievable conspiracy in action.  Apparently, Ryougas and Kasumis have 

taken over the world.

        Muhoshin stared, as if mesmerised, at the two women that appeared.

        Childra glanced around at her companions to check on their mental

state.  Ratiko and Ishido were mentally reeling, but why did Gosling have

that... strange (almost sentimental) look on his face?  This wouldn't 

do.  There'd be nothing gained here and they were in trouble already.  

"We're leaving," she muttered, and concentrated, hard.

        "No... wait..." said Muhoshin, but he was already fading out of

that reality, along with the rest of them.



        "Teleportation?" asked a Ryouga.

        "I didn't know we had that technology."

        "We don't, but who knows, maybe the Ministry of Peace is up to 

something again."

        "But Kodachi isn't in charge of that bunch anymore."

        "Who knows, you just can't trust government."



                                  * * * * *



	It should be noted at this point that a Hibiki and a device that

can transport people to any place and any time is a navigational disaster

waiting to happen.  It's much like putting a magnet on a really sensitive

electronic device, or like putting a mallet to a compass.



	Either way, the results afterwards are bound to be messy.



                                  * * * * *



	LONDON, 1892



	It was one of those nights.  The kind of nights where families

hide away in their homes, the shady seek shelter in warm taverns, and the

street urchins pray they make it through the night.

	In one darkened, fog enclosed alley, a speck of blue light

flickered.  Suddenly, the light expanded into a huge sphere, then just as

suddenly disappeared, leaving four dazed youths.



	"Where the heck are we NOW?" grumbled Ratiko.



	Before anyone could ask, there was a shout, then whistles.  The

sound of footsteps rushing their way made the group panic.  Ishido's eyes

went wild.  "They're here!  They're after me again!"  Looking around in

panic, he bolted into the fog.  Childra cursed under her breath, racing

after him.  Before Ratiko could protest her departure, dim figures could

be seen marching into the alley from one side.  Muhoshin narrowed his

eyes, sensing an uncomfortable situation, and sprang up to the rooftops.

Ratiko, now alone, fled into the fog, panic running through him.



	Ratiko shambled through the fog and the cobblestone streets,

sometimes tripping on the somewhat damp street, but always scrambling ever

onward forwards, fearing he'd be lost and alone in this strange and very

unfriendly looking city.  "Childra!  Ishido!  Gos!  Wait!  WAIT FOR ME!"

Unfortunately for him, they seemed to be long gone, and now he was alone.

	Not quite alone.

	There were quite a few gaijin people around... dressed in really

old-fashioned clothing... and staring... at him.

	He turned to one person, grabbing him by the wrist, and asked,

"Excuse me, do you know how I can get to Japan?"  The person merely pushed

him away, seemingly alarmed, and screamed one of the few words Ratiko knew

in English...

	[POLICE!  POLICE!]

	Ratiko paled.  What did he do?  He didn't know, but he decided not

to stick around and find out.



                                  * * * * *



	He stood there, watching them go by in the daylight.  Watching

them go by unstopped in the daylight.  The Godless hell-spawned good for

nothing slutswhoresbitches that just paraded around.  How did it go how

did it go how did it go, the funny little rhyme he wrote some years back?



	Eight little whores, with no hope of heaven...



	Except this time there shall be more than eight.

	Oh yessss, old Boss oughta be thrilled now.

	Dear old Jack the lad is back.



                                  * * * * *



	'Gosling' strolled calmly through the streets, figuring out slowly

what was happening at the moment.  From the events in recent hours he knew

that he was a) time-travelling b) reality-skipping and c) lost. 



	As to his current situation he was obviously  a) in the barbarian

lands  b) with people that spoke English, a language he fortunately had

some practice with and  c) back quite a few years... perhaps the 1800s, he

guessed.  With that in mind, he knew that his current attire would be

passable for a while, at least.  White t-shirt, and black pants, both

loose, and some Italian shoes he had bought from an import store.  All he

needed was a jacket of some sort, and something to hide his face, since he

knew the barbarians were quite paranoid of foreigners in this day and age.



	But first... a drink.  He hadn't had any caffeine-tainted drinks

in a while and it was beginning to affect him.  Now where to find a

drink... ah, there was a quaint little bar right over there...



                                  * * * * *



	It was a quiet night in the tavern, except for the drunks.

	[But ye had nae right t'do that, Mark!] drunkenly bellowed one

man, lean, with round glasses and semi-long hair.

	[Shut your bloody trap, Nigel, I'll do as oy please!] bellowed

another, obviously 'Mark'.

	[But ye shoulda asked *hic* first!]

	Muhoshin sat in a corner, growing irritated by the ambience that

they were generating.  The six cups of caffeine he failed to get wasn't

helping him stay calm either (he didn't have any of the local currency). 

He glared at the offending drunk, the one named 'Mark', and also realised

something.  It seemed that his jacket probably would be a perfect fit... 

and that hat... and those glasses... 

	As Mark left the bar, unsteadily, Muhoshin walked after, whistling

a merry little tune and twirling his umbrella in a happy manner. 



	*THWACK*



	A few moments later, Muhoshin entered, wearing a dress shirt

instead of his t-shirt, with an old fashioned tie around the neck, and an

overcoat made of wool covering him from neck to ankle.  Atop his head was

a grey bowler hat.  His eyes were hidden by thick large circular

glasses.



	<Perfect.>

	[A... pitcher of tea, Miss?]



                                  * * * * *



	Ishido sat, dazed, confused, and scared, at the edge of an alley.

He had just gotten through running what felt like a hundred miles, with

THEM everywhere.  The programming and his conditioning had been keeping

him just fine so far, but he was finally near his limits.



	[Hey!  You!  Move along now!  Get going!]



	Ishido stared at the strange man with fright.  It was one of THEM

again, in a disguise this time!  They'd found him again!  But why were they

speaking in a language he didn't understand?

	"Get away from me!  Leave me alone!"

	The man pulled out a baton, menacingly.

	"I said, LEAVE ME ALONE!"  He focused his energies on his fist,

which began to glow with red flames.



	[Wot the bloody hell?!]



	"ROU-SOU-KEN!!!"  Ishido slammed the glowing fist into the man,

who was sent flying across the street.  People passing by began to scream

and point, and the sound of THEM blowing their whistles and screaming at

him returned.

	<Theyreaftermeagaintheyreaftermeagaintheyreaftermeagain>  The

thought buzzed in Ishido's brain over and over as he saw the figures

hidden in the fog chase him down constantly.  Wherever he went, WHENEVER

he went, it slowly dawned on him, there was _no_ escape.

	As he turned to an alley, he found much to his horror that it was

a dead end.  He turned around in time to see half a dozen figures in

uniform wielding batons.  They were yelling angrily in some language he

didn't understand.  He DID understand the way they were holding those

batons...

	<No!  THEY WON'T CATCH ME! NONONO!>

	Ishido raised his hands, a sphere of ki glowing and growing

between them, and bellowed, " ROU-SOU-DAN!"



                                  * * * * *



	Ratiko huffed and puffed, taking a rest from his nearly constant

running.  Everywhere he turned, every face he saw, it turned out to be a

hostile or frightened one.  What was wrong with these people?!?!

	Another problem edged into his mind.  Where, exactly, was he to

rest?  Nightfall was here already, and he knew he couldn't roam the

streets all night.  _Oh, Deity... HEEEEEELP!_ he screamed in his head.

Suddenly, a strange glow lit up a part of the night sky, and he heard

someone... yelling?  It didn't matter to him, though.... for in the

direction of the glow, he saw his salvation...

	And blinked.

	<I guess they really DO listen when you call on them...>



                                  * * * * *



	[The lain in Spain faus mainly in the prain] practised Muhoshin,

trying to get the British accent just right.  Cursing himself, he gave the

line another try...

	[The rain in Spain falls mainly in the prane.... plllane.] Ah,

much better indeed.  He ignored the strange looks people were giving him

as he strolled down some street he didn't know anything about.  Why he was

heading in that direction was another thing entirely.  That way lead to

the docks, he knew.  He could sense that certain peculiar humidity that

only a dock area could generate.  And where there's docks, there's people

from all corners of the earth.... maybe even a contingent from Japan. 

He'd settle for Chinese at the moment too.

	[A cupu tea.... cupu tea... cup of tea.... cup of tea]

	His instincts alerted him of something approaching fast, and he

looked around anxiously, seeing very little in the dark of the night and

the unrelenting fog.  But he heard footsteps...

	Suddenly, from out of the fog, a familiar figure streaked towards

him.  'Gosling' lowered his glasses and focused... and grinned. 

	<Ishido... you troublemaker you.  And the police right behind

you.>  He twirled his umbrella, bringing the curved handle up to the

front, and began concentrating his ki....



	Ishido turned the corner, with an army of THEM right behind him.

He blasted some of them down, but more and more of them came!  They just

wouldn't stop!  He ran as fast as he could down the street, when a nagging

feeling beyond the paranoia and fear he already had began to tug at him.

Something was wrong.  But he didn't have _time_ to check, THEY were right

behind him.  Just run, run, run away.  Can't stop can't stop can't stop.

	Suddenly, he felt something strike him at his legs, sending him

tumbling down.  A ki blast?  Looking around, dazed, he saw THEM piling up

on top of him, raining down a thousand blows with night-sticks before he

could get up and into a proper defensive position.  The programming

wouldn't kick in _WHY WON'T THE PROGRAMMING KICK IN?_ as he struggled to

crawl away from Them.  A few blows to the head later, he collapsed on the

floor, his fighting spirit exhausted.  He could do nothing more than watch

as they restrained him in handcuffs and dragged him away.



	Then, just before they tossed him into a wagon of some sort, he

saw it.  Odd hat, thick glasses, overcoat... it didn't hide WHO was under

there, to him.  A skinny young man with large eyes, twirling an umbrella

in one hand, waving good-bye with the other, and grinning like a jackal.

	"RYO!" he yelled, trying to find one last ounce of strength to get

over there and strike him down once and for all.  A few police baton

strikes later, he was beyond caring.



	Muhoshin sighed in satisfaction, a job well done.  Poor, poor

Ishido...  whoever the hell he was.  It was annoying already that he knew

enough to blow his cover.  If that Ishido was indeed a face from _his_

future, it must be quite an unpleasant one.

	Now... back to practice... some more conventional phrases.

	[Yew bloody arse hole.... Yew bloody arse hole... shut up, ye

wanker... shut up, ye wanker...]



                                  * * * * *



	It wasn't perfect, thought Ratiko, but it was at the very least a

very peaceful, quiet spot where he could get some much deserved rest.  At

the moment, he was actually a she.... a female fruit-bat, to be exact.

He'd crept into the old church, amazingly undetected, and eventually made

his way to the roof, where the bell tower was.  He heard that bats hung

around in bell towers, so he guessed that he'd be rather inconspicuous

there.  In the corner of the tower his gear was stashed, while he used a

little water that they left lying around in the church to transform.

	And so that's how he was at his current position, hanging upside

down, in a nice, peaceful, quiet bell tower.



	*DIIIIIING*DOOOOOONG*DIIIIIIING*DOOOOOOONG*



                                  * * * * *



	In a small, isolated alley, there was a man attending to his

business...  a most righteous business, if anyone asked him. 

	He cut, slowly, around the curves of her skin.  Cut, with a

surgeon's precision, peeling away the lies of her beauty until the REAL her

was shown.  The bloody, dirty, filthy bitchslutwhore.



	But but but before he left her... he had to have a souvenir.



	And so he cut....



                                  * * * * *



	With a modest amount of tea and biscuits in him, Muhoshin's mood

was a little lighter.  Now that nourishment was out of the way, lodgings

for the night had to be attended to.... and that would cost more money.

And that, it seemed to him, would require another robbery.  He sighed,

disliking the task.  It was so... so petty.  Murder for hire was so much

more profitable, obviously.  Robbery was a gamble.  What if they had

nothing?  Then he committed a crime, possibly risking the punishments, but

getting no rewards at all.



	He had to pick his target _carefully_.



	He sprung to the rooftops, spying the empty streets below, waiting

for the perfect target.  Soon after, a young lady walked by.  No, no good.

They can scream fast, it attracts too much attention, and she doesn't look

well-to-do at all.  A drunkard walked by, but no, he looked poor as well.

Too bad, drunks made for easy prey.



	Ah... here's a fellow.  His clothes were fairly clean, and in good

shape as well.  He appeared to be a gentleman in his 30's perhaps, walking

with nervousness, clutching a bag of some sort.  Yes, much nervousness. 

May be a sign he's carrying a little too much money in his pockets... or

something more valuable. 



	Oh yes, this one would do.



	Muhoshin stalked his prey until he was walking along a row of

warehouses by the docks.  If worse came to worse, he could toss'em into

the river, but he hoped this would be a clean robbery.

	He leapt, snapping open his umbrella, and glided down a few feet

behind the unsuspecting target.  Snapping his umbrella shut, he quietly

stalked his target further, until he was within striking distance, then

snuck silently behind the man.

	He pressed the blade of the umbrella to his back.

	[Hands up.]

	The man froze.

	[Put your hands up. Give me your money.  Now.]

	With an alarming quickness, the stranger whirled around, away from

the umbrella blade, and lunged wildly with a long, wicked knife.  Muhoshin

frowned, not appreciating the uncooperativeness of the fellow, and

promptly slashed his arm, his knee, and his forehead in a few blazingly

quick strokes. No deadly cuts, but very incapacitating ones. 

	To his surprise, the man still did not cry for help.

	"Well, let's see what we have got, hm?" he said to himself,

calming the man down by kicking him in the back of the head.  The jacket

had a few items that looked like currency.  Good, good.  A pocket watch as

well, very nice.  Now about this doctor's bag... He opened it up, finding

some miscellaneous metal instruments... all bloody.  He wondered about

that briefly, then saw a jar.



	"Oh... now this is disgusting."



	The man blinked, groggily.  Then he felt panic.  WHO WAS THIS that

was handling his items?  His tools?  His weaponry of his holy crusade? HOW

DARE HE!

	Muhoshin stepped back in surprise as the map grabbed his knife

once more with the uninjured arm and swung at him.  Muhoshin fixed the

situation by slashing the other arm, then punted the fellow into the

river.  Would he drown?  would he swim?  Muhoshin didn't care.  Stupid

gaijins...



	And so, the glorious return of Jack The Ripper took an unexpected

turn, and ended with a gurgle, instead of a bang.



                                  * * * * *



	FROM THE NOTES OF INSPECTOR MACNAUGHTEN:



	The witness a Miss Elizabeth Marshall of about 35 years of age &

with family had described seeing upon the night of September 24, 1892,

was walking home late at night when she heard sounds of a struggle nearby

and a splash.  She had peered carefully and seen in darkness a man,

approximately five feet and six inches in height, wearing a cloth hat of

some sort, perhaps a bowler, dark overcoat, with large glasses.  He held

in hand a large knife of sorts and a jar.  Upon seeing the lady, the man

had 'sprung away, up over the rooftops'. (Spring-heeled Jack?)

	Upon further examination of the knife, it was covered in blood and

had quite many finger prints upon it.  The doctor's bag, found lying

nearby, also had many medical instruments, also bloody.  Upon the jar was

found a liver, preserved in wine.  Later that night, the body of a Miss

Irene Davenport was found in Wilmot Alley.  She was strangled and

dissected in methods which shall be covered in detail in the autopsy

report.  However, in general, the techniques were very much reminiscent of

a previous case that began in the year of 1888, and was presumed ended.



	Could the Ripper be back?



                                  * * * * *



	THE NEXT MORNING....



	Ratiko woke up in a rotten mood.  If one was to ask, he'd say

'woke up' would be an exaggeration.  Every hour, on the hour,

*DIIIING*DOOOONG*DIIIIING*DOOOONG* over and over and over.  His sleep was

ruined every hour, and what little rest that he did get wasn't nearly

enough.  When he closed his eyes, he heard BELLS BELLS BELLS.

	It wasn't so much that he woke up, as he gave up on passing out in

intervals.  He squeaked (tried to sigh) and made his way around the

church, looking for a possible source of hot water... 



                                  * * * * *



	Muhoshin woke up in a sour mood.  He felt ill after realising WHAT

was in that jar, and worse yet, he still didn't have enough money for

lodgings.  Paying with blood-stained currency would probbably NOT go well

with the natives.  And thus, he spent the night next to a chimney on the

roof. His back was sore, and the sight of the sun as the first thing in

the morning was not something he enjoyed. 

	He rose, stretching to get all those sore spots out of his back,

and gave himself a look-over, making sure no blood was on his clothing. He

had a bad feeling that he was now a murder suspect, and he didn't really

want that.

	{Oh well... let's see what we can find in the docks... perhaps a

passage to Japan?}



                                  * * * * *



	Ishido woke up in a sour mood.  He had recovered from last night's

beating, and the beating he took when they brought him to the building,

and the attempted beating his cell-mate (who was currently in a

bludgeon-induced sleep himself) had tried to give him...

	The reason he was annoyed was because THEY were back, yelling in

their foreign tongue that he didn't understand, prodding him up on his

feet... if his hands weren't bound, he knew he could beat them all.



	[Where's this one headed to, eh?]

	[Think he's goin' to the sanatorium, he is.]

	[Good.  Ye shoulda seen what the bloody bastard did last night.]

	[What, 'e bloody Jack the Ripper or something?]

	[No, he bloody blasted down a buncha fellas inna flash'o light.]

	[...]

	[Wot?]

	[Ye been drinkin' again, Tom.  Don't deny it.]



                                  * * * * *



	Ratiko wandered (for any Hibiki, there was no other way to travel)

through the alien town, feeling a hunch that he should follow his

instincts for once.  After a few minutes he found himself in a dock

amongst several large ships and a swarming crowd of people.  Amongst the

noises, he thought he recognised.... Chinese?

	He knew Chinese.

	Well... he knew Chinese better than English.

	What that meant was basically that he flunked Chinese with a

higher grade than what he flunked English with.  He approached one

gathering of people, all appearing to be from China, and asked... [excuse,

shoe nyah duck spring?]

	The Chinese stared at him like he was an idiot.

	[Maybe he's Japanese?] wondered one of them.

	[No, he's an idiot.]

	"Japanese!  I'm Japanese!" said Ratiko, jumping up and down

happily.

	[Well, I guess he's Japanese.]

	[He could be an idiot anyways.]

	[Oh well, let's see what he wants... I know a little Japanese.]

	"What you need?"

	Before he could say anything, Ratiko's stomach growled.

	"Oh, you want food?" the man guessed.  "You go beg for money.  It

done all the time."  And with that, they ignored him again.

	[What'd you tell him?]

	[He was hungry, I told him to beg.]

	[Man, that's cruel.  Ya think he's gonna do it?]



	[Moneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeey!  Want moneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeey!

Need moneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeey!  Give money, ne?]



	[God, that's pathetic.]



                                  * * * * *



	Muhoshin wrinkled his nose at the wretched smell of the docks.

The waters were absolutely filthy with pollution, and the smoke stacks

didn't help much either.  What he was looking for was a passage to Japan,

but where...



	[Moneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeey!]



	... where does one look...



	[Want moneeeeeeeeeeeey!]



	... for a passage...



	[Need moneeeeeeeeeeeeeey!]



	... to Japan?	



	[Give money, ne?]



	Muhoshin started cursing under his breath (in English, of course,

to fit in, with much 'bloody' and 'soddin' and 'wanker' talk used) and

wondered WHO on earth was making that ridiculous noise.  It was absolutely

pathetic, whatever it was.  As he snaked through the crowds, he saw who it

was...

	<Ratiko!> Muhoshin eyed the Hibiki with scorn.  What was this? 

Reduced to begging for money in the street?  THIS was the genetic heir to

his great and fearsome foe?  This must be a fluke!  Muhoshin edged his way

through the crowds, fighting for minutes through the swarming people,

trying to reach him, when Ratiko suddenly bolted into the buildings, and

was soon out of sight of him.  He found himself disoriented in a sea of

humanity...



	<How sickening, a Hibiki gets ME lost,> he thought scornfully.



                                  * * * * *



	"Childra!  Where've you been?!"

	"Tell you later, lad," mumbled Childra as the two of them squeezed

into a door-frame.  "Just be quiet or the police will get us!"

	"But-"

	"Shh!"  She slapped a hand over his mouth, stifling his brief cry

of pain, as two men dressed in police uniforms strolled by, walking with

what looked like a civilian in a brown long jacket, hat, and tobacco pipe,

and a more elderly gentleman in grey clothes.  She recognised them as

Sherlock Holmes and Dr. Watson, mainly because she'd had to deal with them

before. She didn't want to deal with them now. 

	[What's that?  You say the Ripper is back?] said Holmes, sounding

doubtful. 

	[Yes, Mr. Holmes.  A Miss Irene Davenport, down at Wilmot Alley.]

	[Witnesses?]

	[Yessir, we have a witness in custody right now.  Says she saw the

man with the murder weapon dash off.]

	[Hm... well, no use mulling over it until I see more facts] said

Holmes.  [Let's head to the station, shall we?  Now, Gregson, you were

saying?]

	[We've incarcerated a most peculiar individual last night.  I was

wondering if you could perhaps shed some light on his modus operandi?]

	[Oh?  Describe this fellow again?] asked Holmes.

	[He's an oriental fellow of some sort, dressed most raggedly.  One

of our men tried to arrest him for vagrancy when, and you shan't believe

this, the man began glowing red!  Quite a few witnesses testified to him

somehow creating a burst of light as well.  Perhaps he's a pyrotechnician

of some sort?]

	[A possibility, Gregson, a possibility - but only that. It is

a capital mistake to theorise in advance of the evidence,] replied 

Holmes.  [Where is he being held?  The station, I assume?  Or have 

you already moved him to the sanatorium?]

	[As a matter of fact... we were going to send him to the

sanatorium.  Seems he's out of his mind.  Just babbles, sneers, and

struggles to get out of his bonds.]

	[When will he be moved?] inquired Holmes.

	[Before nightfall, I should think.  Hopefully within the next two

hours.]

	[I think I shall have a talk with our little pyrotechnic 'friend'. 

Ah, there's our cab. To the station!]



	From their hideout in the alley, Childra and Ratiko peeked out

cautiously.

	"Are they gone?" asked Ratiko.

	"Yeah, they're gone."  Childra sighed wearily.  "Blast it all...

Ishido got himself caught."

	"What?!"

	"Those were police... they were talking about how they caught

Ishido.  Great.  Just great."

	"Well... what'll we do now?"

	Childra scowled.  "Gosh Rat, I don't know.  Rescue him, maybe?"



                                  * * * * *



	An hour later, Childra and Ratiko stood near the police

station, trying to stay inconspicuous.  They were both reading newspapers

and leaning against a wall a block away from the station, keeping an eye

out for any carriages that passed by.

	"Ratiko!" hissed Childra.

	"What?!"

	"You're holding your newspaper upside down!"

	"Oh."

	They waited, and watched, until finally they saw him.

	Ishido looked ragged.  It was obvious that they'd beaten him, but

somehow he seemed to have recovered, because he seemed fully alert and

awake.

	"Childra!" hissed Ratiko.

	"I see him, Rat."

	"What'll we do?"

	Childra worked out the problem in her head as Ishido was dragged,

in chains, into a wagon.

	"Ratiko."

	"What?"

	"Get ready to run."

	"What?!  Childra, what're you-"

	"We're going to hitch a ride.  Now c'mon, walk this way."



	The coach driver noticed something was wrong... it all started

when the people he was driving by pointed to the back of his wagon,

chattering and waving.  He thought perhaps the citizenry was on it's

moronic streak again and drove on...

	After a few more miles, he felt something at the back of his neck.

Something very solid.

	[Do NOT turn around] said a female voice, accented in German.

	[W-wot d'you wont?]

	[Drive.]

	[Um, where to, miss?]

	[Drive to... Blackfriars.]



	"Childra, where are we going to?"

	"Blackfriars.  It's a fairly quiet part of town.  We should be

able to hide there without trouble." 

	"Well... hope you're right.

	"Trust me."

	"And what about that Gosunkugi guy?" wondered Ratiko.

	Childra's face fell from one of confidence to one of fatigue.

"It's always SOMETHING!  I guess we'll have to find him."



                                  * * * * *



	Muhoshin peered from the rooftops, not pleased with the turn of

events thus far.  He guessed that his face would be on wanted posters soon

enough if that woman had a good enough look at him.  He should have

silenced her... should have... but no.  He wasn't an indiscriminate

killer... actually he wasn't a killer.  He could get rather mean, but he'd

never consciously made an attempt to kill anyone.  Just... severely impede

them.

	He couldn't stay here.

	There wouldn't be another Jackie Chan film made in... almost a

hundred years.

	The sound of hooves snapped him out of his contemplation, and he

gazed down, much like a vulture, to see what was about.  Then he smiled. 

"Oh, what's this what's this?" he crowed.  Below, he saw a carriage

approaching rapidly, with a rather nervous looking driver.  The reason he

was nervous was obvious... he had a rather large stick aimed at his skull. 

And who was holding that weapon?  Childra 'I'll call you Gosling' Jansen. 

My my my.  He sensed a profiteer's spirit in her, and so what else could

be in that carriage but some rather interesting loot?  He tossed off the

clothes that he 'borrowed', opened his umbrella and glided downward,

timing his descent juuuust right.... 



	"We're almost there," said Childra.

	"Hey, what's that?" wondered Ratiko.

	"What's what?" asked Childra.

	Ratiko pointed behind them and upwards, "what's tha*UGH*"

	Childra turned around, surprised to see Gosling land, his feet

right on Ratiko's face.  "Oh... um, sorry about that," he said timidly,

while fumbling to close his umbrella.  "Hi guys, what's going on?" 

	"We're making a getaway," said Childra.  "Where've you been?"

	"Well... kinda lost," he said sheepishly.

	"Hey, sure you're not part Hibiki by blood?" teased Childra.

'Gosling' grit his teeth, but tried to smile.  "Aheh, no."

	Muhoshin eyed the policeman... that, to him, was excess baggage...

something had to be done.

	"WHAT'S THAT!" he yelled, cowering in terror.

	Childra and Ratiko turned around.  In one smooth motion, Muhoshin

stepped forward and whapped the driver in the head, rendering him

unconscious and he quickly fell off and into the road.

	"What the-"  started Childra, watching the officer's body bounce

in the distance.

	"Um, guess he fell off," said Gosling, with a genuinely puzzled

look on his face.  "Who was that guy, anyone you know?"	

	"No... excess baggage, actually.  It's better that he left."



	A few minutes later, they rode into a very desolate part of town.

It seemed as if it should have been populated, but nobody was on the

streets.

	"Ah, good old Blackfriars, as empty as ever," said Childra.  "I

think we can stop here."  She brought the carriage to a stop, then walked

towards the back, followed by Childra, Ratiko, and 'Gosling'.

	"So, what've we got in the back?" asked Muhoshin happily.  "Gold?

Money?  Some interesting artefact?"

	Childra smashed the lock of the doors with her bo and swung open

the doors.  Going in carefully, she reached a hand forward.  "Hey, it's

okay, it's me, Childra."

	Suddenly, Gosling went a shade paler than usual.  <It CAN'T BE!

NO!>



	Ishido was waiting.

	This world, this city, this place, it was crawling EVERYWHERE with

THEM.  He could break out now, but THEY would be there.  They were ALWAYS

there.  No, he'd wait, bide his time, until he saw the wild open country,

THEN he'd break free.  Then, for some reason, the carriage stopped.

	He felt a moment of hope.  Could it be?  Could someone have

rescued him from THEM?  The doors opened slowly, and light poured in.  A

figure, feminine in shape, reached out a hand towards him.

	"It's okay, Ishido."

	No it wasn't.  THEY were out there.

	"It's me.  Childra."

	Childra?  The girl...

	"Come on, it's okay, you can trust me."

	He reached out, carefully, holding her hand.

	"Now come on, it's time to leave this place."

	Yes.  Leave.  That's good.

	He stepped out, holding her hand tight.



	'Gosling' watched nervously, as Ishido stepped out of the

carriage.  His stomach sunk quickly at that sight and feared that Ishido

might start acting up again.  That was the last thing he needed.

	Ishido stepped out, holding Childra's hand.  He squinted in the

sunlight, then looked around.  Finally, his gaze stopped on Muhoshin.

	"Aheh... h-hi." 'Gosling' smiled nervously and waved.

	Ishido stared at him with narrow eyes.

	"Ishido?  Hey, come on, it's only Gosling," comforted Childra.

That seemed to ease him, and he turned away from 'Gosling' at last.

	"Come on guys, let's see if our luck gets better," said Childra,

as they were all enveloped in cerulean flame....



                                  * * * * *



	Ryo Saotome sat in front of the television, fuming.  There was no

use searching Nerima.  She was GONE.  Damn her! That Childra was GONE, way

GONE, as in another reality entirely GONE.  Nope, no use pacing around the

neighbourhood.  Instead, he tried something he didn't do often:  lose

himself in the harmonic messages of the television. 

	It wasn't working.

	Nabiki was hogging the television, and at the moment she seemed to

be in a literary mood, watching a special on Sherlock Holmes.  Something

about sharpening of the mind, she said.  He blinked, wondering why they

were treating Holmes as if he was a real character.  He watched further...

and apparently Sherlock Holmes WAS real in this reality.... hm.  That was

neat.

	He surrendered to the fact that the channel would NOT change, and

watched. 

	//And so the case of the Rat of Sumatra...//

	_Rat_?!  Ratiko?!  No, couldn't be..._

	//was solved, with the hanging of Neville St.-Claire.  However,

modern criminologists believe that the true identity of Miss Kraussinger

was NOT that of St.-Claire, but of a third party, yet unidentified...//

	On the screen was an police sketch of a familiar looking girl,

blonde, short hair... 



	"CHILDRA!!!!!!!"



                                  * * * * *



	MEGATOKYO, AQUA CITY.  7:56pm



	In the waning hours of sunset within a dark alley, a flash of blue

light flared briefly, and four dazed individuals were left in its wake. 

They looked around, cautiously, then crept out of the alley slowly.

	"Looks modern... but abandoned," observed 'Gosling'.

	"He's right," said Ratiko, "there's streets and buildings

everywhere, but no signs of people.  Looks like they abandoned the place."

	Childra thought a moment.  Could they have ended up in Chernobyl?

It was the only case of abandoned city that she knew of.

	"I'm gonna g-go get a better view," said Muhoshin.  He ascended a

nearby fire escape slowly and cautiously, then stood at the top of a three

story building, gazing around.  "We're near civilisation," he called to

the others below, "because there's lots of light down that way, a-and I

see some of them flying."

	"How far from us?" asked Childra.

	"Um... maybe ten miles."

	Ten miles.... not a bad walk, but not a great walk, and everyone

knew that Ishido needed time to recover.  Rat probably did to, since he

seemed to be twitching every now and then and muttering something about

bells.  "Have a look inside that building, Gosling.  If it's clear, I

wanna take a rest in there."

	"Okay."

	"Be careful!" she called out.  "We'll be looking around at the

ground floors and working our way up."

	<Careful, right.  Call me Gosling some more and let's see who

needs to be careful.>



	Muhoshin made his way through a shattered window and entered. 

Through the dimness he could see rubble, bits of metal, newspapers... and

a light switch. 

	<We couldn't be so lucky,> mused Muhoshin as he cautiously reached

for the switch.  To his amazement, the lights turned on.  "Well, that's a

surprise," he muttered.  'Gosling' picked up a newspaper and read it,

trying to discern when and where they were now.

	"Megatokyo... 2034?"

	"Hey, Gosling, everything okay here?" asked Childra as she entered

the room with Ishido and Ratiko.  "Well, we've got electricity!"

	"H-hi, Childra.  Yeah, seems clear.  Have a look at this

newspaper."

	"Hm.... 2034?  Megatokyo?  Well... it's better than London.  We'll

see about getting some supplies in the morning.  For now, let's get some

rest."



                                  * * * * *



	GENOM TOWER.  4:30am



	"Are all the boomers in place?"

	"Yessir."

	"Observation cameras?"

	"They're ready to go."

	"Sensors?"

	"All functional."

	"All right then... let's not screw this up.  The old man's in a bad

mood already.  Fire'em up."



                                  * * * * *



	KNIGHT SABRE HQ.  4:35am



	Three figures sat in a darkened living room while a fourth stood

up next to a screen, flickering with data and details.

	"Now, we know that someone inside GENOM fled with a data disk

containing some incriminating evidence approximately twenty hours ago.  He

was brought to police custody a while later, but without the disk.  He

demanded to make a deal with the police.  An hour ago, he was killed."

	An image of a scrawny man, looking forever nervous appeared on the

screen.  "This was that man, Ken Fujisawa.  He was a part of the research

and development team looking into new forms of bio-mechanics.  We don't

know why he fled from GENOM, but the bottom line is that he did."

	"Lemme guess, we're after his disk?" asked one brown-haired

individual in biker gear.

	"That's right, Priss."

	"Any ideas where he hid it?" asked a red-haired girl in police

uniform.

	"I was about to get to that, Nene.  The police picked him up on

the outskirts of what's left of Aqua City.  There's still quite a few

abandoned buildings over there.  If it's a standard GENOM disk, it should

have a beacon that can be sensed when you get within 200 meters of it."

	"Anyone offering money for what's on that disk?" queried a girl

with short black hair and a headband.

	"No, Linna, at least not yet," said Sylia, "only the police, us,

and GENOM know about this.  But I'm sure that other parties will be

interested later... if we decide to sell it."  She looked at the clock,

frowning.  "Well, let's move out.  Best to search around while the city is

asleep." 

	"Well, we were sleeping too a few minutes ago," grumbled Priss." 



                                  * * * * *



	4:53am



	'Gosling' awoke, something nagging at his senses.  He looked

around the dark room to check on his 'travelling companions'.  Childra was

by the window, still asleep.  Ratiko was a few feet away, snoring.  And

Ishido...

	He tensed up.  Ishido was sitting up, next to Childra, as if

watching over her.  Unfortunately, the angle that Ishido was in made it

unclear whether or not his eyes were open.



	"ZZZZZzzz....."



	He breathed a sigh of relief.  Apparently, Ishido slept with his

eyes open.  Muhoshin stood up carefully and made his way to the stairs.

On the way there, he felt something underneath his feet that shone in the

darkness briefly.  Bending down, he picked it up and dusted it off.

	<A disk of some sort?>

	Pocketing the item, he made his way out into the darkness of the

night.  'Gosling' decided that a small walk was just the thing to relax

his nerves.



	Ishido moved.  He'd been awakened by the sound of movement,

and his years on the run made him an incredibly light sleeper.  He

looked around and noticed that 'Gosling' was gone.



	Of course, he was suspicious.



	MAYBE his head was messed up, MAYBE he was wrong, but he felt

strongly that 'Gosling' WAS in fact Ryo Muhoshin.  Making sure that his

possible enemy wasn't too near, Ishido crept out and tried to follow.  By

the time he stood on the street, however, 'Gosling' was long gone. 

	And then disaster struck.



                                  * * * * *



	Priss turned her motoslave thrusters on as six blue C-55 combat

boomers blazed in pursuit.  She dodged and fired, taking a few out, while

yelling in her microphone, "Shit! Sylia, I thought this was just gonna be

a simple look and find!  Somebody gimme a hand!" 

	//I've got my hands full too// replied Linna.

	//Somebody help!// screamed Nene.

	//Hold on Nene, I'm near you// replied Sylia.

	"Just great, now SOMEBODY HELP ME!" growled Priss.  Then, a blip

appeared on his screen.  "Guys!  I've got a trace on the disk!  I'm goin'

for it!" 

	//Be careful, Priss// warned Sylia.

	"Aren't I always?"

	//Priss, this is Linna.  I've got the signal too.  See you

there.//

	"Right, right, just get over there!"

	She zoomed by as a confused looking young man stood in front of an

abandoned building.  The boomers opened fire with their cannons... she

dodged left... and the building exploded.



                                  * * * * *



	**YOU THERE, STAY WHERE YOU ARE**

	Muhoshin froze as several spotlights suddenly snapped open and

aimed at him.  A few blocks away, the sounds of battle raging a few blocks

away.  He couldn't see exactly what had those spotlights on him, but it

was obviously humanoid, blue, and nearly ten feet tall. 

	**HAND OVER THE DISK**

	<Uh, oh.>

	"W-wait a-"  He spun his umbrella nervously.  That, he would think

later, might have been a bad idea.  Maybe it made them nervous?

	**OPEN FIRE**

	In the dark, he saw several red panels opening up, slowly glowing

brighter.  "Eh?"  He jumped up and over them, just as the panels flared

suddenly, and the wall where he stood before was reduced to rubble.  The

spotlights dimmed and his attackers were revealed.  Androids, big hulking

androids of some sort.  Not good.  He did a quick check on a few things

that were... holding him back.  No Childra in sight, no Ratiko, and no

Ishido.  Nothing to hold him back.

        Good.

	As he twisted in mid-air, he spun his umbrella, it's curved handle

beginning to glow a bright yellow.  "RYUGEKI-KEN!"  He whipped his

umbrella forward, and a boomerang-shaped wave of energy lashed out,

smashing one of the androids in the head.  It stumbled back and forth,

while the others advanced.  Muhoshin gave them all examining glances, and

grinned with glee at what he saw.  He turned his umbrella to it's bladed

point, laughing in the joy of finally being able to cut loose.



	<What is this that I see?  Well, well, well...>



	"BAKUSAI TEN-KETSU!!!"



                                  * * * * *



	Ishido ducked as the blasts of light raced towards him and smashed

into the building.  He leaped away to a nearby rooftop, then watched in

horror as the building crumbled and collapsed.

	"Childra..."

	She was still in there... the one that saved him.

	"CHILDRAAAAA!!!!!"

	With the rage searing through him, he felt it coming back.  His

programming, slowly taking over him.  Ishido's soul retreated to a small

corner of his mind, while something else moved in.  This time, he didn't

fight it.  As the boomers flew by, one of them paused, sensing an energy

build-up.  It stopped and turned, where it spotted a figure standing on a

rooftop, surrounded by a mysterious energy field of bright red.



                                  * * * * *



	From a Genom Tower control room, several eyes watched in amazement

as two un-armoured figures began cutting a path of destruction through the

ranks of boomers.  The door to the room opened suddenly, and a purple

haired lady with an aura of authority, Madigan, strode in, looking

agitated that she had to be awakened so early in the morning.

	"What's our status?" she snapped as she took the command seat. 

	"We've got the Knight Sabres in pursuit, 30 C-55 boomers deployed

to the site, and we've found the data disk," said one lackey.

	"And...?"

	"Well... it's in the possession of... well.. we can't explain it.

Have a look yourself, monitor 15."  Madigan looked at the screen, and

narrowed her eyes.  "Also something... well... like it... on monitor 23".



                                  * * * * *



	Muhoshin spun in the air gracefully, landing in a dramatic pose on

bent knee.  Behind him, two boomers slowly turned around.

	"Did I forget to say... bakusai ten-ketsu?"  A moment later, the

armoured plating on the robots exploded in a fury, spraying shrapnel,

liquid, and smoke everywhere.  When the explosions stopped, what was left

was two armour-less, shaking, sparking boomers, with their wiring and

mechanics fully exposed and a lot of it damaged by the explosions.

Muhoshin took a moment to thank the amazons whom he'd swiped the breaking

point technique from.  Without it, he knew he'd probably be dead at the

moment, or running.

	The almost armour-less androids stumbled forward unsteadily, and

he charged at them with glee, shouting "BANZAIIII!"  He launched himself

in the air, slashing, cutting numerous tubes on one, then spearing through

the head of the other with his umbrella.  He landed, again, in dramatic

fashion, as the two machines collapsed. 

	"Feh."

	As he turned away, he saw a figure in a blue armoured suit blaze

towards him, followed by four more androids.  The berzerker rage in him

identified them immediately as more targets to maul, and gave them a

predatorial glare.



                                  * * * * *



	Two armoured figures sprinted across the rooftops, with a pack of

boomers in hot pursuit.

	"Nene."

	"What?!"

	"On the count of three, jump high and aim for the one on the left.

I want to start making the odds a little more fair."

	"Right."

	"On three... one... two.. what the hell is that?!"

	The two Knight Sabres jumped high as a mauled smoking wreck of a

boomer was flung at them.  The smoking mechanical corpse smashed into the

pack of boomers, denting one of them and scattering the others into an

unorganised pack.  They all stared ahead, where a young man stood, looking

full of fury and glowing an eerie shade of red stood.  In one hand he held

a boomer arm.  The boomers all focused on him and began analysing a plan

of attack.  Nene and Sylia steered clear of both parties, as it became

clear by the way the boomers were behaving that they'd decided to focus on

the stranger instead.

	"Nene, what is that thing?!"

	"I... my scanners say he's just a human.  That's odd."

	With a growl, the stranger flung the arm at them.  They dodged to

the left and kept their distance, which caused him to turn his focus to

the four boomers, who the arm DID hit.  Two of them opened their

mouth-cannons while the other two took to the skies in a huge jump.  The

stranger merely stood there defiantly... and his glow became brighter.

	"Sylia, we've got to rescue that guy!" said Nene.

	"No, wait... something's strange here."

	The boomers opened fire with their cannons and two beams of energy

ploughed through the air.  The stranger held two arms up defensively, and a

a red shield emerged, deflecting the beams and sending it around him as if

it was water flowing by a rock.  He managed to hold his ground for a few

seconds, then was knocked off his feet and blown back several meters.  The

boomers made odd mechanical sounds, as if cheering in victory.  Then,

suddenly, the stranger stood up and charged at them, yelling like a wild

man.

	"He's... still alive?" marvelled Nene.  She checked her scanners

and found that the mystery figure was putting out incredible amounts of

energy of some sort.

	Sylia watched silently as Ishido charged on what appeared to be a

suicide run.  One boomer stepped forward and wound up a giant fist.  The

man brought his own back in an obvious attempt to trade punches.

	"He's crazy!" said Nene.

	"He should've been dead already," said Sylia.  "Stay back, I think

we're about to see something interesting.  And Nene, runs your scans on

him, every single one."



	With a battle cry of "ROU-SOU-KEN!" Ishido's fist flared with

bright red light, and for a brief moment... it looked like it took the

form of a giant wolf's paw.  His punch slammed into the boomer's fist,

shattering it.  As it staggered back, he held both hands in front of him,

the energy gathering in his two hands.  "RYO-SOU-DAN!" was heard as he

suddenly released a bolt of energy that punched through that first boomer

and one other.  Both collapsed in smoking heaps.  The other two took a

step back and analysed their opponent.  Meanwhile, Ishido's

'programming' buzzed a warning:  that shield took quite a lot of effort,

he'd have to end this, hopefully in the next thirty minutes.  His mind

formulated the next steps, and he continued... 



                                  * * * * *



	"Who ARE these people?!" yelled Madigan.  "What do the scanners

say?!"

	A nervous technician turned around in his seat.  "W-well... the

one with the data disk... is human."

	"That can't be!  The man jumps OVER boomers."

	"And his umbrella.. well... the fabric on it is interesting, but

everything else on it is ordinary metal."

	"Our sensors must be faulty!  You can't tell me you're not picking

up anything on the other one!!!"

	"W-well... he's also human."

	Madigan scowled.  "EXPLAIN THAT!" she yelled as the figure blasted

two boomers with a sudden flash of energy.

	"I... he... well, he generated a high amount of energy, but we

don't know HOW he did it... and we don't see any portable generators on

him.  That kind of energy should've burned HIM up."

	"This is too interesting to pass up.  Order the boomers to capture

them as well."



                                  * * * * *



	Priss turned around briefly to check on her pursuers, making sure

she had a good lead on them.  As she did that, the beeping of the data

disk tracker got her attention.  Apparently it was moving... towards her?

	"What the-"

	She turned around just in time to see a pale, skinny teen with a

maniacal grin leap up and nail her in the helmet with something that

was glowing.  Stunned, she fell to the floor, then felt herself getting

picked up.

	"Hey!  What the hell are you doing!?!"

	"Shh, you'll ruin my concentration," the figure said.  Before she

could reply, he flung her away, and right into one of the boomers.  She

got up slowly, but the boomer's head was caved in.  The three other

boomers ignored Priss and charged at the stranger, who showed absolutely

no signs of panic at all.

	"Priss!"

	"Hey, Linna, over here."

	"What happened to you?"  Linna helped Priss to her feet and looked

her over for any severe damage.

	"Dunno.  Some jerk hit me outta the air and flung me at him,"

she said, pointing to the wrecked boomer.  "Must be some rival corporation

boomer or somethin'.  If that's the case, let them slug it out, I'll just

pick off the survivors."

	Linna looked to where Priss was indicating, where she saw the

young man dance around the boomers, tapping them at points with the end of

his umbrella every now and then, followed by unexplainable and violent

explosions on the boomer's armour. She took an initial scan of him, and was

surprised. 

	"Priss, that guy's human."  That was Linna's first surprise.  The

second was that he was apparently dodging those boomer attacks with ease.

The third was when one of the boomers started to explode.  "He's human,

and he just destroyed a boomer, Priss.  That can't be right."

	"Your sensors are messed up."

	As they argued, another boomer shuddered as it exploded, leaving

in it's wake the raw skeleton of a boomer, with tubes mangled or leaking,

and mechanical muscles left unprotected.  The stranger slashed twice, his

blade flaring with some undetectable energy, and the boomer collapsed on

the floor, it's guts undone.



	//Priss?  Linna?  This is Sylia.  We've got a strange situation

down here.//

	"Oh?  Can't be stranger than ours," said Linna.

	//There's an ordinary human tearing down boomers here.//

	"Oh, you too?"

	"It can't be right," said Priss.  "No way."

	"What should we do?" asked Linna.

	//I don't know what on earth those things are... they look human,

but they're obviously something different.  Keep your distance, and see if

you can reason with it.  I'll do the same here.//

	"Okay," said Linna.  "Anything else?"

	//Where's that data disk?//

	"The humanoid thing's got it," said Linna.

	//Not good.  Be careful, you two.//

	"Of course," said Priss.

	"Priss, he just took down two more boomers..."

	Priss finally got to scanning the figure herself, as she muttered,

"Oh shit, my sensors say he's human."

	"... and he's throwing a piece of that boomer at us.  LOOK

OUT!" The pair opened fire and reduced the boomer to trash before it

reached them.  "Hey, where'd he go?" wondered Linna, before getting nailed

by a flying jump kick. 



	Muhoshin regarded these two with some interest.  They seemed to be

more promising in terms of entertainment value than those large, clumsy

monstrosities.  He looked their armour over, and yes, as with the rest of

the mechanised warriors around here, her (the robot seemed to be her,

given its *ahem* attributes) and her companion's metal surface had had

breaking points all over it.



	"All right, fight time!"  Priss cracked her knuckles and charged in

recklessly.  She'd faced down Largo before, and this kid didn't look like

any Largo.  And as for the sensor readings?  Sensors could always be

deceived.  This was Just Another Boomer.

	"Priss!  Wait!"  Linna chased after them as Priss pushed the

stranger back quickly.  Priss sent him retreating far with a thruster

assisted flying kick, followed by a quick series of punches, kicks, and

sweeps.  The umbrella-wielding stranger retreated quickly under the

barrage, dodging most attacks, getting flung back far by the ones that he

did block with his umbrella.  Priss began wondering why he didn't attack

when he suddenly jumped over her while she lashed out with a kick.  She

felt several light taps as he poked her repeatedly at lightning speed with

his umbrella in the outstretched leg, shoulder, then back.  She quickly

checked her leg... the blade didn't cut through.  Then she heard something

slowly cracking... 



	Linna caught up to them as they finally stopped battling across

the deserted city, just in time to see the stranger leap over Priss and

tap at her several times.  The stranger sprang several yards away,

landing in a ready stance, as Priss turned around slowly. 

	"Priss, you okay?"

	"What's with these cracks...AAAUGH!!"  Suddenly, the armour on

Priss's leg, shoulder, and back exploded violently.  Shards of armour

shattered her face-plate and cut through the power-suit mechanics

underneath.  The shock of the explosion slammed into her body and leg like

a direct hit from a boomer punch.  Priss collapsed, her systems failing.

	"PRISS!"

	"Ow...."  Her systems were still operational, but those explosions

were surprisingly painful, jarring her badly.  Priss tried to get up but

couldn't.

	Linna moved to a ready stance, eyeing her opponent warily.

Whoever that was, it was clear that he was far more dangerous than he

looked.  She would definitely have to avoid getting tapped by his

umbrella.

	He seemed to notice her stance and shifted into a more alert one

himself.  "Martial artist?" he queried.

	"Who are you?" she asked.

	He looked thoughtful for a moment, as if thinking of the right

answer, then said, "A tourist."

	"Who do you work for?" asked Linna, advancing slowly, noting her

opponent's stance.  Muy Thai... somewhat... although muy thai doesn't

normally involve weaponry.  Odd.

	"Work for?  Nobody.  And you?"

	"You don't need to know."

	The stranger smirked, twirling his umbrella idly.  "Fun city," he

muttered to no-one in particular.

	"I don't suppose you'd hand that disk over."

	The stranger blinked.  Absentmindedly, he fished out a disk from

his pocket.  "Is THIS why everyone is chasing me?"  He tossed it in the

air to Linna uncaringly.  "Now that that's out of the way..."  He began

twirling his umbrella at blurring speeds, the curved handle beginning to

glow.  Linna's sensors picked up an energy build-up and dodged sideways as

the stranger whipped his umbrella forward, yelling "RYUGEKI-KEN!"  A

streak of energy flashed out, past her, and slammed into an abandoned

building a few blocks away, creating a medium sized hole.

	She closed the distance between the two, swinging with kicks and

punches which he managed to dodge or block with his umbrella.  He struck

her a few times also, but her armour prevented it from being effective.

She charging up her knuckle-bomber, knowing that maybe it was excess

violence to use it on a human, but this wasn't a normal person at all. 

Her fist sailed through air as the man ducked it, reeling back, and tapped

her fist with his umbrella as he backed off.

	To her relief and his surprise, it didn't explode.

	"Tsk, missed," she heard him mutter.



	Muhoshin's thrill level rose further.  These seemed to be real

peapole underneath, not those strategically handicapped monstrosities. And

better yet, this one was a martial artist.  He wondered briefly what those

glowing ribbons were attached to that one's head, then found out

personally. 



                                  * * * * *



	Ishido attacked, his soul buried beneath heartless, cold, and

analytical programming that directed his every movement.  He saw the weak

areas in the boomer's structure, where he could strike with the most

effectiveness.  He channelled ki energy that would otherwise be nearly

impossible for him to summon up and used it to empower every blow he

struck.  His fists were raw from punching into steel but he tore through

the boomers in a matter of minutes, with only a bruise on the side coming

from the enemy.  However, he didn't notice those things.  The programming

ignored trivial things like pain.

	Right now it was assessing threats... like those two menacingly

armoured figures a few feet away.



	"Must be some sort of biological experiment," muttered Sylia.  "Or

maybe it's a boomer that emits false scan information, that could be it."

	"Um, Sylia, he's charging at us," Nene pointed out nervously.

The stranger was indeed descending on them, with an angry mask covering

the calculating thinking that was going on underneath.

	"I think he's beyond reasoning.  Nene, get ready to scramble."

	She was always ready to scramble, but it had to be said anyways.

	Sylia attempted to reason with the figure.  "Hello!  We're not

enemies, take it easy."  It didn't' help that there was a weapon barrel

attached to her arm.

	"ROU-SOU-DAN!"  A red energy burst surged towards them.  Sylia

managed to get slightly out of the way, but Nene took the brunt of the

blast, and was knocked unconscious after her suit flew back and hit a

wall.  Her suit survived the impact just fine, but her head hit the wall

hard enough to knock her out. 



                                  * * * * *



	Childra woke up, sore and very uncomfortable.  <Ow... what on

earth happened to me NOW?  And what's this on my...>  She noticed that it

was the ceiling that was so close to her face.  She looked around

slowly.

	"Rat?  You okay?"

	"Zzzzzz..."



                                  * * * * *



	<Looks like it's just me... and this thing.> Sylia pulled out her

blade and circled her adversary warily.  The stranger's visage became more

apparent to her now that they were up close and circling.  His eyes shone

of violet, and his mouth sported small fang-like teeth that added to the

menace that his presence radiated.  He charged forward, alight in a red

aura, lashing out with a blur of kicks and punches.  To her surprise,

Sylia felt the blows _through_ the armour as she desperately wheeled back

and blocked what she could.  She lashed out with a few punches of her own,

but Ishido dodged them, caught her arm, and struck at her elbow with a

fiery fist, causing her to yell in pain as she felt her joint overextend. 

She activated her thrusters and tried to fly away, but he grabbed her by

the leg and slung her into a nearby building.  As she got up unsteadily,

he began to glow brighter again, brighter than he did before.  By the time

she did notice, it was too late.



	"Tooboe-rou TOKKAN-SEN!!!"  A gigantic and very solid-looking beam

of red burst from the stranger.  It slammed into Sylia, sending her

through several buildings before she finally came to a stop.  Her sensors

were all fried, armour cracked and totally gone in some places, and her

suit was flashing eminent failure warnings.  She didn't feel so great

either, with the shock of the impact nearly paralysing her.

	"Nene... Priss.... Linna... help..."



                                  * * * * *



	"Great, just great.  I take a brief nap, the building collapses on

us, and Gosling and Lobis go missing on me."  Childra sighed, dragging

Ratiko out of the ruins.  "Wake up already, you idiot."

	Childra took a moment to slap Ratiko mercilessly until he woke up,

then led him by the hand as they went in search of the rest of their

'team'.



                                  * * * * *



	Ishido advanced on his enemy, his programming reminding him that

they would surely show no mercy, and thus he must show no mercy.  Besides

which, he didn't have enough energy to go on much further.  His adversary

must die, as soon as possible.  A block away, a ruined armoured suit was

shambling to it's feet, occasionally falling to one knee.  Ishido charged

his ki once more, intending to release a final attack on his foe. 

	Behind, and unnoticed by him, a red hardsuit unsteadily rose,

shaking its head.



	"Ishido?"



	The voice was barely audible amongst the crackling of the flames

around him, but he somehow heard it above all else.

	It was _her_ voice.

	Suddenly, the programming scrambled to the darkest corners of his

mind, and he slumped, feeling the pain of that one bruise on his side. 

Wincing, he looked to her direction.  "Childra!  I... I thought you

were*UGH*"  Ishido found himself airborne, with an incredibly sore jaw. 



	Childra sighed, watching her fellow traveller fly across the

skyline. "Great.  C'mon, Rat. He went this way..." 



	The stranger went flying high, as the now recovered Nene slammed

an uppercut right into him.  Nene was surprised, since she thought that

kind of punch should've taken his head off.  For now, he was gone... and

she had to tend to Sylia.

	"Priss?  Linna?  Hello?"

	//I'm a LITTLE busy, Nene!// shot back Linna



                                  * * * * *



	Linna smiled in satisfaction, seeing fear in his opponent's

eyes for the first time.  Apparently that ribbon attack that slashed

through a nearby lamp post like butter also left a deep impression in his

mind.

	The two sparred back and forth, neither getting the upper hand.

Linna was wary of that mysterious attack that shattered Priss's armour so

easily, and her opponent was reluctant to get near the ribbons, even when

they weren't charged.

	Feeling frustrated at his lack of progress, Muhoshin stabbed

forward repeatedly, causing his armoured foe to stagger back quickly.  He

kept up the attack, not wanting to give her a chance to use those ribbons.

	Linna retreated quickly, dodging or deflecting the umbrella stabs.

Jumping back, she turned on her helmet ribbons once more and spun around,

forcing him to back off.

	They were back where they started.  Even.

	Linna decided to mount an offence of her own and began with

twirling around once more, causing her ribbons to whip out.  He was forced

to retreat and she followed with a quick series of kicks and punches.  He

seemed to be distracted, looking side to side occasionally, while

retreating, then sprung backwards several yards.  Linna hesitated as he

stood there.  Then he waved his hand, taunting her to come near.  "Oy, not

bad for a woman."

	Linna charged at him, letting her whips clear the way first.  He

jumped back again, but this time tapped the ground.  She turned to face

him again when suddenly the ground beneath her exploded, sending concrete,

metal, and flames into the skies.  Linna was struck with surprising force,

and flung into an adjacent building.



	Muhoshin stared in surprise at the destruction he'd caused.  "A

breaking point and a gas main. Lucky hit," he said with amusement. 

'Gosling' advanced on his adversary, feeling more confident since it

seemed she was shocked badly and struggling to get up.  It was obvious she

was weakened by that blast.  He took a step forward, then kicked the suit

a few feet away. 



	It was then that his brain was rattled. 



	Linna looked up, too dazed to stand, as her enemy approached.  The

suit was still functional, but the explosion had shaken her.  Her foe

approached, smiling.  His smile reminded her of a hyena, for some reason. 

That's all that she could think of.  His smile looks like a hyena's.  What

a stupid thing, she thought, to think of now.  _STAND UP, DAMMIT!_ She

found the strength to get up slightly, then got kicked away several feet. 

Then she heard the sound of something really solid hitting something else

really solid.  She looked up carefully, and saw that her enemy seemed to

have been hit in the head by, literally, someone else's head.



	Ishido's head flashed with pain, again, as he landed on something

hard.  Then he felt whatever he landed on collapse to the floor.  Since he

wasn't in great shape either, Ishido joined him there.



	Childra and Ratiko ran up to the unconscious pair quickly,

noticing that Ishido apparently made a few enemies while wandering around.

As she reached them, they became encased in blue flames.  A woman in armour

nearby managed to stutter, "H-hey... who are you guys?"



	"Don't worry, we're just leaving," said Childra with a smile.

	And then they were gone.



                                  * * * * *



	The next day, 73 people named Ishido that were living in the

Megatokyo area were mysteriously kidnapped.



	The data disk that the mysterious stranger had given to Linna was

ruined.  Apparently, he'd stepped on it too harshly.



	And finally, an elderly man living in Osaka, Ishido Tamachi, had

an odd feeling that something strange had just happened, and he missed it. 

Feeling no regrets, he spent the rest of the day with his family.



                                  * * * * *



	It appeared to be a vast junkyard of some sort.  Concrete bits,

chunks of buildings, ruined cars, and all sorts of rubble were strewn for

as far as the eye could see, which wasn't that far since it also seemed

that they were in a rather large pit of sorts.  Not exactly a pit, more

like a low area in the land.



	"Tetsuuuuooooooooo......"



	Four figures sat on the hood of a relatively undamaged car (it was

still in one piece, much better than most of the other cars in the area)

and took this moment to rest.

	Childra, sitting on the trunk of the car, snuggled next to Ishido,

who was putting an ice-pack-ish object on his head.  "Feeling any better,

darling?"  She wondered.

	Ishido mumbled briefly.  His knuckles felt like they were scraped

over sandpaper, he had a nagging bruise on one side, and his headache was

throbbing.



	"Kaneeeeeeedaaaaaaaaa......"



	Ishido blinked.  He thought he heard something.

	A few feet away, sitting on the roof of the car, 'Gosling' was

lying down with a ice-pack-like thing on his head as well.  "T-thanks for

the medical s-supplies, Childra-san."

	"Be prepared, that's my motto," she mumbled.  With a frown, she

yanked on a rope.  A few feet away, Ratiko clutched at his throat and

stumbled back a few feet.  "Don't get lost NOW, Rat.  That's the LAST

thing I need."



	A blue light shot from the heavens into the ground, somewhere in

the background.  Nobody noticed.



	"Don't you think that's a bit extreme?" asked Ishido.

	"You obviously aren't familiar enough with Hibikis," she replied,

giving the rope another tug.

	Gosling watched with a hint of a smile on his lips.  Internally,

he was tempted to ask her if he could give that rope a few good tugs too.

Hibiki on a leash, what WILL they think of next?



	"Tetsuoooooooooooooo......"



	Muhoshin blinked.  He thought he heard something.

	"Any idea where we are?" asked Ratiko.

	"Looks like a gigantic scrap heap," observed Childra.

	"Doesn't look familiar to me," said Ishido.  Gosling nodded in

agreement.

	"Say... you guys hear something?" wondered Muhoshin.



	"Kaneeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeedaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa...."



	"Hm?" mumbled Childra.  The four of them looked around, trying to

focus with their ears.



	"Tetsuoooooooooooooooooooooooooooo....."



	"There it is again," said 'Gosling'.

	"Yeah, I hear it too," said Ratiko.

	"Shh!" hissed Childra.



	-bzzzzt- *WHAM*



	They turned around just in time to see a streaking light of blue,

followed by a cloud of dust rising in the distance.

	"Uh oh," mumbled Muhoshin.

	"Why do I have a bad feeling about this?" asked Ratiko.

	"Not good," mumbled Childra, eyeing the skies warily.

	"Hey, there's someone... some guy on a motorcycle, waaay over

there.  You see him?" Ishido pointed to a faraway distance, where a red

motorcycle was zooming across the land.



	Suddenly, a large bolt of blue descended, crashing into the earth.

The motorcycle sped away rapidly, and it's driver looked like it was

aiming a rather large gun.

	"Goddammit, fight fair!!!  Tetsuo you asshole!!"



	"Not good," said Ratiko.

	"What?  What was that?!" said Ishido.

	"Orbital satellite," said Childra.  "Not good."

	"Um... the guy in the bike is headed this way," said Gosling

nervously.  "And, ah, that really big beam is following him."

	"Okay, NOT good at all, we're leaving."  Childra pulled them close

together.  A moment and a flash of light later, they were gone....



                                  * * * * *



	A small group of girls and a cat were strolling casually down a

Tokyo sidewalk.  It was a fairly quiet day, and they hadn't had a chance

to be together to relax in a while.  They talked (and argued )of school,

and of boys, and of miscellaneous other things that 14-year-old schoolgirls

usually reminisce (and bicker) about.

	Suddenly, one of them stopped.

	"Something wrong, Rei?"

	"I sense something... evil," she said, "and it's nearby."

	"You think we'd better... um... get into our work clothes?"

	"I think so."



	MEANWHILE, NEARBY...



	"Where in the world are we now?" moaned Ratiko.

	"Worlds," said Childra.

	"What?"

	"Worlds.  Where in the worlds are we now, that's how to phrase

it," she said.

	"Why?"

	"We're dealing with multiple realities, Rat.  Therefore..." she

noticed Ratiko's gaze glazing over into a sort of numb expression.  "Oh,

never mind."



	At the moment, though, it was pretty clear _where_ in general they

were.  The large billboards in kanji were a pretty important clue.  The

manhole cover nearby and the inscription on it pretty much solidified the

matter.



	"Ratiko... you idiot.  Have a look around," said Childra.

	"Oh, aheheh... Tokyo.  Sorry, it was a reflex question."

	They were indeed in Tokyo.  The only question left was WHICH Tokyo

they were in.

	"So... which Tokyo are we in now," mumbled Ratiko.

	"I don't know, Rat.  Let's just wander around for a bit?"

suggested Childra.  The others agreed, and they strolled down the walkways, 

generally relaxed.



	At this point, an interesting chain of events took place, and had

they the time to analyse it, everyone would have realised that there were

two definite sources to blame for it.  One being Ratiko, the other being a

talking cat.

	Ratiko was to blame, mostly for being an idiot with a bad memory

and a tendency to over-react.

	The cat was to blame simply because cats don't talk.  This one

shouldn't have, not in public anyways.



	As the four reality wanderers turned around a corner, they nearly

ran into a group of five young girls in rather colourful sailor suits, and

a white cat.  Both parties nearly collided violently with each other.

	"Oh, 'scuse us," said Ratiko.

	"Okay," said the cat.

	Ratiko blinked.



	This was that particular moment.



	Following Hibiki Logic, this wasn't quite right.

	1) Cats didn't talk

	2) Therefore, that wasn't a cat



	However, there was one recent exception to that rule.

	1) He knew Shampoo

	2) Shampoo turned into a cat

	3) Shampoo talked

	4) Therefore, cats do talk



	That logic circuit led to the next great deduction:

	1) The cat talked

	2) Therefore, the cat is Shampoo

	3) Thanks to Shampoo, he'd seen the inside of a POT!

	4) Must kill Shampoo



	"SHAMPOO!" growled Ratiko.  Everyone else looked at him as if he

was an idiot.  "Now you shall pay!" he bellowed, pointing angrily at the

cat.  His ki-energy immediately began to skyrocket to dangerous levels,

forming a black aura around him, while his fellow travellers paled at the 

thought of a Hibiki going nuclear. 

	The five girls, however, seemed reaffirmed in their belief that

this was the source of their trouble, and that the three accompanying him

must be henchmen of some sort.

	Sailor Venus took the initiative, yelling "VENUS LOVE ME CHAIN!"

Naturally, this caught Childra's attention, particularly the bits about

'love' and 'chain'.  Before she could make any more suggestions on the

matter, she and the other three were suddenly wrapped up in some sort of

mystical chains.  Ratiko lost his concentration and his ki diffused.  He

looked around, very confused at what was happening.

	"You have threatened our friend, and for that, in the name of the Moon, 

I will pu-"

	"Sailor Moon..." The girl in the blue sailor fuku tapped the one

with meatballs on the shoulder.

	"Hey! You're interrupting my speech!"

	"They're... All tied up now."

	"Oh."



	The five Sailor Suit-clad girls blinked, cocked their heads every

now and then, and looked at their captives, unsure of what to make of them.

	"Alright!" yelled Moon, "Who are you and what's your business here?"

	Rei rolled her eyes.

	"Sailor Moon, I think they're PROBABLY from the Dark Kingdom."

	"Couldn't be," answered Usagi.

	"Why not?"

	"They're not good-looking enough.  I mean, look at the scrawny one 

over there!" she pointed at 'Gosling'.  If he IS from the Dark Kingdom,

he'd have to be 'Concrete-that-got-left-out-in-the-rain-before-it-was-

ready-ite..."

	"Point taken," agreed Rei. "But, if they're not from the Negaverse,"

she narrowed her eyes and looked at them. "Who are they?"

	"Ah... tourists?" meekly offered Muhoshin.  He didn't like this

situation at all, captured by, of all things, pre-pubescent magical girls.

He also didn't like the way a certain raven-haired one was glaring at him.



	The girls took a moment to confer with themselves, as it seemed

that their captives were going nowhere.  That, and this just didn't seem

to be the way things worked out normally.  There was clearly something not

quite right about this.



	"So, the guy in the bandanna is the bad guy, right Rei?"

	"Actually... the one I'm sensing is that one."

	"Which one?"

	Rei pointed.

	"What, the skinny one?"

	"He looks like he's scared to hell!"

	"You must be making a mistake."

	"That's what I'm thinking myself..."

	"Okay, one of us oughta talk to one of them.  After all, they were

about to blast Artemis."

	"Good point."



	Meanwhile, the four wanderers were in different states of mind.

Ishido's programming was flickering at the edge of his mind, threatening

to take over if things got worse.  Ratiko was staring at legs, five pairs

of them, and how they utterly failed to be covered by the very short

skirts worn by the girls.  Childra was looking at the same thing, and the

chains were only helping to... heat up... her mood.

	"Um, excuse me?" asked Childra, hoping to get the matter

straightened out soon.



	"That girl's calling us."

	"Um, which one of us should go?"

	"Jeez, why are you guys so timid about this?  I'll go!" roared a

particularly tall one with brown hair.  She strode up confidently to

Childra.  "So, who are you people?" she asked. 

	"Jansen, Childra Jansen.  Nice to meet you, Miss...?"

	"You can call me Sailor Jupiter."

	"Sailor Jupiter, hm?"  Childra's smile became a little more wide

as she moved a little suggestively against the chains and gave Sailor

Jupiter a look-over.  She leaned forwards and whispered, "You know, you

remind me of my old girlfriend."

	Sailor Jupiter stepped back, aghast.  The other sailor scouts

started talking amongst themselves while Sailor Jupiter struggled to get

back in stride and on top of the situation.  "Hey!  I, er, I'm n-not like,

uh, I don't..."

	Childra leaned forward again and whispered, "Bring your friend

with the chains and we can have some fun."  -wink-  The chains were

turning her on to an amazing degree.  She hadn't felt this way in a while.

	Jupiter blushed further and backed away, her face in a somewhat

mortified expression.  Meanwhile, the sailor scouts were having a quick

conference on the inaccuracy of Sailor Mars's ability to sense evil.



	"But I'm telling you it's the skinny one!"

	"No way, absolutely no way."



	At this point, Muhoshin was hearing snippets of the debate, and

decided that it was time to leave before things got ugly.  Fortunately, he

knew just who to talk to about it...



	"Um, Miss Jansen?" he said nervously.  "I, ah, really think we

should leave now."

	"Leave?  But I haven't had my fun yet?"

	"But... but... I wanna leave!"

	"I don't like being chained like this either," muttered Ishido.

	Ratiko's mind nearly blank, except for those legs... thus the

prevailing attitude of the four persons nearest to the locket was one for

staying, two for leaving, and one just thinking of hentai things along the

lines of legs.



	And with a sudden burst of azure flame, they were gone.



                                  * * * * *





        Once again, there were four figures sitting under the shade of a

tree, on a small tropical deserted island.  They were looking very much

more tired and weary than before.  Nearby, the remains of a fairly large

boat were scattered on the beach.  On it's side, the letters 'innow' were

barely visible.

	Muhoshin stared at Ratiko, somewhat surprised.  He'd never seen

anyone with a ki-blast like _that_.  This might be a problem.

        "*cough* Well, Ratiko, nice work on the *cough* boat," said

Childra.

        "Just had to *cough* work out some frustration."

        The four of them wheezed and coughed in near-silence for a while...

        "How many *cough* times have we 'travelled'?" asked Ratiko.

        "Lost count," wearily said Ishido.

        "That last one," wheezed Ratiko, "was too much."

        "My lungs still hurt," said Ishido, "what was that place?  The air

*cough* over there was terrible."

        "And police in tanks too," said Ishido, "looked like somebody 

took over Japan and declared martial law."

        "Quit complaining, you two," said Childra, also tired.

        "Almost as bad as that other place... what did the locals call it?" 

asked Ratiko.

        "Megatokyo," said Ishido.

        "Yeah, that."



        There was a lull in conversation.



        "Wonder what was with that other place," said Ratiko.

        "What other place?" asked Childra.

        "Well, in the middle of the city there was this space ship stuck

on top of a skyscraper."

        Childra shrugged.  "Who knows?"

        They spent a few more moments relaxing in the shade.



	"It'll be a cold day in hell," said Childra slowly, "before I ever

go near that place with those tentacles again."

	The three others nodded solemnly.  It wasn't a pretty sight, that

place.

        "Okay, look," said Childra, "the problem here is that we've been

kinda distracted.  This time, clear your minds, okay?"

        Ishido and Ratiko mumbled in agreement.  Muhoshin raised an

eyebrow. With that statement, Childra clearly implied that she knew what

was going on.  Apparently, the other two were too tired to notice. He

deeply suspected Childra of either (a) having the power to time/reality

skip or (b) in possession of a device that could do so.  The possibilities

of what one could do with such a device... 

        Amazingly, the other two didn't pick up on this.  Muhoshin 

noticed that too, and immediately assumed that they might be somewhat 

dull-witted.

        "Okay, everybody, clear your minds, okay?  Don't think of

anything." 

        The boys fell silent as Childra reached into her pocket and

concentrated. 

        <Something important in her pocket?> thought Muhoshin. 

        A second later, they flickered out of existence. 



        Keep in mind, they're travelling with a Hibiki. and that often

produces mixed results.  Many times, a Hibiki won't get -anywhere- near

where they wanted to go.  But sometimes, just every now and then, a Hibiki

manages to get lucky. 



                                  * * * * *



        The world resolved around the four slowly, into something

recognisable... 

        They were on a street, a fairly normal looking street, in a fairly

peaceful looking neighbourhood. 

        "I think... this might be it," said Ishido. 

        Ratiko looked around.  "Looks kinda like it." 

        Muhoshin remained silent.  There wasn't anything he wanted to say,

really. 

        "Well," said Childra, "let's find the Tendou Douj-" 



        "CHILDRA!!!" 



        All four turned around. 

        As it turned out, the Tendou doujou was right behind them.

        And so was an incredibly angry Ryo Saotome.



-----------------------------------------------------------------------

                                END ACT II

-----------------------------------------------------------------------
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==========================================================================

The story so far...



ACT I:



   In an alternate reality where Ranma married Shampoo, their daughter had

somehow obtained a magic locket that allowed her to cross dimensions.  A

few accidents later, several of Ranma's 'children' from various realities

ended up in one reality, where Ranma was still a teen-age youth.  One

amongst them, Ryo Saotome (son of Ranma and Ukyou) managed to get a hold

of the locket before Cologne was about to do something devious with it. 

After his victory, he sent all the displaced sons and daughters of Ranma &

company to their proper realities, and then prepared to go home himself. 

   Something, however, went wrong.  He ended up in a bizarre version of

Tokyo in 2096 and accidentally dragged along Ratiko Hibiki and Childra

Jansen in his attempt to fix this mistake.  That attempt dragged him to

two other realities with amazing speed.  From them, he accidentally

brought Miyabi, daughter of Ranma and Akane, and Ishido, a mysterious

amnesiac hunted by a shadowy organisation.

   Finally, they stopped in a reality where Ranma & co. were still teens,

but had never met them before.  And now...



ACT II:



   Childra, curious as to what caused their dimensional/reality shift,

watched Ryo Saotome closely, and discovered that the locket is the source

of their troubles.  She tried, and succeeded, in stealing the locket from

him without him noticing.

   Ratiko schemed to make sure that the history of his world takes place,

and begins a scheme to kill Ranma and frame Miyabi for the murder.  He

succeeded in getting a blood sample from her, and a torn piece of her

clothing, but is interrupted before he can go through with his plan.  In a

talk with Ishido, he finds out about a certain umbrella-weilding maniac

threatening to kill Ryouga in Ishido's reality.  In a panic, Ratiko rushed

to Childra, and accidentally triggered the locket.

   The three of them found themselves on a bridge somewhere.  Before they

left, they accidentaly dragged along Ryo Muhoshin, a person that looked

amazingly like Hikaru Gosunkugi, but in truth was a bit more devious. 

Bringing him along, the four crossed several realities, narrowly escaping

danger, capture, and death.

   And then they returned to the Nerima they left from, with an irate Ryo

Saotome waiting for them. 

   Meanwhile, Miyabi has put up with the antics of her grandparents (Soun

and Genma) who were overjoyed at her existence, distressed at the way her

parents were fighting, greatly annoyed at her trans-dimensonal half

brother Ryo Saotome, and decided that a talk with Grandmother Nodoka was

in order. 



   And now...







==========================================================================

                               ACT THREE

==========================================================================

                                  by

                    Kevin Eav, Ross McKenzie, RpM, 

             Caroline Seawright, and Christopher Willmore

                    [with a scene by Nicola Wright]



                  Editor-in-Chief: Elizabeth Christian





    Miyabi wandered through the streets of Nerima. She'd found out from 

Kasumi where Nodoka lived, as it was obvious that she wasn't at the Tendou

house.   Her mum had chatted to her for a while. Akane was, of course,

very curious about her future, although she tried to hide it. It was

really strange to see her mother so young... So much more like a... a

friend than a mother.  She was so insecure about Ranma, even though it was

obvious that he loved her.

    She leapt onto the roof of a nearby house, then started to jump from 

roof-top to roof-top towards the Saotome house.

    Dad was probably even worse than mum, thought Miyabi, but his problem

was that he hid behind insults. Miyabi was used to their fighting, but

here...  It was almost too much. At least Ranma had learned to control his

mouth somewhat, in her future.

    Miyabi stopped and looked down. She stood before the old Saotome

house.  In Miyabi's time, it had been destroyed by Shampoo and Ukyou

somehow. She wasn't too sure about the details, but it was something to do

with being jealous over her mum and dad. She jumped to the road, and

entered the front gate.

    "Grandma! Baachan! It's Miyabi here!" Miyabi called, before

remembering that Nodoka wouldn't know who she was.

    A pretty, older woman with long, dark hair, braided and pulled into a

bun, opened the door. She was clad in a colourful kimono. The only real

difference that Miyabi noticed was that her grandmother didn't carry a

long... object wrapped in cloth. Miyabi knew what it was. It was the

family sword... But why was her grandmother carrying it around? She'd

heard a little, but never the full story behind why Nodoka had the weapon.

    Nodoka smiled kindly at Miyabi, "Yes? What would you like, dear?"

    Miyabi couldn't help but jump into her arms and hug her, "I've missed 

you so, Baachan!"

    Nodoka's surprise knew no bounds. "I'm your... grandmother?"

    Miyabi nodded, still hugging her, "Yes! Kasumi-obachan told me where

you were so I had to come and see you!"

    Nodoka blinked, holding Miyabi, the information sinking into her head. 

"Well, I think you'd better come in and we'll have a little chat..."



                                 * * * * *



    A badly-beaten Ranma stumbled into the living room. Akane stared at

him, then rushed to his side, "Ranma!! Are you okay?!"

    Ranma nodded as much as he could, using a stick to help him walk, 

"I'll live... but Ryouga'll pay for this!"

    Akane frowned, "Ryouga-kun did this to you by himself?"

    "He and Ucchan did it..."

    Akane blinked, "Ukyou?"

    Ranma growled, "They found out about all these future children,

and..."

    "Oh, they found out about Miyabi? Where is she, anyway?"

    "She went off to speak to her grandmother or something..."

    This took a moment or two to sink in.

    Ranma and Akane stared at each other, "Grandmother? That's...."

    They both jumped up, running out of the house at full speed.



                                 * * * * *



    Nodoka  and Miyabi knelt at the low table, a tray of tea between them. 

Miyabi sipped at her cup as her grandmother talked.

    "So, Miyabi... if you're my grand-daughter... then Ranma is your 

father!"

    Miyabi nodded as she sipped, "Yeah, and Akane is my mother."

    Nodoka's face turned into a frown, "My son... and his fiancee... have

a child?" Her face darkened considerably, and the family sword appeared in

her hand.

    Miyabi, never having seen this look from her grandmother, backed away 

from the table a little, "Anou... I don't mean ... right now... etou..."

    Nodoka suddenly burst into tears, "And they didn't tell me about it!"

    Miyabi almost face-faulted.



                                 * * * * *



    Childra gave a nervous half-smile and waved to Ryo, "Err, hiya."

    Ryo glared, moving towards her menacingly.



                                 * * * * *



    Nodoka held Miyabi tightly to her, "My son is a manly man! Having a 

daughter so early in life with his fiancee! Oh, he makes me so proud!"

    Miyabi, a little confused, looked up at Nodoka, "A manly man... but 

dad never found a cure..."

    Nodoka let her go, "A cure? To what?"

    "Well, he's never gotten a cure to -"

    Miyabi never got to finish the sentence as Akane and a female Ranma 

burst in through the door. Ranma grabbed her, then dragged her out of the 

house while Akane smiled nervously at Nodoka.

    Nodoka looked bewildered as the whirlwind that was Ranko snatched her 

son's child away. She looked up at Akane, "Where's Ranko taking Miyabi-

chan? And what cure does my son need? He's sick?"

    Akane's nervous smile grew larger as a sweat drop formed on her

forehead.  "Cure? R-Ranma? He's just got a... a... cold. Yeah, that's it. 

And Ranko needs to talk to Miyabi about it! That's right..."

    "A cold? My poor son... I should go to him. Is he home yet, Akane,

dear?"

    Akane shook her head, "N..no, he's on another training trip with

ojisan."

    "Oh..." Nodoka sighed, "Well, Akane-chan. Why don't you sit down and 

have a little talk with me?"



                                 * * * * *



    Ranma stood, still holding Miyabi's hand, and panted. They stood 

halfway down the road from the Saotome house.

    Miyabi grabbed her hand back from Ranma, "Hey, what's with you, dad?!"

    "Ofukuro doesn't know about my curse!"

    Miyabi feh!ed, "Well, tell her, dad!"

    Ranma sighed, "I can't. If I tell her, she'll kill me!"

    "Nani?!"

    Ranma started to explain to Miyabi about the promise that Genma had 

given to his wife about raising a manly man...



                                 * * * * *



    Nodoka smiled at Akane, "So, you and my son have had a child. You 

should have told me, Akane-chan. I would have helped you raise her!"

    Akane froze, "D... daughter..."

    Nodoka nodded, "Miyabi told me all about you and my son. It's so 

*good* to know that he's such a man. He's no hentai, running around in

girls' clothes and doing strange, hentai things! And I have a grandchild!" 

She smiled up at Akane, "You should have told me earlier that you and my 

son were parents! Oh, I'm so happy!"

    Akane just stared at her. She wanted to jump up and yell that there 

was no way she would have a child with Ranma, but she wasn't so sure after 

meeting Miyabi. Nor could she tell Nodoka that it was all a

misunderstanding. This was proof that Ranma was a man.  Nodoka was so

happy.

    "Oh, I have to meet my son and congratulate him!"

    "...as soon as he gets back from the trip," Akane finished.

    Nodoka deflated a little.

    "Yes, as soon as he gets back."



                                 * * * * *



    Miyabi stared at Ranma, "She'll make you commit seppuku if she finds

out that you turn into a girl?"

    Ranma nodded miserably.

    Miyabi frowned and looked at the floor, "Well, at least I know why

she's got the katana."

    They stood in silence for a few moments.

    "Oh, dad! Grandma said that you were a manly man when I told her that 

you were my dad! Maybe she won't kill you since you're proved how much of 

a man you really are!"

    Ranma blinked and stared at her like she was insane, "But I... 

Akane... we haven't! I... I wouldn't!"

    "Not *yet* you wouldn't, but grandma doesn't know that! If we keep 

pretending that this is true, then it's no problem!"

    Ranma thought about this for a while. "Hey, it could work!"

    Miyabi nodded, "We can go back and test how this'll go down right now. 

Maybe then you can meet her as a guy..."

    Ranma smiled at the thought of meeting his mother, properly, for the 

first time.



                                 * * * * *



    Akane looked at Nodoka, not knowing what to do. Then the door opened,

and she stared as Miyabi and the female Ranma entered the room.

    "Hi, Auntie!" Ranma called cheerfully, "Ranma's daughter and I have 

come to visit you!"

    Akane blinked and looked closely at the two. They must have a plan.

    Nodoka smiled, "Oh, hello Ranko. Hello again, grand-daughter."

    "Hi, baachan!" Miyabi smiled happily.

    Ranma scratched the back of her head, "Auntie... Now you know that 

your son has a child. Do you think you'll let Uncle Genma and your son 

out of that silly seppuku promise? After all, only a *real* man could 

ever have a child with such a macho chick like Akane!"

    Akane punched Ranma in the face, "Baka."

    Ranma glared at Akane, rubbing her face.

    Nodoka smiled, seeming not to notice the exchange. "My son is such a 

man! He's given an heir to the Saotome school. Of course I won't hold that

promise over him any more. He's proven himself to me. If only... if only I

could have met him before finding out about Miyabi. Oh, my poor son. All

this training... Akane-chan, you should have let me help you with your

daughter while Ranma was away so much. But you have done a wonderful job

in raising her."

    Akane blushed deeply while Ranma stared at her mother, filled with 

joy.  She would finally meet her mother... as a him.

    Ranko jumped up, "Ranma will see you tomorrow, auntie. I promise you! 

But now we all should get going home. I'll tell Ranma, and send him here

tomorrow, at dinner time!"

    With that, onna Ranma almost skipped out of the door, back towards 

Nerima.  Miyabi and Akane stood up, too, saying their farewells before 

following Ranma home. Miyabi explained the plan as they caught up with 

Ranma...



                                 * * * * *



    Ratiko stared as he ran around an unfamiliar area of town. Since when 

did people start living in tents in Nerima? Come to that, since when was 

there a desert in Nerima?! Ratiko sighed, and kept on running. He HAD to 

go and hide the evidence before anyone found it.



                                 * * * * *



    Kasumi, watering the garden, came across a discarded machete and a 

cloth with a little bottle of something red that may have been blood. She 

picked up the items and headed into the house, humming as she placed them 

on the low living-room table. Then she went outside, continuing her 

watering.



                                 * * * * *



    Ranma's mood suddenly dropped. She skidded to a halt, and Akane and

Miyabi almost ran into her. There, in their path, was Tatewaki Kunou,

holding a single, perfect red rose.

    "Ah! My osage no onna! My Akane Tendou! And yet another beauty. Such a 

blessed day as this should never end." He bowed to the three girls.

    Ranma and Akane looked at him with disgust. Miyabi blinked, "Mum, 

since when did Uncle Tacchi have a thing for you?"

    Akane blinked at her, "You mean he isn't like this in the future?"

    "Oh, Uncle Tacchi's always rather dense, but he's happily married 

with Auntie Nabiki. Although he does have a tendency to chase dad around, 

calling her 'osage no onna' and things."

    Ranma looked even more repulsed, "He ALWAYS is like this??" Then he 

did a double-take, "He married Nabiki?"

    Miyabi nodded to both questions.

    Meanwhile Kunou advanced on them, his arms opened wide, "Come to my 

arms, my beloveds!"

    Ranma and Akane, both too engrossed in their conversation, were saved 

from the dreaded embrace by a beautiful, leotard-clad woman as she leapt 

onto his head, knocking him to the road.

    "Well, well. If it isn't the two lowly girls after my beloved 

Ranma-sama's heart! Where have you hidden my Ranma-sama, today, nasty 

girl?"

    Miyabi blinked, "Aunt Kodachi loved you, too, dad? Oh, boy... were 

you ever popular."

    Akane glared at Kodachi while the female Ranma tried to hide, it 

seemed.

    "I guess she hasn't met Uncle Mikado, yet, then."

    Ranma and Akane stared, "MIKADO?!"

    Kodachi cocked her head, "He's off to see that skater, is he? Well, I 

must go and find my beloved, then! OhohohOHohohOHOHOHOhoHOhohoohOhohOHoh!"

With that, she leapt away, bouncing over nearby buildings to find her way

to Kohlkoz High.  Black rose-petals floated on the breeze as she 

disappeared into the distance.

    Akane roused herself, "Come on, let's go before sempai finds out about 

all of this. He'll kill you if he hears about 'our' daughter, Ranma."

    The three girls continued their jog home.



                                 * * * * *



    Kunou sat up, in the middle of the road. "That cur has a daughter?! 

Ranma Saotome! You will pay for impregnating my darling Akane! How DARE

you pick such a rare flower at its first bloom! And another daughter 

from my darling osage no onna! For your crimes against my beloved women, 

I must kill you! RANMA SAOTOME!! TATEWAKI KUNOU WILL PUNISH YOU!!!"

    Then he fainted.



                                 * * * * *



    Ryo was angry.  No, scratch that.  He wasn't just angry; he was 

full-blown, killing-mood, red-flames rising behind him, Ryouga-couldn't-

do-much-better-than-this angry.   He stared at Childra, eyes full of a 

promise for a horrible fate should they have done anything to interfere 

with Bell-chan.  He advanced, slowly, and almost supernaturally calmly, 

pacing towards Childra as though stalking prey.

    "What....did....you....do....with....the....locket....?"  

    Childra glanced around nervously.  <Damn, that Gosling's too wimpy to

be of any use, even if he is trained in the use of the umbrella, and

Lobishomen's still out.  God knows where Ratiko got to.  Probably trying

to find the bathroom, knowing that boy. Chikusho; I've gotta deal with this

myself.  _And_ keep the others from knowing about the locket.>  She flashed

Ryo a winning smile, if a strained one.  

    "Maybe we should talk about this somewhere else?"

    Ryo stared at her. 

    "Why?  Scared that your 'lobishomem' is going to find out that you're

a thief?"  Ryo knew that it was a low blow, but he was too angry to care. 

He'd apologise later - there were other things to take care of first.

    Childra flinched involuntarily; somehow, unconsciously, Ryo had hit 

a sore spot.  She wasn't used to being turned down as regularly as Ishido 

turned her down, and she sure as *hell* wasn't used to actually giving it 

a moment's notice and thought.  She pushed it aside, to better concentrate

on the business at hand. 

    "No, you baka, no one else knows about the locket! Do you want them

finding out?  They'll think that you're responsible for them getting

ripped out of their timelines, you know.  So, unless you want everyone to

find out, let's find a better place to... discuss... this!" Childra

whispered, as Muhoshin was still awake, though looking extremely scared

and confused.  She looked at him and said, "Hey, take care of Ishido over

there, would ya?" 'Gosling' nodded slowly in agreement, and Ryo nodded and

led her off to a room that was unused at the moment.  

    'Gosling' grinned as soon as they left the room.  

    "Tsk... that girl's whisper could be heard halfway across Nerima.  She

might as well have just shouted it out loud."  He crept out of the room

after a suitable delay, to make sure they wouldn't see him.  He turned to

consider Ishido, but decided that listening in on the argument was more

important at the moment.  He came upon the room, not that it was hard to

find with the shouting going on. 

     "What the hell did you think you were doing, jumping times like

that?" 

     Muhoshin smiled.  <Hrm.  Ryo. Nice name.>

     "Look, Ryo, all I wanted to do was look at the locket."

     Muhoshin mentally pulled out a notepad.  <Ok... find out what this

one knows, make sure he won't interfere.  Find Ryouga, KILL him, get home. 

Challenging, yet entertaining.>

     "You *idiot*!!!  That's more than just some locket!  Don't you know 

what you were doing with that thing?"

     <No... but I'm sure you'll say something informative soon, 'Ryo'.>

     "No, not really... but we're here, no one's missing, so everything's

ok, isn't it?"    

     "Aggghhh! Look, just give me the locket back, ok?  I *don't* want 

reality twisted and changed any more than it already has."

     Muhoshin blinked, and small, twisted smile slithered onto his 

face.

     He heard the two dimension-hoppers start for the door, and he 

hurried back to the bedroom Ishido was in, plotting all the way.

     Ryo decided to take a walk, clear his head.  Childra, naturally, 

wanted to check in on Ishido.  She knocked on the door, then stuck her 

head in.  Gosling was there; or was it?  For a second, she thought that 

it was someone else, but that was unmistakeably Gosling's voice and 

mannerisms.  With a mental shrug, she walked in. 

    "How's he doing, Gosling?"  

    She didn't notice the small twitch that he made when she called him by

name.  

    Muhoshin composed himself.

    "Yeah..." he said, "he looks like he'll be out for a while.  You

should get some rest."  <Gosling?  GOSLING?  She dies. Soon. After this

'Ishido'.>

     Childra nodded and went in search of a place to nap. Muhoshin 

grinned evilly and retrieved his umbrella from where he had tossed it.

     "Ishido, Ishido, Ishido," he said quietly, "what am I to do with

you?"  What to do indeed, as Ishido somehow KNEW who he was, and watched

over Muhoshin far too close for his comfort.  Eliminating him from the

equation was certainly tempting, but that also opened up a whole new can

of worms.  Who would they suspect of killing Ishido, but him?  He was the

obvious suspect.

     Damn this Ishido.  If it weren't for him...

     In his foul mood, Muhoshin leveled the blade along Ishido's throat,

his agitation at the situation growing.  He briefly wondered if it was

possible to just beat the hell out of everyone and get what he wanted that

way.  It worked every now and then in his past, so...

     Then Kasumi walked in.  Ryo mentally *ack*ed, and lowered his weapon.

Kasumi, of course, was oblivious to what was just about to happen. 

    "Why, hello there!  You must be a new arrival.  I'm Kasumi Tendou. 

Are you here with Ryo, Childra, Ishido, Ratiko, and Miyabi?"

    Ryo shook mentally.  Somehow, the sight of her triggered something in

his mind, and he found himself unable to commit violence.

    "Umm... yes, yes I am.  It's nice to meet you, Kasumi."  

    Kasumi smiled. 

    "And it's nice to meet you... I didn't catch your name, however."

    Muhoshin gulped. "I..um...<don't lose it, focus, remember the story.> 

I'm Ryo Gosunkugi."  He flinched on the last word.

     Kasumi, naturally, took no notice. 

     "That's nice.  The others are having some lunch, if you want to join

them."

     Muhoshin gulped again. 

     "Th--thank you."  

     He left, to try and compose himself.  <Gah... what's wrong with me?>

He walked into the dining room.  Ryo looked at Gosling from his place at

the table, having returned from his walk hungry.  Miyabi was there, too,

as were Ranma and Akane, having arrived from Nodoka's, and as usual, they

were all eating.  Ranma, Miyabi, and Akane stopped and stared at Muhoshin

as he entered the room.  They echoed, "Who are *you*?!?" and he jumped.

     "I'm..uh... I'm... Ryo Gosunkugi.."  

     Ranma and Akane choked. 

     "NANI?!?!"

    Muhoshin looked as flustered as he could get. 

    "I'm Ryo Gosunkugi, son of Hikaru Gosunkugi and Ukyou Kuonji.  Why?" 

    Ranma gagged, and looked to be having trouble breathing, and Akane was

absolutely stunned.  The two inaazuke looked at each other. 

    "Gosunkugi and *Ukyou*?!?!"  Unfortunately for Ranma, at this point,

Ukyou had just returned to the doujou to apologise to Ranma.  She heard

shouting, and snuck up just in time to hear "Gosunkugi and *Ukyou*?!?!?"

followed by Ranma saying "Well... it's kinda weird, but I guess I can see

it."  Ukyou marched into the room.  She was looking very dangerous.  

    "You can see *what*, Ran-chan?"  

     Ranma suddenly looked *very* worried. 

     "Ah..umm... Ucchan! Hi!"  His voice trailed off weakly.

     *SLAM* 

     "That's for what I just heard, Ran-chan."  Ukyou walked off, 

even more disturbed. <Gosunkugi?? No way...>

     Muhoshin bubbled inside at seeing Saotome get slammed like that.  He 

briefly considered going and flustering the Kuonji girl some more, but 

instead sat down with the Saotomes and spun his tale, at their behest.  

    "Well... it all started with this guy... I believe his name was...

Muhoshin.  Anyway... from what mom tells me, he was a good fighter, and

had a beef with... Ryouga? <Don't give them the whole story> Anyway,

apparently, Ukyou had feelings for Ryouga, but this Muhoshin guy killed

Ryouga.  Damn near sent mom over the edge.  Anyway, apparently, you

*points at Ranma* and mom and Akane went out and 'venged yourself on the

guy, and Dad was there the whole time, comforting Ukyou--and the

inevitable happened."

    Silence was the order of the day around the Tendou household.  Ranma 

started muttering. 

    "I don't believe this... this kind of stuff happens in *stories*, not

real life!"  

    Muhoshin inwardly clicked his heels in joy. 

    <Ah, chaos. I love chaos.>



                                 * * * * *



     Back in the other room, Kasumi was carefully tending to Ishido's 

wounds.  She laid a cool cloth on his head, not really expecting him to 

wake up anytime soon.  But wake he did, and he groaned. "Anou... what 

happened?"

     Kasumi blinked. "I don't know.  I think Childra, Ratiko, and you 

took a little trip, and found Ryo Gosunkugi."

     Muhoshin blinked as he passed by the door.  <Hmm... maybe I'll get to 

find out what he knows after all.>   

     Inside the room, Ishido shook his head. "No, he's not.  His name's 

Ryo Muhoshin, and he's a *very* *bad* person."

     At this point, Childra woke up, and walked from her bed past 

'Gosling' into the room, not really noticing him, in time to hear the 

conversation.  

    "That's not a nice thing to say, cutie."

    "But it's *true* I tell you.  I've met him before. He's really 

scary, and he's maybe as good a martial artist as Ranma.  He had these 

attacks - punching people with glowing gloves, poking them with a 

needle-umbrella and making their bones explode... He nearly killed me!"

    Childra frowned. 

    "Ishi-kun, didn't you say that you're memory was swiss-cheesed?" 

Ishido nodded slowly.  "Then your unconscious is probably making something

up to deal with him."  

    Ishido shook his head.  

    "No...I.. oh god, I can't remember! I... maybe you're right."

    Ryo wiped his forehead.  It'd been a close one there, all right.  He

walked off... he had some new theories to try out, thanks to that Ishido. 

It's too bad he'd probbably have to kill him.  Ishido just might

know too much.

    <Well, time to find the local store.>



                                 * * * * *



    Ukyou stomped through the doujou, her face flushed.  <I can't believe

Ranchan said that about me.  Gosunkugi?  Ewww!  He's so... slimy.>

    "Mom, wait," Ryo called after her.

    The okonomiyaki chef turned to face her son.  Now this was a future

she could believe in; Ryo was a strong, handsome boy, polite and

intelligent, not like that weak, sickly "Gosling" character.  "Yes,

Ryo-chan?"

    The pig-tailed boy winced.  "You haven't called me that in years, 

Mom."

    Ukyou smiled.  "Indulge me.  It's not everyday that your son visits

from the future."

    "That's what I wanted to talk to you about, Mom."  Ryo stuffed 

his hands in his pockets.  "You see... no, let's go outside first."

    "If you want to."

    "There's not enough privacy here," Ryo explained, "especially not 

with all the other time-trippers wandering about."  He paused to collect 

his thoughts.  "And I've never felt at ease here.  Sure, this was 

Godai-kun's house, but visiting always made Pop feel uncomfortable.  He 

lost the place, and it took a lot of work on Nabiki's part to get it

back."

    "Who's Godai?  Is there another time-traveller here I don't know 

about?"

    "He's the son of Akane and Ryouga."

    "The WHAT?  Are there no bigamy laws in the future?"

    Ryo grabbed Ukyou's hands before they could do anything more violent

than make fists.  "That's not it at all, Mom."  He tried to pitch his

voice in a calming manner, but he was no Bell-chan.  Ukyou pulled away;

the pig-tailed boy let her go rather than get in a wrestling match with

his own mother.  "We're all from different timelines, different possible

futures.  Some of them are mutually exclusive."

    The okonomiyaki chef frowned, a wrinkle appearing above the 

bridge of her nose.  

    "So, do I marry Ranchan or not?" she demanded.

    "That's up to you," Ryo explained.  "I don't mean to go all 

metaphysical on you, Mom, but that's the only explanation I can come up

with.  If you want something, then you have to make it happen.  I think 

the multiverse is big enough for all of us to get along."

    "Is that what you wanted to talk to me about?"

    The pig-tailed boy nodded.  "And now I'd better go talk to the new

time-traveller.  I need to know where he's from if I'm going to take him

back where he belongs."  Ryo scowled, staring down at the gravel path. 

"And it's not like that's going to be easy.  I think I know where Miyabi 

comes from, and Rat and Childra, but Ishido doesn't even have a clue about 

what universe he's native to."

    Ukyou put a hand on her son's shoulder.  "Do you have to go?"

    "Oh, yes I do."  He snorted.  "Travelling between worlds like this 

is no picnic.  And my fiancee is waiting."

    "Fiancee?"  Ukyou arched one eyebrow.  "You only have one, right?"

    Ryo gave a half-hearted chuckle despite himself.  "The last world 

I was in you said the exact same thing."  He shook his head.  "I guess

some things don't change, no matter where or when you are.  Yes, I have

only one fiancee; you made sure I didn't pick up many of Pop's bad habits,

and yes, you approve of her.  Bell-chan is the daughter of Kasumi and Ono

Tofu.  She is just as kind and caring as you would expect."

    "Do you love her?"  There was a wistful note in Ukyou's voice.

    "More than anything."  He looked towards the house; lights were just

starting to come on, warding away the darkness.  "Now I really need to

talk to that guy who claims to be my transdimensional half-brother."

    "You don't believe him?"

    "Do you?  No, that's not fair.  I think I'm just being jealous."  

The pig-tailed boy shrugged.  "We'll see.  Good night, Mom."

    "Good night, Ryo.  And if this isn't the world you come from..."

    Ryo turned back towards Ukyou.  "Mom?"

    "It was nice meeting you."  Then she ran out of the garden and was

swallowed by the twilight.



                                 * * * * *



    Ryo was not happy to find out he'd missed Gosling's explanation of his

home-world.  He was even less happy to find out that he'd missed the boy

altogether.  

    "What do you mean he left?" he asked Miyabi.  "I was outside with my

Mom the whole time.  Neither of us saw anything."

    Miyabi took a step back.  

    "Don't yell at me!  It's not my fault he's gone.  And who knows, maybe

he's had ninja training."

    Ryo stared at the ceiling.  "I should have told all of you to 

just stay put."

    The waitress put her hands on her hips and stared at her 

transdimensional half-brother.  

    "And who put you in charge?  I've seen you get knocked out, you've

lost a locket your fiancee gave you, and you've felt up every woman in

Nerima.  Those aren't impressive qualifications for leadership."

    "Look, there's a reasonable explanation for everything, and I'm taking

charge because I'm the only one who knows what he's doing!"

    "Oh, really?"  Miyabi let her eyelids fall as she studied the

pig-tailed boy.  "I think Childra knows just as much as you do, and she's 

less of a pervert."

    "She's also a... no, forget it.  Just don't go anywhere, OK.  And 

don't let any of the others wander."

    "It's dark outside.  Where would I want to go anyway?"

    "I was more worried about Ratiko.  I'd rather he stayed on the same

continent as the rest of us."

    "Then _you_ watch him.  I'm not your slave, Ryo, and I'm not going to

obey your orders."  She spun on her heels and marched out of the room,

effectively ending their argument.

    <Good going, Ryo.  A touch more empathy there and you'd have been as

tactful as Tachi Kunou.  I thought you learned your lesson about trying 

to be cold and manipulative a half dozen worlds ago.  It just doesn't

work, not for you, anyway.>

    Out loud he said, "And I used to wish I had a sister."



                                 * * * * *



    Ryo Muhoshin ran through a mental list of the items he wanted to buy. 

This was not the sort of list you wrote down; people could steal hard

copy, but thoughts could never be used as evidence.

    If what he'd heard was true, he had a lot of untapped potential; and

with worlds full of Ryougas to practice on, well...

    A small dark shape bouncing down the street interrupted Muhoshin's

thoughts.  <Him!>  The boy smiled.  If you didn't have a Ryouga to play

with, a Happousai was just as good...



                                 * * * * *



    Ryo Saotome ran through the lamp-lit streets of Nerima.  <Damn! Where

could he have gone?  At this rate I'll never find the guy._> He looked up

at the starlit sky.  <At least it's not raining.>

    The wind picked up, and the sky rumbled.  "I should have known better

than that."  He turned up the collar of his coat and hunched his shoulders

against the cold.  Having no gloves, he shoved his hands in his pockets to

keep them warm.  His fingers wrapped around the chain of the locket.

    <I wonder... do I dare?>

    He studied the locked in the pale glow cast from the display window of

a nearby appliance store.  It didn't look any worse for wear from

Childra's handling of it, but then, considering how beat up the charm was,

that wasn't saying much.  "I think I know how to use you.  I know that if

I keep my mind focused I'll end up where I want to go.  If I say, 'take me

to a world where I find Gosling quickly, and then take me back to this

world,' will you do it?"

    A faint blue-white glow along the edges of the locket was his answer.

    "I'm not sure I want to do this," he told the locket as he debated

with himself.  "I don't like you, and I don't want to use you, but I want

to get home as soon as possible.  If I could go home to Bell-chan right

now I'd do it in a shot, but I can't just leave the others here."  He

closed his fist around the hunk of battered silver.  "All right, let's

go."

    Silver-blue light escaped from between Ryo's fingers, and the locket

grew so cold he felt like his hand was on fire.



                                 * * * * *



    It started to rain, but Muhoshin didn't mind.  Umbrellas were for 

more than just fighting, after all.

    "Hey, old man," he cried.  "Where do you think you're going?"

    "Out of my way!" shouted Happousai.  He bounced closer, and Ryo smiled

a predatory smile.  The old man wouldn't know what hit him.  It would be

almost too easy.

    A pig-tailed form jumped out of the rain-shrouded night and

intercepted the ancient hentai, knocking Happousai into orbit and

scattering his ill-gotten unmentionables across the pavement.  <Ranma?>

Muhoshin clenched his teeth.  Saotome would pay for interrupting his

fight.  Then the boy remembered his need for subterfuge, and clamped down 

on his anger, burying it deep.  <Later, Ranma.  Later.>

    "Are you all right?"  Ryo Saotome asked.  "Happousai is dangerous, in

his own petty way."

    The darkness hid Muhoshin's surprise.  <That's not Ranma.  That's his

would-be son!>  "I- I think I'm all right," he stammered, quickly hiding

behind a facade of meekness.  "Th- thank you for saving me."

    "What are brothers for?"

    <Brother?  Oh, yes, this one _is_ Ukyou's son.>  "Wh- why did you come

after me?"

    "It's not a good idea for us to be wandering around on our own. I told

the others to stay at the doujou, and then went looking for you."

    <Alone?  Your mistake.>  "H- how did you find me?"

    Ryo shrugged.  "I have my ways," he said evasively.

    <I'll just bet you do.  I know you couldn't have followed me in this

rain, no, and I know you couldn't have caught up with me.  What else does

that nice little trinket of yours do, hmm?> "I'm glad you're here," he

said truthfully. 

    "I'm glad I could help."  Ryo ran his left hand through his rain-

soaked hair.  "You wouldn't happen to have a spare umbrella, would you?"

    "No, but I'll share.  And, uh, could you lead us on the way back?  I'm

a little lost."

    Ryo turned around and pointed.  

    "We want to go south."

    <You took the old man out in one shot, but just like everyone else in

this town, you're too nice for your own good.>  Muhoshin closed his

umbrella and twirled it between his fingers.  <Just the two of us, on a

dark street corner?  This opportunity is too good to pass up.  Goodbye,

'Brother. '>

    Ryo half-turned, thinking something was wrong.  It wasn't enough.  The

handle of Muhoshin's umbrella caught him in the back of the head, and he

slumped to the sidewalk.

    "What has it got in its pockets, Baggins?" Muhoshin hissed as he

searched for the locket.  He had to pry the silver charm out of Ryo's 

fingers; even unconscious, the pig-tailed boy would not let go.

    The latch was broken, and the locket had sprung open.  There was a 

photograph inside; Muhoshin tore it free and held it up to his nose, 

studying the picture as best he could in the low levels of ambient light. 

    "Hmm... Ranma and Kasumi?  No, this is you and some other woman.  A

girlfriend, perhaps?"  He closed the locket with a snap and let the

picture fall to the ground like a dead autumn leaf.  "If I see her, I'll 

let her know you won't be coming back."

    He held up the locket, examining it curiously.  Such power in a little

thing like this?  It was hard to believe.

    Twirling his umbrella idly, he looked down at the prone form of Ryo

Saotome, sprawled on the ground.  How to take care of him?  Murder was the

obvious choice, but... no.  He internally frowned at his hesitation, but

he hadn't murdered anyone yet, and was for some unexplainable reason,

hesitant to start now.

    Cripple?  Maim?  Yes.  But it'd be rather pointless to maim him.

Nothing gained, really.

    Kill?  No... not yet.  But surely there were other ways to get rid of

him.  At that moment, the locket chose to spark slightly, sputtering out

small dots of azure light.  Ah, the locket.  He could just use it to shunt

Saotome off to some odd hell dimension.  Haha!  Yes, send Saotome to some

odd remote reality.  Muhoshin smiled, clutching the locket, and wondered

about sending him off to some hellish dimension.

    "Now just _where_ should I send you?" he muttered, grinning wickedly.

<Hmm... where would _I_ be horrified to go?> he pondered.  Then he thought

back to that place with a _crowd_ of Ryougas.  "A world of Ryougas," he

said quietly, "no, that would be _my_ version of hell."

    And then, without warning, the locket blazed with cerulean fire.



                                 * * * * *



    Nabiki walked into the doujou with a smile on her face. For once,

lunch at Ucchan's had proven... Lucrative.  Visions of yen filled her mind

as she entered the living room, so that she almost missed the odd assembly

on the table.

    Curious, she walked over to the pile and fingered the machete. Lifting

it revealed a (torn) piece of cloth, and a test tube of... <Blood?> Nabiki

frowned. <What on earth could anyone want with...> Then, she thought back

to her conversation with Kuonji. <Wait a sec...>

    "Oneechan?"

    "Yes, Nabiki?" called Kasumi from the kitchen.

    "Who left this here?"

    "Those things? I picked them up outside. I think Ratiko dropped them."

    "Ratiko? HIBIKI Ratiko? The one who says he's Ukyou and Ryouga's kid?"

    "Their great-grandson. Isn't it nice? With all these guests showing

up, I hope we have enough room to lodge them..."

    "Uh... Yeah... Any idea where he is now?"

    "Not really... His friend tells me he gets lost..."

    "A true Hibiki, then." <Hmm... Ryouga's descendant, a vial of blood,

a sample of cloth and a machete. From this and from what Ukyou told me... 

this might be fun.>  She put the test tube in her pocket and hid

the machete and cloth behind her usual hidden panel in the main closet.

    Then, she waited.



    It wasn't long before a red-and-black blur bolted past her, shouting,

"WHEREWHEREWHEREWHEREWHEREWHEREWHERE...." When he paused to look under 

the table, she tapped him on the shoulder, and teasingly  waved the vial

in front of him.

    "Looking for THIS?"

    Ratiko turned, and stared.  He started to say something, then stopped,

and began to tremble.

    "Per... Per..."

    "PER-haps there's something we need to talk about, Hmm?"

    He pointed a finger at her.

    "YOU!"

    "Yes, me. Tendou Nabiki. And you're Hibiki Ratiko. Now that we have 

the introductions over with, let's get down to business. I have here-"

    She was cut off.

    "YOU!"

    <Seems he inherited the Hibiki intelligence, as well.>

    "Is that all you can say?"  She smiled and once again tantalised him

with the test tube.

    "Why, I..." He began to form a battle aura. A white one, she noted, 

not blue like his alleged ancestor's.  She was treading on dangerous 

ground - but if this 'Ratiko' was as easily manipulated with secrets 

as 'P-Chan'...

    "I also have the machete, AND the cloth."   The ki-flames surrounding

the boy suddenly shifted to black.  "If anything happens to ME, a full

report of what you were going to do with them goes to Ryouga," she

bluffed. She had a VAGUE idea of what he was planning, but that was all

she needed to set the trap.

    The field surrounding Ratiko flickered, switching in between black and

white, clicking faster and faster, until the two became one, and the aura 

settled on a dull grey.

    "What do you want of me?" his voice sounded tamed, but his eyes were

still wild...

    "Just... to get to KNOW you better." <And get paid for it.>

    "To... to KNOW me better?"

    "Hai. That's all."

    "You... You don't want me to help kill your sister... or to... or to 

with... with great-grampa?"

    Nabiki blinked. She'd rather not think too hard about that last 

reference.

    "Why would I want to kill Akane?"

    "Akane?"

    "I only HAVE two sisters, and the other one's-"

    "Tendou Kasumi."

    "Right. You mean..." Another piku.  KILL Kasumi? Ranma, she could

understand. There was a waiting list a mile long to get rid of him <and 

this fellow just might think he's on it. The poor boy doesn't have a 

chance, if the doujou destroyer failed.> Ryouga, perhaps, but he was 

just to sweet for ANYONE to hate permanently. Akane, maybe as a way to get 

at Ranma... but KASUMI?!?  Odd. Very odd. Thinking that ANYONE would want 

to get rid of Oneechan, especially HER...  This interview might turn out 

to be worth more than her fee. "WHEN did you say you were from, again?"

    "Twenty ninety-six."

    "Hibiki Ratiko, right?  Descended from Ukyou and Ryouga?"

    The boy scowled, and his battle aura shrank somewhat, solidifying into

a sort of luminescent 'skin'.

    "Not quite."

    "Huh?"

    "It's REIRAKU, not Ratiko."

    "Reiraku? What kind of sadistic parents would name their kid

'Downfall'?"

    He lunged at her. Thankfully, years of living with martial artists had

given her quick reflexes, and she dodged, sending him flying against a 

wall, which promptly collapsed.

    "Oh, my!" said Kasumi, through the new doorway into the kitchen, then

went back to frying wonton.

    'Reiraku' shook himself, stood up, and turned back to Nabiki.

    "Yes, Perdita. DOWNFALL.  _YOUR_ downfall."

    "WHAT?!?"

    "For what you have done to Tendou Kasumi and Hibiki Ryouga, you will 

PAY!"   

    "Ratty-baby, I've done NOTHING to Kasumi, and it's Ryouga that pays

ME, when he's in need of my... services."

    "You've ALREADY SLEPT WITH HIM?!?"

    "Oh, my! Nabiki, why didn't you tell me?" Breaded meat dropped to the

floor, and the elder Tendou covered her mouth in shock.

    "I HAVEN'T!" She didn't know whether to be confused, or just

plain angry at the suggestion.  "Let's just say, 'Reiraku', that he uses 

my INFORMATIONAL services, on occasion. I may not give much away for free, 

but I do NOT sell MYSELF."

    "THAT is a matter of opinion." Ratiko's teeth clenched, letting only a

hiss escape.

    "What is NOT, is the tale told by the blade and the cloth." She 

raised the vial. "OR by this blood, here.  I wonder whose it'll turn out 

to be if we test it... Will it match the owner of the scrap, I wonder?"

    "You are despicable."

    "Can't blame a girl for tryin' to make a profit." She smiled, just

because she knew it would make him furious, and he wouldn't be able to do

a thing about it. <Oh, how I LOVE having men at my fingertips...>

    "Profit?" He scowled. "I knew it. What KIND of... profit?"

    "I don't suppose you have any money that's any good here..."

    "I have plenty of Kunous, but those won't be minted for several 

decades."

    "Kunous?"

    "Kunous."

    "As in, Kunou Kodachi, and Kunou Tatewaki?"

    "HOW DARE YOU MENTION THOSE TWO NAMES IN THE SAME BREATH?!?!?"

    The aura was back to a flame now, and the grey was definitely getting

paler.  His ki was strong, and it seemed to be mostly based on anger and

depression. White for the first, and black for the latter, maybe? Nabiki

made a mental note.

    "Is there something WRONG with that?"

    "Well, I..."

    "You can tell me about all of this on our date."

    She would have preferred to know NOW. After all, this was quite

unnerving...  but Kasumi's cooking dinner meant that the others would be 

back soon, and she didn't want them spoiling her plans.

    "DATE?!?!?" The 'daunting warrior' illusion fell apart at the seams, 

and Ratiko's knees wobbled like a block of agar in a maelstrom.  

    Nabiki grinned.

    "You've got to pay me SOMEHOW. You can't expect me to keep silent on

something like this for NOTHING.  Plus, I wanna chance to learn about you,

and... when you come from." <There's an understatement... He thought I'd

murder Kasumi, and the currency is the KUNOU?!?>

    "But... I don't have money."

    "I'm sure you can find someone to give you a job. You'd only need to

work a few hours to get enough money to buy dinner."

    "Work?"

    "W-O-R-K."

    "But... I... I've never HAD a job!" His voice went from a growl to a

whine.

    "WHAT?!?"

    "What do *I* need a job for? Back where *I* come from, I'm heir to the

largest security company in Japan! Surely you don't expect me to... to do

MANUAL LABOUR!"

    <Security company? Probably some sort of stock trader... This kid is

likely to know a heck of a lot more about the future of the financial 

markets than that Miyabi girl. And ANY information, if accurate, will let

me make a killing. Good...>

    "You'll be doing HARD labour, if you don't."

    There was a pause, as the future Hibiki re-evaluated his situation.

    <Just like his great-grandfather. It takes a few minutes for

information to sink in.>

    "Can't I do anything ELSE?"

    "No. Take it or leave it. It's my last offer... I'm a very busy woman,

and I've got other fish to fry."

    Ratiko sighed.

    "I'll take it.  But who will give me a job? I don't have any ID, any

money, any references..."

    Nabiki watched with glee as his ki-flames blackened. She'd been right.

White for anger, black for depression, grey for both.

    "There IS one person..."

    "WHO?"

    She looked at Kasumi through the hole in the wall. Her big sister had

finished cleaning up the mess, and was going back to cooking, which meant

she'd be oblivious to the world... More than usual, that is. No sense 

taking pointless risks, though.

    "Hmm... We need somewhere more private to discuss this." She turned

towards the kitchen. "Oneechan! Rat and I are going on a little walk.

Don't set places for us for dinner!"

    "I'll save the leftovers for when you get back!" Kasumi smiled and

cocked her head.

    "Arigatou!" said her sister.  

    Nabiki turned to the time-traveller.

    "You coming?"

    "Do I have a choice?"

    "Not really. Which reminds me..." She took the test tube, stuck it

safely in her bosom, and smiled. "Better safe than sorry!" Ratiko's aura

lightened a shade or two.  "And... tone down the battle aura, will you? We

don't want people staring."

    The Hibiki growled, but complied. He closed his eyes, took some deep

breaths, and in seconds the raging ki-fire was reduced to a faint, nigh-

undetectable glow.

    Just as he opened them again, voices were heard on the front porch.

Saotome-san, Daddy, Ranma, Akane, and... someone else...

    "Speak of the hentai," muttered Nabiki. "Come on. We've got to 

hurry.  The others are back, and if they find us here together, talking 

about this..."  She made a slicing motion across her throat.

    "Anou... Wha?"

    "Just come with me."

    She took him by the arm, and led him out by the doujou's back door, 

just as Miyabi walked in.



                                 * * * * *



    "Ojiisan, sofu, stop following me!" Miyabi was nearly in tears as she

pleaded with her grandfathers. They ignored her and anything BUT their 

ecstasy at the living 'proof' of the union of their children.

    "Isn't it WONDERFUL, Saotome-san?" Soun's waterworks were at full 

flow, but for joy, for once.

    "Oh, YES, Tendou-kun.  Our children will marry, and have lots of 

grandchildren!"

    "They'll have three!"

    "Six!"

    "A dozen!"

    "A gross!"

    "The only thing that's GROSS is someone thinkin' I'd ever... I'd 

ever...  YOU KNOW... with that... that TOMBOY!"

    Miyabi allowed herself to stop crying for a bit, and smirked.

    "That's not what *I* hear, dad..."

    Ranma blushed a deep red, and began to stammer.

    "RANMA! How could you be so CALLOUS?!? In front of our DAUGHTER, 

even!"

    "But... I... She... She said that we..."

    "Is it so difficult to BELIEVE that you might actually ENJOY being 

with me?"

    Akane realised what she had just said, and covered her mouth, too

late.

    "A... Akane... I didn't know that you...."

    <Now THIS is more like the mum and dad I remember...>

    "It's already STARTING, Saotome-kun! I'm so HAPPY!"

    "No need to say that NAME, Tendou-kun."

    Soun nodded gravely.

    "Too true, Saotome."

    For once, they weren't malleted or sent into low-earth orbit for their

enthusiasm. The two involuntary fiancees were far too busy staring at each

other.

    <Great... Maybe they're actually getting to LIKE one another,> thought

Miyabi. <It's just so... So WEIRD! They're in love, just like always, but 

it's like they have shades on, or something...>

    Ranma shuffled his feet uncomfortably.

    "I *still* say that Akane's enough to make ANYONE stay single..."

    "Listen to your baby, boy!" said Genma.

    "I'm not a BABY!" shouted Miyabi. No one heard her.

    "You WILL marry Akane," added Soun in his most commanding voice. "And

you WILL have LOTS of children..."

    "Actually..." said Miyabi. "There's only me..."

    Ranma cut in before she could finish.

    "Ya see? Even if I DO end up with this macho chick, the first time 

makes me swear off that kinda thing for LIFE!"

    Akane had been fuming silently during this last exchange. Now, steam

began to pour out of her ears, and she tensed her muscles, preparing to 

deck Ranma.  Miyabi, however, had had MORE than enough.  She clenched her 

fist and uppercutted her father, yelling, "AND MY LITTLE BROTHER!"

    "She is certainly Akane's daughter, Tendou." 

    Genma grinned.

    "To be sure, Saotome-kun. To be sure."

    The pig-tailed projectile sailed across the room, smashing into the

front door just as it was opened by a familiar, bandanna-clad figure. A

two-ton umbrella came down promptly on his head, and Ranma was left 

stunned, hands in the Takahashi pain posture.

    Miyabi blinked.

    "Oh. Hi, Ryouga-oji-san!" she said.  Akane composed herself and waved

a welcome.

    The Lost Boy winced at being called 'Uncle'.

    "That's... that's what I came here about...  You're... you're Akane's

daughter, right?"

    "Hai!"

    "By... by Ranma?"

    "Of course!" shouted Genma.

    "We're already planning the wedding!" added Soun.  The two prospective

grandfathers hugged each other and began to dance around, and then out of,

the living room.

    Their joy only made Ryouga sink deeper into despair.

    "Is something wrong, Ryouga-kun?" asked Akane, staring at the door

through which her father had just left.

    "No, nothing's wrong. I just..." The lost boy sighed. "Ratiko's

arrival has given me something to think about." He stepped over the 

unresponsive Ranma and sat on a nearby chair.

    "THAT weirdo's enough to start ANYONE thinking," said Miyabi. "The 

boy's as crazy as the Kunous!"

    Ryouga shook his head.

    "That's not what I meant... For years, I hoped that if I ended up with

anyone, it'd be..." He looked at Akane. "It'd be someone in particular, 

but to find out that Ukyou's the one I... I...  It's like having a dream 

shattered."

    "But... Oji-san... You and Ukyou make a GREAT couple!"

    Akane was puzzled. Ryouga was actually INTERESTED in someone?

    "Who is it that you wanted to be with?" she asked.

    "It doesn't matter. Not NOW."

    "Of course it does!" Akane chastised him. "Nothing's written in stone!

Things can change!"

    Ranma was just recovering. He dusted himself off, checked for broken

bones, then added:

    "No kiddin'! An' they'll have to change a LOT before I marry HER!"

    "Otousan!" Tears flowed down his daughter's cheeks, once again.

    Ryouga growled.

    "It's not ENOUGH for you to know YOU get Akane; you also have to make

your DAUGHTER'S life miserable, like everyone ELSE'S?"

    "Hey! That's not what I..."

    "Oh, no? Akane has more suitors than you have fiancees, you're the ONE

person that has a chance with her, and you just THROW THAT AWAY!"

    Akane blushed, and tried to stop him.

    "Ryouga-kun, I think that-"

    "SOME people would KILL for that gift, Saotome." The Hibiki stood and

took a few menacing paces towards his eternal opponent.

    Ranma noted the wild,dangerous  glare in his eyes, and backed up.

    "Cool off, Ryouga! We do this ALL the time."

    "I _KNOW_." A growl.  Some more steps.

    "Oji-san! Stop it!"

    "RYOUGA!"

    Already, a blue battle aura was forming around him.

    "Noooooooooooo!" Miyabi dashed towards him, grabbing onto his back, 

but the lost boy was too far gone to notice.

    "Ryouga," pleaded Akane. "Stop it! Do it... Do it for me!"

    The juggernaut paused, then turned around.

    "A-Akane..."

    His eyes lost their killer glint, and his features softened.  Saotome

took a deep breath and shook his head to clear it.

    The blue ki-energy flickered, then faded to nothing.  Miyabi let go of

her 'uncle', and ran sobbing out of the room.

    "Miyabi! Wait!" Akane began to call to her, but Ryouga stopped her, 

putting a hand on her shoulder.

    "I think she needs to be alone for a bit," he said. "I know how she

feels."

    Akane nodded.



                                 * * * * *



    Miyabi ran as fast as her legs could carry her. Up the stairs, into

her mother's room, out the window, and finally onto the doujou roof.

    Why did things have to be this way?  Mom and dad fighting ALL the 

time and telling one another that they hated each other, and 

Ryouga-oji-san trying to kill dad...  She'd HEARD about all this, but it'd 

never quite sunk in.  In HER time, her parents teased each other (more 

physically than others, true, and it usually involved heavy property 

damage, but no one was ever really EMOTIONALLY hurt), Ryouga was HAPPY 

with Ukyou, and their rivalry was little more than an 'old boys' friendly 

bickering. Super-charged, martial arts bickering, but bickering

nonetheless.  HERE, everything was so much more... serious... and... and 

the FEELINGS! No one seemed truly HAPPY. She still couldn't believe that 

her parents would pretend not to love each other.  It was OBVIOUS that 

they did.

    This wasn't her time.

    This wasn't her place.

    Miyabi wanted to go home.

    Wiping her tears with a finger, and brushing loose strands of hair out

of her face, she looked at the sky. No stars to wish on, tonight. Only

the moon...



                                 * * * * *



    The Moon was surrounded by a watery halo, and dark clouds blocked the

starlight. It would rain tonight.

    Childra looked down.

    It was getting late, and the Saotome boy STILL hadn't shown up. 

Despite his big talk about 'responsibility' and 'proper times', she was 

beginning to get the feeling that he'd stranded them here.

    Not that that'd be a BAD thing; not ENTIRELY... Even with the changes

in this timeline, her knowledge of history should allow her to amass a 

fortune with a few well-placed bets and investments. Nothing so far had 

shown her that the invention of the hover-car would go any differently 

than it had before, for instance, and if she managed to buy some of that 

stock before the big rush...

    Forget it. That Ryo fellow was right about ONE thing. This wasn't 

where she was MEANT to be. It might be fun for a LITTLE while; with all 

the most important figures in her time being young and romantically 

frustrated, but after that... 

    AFTER THAT? Heck, she hadn't even begun! She'd seen the Kunou mansion

from afar, and hadn't even TRIED to get in... The only person she'd even

SLIGHTLY warmed up to was... 

    Was Ishido.

    She smiled. The boy was nice. Shy? Yes. Inexperienced? Yes. But, he

WAS courteous, maybe even... Chivalrous. She might settle for a tryst

with HIM, she decided, especially if she wasn't going back... One of the

attractions of her hit list was that the liaisons would have no 

repercussions upon her, or her reality; but it THIS was to be her

reality...

    She had to find that locket.

    Now.

    Childra reached automatically for her machete, then remembered that

she'd lent it to Rat.  Strange, that Mr. 'Nervous Hibiki' should even 

THINK of handling a weapon, let alone want to TRAIN with it... Where'd he 

left it, anyhow? He'd certainly not taken it on their little 'trip', and 

if he'd lost it...

    Oh, well.

    Her bo it was, then.

    SOME kind of weapon would be needed, when Saotome realised that that

piece of silver was more than a curse.  All the possibilities... 

Unlimited, unregulated time travel. Scratch that. ALTERNITY travel.  Just 

like in Shakespeare... 'Jumping o'er times, turning the accomplishments of 

many years into an hour-glass...'  Last time she saw him, he claimed to 

want to be rid of it. His absence told another story.  Apparently, he'd 

finally recognised its true worth.

    Even if he hadn't, he wouldn't be too hot on giving it to HER, and 

she HAD to own it.  Just the thought of it... No more paperwork, no more 

years of waiting for a twenty-minute time-trip...  And this fool was 

going to either destroy the locket, or keep it for his own uncultured, 

untaught self. Only a HISTORIAN should be allowed to have it.  Someone 

who knew exactly how best to use it. 

    Someone like her.

    No sweat. All she had to do was find him, take the artefact (by force,

if need be) and... Well, she wasn't exactly sure what'd she do THEN. She 

had all the other reality-jumpers to deal with.  She'd think  of

something.

    First priority was to find him.

    <If he's still in this alternity...>

    All else would follow.

    If she remembered correctly, he'd gone off...

    <In THAT direction.> 

    Jansen plucked her bo out of hammer-space, and began to walk.

    "Leaving?" A voice behind her. Male.

    She turned. It was Ishido.

    "I'm... concerned about Ryo."

    "I am too. Somehow, I just don't buy his story about being a 

Gosunkugi..."

    "The OTHER Ryo. As for that one, trust me, hon, with  that figure, he

IS a Gosunkugi."

    Ishido sighed.

    "I suppose you're right," he said. "But..."

    "But?"

    "You shouldn't go off alone like that. It's just not safe!"  It came 

out rather quickly, in a single stream of speech.

    "Oh?" Lobis was WORRIED about her? Childra grinned.  Chalk one up in

HIS favour. "Why not?" she asked.

    "Well, it's dark, and..."

    "I LIKE it dark."

    "I'm not fooling around!" His face began to twist itself with anger,

then suddenly stopped.  He shook his head, as if to clear it, and spoke in

a much softer tone.  "I'm sorry... I didn't mean to..."

    Childra blinked.

    "Sorry?"

    "I'm sorry I shouted at you... I just... I just don't want you hurt, 

OK?  You're only one person, and we don't know this place, and..."

    "And here I thought you didn't LIKE me..." She smoothed her hair and

walked towards him, hips swaying and body twisting in her most seductive 

fashion.

    'Wolfie' began to sweat, and backed up.

    "It's... It's not THAT... There's... We're all in the same boat, and

I can't allow any of us to get hurt."

    Jansen stopped.

    <Shy, indeed...>

    "My point exactly," she said. "Saotome's run off, and we need him

more than anyone else. Therefore," she twirled her bo and turned back 

towards the path, "I'm going to go find him."

    She started down the road.

    "Wait!" 

    Ishido raised his hand, trying to stop her.

    <Right on time...>

    "Yes?"

    "I'll... I'll go with you..."

    <I thought you'd NEVER ask... Unfortunately, this is one trip I CAN'T

take you on, much as I'd enjoy a moonlight stroll with you...>

    "It's best that I go alone." 

    "Why?"

    "Well... Er..." <THINK, Childra, THINK. You can't bloody well tell 

him it's because you want to steal the locket...> "Someone should stay 

here, just in case Rat or Ryo (either one of them) shows up."

    "What about Miyabi?"

    "She'll be too busy with her family to notice."

    "Er... Right... I..." Ishido shuffled his feet.  "I'll stay here, 

then.  And watch out for the others."

    Jansen smiled.

    "Good. I'll see you when I get back."

    "I'll be here."

    <I certainly hope so... I really do...>

    She twirled her bo and started on the road, with Ishido watching as

she disappeared into the darkness.





                                 * * * * *



    This time alone had been good for her. Ever since she'd arrived here,

it'd been nothing but 'meet this person', 'meet that person', 'let your

parents know your fate'. Not to mention having to deal with that Ryo 

pervert.  It made Miyabi sick to think that she might have as hentai a 

half-brother as THAT.

    Now she'd had time to collect her thoughts.  It didn't make her feel

any more comfortable, but at least she'd managed to calm down.

    Somewhat.

    She'd needed the rest; the break from the action.  Now she was

relaxed, and might be able to talk to her parents without shouting at

them, or sending them flying across the room.

    "Miyabi?"

    "Huh?"  Someone tapped her on the shoulder. She turned around, and saw

her mother.  "Hi, mum."

    Akane blushed slightly. It seemed she was still getting used to the 

idea that she might have a daughter.

    "Are you all right?"

    "Yeah. I just needed to be by myself for a while. That's all."

    "Ranma and I were talking..."

    "Just talking?" Miyabi smirked. "You've been doing a lot MORE than

that, 'least while I'VE been here.  Hitting each other, shouting, saying

you don't like one another..."

    "I'm sorry. You have to realise, that we... We just aren't USED to

thinking that we might..."

    "That you might actually LOVE each other?"

    Akane blushed.

    "H-Hai."

    "Trust me. That changes. A LOT."

    "Right now, all we know is that... Ranma and I were engaged against

our wills; we hardly even KNOW each other." A pause. "We STILL don't know 

each other, all that well.  So, when YOU walk in..."

    "I understand, mum." Miyabi's eyes started to water. "I'm sorry for

shouting at you. It's just that seeing you two like this... You're my 

PARENTS!"

    Akane sat down next to her, and wrapped her arms around her future

daughter.

    "We'll try to behave, Miyabi." The Tendou girl's eyes twinkled. 

"That's such a nice name..."

    "You chose it, mum."

    A drop of rain touched Akane on the nose.

    "It's beginning to rain... Is it okay for you to..."

    Miyabi grinned.

    "I don't have a curse, mum. You wouldn't let dad do anything as dumb

as THAT."

    "I'm glad." She smiled.

    "I'd... I'd like to go inside, though. Just because I don't turn into

a guy doesn't mean I like getting wet."

    "Hai. Let's go into my room. Kasumi's made some tea and cookies,

and..."  She twiddled her fingers. "There's... There's a lot I'd like to

know about."

    "About you and dad?"

    Her mother nodded.

    "There's a lot I'd like to TELL you." 

    More drops came, and it began to drizzle.

    "Let's go, then... daughter." With a smile, the two girls climbed

down, and through the open window into Akane's room.



                                 * * * * *



    "Curse you, Saotome! Because of you, I have SCRUBBED the inside of a

POT!"

    The white aura surrounding Ratiko went well with the decor in the 

kitchen.  There were some dirty dishes, many stacks of clean ones,and a

sink in between the two piles, all laid out on a white-tiled counter 

and surrounded by cream-coloured walls and floor.

    "Are you done with the dishes?" asked Ukyou from the main room of 

Ucchan's.

    "Almost, great-grandmother! Almost!  I WILL finish cleaning them. In 

this, I will not fail!"

    "Er... Okay... Just tell me when they're clean and I'll pay you what

I promised."

    'I can find you a job,' Nabiki had said. 'No qualifications needed, 

and in a few hours, you'll be able to raise enough money to pay for my 

dinner.' What Perdita had FAILED to mention was the fact that he'd be 

pearl-diving at his ancestor's restaurant.  The shame of the situation 

was almost past compare...

    And yet, it was a dishonour that HAD to be endured. Nabiki held all 

the evidence, and if his plot was revealed...

    <Best not to think about that.>

    Only a few minutes, and the last wok was rinsed and set out to dry.

    "Great-grandmother! I'm FINISHED!"

    Ukyou walked in, wiping her hands on her apron.

    "I wish you wouldn't call me that. It makes me sound like Cologne..."

    "I apologise, ancestress."

    Kuonji face-faulted.

    "Just call me Ukyou, okay? You're OLDER than I am!"

    "Very well... Ukyou."

    The woman inspected the work he'd done.

    "Not bad... Not bad... First time, you say?"

    "Hai."

    "Then you've REALLY earned your paycheque."

    She dug into her pockets and pulled out a few bills.

    "Here you go. Should be more than enough to pay for your dinner with

Nabiki." Ukyou suppressed a giggle as she handed the money to Ratiko.

    "Arigatou!"

    "Don't mention it... You might want to leave soon, though. It's 

already started to rain, and it looks like it'll only get worse."

    Ratiko froze.

    "R-Rain?"

    "Rain. Why, is something wrong?" There was a pause, in which neither

said anything.  Then, Kuonji noted the boy's expression. She'd seen it

before.  "Wait... Don't tell me YOU have a curse like Ranchan's!"

    Ratiko nodded grimly.

    "You also turn into a girl?"

    "I wasn't that lucky."

    "Sorry?"

    "I don't want to talk about it," he said softly, and looked away. 

"Could you lend me an umbrella?"

    "Sorry... I seem to have lent the last one out... Oh, dear, dear, 

dear...  What EVER are we going to do?"

    It was impossible to miss the sarcasm dripping from Ukyou's mouth. 

    Then again, this was a Hibiki.

    "But... if it's raining... then I can't... Could I use the phone?"

    "To call Nabiki?"

    "Hai."

    Ukyou grinned, and gestured at the wall-mounted set.

    "Be my guest.  I'll go back and serve the customers." With that, she

left back to the main eating area.

    Reiraku pulled the scrap of paper Nabiki had given him out of his 

pocket and dialled the number for the Tendou doujou.  It was only a few 

rings before he got through.    

    'Tendou doujou; Nabiki speaking.'

    "This is Ratiko."

    'Did you get the cash?'

    "Yes."

    'Good. I'll meet you at that French restaurant in fifteen minutes.'

    "I... I'm afraid I can't..."

    'We made a DEAL!  If you want to call it off, I can always tell

Ryouga...  He's here right now, you know.'

    "No! Don't! What I mean is..." He growled. "It's RAINING."

    'Raining? And you can't go to the restaurant because...'  For a full 

minute, nothing but laughter came from the other end of the line.  

'Another Hibiki, and he's also cursed... I can't believe it! This is just 

TOO funny...'

    "I don't think so."

    'You wouldn't, would you?'

    "No."

    'So, what spring'd YOU fall into?'

    "I'd rather not talk about it."

    'If YOU don't talk, *I* _WILL_.'

    "Spring-of-attractive-drowned-female-bat," he said, as quickly as he

could manage it.

    'You MUST be JOKING.'

    "I wish I were."    More laughter. For TWO minutes, this time. 

"Could you... Could you get a taxi to take us there?"

    'Why don't YOU order the cab, Rat?'

    "I don't have enough money for both that AND dinner."

    'Sorry. Can't help you there.  YOU'RE the one who has to pay for this;

I refuse to put in a cent when I don't have to.'

    "HOW ARE WE SUPPOSED TO *EAT*, THEN?!?"

    'You're at Ucchan's, ne?'

    "Hai, but..."

    'So we'll eat THERE. Ukyou's a good cook. I don't mind."

    "But... But she's my great-grandmother!"

    'Then you're keeping the cash in the family.'

    "..."

    'I'll walk over there. Shouldn't be too long.'

    *click*



    Ratiko hung up.

    "Get everything sorted out?" Ukyou called from the main room.

    "Nabiki wants us to eat here."

    "Fine by me!"

    He walked into the dining area.  It was empty.

    "Where are all the customers?"

    "They... Um... Dinner hours are mostly over..." The proprietress of

the restaurant glanced nervously at the sign hanging on her window.

    "Oh. I don't know much about these things... When I'm at home, the

cook makes us dinner, and at the Uni it's cafeteria eating all the way, 

so I don't get much of a chance to go to restaurants."

    "I see..."

    "What I'm wonderin' is how I'll be able to get food AFTER tonight.

I figure you don't have need of a full-time dish washer?"

    "Tell you what. Since you're eating here, and you ARE related to me,"

she said with a slight reluctance, "dinner tonight is on me, and you can

keep the cash. As for the other... You're free to work here as long as you

need to. I can use the help."

    "Arigatou, great-grandmother!"

    "Ukyou."

    "I'm sorry... Ukyou."

    "It's all right." She smiled. "When did Nabiki say she'd be here?"

    "In a few minutes. She's walking over."

    "Take a seat, then. It shouldn't be long."

    Ratiko sat himself at one of the tables, and waited.



                                * * * * *



    Nabiki hung up the phone. 

    Everything was going as planned. She'd kill two birds with one stone;

Ukyou would get her information, and she'd get her free dinner.

    Behind her, in the living room, her father and Saotome-san were trying

to comfort a distraught Ranma.

    Predictably, they weren't having much success.  Poor Ranma was upset

that he'd gotten Akane and Miyabi angry, and all that THOSE two could do 

was remind him how great everything would be once he MARRIED her little 

sis.

    Nabiki rolled her eyes.

    Just as well she was leaving.  Things were going to get ugly.

    "Bye, daddy!" she shouted, as she pulled her trench-coat from the 

closet.

    Soun poked his head out.

    "Where are you going, Nabiki?"

    "I have a date. With Ratiko."

    "Hibiki?"

    "Hai. We're eating at Ucchan's, and probably won't be back 'til late."

    "You... You're dating that...  Him..."

    Full waterworks.

    "It'll be all right, daddy. you'll see." Nabiki smiled.

    "My little girl... WAAAAAAAAAAAH!"

    "Good-BYE, father." She snuck out before he could grab her, pulling

her coat around herself as she walked into the rain.

    Nabiki managed to walk only a block or two before she had to stop for 

a red light.

    What passed her, though, was no ordinary stream of cars.

    Mikado Sanzenin, the skater, was being pursued by a cackling Kodachi,

wielding a ribbon and in full gymnast's garb. SHE, in turn, was being 

chased by Happousai.

    Nabiki sighed, and waited for the light to turn green.



                                * * * * *



    Jansen could feel the presence following her, but the darkness and

the trees' obscuring branches made it impossible to make anything out

visually.

    Now and then, she would pause in mid-step, and might be rewarded 

with the careless cracking of a twig, but when she turned to find her

pursuer, she was always left in the dark.

    <Blast it,> she thought. <It'd be just the thing if Saotome was

looking for ME at the same time that I was after his locket... If he

thinks he's going to get anything from me, though...> Childra fingered

her bo, then smiled. <Well... Anything having to do with TIME TRAVEL,

anyway.>

    A new sound. Breathing.

    <He's grown more audacious... Now he's close enough to hear... Just

come closer, lad... Just try it.>

    The sounds grew louder, and she was able to feel his body warmth

impinging on her own.  Years of dealing with men had led her to know

when a hand was about to be placed on her, and at this moment...

    <Oh, no you don't.>

    Childra pulled out her bo and swung it in a neat horizontal

parabola, finally connecting behind her with the head of-

    "Ishido?!?"

    The amnesiac rubbed his jaw and worked it tentatively.  It was still

attached. Barely.

    He grinned sheepishly and waved.

    "Hi, Childra."

    "I TOLD you to stay at the doujou!"

    "I... I know... But..." He clenched and loosened his fists, trying

to find a way to explain. "It's just not RIGHT to leave you alone!  I

mean; Ryo's as much MY concern as he is YOURS. I should help look for 

him."

    Jansen sighed.

    <Great. NOW what am I supposed to do? Looks like I'll have to

genuinely search for Saotome... Can't go for the locket with Lobis

around, and...>

    Her thoughts were disrupted by a cackling sound making its way through

the drizzle.

    <That laugh... PLEASE tell me it's not->

    "GIVE ME BACK MY RANMA-SAMA!!!"

    "What the?!?" Ishido was startled.

    <Ranma-sama? No... It can't be... Just a coincidence... Deity, let it

be a coincidence.>

    Jansen strained her eyes, trying to make sense out of the blurs of

movement which the faint moonlight allowed her to detect.

    <Figures approaching... Two? Three?>

    A closer look.

    <Two-and-a-half?>

    All doubts were precipitously settled when Mikado bumped into Childra

at about Mach 2 while running away from Kodachi, who developed a sudden

interest in 'Wolf-boy'.

    Happousai just grinned.

    "OHohoHohOhoHohohOh! I see you have come to your senses, and finally

led the Black Rose to where you've been KEEPING my darling Ranma."

    "Ranma? Where?!?" Ishido looked around him.

    "I think she means YOU, dear," answered Jansen, never taking her eyes

off the skater. For that matter, Sanzenin never took his eyes off HER.

    "Come to me, my Ranma!"

    "I'm NOT RANMA!"

    "No use pretending, my darling..." Kodachi advanced, step by measured

step. Ishido grit his teeth and backed away at the same pace.  If anything

could bring his 'programming' back, this situation could, and he wasn't

about to let Cologne's cure be undone.

    "What are YOU staring at, cutie?" asked Childra.

    "Why you, of course," said the skater. "I am powerless to resist your

beauty...  Allow me a single kiss..."

    "What?"

    "I yearn to touch your lips with mine, to hold you in my arms so I may

say that I have truly lived."

    <Hmm... That's the best offer I've had since I've been here...  and if

I leave Kodachi alone with Lobis, it's quite possible she'll find a way to

bring him out of that blasted shell of propriety he keeps himself in...>

    "Just a minute, hon." She called to the Kunou. "Kodachi?"

    "Who dares interrupt me in the middle of my time with Ranma-sama?"

    "Take a closer look at him. He doesn't LOOK like Ranma, does he?"

    Kodachi squinted her eyes, trying to make out Ishido's features in the

moonlight.

    "You're right... But..."

    "SEE?" said the wolf. "I *TOLD* YOU!"

    "It's because he's had a spell put on him," continued Jansen.

    "NANI?!?" Ishido barely avoided a face-fault.

    "Ranma Sat... Er... The female Ranma has bewitched him so that he will

not regain his true form or memories until he has been one of body with an

appropriate woman."

    "CHILDRA, WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING?!? YOU CAN'T LET THIS HAPPEN

TO ME!"

    "Of course not," she winked. "That's why I'm trying to get help for

you, RANMA." Then, to the Kunou, "If no one kisses him, he'll turn into a 

frog."

    "What... What's going on?" asked Mikado, clearly very confused.

    Childra hushed him.

    "I always KNEW my brother had it backwards. Of COURSE it's that

leotarded insect who performs the black magic. My beloved is too great to

sink to such depths." She nodded her head to the historian. "Thank you for

the information." A glint in her eyes, and a wicked smile.  "Ranma-sama

will be back to his glorious self in no time..."

    Ishido began to move away, preparing to bolt, but the Black Rose was

not caught unawares, and ensnared him in her strongest ribbon, then

attached herself to him.

    There were no screams. 

    From past experience, she had learned to pass one loop of her weapon

through the victim's mouth, as a gag.

    "Have fun, you two!" Jansen smiled, and turned to Mikado. "Now, about

 US..." A sly wink.  "Are you sure all you want is a kiss?"

    Sanzenin's jaw dropped and his eyelids went into spastic convulsions.

    "What... What did you say?"

    Childra shrugged.

    "I'm a lonely girl, and you... Well..."

    The look on her face said it all.

    Her index finger pointing towards a nearby wooded area said more.

    The skater laughed, and held his hands in an expression of triumph.

    "I KNEW it! Even older, beautiful women like you are HELPLESS before

me!"

    "WHAT?!?!?"

    Jansen thought she could hear Ishido giggle from under Kodachi.

    "No one can withstand the might of Mikado Sanzenin, for when he

ventures to cast his line, he always reels in a carp!"

    "EXCUSE ME..." The drops of rain froze around her mouth as she spoke.

"I am *NOT* helpless."

    "Oh, poor dear... Of COURSE I shall satisfy your desires... From

henceforth you may say proudly to the world that you have been the

paramour of the greatest amante since Don Juan Tenorio!"

    <That does it.>

    Childra pulled her bo out once again and held it ready at her side.

    "So, you think you've hit third base?"

    "Huh?"

    "How about a HOME RUN?" Grasping the staff with both hands at one end,

she swung the other into Mikado's midsection, propelling him against the

trunk of a nearby tree and turning the would-be Casanova into an

unconscious pile of flesh.

    "People who mess with woman's lust go very hard place."

    All this time, Happousai had been sitting forgotten in the shadows,

waiting for the inevitable moment when one of the two beauties would

become available. 

    The skater was stunned, and Childra was alone.

    Happi glomped her.

    "AIEE!" she shouted. "Get OFF of me!"

    "PRETTY LADY! PRETTY LADY!" He burrowed his head in her chest.

    "What IS this thing? I don't like it! Take it off! Take it off!"

    "Take it off! Take it off!" shouted Kodachi, pulling and tugging,

trying to tear the clothes off her unwilling lover without untying him.

    Ishido managed to twist his head from within Kodachi's bonds far

enough to see the scene.

    Being confused for Ranma, he could understand, under the

circumstances.

    Being bound by ribbons, he could take.

    Finding himself under a beautiful, albeit crazy young woman who was

dead-set on making him lose any purity he might have left, he might even

learn to enjoy.

    But to have THAT *lecher* doing... THOSE THINGS to CHILDRA...

    The wolf's eyes began to glow red.

    "Ranma-sama? What's wrong? Is it the spell? You seem a bit-"

    The ribbons burst.

    "You never cease to impress me with your strength, my-"

    He tossed her off without a thought, leaving her stunned on the

pavement, then rushed to his fellow reality-jumper.

    Childra saw him come, turning away briefly from her struggle to pull

the ancient martial artist off of her, and noticed the glow in his eyes.

    "Ishido? What... What's happened to you?"

    No answer.

    Instead, when he was close enough, a single cry:

    "ROU-SOU-KEN!"

    His fist was surrounded by a glowing energy, which coalesced into

a paw-shaped form. He swung once, and connected, turning Happousai into

Sputnik II.

    Jansen relaxed, and wiped her brow clear of sweat and rain.

    "Thanks, Ishido. I had no idea that... Uh-oh..." It seemed that

'Lobis' wasn't quite finished.  He now set his sights on his erstwhile

companion, a predatorial smile filling his face.  "Snap out of it! You're

scaring me!" Just in case, the historian grabbed her weapon.

    <I don't want to hurt you, Ishi... But... I don't know what's come

over you, and if you try to fight me...>

    He was breathing strong breaths, each huff audible, and his fists were

clenched at his side.

    Ishido's crimson eyes were focused straight on Childra's green ones.

    He swung.

    She flinched, and prepared to strike back.

    The fist halted inches from her head.

    He would not hurt her, after all.

    As she looked on, amazed, the twisted animal's visage smoothed into

that of the man she knew, and his blood-hued eyes cleared into a perfect

violet.

    Ishido froze and looked around him, as if he couldn't quite believe

what he'd just done.

    He shook his head and framed it with his hands, as if in some great

pain.

    Jansen reached out to comfort him, but he refused her touch.

    "Oh... God... Childra... I... I..."

    He broke and ran, the glow completely gone.

    Tears streamed from his face and mixed with the drops which fell

from the sky at an ever-increasing rate.

    "Ishido, WAIT!" Jansen raised a hand to stop him, but it was too

late. He was gone, and she was once again alone.

    She gave the scene a cursory glance, barely noticing Kodachi and

Mikado lying on the ground.  Her heart and mind were elsewhere.

    <I suppose I'll have to go back to the doujou, and let them know these

two are here. They can send some of the men to pick them up and take them

to the clinic.  It's not like it's any use trying to get the locket

NOW...>

    She walked away, dragging her bo on the ground behind her, as the

drizzle grew into a downpour.



                                 * * * * *



    The raindrops fell harder upon the roof of Ucchan's, making Ratiko

sink deeper into his chair. There was no way out of this one; at least not

while it was wet out. He was stuck on a date with a monster, and he'd just

have to grin and bear it.

    "If you keep doing that to your face, it'll stay that way."

    Well, maybe not exactly GRIN...

    He had to admit, though, that for a fiendish adulteress, murderess and

bogeyman, Per... Nabiki made an awfully cute seventeen-year-old.

    "I was trying to RELAX," he said.

    Nabiki waved away the wisps of smoke coming from where the booth's

seat came in contact with his grey battle aura.

    "So I see..."

    "My booth!" Ukyou let her spatula fall to the floor. "Who's going to

pay for it?!?"

    "Don't worry, Kuonji. I'll cover it."

    Ratiko blinked. She was... She was going to HELP him out??? With

MONEY???

    "Don't look so surprised," continued his sworn enemy. "After all the

information you've given me," she patted a notebook lying on the table,

"it's the LEAST I can do."

    "Arigatou, Nabiki." Ukyou smiled and bent down to pick up her utensil.

    Ratiko blushed and looked away.

    "Something wrong, Rat?"

    "What? I..."

    "You haven't touched your okonomiyaki yet. They're not as good cold,

you know."

    She was right.

    Oh, well.

    Since he'd PAID for it by... by... by WASHING DISHES, he might as well

try one. 

    And it WAS his great-grandmother's cooking, after all.

    And it WAS his great-grandmother that he'd been...

    He blushed again, a deeper red this time, and tried to break off a

piece of the tako-tama-yaki*. It burnt to a crisp on contact.

    [*tako-tama-yaki = An okonomiyaki with egg and octopus]

    "Maybe you'd better calm down BEFORE digging in.  Ki and cookery don't

mix."

    "H... Hai."

    Reiraku closed his eyes and breathed deeply.  In a few seconds, the

glow was gone.

    He poked the disc of batter tentatively and was relieved to find that

all it did was sink slightly under his touch.

    <They weren't kidding about great-grandma's cooking,> he thought as he

munched on the delicacy. <This has gotta be the best I've had...>

    There were a few moments of silence, in which all the two women did

was watch him eat.

    "Thinking about something?" asked Nabiki.

    "Well... Actually..." Actually, a LOT of things. Like how he was able

to speak to her in a half-rational tone, after what he'd been TRAINED to

think, after everything obaasan had TAUGHT him to feel...

    "Go on."

    "Mostly about YOU. You're..."

    His date put up her hand.

    "If you're going to go on again about how I'm supposed to kill Kasumi

and blow up the doujou, forget it. I don't know what world YOU'RE coming

from, Ratty-baby, but it sure as heck ain't this one."

    "But... That's what I'm trying to SAY!" Ratiko scratched the back of

his head. "You're not exactly what I expected."

    "Oh?" Nabiki arched an eyebrow, and took a bite of her own ebi-ten.

    "I always expected Perdita would have fangs to suck blood with, and

big claws, and red glowing eyes..."

    Far from red, her eyes seemed to twinkle.

    It was a minute before she had the laughter enough under control to

speak again.

    "Funny a HIBIKI should be worried about fangs..." She grinned, then

added, "Then again, he's also got Kuonji in him..." Ukyou simply started

another okonomiyaki on the griddle and pretended not to hear.  "And as you

can see..." She leaned closer to him. "My eyes AREN'T red." Ratiko

couldn't help BUT to see that. Her pupils were directly in front of his

own. "And my fingernails..." She raised her hands and brought them to his

face, "are no longer than yours." Nabiki ran an index finger down his

cheek. 

    Reiraku gulped, and turned crimson.

    "I.. Er... Ah..."

    "And I'm not bloodthirsty... Not QUITE..."

    "Nani?!?"

    "I'm thirsty for something ELSE..."  Moving her face a few millimetres

closer to his own was all that was needed to cause his weak capillaries to

burst again. "Ukyou, think you could bring me some red wine?"

    Ratiko face-faulted.

    Perdita merely laughed and handed him a facial tissue from her purse,

with which he cleaned his face before adding it to the already-large pile

beside him.

    "Here you go," said the proprietress cheerfully, as she set down the

bottle and two glasses on their table.

    Nabiki filled them to the rim and raised hers up.

    "A toast," she said, "to the golden future which your information

combined with my financial expertise is going to make possible." She

tossed back her hair and prepared to down the beverage.

    Her companion didn't move.

    "I... I don't drink," he explained.

    "What?"

    "I never have. It's just not my type of thing."

    After looking startled for a second, Nabiki put down her glass and

acquired 'the look'.  Reiraku had learned to fear it in a Kurenai, and on

his bogeyman's visage it looked many times worse.

    Someone was in for it, and he had the feeling it was him.

    "You MUST toast," said Perdita.  "Isn't that SO, Ukyou."  The cook

smiled and nodded.

    "I'm sorry... Maybe some water?"

    "Some COLD water, perhaps?"  Nabiki smirked.

    "Very funny."

    "You'll have the wine."

    "But..."

    "No buts." She pulled the test tube from her bosom and waved it for a

bit before setting it down under her. "I may not DRINK blood, but there's

many other things I can do with it."

    "Haven't you given him ENOUGH nosebleeds, Nabiki?" Ukyou giggled.

    "Not yet... But that's NOT what I had in mind..."

    "Oh? What were you thinking of, then?"

    "Should I tell her, Rat?"

    Reiraku paled.

    "No! WAIT!" He reached for the bottle.  "I'll toast! I'll drink!  Just

don't do it!"

    "I'm so glad you..." Before she could finish, Ratiko had chugged

half the bottle. "...came to your senses."



    "This ishn't as bad as I thought it would be..." he said, somewhat

woozily, after a few minutes.

    Then, he drank the other half.



                                 * * * * *



    Ranma sat cross-legged and looked outside at the rain falling into the

doujou garden.  It was dropping as quickly as his spirits. Why couldn't he

just learn to shut his mouth? EVERY time he opened it, something like this

would happen. And now Akane, and... and MIYABI...

    Genma slapped an arm around him.

    "Ranma, son, your happiness is assured!"

    "Yeah, right."  Just what he needed. Bad enough without Pops turnin'

into Mister Ecstasy.

    "You have a bright future ahead of you." Soun's arm, from the other

direction.

    "I must be wearin' sunglasses."

    "Your daughter loves you!"

    "She hates me."

    "She doesn't like how you don't love Akane, Ranma," said Kasumi,

taking a break from washing dishes.

    "Huh?"

    "Well, you ARE her father, Ranma," she explained with a smile.  "She's

just upset at seeing you two fight.  Maybe if you two were together in a

more..."

    "That's IT, Tendou-kun!" Genma slammed fist against palm.

    "What is it, Saotome?"

    "We MUST help our grand-daughter." He turned to his son. "Ranma,

tonight you and Akane will sleep together."

    "Now WAIT A MINUTE!"

    "For Miyabi's sake!" shouted Soun, clutching his future son-in-law

and pouring tears onto the ground.

    "YOU CAN'T EXPECT ME TO..."

    "Oh, my!"

    "Son, listen to me. You and Akane are engaged, and Miyabi is proof

that you love each other enough to..."

    "I get the picture, pop." Oh, he got it all right. A nice little

portrait of the old man as a panda bein' sent to the Tokyo zoo. "But there

ain't NO WAY I'm sleepin' with HER!"

    "Father," said Kasumi. "I think they're still a bit young to..."  

    Ryouga stood from where he'd been reclining against the wall.

    "Maybe you're just not MAN enough for it, Ranma?"

    "Who're YOU to talk? When we get down to it that way, think she'd

settle for YOU?"

    Ryouga paused for a moment after the statement, then his face twisted

itself into an inhuman shape.  His mouth tightened into a straight line,

and his eyes assumed a cold, determined look as he took slow steps towards

the martial artist.

    "There is ONE question," he said, "which I must ask you before I will

hear any more of your ill-treatment of Akane."

    "Well?"

    Ryouga winced and briefly put a hand to his stomach.

    "Where is the washroom?"

    Ranma face-faulted, then laughed.

    "Ooooo... P-Chan have to go potty?"

    "It's NOT FUNNY!"

    "Been eatin' Akane's cookin' again, haven't ya?"

    "NO! It's..."

    "Oh, my! I hope it wasn't my dinner."

    "And DON'T CALL ME P-CHAN!"

    The eternal lost boy raised his umbrella, but stopped in mid-swing to

clutch his abdomen.

    "I... I..."

    Kasumi pointed the way to the bathroom.

    "It's THAT way, Hibiki-san."

    "Thank you, Kasu... *urk*" Not waiting any longer, the boy became a

blur of yellow as he bolted. In the wrong direction.

    "You IDIOT! The bathroom's THAT..." Ranma was too late.

"Oh, well. I guess he'll find a bush, or something."

    "Now, about me an' Akane..."

    From just outside the doujou, an all-too familiar voice yelled

out:

    "Saotome, thou cur! I have come to avenge those women whom you have

defiled in your depravity, and most especially the most beautified Akane

Tendou!"

    "That's an ill phrase," muttered Genma to himself. "Beautified is a

vile phrase..."

    Fantastic. NOW he had a ticked off Bokken-boy to deal with.

    "Aww... I don't have time ta listen ta this. Kasumi, go tell 'im to

leave, will ya?"

    "Are you sure, Ranma? He seems awfully interested in seeing you."

    "I'm kinda busy right now."

    Kasumi shrugged and walked to the front door. She opened it slightly,

spoke a few brief words, then walked back.

    "Well?"

    "I told him you didn't want to see him."

    "And?"

    "He..."

    "YOU COWARDLY CORRUPTER OF THE FAIR SEX! LET ME IN, OR I SHALL BE

FORCED TO HUFF, AND PUFF, AND TURN THIS DOOR TO SPLINTERS WITH MINE OWN

TWO HANDS!"

    "Huff an' puff an' blow the house down?"  Ranma smirked. "If 'e's

lookin' for a little pig, Kunou's about a minute too late."

    "What shall we do?" asked Kasumi.

    "He'll demolish the doujou!" shouted Soun.

    "Nah. He's too 'honourable' for that. Just let 'im be.  At worst we'll

have ta listen to his shoutin' 'til he gets tired of gettin' wet.  'Sides,

I've gotta get ready for tomorrow."

    "Tomorrow?" Genma scratched his chin. "What's going on tomorrow?"

    "Isn't it obvious, Saotome? He's planned the WEDDING for then!"

    Those guys NEVER gave up.

    "Now, look here!" he told them, waving his finger. "I ain't marryin'

that tomboy!" A pause. "Well, not YET, anyway. I just thought I'd..."

    Ranma blushed, and twiddled his fingers.

    "That's best done AFTER marriage, Ranma," chided Kasumi gently.

"If you are THAT eager for... Well..." It was her turn to colour. "Perhaps

it's best to get the ceremony over with..."

    "What did I do to deserve this? All I'm gonna do is visit my MOTHER!"

    That last sentence echoed through the doujou, the only other sound

being that of a dish breaking as it fell from Kasumi's hands.

    "Son," said Genma gravely, his face a pasty-white, sweat-covered board

of anxiety, "Tell me that this is a joke."

    "I'm not foolin', pop!"

    "I know it's been a bit hard for you lately, but that's no reason to

commit suicide."

    "Who's committin' suicide?!?"

    "You think that you can pass as a MANLY man? In THIS weather?"

    Soun jumped in.

    "He has a point, Ranma. It will not help your engagement to Akane to

have a katana at your throat."

    "Look, you two. Miyabi already spoke to mum, an'..."

    "Your daughter has spoken to Nodoka?" The sweat was now dripping from

Genma's head onto the floor.

    "Yeah! An' mum was all happy 'bout how I could've had a child with

that macho chick when I'm not even an adult, an'..."

    "And?"

    "Well, she agreed that that was proof that I was man enough for her.

So, I'm visitin' her tomorrow."

    "You IDIOT!!!" Genma grabbed his son by the shoulders and shook him. 

"Do you realise what you've DONE?!?"

    "What?"

    "How old is Miyabi?"

    "About sixteen, I guess."

    "How old are YOU?!?"

    "I'm... Uh-oh..."

    "What do you think will happen when she finally puts it all 

together? Eh?"

    This was bad, thought Ranma. This was VERY bad.  He already KNEW how

much an obsession his mother had with honour. If she thought that they'd

lied to her, and about the VOW, even...

    "Answer me, boy!"

    "I... uh..." <Change of plans> "Maybe I WON'T visit her, after all."

<Let's just hope she doesn't visit ME.>

    Everyone visibly relaxed, and Kasumi finished putting the ceramic

shards into the trash can. All would be well. He hoped. So, he wouldn't be

able to see his mum as a guy. No big deal. It's not like he'd been able to

BEFORE. All he had to deal with NOW was that daughter of his...  Which

reminded him...

    "Say, hasn't Kunou been awful quiet?"



                                 * * * * *



    "...WITH MINE OWN TWO HANDS!"

    <I wonder what ELSE he can do with his own two hands..> thought

Childra to herself as she walked up to the doujou. It'd been a rough few

hours. She was wet, she was cold, and she was lonely.  Saotome and the

locket were off deity-knew-where, she'd gotten a geriatric dwarf stuck on

her chest, and the only young male she'd had a chance with so far had

tried to kill her, then bolted.  <Mind you, I wouldn't MIND being punished

by Ishido... Under the proper circumstances, of course.  Oh, well.>  She

shrugged. <If I can't have 'Lobis', the big bad wolf will have to do.>

    Smiling, Jansen wrung her hair and plastered her wet shirt against her

skin, using every trick she knew to enhance her appearance.  It wouldn't

do, after all, to be anything but utterly ravishing when she approached

the 'Global Saviour'.

    <Just wait 'til Zannen hears about THIS...>

    "Is something WRONG, Tatewaki?" She walked up to him, as he continued

to pound ineffectively on the front door.

    "Who dares to address the Blue Thunder in such a tone, when he is...

Ah... Anou..." Childra grinned.  The wet shirt had worked, all right. 

Just as soon as the poor boy had turned around...

    "What seems to be the problem, lad?" Here she used the 'cat-tongue' to

smooth her speech, a technique quite different from its Joketsuzoku

counterpart.

    "I have come to avenge the defiling of the wondrous Tendou Akane by

the Sorcerer Saotome!"

    "Oh, really? How noble of you." She looked at the door. "They won't

let you in?"  She grinned and ran a finger down his cheek. "How... How

NASTY of them to leave out in the rain like this..." Her index finger

moved from his face to her lips, and she licked off the water that she'd

gathered, while Kunou looked on shocked.

    "Who... What art thou?"

    "Just someone who..." Childra pressed against him. "WOULD open up for

you."

    For a minute, she thought she'd gotten the wrong man when the Kunou

turned as red as a Hibiki.  Only for a minute, though. Then, he raised his

bokken above his head and shouted:

    "Away! Away, foul demoness! Back to the hellfire from whence you have

sprung! Be rid of this plane, pollute it no more with your temptress's

form, for I know you to be a succubus sent by the black wizard to distract

me from my true goal!"

    "And..." She stopped his wooden sword and whispered in his ear, "That

would be a BAD thing?"

    <Touche> Tatewaki relaxed, and even began to quiver slightly.  Not a

monk, YET <If EVER, in this reality>, but she was willing to bet he was

just as pure here as in her own time. Guys like this didn't usually get

picked up, and with good reason. For the novelty, though, she was willing

to go through with it.

    Kunou slowly regained his composure and nonchalantly brushed her knee

from where she'd placed it in between his thighs.

    "I..." He cleared his throat. "I would allow you to..."

    Behind her. A noise.

    <Saotome?>

    "Just a second, hon."

    "But... I..."

    <The Blue Thunder, Poet Laureate, at a loss for words? I must have

made quite an impression. Maybe I wasn't the ONLY one whose spirits were

'lifted'. Now, to find...>

    "Ishido?"



    His violet eyes me hers briefly, and she could swear that she saw a

film of water forming over them, but before she could be certain, he

turned his face from her and once again prepared to run away.

    <I'm not letting him get away NOW.>

    Childra shoved Kunou back and jumped to Lobishomem's side, using her

bo to trip him flat onto the ground, face-first.

    She immobilised him with a knee on his back and took his head in her

hand.

    "You've got quite a bit of explaining to do, lad."

    Ishido tried to turn his head the other way, but she forced him to

look at her.

    <For someone who fought like THAT, he sure seems meek, now.>

    "I'm... I'm sorry... I..."

    "'Sorry' doesn't cut it.  Why did you attack me? Is... Is THAT why you

followed me? To..."

    <He CAN'T be after the locket. Can he?>

    "I didn't attack you!" he growled. "Don't you see? I.."

    "Excuse my interference, but I do believe that thou hast forgotten

thine promise of an 'opening'..."

    "Quiet, Kunou. We're busy." Then, to Ishido. "You were saying?"

    "It's my PROGRAMMING. I can't help it. Seeing Happousai attached to

you just..."

    <HAPPOUSAI?!? Then THAT'S who Akane... Oh, deity.>

    "It made me lose control," he continued. "I didn't want to see you

hurt. Not like that. Not... Not by HIM."

    "Didn't want to see me hurt, eh? I suppose THAT explains why you

shoved a fist at my face?"

    She pressed harder on his back.

    "But... I STOPPED myself! I had to leave you. I'm too dangerous. 

Too... I don't even KNOW myself. How could I drag you into it?"

    He'd INTENTIONALLY let off? She hadn't scared him away? And the reason

that he was so easy to handle NOW was that...

    Childra's vision blurred as her pupils were covered by a layer of

tears.

    "Oh, Ishido..."

    The two looked at each other as the rain fell noisily about them, each

evaluating the situation.

    So many men she'd seen, so many men she'd felt, had shared her life

and bed with, and only in a foreign world to find one who cared for her,

who wanted to PROTECT her, and even REFUSED her other gifts when she had

offered them...

    Why now?

    Why HERE, of all places?

    They had to talk. A lot.

    "I'm hungry," she lied. "How 'bout some dinner?"

    "Nani?!?"

    "I hear Ucchan's is good. Feel like okonomiyaki?"

    Ishido pointed at the Blue Thunder, who was still staring at the pair

in what seemed to be a state of utter confusion.

    "What about HIM? I thought you two..."

    "Kunou can wait.  My... Er... My STOMACH can't."

    "I don't have any money."

    "I'll pay."

    "You have cash? I thought you were from the future..."

    "I have my ways." She winked at him.

    Ishido blinked, looking somewhat sceptical.

    "Are you sure she's that type of girl?"

    Childra laughed and poked him on the nose.

    "Hentai.  I'm paying in CURRENCY."

    "Ah."

    The two stood still for another minute.

    "Well?" asked Jansen. "What are you waiting for?"

    "Could you... Could you get off my back?"

    "Oh." Childra blushed, stood up, and squeezed the excess water from

her clothes.  Searching around her jacket pockets, she found a pen and

notepad and scribbled on a sheet while Ishido raised himself from the

ground and tested his joints.

    Once finished, she slipped the note into a still-immobile Kunou's

robe, saying,

    "Would you please give this to someone in the doujou for me?  Your

sister and some pervert are knocked out, and need medical attention." 

Kunou nodded. "Oh, yes," she added, "You might want to see the doc, as

well. Looks like you'll be coming down with pneumonia."

    Another nod.

    Her conscience cleared, she placed her hand in Ishido's own and

started off towards the okonomiyaki-ya.



                                 * * * * *



    "Whaddya mean, I *DESTROY NERIMA*?!?"

    The first sight facing Childra and Ishido as they entered Ucchan's was

that of a girl in her late teens with flowing brown hair in a battle

crouch, pointing a four-foot-long pancake-flipper at someone hidden by a

bamboo screen.

    Not that that obscured the spatulee's identity, of course.  THAT fact

was obvious to any time-traveller with ears.

    "Ishido? I think Ratiko found his way here before us."

    "That must be a first for him," mumbled 'Lobis', his mind elsewhere.

    "Customers!" The metallic weapon fell to the ground with a clang, and

Ukyou rushed to meet the newcomers, smoothing her clothes and arranging

her hair.

    "Can I help you?"

    Childra unzipped her jacket. No need to be all covered up, now that

they were inside. Besides, it felt so... tight.

    "Table for two, please."

    Ratiko's great-grandmother (this HAD to be her. The outfit, the

weaponry... Besides, he had her eyes) was looking a lot less comfortable

than she had been a minute ago.

    "Childra?" asked Ishido, looking at the proprietress nervously. 

"Maybe we'd better go to that other place, the Neko-"

    Jansen shushed him. Something odd was going on. The girl's eyes had

widened, her jaw had dropped a few inches, and she was pointing a shaky

finger at Childra's chest.

    "That's... That's..."

    Ah. Of course.

    "THAT'S all mine, dear."

    Ishido scratched his head and looked at his companion.

    "I thought you said she wasn't that type of girl..."

    Childra shrugged.

    Ukyou glared.

    "I MEANT THE BANDOLIER, YOU JACKASS!"

    "The bandolier?" Jansen blinked.

    "That thing you have across your..." Kuonji frowned. "Across your

CHEST. The wrong way, too."

    "What about it?"

    "Where did you get it?"

    "You wouldn't believe me if I told you, dear.  Why do you want to

know?"

    "It's mine."

    Ishido cleared his throat.

    "I... I seriously doubt that."

    "Then explain THIS!" Ukyou sprang behind her counter and returned with

something made out of leather. She stretched out her package.

    "They're... They're IDENTICAL!"

    "I KNOW they are. That's why I'm asking you where the heck you got

yours! It's even got my markings on it!"

    <This thing's Kuonji's? That means Sable must be... Hmm... 

Interesting...>

    "Am I correct in thinking that Hibiki Ratiko is behind that screen?"

    Ukyou looked startled.

    "Hai. But... how did you know?"

    Jansen lowered her voice to a whisper.

    "I'm sorry. I can't let him know we're here."

    "Why no..." Ishido began to ask, but was quieted when Childra poked

him in the ribs.

    "I think we'll be going to the Nekohanten, after all. Good night."

    "No! Wait! If it's his HEARING anything you're worried about, I

wouldn't be too concerned. Just stay. Please. I need to know about...

you know.... I mean, if you know about HIM, then..."

    "What do you mean, 'I shouldn't be concerned'?"

    Ukyou grinned. 

    "He's drunk," she giggled.

    "A HIBIKI is drunk?"

    "Hai."

    "In here?"

    "Uh-huh." She nodded her head.

    "How... How did this happen?"

    "He came in on a date with Nabiki, and..."

    This couldn't be right. 

    Childra shook her head, trying to get the water out of her ears. A

*HIBIKI* was _dating_ Tendou _Nabiki_?

    "I'm sorry," she asked. "Could you say that again? I didn't quite

catch it."

    "She said," explained Ishido, "that Ratiko came here on a date with a

'Nabiki'.  She must have gotten him to drink."

    "That I did."

    Nabiki stepped out from behind the screen.

    Great. Just what she needed.  If this Nabiki was ANYTHING like the one

she knew about... She had to be careful what she said around her, or she

might be blackmailed into giving away information about the locket.

    "How much did you hear?"

    "Enough to know you're from 2096," Nabiki answered coolly, then

pointed at Childra's chest. "And to learn that you probably know quite a

bit about dear Ucchan's future."

    "If you've spoken to Rat, then you know our future's nothing like

yours.  The Kuonji Ukyou I know," <Never mind that she's HIBIKI Ukyou,

where I come from> "is probably nothing LIKE this one."

    "We've heard the 'destroy Nerima' bit already, AND the story where I'm

supposed to be the bogeyman.  Bat-boy's somewhat 'loose' with his tongue

after a bottle of wine."

    <Bat-boy?> If she'd managed to get THAT out of him, she was a better

interrogator than Childra had given her credit for.

    "How drunk is he?"

    "Let me put it this way. Right now, he's whispering lewd comments to

an invisible friend of his, called 'Opim'. Quite amusing, actually."

    At this, Childra couldn't help but giggle, and even the stoic Ishido

cracked a smile.

    The way things stood, there didn't seem to be much harm in their

staying. Even if she DID blab more than she intended, little of it applied

to this here-and-now, and if Rat was REALLY too conked out to listen...

    That, in itself, offered almost UNLIMITED entertainment possibilities.

    "I guess we'll stay," she smiled.



                                 * * * * *



    Ryo opened his eyes slowly.  His head was throbbing, and his eyes

hurt, mostly because of the bright light.  He couldn't see anything at

all.

   <What happened?> he wondered, as he rubbed the back of his head.

<Where am I?>  But for the swirling of the wind around him, he felt

nothing.

   As his vision cleared, he saw he was free-floating in coils of blue

energy, with him at the centre.  There was nothing else. Then suddenly 

a flicker of light appeared before him.  He strained to reach forward, and

the flickering became a glow, the shape of a small heart-shaped locket.

   <THE LOCKET!>  Ryo struggled to grab it, but the locket was

swirling around in the currents of the energy around him, always barely

out of reach, above him, below him, around him.  <No... please... I've

gotta...>  In desperation, he lunged out, and a burning sensation hit his

hand.  He stared in horror as he saw a blue flame burning in his palm, and

the distinct colour of metallic silver on a locket, melting into it.



   "NO!!!"  He tried to remove the locket, tried desperately to shake it 

off, even as it bonded to his flesh, becoming a _part_ of him.  

<I DON'T WANT IT!  NOT LIKE THIS!  NOOO!!!! >



   The blue eddies sped up violently, becoming a solid, bright sphere of

blue around him - suddenly Ryo found himself in a sidewalk... by a

reservoir, and a tall metal fence... in a nice suburb.



   In Nerima.



   His Nerima.



   "Ryo?  Where've you been!?"

   "Saotome!  We thought you had been taken away by that barbarian woman!"

   Ryo blinked, his eyes adjusting to the natural sunlight.  "Godai?

Tachi?.. is that you?"

   "Yeah, it's us."  Godai glanced at Ryo with a questioning look.

   "Are you... feeling well, Ryo?" asked Tachi.

   "I'M BACK!!!"  Startled, Ryo looked at the palm of his hand.  It was

empty, unscathed.  No locket.  NO LOCKET.  Ryo felt himself soaring with

elation.  <I'm free!  I'm free!>

   "What happened to you?  You disappeared chasing after that crazy

Chinese girl." 

   "I'll tell you later, okay?  Right now... where's Bell-chan?  I just

really need to see her Right Now."

   "What's the emergency?"

   Ryo smiled.  "I... just miss her.  Come on, let's go!"  Grinning and

laughing, he sprinted to Bell-chan's, his heart soaring.

   "Ryo-kun!  Wait up!"  Godai and Tachi chased him, not far behind, into

the sunset.



                                 * * * * *



    <There's so much I want to tell you, but... I... I CAN'T!>

    How could she put it into words? What she felt wasn't... It wasn't

something you could go up and _say_ to someone, especially someone you'd

just met, and...

    Childra felt ridiculous.  Here she was, a proudly promiscuous woman in

her twenties, feeling as jittery as a teenage virgin on prom night.  And

she wasn't even DOING anything. Just... staring...

    She was looking at him eating his okonomiyaki, tearing off the pieces

and moving away his dark brown hair when it got in his eyes...  She just

wanted to HOLD him, to grab him and let him know just what he'd done.

    And, for the first time, she couldn't.

    Why not? Seldom did she sleep alone, after all. When she saw a man she

liked...

    This was more than 'like'.

    All THOSE were... hollow, somehow.  The others filled her physically,

made her feel alive, made her sense her heart beating against her chest by

the weight of their own bodies upon hers.

    This one didn't. In fact, he had the opposite effect.

    Being with Ishido, she felt all solidity taken from her soul.

She felt light, and empty, and knew that she could be complete only by the

addition of one thing, one being. HIM.

    Why, then, didn't she reach out, press herself against him, FORCE him

to acknowledge she existed as MORE than an embarrassment, as MORE than one

to whom he owed a debt of honour?

    That, too, was answered, though Jansen hesitated to admit it.

    She'd tried, before (or was it since? The problems that arose with

travelling through time...), but 'Lobis' was just not the kind to quickly

become 'physical'.  Even if he WERE, she doubted that she could muster up

the strength to approach him in... in THAT way, before he knew, before she

told him...

    She now felt that her life before this had been wasted, that she'd

spent her years in idle nonsense, ignorant of all that TRULY mattered. It

didn't seem so at the time, but now... This was all so confusing.

    She toyed with her ebi-ten.

    "Ishido, I..."

    The violet eyes looked up, strands of blue-black hair falling before

them.

    "Yes?"

    A panic. A sudden urge to run. Anywhere; away, somewhere where her

old rules, her old values, her old LIFE still applied.

    "I... You..."

    The great romancer, tongue-tied and bound in a predicament from which

there was but one escape.

    The wolf looked down again.

    <No!> she cried inside. <You have to see me! NOTICE me; don't... don't

dismiss me...> She NEEDED to feel hunted, WANTED that predatorial gaze

upon her. Even... Even if he looked at her the way he had during that

fight... Even THAT would be better than rejection.

    Rejection... She never thought she'd have to use that word, or that

she'd feel its hammering so strongly on her soul.

    "If it's about the incident," he spoke softly and slowly, carefully

avoiding her all the while, "I'm very sorry.  It was beyond my control. 

Maybe...  Maybe I'd better leave you all... You, the Ryos and the

others...  With MY memory, this world's as good as any other, maybe even

BETTER, and if I stay, I'll only hurt someone again..."

    Was he crying?

    "No! I... I WANT you to stay."

    He raised his face slowly, and she could see...

    He WAS crying.

    "Please stay," she told him. "For ME... I WANT you to."

    "But... Childra..."

    She closed and opened her hand under the table, buying time while she

made a choice.

    Odd, that to decide whether to make a single, simple movement should

matter so much NOW, when just an hour back she'd been upon him in the

mud...

    <I'll do it.>

    Tremulously, cautiously, she lifted her hand, and slid it across the

table to meet Ishido's arm.  Her heart beat hard against her sternum, and

the blood within her jumped and danced, boiling in a heat more intense

than a desert sun.

    Her fingers touched the brown cloth of his shirt, and that

electrifying contact loosed her tongue, allowing her to say,

    "I NEED you to, Ishido."

    None of the eloquent speeches she'd used before, none of the vows, the

flowery images of carp and stars, none of the everlasting promises of love

she'd freely given out had ever caused her so much grief.

    This was a grief she'd willingly put up with.

    If HE would.

    Time was passing, and her life, and there was no way to get it back.

To TURN it back was simple; she could travel through time, and with the

locket, through realities, but to RECAPTURE it, REMOLD it, was not a thing

within her grasp.

    She'd reached a turning point, and did not know which way the door

would swing.

    One path brought something she thought she would never find. 

Stability. The other...

    If it was the other she was destined for, she might as well apply to

register as a Hibiki.  Depression and loneliness would then be her lot.

    <Respond, Ishido. PLEASE...>

    'Lobishomem' blushed, and stammered as he tried to speak.

    "I... I'm..."

    <YES?>

    "I'll stay," he finished. "If... If you're sure you don't mind..."

    Mind? MIND?

    Right now, her _mind_ was not quite operative, overflowed with

buoyant feelings and with... with what?

    She was shaking, and she knew that he could see it, but she didn't

care.

    He'd STAY!

    Now, more than ever she longed to jump up, run and hug him, grasp him,

and not let him go, to let him know that somehow, he was now a PART of

her, that if he EVER left she would be incomplete.

    Yet, she restrained herself.

    'Twas best to wait, and bide her time.

    "Of COURSE I don't mind, Lobis."

    She smiled. Not a lustful smile, not a crafted one, nor a smile meant

to accomplish anything, but for the first time, an expression of pure joy.

    And then, she cried.



                                 * * * * *



    Ratiko laughed hysterically.

    "You SEE, Opim?  Everything's upside-down... The monsters are pretty,

the dead are alive... Hey! Even my okonomiyaki is topsy-turvy!"

    As Ukyou watched, giggling, Reiraku took his tako-tama-yaki and

flipped it. Squinting at it for a bit, and apparently realising that it

STILL wasn't quite right, he shrugged and plastered his face in the food.

    "Now it's all over my nose!" He shouted. "And my cheeks!"  He looked

up, suddenly serious.  "Not that it matters." His eyes widened.  "I'll be

gone, soon, and then NO ONE will be able to see it!"

    Reiraku grabbed the 'yaki, and punched eyeholes in it, wearing it as a

mask.

    "Whee!" he cried. "Whee!"

    The baked-octopus-face turned to look at Kuonji.

    It stared.

    Ukyou stared back.

    "A girl who can make such wonderful masks," said Reiraku slowly, "is

surely a great treasure."

    <Mental note,> thought Ukyou, giggling. <Do not allow Ryouga to EVER

get near alcohol. EVER.> 

    "Don't you think so, Opim?"

    Ratiko stared into empty space for a few seconds, as if listening to

someone. A few frowns, a cock of the head or two, then a final, reluctant

nod.

    "Opim," he explained to the others, "says he prefers the CHEST

to the treasure. I would have to agree."

    Ukyou coloured. She was sure that she could see a wolfish grin, even

under the fried batter.

    "Now, Ratty-baby, tell us again WHY we can't see this Opim?"

    <Thanks, Nabiki. Anything to get him off THAT train of thought.>

    Ratiko cackled and threw his hands up, letting his food fall to the

ground.

    <Great. ANOTHER mess to clean up.>

    "He's my Polly!" the boy shouted.

    "A parrot?"

    "A bat, because I washed my hair today."

    "Huh?"

    "Ohohohohohohohohohohohohohoh!"

    He'd mentioned Asuka in his lineage, but right now Kodachi seemed like

a more likely candidate.

    "Your... hair... looks nice..." Ukyou felt she HAD to say _something_.

"And clean. But what does that have to do with..."

    "Why, thank-you!" Ratiko struck a model's pose and froze, shaking his

head and muttering to himself for a few seconds like a man half-mad.  At

length he closed his eyes.  When he opened them again, they had a

different glint to them. Not a cold or harsh one, like Nabiki's, noted

Ukyou, nor the light of righteous sorrow that shone always on Ryouga's

face, but definitely one she had seen before.  Maybe it was - 

    "The rest of me's great as well," hissed Ratiko.

    <Uh-oh...> He was staring at her. And it WASN'T at her FACE.

    "Ucchan, I think your great-grandson is..."

    Nabiki didn't have to complete the sentence. Ratiko was walking

towards her, his soiled face sporting an unnatural grin.

    "At least," he chuckled, "At least NOW I know where I get my good

looks from. You're quite the beauty, ancestress."

    This was getting scary.  She'd seen people change after a few drinks,

but this...

    "Th... Thanks..." Great-grandson or not, if that jerk thought he was 

going to get a FINGER on her...  Ukyou looked around her, considering her

offensive options.  If she could slide her foot under the handle of her

large spatula...

    "And it doesn't look like you and Ryouga are going to be getting

together anytime soon..." A brief flicker of black. "That does not bode

well for me. Then again..."

    <He CAN'T be thinking that. He CAN'T!!!>  She thought he was going to

grab at her, but was he actually thinking of... of...

    "If you want something done, you have to do it YOURSELF!"

    "What?!?" Nabiki herself tensed, this time. She'd been laughing at him

before, but this looked serious...

    "I *must* exist, no matter what, and if all it takes is for a Hibiki

and a Kuonji to..."

    "You're not Ryouga!"

    "It's my only chance, now... I must..." Nabiki prepared to smash

her plate over his head, but Ukyou signalled her 'no'. She had the right

pivot position, her hands were in place... If he could only move forward a

few steps...

    "Besides," her descendant continued, "You know what they say..." He

moved his right leg forward a few inches, steadying himself. <The wine

must've REALLY gotten to him...> "Vice is nice..." Now the left. "Incest

is best..." <Come on! Just a little bit more!> "Put great-granny to the

test!" Just as she'd hoped, he lunged towards her. 

    With one swift kick, she sent the large spatula's handle straight into

her waiting hand, and swung it fluidly to have the broad endplate connect

with Reiraku's head.

    "I guess I passed," said Ukyou, letting out a deep breath.  If she

hadn't gotten him just then, he might have... he might have...  Not for

long, but STILL! To think that her great-grandson...

    "And HE passed OUT..." Nabiki shook her head. "Ratty-baby, you're just

as bad as Kunou..."  She stretched out and yawned.  "Well, Kuonji, I think

it's time to go 'night-night."

    Ukyou blinked.

    "What?"

    "I'm tired, and it looks like your great-grandson won't be waking up

soon. You _do_ still have that room in the back, right?"

    "Well... Yes, Nabiki, but..."

    "Great. Rat and I will need it for tonight."

    "NANI?!?!?  You.. You aren't seriously thinking of..." How could she

be? After what she'd just seen...

    "Don't worry about it. I'll take the rental off your bill."

    "Nabiki, have you gone CRAZY?!? You've already seen what...  what...

what a PERVERT this guy is!" She kicked Reiraku in the shins, eliciting

only a small grunt from the unconscious heap.  "And with that ki thing of

his..."

    "Trust me." A sly smile. Trouble for SOMEONE. "I know what I'm doing."

    "All right. Spit it out. What are you up to? You aren't exactly the

type of girl to go sleeping around with dangerous drunks." Pause.  "BROKE

dangerous drunks."

    "He's not broke... Not EXACTLY... Think of it this way, Kuonji.  Rat's

already given me THIS much information about the future, right?"  

    She held up the notebook she'd filled. 

    "Y... Yeeees..."

    "A future, he tells us, where MY investments end up becoming a

fortune."

    "Hai."

    "And he gave me THAT much info only because I threatened to tell on

him."

    <Works for everyone ELSE you blackmail.>

    "Now, he probably won't remember anything about tonight, since he's...

sloshed, to put it kindly. If he wakes up next to ME tomorrow morning..."

    Ukyou's eyes went wide.

    "You... You WOULDN'T!"

    Nabiki grinned.

    "I WOULD." She waved aside Kuonji's protests. "Not THAT way.  I mean,

just TEASE him. Let him THINK something's happened...  Besides, this

fellow's as bashful as Ryouga. Don't tell me YOU'VE never wanted to pull a

prank like that on him. The nosebleed, the stammer... He's just ASKING

for it."

    "Well..." The chef blushed. She HAD thought about it, on more than one

occasion, but...  Ukyou growled as she remembered what had almost

happened.  "He's ASKING for it, all right.  Nabiki, I'm calling the

police."

    The Tendou girl smiled.

    "To tell them about those okonomiyaki bombs you've been making?  Or

the time you assaulted Hinako, when you thought she was hitting on Ranma?

She can still press charges, you know."

    Ukyou blanched.

    "You wouldn't..."

    "Who do you think kept her from doing that in the first place? All I

have to do is stop a few payments, and-"

    The okonomiyaki chef was silent for a moment, then spoke softly.

    "Couldn't you... Go to the doujou?"

    "With my FATHER there?"

    "Good point."

    "Besides, it's cramped enough with the panda and Ranma there, and now

that he's brought a DAUGHTER..."

    Ukyou winced as the pain of that statement mixed with that of

Reiraku's attack.  <AKANE'S daughter. But... I... I mustn't panic!  He has

a son, too, right? And he's MINE!  I have as much a chance as she does!>

Then again, there was another road that seemed even more certain, where 

her line was doomed to end in... in...

    She looked at the unconscious pervert on the floor, and scowled.

    "Why are you doing this? What do you see in HIM?  You know what he's

capable of!  He's DANGEROUS! Are you sure you'll be safe?"

    Nabiki winked. 

    "I'll keep a glass of water next to the bed, just in case. In fact..." 

She took a nearby pitcher of water and tipped it over Ratiko.  His body

trembled for a second, then shrank into a pile of clothes, and a bandanna-

clad fruit bat. "This'll make him easier to carry."

    Ukyou giggled against her will.  It was hard to keep a grudge against

a flying mouse.

    In any case, she'd done what she could, and had been foiled at every

step.  Anything that went wrong was now on Nabiki's head.

    "There's a hot water tap in the bathroom," said Ukyou in a business-

like fashion. "You know where it is."

    "Thanks," answered Nabiki curtly.

      It might even be better this way.  The cost of the interview WAS

putting quite a dent in her pocket, with the recent dearth of customers

<PAYING customers,> she reminded herself, thinking of Ranma and Genma. 

Anything that lessened her expenses was worth it. And, who knew? Maybe

she'd uncover something worthwhile.

    "If I'm going to put up with having THAT under my roof," she nodded

towards the bat, "Do you think you could find out..."

    "About you and Ranma?"

    "Well..." Ukyou shuffled her feet. "Yeah, I guess..."

    The entrepreneuress sighed.

    "I WOULD, but I'd have to charge you for it (setting a precedent and

all that), and I know you don't have that much.  I'm ALREADY doing you a

favour by staying here and discounting the room rent from my fee... Though

it looks like *I'm* not the one who'll be dating Hibikis from now on."

    <How can she be so cruel? To remind me of THAT...>

    She looked at the bat, which dangled stunned from Nabiki's right thumb

and forefinger, and struggled against a sudden urge to strangle the

creature.

    Was THAT what lay ahead? Was THAT to be the end product of her life?

Of the life of... She didn't even know if it was a son or a daughter she

would have with Ryouga.

    <No! Wait! The future isn't set! Ranchan and I... We still can...>

    There WAS Ryo. Yet... He seemed so shaky, and uncertain. If anything,

he was almost sure that HIS future wasn't HERS.

    Meanwhile, even when Ratiko was babbling about things 'not being

right', even when drunk, he was confident, and stood by his belief that

the Kuonjis and Hibikis were FATED to be joined.

    "Are you just going to stand there all day, or are you going to give

me a key to the room?"

    "Oh." Ukyou rummaged through her pockets. "Here it is." The metal

trinket exchanged hands.  <Must remember to lock my own door tonight.>

    "Thanks. Don't wake us up."

    "What about breakfast?"

    Nabiki scratched her chin while she considered it.

    "I suppose... Cook up something good, and I'll deduct THAT, as well.  

Now, it's off to tease the Hibiki. G'night!"

    Ukyou barely remembered to wave. She HAD to know more. But from who?

    That woman with her bandolier. Surely SHE could tell her something.

ANYTHING, just to give her more hope. Just to give her SOME hope.

    They should be almost done with dinner now. Perhaps she could coax

them with a little friendly conversation. She'd mentioned she was a

'historian'. Maybe an exchange?

    Nabiki walked away, bat in one hand and clothes in the other.  Ukyou

dusted herself off and went to offer her other customers (her ONLY other

customers) an after-dinner drink.

    "Hi!" she said. "Enjoy your meal?"  The woman looked at her, smiling,

and the other nodded gravely. "Would you like something else? Coffee? Tea?

Maybe some cake?"  <I *think* there's still some cake in the store-

room...>

    "No, that's all right." The blonde's eyes twinkled. It only made Ukyou

feel worse to see a couple that seemed so MATCHED.  "Just the bill,

please."

    "Sure... I..." As she reached for her note pad, she remembered

something.  "Just a sec... You're from the future, right? Twenty ninety

six?"

    "SHE is," said the man. "I don't know quite where I'm from."

    He grinned, which made him look alarmingly like a wolf.

    "Then... I..." <Let's see... They'd been here a day or two at most,

and Ratiko had to scrub pots.> "I don't suppose you have any... current

currency?"

    She wasn't exactly Nabiki, but maybe she could arrange for an

exchange: food for information.

    The woman arched an eyebrow in reply, smiled, and reached inside her

jacket. A moment later, Kuonji grabbed a shining something from the air,

as it was tossed towards her.

    She opened her palm.

    It was a coin.

    A gold coin.

    "Spanish doubloon, late sixteenth century," announced the historian.

"Any museum can verify it for you.  Will that be enough?"

    "I... don't have enough change for it."  No kidding. If she sold the

debt-ridden okonomiyaki-ya, she MIGHT be able to give back the appropriate

amount.

    "That's all right." Another smile, and a wink to her companion. "Keep

it."

    Ukyou's jaw dropped, and even the stoic wolf looked startled.

    "Thank you!"  Now she could put up a new sign, maybe pay off the

loans...

    What had she done to deserve this? She barely knew them, and <All I've

given them is okonomiyaki!> She HAD to find something she could offer in

return. She was no Kunou, but this went even against HER honour.  Even

Nabiki wouldn't...

    <That's it!>

    "You two don't have a place for the night, do you?"

    "Where WERE we going to stay, Childra?"

    <So THAT'S her name...>

    "I thought maybe we could go to the Tofu clinic." She arched an

eyebrow at the cook. "Do you know a better place? I don't have many more

of THOSE," she said, pointing at the doubloon, "so a hotel is out of the

question..." Childra grinned at her companion.  "Unfortunately."    

    Her boyfriend blushed.

    "Actually, I have a spare room..."

    "Not the one with Rat in it, I hope."

    "You... You HEARD?!?"

    "I'm not deaf, dear, and he's only mute." She poked the other in the

shoulder, eliciting a smile. "We were having a lot of fun watching you

all, but since you had it so well under control..."

    "Ah. I see..."

    "Besides, the boy could use a little... education. Those Hibikis tend

to be a bit inhibited, as you may well know."

    Ukyou nodded. She KNEW, all right. It'd taken all her persuasion to

get Ryouga to go on a date with AKANE, for crying out loud. Even then,

she'd had to write the invitation herself.  That shyness, though...  If

the 'lost boy' DID overcome it enough to marry HER, that meant that..

    <Change the subject. Stop that thought.>

    She took a key out of her pocket, and put it on the table.

    "I'm afraid it's just a single room, but I'm sure it's better than one

of Doctor Tofu's."

    "Oh," said Childra, "I don't mind..."

    From the way wolf-boy looked, Ukyou wasn't sure that he would say the

same.  His face was beet-red, he was staring at his (empty) plate, and his

mouth kept opening and closing, without saying a word. 

    "Don't mind HIM," the blonde assured her, wrapping an arm around his

neck. "It'll be just PERFECT..."



                                 * * * * *



    Nabiki sucked on the cylinder, relishing its sweetness, drawing from

it all the juices that she could.  When it seemed that she could take no

more, she stimulated it by pushing it in, and out, rhythmically massaging

it with her lips, ever so gently...

    The stiff rod seemed to melt under the touch of her warm tongue,

dissolving into a sugary syrup of pure delight.

    Even that was not enough to keep her entertained. She... needed...

more. Something with more intensity, with explosion...

    Nabiki bit into it.

    It shattered.

    <Gosh, these lollipops are good. I wonder where Ukyou buys them?>

    No matter. She'd find out in the morning. For now, she had... business

to take care of.

    She swallowed the candy fragments, tossed the bare stick aside, and 

took her camera out of her purse.

    Now... What was left to be done?

    <One future Hibiki in bat form... Check.>

    <One glass of warm water... Check.>

    <One camera... Check.>

    And now, to put them all together... If half of what she'd heard was 

right, compromising pictures of THIS boy could have her set for life.

    At the very least, she could sell them to him.  After all, surely he 

didn't want his 'friends' knowing he'd slept with a 'monster'.  THAT 

would likely bring in another notebook's worth of extra information...

    Failing that, he wasn't TOO shabby-looking.  Asuka or Kodachi might 

be willing to pay good, solid yen for pictures of him.

    <Well, to work.>

    She sprinkled the bat's left wing with the water and was only slightly

startled at the instant metamorphosis.  Thankfully, it seemed that Ratiko

was still very drunk. He shouldn't be waking up for a few more hours, at

least...

    Nabiki climbed onto the bed.

    <Now, for just the riiiight... position.>  She took her camera,

holding it gently and running her hand  down the barrel of the lens, 

feeling a certain thrill run through her spine.  This was the action of 

making money, getting her hooks in on a man, grabbing 'em by the

proverbial... well...

    Nabiki bent down a little, off to Ratiko's left, hmmming as she

fingered the camera lens.  <No, this isn't good enough.> She moved to his 

right side, bent down lower, and grunted in dissatisfaction.  <This isn't 

right either.>  She crawled onto the bed, gripping her camera a little 

tighter, and squatted down by Ratiko's head.  Nabiki lifted her camera to 

her face, licking her lips, and lowered herself  slowly, trying to find 

the best spot for the photo.  Unfortunately, that position quickly failed 

to satisfy her, and she slowly made her way off the bed.

    <What angle... what angle... got it.>

    This would be perfect and needed only a LITTLE positioning. If she

tilted his chin up... <Like... THAT.>  it looked like he was in ecstasy.

Move the arms to the sides, <Like so...> and it was the PERFECT position.

    She saddled his legs right above his knees, and smiled. This was so 

easy, it wasn't even funny.  Well, okay. It WAS funny.  She almost wished 

that he would refuse to give her the data she wanted, so that she'd be 

able to show these around. It would look, for all the world, like he and 

she had been... and... and he'd wanted PICTURES to remember it by! 

    Nabiki stifled a giggle.  Hibikis could certainly be entertaining.  

Maybe she could STILL make him think that that was what had gone on...

    "Smile for the camera, bat-boy..." she whispered, and looked through 

the view-finder. Her gaze slowly went up his body, and she couldn't help 

but start feeling a little warm herself.  Nabiki's breathing quickened as 

she fingered the camera button and slowly gripped the lens shaft, turning 

it gently in her hand, bringing in Ratiko's image sharper and sharper, 

and oh so much clearer.  <Oh yes, yes, that's the spot, hold it steady...>  

Nabiki thrust the camera button down, sighing in satisfaction, when...



    *FLASH*



    <Uh-oh... Deity... I forgot to turn that thing OFF...>

    Ratiko's eyebrows bobbed up and down, and his nose twitched briefly 

before he opened his brown eyes.

    "I..." 

    <THAT groggy? I would've thought my see-through night-shirt would

have...>

    "YOU..." The white orbs doubled in size.

    <Oh.>

    "WE..."

    "Run out of pronouns yet, Ratty-baby?"

    "D... Don't tell me we..."

    Nabiki smiled. She'd gotten the picture... What harm could it do to 

tease for a bit?

    "Don't tell you what, Rat?"

    "We... We didn't..."

    "We WILL."

    She leaned in closer and laughed with delight when she saw the trickle

of red working its way down the boy's neck.

    "I... I mustn't fail obaasan!" he shouted.

    "Don't tell me you're into geriatric incest..."

    Was he? Nabiki made a mental shrug.  In a world where Kunou was a 

global saviour, anything was possible.

    "I MUST BE STRONG!" he cried.

    "Don't worry... I'm sure you will be..."

    She winked, and he fainted.

    <Oh, well... So much for the entertainment... At least it'll be 

easier to get the rest of the roll, now...>





                                 * * * * *



    Childra locked the door to the room and stood before Ishido in the

blackness.

    "Maybe we should turn on the light...," suggested Lobis.

    "I like it dark." She grinned briefly, then her face became a tight

line. Somehow, her usual lines just didn't seem... right when used on him.

    She wasn't lying, though. Now that they were together, alone,

encased by four walls and a window, she didn't want to be SEEN by him.

Not... Not yet... Not her body... Not before he saw...

    <The REAL me.>

    He had, already, she thought. Maybe that's why she felt so drawn to

him...  He cared for her, and protected her even though he looked away

when she showed off... and they had barely touched hands, except at her

own insistence.

    "You... You didn't have to do that, you know," Ishido said softly.

    "The coin?"

    "Hai."

    Now, a real smile.

    "I suppose YOU would have paid?"

    "If I could have," he said wistfully, then suddenly, "Look! I...

You're..." The moon's rays shone upon him as he raised his arms in

frustration.

    "Ishido..." She placed an arm on his shoulder. He tensed.  "I know."

    She did, and told him with the language she knew best; that of her

body.

    She stroked his hair, to calm him down and let him feel that she

forgave him, even ADMIRED him for having fought for her, then fought his

programming to not cause her pain...

    She looked into his eyes, and moved them into a blue-and-grey-lit

spot, so he could see her green ones and...

    No. That's not right.

    She had to be herself.

    "Will you wait a moment, Lobis?"

    "Childra, I..."

    "Please."

    He nodded. He didn't know why, but he trusted her. She liked

that.

    Jansen stepped into a corner and took a small tube from her bandolier,

popping off the top. Two taps on her eyes, and the green contact lenses

fell into the palm of her hand, to be deposited in their container.

    She screwed the lid back on and put the vessel back in its slot.  He

deserved to know her as she truly was... As she so seldom let ANYONE see

her... 

    <Even myself?>

    Smiling, she walked back to the gentle man.

    "Your eyes...  Brown..."

    She hushed him, hissing softly and putting a finger over his lips.

    "They're mine," she whispered. "And only for you."

    Once again, his muscles contracted, and she repeated her massage,

going lower down the back, drumming her fingers into each saliency, until

she managed to relax him...

    <Except in one vital part...>

    She resisted the urge to proceed as she so often had before,

completing the technique. If anything was to happen, she promised herself,

it would not be because she forced it. Not this time. This had to be

natural, spontaneous...

    "Childra, you..." He tried to turn away, but she forced his head back

gently.

    "You always cut off your sentences when you're about to say what I

most want to hear..." Ishido's blush turned lilac in the moonlight.

"Finish it, dear...  Please..."

    "You..." He cleared his throat and closed his hands, gathering up

strength.

    "Yes?"

    Childra's heartbeat doubled in strength with each moment that passed,

and the blood pumped through her arteries like lightning.

    "You mean a lot to me."

    An explosion of warmth flooded through her, starting in the middle of

her chest, fountaining across her breasts, and cataracting down her

legs...  She'd known, or she'd suspected, but he'd SAID it, he'd made it

CONCRETE, a reality...

    An internal laugh. So many promises from so many men, so many undying

loves proclaimed, and now she was losing her mind over a, 'you mean a lot

to me'...  

    But THAT is because he meant it.

    She knew he did.

    She also knew that she WANTED it to be true, and she returned the

sentiment in the strongest way possible...

    "I know it sounds silly," he continued. "I've only just met you,

and... with the locket I don't even know what's REAL anymore..."

    "It's not silly."

    She brushed her hand against his cheek. He shivered, and she with him.

    "I can't offer you anything," he said softly. "I can't even say that I

haven't... that I haven't felt this way before... I just...  I don't

know..."

    "All that matters is what you've already said, Ishido..."

    "I don't even know if I'm attached, or married, or..."

    "It doesn't matter to me," she said. After all, it didn't.  Once she

got the locket, they could go anywhere, to ANY reality...  One where there

was no Onocorp, or none of... none of whoever had done these things to

him. They could start ANEW. A new present. A new future. And no past... 

She could forget hers, and his own had been erased... "Does it matter to

YOU?"

    "Not now."

    Sweating and trembling, she grinned and pulled off her jacket.

    "Childra, I don't think..."

    "Good."

    The bandolier went next. Quickly, before she could regret it.

    "You shouldn't do this. I might..."

    "I hope so."

    He gulped.  

    She was serious.  She needed to be with him, needed to feel him as a

part of her... and now that she KNEW...

    Her heart was ready to burst, its pace alone making her breathless.

    She took his hand, and overcame a slight resistance to guide it to her

chest.

    "Let's not argue," she pleaded.

    "I... I don't want to hurt you, and if we..."

    "Finish your sentences, dear."

    "If we... Ah..." The lilac turned a deeper purple, and he trembled. 

    "If we are together, then I might..."

    "You might decide to stay with me?"

    "Well..."

    "I would like that."

    She moved his palm to the middle of her chest and let him feel her

pulse, let him know how strong it was, how he had excited her, and made

her LIVE.

    "Then, I suppose I..."

    <Shyness becomes him.>

    He gave in.

    She moved backwards, never turning her back to him, and made her way

towards the bed, untying her neckerchief in the process.

    He followed, hesitant for the first few seconds, but then with

confident (and eager?) steps...

    He had seen her as she truly was, and had grown to like that.  Now, it

was time for him to fully be with her, so that she could give herself, her

REAL self, for the first time.

    She smiled and lay against the linen sheets, as they settled down to

finish what they had begun a hundred years from now.



                                 * * * * *



    Ukyou lay in bed, staring at the ceiling.  Thoughts whizzed through 

her head of their own volition, and she let them come and go as they 

pleased. 

     <Me? With Ryouga??  ...uh-uh, no way!>  

    That boy downstairs with Nabiki had scared her with his talk...and 

that Childra woman had not helped allay her fears at all.  Sure, now she 

had money...  <She sure was generous!>, but she still didn't know what 

the future held for her... or WHO.  

    "Darn it all!" she said aloud. 

    She tried to rest, letting her mind wander again,  but it kept

returning to the same point...

    Eventually fatigue overwhelmed her, as the events of the day, both 

physical and mental <Taught that drunk Hibiki a lesson!>, and she fell

into a deep sleep.  

    <I'm not going to marry Ryouga!>

    Ukyou began to dream...



    The kitchen was bright, sparkling with the lemon-scented shine of 

clean cupboards and floor.   Utensils, pots, and pans lined the walls, 

neatly hung in place.  Beneath the smell of Mr. Clean, there was the 

unmistakable odour of okonomiyaki.  None was cooking now, but this was 

obviously a place that saw that dish often.   Ukyou wandered to the 

counter-top, feeling a security and safety she'd never known before.  She 

recognised the cooking implements that lined the walls... they were

hers... but whose was the kitchen in which they hung?

    Deep peace filled her mind, and she strolled around the house, 

trying to figure out where she was... not worried, but still curious.

    She turned to her left, leaving the airy kitchen for a cosy living 

area.  There were pillows, chairs, a low table and a clean wooden floor

under her feet.  <Whoever keeps house here is a very clean person!> 

Ukyou thought, approvingly.  Then something caught her eye.

    In the corner of the room, tucked away neatly, was a bright 

coloured box.  It jarred slightly with the subtle colours of the room, but 

it somehow made the place even more inviting... it was a child's toy box.

    Ukyou wandered over and removed the lid.  

    Inside were cars, boats, trains, and blocks.  Soft plush animals 

jostled with rubber balls for space, and a jack-in-the-box squealed up at 

her as she moved the toys around.

    "Yeeeeeeeeehhhheeeehheeee!"  the jack-in-the-box cried, bouncing 

on its spring.  Ukyou giggled and wondered absently if the owners of the 

house would come to find her now, sitting in their living room, playing 

with their son's toys...

    <How did I know it was a boy?>  She thought to herself. <There 

could be dolls elsewhere, or maybe a girl who doesn't like dolls?>  

    But a part of her giggled again, and KNEW it was a boy.

    Ukyou replaced the jack-in-the-box and stood up.  She walked back 

to the kitchen and saw with some strange satisfaction that the crayon 

drawings on the fridge jarred with the kitchen as well as the toy box had 

in the living room... <This is a house for a child, but it's also a house 

for cleanliness and order.>

    It occurred to her briefly that she herself wouldn't mind a house 

like this... a faint voice in the back of her mind reminded her that with 

Childra's coin, her debts would be gone, and she could begin to save...

    <Who is Childra...?> The name was familiar, but unimportant for 

now... there was more exploring to be done!

    The okonomiyaki chef climbed up the stairs to the upper level and 

noted with another happy surge of satisfaction that the little room 

nearest the stairs definitely belonged to a small boy.  Toys lay 

scattered on the floor, picture books lined the shelves, and pants and 

shirts seemed to have exploded from the chest of drawers.  The bed was 

made, but it had obviously suffered the attentions of a young 

trampolinist, and the covers were in disarray.

    Ukyou frowned wryly. "What a mess!"  she said aloud, but she didn't

really feel the sentiment behind the words.  This happy little room was a

haven, and a home to a little boy she found she wanted to know...

    She quenched a sudden wave of belonging.

    <Where did THAT come from?  This is not my home!> 

    She moved past a small bathroom to the master bedroom.  

    Inside the bedroom the trampoline artist had struck again, sending 

pillows onto the floor and dishevelling blankets.  The rest of the room 

was neat, and the closet was closed.  Large windows claimed one wall, and 

Ukyou walked over and gazed out.  

    A picturesque street, with cherry trees blossoming in the grass.  

People wandered here and there in gardens or sat watching children play 

outside.  Ukyou wondered which child was the one whose toys she had 

examined, but something inside her told her he wasn't within view.

    Ukyou turned from the window and noticed for the first time the 

pictures lined up on the desk by the bed.  She walked over and fondly 

picked up the largest... it was a wedding photo.  A noise startled her, 

and she looked up.

    Outside, there was another happy squeal... a child yelled as a young 

man laughed.  "More Daddy!!  More!!  I want up again!"  

    The voices grew nearer, and the laughter began to sound familiar...

Ukyou felt a happy breath escape her lips... this felt so RIGHT.

    She glanced down at the picture she was holding...

    There, framed in white, stood a tall handsome man, his eyes gleaming

with happiness as his beautiful bride kissed his cheek.  He was blushing,

but he held her close, and together they seemed to make a perfect pair. 

Her long dark tresses were hidden by a veil, and his unruly hair was kept

back from his eyes by a yellow and black bandanna...



    Ukyou gasped and flung back the covers.

    <RYOUGA! ....and......me.....?>

    She fell back against the pillow, and scowled, but suddenly the 

she heard again faintly the happy cries of the little boy... the wave of 

joy swept softly over her again... the feeling of RIGHT and HOME...

    Ukyou spoke aloud to the stillness of the house.

    "Well....maybe..."



                                 * * * * *



    Deep within Ratiko's mind, the mental engines started to hum, and the 

turbines of his consciousness began to spring to life.  Unfortunately, the 

already-mangled navigational and balance system was still reeling from the 

night before.

    Reiraku rubbed his throbbing head and wondered why the room was 

constantly rotating to the left.  Meanwhile, mental power was finally 

restored to Ratiko's memory, although slowly, uneasily, and with the 

occasional interference from the pain sensors that were registering a 

throbbing signal from his skull.

    The memories began to coalesce, to solidify slowly, into... him... 

and... great grandma?  And... Perdita?  In bed??? TOGETHER???  A part of 

Ratiko mentally shrieked in terror, but the rest of him was still spinning 

with the room, so the full sense of panic didn't hit him.  It WAS,

however, enough to set off a deep and fundamental feeling that _something_ 

was wrong.

    Very wrong.

    Incredibly wrong.

    <Dream... Must have been... bad... food...>

    And his bandanna... It seemed like it was fastened on too tight. WAY 

too tight. He reached up to loosen it.

    And found it wasn't there.

    <Huh?> 

    It was at this point that he felt a quick self-check was needed.  As 

with any hangover victim, it started slowly, with the Hibiki refrain:  

<Where am I?>  He opened his eyes and was flooded with incredibly painful 

light.  His lids were immediately shut on a reflex.  That, he felt, should 

be held off till later.  He tried not to think at all, but his sense of 

touch was pointing something out.



    <Breezy... veeeery breezy.>  He didn't remember his clothes being so 

flimsy... Actually, they didn't feel like his clothes at ALL.  Ratiko 

moved slightly, but his 'outfit' didn't.  <Hey... these feel like... 

sheets.>  He slowly moved one hand to his chest, and felt nothing but 

skin.

    He moved his hand down to his thigh and it got the same results.  

Which meant...



    <OH DEITY, I'M NAKED!!!>

    

    Reiraku opened his eyes in shock and alarm, ready to scream in panic.  

He would've, but he felt too weak in the end.

    He sensed that he wasn't alone.  It was still a blur, but steadily 

becoming sharper. Something nearby moved.  He leaned forward, trying to 

get it into focus.

    "Didn't see enough of me LAST night?" a female voice asked tauntingly.

    <OH DEITY DEITY DEITY TELL ME THAT'S NOT->

    Ratiko's vision snapped into full efficiency, and he realised 

exactly what those gentle round curves he was nearly sticking his face

into were, and who they belonged to.

    "Y-you!"  Ratiko stifled a nosebleed and backed away.

    "Good morning, darling," purred Nabiki.

    Ratiko started stammering and babbling, "You... last night... Oh,

no... I..."

    "So, wasn't *I* better than Ukyou?" asked his bedfellow.

    <OH NO NO NO NO NO!!!> Well, at least now he knew why he was feeling 

so sick to his stomach... Had he actually...  with... with HER?!?

    <Think, Rat, think...> He tried to replay his last moments of 

consciousness from last night, but his memory was still somewhat fried. 

All his mental images were hazy, and when he tried to sharpen them, he 

was rewarded with an invisible mallet to the cranium.

    <Red... Something... red... I think...>

    "Ratty-baby, want a tissue for that nosebleed? Hate to tell you, hon, 

but your face is COVERED in it, and it's NOT very attractive."

    <Oh. So THAT'S what's red... But...>

    She handed him a kleenex, and the Hibiki, too lost to do anything

else, took it and began to wipe himself.  The act of cleansing soothed

him, and he felt a sort of calm settling in.

    "Don't tell me you don't REMEMBER?"

    He didn't, and surprised himself by actually wishing that he did...

    "I'm afraid not... I'm..."

    <I'm shocked I'm so calm about this? I'm actually enjoying seeing a 

legendary villainess next to me in her underwear?  I'm bleeding to death, 

but I don't care?>

    "You're hung over."

    "What???"

    "You were drunk, Rat."

    Now he remembered. The threat... and the wine... and...  and her

smile...

    "Then you and I really... We... I mean..."

    Another nosebleed, and a blush. Plus, a little extra movement somewhat 

further down the anatomical chart.

    "Oh yes, we certainly did," she smiled, "and I have the pictures to 

prove it. You're quite the daring one, 'Reiraku'... And 'Downfall' isn't 

exactly a name I'd use for you..."

    "I... Uh... PICTURES?!?" His salivary gland joined his nasal 

capillaries in celebrating the event.

    He'd actually...

    And he hadn't gotten lost...

    And she hadn't run off... 

    And they weren't related, and...  

    "Um, can I... um... ask you something?" asked Ratiko shyly.

    "Yes?"  Nabiki grinned and moved in closer.

    Ratiko suddenly stood up and grabbed her by her hands, a wild and 

delirious look on his face.



    "COULD I HAVE COPIES? PLEASE?"



    Nabiki face-faulted.



                                 * * * * *



    <I'm back!  I'm back! I'm back I'm back I'm back!>

    Ryo was racing down the streets, his heart beating faster and faster.  

This was _it_, the end of the line; he was HOME.

    "BELL-CHAN!!!" he roared as he zoomed in to his house.  He didn't care

if the neighbours would talk, he didn't care if everyone was thinking he

was acting weird, and he didn't care that he'd run so fast that he'd lost

sight of Godai and Tachi.

    He felt like a new man today.

    A door opened, and even though he was far, he _knew_ who that was.  

    "BELL-CHAN!!! I'M BACK!"

    Ryo looked at Belldandy. After all this time, he was finally HERE, in 

front of Her. Back home, where he belonged.

    No strange half-siblings, no more need to lie...  His conscience still 

hurt whenever he thought about how he had been forced to deceive his own 

MOTHER.  Granted, one in an alternate reality, who would probably never 

birth him, but... it was nice to know that...

    He shook his head.

    <Never again. Never again will I do anything like that. Now that I'm 

with Bell-chan, I can finally settle down, and...>

    Ryo finally slowed down, not wanting to run right past his beloved, 

and stopped just a few feet away from her.  He just gazed at the woman, 

admiring how beautiful she was.  <Oh, I've missed you.>

    "Is something wrong, Ryo-kun?"

    She smiled, showing twin rows of perfect pearls, matching those around 

her neck.

    "No... It's... It's just nice to be home..."

    Now that the locket was gone, that's where he'd stay.  Where it was 

now, he didn't really care.  Not after what he'd gone through. If someone 

ELSE ended up with it; great, just so long as they left him and his loved 

ones alone. If it had disappeared altogether...

    <So much the better.>

    "It's nice to have you home, Ryo."

    Another smile. This one sent a thrill down his spine.  And those 

EYES... A beautiful shade of blue; deep as the ocean, kind as the gentle 

night just after sunset...

    "Oh, Bell-chan... I've missed you so much..."

    Ryo began to cry, sending Kasumi's daughter to his side at once.  She 

massaged his shoulders with her silk-soft hands, chanting in a tone that 

could only bring him peace.

    "Whatever has happened, it's all right. We're together, and our 

parents have already approved the wedding..."

    <The wedding!> Had that been set already? He couldn't remember... His 

mind was still a bit groggy, everything in a haze...

    "The... The date has been chosen?" His muscles tensed, making 

Belldandy frown for a second before doubling the intensity of her massage.

    "While you were gone, Ryo-kun... Did mother forget to tell you? We 

will be wed tomorrow!"

    "Tomorrow?!?" Ryo bolted straight up.

    "Don't do that, darling!  You need to calm down!"

    "Calm? Now? I'm calm, Belldandy! Really!" He grinned from ear to ear.  

"In fact, I've never been happier!"  That was an understatement. To find 

out that everything had been arranged...  "You're SURE about this?"

    "Have I ever lied to you, Ryo-kun?"

    At once, he regretted having opened his mouth.  His fiancee, and 

soon-to-be wife, would never even DREAM of... Of... 

    <Of doing to me what I've done to my mother.>

    That was behind him now.

    And it would stay there.

    "No, Belldandy," he said softly. "You never have."

    She smiled, only a thin film of water over her eyes, and walked to 

him, arms outstretched. He received her, and looked once more into her 

azure eyes, eyes that seemed to burn with a blue flame as he pulled her 

head towards his, and prepared to kiss...



    *SLAP*



    "Ryo no hentai!"

    <Huh?>

    "Geeze, and to think I'd almost changed my MIND about him!  Again."

    "Is something wrong, Miyabi?"

    <Miyabi? But...>

    "Nothing, mum. I should've expected it. Instead of the creep being 

thankful for being rescued from a ditch, he tries to KISS me! He probably 

got drunk last night.  No WONDER he never came back..."

    <No! Not here! Not... Not when I...>

    Saotome Ryo opened his eyes and very briefly saw Tendou Akane and 

Saotome Miyabi glaring at him from above, before two powerful blows sent 

him flying above the treetops.

    "Ranmaaaaaaaa!" He could hear faintly from below, "Even your SONS are 

PERVERTS!"

    At least the aerial view was nice.  He never HAD  realised how 

beautiful Nerima was in the morning...



==========================================================================

                                END ACT THREE
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