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Chapter I

The Wedding Fiasco



	Furinken High, never the ideal educational establishment, felt

particularly strange to Ranma and Akane on the day after what everyone 

in Nerima was referring to as the "wedding fiasco." All in all it was a

quiet day: not a squabble, obsessed maniac, or martial arts duel to be 

seen. Anyone who lived in Nerima knew that the quiet itself made the 

day especially bizarre. Ranma and Akane had run to school together, 

late as always, and everything seemed to being going well between them.

Akane was being nice to him and Ranma hadn't said anything stupid for

at least an hour.

	Things were just not normal. Something was just BOUND to happen.

	At lunch the hot gossip was that Akane hadn't beat up Ranma all

day. The explanation, including Ranma's trip to China, Akane's near 

death, and the failed wedding, was still hush hush around the Furinken 

campus. No one wanted to be on either Ranma OR Akane's bad side at the 

moment, and they knew that ANY mention of any of these subjects was 

probably going to put the unlucky person into the hospital.

	So, when you can't get the information from the source, go to 

your second-best resource. In this case, the most reliable (but also 

the most expensive) source of information was none other than Nabiki 

Tendo. It was, to say the least, one of Nabiki's more profitable days.

	Akane sat under a tree with her two friends, Sayuri and Yuka, 

eating lunch. They knew better than to even MENTION the "R-word", and 

never spoke about Ranma unless Akane brought him up in a conversation. 

So, for the moment, Akane was having a peaceful lunch.

	Akane was thanking the powers that be that her friends hadn't 

said anything about the "fiasco"; Akane didn't even want to have to 

think about it. Ranma had the chance to admit how he felt; Akane had 

assumed he would be honest with himself. Instead, he chickened out. 

Akane stole a glance at Ranma, who sat about 20 feet away on some 

benches talking to his friends, Hiroshi and Daisuke, and a few other 

guys. Akane saw him get up and demonstrate a move to the other boys.

	"What a show-off," Akane thought, thoroughly disgusted.

	Ranma was doing a good job of ignoring the whole wedding 

disaster himself. He had admitted to himself that he did love the 

kawaiikune tomboy when he held her in his arms, thinking that he had 

lost her. However, when faced with her in a bridal dress and impending

marriage, he wasn't able to get the words out. 

	"Do you love me, Ranma? Can't you say it?" Akane had asked.

	And Ranma realized he didn't know. He didn't really know what 

love WAS exactly, or if the feeling he had for Akane was the kind of 

sentiment that led to taking her down the aisle, into his heart, and 

into his arms, FOREVER.

	Ranma was so lost in his thoughts that he didn't hear Daisuke 

asking him something. Finally, after being cuffed on the back of his 

head, he noticed the group of boys staring at him.

	"What?!" Ranma asked.

	All the boys glanced at each other, and then Daisuke 

repeated, "We just wanted to see that move you were talking about last 

week, you know the one to avoid being hit when someone tries to punch 

you."

	"OH!" Ranma said, and gave a nervous laugh. He stood up and 

began to demonstrate, his face a little redder than usual.

	Both Akane and Ranma were totally oblivious to the crowd 

encircling Nabiki on the other end of the lawn. Nabiki was detailing

the events that occurred after the wedding, and, for a fee, telling 

people that, yes, Akane and Ranma were still engaged, and no, the date

was not yet certain. She also proffered some pictures of Akane in a 

wedding dress and Ranma in his tux to interested parties.

	"Too bad you couldn't get pictures of the wedding NIGHT!" 

someone chuckled in the group around Nabiki.

	"People, people!" Nabiki smiled, "When and if those pictures 

become available, you KNOW who will have them!"



*******



	Lunch was over, and everyone filed back to their classes. Akane

had just sat in her seat, thanking the powers that be that she had 

survived lunch unscathed for once, when the girl in the desk next to 

her asked, "So, Akane, is it true that you and Ranma are still getting 

married?"

	Akane turned bright red and her eyes bugged out a bit. She

stuttered out, "Uh... well... not exactly.... I... I mean Ranma and 

I... I mean NO!... my father..."

	"Yeah, whatever, Akane," the girl said, smirking.

	Akane stopped and blushed furiously.

	Another group of girls joined the rapidly gathering crowd 

around Akane. One asked, "Did you really almost die in China, Akane? 

And Ranma saved you?"

	Akane looked as if she would have liked to sink into a hole in 

the ground. The boys were starting to enter the classroom too, and, as 

Akane looked over and saw a sputtering Ranma surrounded by a crowd, she

got some small satisfaction out of the fact that he was probably being 

interrogated too.

	Akane began, "I don't see how this is any of your business..."

	A girl, Miki, said, "Oh come on, Akane! We were all invited to

this ‘big wedding for Ranma and Akane' and we were basically gypped!" 

Everyone nodded, and the girl continued, "I mean, the least you could 

have done was still had a reception, and, if not that, at least given 

us an EXPLANATION!"

	Yuka came to Akane's defense, saying, "Come on! Leave Akane 

alone! You know it was all Ranma's fault! It always is, isn't it,

Akane?!"

	Akane nodded, and everyone else in the group sighed.

	"I suppose so," Miki finally said, "that guy is SUCH a loser

Akane! I mean, he is a good martial artist, but he is a terrible 

boyfriend! Why don't you MAKE him love you, or dump him!"

	Akane rolled her eyes and commented, "Love. Right. Whatever."

	Akane just looked at the ground. The crowd continued talking 

and Akane began to look more and more troubled. Akane figured Ranma 

loving her and admitting it was, at this point, just a fantasy.

	She thought to herself, "I know he cares about me... but he has

never OFICIALLY said he loves me. Not even when he thought I was

dying..."

	Akane looked over at the baka, impossible to miss in his red

satin shirt in the crowd of black and white school uniforms. He sat at 

his desk, looking furiously at the group of boys who surrounded him. 

Ranma, of course, hadn't seemed to notice the crowd around her.

	"Oblivious idiot!" Akane muttered.



*****



	Ranma's interrogation was a bit more personal than Akane's. A 

guy, someone Ranma didn't know very well, commented, "So, man, that 

whole wedding thing was a big no go, eh?"

	Ranma groaned, "Come on man. Ain't nothin personal?"

	Daisuke elbowed Ranma and asked, winking his eye, "So... dija 

do... ‘it'.. yet with Akane? I mean since you thought you would be 

married and all...."

	"Yeah," another guy added, "I mean is she as violent between

the sheets as she is regularly? Heh! Now that would be interesting!"

	"Well, she DOES have a great body," Hiroshi smiled, a dreamy 

look on his face, adding, "What I wouldn't give to be her fiancee. You 

lucky dog, Ranma."

	At this point Ranma was totally pissed off, embarrassed, and 

confused. These guys were touching on a subject Ranma felt VERY 

uncomfortable about. Ranma jumped up, and, as usual, opened his mouth

without thinking and shouted, "Lay off man! Like I would do that with 

an uncute tomboy like Akane anyway!!"

	Akane, and everyone else, stiffened as they heard Ranma's

shout. Everyone turned to Akane to see what she would do. Akane looked 

furious. This, in addition to the questioning she had just endured, was

too much. Akane got up and stomped over to Ranma and hit him on the

head shouting, "Ranma no.... Ranma no.... Ranma no BAKA!!!!!"

	Then, tears filling her eyes, she turned and ran out of the 

classroom. Just then the bell rang.

	Ranma, a bit catatonic from Akane's clobbering, still saw the 

tears and thought, "Me and my big mouth," before getting up to run 

after her.

	Unfortunately, he didn't hear the bell (because the ringing in

his head from Akane's hit was already pretty loud) and ran straight 

into Miss Hinako as he flew out of the classroom.

	"And where do YOU think you are going, Mr. Saotome?" Hinako 

asked, childlike, but looking furious and dangerous all the same.

	"Uh..." Ranma muttered, looking down at the pint-sized 

disciplinarian, and then said, "To the, uh, bathroom?"

	"Go sit down!" Hinako shouted, adding, "You should have taken

care of that at lunch!"

	Ranma sighed, turned, and went back to his desk, thinking, 

"Maybe she will have cooled down some by the time I get home."

	He cringed.

	"Then again, maybe I'm dead...." Ranma thought.

	The tittering in the classroom hushed, not wanting to face 

Hinako's wrath, but someone in the back commented loudly, when Miss 

Hinako went to close the classroom door, "Well at least things are 

back to normal!"



*****



NOTE: stuff surrounded by ** means it is in another language, i.e.

Chinese.



	Of course, things really weren't back to normal, but everyone 

wanted to believe they were. The scene at the Nekohanten was familiar

at least... but a certain unfamiliar feeling ran through Shampoo.

	Mousse had done it again. Shampoo sighed as she placed a cool 

wet cloth on his bruised and bleeding forehead and securely tucked the

sheets around him.

	Mousse was knocked out cold, or else he would probably be 

raving something about her great beauty or his joy at her "tender" 

ministrations. Shampoo sighed again, pulling off Mousse's glasses. She 

held them up to the light, and the myriad of cracks and chips caused a 

prismatic light to glow through the thick glass, leaving a rainbow on 

the nearby wall.

	"Great-grandmother," Shampoo turned and yelled to Cologne, who

was busy in the kitchen creating her special Amazon-style ramen for

their dinner.

	"Yes Shampoo?" Cologne asked as she hopped in on her giant 

staff, her gnarled body wrapped around it like monkey grabbing at the 

limb of a tree. Long swirling white hair, the only remnant of her 

275-year ago Amazonian beauty, swirled around her like a cape. She 

looked down at Mousse, the blood from a cut on his forehead running on 

her recently cleaned pillows.

	"I see Mousse won't be working today," Cologne smirked.

	Shampoo just frowned and said, *Can you sew him up?*

	"What happened this time, Shampoo?" Cologne asked, as she 

shuffled around in a cabinet for medicinal supplies. She was always 

prepared to be amused by this obsessed would-be-fiancee of her 

Great-granddaughter's. 

	Shampoo threw her hands up in the air, and then crossed them 

against her chest. She adopted a perturbed look and began, *Well today

when I was making a delivery, two men tried take the ramen. . .*

	Cologne nodded in encouragement for her to go on.

	*And, as usual, stupid Mousse appeared and tried to stop the 

men. He never realizes that I can defend myself!*  she grimaced in 

exasperation, her hands falling to her sides in clenched fists, before 

she continued, *Mousse got wet, when he fell into a puddle he didn't 

see, and became a duck. He knows he isn't as strong in his cursed form,

but he STILL tried to defend me! He is so stupid!*

	Cologne grimaced, her eyes narrowing as she considered the 

situation, and then she finally said, "And did they get the ramen, 

Shampoo?"

	"Aiyaa!" Shampoo said, slipping into Japanese."Yes they get 

ramen because Shampoo have to run back and save Mousse. Stupid, stupid,

Mousse," Shampoo stood and walked into the kitchen, opening a sizable 

drawer. She pulled out a pair of glasses, a particularly strong pair, 

from the large assortment collected there for "accidents."

	Shampoo sat down again, placed the glasses on Mousse's face. 

She dropped her hands into her lap and stared at the floor. Cologne was

amused. She shook her head as she walked out of the room, sensing that

the ramen was ready, chuckling. She thought, "That Mousse just tries 

too hard. That one has been trying too hard all his life, poor fool." 

Out loud she said, "I will come back to stitch him up in a while, I 

have to prepare the materials."

	Shampoo looked at her hands, still folded in her lap, time 

passing without notice. She was startled when she realized Mousse had 

been staring at her for several minutes, and one of his hands now 

covered her own. 

	Mousse smiled at her, a tight pained smile, and said, "You 

stayed, Shampoo. You took care of me. Thank-you. I only wish I could 

have..."

	Shampoo stood up quickly, pulling her hands from Mousse's. She 

shouted at him, "How many times Shampoo need tell Mousse no need 

protect Shampoo!"

	Mousse tried sitting up, causing blood to start trickling from 

his head again, and he looked more than a bit dizzy. He said quietly,

"I am sorry, Shampoo. Shampoo, I was only doing what I thought was 

right."

	"Right for Mousse, not right for Shampoo."

	He began to look pale and started to fall sideways.

	"Mousse!" Shampoo shouted, catching him before he could fall 

off the bed and then laid him back against the pillow. *You stay in bed

Mousse! The cut is deep! Great-grandmother will give you stitches

soon.*

	He just smiled that sad smile again and said, *I'm all right 

now, Shampoo. Honestly I am. And I am sorry if you don't want me to 

defend you. I... I just can't seem to help it sometimes... you see... 

as the one you have chose to defend you, that cursed Ranma Saotome, has

left you time and time again to save that Akane Tendo... someone else 

has to...*

	Shampoo cut him off, *Ranma doesn't love Akane! They fight! 

Ranma will realize soon that I am better, just you wait Mousse. You 

leave Ranma and I alone!*

	*Will he defend you in the crucial moment, Shampoo?* Mousse 

smiled, and added, *as I would?* And then, his eyes growing heavy, he 

sank back down on the bed and fell asleep.

	Shampoo remembered the battle against Monlon when Ranma had 

left her to fight and had gone on himself to help Akane. She had 

survived, and won, but. . . he had left her behind. However, Ranma 

could defeat those that Mousse could never even contemplate, such as 

Kirin and Saffron and others. Bah, Mousse was nothing compared to

Ranma. Shampoo needed a strong warrior, someone who COULD protect her,

or at least that she wasn't constantly trying to rescue as she had to

do for Mousse. Mousse was sweet and caring, but his obsessiveness drove

her insane. If but one time he let HER decide how she felt, she might 

feel differently.

	Shampoo frowned at that thought and stood, upset now, and

strode out to the front of the Nekohantan, going to unlock her bicycle.

Cologne called from the kitchen, "Where are you going Shampoo?"

	Shampoo poked her head back in the cafe and said to her 

great-grandmother, fury still lighting her eyes, *I am going to see 

Ranma.*

	Cologne smiled again at this development. She called after 

Shampoo, "Tell my future-son-in-law I said hello!"
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Chapter II: Kissing is Such Sweet Sorrow

	Akane slammed the door open, knocking it out of the slider. 

Kasumi looked up and said, "Oh my. You are home early today, Akane!"

	Akane was furious, confused, and embarrassed. As with Ranma,

this did not make a good combination. She opened her mouth and said,

"I felt sick. I came home. LEAVE ME ALONE!!"

	Akane stormed past a blinking Kasumi, went upstairs to her room

and slammed the door.

	"Oh my," Kasumi said again, looking at the place where Akane 

had stood, frowning.

	Kasumi finally turned around and walked up the stairs. She put 

her ear to Akane's door and heard a lot of stomping, pounding, and 

banging, mixed with several shouts of, "BAKA!!!"

	"Ranma." Kasumi thought.

	Finally the noise quieted down and Kasumi knocked on the door.

	Akane: (muttered) "Come in."

	Akane was sitting at her desk, her back to Kasumi, looking out 

the window. There were weights and bokkens and other objects thrown 

about the room. Kasumi frowned, wondering where to begin, when Akane 

turned and said, quietly, "I'm sorry I yelled at you, Kasumi."

	Kasumi smiled. "That's OK, Akane. I know we all have bad days.

You want to talk about it?"

	Akane began to tear up a bit as the whole story, including why 

she was pissed at Ranma, her anger at and the nosy students, and, 

finally, how she was feeling strange... almost sorry... that the 

wedding had not happened... that it hadn't even FAZED that jerk, 

Ranma... It all came out in one tearful, blurred, rush.

	Unspoken was the truth of the matter: Akane was confused, 

still, about how she felt about Ranma.

	Kasumi went over and hugged her sister and said, "You should 

know, Akane, that Ranma has spent so much of his life training in the 

marital arts that he never received any social training. The way he 

shows affection to his father is by fighting him, insulting him, and 

practicing martial arts with him."

	Akane: "So?"

	Kasumi sighed and said, "Well, Akane, who else do you know that

Ranma treats like he does his father?"

	Akane looked blank.

	Kasumi laughed and pointed out, "YOU, you silly. Ranma is very 

shy and doesn't know how to express love. It terrifies him. Nothing has

ever been permanent for him, anyone he loved except his father was 

taken away from him. Permanence, such as in admitting love, scares him.

He is probably afraid he will lose you the same way he had to give up 

his mother."

	Akane STILL looked blank and asked, "And your point is....?"

	Kasumi said sternly, "My point is that sometimes Ranma's 

insults are his way of saying, 'I love you', and are just his way of 

fighting his insecurities. Akane, Ranma DOES love you. It is just hard 

for him to say the words."

	Akane started to tear up again and said, fiercely, "But he 

DOESN'T, Kasumi! Wouldn't I have SOME feeling that he does?"

	"Akane," Kasumi said, looking sad, "You are just as insecure 

and just as unable to say how YOU feel. I think a lot of that has to do

with our losing our mother, we have all been a little closed since 

then, scared to show our love "...As our mother did..."

	Akane began to cry harder. Kasumi began to tear up a little 

herself, and walked over to hug Akane. Kasumi leaned down and kissed 

Akane on the top of her head, the way Mother used to do, and then 

started to walk out of the room.

	Akane: "Kasumi?"

	Kasumi, her eyes sparkling, turned back to look at Akane.

	Akane sniffed, smiled, and said quietly, "I love you, Kasumi."

	Kasumi nodded, and said, "I know. I love you too little sister."



*****



	Kasumi just reached the bottom of the stairs when Ranma walked 

in the door. Kasumi smiled and said, "Hello Ranma!"

	Ranma looked very uncomfortable and was shuffling his feet. He 

looked up at Kasumi and asked, "Um... is Akane home...?"

	Kasumi nodded and smiled, her eyes drier now. 

	"Yes she is here Ranma. Maybe you should go up and talk to 

her?" Kasumi asked.

	"Was... was she upset?" Ranma asked haltingly, noticing that 

Kasumi looked a little upset herself, and added, "Uh, are you O.K.?"

	"I'm fine," Kasumi said, and smiled. "I think Akane needs you 

more than I do right now."

	Ranma sighed, nodded at Kasumi, and began to walk up the 

stairs. He crept along the hallway until he reached Akane's door. He 

hesitated, and then raised his hand to knock. After a few seconds had 

passed, and he still hadn't knocked, he realized that he couldn't do

it. He didn't know what to say. Ranma turned and went to his bedroom, 

sat down on his futon, and began to think.

	Akane had heard Ranma's familiar step in the hall and knew he 

had paused outside her door.

	"So, he did follow me home from school... took him long 

enough!" she thought.

	Akane's heart began to thump. She wondered if he would knock. 

If he would apologize. Then, she heard the steps begin again and the 

sound of the door to Ranma's room opening and shutting.

	"Chicken. Baka. Fool!" she said quietly.



*****



	By the time Akane finally left her room, Ranma had already 

given up on apologizing and gone to practice in the dojo with his 

father. Akane decided she would do something nice for Ranma; maybe

being friendly would help ease the tension between them. Akane entered 

the kitchen with high hopes.

	"Kasumi- can you help me make dinner for everyone tonight?" 

Akane asked.

	Kasumi looked a bit afraid.

	Akane smiled and said, "I PROMISE I will listen to you, too."

	Kasumi sighed in relief.

	Two hours later Kasumi sent Akane out to get Ranma and Genma. 

She entered the dojo, watched Ranma and Genma sparring for a minute, 

and then said, "Ranma, Mr. Saotome, dinner time!"

	Ranma looked at Akane. She smiled at him.

	Ranma thought, in abject fear, "Why is she being so NICE to 

me?"

	Then, it hit him. She must have..... OH NO.... COOKED!!!

	Genma was not quite as quick as Ranma, and also missed the 

look of horror on his son's face.

	Genma smiled and said, "Sounds GREAT, Akane!" and ran off to go 

attack the food before his son could get it all.

	Akane smiled after Genma's retreating form, and turned to look 

back at Ranma. Then, she saw the grimace on his face.

	"Ranma... aren't you coming? I am OK... about earlier..." she 

added, frowning, and reinforced her words by saying, "Really!"

	Ranma sputtered at this, not knowing what to say. Finally, what

seemed a safer course popped into his mouth and he said, "Uh... did you

cook, Akane?"

	Akane nodded, smiling, and said, "Yep! And it came out great 

too!" She blushed and added, "I made it for you.... it is that curry 

that I make that is OK..."

	Ranma blanched again, and, then, damn fool, he said it. "So you

ARE still mad, Akane!! Except you are trying to be all nice and then 

secretly come up and try and kill me with your rotten cooking!"

	Akane looked crushed, and then she began to look angry. A blue 

aura began to form around her and she whipped a mallet out of nowhere, 

whamming Ranma with it several times before she stormed out of the 

dojo.



*****



	Ranma finally crawled from the dojo into the dining room. 

Nabiki, Genma, Kasumi, Soun, and Nadoka were all already munching away 

happily. Ranma looked at the food on the table.... it looked... well, 

NORMAL.

	Ranma sat down, picking up a bowl and some chopsticks. He put

some of the food in his bowl and poked at it. He leaned down and 

sniffed the mix and thought, "Hey... it even SMELLS good."

	Nadoka looked at her son and asked, "Is something wrong Ranma?"

	Ranma shook his head and said, "It is just, well... Akane said

she cooked dinner!"

	Kasumi smiled and said, "Yes she did Ranma! She listened to me

very closely and tried all the dishes herself before she served them...

I think she was cooking for you especially, Ranma!"

	Ranma sighed, closed his eyes, and began to eat. He realized 

that it was actually... good. Which made him feel terrible. Ranma 

opened his eyes and noticed everyone was looking at him.

	He blushed, and then groaned, thinking, "What ELSE can go wrong

today?"

	Nabiki grinned and said, "Guess you better go apologize, eh 

Ranma?"

	Ranma looked frustrated, but, knowing he couldn't fight well on

an empty stomach, finished eating before he went to go apologize for 

the second time that day. But, fate had other ideas.

	Suddenly, a cry filled the Tendo Dojo.

	Ryouga: "Ranma, where are you???!!!"

	Ranma realized his day was about to get, unbelievably, even 

worse. He groaned and got up to go greet his "guest."



*****



	Ranma tapped Ryouga on the shoulder. Ryouga was looking into 

the coat closet asking, "Ranma? Are you in here?"

	Ryouga turned around at the tap, saw Ranma, and assumed a 

fighting stance.

	"RAAAANNNNNMMMMAA!" Ryouga shouted.

	Ranma wasn't even fazed. He asked, "Ok, Ryouga, what did I do 

now?"

	Ryouga, as usual, looked really pissed off, and said, "I have

been thinking about it, and I STILL can't believe that you allowed the

wedding between you and Akane to be called off. I LET you have her 

because I thought you loved her and were going to marry her!!!"

	Ranma backed against the wall, hands raised in the typical 

Takahashi "oh shit" manner.

	Ranma stammered, "Lll....llll....looo...? Ryouga, what are you 

TALKING about? After that whole fiasco you were HAPPY I didn't marry 

her... and then you wandered off!"

	"I care only about her happiness!" Ryouga shouted, raising his

umbrella to strike Ranma, and adding, "Even if I must sacrifice my

own!"

	"I guess this means you just couldn't FIND Akari, huh,

pig-boy?" Ranma said, spitefully, getting angry finally.

	Ranma moved just in time as Ryouga's swipe knocked a very large

hole in the wall where Ranma had been standing. Ryouga, his balance

off, fell through the new "doorway." Ranma looked out at Ryouga's prone

form, thought for a minute, and then decided that this was the perfect

way to work off some of the stress he had built up from the day's 

events. 

	Ranma shouted, "Ok, Ryouga! Let's fight then!" and jumped

outside.



*****



	She was furious, furious, furious!! Akane scrubbed her hair

violently, as if trying to wash the anger and the voices out of her 

head. All the words, however, were still floating in her mind and 

echoing in her ears. She had made Ranma a wonderful meal, she had even 

tasted it herself!! It was, for once, not only edible but somewhat

good!

	**"So you ARE still mad, Akane!! Except you are trying to be 

all nice and then secretly come up and try and kill me with your rotten

cooking!"**

	"Baka!" she screamed as she dunked her head into the water, 

rinsing out the shampoo, then placed her rinsed face in her hands, 

tears mixing with the water streaming from her clean, shiny, cropped 

hair. She thought, "As if you should talk, hentai. You made me like

you, you jerk, and for some stupid reason I try to please you! I am 

such an idiot! Ranma you fool!"

	She got out of the bath, letting the warm water start to drain.

She picked up a warm, fuzzy yellow towel and wiped down her lithe,

athletic figure. She looked in the mirror and thought, "Not bad!" She 

sighed. She was good enough for Kuno, Shinnosuke, and even... well, she

knew Ryouga had some kind of an attraction for her. But oh no! Not Mr. 

high-and-Mighty-I-have-Shampoo-Ukyou-and-Kodachi-after-me-

Ranma-Saotome!

	She thrust her feet into her slippers and strode to the

door, sliding it open with a blow that she wished had struck Ranma 

himself. Looking down at the ground she fumed, storming out of the 

laundry room... and right smack into Ranma-chan, who was coming in the

door.

	She looked up, realized who it was, and threw her hand back in 

preparation for attack. Ranma backed off as quickly as he/she possibly

could toward the bathtub and said, "Wait wait wait! Akane, I didn't 

know you were in here! Ryouga threw me into the pond and...."

	Akane shouted, "Pervert!!" and strode up to him/her, where he 

stood in front of the bathtub, and thrust him/her back into the 

draining bathwater.

	Ranma grew before her eyes and his voice deepened. "What dija 

do THAT for, Akane?" he muttered, his boxers, towel, and tank-top now 

soaking wet AGAIN.

	"You.. you... jerk!" Akane screamed."I wanted you to be a boy" 

(this said particularly scathingly) "for what I am going to do to you!"

	Ranma thrust his hands out in defense, "What, what did I do 

Akane? Are you still mad about the dinner? Jeesh. I ate some after you 

left you know, it was pretty good... I mean for a tomboy's cooking and 

all... I was just teasin ya Akane, ok? OK?" he looked up at her, 

expecting to see that blue aura glowing and her body set in 

Ranma-die-mode.

	However, the fact that Ranma had actually eaten her food, and 

admitted he liked it, placated her somewhat and was enough to stop her 

attack. Ranma was surprised to notice tears at the corners of her eyes,

she looked up, her big brown eyes glowing, and asked, "Oh Ranma, do you

really mean it?"

	Ranma hoisted himself out of the bathtub and smiled.

	"Sure I meant it Akane! You think -I-" :here he gave her a 

wicked grin: "would I eat it if I couldn't stand it?"

	"Ranma..." Akane looked like she wanted to say something more, 

thinking, "Is this the way it is always going to be between us? A 

contest of wills?" but instead sighed and turned to leave, saying over 

her shoulder, "Have a nice bath..." and started to walk out.

	Suddenly, Ranma was behind her, his hand on her shoulder, 

turning her to face him. He lifted up her chin with his hand, looked

down at her, and asked cautiously, "Does this mean I am forgiven? Or 

should I be waiting for a surprise attack?"

	All of a sudden Akane's eyes began to glitter mischievously. 

She smiled up at him and said, "Oh I would be prepared for the surprise

attack..." and then she reached up and pulled his head down to hers.

	"Akan...!" Ranma began to shout, but it was too late... she was

already kissing him as if her life depended on it. Ranma began to sweat

and chills overtook his body. What was he going to do? If he rejected

her she would kill him! Then, he began to realize how pleasurable the

kiss really was, and, he remembered how cute she had looked right

before she grabbed him.... when she smiled...

	Ranma finally gave into the inevitability of it all and 

tightened his arms around Akane, his fiancee, his best friend, and....

something else he would have to think about later..... He deepened the 

kiss and realized that this was something he had wanted to do for a 

very long time.



******



	Ryouga came trotting down the hallway, P-chan in form after his

tussle with Ranma in the pond, and was heading for the baths to clean 

up and turn back into himself. He was amazed that he had actually found

the bathroom so quickly in this enormous house! Maybe he was getting

better with that direction-dyslexia problem...

	However, this happy thought quickly disappeared from Ryouga's 

mind when he waddled into the bathroom, looked up, and saw his worst 

nightmare.

	Ranma and Akane. KISSING.

	"BWEEEE!!!!" a black lightning bolt of piglet fired against 

Ranma, who, though distracted, by reflex blocked Ryouga's attack. The 

kiss was ended, however.

	Akane realized that it was P-chan, and picked the pig up, 

trying to calm him. She thought that the way Ranma had been holding her

had scared her little pet... maybe he thought Ranma was attacking her.

Akane paused mid-thought. "The way Ranma had been holding her...." She

suddenly, P-chan blubbering in her arms, turned to look at Ranma, but

was only in time to see Ranma's shadow as he slid the bathroom door 

shut.

	"Not a word? What is he thinking? Why is he hiding in the 

bathroom?" she wondered.

	Then, with the force of a year of frustration and indecisevness

finally concluded, it hit Akane what had happened. What had REALLY

happened, and all the connotations of what it might mean tore at her. 

And he had turned away- disappearing behind the door. Tears began to 

flow down her cheeks again, dripping on P-Chan. She thought, "Oh Ranma,

Ranma.... what have I DONE?!"

	Akane fled from the laundry room, ran to her room, slammed the

door, and flung herself down on the bed and began to cry. A day for 

tears indeed, she thought. She looked up at the frame and picture that 

Ranma had given her that past Christmas, of her and Ranma, and all of 

the Gang. She thought of that moment when he gave the frame to her- had

they almost kissed that time? There had been so many half-kisses and

interrupted moments: or was that only the way it seemed to her? She 

stared at his handsome face.

	"Oh Ranma," she thought, "What ARE we exactly? Are we friends? 

or fiancees? or are we... in love?"

Chapter III: Learning to Let Go

	Ranma sank to the floor against the wall and thought, "Wow."

	*drip* *drip*

	Ranma looked down at the floor and noticed a bright patch of 

red on the white tile floor.

	"What the...?" he wondered, than realized, reaching up to his 

nose and feeling the wetness, that his nose was bleeding. He began to 

laugh quietly.

	"Oh man..." he thought... "Now I am turning into RYOUGA....?!"

	With that thought of Ryouga, he grimaced and clenched his 

fists.

	He thought, "Damn that pig! If he hadn't interrupted....!" 

Ranma paused mid-thought, realising the direction his thoughts had 

turned. "If he hadn't... then what?" he wondered.

	Ranma wondered again how he felt about Akane. This, this, KISS,

changed everything. With the two of them before, it had always been a 

forced engagement. Most situations and relations they experienced were 

what other people had wanted for them, or not wanted for them, and they

never got to think about what they, Ranma and Akane, wanted.

He had admitted (to himself), when he held her in his arms after 

fighting Saffron, thinking he had lost her forever, that he thought he 

loved her. Whatever love was.

	He still couldn't tell her how he felt or how he THOUGHT he 

felt he had tried... and tried. Every time he tried to talk to her 

about his thoughts and feelings, someone or something interrupted, and 

sadly most of the time it was his or her own pride. They were both so

clumsy with words.

	"It is so DAMN hard!" he yelled. And he knew the real reason 

why he was so afraid. It was partially because he was so unsure; if he

did admit that he loved Akane, it would mean that he would be wedded 

and bedded within twenty-four hours of the "happy" event.

	It would mean Shampoo, Ryouga, and Ukyou would be after him 

wanting his hide. Ranma was scared of losing his freedom and his pride,

not to mention people he cared about as friends. After all, that was 

all he really had now.

	In fact, this was the first time in his life that he had a 

group of friends- he had been too busy before training all over Japan 

and constantly changing schools to stop and have time to meet, much 

less make solid friendships with people.

	Although they were sometimes frustratingly overbearing, and 

irritating, he cared about Ukyou, and Ryouga, and even Shampoo! Half 

the time his thoughts were garbled because he knew that if he made 

certain decisions, he would have to lose friends. Yet... When it came 

down to it... the feelings for his friends were nothing in comparison

to the feeling he had for Akane. More than anything else... more than

he could understand, he wanted to protect Akane... to keep her safe...

and if that was love, he guessed he was in it.

	After all, he had never felt like that for anyone else before.

He knew he felt a tearing at his insides whenever another male got too

close to her.

	The memories of Kirin, Toma, Kuno, Ryouga, Mikado, Gonsungki, 

Shinnosuke (that guy had come WAY too close to making Akane like him),

and others, ate at him. He wanted to beat the hell out of anyone who 

got too near to his fiancee. She was HIS.

	Ranma leaned his head back against the bathroom wall and stared

blankly at the ceiling. He had to admit it. He wanted to be able to 

have Akane with him as long as he lived. He couldn't imagine life 

without her. He never wanted to lose her. Because he loved her... He 

loved Akane.

	THAT was what love meant, he decided.

	Someone who was a part of you that you couldn't give up.

Someone who made you feel terrible when you hurt their feelings, 

someone who looked at you as if you were their hero. Someone, who, when

you kissed, made you feel as if you could do anything; light-hearted 

and dizzy and ready for more.

	But there was one problem still. He was half-girl.

	He had thought that his curse wasn't important any more. But it

was important; he couldn't feel completely comfortable if he didn't

know when or where the change was going to happen. ESPECIALLY if he 

wanted to be able to give Akane what she seemed to want most- a normal

life.

	Before he could love, he needed to find a cure.



*****



*2 hours later*



	Ranma sat on the deck looking out on the pond. The day had been

clear earlier, but clouds had crawled up in the sky and turned the blue

dome to grey. Ranma was still thinking about the kiss, Akane, and a 

plan that was beginning to develop in his mind. He wondered what Akane

was thinking- it had been over two hours since the incident and she 

still hadn't come out of her room. Was she waiting for him to come 

upstairs to talk to her?

	Should he go up and check? What was Akane....

	Ranma's thoughts were suddenly interrupted by the glomping of a

bubbly, cooing, purple mass of Chinese girl that was Shampoo.

	"Nihao Ranma!" Shampoo said, smiling.

	Ranma stood up, quickly, Shampoo still attached to him, and 

abruptly pushed her off. Shampoo landed on her behind and looked up at 

Ranma with surprised eyes. Ranma looked REALLY upset. Not just 

irritated like usual. He obviously did NOT want to be hugged.

	Shampoo asked quietly, "What wrong, Ranma?"

	"I just don't want you hanging on me, OK? Why can't you leave

me ALONE for once? I can't deal with you today, OK? You are just going 

to get me into trouble..." Ranma paused. Trouble? He frantically began

to look around, hoping that Akane had not seen Shampoo's hug. He didn't

see any mallets coming at him, so he figured he was safe. For now.

	"I have GOT to get rid of her," Ranma thought, and began to

say, "Shampoo, we need...."

	"RAAAAAANNNNNNMMMMMMAAA!!!" someone shouted, and Ranma looked 

up to see a -very- angry Ryouga storming toward him.

	Ranma grunted, "Talk about being between a rock and a hard 

place!"

	When Ryouga came close enough, Ranma surprised him by giving

Ryouga a western-style punch-in-the-nose... which knocked Ryouga into 

the pond again.

	Ranma went over, picked up the squealing P-chan, grabbed 

Shampoo's hand, and dragged them both out the Tendo gate to the streets

outside.

	"Where you take us Ranma?" Shampoo asked, curious.

	"Just be quiet until we get there, OK?" Ranma growled.

	Shampoo was pretty dense at times, but she got the hint this 

time and said nothing until they arrived at a grassy park.

	Ranma sat down and Shampoo followed suit. Ranma plopped P-chan 

down on the table in front of them.

	"Look, guys," Ranma began, "It is about time I said something 

to the both of you."

	Ranma turned to Shampoo and said, "Shampoo... I have to tell 

you that I can never return your affection or care about you the way 

you want me too.... I....I....." Ranma shut his eyes and clenched his 

fists. Finally he got out, "I care about Ak....err...someone ELSE too 

much to ever marry you."

	Ranma opened his eyes. Shampoo was looking down at her hands. 

Finally, she tilted her head up and looked at Ranma with tear-filled 

amber eyes. She said, quivering, "The law says... Ranma... you MUST..."

	"That isn't my law! It is your stupid law! You can't force me

to feel the way you want me to! I can't! I'm sorry!" Ranma shouted at 

her.

	Shampoo stood up and said, "Shampoo will never give up. NEVER!"

	Shampoo was about to turn around and run off when Ranma grabbed

her hand and pulled her back.

	"Whatever Shampoo. But I am not done yet. Can you stay for a

minute longer?" Ranma asked her, still holding her arm.

	Shampoo sniffled, but sat down again.

	Ryouga, surprisingly, had sat quietly through Ranma and 

Shampoo's conversation. Ranma finally turned to him, picked him up, and

handed him to Shampoo. Both the pig and the Chinese girl looked 

confused.

	Ranma stared at both of them, a fierce look in his eyes, and

then said, "I am going back to China. I want both of you, and Mousse, 

and probably Pop, to come with me if you want to get cured. I know the

springs are gone, so that option is out, but I want to ask the Guide 

and the elders of your village, Shampoo, to see if they know of any 

other legendary springs."

	Shampoo's eyes grew, as did Ryouga's.

	Ranma finally concluded sharply, "It is TIME we go find what 

we need."

	Shampoo squeaked out, "Ranma want go back to China with

Shampoo? But..."

	Ranma shook his head and said, "For the SPRINGS, Shampoo. I 

want to be a whole guy again." He looked down at the black piglet and

added, "Ryouga... come with me. I know you could never find Jusenkyo

without me."

	Ryouga had closed his eyes, obviously thinking.

	Ranma put his hand on Shampoo's shoulders and looked down at 

her. He said, firmly, "Shampoo... I can't marry you. I just can't.

Even if I wanted to... my family honor makes me have prior engagments."

	Shampoo looked a little hopeful... only family honor... ?

	Ranma saw the glint and added, "But I DON'T want to... I don't 

love you, Shampoo. Not as anything else but friend. But I DO want you 

to find a cure too... if you want one."

	Shampoo hung her head. Finally, she looked up into Ranma's eyes

and said, "I love you Ranma."

	Ranma shut his eyes, sighed, and then said,"I know you do, 

Shampoo. I like you, a lot, but... I haven't ever tried to lead you to

believe that I loved you back. You KNOW that. I am... I am so sorry..."

	Shampoo pulled away from Ranma slowly, and sat P-chan on the 

bench. Ranma opened his eyes and saw Shampoo walking away. She called 

over her shoulder, "Shampoo think about it. Shampoo talk to Mousse. 

Shampoo will talk to Ranma later."

	Ranma couldn't tell from her voice what she was thinking. He 

supposed he would have to wait until later to find out. Ranma sat down

on the bench next to Ryouga and said, "Well, P-chan?"

	Ryouga growled, and then sighed. Finally he nodded. Ranma 

smiled and said, "Cool, man! OK... let's go get you some hot water... 

there are some things I want to talk to you about."



*****



	A few minutes later, after a quick stop by a nearby tea-shop,

for hot water, Ryouga and Ranma were walking down an unnamed street in 

Nerima.

	"So you really mean to do this, eh Ranma?" Ryouga asked.

	Ranma nodded.

	Ryouga stopped and leaned against the wall that bordered the

street.

	Finally he said, "What about Akane? Are you just going to take

off and leave her after what you DID today?"

	Ranma stepped right up to Ryouga and put his fist in Ryouga's

face, saying, "Ryouga... Forget about Akane, OK? I don't care if you 

want to be her friend, but she was never and will never be anything 

more than that to you. What you saw today... that is our business, OK? 

Back off. I....you know I...." Ranma flushed.

	Ryouga sighed, feeling his heart of glass break, and muttered, 

"Love her?"

	Ranma grunted something that was probably a yes.

	Ryouga turned away from Ranma and punched a -very-large hole in

the street wall. Ranma just looked at him for a moment, knowing that 

Ryouga had to accept this, but also understanding it hurt him. Finally 

Ranma said, "I'm sorry, Ryouga... Akane and me just ain't good at this

stuff... but I think that we..." Ranma broke off.

	Ryouga was nodding. He turned to face Ranma, a little pale, but

at least not getting depressed enough to do his depression blast. Ranma

was surprised to see Ryouga finally smile a crooked smile, one fang

poking out over his lip.

	"What?!" Ranma asked, getting worried.

	Ryouga just clapped Ranma on the shoulder and said, "I am just

surprised, Ranma. I didn't think you had it in you. It is about time."

	Ranma went through 30 different shades of red.

	Ryouga added, "But I want you to know... I WILL always love 

her... even if she is with you. She is the kindest soul in the world, 

and if you ever treat her harshly..." he clenched his fist, "...Know that

I will not forgive you! I care only about her happiness!"

	"Um... yeah... whatever. HEY!" Ranma suddenly thought of 

something. He shouted at Ryouga, "I don't care what you feel... or if 

you continue to protect her... just as long as her 'happiness' that you

are protecting is her relationship with me! And one more thing... no 

more advances and NO more ‘P-Chan' either, ya hear?"

	Ryouga frowned and said, "Well I can't exactly help that... but

I will do my best to stay out of Akane's way when it happens, OK? We 

will be cured soon, so..."

	Ryouga noticed Ranma still looked ready to throttle him.

	Ryouga backed up and added, "Uh... and I will stay out of her

bed. I promise. OK?"

	Ranma nodded, lowering his chi energy and relaxing.

	Ryouga thought up a question for Ranma. "Hey Ranma... how are 

we going to GET to China? Do you have any  money?"

	Ranma frowned and said, "Are you kidding? With Nabiki ‘the 

extortionist' around all the time?"

	"Ranma, you idiot! What are we going to do now then?" Ryouga 

yelled, baring his fangs.

	"Cool it man!" Ranma said, putting his hands out to stop Ryouga.

"I have an idea.... let's go to Ucchan's....I think we might be able to

get jobs there!"

	Ryouga frowned. "What about Konatsu?"

	"You didn't hear?" Ranma asked.

	Ryouga shook his head negatively and said, "Hear what?"

	"Oh, I forgot you were lost...."

	Ryouga growled.

	Ranma sighed. "Oh stop it, jerk. Well, Ucchan told me that 

Konatsu got a job as a ninja for this really rich family... what was 

their name? Mendai? Menda? OH YEAH! Mendou. Fighting aliens and 

perverts and guarding octopi or something like that."

	"Really?" Ryouga asked, surprised, "I thought he was totally in

love with Ukyou?"

	"Yeah. No kidding!" Ranma nodded (having secretly hoped that 

Ukyou would like Konatsu back so that he could write off one of his 

several fiancees), adding, "I was surprised too. I talked to Ucchan 

though, and she told me she had finally told Konatsu that she just

wasn't, and would never be, interested in him like that."

	Ryouga's eyes widened at that.

	Ranma continued, "He thought it was because he was so poor, or

because he was too feminine, so he got this job to try and prove 

himself. I guess he is set for life now guarding the Mendou Mansion...

but it wasn't the money, she just didn't like him like that."

	"Poor guy." Ryouga said, understanding how Konatsu felt.

Ranma suddenly grabbed Ryouga's hand and started to drag him toward the

Okonomiyaki Restaurant. Ryouga sputtered, "Stop that... it is 

embarrassing!"

	Ranma stuck out his tongue at Ryouga and said, "More

embarrassing than you getting lost?"

	Ryouga flushed.

	Ranma added, "So, anyway, Ucchan is looking for a couple of

waiters! And it is better than working at the Nekohantan!" Ranma 

shuddered, remembering working for Cologne.

	Ryouga tried to pull his hand free from Ranma's, saying,

"Lemme GO, Ranma!"

	Ranma just kept dragging Ryouga along, saying over his 

shoulder, "Oh c'mon, P-chan! You would never make it to the bathroom 

if someone didn't lead you!"

	Calling Ryouga a pig and insulting his direction sense in one

sentence was not a good idea.

	"RANNNNNMMMMMAAAAAA!"

	Ranma let Ryouga go and began to run toward Ucchan's, letting

Ryouga stay close enough behind him not to get lost, but just enough

ahead to stop Ryouga from catching him. Ranma felt more relaxed than 

he had in a long, LONG, time. He smiled.

	Ranma turned around, pulling down the bottom lid of one eye 

and stuck out his tongue shouting, "Biiiiiiiiiiahhhh!!!!" and then 

began to laugh.

	"RANNNNNNNNNNNMMMMMMMMMMAAAAAA!"

	Ranma chuckled, and kept running.

Chapter IV: Okonomiyaki and Jealousy

	Ukyou looked at Ranma and Ryouga in surprise. It was strange 

enough that both had shown up TOGETHER, of all things, into Ucchan's 

about ten minutes before, but even more shockingly, they seemed to be 

actually getting along.

	The restaurant was quiet, all the patrons from dinner had

disappeared at least an hour before, and Ukyou had been cleaning up 

the tables and dishes when the pair walked in through Ucchan's door. 

Ukyou had quickly set them down at a clean table and made them each an

okonomiyaki, and then sat down with the two. Ukyou watched as they 

munched happily and hungrily, wondering what was going on. Then, Ranma

had asked the question which so surprised her.

	"You... you... you want a -JOB-, Ranchan?" she stuttered out.

	Ranma, his mouth full, just nodded.

	Ukyou still looked surprised, and turned to Ryouga, asking,

"You too, Ryouga?"

	Ryouga nodded also.

	The look of amazement just wasn't fading. Finally Ukyou got

out,  "You two want to work... HERE.... together?!"

	Ryouga and Ranma looked at each other, wondering if they hadn't

been clear enough. Ryouga swallowed and then smiled at Ukyou and 

decided to add, "Well... Ranma here mentioned that Konatsu had gone off

and found himself a new job.... and the two of us have found that we 

really need to get some money together."

	"What could you possibly need money for? Do you owe some debt 

to Nabiki?"

	Both Ryouga and Ranma looked surprised, and then Ranma said,

"Uh... not exactly."

	"What else could make the two of you start being so friendly to

each other?" Ukyou wanted to know.

	Ranma gulped down the last of his okonomiyaki and took a few 

slurps of water from his glass before he answered Ukyou. Ranma began by

telling Ukyou that he and Ryouga and probably Mousse, Shampoo, and 

Genma, were thinking of going back to China to find out if there were 

any other cursed pools or cures for curses besides Jusenkyo.

	"I've heard THIS one before.." she said, but she still put her 

elbows on the table and relaxed as she listened to Ranma and Ryouga's 

plan, cupping her face with her hands.

	She nodded once or twice as Ranma talked, and afterwards turned

to look curiously at Ryouga.

	"Ryouga," she asked, "Why on Earth do -YOU- want to go on this

journey? I mean, you aren't cursed, and Ranchan has never exactly been 

your favorite person..."

	Ryouga gulped, started to twiddle his thumbs together, turned 

bright red, and started to stutter out, "I.... I..... I..."

	Ranma finally sighed, grabbed his now half-full glass of water,

and muttered, "Sorry to do this to you, man, but if we are going to 

work here we need to tell her the truth," and poured the cool liquid on

the shocked and incoherent Ryouga.

	"Bwee!!!!" Ryouga screamed, now P-chan, and started to chomp on

Ranma's hand. Ranma just let him do it, ignoring the pain, and turned 

to see Ukyou's reaction.

	She had her hands over her mouth, obviously in shock, and went

from a sickly pale to a bright blush. Ranma wondered if she was going to

faint or scream or something. She did neither: instead, she burst out

laughing.

	Ukyou giggled and choked and pointed her finger at P-chan, 

gasping, "Ryouga... YOU are P-CHAN?!!"

	Ryouga stopped chewing on Ranma's hand, and sank to the table 

in despair. Small tears formed at the corners of his eyes. He looked

miserable.

	Ukyou noticed Ryouga's tears and tried to calm herself. It was,

to say the least, difficult. She got out, "Oh....Ryouga....I am 

so-so-sorry!" Then she giggled again. "But it is SO funny!"

	Tears of laughter started to stream down her face, and Ranma 

and Ryouga shared a look of bafflement. Every time Ukyou would start to

calm down she would turn her eyes to P-chan and simply start laughing

again. She said, finally becoming a bit more coherent, "No WONDER Ranma

always called you P-chan... No wonder he got so mad considering you 

were cuddling up to Akane all the time!"

	Suddenly, Ukyou stopped laughing completely, and looked 

serious. Both Ryouga and Ranma exchanged a look of puzzlement before

Ukyou asked quietly, "Ranchan?"

	Ranma looked worried and said, "What?"

	"Does this mean you were jealous of Ryouga all this time? Does 

this mean you really DO care about Akane?"

	Ranma turned a bit red and glanced down at the table. Finally,

he looked up, his eyes a bit sad, this being the hardest person to 

hurt- his oldest friend, and nodded. He got out, "Uh....Ucchan...I...uh

...I don't know how to tell you this, but I have thought a lot about it

... and I... uh...I think I...."

	"Love her?" Ukyou supplied.

	Ranma just turned his gaze to the table again.

	During this little heart-to-heart, Ryouga decided to go find

some hot water. He looked over to the grill and noticed a pot of water

being heated. It was nice that all of Ranma's friends were always 

prepared with hot water for situations just like this. Ryouga got up 

from his pile of clothing, went over to the grill, managed to knock the

teapot over and splash the hot water on himself. He was a bit red and 

scalded when he walked back over to the table, also completely nude 

(covering his private parts though, of course), but needing to get his 

clothing.

	Neither Ranma nor Ukyou noticed either Ryouga or his nudity; 

Ranma was too busy contemplating the table and Ukyou was even busier 

contemplating Ranma.

	Ryouga shrugged (as best he could while still covering his 

essentials) and began to look for a door, any door, to a room where he

could go change. Ryouga decided to try the big door with the red 

curtains. Suddenly, Ryouga saw sunlight. And people staring and 

pointing at the nude boy who had just wandered  out of Ucchan's.

	 Ryouga turned bright red when he realized he was standing in

the street, and turned to run back into Ucchan's. His face flaming, 

Ryouga looked over to see Ukyou and Ranma still absorbed in their 

conversation, and he finally decided it would be safe enough to hide

behind the grill and change.

	Not meaning to eavesdrop, but deciding it was unavoidable lest 

he get lost again, Ryouga heard Ranma say to Ukyou, "It isn't that I 

don't care about you, Ucchan. You are one of my best friends... I do 

care about you... more than any of my other friends..."

	Ukyou interrupted with, "You just love her more."

	Ukyou's eyes dropped and she decided to contemplate the table 

herself. Suddenly, a single tear fell with a splash to the wood 

surface. Ranma shuddered, hearing the drop magnified a thousand times,

and reached one of his hands out to cover Ukyou's.

	"Please don't cry, Ucchan."

	She looked up, her eyes shining with tears, but still gave him 

a small smile. She sighed and said quietly, "I... understand. I can't 

say that I am happy for you, or that I am not jealous and hurt, but I 

understand."

	Ranma smiled back at her, knowing she was hurting, but thankful

that she wasn't going to be persistent like Shampoo. Of course, Shampoo

and Ukyou were as different as two women could be.

	"Thank-you, Ucchan."

	"You're welcome, Ranchan."

	Ryouga decided that it was time to interrupt this little 

touching interlude, and coughed loudly to remind the two that he was 

there. Ranma turned and looked at Ryouga and asked, curious, "Where 

have you been?"

	"I went to go get dressed, idiot. SOMEONE turned me into a pig

if you remember..." Ryouga growled.

	"Uh... sorry."

	"Humph."

	Ukyou was giggling again, mixing tears with laughter.

	Ranma looked to Ukyou who was starting to look better after the

chuckle, her eyes were drier. Ukyou smiled and asked in a still 

slightly-choked voice, "So, do you two still want jobs? I COULD really 

use some help, but the pay won't be much."

	Ranma grinned and said, "No problem. Sure beats working at the

Nekohantan."

	Ryouga looked happy too, but then his smile faded.

	"Ranma..." Ryouga began.

	"What?"

	"Uh.... Where am I gonna stay, Ranma? I mean... my usual place

isn't exactly practical anymore...." Ryouga paused and looked up at 

Ranma cautiously. Ranma, as Ryouga expected, was looking more than a 

little peeved at Ryouga's reminder of a certain P-chan's sleeping

habits.

	Ranma growled, "And your point is....?"

	"Well... uh... If I try to get back to my house you might not 

see me for a long time... and I can't just camp out in some park for 

several months..." Ryouga continued.

	"Why not? You do it all the time!"

	"RANNNNNNMMMMAA!!"

	"I have an idea," Ukyou interrupted quietly.

	Both boys turned to Ukyou, who had a small smile on her face.

She said, "Ryouga. Why don't you move into Konatsu's room? I mean it 

isn't exactly luxurious, but at least it is warm and dry and it would

be pretty hard for you to get lost on your way to work."

	Ranma chuckled at that and said, "You would be surprised, 

Ucchan..." Ranma then ducked, expecting to be decked by Ryouga.

	Ryouga, however, was still gaping at Ukyou and finally said, 

"Wha...?"

	It hit Ranma that this meant the Ryouga would be out of his 

hair in BOTH forms around the Tendo dojo, and suddenly Ranma was 

practically bouncing up and down. "You know, this is a GREAT idea, 

Ucchan!"

	Ukyou flushed.

	Ranma added, "But it isn't going to be easy having him around,

Ucchan! I mean you will have to keep an eye on him constantly... or 

else he might get lost or become Cantonese style pork....."

	Ukyou giggled, she had heard about Shampoo's little "lunch" 

for Ranma, made an even funnier story now that she know that Akane's 

pet pig was RYOUGA.

	Ryouga, tired of being put down, could say only

 "RAAAAAANNNNNNNNNMMMMAAA!" at that point.

	Ranma let Ryouga chase him around a bit before he finally said, 

"Shouldn't we be working or something?"

	Ryouga stopped and muttered, "Uh. Yeah. So, Ukyou.... when do 

we start?"

	Ukyou smiled and ordered, "Right NOW! Start cleaning those 

tables! Ranma! You can go home when you finish. Ryouga! I will show you

to your room when this place is SPOTLESS!!"

	Ryouga and Ranma frantically began to clean and Ukyou just sat

down and sighed in contentment, glad to be off her feet for once.



********



	Ranma was LATE. VERY late. Akane didn't understand it. Ranma 

was never late. He had missed snowcones, and Ranma NEVER missed food. 

It was now 11:00 PM, way past bedtime, and both of them had school 

tomorrow. That was also not like Ranma. He would never give up on sleep

unless he had a really good reason. After all... Ranma's favorite 

things in all the world were sleep and food.... only beat out by 

martial arts, and even that didn't ALWAYS beat out sleep and food ALL 

the time. In fact, Akane realized, several of Ranma's battles were OVER food and sleep.

	Where was he? She had expected him to come and talk to her 

hours ago about what had happened... But he hadn't shown up. So, 

desperate to know the truth, she went looking for him. No one had seen

Ranma since right after dinner... which was right before the kiss.

	"Did he finally decide he can't stand me and took off?" She 

thought to herself, a single tear running down her cheek; she wiped it 

away furiously.

	Tears were not the answer in a situation like this. ANGER was

what she needed... an emotion she was comfortable with. She hated 

worrying. Why should SHE have to worry about a no-good hentai jerk baka

with no brain whatsoever. What was his problem! 

	But it just wasn't working.

	Akane looked at the clock again and sighed. 11:04. Where

WAS he?

	She thought back to the kiss they had shared earlier. She still

hadn't figured out what it meant. One minute he had kissed her back, 

and the next minute he went to hide in the bathroom.

	"Coward," she muttered.

	She had looked for him around the dojo after that, but there

was no sign of him. She figured he had run off somewhere, but she

didn't have the desire to go wandering about in the dark looking for

him. Was he mad because she had kissed him? Did he not like her? But...

it had seemed like he had responded to the kiss.

	She sighed.

	Where WAS he ANYWAY? Baka. The least he could do would be to 

come TALK about it.

	Suddenly, she heard someone knocking at her window. She looked

out over her desk and saw the dark head and bright blue-grey eyes of the

baka she had been wasting her time worrying about. But a spark of joy 

erupted in her chest, and it was difficult for her to hide her happiness 

that he HAD come home... Akane did her best to push down the emotion, 

and strode over to the window, slamming it open to let Ranma bounce in.

	Akane placed her hands on her hips and said fiercely, "You

better have a GOOD reason for being so late."

	"What, are you my mom?" Ranma asked, surprised at her behavior.

 	Akane looked like she was ready to hit him and shouted,

"Shut UP!!!"

	He wondered what was wrong, and guessed that she could still be

mad about the kiss in the bathroom. But mad about WHAT? SHE had kissed 

HIM. Or maybe it was that he hadn't come to talk to her about it until

now...? He stared at her, confused.

	He looked into her eyes and noticed they were a little red and 

puffy... as if she had been crying.

	Suddenly, it dawned on Ranma, and he said quietly, "You were 

worried about me."

	Akane turned bright red and said sharply, "I was NOT! You take

your..."

	Then she realized how quietly he had said it, as if he was GLAD

she had worried about him; he wasn't just using her caring against her

as he usually did. He had made a statement, not a taunt.

	Akane looked slowly up at Ranma who was staring at her with a 

strange soft glow in his eyes.

	"Ranma....?" She asked, a bit cautious.

	Ranma just looked at Akane. She looked beautiful in a pale 

yellow nightgown and he could tell her hair was still slightly wet from

taking a bath or shower. He could smell a soft, sweet scent like lilacs

coming from her. He sighed and said, "Akane, you look really nice 

tonight."

	Akane looked shocked, and began to blush, the pink flush 

blooming on her cheeks. Suddenly, Ranma was coming toward her, and he 

slowly put his arms around her. She looked up into his eyes and saw 

something there that could be....might be.....was it? was it love? Then

his eyes closed, and so did hers. She waited, anticipating his next 

move, but not quite believing it was going to happen. But it did.

	Ranma slowly lowered his lips to hers and kissed her.

	It wasn't quite as awkward as earlier, as Ranma was prepared 

this time, and both were not quite as scared.

	He started at first by kissing her lightly, enjoying the soft 

petal-like quality of her lips. His eyes closed and he drew her closer 

to him, reaching his hand up to stroke her soft hair. Akane stroked her

hands down his back, enjoying the feel of his slightly tense muscles. 

It was wonderful.

	Suddenly Ranma deepened the kiss, and Akane jumped a bit, not 

used to the feel of his tongue in her mouth, and also a bit shocked by 

the intimacy she was experiencing with Ranma. It was too new... and a 

bit frightening... and so different from anything she had ever shared 

with Ranma... different from anything she had shared with ANYONE as a 

matter of fact. At first, she was a bit disgusted by this intimate act,

but she began to enjoy it. It was nice to be so close to someone that 

you could feel the heat from their body warming your own.

	The sensation send chills up her spine. She thought about the 

kiss and Ranma, finding it so strange that she could even taste a 

certain flavor in his mouth, not a bad flavor, more like...

	Suddenly, Akane froze. She might be the worst cook in all of 

Japan and not know table salt from baking soda, but she prided herself 

on knowing the flavors and tastes of several different kinds of foods. 

She could tell a fine meal from a bad one, which was why she usually 

didn't try her own food.

	She could identify flavors as second nature.

	And she knew exactly what she tasted with Ranma.

	Akane's hand flew back and suddenly slapped Ranma soundly 

across the cheek. Ranma's hand flew to his face and he looked shocked.

"What didja do THAT for?" he wanted to know, looking more hurt on the 

inside than on the outside.

	Akane yelled at him, "Get OUT of my ROOM! Go BACK to Ukyou's!!

That is where you have been all evening, RIGHT? You IDIOT! I could 

taste the okonomiyaki! If you prefer her company... I mean, you had 

your chance today to talk to ME!" she started to cry and screamed, 

"JUST LEAVE ME ALONE!!!"

	Ranma began to babble, "No. NO!! Akane, you are SO wrong! That

isn't it at ALL...."

	Akane would hear none of it and punted Ranma out the still-open

window. She heard a splash as Ranma landed in the pond below and leaned

out the window to shout, "I, unlike SOME people, need to get my sleep 

for SCHOOL!!" Akane slammed the window shut and fell to the bed, the 

tears starting again. She reached up and touched her lips; they still 

felt strange from Ranma's kiss.

	"Ranma no BAKA!!" she muttered, before going to turn the light

off and crawling under the covers. Sleep was bound to be difficult 

after this strange day. However, after a bit of tossing and turning, 

and several bouts of tears, Akane managed to sink into the depths of 

slumber.

	Ranma-chan climbed out of the pond, wringing out her shirt. HE

wanted to go explain to Akane. Ranma wanted to tell her he was sorry 

and to tell her the truth. He had to admit it: he also wanted to kiss 

her again. He put his hands to his lips and sighed... wishing it hadn't

ended the way it did... the way EVERY intimate situation seemed to end.

He looked up at the moon, but all he saw was how Akane had looked in

her nightgown with her freshly washed hair, superimposed over the cool 

white globe.

	Ranma smiled at the image and said quietly, "Kawaii....."

Chapter 5: Moving On To A New Day

	Shampoo cautiously entered the Nekohantan, attempting to sneak

past her great-grandmother. Shampoo was not in the mood to speak with 

Cologne at the moment; she didn't know how she would answer the 

inevitable question, "How was your date with son-in-law, Shampoo-dear?"

Shampoo sighed, hoping that she had escaped unscathed, when she heard a

voice say, *Well hello, daughter! Where have you been?*

	Shampoo turned and did her best to dredge up a slight but 

reassuring smile. She said, as brightly as possible, *OH, Father. I was

just out for a bike ride.*

	Shampoo's father, a cigaratte hanging from his lips, gave a 

slight grin to her from where he worked at the stove, and then he went 

back to what he was doing. Shampoo breathed out in relief. At LEAST it 

wasn't her great-grandmother. She moved down the hallway and wondered 

if she should go check on Mousse. She paused by his door, put her ear 

to the smooth wood, and listened.

	Soft snoring could be heard, and Shampoo realized that he was 

asleep and probably should stay that way, considering his condition. 

Instead of waking him, she went to go get a piece of paper and a pen. 

She wrote in smooth black Chinese characters, *Please come speak to me 

when you wake up. It is very important, I have a question for you. 

-Shampoo*

	Shampoo clicked the cap back on the pen, folded the piece of

paper, and taped the note to the door. She paused to reopen the pen and

scrawl *Mousse* on the folded note. 

	Shampoo put the writing utensils away and went down the hallway

to her own room. She opened the door, the small cat door-plate with

"Shampoo" written on it swayed back and forth on its string from the 

movement of the door, and it clattered as Shampoo slammed the door shut

behind her.

	She threw herself down on her bed and stared up at the ceiling.

She hated her room. In fact, she hated almost everything about Japan 

and her life here. Back at Joketsuzoku she had her own house, and it

was decorated in high Chinese-Amazon style.

	It was too expensive here in Japan for luxuries, and the small

cat-plate on the door (a present from Mousse) was about the only 

decoration she could afford.

	Shampoo sighed.

	She missed her friends, her "sisters," her home, her LIFE in 

China. Japan was the same cycle every day: chase Ranma, work, sleep, 

chase Ranma. It was horrible. She knew, and she had known all along, 

that Ranma did not love her. It was a battle though, and Shampoo did

not like to lose a fight. Ranma might be able to defeat her in martial

arts, but she was determined that he would not get away without losing

his heart.

	However, Shampoo's plan had failed. Once again, Ranma had 

escaped unscathed, and it was SHE, Shampoo, who had fallen in love. 

Fallen in love with someone who did not love her back.

	Shampoo angrily reached up to wipe a stray tear away from the 

corner of her eye. True warriors did NOT cry. She had given in to that

weakness too many times since she had met Ranma.

Shampoo realized that she was losing herself; losing her identity as a

Chinese-Amazon.

	And all for WHAT?

	Shampoo picked up one of her bonbori and threw it against the 

wall. It crashed with a loud bang, cracking the plaster and denting the

heavy wooden beam it had hit.

	*DAMN!* she cried.

	Shampoo turned over and let the tears come. And come they did,

a torrent which had long been held inside. She kept muttering, *JERK! 

FOOL! IDIOT!*

	Shampoo didn't pause to wonder if she was cursing Ranma, or 

herself. 



*******



	Ranma had long since gone home, and Ukyou had left Ryouga to 

sweep the floors while she went to do dishes. She figured that since 

Ryouga would be getting room and board in ADDITION to regular pay, he 

might as well do a little more work than Ranma. Ukyou walked out of the

kitchen, wiping her clean but still wet hands on her pants, and 

realized that something was wrong. Where was Ryouga?!

	"Ryouga?!" she called, hoping he hadn't managed to get lost in 

the twenty minutes that she had left him in the restaurant.

	"JEESH!" Ukyou thought, sullenly, "Ranma wasn't kidding about 

that jackass getting LOST."

	"RYOUGA!!!!!" She yelled.

	"I'm out here on the front porch, Ukyou! No need to yell!" 

Ryouga's voice called back.

	Ukyou turned around from the front door and walked to the back

of the store. She stepped out the door and looked at the sitting

Ryouga, commenting, "Actually, Ryouga-hon, you are on the BACK porch."

	"I..I...I... am ?!" Ryouga said surprised.

	Ukyou nodded and said, sitting down next to him, "Ryouga, 

please promise me that if you are going to work for me you will ASK me 

before trying to go anywhere! That includes the bathroom and your 

bedroom."

	Ryouga sighed and said, "Sorry, Ukyou. I am just such a lucky

guy that I have -two- curses."

	Ukyou frowned and patted Ryouga on the arm. "I'm sorry, Ryouga.

I didn't mean it to sound like that."

	Ryouga kicked a dirt clod with his foot and said, quietly, 

"It's OK. Gods know I am used to it by now."

	There was an uncomfortable silence. Finally, Ukyou broke it by 

saying, "So, Ryouga, why are you out here anyway?"

	"I was just thinking."

	"About what?" Ukyou wanted to know.

	"Akane." Ryouga sighed.

	Ukyou reacted as if she had been slapped. She growled, "Why did

you have to bring HER up? HUH? I don't see what you saw in her anyway.

What does RANCHAN see in her?!" Ukyou was surprised at her own vhemence,

but the pain in her heart seemed to drive each harsh word.

	Ryouga looked up at Ukyou, his green eyes glowing brightly in 

the moonlight, and he replied sharply, "Well, I don't see what you saw

in Ranma any more than you can see why I love Akane!!"

	"Tell me then, Ryouga!" Ukyou yelled. "Tell me what is so great

about that stuck-up tomboy!!"

	Ryouga's eyes got a far-away, dreamy, love-struck look, and he

said, "Well, she is beautiful..."

	"Humph. Plain and she has that stupid bob haircut!"

	Ryouga sighed and sain, "Well.. she didn't always look like 

that... ther haircut was my fault... I clipped it accidentally with my

with my belt when fighting Ranma... besides... she still looks good."

He addedd, "And she is so kind and caring."

	"What, when she is beating the crap out of Ranchan?"

	"She tries so hard to cook..."

	"And still comes up with the most noxious concoctions known to

man."

	Ryouga growled at Ukyou, baring his fangs, and said, "Well at

least she DRESSES like a GIRL!!!"

	THAT got to Ukyou, she reached back her hand to slap Ryouga. 

Ryouga caught her hand easily and said, "No comeback for THAT one, 

huh?"

	Ukyou positively glowed with battle-energy and she yelled,

"JACKASS! I HATE you!!"

	Ryouga dropped her hand, laid down on the deck, and said, "I'm

sorry Ukyou. That really WAS mean. You just really got to me with your 

comments."

	Ukyou looked a tiny bit pacified by his apology, and the aura

REALLY began to fade when he added, "And it doesn't really matter 

anyway, Ukyou, you look cute in what you wear."

	"Y...y....y.....you MEAN that?" Ukyou asked, shocked.

	Ryouga looked over at her, surprised at her sudden stuttering,

and said, "Uh, yeah, why?"

	"Well, uh, no one, um, has ever told me that before but Ranma."

she said quietly.

	"Really?" Ryouga asked, and then added, "What about Konatsu and

Tsubasa?"

	Ukyou slugged Ryouga and said sharply, "Those two don't count!!

They could HARDLY qualify as men."

	Ryouga flushed at THAT statement and got out, "Uh, does that

mean that you think of ME as a man?"

	Ukyou just gave him a scathing look.

	Ryouga sighed and turned his gaze to the moon, saying quietly,

"If only Akane could love me as a man."

	"Akane, Akane," Ukyou grumbled, laying back also on the deck to

look at the night sky.

	"Well, what was so great about RANMA?" Ryouga suddenly wanted

to know.

	"Ranchan?" Ukyou asked, surprised.

	"Yeah! Why did you fall for that half-girl hentai?"

	"Well," Ukyou began, "I have always thought of myself as being

engaged to him, since we were kids, and we were always friends...."

	"Friends don't make lovers. I know THAT better than anyone," 

Ryouga commented.

	"Oh shut up. It was more than that. He is so handsome, and he

told me I was cute, and I just.. I just wanted to spend the rest of my

life with him."

	"But he is SUCH a stuck-up jerk!"

	"Well, he can be, but he as always been so nice to me, even 

nicer than he has ever been to Akane. He was there for me when I needed

him."

	"Yeah?" Ryouga asked.

	"Yeah." Ukyou affirmed, and then sighed.

	"What?"

	"I was just thinking that, no matter how many times he DID help

me out, when it came down to helping Akane or helping me, he...."

	"Always helped Akane?"

	Ukyou nodded sadly, turning her head to look at Ryouga, who lay

two feet away from her.

	Ryouga said, sadly, "It was the same with her. She was always

happy when I helped her, but, when it came down to it, she really

wanted RANMA to help her, not me."

	"DOES she love him back?" Ukyou wanted to know.

	"I think she has always loved him. I just always tried to avoid

the truth...." Ryouga sighed again.

	Ukyou sat up and put out her hand to help Ryouga up. "Come on,

pig-boy, I think we have talked about this sad subject FAR too much 

tonight. Let's get to bed. We have SCHOOL tomorrow."

	Ryouga pulled himself up, released Ukyou's hand, and said,

"Uh, SCHOOL?"

	"Yeah, you know, with books, and teachers, and students?"

	"Well, uh, I have sorta skipped out on school since, uh, Junior

High?" Ryouga said, blushing.

	Ukyou sighed and said, "Well, all the better to start getting

caught up now. I think I might have an extra uniform that you can

wear."

	"No WAY! I am NOT going to wear a girl's uniform!" Ryouga

shouted.

	"Baka." Ukyou conked Ryouga on the head. "I wear a BOY'S

uniform to school, remember?"

	"Oh, heh heh," Ryouga giggled inanely.

	Ukyou stood up and dragged Ryouga off into the building.

	"Ukyou?"

	"I am taking you to your room, baka. No WAY you could find

it yourself." Ukyou said without turning to look at Ryouga.

	"Ukyou?" Ryouga said again, stopping.

	Ukyou turned to look at Ryouga and asked, puzzled, "What?"

	Ryouga smiled at Ukyou, reaching one hand up to scratch the

back of his head and blushing furiously. He got out, "Uh, um, Ukyou?

Thanks for taking me in, and, uh, thanks for listening."

	Ukyou smiled back and said, "Well, I guess this means that we

are friends now, huh?"

	Ryouga blushed even harder and said, "Uh, yeah, if you, uh, 

want to be..."

	Ukyou squeezed Ryouga's hand and said, "Hey, the heartbroken

have to stick together, right?"

	Ryouga looked a little sad again. Ukyou began to feel the

emptiness creep over her and plastered a smile on her face.

	"Come on Ryouga! Cheer up! Tomorrow is a NEW day."

	The both went to bed still saddened, but happy to know that 

they were no longer alone. Ukyou thought as she finally succumbed to 

sleep that, indeed, tomorrow WAS a new day, a day to try and go on 

without Ranma. For better or for worse, that was the way it was going

to be.



******



	Mousse had knocked quietly on Shampoo's door several times. He

finally quietly opened the door a crack and said into the half-lit room,

"Uh, Shampoo?"

	He looked over to the bed and saw her curled up in a ball,

hugging her pillow to her. He opened the door wider and crept into the

room. He walked over to her bed and looked down at her.

	She looked so peaceful in her sleep, such a contrast to the 

fierce facade she presented when she was awake. She was always ready 

to defend herself, never letting anyone get close to her, even those 

who loved her most. The only person she would physically touch was that

BASTARD Ranma. Mousse sighed. He slowly reached a hand down to touch

her cheek. Her cheek was flushed, and her eyes were slightly swollen,

almost as if she had been crying.... Shampoo crying? It couldn't be...

unless? He touched her soft skin, reveling in the silky feel of her.

Suddenly his hand was caught by Shampoo's and she tossed it away from

her.

	*DON'T touch ME!!!* she screamed at him.

	The fierceness was back.

	*Uh, SORRY, Shampoo! I just...* Mousse stuttered.

	*You were just doing what you ALWAYS do!* Shampoo yelled at

him.

	Mousse hung his head, saying quietly, *I am sorry... I was just 

coming to talk to you as your note requested.*

	*I wanted you to TALK to me, not touch me while I was asleep!*

	"I'm sorry, Shampoo." Mousse said again, in Japanese this time.

	Shampoo grumbled, *It is not that I don't like you, Mousse. I 

just don't LOVE you. You have never given me a chance to even think 

about how I feel about you!*

	Mousse looked up at Shampoo, surprise lighting his eyes, and

asked, "W...w..what?"

	*It has always been, 'I love you Shampoo,' 'You are my goddess,

Shampoo,' 'I worship you Shampoo!' Why can't you just try to be my 

FRIEND first! I am not an object to be worshipped!*

	*BUT!*

	*But NOTHING, Mousse! It just makes me angry when you hang all

over me like

that. If you kept your distance and helped me when I really NEEDED you,

I might feel differently!*

	Mousse looked dumbfounded.

	*If you really wanted me you would have long ago gone into

training to get good enough to defeat me! And you could have done 

something about your eyes, so that you weren't talking to every statue,

dog, cow, and wall, thinking it was me!!*

	*But... my family was so poor. We did not have the money for 

operations... you know that. I am sorry I am a blind fool... and in 

more ways than one.*

	Mousse sighed, and Shampoo could have sworn she saw 
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Chapter VI: Listen To Your Heart



	"AKANE!!!!!!" Ranma shouted, running after the short-haired 

girl in her sky-blue school dress who flew ahead of him. "Will...you...

just....WAIT!" Ranma yelled to her.

	Akane didn't stop and turn around to insult him as he

expected... she just kept running. A day when Akane didn't pause to 

scream at or attack Ranma for his mistakes was just NOT a normal day.

She had been up early that morning, eating breakfast before he was even

out of bed, and then left for class as early as possible. It was clear

to him now that he was definitely being avoided.

	Ranma sighed and said, "Shit. She really is mad this time." He

stopped running and put his fist into a telephone pole. He pulled his

hand back, holding it to his chest, and muttered, "DAMN!!" He sighed 

and thought, "How am I supposed to tell her the truth if she won't even

LISTEN to me?!"

	Ukyou and Ryouga were walking not too far behind the two

"lovers" and witnessed the entire scene. Ukyou said, a bit surprised,

"Looks like there is trouble in paradise, eh Ryouga?"

	"Humph," was Ryouga's only reply.

	Ukyou turned to look at the lost boy who she was guiding to

school. He was pulling and tugging at his borrowed school uniform and

grumbling.

	"What the heck are you DOING, idiot?" she asked.

	"It's too TIGHT!" Ryouga growled and added, "It just doesn't

fit right."

	"Hmm.... and I buy all my uniforms larger than my size so that

they cover up... well... you know..." Ukyou flushed.

	Ryouga totally missed the reference, too busy messing with his

outfit, and said, "You know, I am just to muscular for this get-up."

	Ukyou gave him a scathing look and said, "Gee. Aren't WE

modest."

	"Humph."

	"ANYWAY, I wonder what's up between Ranma and Akane?" Ukyou

mused.

	As if on cue, Ranma suddenly appeared in front of the two. He

had noticed Ukyou when he had stopped and hit the telephone pole, and

decided to go see how she was doing. He smiled at Ukyou and said, 

"Mornin' Ucchan! Who's your friend?"

	Ukyou looked blankly at Ranma and said, "Uh, good morning, 

Ranchan. What do you mean by 'who's your friend'?"

	After that statement, Ranma turned to look curiously at the 

newcomer. He was a bit shorter than Ranma, with dark hair and green 

eyes. He looked... familiar. Had he...?

	The newcomer said, "Dumbass."

	Ranma stepped back in shock and said, "RYOUGA?!"

	"One and the same," Ryouga affirmed with a toothy grin.

	The grin quickly faded as Ranma burst into laughter. Ryouga 

asked, sharply, "WHAT? WHAT?!"

	"I....I... just didn't recognize you without the bandanna!"

Ranma giggled.

	Ryouga turned to Ukyou and shouted, "SEE! I TOLD you that I 

should have worn my bandanna!"

	Ukyou frowned and said, "But it looked STUPID with the uniform,

Ryouga-hon."

	Ryouga slowly put his hand up to his forehead and rubbed the

delicate skin, muttering, "I just feel NAKED without it..."

	This was just too much for either Ranma or Ukyou to bear, and 

both started laughing so hard that tears came to their eyes.

	Ryouga just stood there and looked disgusted. Finally he 

commented, "Fine. Whatever. -I'm- going to school, I don't want to be 

late on my first day."

	He turned and began to head off.... unfortunately in the 

OPPOSITE direction of Furinken High School.

	Both Ukyou and Ranma managed to get themselves under control 

and ran after Ryouga shouting, "Idiot! The school is the OTHER way."

	Ryouga allowed them to guide him back in the right direction, 

but he was obviously NOT happy with either at the moment.

	After walking a bit in silence, Ukyou finally asked, "Uh... 

Ranma... what was that between you and Akane this morning? A love 

spat?"

	Ranma's eyes bugged out and he stuttered, "You...You... SAW

that?!"

	Both Ukyou and Ryouga nodded.

	"It was kinda hard to miss," Ryouga noted.

	Ukyou nodded in agreement with Ryouga and said, "Are you two

STILL fighting, even after your big declaration of love?"

	Ranma turned bright red and gasped, "Uh, declaration?! What 

ARE you talking about?!"

	Ukyou looked a bit surprised and said, "Well, Ranma.. USUALLY

if you tell someone you love them and they say they love you too...

you start treating them better."

	"I... I... I... well... I haven't exactly... um.... told her

anything yet..." Ranma managed to get out, large beads of sweat 

dripping down his face.

	Ryouga looked shocked and growled, "WHAT?!"

	Ukyou looked even MORE surprised than Ryouga and then gradually

began to get mad. "You mean," she said angrily, "You gave me that whole

line yesterday, and you don't even know if she likes you BACK yet?"

	"Uh..." was all Ranma could say at that point, expecting to be 

clobbered.

	"Jackass!" Ukyou shouted.

	"Moron!" Ryouga added.

	Ranma looked (if possible) even more embarrassed and decided to

tell them the truth. "Well, guys.." he started, "I WAS going to tell 

her last night, but she got mad before I could say anything."

	"WHAT DID YOU DO TO HER -THIS- TIME, -RANMA-!!" Ryouga wanted 

to know, grabbing Ranma by the shirtfront.

	"NOTHING!!" Ranma shouted. "She just figured out I had been at 

Ucchan's and she got MAD, OK?! And I couldn't explain that I was just

working there before she kicked me out the window!"

	"How did she figure out that you had been at Ucchan's?" Ryouga

asked, dropping Ranma back to the ground.

	"Well, uh," Ranma looked like he would melt if he turned any 

redder, and said hesitantly, "She, uh... well... she could... uh... 

taste the... um... okonomiyaki that I had eaten."

	Ukyou looked confused and asked, "HUH? How could she do THAT?!"

	Ryouga poked Ukyou in the side and said, "Baka. And you say

-I'm- stupid."

	Ukyou could only say, "Huh?"

	"They were kissing, obviously, dummy. And she could TASTE it,"

Ryouga looked proud that he had gotten a clue before everyone else for

once.

	Ranma, at this point, looked completely, absolutely, totally

mortified, and decided to pull the Saotome Secret Technique. He hopped 

up on the fence and said, "Well! I will see you at school!"

	In a few minutes the red blur had faded.

	Ukyou looked alternately sad and frustrated, and she finally 

turned to Ryouga and said, "Just how long has THIS been going on?"

	"Well, since yesterday, as far as I know. I walked in on the 

two of them in the bathroom, um, kissing." Ryouga blushed.

	Ukyou moved in front of Ryouga, stopping him from moving 

forward. She looked right into his eyes and said, "WHY didn't you TELL 

me? You walked IN on them? Didn't I deserve to know this?"

	Ryouga sighed, shrugged, and said, "Well, at first I didn't 

really know if I could talk to you. Then, after we had our chat... I 

didn't want to hurt you any more than you already were last night..."

	Ukyou's head dropped. She turned and started to walk toward 

school and Ryouga sullenly followed. She started to walk faster, and 

Ryouga sped up.

	"Stop FOLLOWING ME, you JERK!!" Ukyou shouted over her 

shoulder.

	"HOW ELSE AM I SUPPOSED TO MAKE IT TO SCHOOL!" Ryouga shouted 

back.

	Ukyou sighed, stopped, allowed Ryouga to catch up with her, and

the two continued on to Furinken in silence, together.



*****



	"WOW! AKANE! This has GOT to be a record or something," Sayuri

said as she dropped down into the desk next to Akane's. Akane looked up

at her friend, a bewildered, far-away, look on her face, and said, 

"What?"

	Yuka, sitting in the desk behind Akane explained, "We are just

surprised that you are here so early! You are nearly ALWAYS late."

	Sayuri nodded and added, "Yeah. You are. HEY!" Sayuri looked 

around the room and asked, puzzled, "Where's Ranma?"

	Akane went from bewildered to bemused and a distinct blue aura 

formed around her before she shouted, "Don't even MENTION him to me 

today!!" She slammed open a book and stuck her nose in it, as if 

completely absorbed by it.

	Sayuri looked shocked and said, "GEE. Sorry! Did something 

happen?"

	When Akane didn't answer, Yuka theorized, "Yeah. HAD to have.

Check it out..."

	Sayuri and Yuka both began to giggle as Yuka pointed to the 

book Akane was reading so intently.... it was upside-down.

	Their theories were further supported when, about five minutes

later, Ranma crept into the classroom. He looked hesitantly at Akane 

(who blatantly ignored him). Ranma's face fell at the rejection and he 

wandered over to his seat. Ranma folded his arms and rested his head on

them, gazing out the window and ignoring his friends and the rest of 

the class.

	Of course everyone started whispering about the new situation.

	The whispering stopped when the sensei entered the room

followed by two students. One of the students was Kuonji... but the 

other? Daisuke (Ranma's friend) whispered to Hiroshi, "HEY... doesn't 

that guy look familiar?"

	Hiroshi nodded and whispered back, "Isn't that the UMBRELLA 

guy?"

	"HIROSHI! DAISUKE! Is there something you want to share with 

the class?" the sensei asked them sharply.

	"Uh, no, sensei. Gomen nasai, sensei!" both said at the same 

time.

	The sensei turned to the class and said, "Students, you have 

a new classmate. May I introduce Hibiki Ryouga."

	Akane, who had been totally oblivious up to this point, looked 

up in surprise. She was startled to see that it was, indeed, Ryouga, 

but he looked totally different... groomed and dressed in a school 

uniform. 

	Meanwhile, Ryouga missed Akane's stare in the crowd of other 

eyes peering at him, and blushed, twiddling his thumbs. He gave a 

nervous giggle, said, "Uh.  Hi, everyone."

	Ryouga may have missed Akane's look, but Ranma and Ukyou 

didn't. Ranma looked -very- upset and as if he wanted to get up and 

throttle the unaware Ryouga. Ukyou looked surprised and thought, "Maybe

she -does- have feelings for Ryouga?"

	The sensei interrupted everyone's thoughts when he said, "And 

where are you from, Hibiki?"

	Ryouga stammered, "Uh. I don't really know...."

	Ukyou quickly covered for him with, "Uh, sensei, he was in an 

accident and lost his memory..." Ryouga shot Ukyou a look, in response 

to which she just shrugged.

	The sensei became serious and said, "OH! I am so sorry to hear

that, Hibiki. I hope your memory returns soon. Kuonji, why don't you 

sit Hibiki in the seat next to you."

	Ukyou nodded and dragged Ryouga off to his desk.

	Akane turned and gave Ryouga a small smile and a wave. He 

looked dumbfounded. Ryouga gave a tentative wave back, much to the

consternation of Ranma and Ukyou.

	"Oh great," Ukyou thought, "He is just going to get Ranma 

pissed again... but" she considered, "maybe there IS still a hope of 

getting Ryouga and Akane together? If she was out of the way.... REALLY

out of the way... maybe..."

	Then, Ukyou saw Akane glance over at Ranma. There was a look of

absolute longing in her eyes, only thinly veiled by her facade of 

anger. And Ukyou felt that look like nails driven into her heart.

	Akane hadn't looked at RYOUGA like that. She had just smiled to

a friend.

	She realized that Akane's look at Ranma was one for someone she

loved.

	Ukyou turned her head to look at the window's small patch of 

cloudy blue. She wished she could escape the four walls which enclosed 

her in this life and longing... To be surrounded by sky.



*****



	Three hours and three classes later, it was time for lunch. Akane

walked right past Ranma's desk, not sparing him a glance, and went up 

to Ryouga's desk. Ryouga looked up at her, a shocked smile plastered to

his face.

	"RYOUGA!" she smiled and asked, "Why did you decide to start

going to school?" Akane managed to avoid looking at Ukyou at all, 

although she was sitting right next to Ryouga.

	"Uh... uh... HI... Akane..." Ryouga stuttered, and blushed 

before adding, "Well... I... uh... started to work for Ukyou to earn 

some money... and she insisted that I go to school."

	Akane spared a cursory glance for Ukyou and said, with fake 

cheerfulness, "Well! How nice. And why do you need money all of a 

sudden, Ryouga? You never needed it before..."

	Ryouga began, "Well, Ranma and I are going to go to..."

	All of a sudden Ryouga's mouth was covered by Ranma's hand. 

Ranma leaned down and whispered into Ryouga's ear, "SHUT UP!!"

	Ryouga looked up at Ranma, surprised. Ranma grabbed Ukyou and

Ryouga and said to Akane, "Uh... please excuse us, Akane, the three of 

us have lunch planned..."

	And then, the three were gone.

	Akane stood looking at the empty desks, wondering why this was 

happening to her. Ranma hadn't even let her get in a word edgewise. She

sighed, wondering what exactly was happening. Had she been too harsh on

him? "NO!!!!" she thought. Here he was off with Ukyou again, having 

lunch. Also, he was so jealous that he couldn't even let her talk to 

Ryouga!!

	Akane sat at Ryouga's desk and sighed. The classroom had

already emptied out, everyone eager to get to lunch. She was all alone.

Alone. She never could understand Ranma. One minute he was kissing her 

and telling her she was cute, or being jealous of other guys, but the 

next moment he was off with Ukyou, or Shampoo, or...

	Akane got up and walked to the window. She gasped as she saw 

the cherry blossoms falling down like snow. Was it already cherry 

blossom season? Had she been too preoccupied to notice? Akane watched

the soft petals sail down on currents of air and mused over what had

kept her so "preoccupied."

	"Ranma," she thought, "Can't you see that I... I... CARE about

you?! That I wouldn't act like I do if I didn't? If you could just pay

attention to me, and only me, for once! Maybe then I could tell you how

I feel....."



*****



	"You.... MORONS!!" Ranma berated Ryouga and Ukyou when they

finally arrived at the cluster of trees on the edge of the Furinken

campus.

	"What the HELL are you talking about, Ranma?!" Ryouga yelled 

back at him.

	"Yeah," Ukyou added, "Just what IS the big deal, Ranchan?"

	Ranma was breathing hard, having dragged the other two from 

the classroom all the way to the grove, but he managed to say, "I 

haven't TOLD Akane yet about China.... or about my new job at Ucchan's

for that matter.... and I want to tell her before the two of you spill

the beans and she takes it wrong!!"

	Ryouga and Ukyou looked at Ranma in shock for a few seconds, 

and then Ukyou shook her head and commented, "You are SO hopeless 

sometimes, Ranchan."

	Ryouga nodded in agreement. Ukyou just sighed and whipped out 

a grill and her cooking spatulas and began to make an okonomiyaki

lunch. Ranma and Ryouga slouched to the ground, leaning against the 

medium-sized trees.

	"You are such an idiot, Ranma. You haven't told her how you

feel. You haven't told her about work or China. She sees you with

Ukyou. No WONDER she is mad at you.... PLUS if what you said about last

night was true...."

	Ranma was breaking fallen twigs into small pieces, looking

down, and at that comment he looked up and said, "Oh don't even START,

Bacon-breath!!"

	Ukyou flipped over a delicious smelling okonomiyaki before 

looking at her lifelong friend and observing, "See? THAT is what your 

problem is."

	"What do you MEAN, Ucchan?" Ranma wanted to know.

	Ukyou frowned and said, "You are always so concerned with 

looking macho that you never can tell anyone the truth about what you 

feel, or explain what you are thinking, or admit when you are WRONG!

You just bark back insults to people."

	"I have been TRYING to be serious!! But no one listens to me

when I have something important to say! I always get hit or kicked or

slapped before I can get a word out!!" Ranma said, getting angry.

	Ukyou tossed Ryouga his lunch, saying (just as he caught it),

"Be careful, it's hot!"

	"HOT!!!" Ryouga cried, dropping the okonomiyaki into his lap.

	"Told ya," Ukyou directed at Ryouga, and then turned to Ranma 

and continued, "I know you have been trying, Ranchan... but it takes 

you so LONG!! Akane doesn't have HALF the patience of me. If you just 

spit it out to her, you could probably avoid half the messes you get 

into..."

	Ranma stood up and kicked a rock across the clearing before

saying petulantly, "WELL?! What do you want me to DO?! I mean, there is

NO WAY she is going to just sit there calmly and listen to my story...

no matter how fast I talk."

	"I don't know why you are going for a girl who beats you up 

like that anyway, Ranchan. You could do much better." She looked Ranma 

in the eyes and said, seriously, "MUCH better."

	Ranma just looked back at her blankly.

	Ryouga, having finally cooled his okonomiyaki and eaten it, 

glared at Ranma. He finally growled, "Why don't you just say it? The 

longer you drag this out the more you hurt Akane...AND Ukyou.... AND 

Shampoo.... and ME.... not to mention yourself."

	"Oh that's real good advice coming from someone who has been 

trying for an entire year to tell Akane that you like her," Ranma 

snorted.

	Ryouga said, fiercely, "There were a LOT of times when I 

STARTED to tell her!! But YOU always had to get in the way!!"

	Ranma shrugged and said, "It's not my fault that you were 

stupid enough to fall for all those jokes."

	Ryouga slumped back with a sour expression on his face, 

obviously holding back the anger. He finally looked at Ranma again and 

said, "You know, I really feel like kicking your ass sometimes, Ranma. 

But I am starting to feel that maybe it isn't worth it...." Ryouga 

stood up and gave Ukyou an intense stare.

	"What?" she asked, surprised, finishing off the last of her 

lunch and putting her equipment away.

	"Let's leave."

	"Now?"

	Ryouga nodded.

	Ukyou looked at Ranma and said, "OK, Ranchan. I am going to 

give you this ONE day. One day to tell Akane that you care about her.

If she rejects you, good for Ryouga and I. If she doesn't, you are 

still welcome to work at Ucchan's as my dear friend. If you just 

chicken out... then don't come back to Ucchan's or back to me with the

same old story!!"

	"It's time to end this, Ranma. Stop being such a jerk and be a

man for once," Ryouga added.

	"But... what do I SAY to her?!" Ranma asked.

	Ukyou said softly, "Just listen to your heart, Ranchan, and 

tell her the words that are there..."

	Ranma just stood there under the trees looking at the other 

two. A brisk wind swept through the clearing, tossing up stray cherry 

blossoms around the group. Ranma, slowly, nodded.

	Ryouga said quietly, "Good luck, Ranma. I'll want to hate you 

for it if you succeed, but I will do my best to support whatever makes

Akane happy."

	"Ranchan... if it doesn't work out... I still love you..." 

Ukyou said, her voice quavering a bit, before reaching out and taking 

Ryouga's hand. The two of them left Ranma standing in the circle of 

trees with a lot in his mind.

	But nothing in his stomach.

	"HEY!!" Ranma thought, "I didn't even get an okonomiyaki!!"

	He sighed, his stomach growling, and decided that there were more 

important things to think about. He picked up his backpack from the 

ground and headed off to find Akane.



*****



	"Where the heck IS she?!" Ranma wondered aloud.

	Ranma couldn't find Akane. Sayuri and Yuka had said that they

hadn't seen Akane since before lunch. She wasn't in her afternoon 

classes, in the nurse's office, or anywhere else on campus as far as 

Ranma could tell. He had checked everywhere he could think of... the 

library, the roof, the grove. Ranma had even tracked down Kuno after 

school to make sure that he hadn't done something to Akane, but Kuno

was standing in the group that usually formed around Nabiki Tendo, 

bidding for something that Nabiki was trying to sell off. "...Probably

pictures of ME.." Ranma thought sourly.

	Ranma yelled at Nabiki, "HEY! Nabiki! Can I talk to you for

a sec?"

	Nabiki sauntered over to Ranma, her crowd of "customers" 

parting to let her through, and asked, "What's up, Ranma?"

	"Um...have you seen Akane, Nabiki?" Ranma asked.

	Nabiki considered the question for a moment, staring at Ranma's

intent face, and finally said, "Well.... it depends on how much cash 

you have."

	Ranma groaned and said, "HEY!!! This is REALLY important, 

Nabiki! Can't you just be NICE for once?!"

	Nabiki just stood there, silent.

	Ranma grumbled and dug around in his pants until he found about

1000 yen. He pressed it into Nabiki's open hand and muttered, "That's 

all I got. Now're ya gonna TELL me, or WHAT?"

	"Ranma, Ranma! No need to be caustic. I saw her run out of the 

front gate of the school about halfway through lunch. My sources say 

that she hasn't returned yet."

	"That's ALL you know?!" Ranma asked, frustrated.

	"Well, it's more than you knew before, ne Ranma-kun?" Nabiki 

smiled and added, "Ta ta! I have other customers waiting!" And then she 

was gone back to her circle.

	Ranma decided that she had probably gone home again, after all,

that is what she had done yesterday. Ranma walked into the house, 

having already checked the dojo and the outside gardens and pond, and 

finally, frustrated and distracted by his search, ran straight into 

Kasumi. Kasumi, of course, just happened to be carrying a bucket of 

cold water for watering the plants.

	Ranma-onna sighed and said, "WHY ME?!"

	Kasumi looked VERY sorry and yelped, "Oh MY! I am SO sorry 

Ranma!"

	Ranma just shrugged and said, 'No problem... It was my fault...

and... well... I am used to it. Sort of. Hey Kasumi, have you seen 

Akane?"

	Kasumi wrapped a dry towel around Ranma, shaking her head at

the same time and saying, "No, actually I haven't seen Akane since 

early this morning."

	"OK." Ranma trudged up the stairs, stopping in the bathroom to 

change back into a guy, and then walked to Akane's room. Ranma tapped 

on the door lightly, and, when there was no answer, opened the door 

slowly and peered into the room.

	No one was there.

	Ranma carefully shut Akane's door and leaned up against it.

"Where could she be?" he thought. He decided to try a few places where

he knew Akane went to think... but she wasn't next to the river, or at

Dr. Tofuu's, or anywhere else that she could usually be found.

	"She must be somewhere that I can find her... I just have to

think of where she would have gone..." Ranma thought to himself as he 

walked along the fence after stopping by Dr. Tofuu's. Suddenly, Ukyou's

words filled Ranma's mind.

	"Listen to your heart..."

	Ranma's heart began to beat and his mind began to fill with 

memories of his more emotional encounters with Akane. There had been 

two times when he had really been in danger of losing Akane. Once in 

Ryoganzawa, when Shinnosuke had almost won her over. But there, away

from the distractions of Shampoo and Ukyou and everyone else, he and

she had been able to come closer to each other. It was improbable,

however, that she would have left Nerima, so she hadn't headed off for

the forest of the Water of Life. The other time was when (because of 

his own stupidity and gulibility) he allowed Nabiki to replace Akane 

as his fiancee.

	Akane had been very upset. Nabiki had tricked Ranma by telling

him that she loved him. Ranma had later chased Nabiki at the local 

park, wanting to fool her as she had fooled him, and followed her 

through the maze, not knowing that Akane was also there. When Ranma had

caught what he thought was Nabiki, he shouted, "I LOVE YOU!!!!!"

	But it was Akane that he had found in his arms, staring up at 

him with stars in her eyes. And they had reconciled.

	"The park, of COURSE!!!" Ranma shouted and turned to run in the

opposite direction. He arrived a few minutes later and began to search

the maze....

	But there was no Akane.

	"Damn!" Ranma said, loudly, and dropped down to sit on a bench

in a cluster of cherry trees.

	He looked across the way and saw a girl with short dark hair,

facing slightly away from him, leaning against one of the trees and 

feeding crumbs to some small birds

	She was beautiful.



*******



	Akane was starting to get cold and decided that it was probably

time for her to go home. She fed the last of the crumbs to the birds 

and looked up at the falling sakura(*). It was such a lovely sight.

	Suddenly, she felt a hand on her shoulder, and looked up to see

Ranma standing behind her.

	"Ranma!" she said, shocked, and stood up.

	Ranma looked at her for a minute, not saying anything, and 

finally reached out to grab one of Akane's hands.

	Akane stuttered, "R..r..ranma? What are you doing? How did you

find me?" She tried to summon the anger through her surprise.

	Ranma blushed and said, "I...uh...just 'listened to my heart,'

Akane." Ranma looked even more embarrassed and added, "I suppose that 

sounds pretty stupid."

	The anger was no where to be found after that statement. Akane

looked up at Ranma, her eyes shining, and finally said, seriously,

"Wellllll... it DID sort of sound pretty stupid."

	Ranma looked up at her, surprised, and then noticed she was 

smiling. Both of them began to giggle.

	The good laugh seemed to ease the tension, and Ranma noticed

that she hadn't pulled her hand away.

	It was now or never. She was smiling at him... her heart in her

eyes.

	Time to be a man.

	"Akane..." Ranma began.

	"What, Ranma?" she asked, squeezing his hand affectionately.

	Ranma reached out to gently brush the sakura out of Akane's 

hair, feeling its soft silkiness. He sighed and managed to move a bit 

closer to her and take her other hand in his.

	She smiled at him again.

	"Akane.... I think I... I know I... I mean... It's just that...

Well. I really care about you. And, I want to know if you want to be my

fiancee... for real."

	"This had better not be a JOKE!" Akane said harshly.

	Ranma shook his head and pulled her into his arms, kissing the

top of her soft hair, and saying, "It isn't a joke, Akane... I l...l...

love you. Do you...um...well...love me too?"

	Akane's form relaxed and she melted against Ranma. She began to

cry a bit... and Ranma just held her closer. Akane looked up at her 

Ranma, fool that he might be, and knew that for some reason no one else

could possibly be right for her except this macho, half-girl, 

perverted, jerk that was her fiancee. She did love him; he was a part 

of her.

	Akane stood up on her tip-toes to press a soft kiss on Ranma's 

lips before leaning to whisper in his ear:

	"I do love you, baka, I always have. So much."



(*) Sakura means cherry blossoms in Japanese. ^_^
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Chapter 7: Truth



	"Hey, isn't the school back in the other direction?" 

Ryouga asked as they walked away from the grove where he and Ukyou

had "lunch" with Ranma.

	Ukyou stopped and looked at Ryouga in surprise, noting, 

"Uh, yeah! Actually it is! Wow I am impressed that you got that

right!"

	Ryouga blushed. Ukyou grabbed Ryouga's hand and started

to walk forward again. After a couple of seconds Ryouga asked, 

"Uh, Ukyou?"

	"What, Ryouga-kun?" Ukyou said, distractedly.

	"Uh, if the school is in the other direction, don't we 

want to GO that way?"

	"We aren't going back to school, Ryouga-kun. I have to

leave school every day after lunch in order to get back in time

to handle the lunch crowd at Ucchan's. I was going to leave you at

school and let Ranma bring you to the restaurant... but..."

	Both sighed.

	"Sorry." Ryouga said, and let Ukyou guide him forward.

	They walked silently for a few minutes before Ukyou 

stopped in front of a large department store. Ryouga shaded his 

eyes from the afternoon sun and looked up to read the store name.

The sign read, "Naki-chan's School Supply Store."

	"What are we doing here?" Ryouga asked.

	Ukyou turned and gave a small smile to Ryouga and said,

"Well, the girls in class today all noticed that your suit was a 

little...um... TIGHT... across your...um..." Ukyou blushed.

	"Um? My what?" Ryouga asked, surprised.

	Ukyou turned a darker shade of red and mumbled, "Your

um... butt."

	Ryouga flamed up this time and looked as if he would like

to hide in the deepest hole possible.

	Ukyou reached out, to Ryouga's shock, and patted him on 

the back, saying, "Hey. It's OK. Most girls like to look at guys'

butts. However, I thought you might be more comfortable in a 

larger uniform."

	Ryouga giggled inanely, still embarrassed, and said,

"Uh... that would be really nice, Ukyou... I, um, am not used to 

being noticed like that..."

	Ukyou giggled.

	Ryouga, surprised at the somewhat happy sound coming from

the recently VERY depressed Ukyou, gave a small fangy smile back 

to his new friend and added, "Thanks, Ukyou."

	"No problem, Ryouga-kun. Now shall we go inside?"

	Ryouga looked at Ukyou with that smile on her face and 

realized that she was actually really cute when she was happy, 

and looked more like a woman instead of a tomboy when she

relaxed...

	"Ryouga!!!" Ukyou shouted.

	"What?!" Ryouga gasped, all thoughts flying from his mind

as he looked around for the danger and prepared to fight. He 

couldn't have been less prepared to hear Ukyou say:

	"You're bleeding all over my UNIFORM!!!"

	Ryouga reached up and felt his damp nose and looked over 

at the angry Ukyou. "Uh, sorry," he mumbled, taking the 

handkerchief Ukyou was thrusting at him.

	Ukyou was all of a sudden back to her stiff demeanor and 

was definitely no longer "cute." She "humphed" at Ryouga and 

strode forward into the store, leaving Ryouga running to catch up

with her ram-rod straight figure, and shouting, "WAIT UP, UKYOU!"

	Yet Ryouga, for some strange reason, couldn't seem to 

forget that smile.



*****



	Ryouga held up the school uniform to his chest as he 

looked into the tall department store mirrors. He looked into

the mirror at Ukyou who was standing behind him; she was 

critically examining Ryouga's image in the mirror. Ryouga finally

asked, "Well?"

	Ukyou looked him up and down, and finally said, "Well. I 

suppose it will have to do." She pushed him into a small changing

room and shut the door after him.

	Ryouga said, peering over the top of the shut door, "Uh, 

what do I do now?"

	"Try the damn thing on, you idiot!" Ukyou said, 

exasperated. Ryouga's head disappeared and the sounds of clothing

being removed began.

	Ukyou sat down for a few minutes, staring blankly at the 

rows of uniforms and trying not to think about Ranma. Finally she

looked at her watch, remembering that she had to be back to get 

ready for the lunch crowd, and realized just how long Ryouga was 

taking and directed towards the changing room, "Hey lame-brain.

What's taking so long?"

	Ryouga muttered from inside the room, "I just have a bit 

of trouble undoing all these stupid uniform buttons."

	Ukyou sighed and thought, "How totally hopeless..." Then

stood up and knocked on the dressing room door. "Ryouga, if you 

are still decent, open the door and let me in. I will do the 

buttons for you."

	The door opened hesitantly and a somewhat flustered Ryouga

poked his head out and said, "Uh... sorry. I am just not used to 

these kinds of clothes."

	Ukyou pushed him into the dressing room and shut the door

behind the two of them.

	Ryouga became visibly redder, which seemed to be a minor 

miracle. Ukyou bapped him on the forehead with the heel of her 

hand and asked, "What's your problem, dummy?"

	Ryouga stuttered, "Uh...I...I um...am not used to being in

small enclosed spaces with girls."

	Ukyou bapped him again and said sharply, "YOU are the one

who says I don't act like a girl half the time. So cool it. Just 

pretend I am a guy."

	A bead of sweat formed on the back of Ryouga's head as he

gulped and allowed Ukyou to unbutton his shirt. It took her all of

two minutes. During those two minutes Ryouga was positively 

uncomfortable. After how friendly she had been and that sweet, 

feminine smile before they had entered the store... it had changed

the way he thought about Ukyou.

	She had such pretty hair... It looked so soft... And as 

she leaned over to unbutton the bottom buttons, Ryouga couldn't 

help but think that he would like to have someone like her to help

him with this sort of stuff all the time.

	But UKYOU? He had know Ukyou for a long time, and she had

always been after Ranma, so he had never even considered it. She 

and he usually fought... and she was always telling him that he 

was stupid... He remembered clearly that whole fiasco at the Cave

of Lost Love. But... they had worked together well against the 

ghosts. And everyone had thought they made a good couple... 

	Ryouga laughed mentally. Sure. She thought he was an 

idiot... and the only guy she would take seriously was Ranma. And

half the time she was rude and bossy and masculine... What was he

thinking?

	But... She was no longer just a fellow martial artist or 

even just another of Ranma's fiancees. She was single and (he was

starting to notice) actually quite pretty and (big gulp here) he

was LIVING with her.

	Ryouga got a little worried when he felt his nose starting

to get hot and sighed in relief as she finally backed away from

him, having finished.

	"What?" she asked, noticing the far-away look on his face.

	"Heheh..." Ryouga was shocked back to earth from his daydreams and

laughed nervously.

	He looked at her and she was, once again, just plain, 

practical, Ukyou. Ryouga reached up with one of his fists to bonk

himself for his ridiculous musings. But Ukyou caught the hand 

before it reached his head. She looked at it for a second, 

examining the fingers, and then noted, "Ah. I see why you couldn't

unbutton the uniform yourself. Your hands are pretty big."

	Ryouga grunted and quickly pulled his hand back, saying

rapidly, "Um... yeah. Well, that is a good thing for martial arts

and the ‘Breaking Point' but not for unbuttoning shirts."

	Both laughed uncomfortably. Then there was silence.

	They looked at each other and felt generally disconcerted.

	Ukyou finally backed towards the door and said, nervously,

"I will wait outside. I think you can handle it from here."

	And then she was gone.

	Ryouga sighed and took of the rest of the uniform. He

looked at the hand she had just touched, still tingling with the

warmth of her palms. He sighed again, and started to undo and pull

off his pants. He removed and put on the various layers, but his

mind was far, far, away, imagining Ukyou... and him. Together?

	Ryouga finally bonked his head as he was going to do

earlier. "I really AM an idiot. She would never go for me anyway."



*****



	Ukyou leaned up against the wall next to the changing

room, breathing deeply, trying to calm herself. What was this 

strange... almost... ATTRACTION she had felt in the changing room?

	No. It had to just be her nerves! She was upset from 

everything that had happened with Ranma.

	Ukyou started as she realized that she had wandered over

into the women's section... an area she had only infrequently

been. She picked up one of the school dresses and ran her hands

over the soft blue and white cotton. She imagined Akane wearing 

this dress, Ranma at her side, walking to school.

	Why was it so EASY for Akane? Akane was just as much of a

tomboy as herself. But SOMEHOW she managed to maintain the balance

between feminine and masculine.

	Something Ukyou herself had never quite been able to 

master.

	Ukyou walked over to the full-length mirror and held the 

dress up. She could only think that it was...so...so... SIMPERING.

She made a face and wondered what boys could possibly SEE in this

sort of get-up?

	Ukyou made her way to a dressing room and closed the door

behind her. She slowly reached up and began to undo the buttons 

of her school uniform. She looked down at her small hands, 

marveling at the difference of her's to Ryouga's. ONE of his hands

was the same size as both of her own.

	She peeled off the jacket, and the undershirt followed.

	Ukyou stared in the mirror at her bound breasts. They were

actually large breasts, and if she didn't keep them tightly bound

they easily revealed her true sex. However, if she was going to 

try on a girl's uniform... She might as well go all the way. 

	She sighed an slowly began to unwrap the cloth, sighing in

relief, feeling much lighter and more comfortable with the stiff 

binding removed.

	She stared at herself in the mirror, almost surprised to 

see that she was still a woman after all these years of pretending

to be otherwise. She slipped off her pants and kicked them into a 

corner, and finally grabbed the dress. She paused to finger it 

once more, remembering Ryouga's words about Akane, "At least SHE 

dresses like a girl!"

	And then she pulled the dress over her head.

	She zipped it up and, slightly hesitant and afraid, turned

to look in the mirror.

	She felt ridiculous.

	She pulled her hair down from its tie, hoping that would

help improve the image in the mirror and force it to look more 

feminine in her eyes.

	 But all she could see was herself, Ukyou Kuonji, in a 

dress. And for some reason that felt and looked wrong.

	She was starting to understand how Ranma felt.

	She grabbed her pile of clothes off the floor, intent on 

getting the hideous blue dress off as soon as possible... and then

she thought of Ryouga.

	"Heh." She thought, "I might as well test it out on him."

	Ryouga was still in the changing room.

	"Aren't you done YET?" Ukyou asked, exasperated.

	Ryouga called from inside, "Yeah. But I didn't want to 

come out and get lost, so I stayed put.

	Ukyou giggled and then said, "Come out and let me see."

	Ryouga walked out of the changing room, looking much the 

same as that morning except now his uniform seemed to fit.

	Ryouga's eyes bugged out it shock when he saw the woman 

standing in front of him and said, hesitantly, "Uh...U...UKYOU?!"

	Ukyou nodded and did a slight turn. She gave a 

self-mocking laugh and said, "Pretty ridiculous, huh?"

	Ryouga flushed and reached up to tug on his bandanna, a

bead of sweat forming on his head, his eyes never leaving Ukyou,

and said, "Uh, actually... I was going to say you looked... um...

beautiful."

	Ukyou stopped twirling around at that blatant comment, and

walked right up to Ryouga and said, "Are you serious?"

	Ryouga nodded vehemently.

	Ukyou gave Ryouga a wide smile, her eyes lighting up with

stars. She walked up and, much to his shock, hugged him. Ryouga 

blushed harder as he felt her breasts pressed up against his chest

and though, "Yeah, really serious."

	Ukyou backed away at arms length and said, "Better than 

Akane?"

	Ryouga looked down at the ground, unsure what to say, and

Ukyou began to lose heart. She pulled away and started to walk

off. Ryouga's next words stopped her, however.

	"U..Ukyou?" he said, haltingly, "You...uh... you really DO

look better than Akane... I just feel bad about betraying her."

	Ukyou looked at Ryouga and smiled again and said, "I 

understand. And... Ryouga?"

	Ryouga looked up at her, his eyes somewhat sad, and said,

"What?"

	"Thanks."

	"Uh... no problem." Ryouga gave her a confused look 

combined with a toothy grin.

	Later, the two went to make their purchases, and as Ukyou

laid the items down, Ryouga noticed the dress was missing.

	"Ukyou, you aren't buying the dress?" Ryouga asked.

	Ukyou smiled at Ryouga and said, "I have to start a bit 

smaller than that, Ryouga-kun. That is a bit to feminine for 

someone who is just starting to let herself change."

	She indicated the pile, where there were several less 

feminine outfits (yet definitely not masculine) and (Ryouga took 

in a sharp breath) even a couple of bras. He managed to let the

breath out and tried to focus on what he was saying. He managed

to smile and get out, "Oh well. Like I said the other night, you 

look just fine in whatever you wear anyway, Ukyou."

	Ukyou grinned back at Ryouga and said, "It already served

its purpose anyway."

	Ryouga asked, "And what was that?"

	Ukyou just kept smiling.

	She smiled all the way back to Ucchan's and through the 

lunch and dinner crowds. And she had a smile on her face as she 

fell asleep that night.

	She had changed herself once for Ranma. She would never do

that for anyone again. Ukyou was going to become herself! And 

discover who Ukyou Kuonji really was. For once, she wasn't scared

of that prospect. And, finally, the sky came a little closer, and

the walls started to fall.

	The smile began to settle itself deep inside of Ukyou's 

heart.



*****



	Ranma and Akane walked slowly back from the park, still 

hesitantly holding hands, and both slightly flushed. What was 

there to say after a revelation like this afternoon? How were they

supposed to treat each other?

	The most comfortable thing was silence. At least they knew

if neither of them said anything, than the egos and criticism and

stupidity would not be let out.

	Akane laughed mentally. "What a pair we are! two people 

who can't even communicate properly trying to form a

relationship."

	She stole a glance out of her eye at Ranma, who seemed to

be thinking similar thoughts. She stopped, Ranma stopped with 

her, looking at her curiously, and she reached up to trace the 

contours of his face with her hands.

	Ranma closed his eyes and enjoyed her touch. He leaned 

back against the concrete wall which lined the street as she 

touched him. Finally he smiled and opened his eyes. Akane was 

looking at him intently.

	"What?" Akane asked.

	Ranma chucked and said, "It is just YOU. Why are you being

so serious all of a sudden? It isn't a dream! I know that is what

you are thinking."

	She blushed and looked down at her feet, and then leaned 

her head back to look up at Ranma, smiling.

	"Well," she asked, "Do you blame me? It IS sort of hard to

believe!"

	"Is it?" Ranma asked, seriously.

	Akane laughed and said, "Well... I was never sure... You

were always so indecisive..."

	Ranma smiled, reaching out to cup her face and said, "Not

indecisive. I think I decided the first time I met you. Just too

chicken. I was afraid you would reject me because I was half 

girl."

	Akane became very serious and said, "Ranma. That bothered

me at first... But you know I got over that a long time ago."

	Ranma nodded and said, "I know... I realize that now...

But... Akane?"

	She looked up at him questioninly.

	"I... I... I'm not used to it. I HATE it. I want to be a

whole guy again." He looked at Akane to gauge her reaction. She 

hadn't moved away from him yet.

	"And?" She asked, knowing there was more to this story.

	"About the okonomiyaki last night... Yes, I ate it at

Ucchan's, but that was not because I went to go see Ukyou instead

of you... it is because I got a job there, you know... like

Ryouga. Don't you remember him mentioning that before lunch

today?"

	"A JOB?!" Akane exclaimed.

	Ranma nodded and added, "You see... Ryouga and I... we 

want to go back to China... and find a cure..."

	Akane finally pulled back from him and said, "What? What

are you talking about?"

	"Well... You see... first of all... Ryouga is cursed too."

Ranma hung his head in shame, partially because he was revealing

Ryouga's secret, and partially ashamed that he had kept it from

Akane for so long.

	"He...he.. IS?" Akane asked, and then said, "But... When?

When did this happen? What does he turn into?"

	"When?" Ranma said, surprised, and then managed to say, 

"Well, actually, at the same time as I got cursed... In fact..."

He paused.

	"In fact, WHAT?" Akane said, her face pale and her eyes

wide.

	"Um..." Ranma finished, "In fact it was my fault he got

cursed... Pop and I accidentally knocked him into one of the 

pools... That is why he hated me so much."

	"So what does he turn into?" Akane asked quietly.

	"A...." Ranma closed his eyes and clenched his fists.

	"Ranma..." Akane said softly and touched his face.

	Ranma opened his eyes and looked at her.

	"Ryouga is P-chan, isn't he?" Akane asked, her face

pale.

	Ranma nodded and pushed himself off the wall to walk away

from her. He stood about three feet away gathering his composure

before turning back to her and saying, "I didn't tell you because

I owed it to him because it was my fault he got cursed. His own

reasons... I don't know that. But he should have told you. -I-

should have told you."

	He finally noticed that some color was coming back into 

her cheeks and then she began to giggle.

	Ranma was shocked. He had expected her to beat the living

shit out of him for this one.

	But she just stood there giggling.

	"Is she in shock or something?" he wondered and walked 

over to her. He tenatively wrapped his arms around her, and, to

his surprise she leaned back against him.

	"Ranma," she finally managed to say.

	"Hmmm..?" he looked at her, wondering what she was going 

to say.

	She turned to face him and said, "It's O.K. Really. I am

actually glad that your honor was kept. Ryouga... It is actually

pretty hilarious. It explains why P-chan always hated you and all

the little snide comments. It actually proves to me that you 

always DID care... I mean, now that I know that you were jealous

of RYOUGA and not just a pet."

	She started giggling again.

	Ranma sighed in relief and then said, "So what are you

going to do about him?"

	"About Ryouga? I am going to talk to him. I am a little

mad, but... he has always been so kind to me... in both forms.

And... I don't think he ever did it to be perverted. I think...

I think he thought he loved me, didn't he?"

	Ranma nodded.

	Akane sighed and said, "Well... You and I finally getting

our act together isn't going to make his life easy... I don't 

I want to hurt him more than he is already going to be... I will

talk to him."

	Ranma just looked at her and said, seriously, "I have 

already talked to him too.. he knows that I care about you... and

he says he is going to back off."

	Akane rested her head against his chest and nodded.

	"About China..." Ranma began again.

	Akane looked up into his pale eyes and stood on her 

tiptoes to give him a small kiss before saying, "I uderstand 

that you have to go back... and if you have to work at Ukyou's

to get enough money to go, it is ok. BUT.."

	Ranma looked at her with wide eyes, wondering what the 

condition was going to be.

	"BUT," she continued, "Don't go away for too long... 

there will be someone at home waiting for you to return..."

	Then she turned and started to run home, shouting over

her shoulder, "First person to get home gets the extra rice-cake

tonight!!"

	"No fair!" Ranma yelled, taking off after her, "You got

a head start!!!"

	"Baka!!!" she yelled over her shoulder, and added, "Just

RUN!!"

	Ranma smiled and yelled, "Tomboy!!!"

	Behind them the sun set, watering the sky with a sea of

gold and blue, ending the day. And, one by one, the stars awoke

from their slumber.





Chapter 8: Dreams



        "Gee Ranma, here you are again after your little speech

about how much you hated being half-girl," Akane noted as she 

sat slowly eating a parfait at a small ice-cream parlor they

had seen on they way home from the park. Ranma had immediately

grabbed a nearby garden hose and switched over to his girl-form

and dragged Akane inside. As usual, he was eating a very fancy

girl-style ice-cream in the least feminine and gluttonus way

possible.

        Ranma grinned at her and said, "Hey, I gotta enjoy the

good parts while I still have a chance."

        Akane giggled and looked at her fiancee. For some

reason she still saw him/her as a boy... it was impossible for

her to think of him/her as a girl although SHE sat right in

front of him... she mused, "Hey Ranma, have you ever wondered

who SHE was...?"

        Ranma looked at her, surprised, and asked, "Um... she?"

        "Yeah," Akane continued, "You know, the girl who

drowned in the pond."

        "Not really," Ranma said, and then added, "But... now

that you mention it... I wonder what did happen to her... it's

pretty hard to just fall in one of those shallow ponds and 

drown..."

        "Maybe we should go to the library sometime and see if

there is anything about drowned Chinese girls in Jusenkyo."

Akane said, somewhat seriously.

        Ranma got an intent look on her face and said, mimicking

the Chinese Guide, "VERY tragic story that one..."

        They both laughed.

        She reached a hand over and brushed the hair out of

Ranma's eyes, mentioning, "You know, you should really get some

semblance of a haircut."

        "Oh great," Ranma sighed and rolled her eyes, "Now that

she has finally got me, all she can do is try to change me!"

        Akane conked Ranma's forehead and sat back with a smile

on her face.

        "And besides..." Ranma leaned forward and whispered in

a conspirational tone, "I am too scared to cut it... I figure 

I am just going to enjoy it while I have it... you never know

if I am going to end up like Pop."

        "Oh stop being silly." Akane giggled.

        "This is nice you know," Ranma suddenly said, leaning

back in her chair.

        "What?"

        "Just... US. Not fighting. No one interrupting. It is

almost too good to be true," Ranma mused.

        Akane smiled and reached out to cover one of Ranma's

hands with her own. She said, softly, "It IS nice."

        Then she leaned back in her chair and added, "Though

I wouldn't expect it to always be this peaceful between us,

Ranma. You are still arrogant, and I am still a violent

tomboy."

        Ranma grinned at her and said, "Yeah. That IS true. And

you're so suspicious. And you NEVER listen to me."

        "Well... you can be like that yourself, you know..."

she said quietly.

        Ranma put her hand over Akane's and said, "Hey... Don't

get all serious on me. I didn't mean it like that. I mean, you

may be a violent tomboy... but you are MY violent tomboy."

        Akane smiled back at Ranma, her eyes glowing, and said, 

"I don't think I am ever going to get tired of hearing that."

        "What, that you are a violent tomboy?" Ranma cracked.

        Akane reached over the table and slugged her saying,

"Oh you know what I mean, baka!"

        Akane looked down at her watch and said, "C'mon, Ranma.

It is taking us forever to get home.

        Ranma looked up at her and said,  "Hmm? Oh yeah. 

Well... I am not in any hurry anyway."

        The stood and paid and then walked out of the shop. 

        "Why don't you want to go home?" Akane asked.

        Ranma looked up at her and said, "Well, we just can't

be ALONE when all those people are around. If it isn't our 

dads, it is Mom checking to make sure I am manly enough, or

Nabiki trying to take pictures of me in the nude..."

        Ranma sighed.

        "Ranma-- I am sorry about Dad and Nabiki," Akane said,

reaching down to take Ranma's hand in her own and giving it an

affectionate squeeze.

        Ranma shrugged and said, "They are no worse than my

Mom and Pop. We just have to deal with it. But..." She looked

up at Akane and smiled, adding, "It has been a great day...

just the two of us..."

        Akane nodded and the two of them finally arrived at 

the doors of the Dojo.

        "Well," Akane said, taking a deep breath, "Here we go."

        The self-conciously dropped each other's hands and

seperated a bit, not wanting to arouse suspicion. The weren't

ready to share their revelations with the others.

        They walked up to the house and went inside.

        Even though the two of them felt as if the world had

changed, everything in the dojo was exactly as it had been 

before.

         Nabiki was propped up against some pillows watching

T.V.,  Happosai was ironing underwear, Nadoka and Kasumi were 

mending clothing and chatting, and Soun and Genma-Panda were

playing shogi.

         The Panda held up a sign that said, "Welcome 

back!" and he smiled at Akane and Ranma. While Genma was 

distracted, Soun frantically moved pieces to different locations

on the board. Genma turned back to Soun and the game, and then

looked down at the game. His eyes widened, and he held up a 

sign that said, "WHAT?!"

        Akane and Ranma shrugged at the lack of notice upon

their entry and headed upstairs.

	They didn't notice the always-aware Nabiki looking at 

their retreating reflection in the television screen, or her 

calculating smile when she noticed her sister standing so CLOSE

to her fiancee.

	When they reached Akane's door, Ranma jerked her thumb

toward the bathroom and said, "I'm gonna go change back, I will

be right back."

        Akane nodded and opened the door to her room. She put

on one of her nightgowns and sat down on her bed, the events 

of the day still swirling through her head. She laid back and

looked up at an upside-down picture of all of them at the

beach, Shampoo and Ukyou attached to each of Ranma's sides,

and Akane standing off to the side.

        She had kept looking at that picture over and over for

the past few months, jealousy eating at her. But now she knew

the truth. She had never been on the side. Ranma had always 

cared.

        Akane thought about how strange things had been since

they had admitted how they felt. It was as if some invisible

barrier had been lifted. That barrier had prevented them from

showing any physical or emotional affection.

        Now... She smiled as she thought about how he had 

easily taken her hand, and kissed her, and held her. She had 

never been held like that before by anyone... but with Ranma

it felt so... RIGHT.

        His kisses made her feel different... yet wonderful. It

was all so new. For a whole year they had danced around each

other... never connecting. And now, the excitement was so 

powerful when they did. It had filled her like a rush of pure

light whenever he had even spared her a kind word or a smile 

before, in his clumsy way of being affectionate. And now...

        It was as if she was able to hold the sun in her hands. 

        She smiled and closed her eyes.

        She must have fallen asleep because the moon was

shining through the window where it had been absent what 

seemed like moments before. And her room was dark. What had

happened to Ranma?

        She sat up and started to get up when she noticed 

Ranma at her desk, his head pillowed on his arms, snoring

softly. She went over and stroked his back, loving him so much

it filled her with almost an anxious feeling. She noticed

that he was now only dressed in his tank-top and boxers and 

looked a bit cold.

        She shook him a couple of times... no response.

        "This is never going to work," She thought. "The guy

sleeps like a brick."

        But she wondered... She leaned forward and whispered

softly in his ear, "Ranma. Wake up. It's me, Akane."

        And he stirred, sitting up and rubbing his face. He

looked at her with sleepy grey-blue eyes and said, "Mmm...

Akane?"

        Akane sat back down on the bed, amazed. She didn't 

think it was possible to wake Ranma up when he was asleep.

        She smiled at him and said, "Wow... I woke you up just

by whispering in your ear. Usually it takes no less than bashing

you over the head or throwing you in the pond."

        "You did? Wow." Even Ranma was surprised.

        "So why didn't you wake me up when you came in?" Akane

asked.

        Ranma blushed, the red of his cheeks showing in

the moonlight, and said quietly, "You just looked so... pretty

when you were asleep. And... I felt bad waking you."

        "Really?" she asked, surprised.

        Ranma nodded.

        He shivered a bit, the room having grown chilly, and

started to get up. He said, "Well... I better get back to

my room... I just didn't want you to think I hadn't come 

back." He blushed again.

        Akane was touched by his tenderness... she knew it was

strange and unusual for him to show how he felt, and that she

meant enough to him for him to try was extremely important to

her.

        She said, softly, "Wait awhile, Ranma."

        "Huh?" he said, looking at her in surprise.

        "I... I don't know how to explain it. You know what

you said about me thinking this was all a dream earlier?"

        He nodded, encouraging her to go on.

        "Well, " Akane continued, "You were right. I am so 

scared that I am going to wake up and things are going to have

gone back to what they were before."

        She paused, and in the moonlight Ranma thought he saw

the trickle of a tear slide down her cheek.

        He pushed himself away from the desk, stood up, and

walked over to her, putting her head against his torso and

holding her, softly stroking her hair.

        "Akane..." he said soothingly, "I promise things will

never go back to the way they were before. I... I couldn't

ever let that happen... I NEED you..."

        Akane sobbed a bit and said, "I was so lonely before,

I couldn't bear it again..."

        Ranma just let her cry, holding her.     

        Ranma pulled her close to kiss her softly, and said

softly, "Akane... I love you...."

        Akane smiled and nodded, saying, "I know, Ranma."

        Then she was silent.

        "AND?!" Ranma asked, pensively.

        Akane smiled again and added, "I love you too."

        Ranma sighed in relief and sat down on her bed with her

pulled up close to him. They sat there for several minutes,

holding each other and, somehow, fell asleep.



*****



	Nabiki waited until late at night to creep slowly from

her bedroom.

	"Something is up between those two," she thought as she 

paused outside Akane's room. She leaned her ear to the door to 

listen to the muted conversation.

	She grinned as she heard Ranma clearly say, "Akane... I

love you...." Followed by Akane's barely audible, "I love you

too."

	"So, they finally admitted it," Nabiki thought.

	She crept back to her room, leaving the door open a crack,

wanting to be able to catch Ranma as he was sneaking out of

Akane's room. It ought to be worth a lot of yen to Ranma for 

her to keep his little secret.

	However, when an hour went by, and then two, Nabiki 

started to wonder what had happened. Then it struck her... had 

they fallen asleep? Were they doing something.... else?

	Nabiki had made it to the door, ready to go check on her

sister, when she realized that she should turn back and get her

camera "just in case."

       She threw open the door to Akane's room and flicked on

the light. Akane and Ranma, two of the world's deepest sleepers,

didn't even stir. They sat together, cuddled up, on Akane's bed,

Ranma leaning against the wall and Akane's head cradled in his

lap.

	Nabiki smiled and raised her camera.

	"Now THIS should be worth a few yen," she thought as she

snapped a few photos. She then turned around to shut off the

light and carefully shut the door. She glanced one more time at

the sleeping lovebirds, their eyes were still shut.

	"All too easy," Nabiki snickered as she went back into her

own room and closed the door.



*****



	Akane stirred, blinking her eyes and yawning, wondering

how long she had been asleep. Akane turned her gaze to the window

and noticied the moon was gone- it was almost dawn. How had time

passed so quickly?

        "Ranma..." she said, looking at him. He was fast asleep

again. Not a good sign.

        "RANMA." she said a bit louder.

        "HUH... ?" Ranma said, jerked awake from his dreams.

        "Ranma," Akane said seriously, "I think you should

go back to your room."

        "Why?!" Ranma said, surprised and now fully awake.

        "Well..." Akane began, "It's already dawn, and if we 

fall asleep again, we might not wake up in time. It might not be

such a great idea to let anyone know that you were in my room

tonight..."

        "Or we'll end up married by tomorrow evening?" Ranma

finished, seeing her point.

        Akane nodded.

        She finally said, reaching over to stroke his cheek,

"I want our relationship to be based on what WE want from now

on, Ranma. Let's not give it away to them yet..."

        Ranma leaned down to kiss her. He finally stood up and

gave Akane a rakish grin.

        "Well... thanks..." Ranma said.

        Akane looked flabergasted and stood up to slug him.

"THANKS?!" she asked. "And what is THAT supposed to mean?"

        Ranma just chuckled and added, "I was just kidding.

And... you look so cute when you're mad."

        Akane slugged him again and said, "Baka."

        She turned and started to shoo Ranma out of the room,

pushing him into the hallway. Before they parted, Ranma caught

her hand and looked into her eyes.

        "What is it?" she asked, surprised at how serious he

looked all of a sudden.

        "I just.... wanted to... tell you that you are 

beautiful, Akane. And I'm sorry for all those times when I..."

Ranma began.

        Akane silenced him with one finger pressed to his lips.

Then she reached up and kissed him and said, "Shh. I know. It's

time for bed, and all that is behind us now. I love you."

        She reached up to kiss him goodnight, and then turned

back to her room. She started to close the door, and then 

stopped, realizing something.

        She added, "Thanks, Ranma... For making my dreams come

true..."

        She then gave him one of her sweetest smiles, and softly

closed the door.

        Ranma, slightly baffled, watched Akane return to her

room. He stood there for a second before saying, in a loud

whisper, "Yat-----taaaaa!!"*, and then went off to bed, a smile

on his face.

      The dark days were over... the dawn had come... but the

dream was just beginning.

     



* "YES!" or "Alll-RIGHT!"

Chapter 9: Confessions



        "Akane, she knows. Nabiki knows about my falling asleep

in your room last night," Ranma said after closing Akane's door

behind him.

        "WHAT?!" Akane asked, shocked.

        Ranma nodded and walked over to sit on Akane's bed. She 

sat down next to him and looked at him worriedly.

        "How do you know that?" she asked.

        Ranma sighed and said, "Well, I was walking out of the 

bathroom today and she was coming in, and she had this HUGE smile on

her face and she said something like, 'Have fun last night, Ranma?'"

        Akane just gaped at him. She finally managed to say, "What 

are we going to do? You know Nabiki... this is going to be all over

the place before lunchtime."

        Ranma nodded and added, "And... knowing her... she probably

took lots of pictures to sell."

        To Ranma's surprise, Akane stood up, her face red and

furious, and yelled at him, "I know you don't like her much and I 

know that she can be sneaky, but she would never to that to her 

sister!!"

        Ranma stood up and yelled back, "Oh YES she would! That girl

don't have ANY morals at ALL!!"

        Akane slapped him.

        Ranma, so shocked that he could no longer stand, dropped to

the bed. How could she hit him after all that had happened between

them recently?

        He started to get angry and said, "Fine, Akane. Fine. Believe

what you want. But I am going to get some film from her before school

starts, just you watch. THEN you will believe me."

        Akane started to cry and Ranma walked stiffly from the room.



******



        Ryouga woke up to someone hitting him on the head.

        Repeatedly.

        He thought it was his imagination at first, and began to wave

his hands to brush off the imaginary attacker. Then he heard the

voice yelling at him.

        "RYOOOOOOO-GAAAA!! Wake up, dammit!" someone shouted.

        Ryoga sat up quickly, blinking his eyes, and muttered a

confused, "HUH?"

        Ukyou sighed and put her hands on her hips, looking at the

eternally lost boy and shaking her head. She finally gave him one

more whap for good measure and yelled, "Get UP, STUPID!!!"

        Ryouga finally fully opened his eyes and looked up at Ukyou,

who was still dressed in her pajamas and a thick robe. He said,

surprised, "Ukyou?" He started to look around the room and added,

"Where am I?"

        Ukyou hung her head in frustration and said, "Ryouga, you

can be SUCH a moron. You are in YOUR room at MY store, REMEMBER?"

        Ryouga's mind began to catch up with the situation and he

finally said, "OH!" He smacked his head and laughed an uncomfortable

laugh, blushing a bit.

        Ukyou gave him another disgusted look and then said, "Get up.

We have to get the restaurant ready before we go to school. When I

come home to serve the lunch crowd everything needs to be ready."

        Ryouga muttered something incoherent and started to get out

of bed. Ukyou, her task completed, turned and left the room.

        "Damn, that was weird." Ryouga thought. "She is so...so...

BOSSY!"

        He stood and walked over to his dresser, taking out the

new uniform and slowly putting it on. He instinctively also grabbed

his bandana, deciding that he didn't care WHAT Ukyou thought... if

she could carry her stupid spatula to school, then he should be 

allowed to take his bandana. After all, it wasn't just an accessory:

it was a weapon.

        He walked over to the small sink in the corner, brushed his

teeth, and did his best to comb out his somewhat unruly hair. Feeling

somewhat ready, he took one last glance in the mirror.

        He stopped for a moment and just looked at himself. He

wondered what girls thought when they looked at him. He only 

really had personal experience with four girls to speak of: Akane,

Akari, Ukyou, and Shampoo. Shampoo mostly just ignored him, Ukyou

always yelled at him, Akane had never noticed him, and Akari...

well Akari had seemed to like him.

        He wondered how she was doing.

        It had been a while since he had seen Akari. He was so filled

with determination after Ranma and Akane's "wedding" to find her

that he had searched for weeks.

        Nothing.

        "DAMN!!!" he said, slamming his fist out into the mirror,

cracking it.

        He paused, trying to control his anger and depression, not

wanting to release his ki energy and destroy Ukyou's store. He took

in several deep breaths, trying to shut out thoughts of loneliness

and despair. 

        He hated that he couldn't find his way anywhere. He hated his

curse. But most of all, he hated that he was so indecisive and unable

to say what he felt to the people he cared about.

        If he could find Akari now, he would tell her. He would tell

her that he loved her.

        But how was he supposed to find her with his 'ailment' ?

        Ryouga slowly pulled his fist away from the mirror, small

shards of glass falling into the sink. He turned on some warm water

and washed his slightly bloody hand, watching the red swirl away

down the sink. He pulled off one of his excess bandanas and wrapped

it tightly around his hand, thankful that the pain was minor.

        Unlike the pain in his heart.

        Ryouga had lost Akane to Ranma, and Akari to his own stupidity.

        It was laugable actually. Ukyou was right about him. Ryouga

turned and picked up his new school bag; it was filled with a few of

Ukyou's older schoolbooks, as he had placed a year behind the others

as far as academic proficiency. Not surprising, considering he had

skipped out on school for the past three years while chasing after

Ranma.

        Another of his mistakes.

        He managed to make it to the door and moved out into the 

hallway. He closed his eyes, concentrating, and then opened them to

look down the hallway.

        "The way is clear, you just have to recognize it." Ryouga

thought to himself, quoting a self-help book he had picked up not

too long ago.

        He started walking, not letting his concentration wander.

He reached out and opened the new door before him, certain that this

was the correct door to the dining room.

        He opened it.

        "ARRRRRRRRRRRGHGHHGHGHHHHH!!! RYOUGA!!! What the HELL are you

DOING?" Ukyou screamed, holding a towel up to her chest.

        Ryouga's nose spouted a new fountain and he fell to the floor,

twitching. His only thought was, "Wrong door. Wrong door." Then, "Damn

self-help books!"

        Twenty minutes later (Ukyou having cleaned Ryouga up and 

dragged him into the dining room, sat him down with some breakfast,

and then returned to her room to finished getting dressed) Ryouga

finshed setting up the restaurant in anticipation for the later 

lunch crowd.

        He sat down at one of the tables and began to rythmically tap

his fingers, waiting for Ukyou. He thought back to her in that

towel...

        "Wow." he thought, "She sure is attractive when she isn't

so distant..."

        He smacked his head, and then winced. "Damn, forgot about

the hand...." He sighed. And, by thinking of Ukyou, he had also 

forgotten about Akari. Just as when he was after Akane, he had

*thoughts* about Akari, and about Ranma when he fooled him with those

stupid, albeit convincing, disguises of his. It was THAT which 

prevented him from finding someone to love: his indeciseveness and

ability to be easily distracted.

        His tapping fingers went down a little hard at that negative

thought, and he stared blankly at the new hole he had made in the

table.

        "Whoops!" he thought. He decided to move one of the napkins

slightly over the hole, barely covering it. He jumped up and moved to

a different table, hoping that Ukyou wouldn't notice.

        "Where IS she anyway?" he thought, looking up at the clock

on the wall and noticing that they only had fifteen minutes left to

get to school.

        As if on cue, Ukyou walked into the room. She spun around,

getting Ryouga's attention, and asked, "Well? How does it look?"

        Ryouga felt his nose heating up again.

        "What, are you trying to kill me today or something?" Ryouga

asked, holding his nose.

        "Huh?" Ukyou asked, looking blankly back at him.

        She was dressed in her typical uniform-- but with a new

twist. She had put on slightly tighter pants, probably an older pair,

and her jacket wasn't completely unbuttoned, revealing a tight

white t-shirt underneath. Ryogua noticed, his face reddening, 

that she had obviously given up on binding her breasts and made 

use of those bras she had bought the day before.

        Ryouga felt like he was going to explode. He couldn't believe

that such a small change could make her look so.... gorgeous.

        She looked at him strangely, and asked, "What? I mean, it

is only a little bit more feminine than what I usually wear." She

stood there looking puzzled at Ryouga's reaction.

        Ryoga managed to say, his voice a bit nasal (as his nose was

still plugged), "You...you...you..."

        "Yes?" Ukyou asked, impatient.

        Finally Ryouga got out, "Wow. You look really good. I mean,

you don't have to wear a dress to look feminine."

        Ukyou smiled at that and came over to give Ryouga a small,

quick, hug. He paled.

        "What's wrong?" she asked.

        "Uh... just haven't got a lot of hugs from girls, you know?"

        Ukyou patted him on the back, grabbed and tossed him his

schoolbag, took his hand, and started to walk out the door. She 

looked back over her shoulder at him and said, "Thanks, Ryouga...

again."



*****



        Nabiki grinned, a roll of film in her hands. She held the 

most... VALUABLE... pictures of her career clutched tightly to her

side. She had woken up this morning, wondering if her luck had all

been a dream; instead, she had found the camera still sitting on

her dresser, the LCD screen reading 36. She HAD taken those pictures.

        She grinned again. Nabiki was so happy that she didn't even

notice Ranma until she had run right into his chest. He stood in 

front of the stairs, blocking any way downward.

        "What do you want, Ranma-kun?" She asked, surprised but wary.

        Ranma held out his hand.

        "What?" she asked again.

        "Give it to me." Ranma said, coldly.

        "Give WHAT to you?" she asked.

        "The film."

        "What film?" Nabiki asked, blinking her eyes.

        "I don't hurt girls; don't make me make an exception in your

case," Ranma said quietly.

	Nabiki gave a careless laugh and started to push Ranma aside

so that she could walk down the stairs, and said over her shoulder,

"I have NO idea what you are talking about, Ranma-kun."

	Ranma grabbed Nabiki by the shoulders and slammed her up

against the wall, shocking her and causing her to let the film drop

from her fingers.

        "No idea, huh?" he said as he leaned down and picked it up.

He crushed it in his hand and let the remains crumble to the ground.

Ranma turned and looked at Nabiki, his eyes filled with disgust.

Nabiki shivered and sank down the wall, still horrified that Ranma

had actually pushed her.

        Ranma said, quietly, "Nabiki, you're such a bitch. I thought

about it this morning... and I realized that there was no way you 

could have missed what was going on between Akane and me last night,

not with you being so nosy. And I just KNEW you couldn't resist

such an 'opportunity.'"

        Nabiki looked up at him, her eyes wide.

        Ranma added, "It just disgusts me. I didn't want to believe

it was true. I mean, selling me out is one thing, but selling PICTURES

of your own SISTER and her fiancee is just... just..." he struggled for

a word and finally said, "low."

        Somehow, though his words were far from earth-shattering,

Ranma managed to get through to Nabiki. Her icy demeanor fell, and

tears began to roll down her cheeks. She looked at the crushed film

and at Ranma's disgusted face, and thought about the implications of

what she had been about to do.

        Ranm said, sharply, "Just don't EVER think of doing it again.

Our personal life is just that now... PERSONAL. And you better not

tell anyone what you saw... Akane and me will tell them, GOT IT?"

         Nabiki started to choke on her tears, she was crying so hard.

         Ranma was about to say something more, but Nabiki stood up 

too quickly and ran back to her room.

        Akane moved out from the half-shut closet where she had

stood listening to the conversation between her sister and her

fiancee. She ran into Ranma's arms, tears trickling down her cheeks,

and said, "Ranma... I'm sorry I didn't believe you...."

        He held her close to him and said, "It's ok Akane... I'm sorry

too..."

        Akane looked up at him with tear-filled eyes and asked,

"Should I go talk to her?"

        Ranma shook his head, looked down the hall at Nabiki's

closed door, and said, "No... I think she needs to do some serious

thinking about herself right now...."

        In her room, Nabiki sat and looked at her money and sighed.

She wondered if money was so important to her because she didn't have

someone like Ranma to love her... all she had to love was cold, hard,

cash. She reached up and wiped away the tear that trickled down her

cheek.



*****



        Breakfast went normally, Akane being too upset to deal with

anyone was her normally grouchy and snappish self, and Ranma devoured

his food with his usual gusto and to the exclusion of everyone else.

        Akane sighed with relief as they walked out of the Tendo 

fence and said, "Well, looks as if we have kept our secret a little

longer."

        Ranma smiled, and, when they were out of sight of the Dojo,

slowly took Akane's hand in his own and pressed a small kiss to her

forhead.

        He said, "I do love you. Sorry about this morning."

        Akane said, "I love you too. And, you know, the more I think

about it, the more I realize that this experience may have been good

for Nabiki."

        Ranma nodded, thinking, "Well at least I don't have to worry 

about Kuno getting a hold of those pictures." He shuddered. He could

just imagine it, "RAAAANNNNNNNMMMMMAA!! You have defiled my beauteous

Akane!!!!" Ranma shuddered again.

        Akane just looked up at him and smiled. And Ranma realized

that everything was going to work out, somehow.

         

*******



        Ukyou and Ryouga came around the corner, she was dragging him

at full speed, and he was doing his best not to notice what EXACTLY

moved differently when she ran dressed in this new outfit. Suddenly,

Ukyou halted.

        Ryouga found his face planted into the ground as he lost his

balance due to the suddeness of her stop. He sat up and growled, 

"WHAT'RE you DOING?"

        Ukyou just looked forward at a distant point. Ryouga followed

her line of sight and then he saw it. Coming toward them, hand in

hand, were Ranma and Akane. They stopped and Ranma placed a kiss on 

Akane's forehead.

        Ryouga stood up and slowly took Ukyou's hand and squeezed.

He didn't know what else to do. He looked at the happy pair and did

his best not to start screaming, "NOOOOOOOOO!"

        And, somehow, his heart and mind reminded him that it was 

inevitable.

        Ukyou just stood there, not a word, not a sound, not a tear.

        Then she turned and ran.

        Ryouga was unsure as to what he should do; he wanted to run

after Ukyou, but he knew that he would only get lost. So he stood

there and waited for them to walk up to him.

        Ranma and Akane did not see Ryouga until they were right in

front of him, so interested were they in each other. Akane was the

first to see Ryouga and stopped, and her eyes clouded.

        Ranma, still chatting about something, noticed Akane's halt

and looked up.

        There was silence for a few minutes.

        "Uh.... Good morning..." Ryouga tried.

        Akane looked up at him with dewy eyes and said, "Ryouga."

Then Akane turned to Ranma and said, "Go on to school, Ranma. I want

to talk to Ryouga for a few minutes."

        Ranma looked questioningly at her, but finally nodded and

squeezed her hand before he turned, hoped up on the fence and ran

off.

        Ryouga looked at Akane, unsure as to what was going on, and

asked, "Uh... Akane?"

        Akane reached out a hand gave Ryouga a soft-slap against his

face... no sound ... no pain... but a slap nonetheless.

        She looked up at him and said, softly, "Why didn't you tell

me?! WHY?! How COULD you?!"

        Ryouga's eyes widened and he choked out, "What...what....

WHAT do you mean?"

        Akane sighed and said, "I know, Ryouga. I know about P-chan.

I know about your curse."

        Ryouga paled in degrees, finally so white that he looked

as if he was going to expire on the spot. It was his worst nightmare

come true.

        Akane added, "I know that you were in love with me too... So

WHY did you lie?! I TRUSTED you!!!"

        That stabbed Ryouga the deepest. She knew he had loved her 

and she had still gone for Ranma. He felt his heart, already only

barely in one piece, shatter.

        He growled, "Did RANMA tell you? DID HE? Did he break his

code of honor?!"

        Akane shook her head and said, "No no... I guessed. It all 

just added up when Ranma said that the two of you were going back to

China...."

        Ryouga clenched his fists and shut his eyes.

        Akane said soothingly, "Ryouga... I DO care about you... you

are one of my best friends... and I don't mind about the curse... 

though I wish you had told me... but...."

        Ryouga had heard this speech before, but it had been Ranma

telling it to Ukyou. He wanted to scream. He pulled away from Akane

and opened his eyes. He said, tears streaming down his cheeks, "I

AM sorry, Akane. SO sorry. I... just wanted to be close to you. I

do love you... I always will... I'm SORRY!"

        Then he turned and ran.

        Akane shouted, shoucked, "RYOUGA!!!! WAIT!!!! Please, PLEASE,

don't leave!! You'll get lost!!" 

        But Ryouga was too fast for her, knocking down anything that

got in his way, and Akane had to stop to take in a deep breath. She

sank back against one of the walls of a nearby building and thought,

"Ryouga. First Nabiki, and now Ryouga. What an awful start to a day."

        She looked off into the distance where Ryouga had disappered

and thought, "I hope you are alright Ryouga... and PLEASE come back..."



*****



        Ryouga fought his way through several bushes and brambles,

desperately trying to find his way SOMEWHERE. Where was he going?

Home? Which home? It was even worse being lost if you had no place

that you were trying to find. He knew he couldn't go back to Nerima.

        How long had he been lost this time? It seemed like days, but

it could have been weeks. He growled, knocking down a particularly

large tree which stood in front of him.

        What was Ukyou thinking? Was she worried because he had never

come home? Was she O.K., despite the fact that Ranma and Akane were

together? Maybe he should go back, just to tell Ukyou that he was

alright and to check on her.  Maybe....

        Ryouga's musings halted as he suddenly found himself falling

off of a large cliff. He looked down at the rapidly approaching

ground and noticed that it was.... MOVING?!

        Ryouga landed with a splash of mud and looked around at the

figures surrounding him. PIGS.

        Ryouga groaned and said, "PIGS?! Why does it ALWAYS have to

be PIGS?!!!!"

        He sighed and slowly started to stand up.

        Suddenly a voice cried, "STOP! Who are you and what are you

doing in my pen?"

        In front of him stood a pretty girl and a large white pig. 

Ryouga's jaw dropped and then he said, cautiously, "A...A...Akari?!"

        The girl took a closer look at the muddy figure and noticed

the bandana. She smiled and jumped over the fence, throwing herself

into his arms and shouting, "RYOUGA-SAMA!!!!"

        And they stood there, among the pigs, embracing.

Chapter 10: Lost Loves Found

        Ryouga opened his eyes. She was still there. He reached

his hand over to his arm and pinched. It didn't hurt much, but enough

to make him realize that this wasn't some hunger-induced fantasy. The

REAL Akari was there in his arms, smiling up at him.

        Akari pulled back a bit from Ryouga and stared at him with

glowing eyes. She said softly, "Ryouga-sama... I am so glad to see

you."

        "A...a...ak..akari..." was all Ryouga could get out.

        She stepped back at looked at him, and then started to

giggle and said, "You are so filthy, Ryouga-sama! Why don't we get

you inside and clean you up?"

        Ryouga, still stupefied, merely nodded and allowed the 

adorable girl to take his hand and lead him inside her little home.



****



        "How long has he been gone now?" Ranma wondered out loud as

he scrubbed a particularly dirty spot on one of the dishes he was 

cleaning.

        Ukyou took the dish after Ranma had finished cleaning it and

dunked it in the cool rinse water. She said, sharply, as she rinsed 

the dish, "Almost two weeks now."

        "Really?"

        "Really."

        Ranma muttered as he started on the next dish, "Geeze. I mean,

I KNOW the poor idiot gets lost, but even HE isn't usually gone for

this long."

        Ukyou turned and glared at Ranma and said, "Well, if it hadn't

been for Akane, he never would have run off. He might NEVER come back

this time."

        "Well, he did deserve it. I was surprised Akane wasn't more

upset... I figured she was gonna kill him," Ranma said, looking at

Ukyou in surprise.

        "Maybe it would have been kinder," Ukyou said softly.

        "What was that?" Ranma asked, staring blankly at Ukyou.

        "Ranchan," Ukyou said softly, "You just don't understand how

much rejection hurts, do you?" She set the dish she was drying 

carefully in the rack and turned to wipe her hands before adding,

"Imagine what it would have been like if Akane had told you that

she didn't love you and had never loved you... Imagine how I felt

when you told me you loved AKANE and not me."

        "Ucchan..." Ranma said softly, reaching out to place his hand

on her shoulder.

        She pulled away and said sharply, "Don't! You don't understand!

You will NEVER understand!"

        Ranma got angry and shouted, "Well I wasn't sneaking around

sleepin with a girl who had no idea her pet pig turned into a guy!!!

Dontcha think THAT was wrong? Dontcha you think he DESERVED her hatred!

He violated her trust and his honor!! And STILL she was NICE to him!!

Sure, maybe I won't ever understand what rejection feels like, but I

know enough to know that Ryouga deserved what he got!!"

        Ukyou stiffened and added, "Well you never got what you deserved

Ranma, and your honor was pretty thin too. I mean, you never wanted 

either Shampoo or I, yet it took you a whole YEAR to tell us, all the

time letting us believe we had a CHANCE!!"

        "I...I...!" Ranma's face reddened.

        "You WHAT...?" Ukyou asked fiercely.

        "I wasn't ever sure how I felt... and I didn't want to lose either

of you. You're both such good friends..." Ranma said quietly, hanging his

head.

        For once, Ranma looked contrite and sad, his heart heavy

from having to choose between people he cared about.

        Ukyou's heart melted.

        She put her arms around Ranma and gave him a quick hug. She said,

"I'm sorry, Ranchan... I didn't mean to snap at you. I... I... I guess

I just feel bad for Ryouga... and..." She gave a soft chuckle, "Maybe I

even miss him a bit too."

        Ranma looked at her and said, "I know. I am sorry too. I don't

always think before I say things. The guy has to be hurting... Akane 

feels really bad. I just hope the poor slob is okay."

        At the mention of Akane, Ukyou pulled her arms away from Ranma

and went back to rinsing the dishes; she gazed out the window at the setting

sun and thought, "I hope so too... Ryouga, wherever you are, I hope someone

is looking after you... I just wish someone was here to look after ME..."



********



        Ryouga sighed as he relaxed in front of the T.V. He had changed

temporarily into some of Akari's grandfather's clean work clothes and

straightened himself up a bit. Akari had promised that she would heat

up the bath (which was old fashioned and wood-heated) after she made

them some dinner. He could hear her happily humming to herself in the

kitchen.

        Akari's grandfather had gone into town to buy some supplies and

to pick up the mail, and she said that he wouldn't be back until later

that evening. Ryouga looked over at Katsunishiki who leaned against the

wall watching the T.V. also. Ryouga shuddered a bit-- it was strange

having a giant sumo-wrestling pig in this close proximity. In 

fact, due to his curse and the unfortunate experiences he had in

his early transformations, pigs generally gave him a slightly

disconcerted feeling.

        He turned back to the T.V., stretching his arms and legs

out to practice while he watched. It was some boring anime show

about magical girls, but there wasn't much else. Akari only

received two stations out here in the country.

        Ryouga leaned over to stretch when he suddenly felt a

soft hand on his shoulder. He turned around and saw Akari 

smiling at him, dressed in a pink apron with a small pig 

embroidered on it.

        She said brightly, "Dinner is ready, Ryouga-sama!"

        He smiled at her and stood, following her to the

table. They both sat down and Ryouga gaped at the vast 

feast she had prepared... and began to eat like a man starved

(which of course he was, after a week with little or no food.)

        Akari ate daintily, smiling at Ryouga, knowing that

there would not be much conversation until he had his fill.

        A bit later, Ryouga sighed and wiped his mouth. He 

grinned a toothy grin at Akari and said, "Boy. That was 

WONDERFUL, Akari!!"

        She smiled sweetly at him and said, "I am so glad

you enjoyed it... Ryouga...sama..."

        Her soft voice and intense look made his heart stop and

he blushed furiously. 

        Noticing Ryouga was flustered, Akari decided to try a

different tact and asked, "So, why are you here? It had been

so long since I had heard from you I thought you had forgotten

about your pen-pal out here in the country."

        Ryouga flushed again and managed to get out, "N..nn...no!!

I...I...I have just been busy. We had to go to China, and Akane

almost died, and then they almost got married..."

        Akari clasped her hands together and her eyes glowed. She

said, happily, "Ranma and Akane got married? They admitted they

care about each other?"

        Ryouga's face fell at her cheerfulness and his chest 

tightened with the memory of Akane before he ran away from Nerima,

the sadness and anger in her face. He said brokenly, "No... they

didn't get married yet, but they admitted that they care for

each other..."

        Akari smiled and said, "Well that is wonderful!"

        Ryouga sighed and responded, "Yeah... wonderful."

        Akari noticed that Ryouga looked a bit crestfallen and 

wondered what was wrong. Then she realized how tired he must

be after his journey and decided that must be the problem.

She stood and walked over to take his hand, pulling him to 

his feet. She smiled up at Ryouga and said,  "You must be

tired. Let's get you into that bath... And then put you

to bed. Grandfather will be home soon and I am sure you can

share his room..."

        Ryouga flushed at the thought of where he might stay

if Akari's grandfather did not want him to share his room.

Ryouga then whacked himself in the head and reminded himself

not to be stupid.

        He followed Akari outside to the bath and flushed when

she sat down and seemed to wait.

        Ryouga turned too look at her and asked, surprised,

"What are you waiting for?"

        Akari said happily, "Just waiting for you to get in!

I will scrub your back Ryouga-sama!"

        Ryouga turned bright red and his eyes practically

popped out of their sockets. He said, horrified, "Wha...what?!"

        Akari giggled and said, "OK, OK. I see that it makes

you nervous. I will wait inside until you are undressed. Just

give me a yell when you are in and I will come back out."

        Ryouga watched her walk back into the house and stood

there stupefied for a few moments before quickly stripping off

his clothes and sinking down into the tub.

        He didn't quite know what to do... she might be offended

if he didn't call her to help him, but he felt really uncomfortable

about it. Ryouga sighed.

        It was so... strange... being at Akari's house with HER. 

Just like he had dreamed about for so long. He had meant to 

instantly grab her and kiss her and admit his love. Why hadn't

he done that yet? He sat up in the tub and focused his resolve.

He WOULD tell her. Tonight. There was no obstacle anymore. Akane

was with Ranma...

        He said, clearly, "Akari... you can come back out."

        Akari appeared after a few moments, sponges and brushes

and towels in her hands. She said cheerfully, "Ok Ryouga-sama!

We are going to make you look wonderful!!"

        He looked at her as she came towards him, she was so 

bright and beautiful. She was sweet and kind and loved him. How

could he have ever looked at anyone else?

        Akari began to scrub Ryouga's back and he sank forward

on his arms, enjoying the feeling. Her soft hands and the sponge

were ecstasy... his eyes closed and he sighed in contentment. He

wasn't even getting a nosebleed.

        Akari said softly, "Alright Ryouga-sama, I am done." She

poured a final bucket of warm water on his back to rinse away the

soap bubbles. 

        Ryouga leaned back and looked up at Akari, drinking in her

sweet expression and smile. She reached out and cupped his face and

said, "I don't know why you are here Ryouga-sama, or how long you

are going to stay... but I... I am so glad to see you..."

        Ryouga sat up and leaned toward Akari, his lips approaching

hers. She leaned forward to meet his lips and they kissed.

        Ryouga reached up a hand to stroke Akari's soft hair and

tried to decide what to do next... this was the first time he had

kissed a real girl. He was uncertain, and he could almost hear

a voice in the back of his mind saying, "Ryouga no baka!!! Just

make up your mind!!!" And the voice sounded suspiciously like 

Ukyou's. Ryouga decided to deepen the kiss, but at the same time

wondered what had caused him to think about Ukyou at a time like

this.

        But the thought, and the kiss, was abruptly interrupted

when a hoarse voice said, "Ah! So Akari's fiancee has come to

visit!! Seems you two are getting along well!!"



*******



        Akane waited patiently outside of Ucchan's Okonomiyaki

for her somewhat tardy fiancee. She hadn't felt comfortable around

Ukyou since Ranma's declaration or after Ryouga ran away. Akane

could tell from the look on Ukyou's face, when Ranma told her how

Ryouga had fled, that Ukyou blamed Akane for the whole situation.

She avoided Akane, mostly by remaining in the back area of the 

restaurant when Akane came to walk Ranma home. Akane and Ranma had

discussed the situation and decided that perhaps it would be easier

for everyone if Akane waited outside for Ranma after work, giving

Ukyou some time to adjust to the situation.

        Akane sighed and kicked a small stone across the street. She 

wondered what else she could have done... there was no way she

could let Ryouga get away with what he had done, but she had tried

to do it in the nicest way possible. Akane knew Ryouga's actions had

always been affected by his affection for her and that he had never

meant to hurt her. Akane sighed again. 

        "I hope he comes back and we can just put this all behind

us..." she muttered out loud.

       Akane looked at her watch again and sighed. He was late.

VERY late.

        "How typical," she thought.

        Usually, Ranma was relatively prompt. Today he was over a

half an hour late.

        Akane closed her eyes and counted to ten.

        "Patience," she thought.

        Suddenly, she felt two hands go around her waist. Akane 

opened her eyes in surprise, wondering how someone could have snuck

up on her, and turned around to face her assailant.

        Ranma, in girl form, smiled at her and said, "Whoa! It’s

just me!"

        Akane was relieved, but decided to konk him on the head 

anyway, and said sharply, "Why are you so late?!"

        "Ouch!" Ranma winced, and then added, "Jeesh. You can be

so uncute."

        Akane, her fists still clenched, put her hands on her waist

and said, "Yeah, especially after waiting a half an hour for you!"

        Ranma put her hands up in front of her, as if to ward Akane

off, and said, "C’mon, Akane! Lemme explain before you pound me into

bean paste, OK?!"

        Akane glowered, but she finally said, "Fine. What happened?"

        "I was talking to Ucchan about why she has been so upset

lately," Ranma said cautiously.

        "AND?" Akane asked, interested.

        Ranma took one of Akane’s hands and started to walk her down

the street. Ranma shrugged at Ucchan’s and said, "Let’s get away from

the restaurant. . . I don’t want Ucchan hearing this."

        Akane looked at Ranma in disgust, but followed her.

After awhile, they ended up down at the river, sitting on the grassy

bank. Akane tossed a few pebbles in the murky water and waited for the

explanation, still a bit steamed.

        "Remember when we went on that trip to that stupid haunted 

cave?" Ranma suddenly said.

        Akane looked up in surprise, and shivered a bit in remembrance.

She nodded and said, "Yeah. . . What a creepy place. Why did you

mention that?"

        Ranma said, thoughtfully, "Well, it was just something I

thought about today. You remember how we thought that Ryouga and

Ukyou had something going on at the time?"

        Akane nodded and laughed, "Yeah. Well, they WERE sticking 

awfully close that whole trip. I mean, considering that they usually

either ignore each other or rip each other apart."

        Ranma nodded. She said, "Yeah. But that wasn’t really anything...

I think it wasn’t what it seemed. But NOW. . ."

        Akane looked at Ranma in shock, "What are you saying?"

        "Well, today Ukyou was defending Ryouga to me. And, you know

how we used to act? How we would be really rude to each other in public,

 but defend each other when it really mattered?" Ranma asked.

        Akane nodded slowly.

        "Well, that is what it is starting to seem like between them. I

mean, I think that they used to hate each other... But after Ryouga lived

there for awhile, I think they came to some sorta understanding," Ranma

finished.

        Akane said in wonder, "Ryouga and UKYOU?"

        Ranma laughed and said, "Yeah! I wonder what she sees in him."

        "Are you kidding?!" Akane asked, surprised, and added, "I was

just wondering what he saw in HER . ."

        "Hey, she is really cute! Why wouldn’t he like her?" Ranma asked.

A blue aura began to form around Akane and she said, angrily, "CUTE is

she. Hmmph. Well, I think Ryouga is pretty good looking himself. Better 

looking than some half-girl hentais I know."

        Ranma frowned and said, "WHAT? I'll have you know I am a LOT

better looking guy than Ryouga!!"

        Akane bapped him on the head and said, "This, coming from a cute

little girl."

        Ranma flushed and then smiled and said, "Fine. I am better

looking than Ryouga in EITHER form."

        Akane gave a secret smile and said, "I dunno, Ranma. . .Those

cute little fangs of his have their appeal. . . Plus, he makes a

great pet!"

        Ranma glowered.

        Akane laughed and reached over to kiss Ranma’s cheek. She said,

softly, "I am just teasing you, baka. You know that I prefer pigtails."

        Ranma smiled.

        Akane seemed to consider something for a moment, and then asked,

"Ranma. . . you said that Ukyou seems to like Ryouga. But. . .you know, I

have never noticed that he was particularly interested in her. What

about you?"

        Ranma thought for a moment and said, "Yeah. . . you’re right. He 

was always going back and forth between you and Akari. I figure that if

you’re outta the picture now, then Akari is his one and only and all

that. . . Of course, Ryouga can be pretty indecisive. . ."

        Akane nodded and wondered, "Do you think he went to go look for

Akari when he left?"

        Ranma shook his head and said, softly, "I think he was probably

too upset to consider where he was going. . ." Akane stiffened.

        Ranma put his arm around her shoulder and comforted her before

he finished with, ". . .But, after he stops to think about it, he will

start looking for her, I’m sure. . ."

        Akane said quietly, "I hope he finds her. He needs someone to

love him. But... If Ukyou HAS fallen for him, that would only mean her

heart would be broken again."

        Ranma nodded thoughtfully and said, "Yeah, I know. I'm kinda 

worried about that. But I could be wrong about the whole thing. And,

you never know, Ryouga might wander back here soon, and if he cares 

about Ukyou..." He paused.

        "Yeah. . . But that would mean that, if he does fall for Ukyou,

that Akari would lose him. And she truly cares about him too. . ." Akane

said sadly.

        Ranma shrugged and said, "Well, love isn’t always fun. Everyone

has to chose, and some  end up happy, and others end up hurt. That’s 

the way things work. . . I mean, -I- had to chose, and  I left behind 

three very disappointed girls in order to have you."

        Akane leaned toward Ranma for a kiss.

        There was silence for a while after that.

        Then Akane noticed that Ranma felt. . . shorter than usual. Her

eyes snapped open.

        Ranma’s eyes opened also as Akane suddenly broke off the kiss.

        "What?" Ranma asked her.

        "I just kissed you as a girl. . ." Akane said, in shock.

        Ranma backed up as she realized that Akane was right, and 

expected to be hit, kicked, or mutilated.

        But Akane just sat there.

        Ranma said apologetically, "I’m sorry Akane, I forgot! I end up

being changed so often that I start to forget which form I am in. I

mean, I still feel like ME, that never changes, and I forget that I

am not what I feel like on the inside on the outside."

        Ranma suddenly felt incredibly stupid and added, "Did that 

make any sense?"

        Akane sighed and said, "Ranma. I am not blaming you for this.

It’s just that. . . It makes me worry about myself when stuff like that

happens. You know, I love you all the time, either form, and I don’t 

really notice the changes anymore, either. You are just YOU. But...

I still feel like a hentai."

        Ranma clenched her fists and looked toward the river in 

frustration, saying angrily, "Don’t you dare say that Akane. It isn’t 

you, it’s ME that has the problem. There’s nothing wrong with you...

Except that you had the bad luck to fall for a guy with this sort

of twisted problem."

        Akane suddenly had tears in her eyes, and reached out to take

one of Ranma’s hands, trying to make her relax her fists. She said 

softly, "Ranma... I never considered it bad luck. Well, OK,

SOMETIMES I did, but... falling in love with you has been the most

important thing that ever happened to me."

        Ranma relaxed a bit and squeezed Akane’s hand back. She looked

into Akane’s eyes and said fiercely, "I WILL find a cure. I promised

you that. As soon as I get enough money. . . I'm going to go. I won’t

make you suffer because of me."

        "I’m not suffering," Akane said tenderly.

        "It's really important to me, Akane."

        "I know it is, Ranma."

        Ranma stood up, offering a hand to Akane to bring her to

her feet.

        He said, as an afterthought, "I wonder if Ryouga still wants

to come with me. . ."



*********



        Ryouga was actually wondering the same thing as he stood in

the muddy field watching Akari and her Grandfather training their 

sumo pigs.

        It had been a long week since he had found Akari. Everything

had been wonderful the evening he had arrived, until Akari’s 

grandfather had shown up.

        Since the spry old man's arrival, every moment between Akari

and Ryouga had been monitored, and he had not been able to tell her

how he felt, much less try to kiss her again.

        The kiss. It had been wonderful. . . but far too short. It 

had restored his confidence that he was attractive and reassured 

him that Akari truly cared about him. But it had been so brief.

        Akari had been... distant... since her grandfather had

returned, and had thrown herself back into the training of her pigs.

They were both enthralled with their work, and both of their lives

revolved around the muddy field, Akari listening to every word of

advice her grandfather espoused.

        It was a completely different Akari than the gentle girl who

was always so proper. She would go out to the fields in her oldest 

clothes and come in late in the afternoon, exhausted and covered with 

mud. She would bathe and then cook dinner, and, after the stress of 

the day, she generally had very little time to spend with Ryouga

before she went to bed.

        Ryouga was actually starting to get bored.

        Akari and her grandfather encouraged him to learn about

the training, so they coaxed him out to the field every day to watch

their techniques. Ryouga couldn’t imagine anything more useless. He 

spent so much time watching training, that he had little freedom to 

practice his own techniques. If he ever made it back to Nerima, it 

was more than likely that Ranma would have advanced ahead of Ryouga.

        Ranma.

        Nerima.

        The words resounded through Ryouga’s head. Unnoticed, Ryouga

turned and walked away from the training ground and wandered back 

to the house (which was in sight, so thankfully he didn’t get lost

on the way there.)

        Ryouga took off his shoes and entered the house, sighing as

he flopped down on the futon in his "room."

        Ryouga missed Nerima. He missed Akane, he even missed Ranma.

And... he clenched his fists. He had to admit it. He even missed Ukyou.

Actually, it wasn't exactly that he MISSED her, exactly...

        He flushed as the confusing thoughts entered his head.

        ...It was just that he was worried about how she was taking the

new relationship between Ranma and Akane.

        "Yeah, that’s it..." Ryouga muttered out loud.

        It was just too... BORING... out here in the country. He missed

his spars with Ranma, which were not only just fights, but also good 

training sessions. He missed Akane’s kindness and friendship... not 

really the love he had once had for her. He still cared about her,

but he was starting to realize that what he thought was love might have

actually been... admiration? Appreciation for the only girl who had

ever been nice to him? Something like that.

        He also missed getting up an walking to school with Ukyou, and

all their talks, and even their arguments. When he left, they had

finally started to become friends... And he had said he would be there 

to help her through the whole Ranma/Akane thing.

        "She’s gotta hate me now for leaving," Ryouga mumbled.

        Akari. Akari. Akari.

        What did he feel for her? When he first came here he was ready

to admit his love for her and to spend the rest of his life with her. 

But, as Ryouga was just starting to realize, he hadn’t really known Akari

as well as he thought he had. He knew she liked pigs, but not to this

extent. He knew she lived in the country, but he had no idea it was this 

boring. And he DEFINITELY had not realized the incredible influence her

grandfather had over her; OR that the love of their work would daily be

more important than her relationship with her supposed-fiancee.

        Ryouga sighed. He was starting to think...

        That maybe he didn’t love Akari.

        ...Maybe he had just been in love with the IDEA of Akari. A

sweet, kind, pretty girl who liked pigs and liked HIM. It had seemed

the perfect match.

        But, when it came down to it, that wasn’t really that much

in common. Ryouga, although he was occasionally one, absolutely hated

pigs. His experiences during the first few weeks of his curse had been

horrible: he had been penned with domestic pigs, carried along with 

packs of wild pigs, and almost eaten several times. Although others 

would go on and on about how intelligent and clean pigs were... Ryouga

just couldn’t buy it. He hated pigs. He hated BEING a pig. And he was

now wondering how he could be considering spending the rest of his

life TRAINING PIGS.

        Ryouga shut his eyes tightly.



        He remembered one of his conversations with Ukyou before

he left:



* * * * *

        "...So you are sure that you want to go back to China

with Ranma?" Ukyou asked seriously.

        "I am more of certain of that than I have been of anything

else in my life. I would give ANYTHING to be normal again..." Ryouga

said fiercely.

        "Then... Good luck. You should try and fulfill your dreams...

Even if they don’t always work out," She said quietly, her eyes closing.

        Ryouga noticed a tear at the corner of her eye and realized that

UKYOU’s dream was to marry Ranma.

        He sat there, wanting to comfort her, but not knowing what

to do.

        He said cautiously, "Well, if an old dream doesn’t work out, 

you can always find a new one..."

        Ukyou smiled at him and said, "I’m trying..."

* * * * * 



        Ryouga then remembered his conversation with Akari from a

few nights ago:



* * * * *

        "...and so Ranma and I are planning to go to China 

together," Ryouga finished.

        Akari looked troubled and finally said, "Why don’t you just let

HIM go? I don’t CARE if you are a pig half the time... I love pigs! 

And I love you just the way you are!"

        Ryouga had looked at her in surprise and asked, "But... Don’t you

understand why I want to be normal?"

        Akari had squeezed his hand and said softly, "You are normal, 

Ryouga. At least to me! And isn’t that all that matters?"

* * * * *



        Ryouga opened his eyes and looked up at the ceiling. He wondered 

if that WAS all that mattered, and if he should give up his dream without 

even trying to fulfill it. Somehow Ryouga knew, although Akari might be 

happy, that Ukyou, Akane, and Ranma would be disappointed with him.

        Who was the most important?

        "You should try to fulfill your dreams..."

        Ryouga stood up and began to pack his bags.

        He couldn’t make a decision now either way... and, before he did,

he had to talk to Ranma, Akane, Ukyou. Especially Ukyou. She would know.

        She would understand.

        Hopefully Akari would think that he had just wandered off and

gotten lost again, and wouldn’t worry too much while he was away. He was

too confused to go tell her goodbye or to write her a note.

        Ryouga sighed and hoped Akari would forgive him, perhaps that

Ukyou already HAD forgiven him.

        Ryouga grabbed his backpack and began to fold clothes and put

them inside. On top he placed the school uniform that Ukyou had bought

for him right before he left. He had been wearing it when he ran away 

from Akane that day. He lightly touched the brass buttons and then 

clenched his fist.

        Ryouga was going back.

        He was going HOME.

        

        As he walked out the door he turned his head briefly to look

at the small figures in the distant field. He sighed and said, softly,

"Farewell for now, Akari... Until we meet again."

Chapter XI: There and Back Again



        Ranma glanced up at the clock: it was almost 7:30 and.... quitting

time! The restaurant itself had closed a half-hour before, but Ranma had the

grueling task of washing the mounds of dishes afterward while Ukyou cleaned

the tables in the dining room.

        He looked down at the brown bubbly water with distaste. He thought

of the whole dishwashing thing as "Ukyou's revenge." When she assigned him

the task she KNEW that having to keep scrubbing the dishes in the hot water

and then needing to rise them in the cool water would cause Ranma to have to

suffer through the "change" over and over and OVER again.

        Ranma sighed and looked down at his sudsy hands and then began to

scrub again at the caked utensil.

        It was difficult to concentrate on this stuff this particular

evening, as it was the anniversary of the day he and Akane had first met.

Akane had realized a few days before that it had been a year since they had

met, and he somewhat shyly had suggested that they have some sort of

celebration.

        It didn't seem as if a year had already passed since he met Akane,

but, then again, it felt as if he had known her forever... As stupid as it

sounded, he had know from the day he met her that they were "destined for

each other."

        Ranma chuckled. He worried that the shojo manga he had stolen from

Nabiki was having a twisted effect on his mind... Perfect love, destined to

marry each other...

        He suddenly shivered a bit, because they had also agreed that it was

time to tell the family about their revised situation. Somehow (probably

because Nabiki had kept her mouth shut after the "incident") no one had

noticed that Akane and Ranma's feelings had changed. Ranma shrugged. In some

ways, that was for the best. However, it might be easier to tell them now

and get it over with than to wait for someone to figure it out and have them

married on the spot.

        Like Pop. Like Mr. Tendo. Like Mom.

        Ranma shuddered again.

        However, this time he was going to do it right. To ensure it, he had

a surprise gift for Akane. It was carefully wrapped among his dress clothes

in the linen closet, waiting for the evening ahead. He wondered if should

would like it.

        Ranma chuckled to himself. What was he thinking? Of COURSE she would

like it... in fact, she would LOVE it. Maybe it would make up for the time

that he...

        Ranma's thoughts, and his dishwashing, were interrupted as he felt

two arms wrap around him from behind. It was definitely a female embrace.

Ranma stiffened and said, quietly, "What 're you are doing, Ucchan?"

        There was a familiar giggle and a cute face framed by short black

hair peeked her head around Ranma's arm and smiled up and him. She said,

slyly, "Ok. You passed."

        Ranma sighed in relief and laughed a bit.

        "Whew," Ranma said, dropping a kiss on the top of her head, and

finished with, "You really surprised me... I was scared for a sec that Ukyou

had decided to start goin' after me again or somethin'. Hey..." He looked

curious, "What dija mean by 'passed'?"

        Akane smiled again and said, "You acted the right way. If you had

turned around to sweep 'Ukyou' into your arms, I probably would have killed

you on the spot."

        "Uh..." Ranma bigsweated.

        She giggled and added, "Maybe I should test you more often?"

        Ranma got even more disturbed looking and then asked, pleading,

"Please, no? I've had enough of that stuff to last me a lifetime..."

        Akane chuckled again and walked around to stand in front of Ranma.

Ranma took a good look at her, drinking her in. She was dressed in a short

dark blue velvet dress. It fastened around the neck and was sleeveless and

open-backed. A small triangle framed the front of the dress, showing

(deliciously) a bit of cleavage. Ranma stood, open-mouthed.

        "Do you like it?" she asked, noticing his glazed stare, and did a

quick turn to show him the full view. She added, "Nabiki helped me pick it

out. Do you think it is too adult for me?"

        Ranma managed to pick his jaw up off the floor and said, softly,

"You look... so pretty, Akane." He reached his hand out to cup her cheek and

she gave him a sweet smile, her eyes glowing.

        She backed up a bit before they ended up making out in the kitchen

and getting caught by Ukyou, and said, "Well, I came to pick you up for

dinner and I -really- didn't want to have to wait outside, so I snuck in

through the back door. Are you ready to go yet?"

        Ranma nodded and finished the last rinse and wipe and drained and

cleaned the sinks. He washed his hands with soap and hot water, and dried

his hands. He grinned at her and said, "Give me a sec, I gotta go change."

        Akane nodded and sat down at the small chair in the corner of the

kitchen. She prayed that Ukyou wouldn't come barging in, and hoped that they

could leave without having to say goodbye.

        That girl. Akane wished that she would just get over it. She should

move on to someone new, Ryouga or whomever. Akane sighed as she realized

that was cold: how would -SHE- feel if Ranma had dumped -HER- and gone for

Ukyou instead? She shivered. And Ryouga... Ryouga might never be coming

back. Poor Ukyou.

        She was lost in her thoughts when Ranma finally emerged from the

back room, all dressed up in his one and only tux. He looked wonderful in

black, and it was cut in such a way that showed off his musculature. 

        Ranma stood there preening and asked, "Well? How do I look?"

        Akane said calmly, "Like a peacock."

        Then she giggled.

        "You look very nice, Ranma. You even brushed your hair... now THAT

is impressive."

        Ranma just stuck his tongue out at her and then gave her a lopsided

grin. He held his arm out and said, casually, "Shall we go, m'lady?"

        Akane giggled and said, "Ohhh! Where have you taken -MY- Ranma! This

debonair guy HAS to be an imposter."

        They both chuckled over that, and Akane walked over and took his arm.

        Ranma said, as he tacked a note to the back door, "We should go out

this way... The last think I want on -our- evening is a fight between you

and Ukyou..."

        Akane nodded and sighed in relief, resting her head on Ranma's

shoulder as they walked out the back door and closed it softly behind them.



*****



        Ukyou was cleaning the tables, frequently sighing. She was -not-

looking forward to Akane's arrival, as she had already heard about the

"anniversary" from her -dear- friend Ranchan, who just -had- to share the

story with his -dear- friend Ucchan.

        Bleah. She scrubbed so hard at the table that a small fragment of

wood popped loose and became embedded in her finger.

        "Ouch!" she yelped, and looked down to investigate the minor wound.

It was deep, but she could probably get it out with her fingernails.

        She grimaced as she slowly started to pull it out, wincing at each

micrometer. 

        Then, she felt the wind softly blow at her hair as someone slid open

the door to the restaurant.

        Ukyou made herself busy, trying to get the splinter out, and said

(without looking up), "Ranma is in the back, Akane."

        "Are you alright?" a masculine voice asked just as Ukyou pulled the

last of the splinter out.

        She started at the voice and raised her head toward the door. She

then gaped at the dirty and tired figure in her doorway: it was Ryouga.

        "Ryouga..." she said, softly, almost hopefully.

        "Ukyou?" Ryouga said brightly, hoping beyond hopes that she was not

mad at him, and moved out of the shadows of the doorway and into the lighted

room.

        Ukyou was about to shout, "I am so happy you came back!" when

reality crashed down on her.

        He had left her. Run off when she needed a friend, ANY friend, the

most. He was just like any other man.

        Her eyes turned cold and she said, quietly, "Get out, Ryouga. Get out."

        Ryouga took a step back he was so struck by her coldness.

        "Wha... what?!" he asked, his eyes rounding.

        "GET OUT!!!" she shouted, and then added in an acrid tone, "Did you

SERIOUSLY think I would just take you back into my home and work after you

just RAN OFF like THAT, LEAVING me when I needed a friend the most?! Your

promises were LIES, Ryouga!!"

        Ryouga stood there, framed by the afternoon light from the doorway,

in shock. He finally managed, "But... Ukyou... I came back to apolo..."

        "LEAVE!! I don't want to hear your APOLOGIES!!! I will give your

stuff to Ranma when he leaves today, and when you find him, no, IF you find

him, he can give it to you! Get out of my store, Ryouga! You are no longer

my friend. You are just the stupid idiot I always thought you were!"

        Ukyou turned her back on him and strode proudly off into the kitchen.

        Ryouga was frozen, his movements slowed by the ice of her vehemence.

His senses, however, were screaming, and his hopes were in shambles around

him. He had gambled, and now, he had lost.

        Finally, Ryouga managed to turn and walk stiffly out the door.



*****



        Ukyou crashed into the kitchen, saying loudly, "God. Ranma. That

loser Ryouga is back. Would you BELIEVE that..."

        Her words trickled off as she noticed that no one was in the

kitchen. The dishes were all clean and on the drying rack, and the sink was dry.

        She caught the white flash of a piece of paper attached to the door.

She walked over and read Ranma's brief note:



        "Hey Ucchan. Me and Akane went to dinner. Its our Anniversary,

remember? Have fun tonight, Ranma."



        Ukyou crumpled to the floor, the note crushed in her fist.

        "Oh god oh god oh god...." she said over and over again.

        Finally she put her head in her hands and cried.



*****



        Ryouga wandered aimlessly. His feet dragged on the pavement as the

heavy weight of his sorrow seemed to pull him toward the depths of the black

earth. He felt blinded, wandering the wasteland of his life.

        It was difficult for him to analyze his depression, and the reason

behind it. He knew he had been rejected, but why the rejection hurt him so

much he did not quite understand. He had also left behind a woman who loved

and adored him, only to be confronted with open disgust and hatred from

Ukyou. A woman he might not be able to easily find again.

        Yet that woman had not been able to spend the time with him that he

wanted. She had not understood the desire he had for a normal existance.

        He wondered if he could have talked to her more about it. If perhaps

he had not approached it correctly. Akari, at least, listened when he needed

her. Unlike some people.

        A stab of pain hit his gut and he fought to control the

shishi-hokodan that threatened to explode from him. He had to think of

something else.

        But the images flooded his mind of Akari and Ukyou. Akari with tears

in her eyes as she realised that he had left. Ukyou standing there with fury

painted brightly on her face, all trace of her feminity gone; she was back

to male garb and male attitude, all hint of softness erased. And both of

them were suffering from pains that HE had afflicted. It was HIS fault.

        Ryouga felt the fire building within. HE MUST NOT! HE MUST -NOT-!!!!

        Ryouga began to scream, a scream of pain so deep and so loud that

many on the streets turned and ran, shops closed and locked their doors, and

priests in temples consulted the fires to see what deamon had been released.

        "I MUST CONTAIN IT!!" Ryouga shouted, and, his face contorted in

pain and dripping with sweat, he managed to send the potent depressive

energy high into the sky, where it exploded (harmlessly) over Nerima like a

supernova.

        Then, his energy spent, he collapsed to the sidewalk and slept.



******



        Ranma tucked Akane under him and threw them under the table. The

blue light filled the sky for a few minutes before it just seemed to

evaporate. Ranma stared up at it in puzzlment, until a muffled voice said,

crossly, "RANNNNNNNmmmmmmaaa!"

        Ranma let Akane go and she stood up, dusting off her dress. She

said, huffily, "Thanks for trying to protect me and all, but you could have

let me go a bit sooner. I almost suffocated."

        Ranma, and most of the other customers in the restaurant, stood up

also, and then he said, "Sorry, Akane. I was just trying to figure out what

that was."

        Akane sat back down and contiued to eat her sukiyaki.  She looked at

Ranma as he sat and said, "I don't know, but, I figure since we spent all

this money, I am going to darn well enjoy my dinner despite everything..."

        Ranma laughed. Most of the other customers (and the waiters) were

fleeing out the door, thinking it had been some sort of bomb, and in fear

were trying to get home to their children. Ranma watched as the restaurant

cleared and then said, cheerfully, "Well, since everyone left, maybe we

won't have to pay at all..."

        Akane smiled and then asked, thoughtfully, "So what do you think it

was, Ranma? It seemed to be some sort of energy based attack, not a military

attack."

        Ranma ate some rice and thought, and then said, puzzled, "I dunno."

        "Mmmm?" Asked Akane, sipping some of the soup.

        "I think it mighta been Ryouga's shishi-hokodan..." Ranma said quietly.

        Akane paused, a strip of meat a few inches from her mouth, and said,

"RYOUGA??? But WHY?"

        "Well, I don't know THAT... But, he's the only one I ever saw who

could make that kinda energy..." Ranma said.

        Akane said sadly, laying down her chopsticks, "Oh no. He must really

be depressed for some reason. We should probably go look for him."

        Ranma shook his head, and then said softly, "No. I ain't gonna let

him ruin this evening. It's too important. After that blast, he is probably

drained of chi and passed out somewhere anyway. Akane..."

        "Hmmm?" She said cautiously, looking in surprise at the intense

expression on his face.

        Ranma stood and came to kneel before Akane, and took her hand in

his. He said, softly, "There was one time when my Mother asked me to give

you a gift. You didn't know, but I thought the gift was a..." He blushed.

"...Well, I thought it was something special and it turned out to just be a

pill box. So..." He gave a shy smile. "You see, I wanted to give you

something special even before that horrible trip to China where you almost

died. I just wantcha to realize that I -DID- care about you before all of

that..."

        Akane's eyes had filled with tears. She reached out one hand to give

Ranma's ponytail a soft tug and then gave him a watery smile.

        Ranma smiled back and finished by producing and a small box from his

pocket, and opened it as he said, "Akane. I want you to have this ring.

It...it...it ain't a diamond or nothing. It is just a pretty star sapphire,

but... I want you to look at it and remember, even when I go to get cured,

that we both will always be together and be looking at the same stars at

night, even when we are apart..."

        Akane's crying increased and she sobbed, "Oh, Ranma!"

        He kissed her softly and then said, "Akane, will you be my fiancee?

For real now?"

        She flew into his arms and showered his face with kisses, each one

punctuated with a, "YES! YES! YES!"



*****



        Ryouga finally came too once it was already dark, and the moonlight

shone down on him, illuminating the night air with silver. He stood and

stretched his aching musles, and looked around to (attempt to) get his

bearings. He looked at the door in front of him with surprise.

        It was the gate to the Tendo residence.

        Ryouga sighed and wondered how, despite everything, he always ended

up here. He walked in the gate and managed to make a beeline for the house.

He heard voices laughing and cheering in the family room, and decided to

take the stairs up and find a place to collapse. His presence there could be

explained later...



*****



        "OHHHHHH! I am SOOOO happy, my son!!" Nadoka said, giving kisses to

Ranma on the top of his head, as he blushed furiously.

        "Gee, I wonder how we didn't even notice," Nabiki said

sarcastically, and gave Akane a conspirational wink.

        "Tendo, I think this is a call for celebration," said Genma, going

to pilfer a few bottles of sake from Soun's dwindling supply.

        Kasumi smiled at Akane and said, "Oh my. Isn't this wonderful. Ranma

is such a nice young man."

        Akane smiled at her sister and nodded.

        Soun was bawling a combination theme of the "I am so happy" and "my

baby-daughter is going to be married" cry.

        Ranma and Akane smiled at each other. It had gone perfectly.

        At first, the fathers had demanded that they marry immediately, but

then, after Ranma and Akane explained that they did NOT feel they were old

enough yet, actually acquised as long as the engagement was now official.

        No one could quite believe they were taking it so sensibly.

        The celebration lasted long into the night, and finally Ranma and

Akane managed to sneak off.

        They paused at the top of the stairs and wrapped their arms around

each other, Akane resting her head agains Ranma's chest. He kissed the top

of her small head and smiled down at her before leaning down to whisper in

her ear, "I don't think they would mind at this point if I came up to stay

in your room..."

        Akane blushed and said, "-I- would mind."

        Ranma leaned back, a bit surprised and said, "Oh, I didn't mean

that. I just want to hold you. It's been such a great night..."

        Akane's ring glowed in the light of the moon from the window. She

squeezed him tightly and said, "Yes, it has... Alright. I am going to go get

my nightgown on and clean up. I will meet you in my room, ok?"

        He gave her a soft kiss and nodded, walking toward his room.

        He slid the door open and started to rumage through his drawers for

some clean boxers and held up his favorite yellow ones. Then he realized how

strange it was that he could see the color even though the light was off in

the room, and moonlight tended to make colors grey... Ranma turned around

quickly, preparing to defend himself, and then paused in shock as he saw

Ryouga sitting in the corner, enveloped with blue energy.

        He looked downright suicidal.

        "Ry..Ry... RyOUGA??" Ranma said sharply.

        Ryouga looked up at Ranma with tear-filled eyes and said, "Hello,

Ranma. I hope you don't mind if I camp out here for a couple of days. Ukyou

won't let me come back and I have no where else near to go..."

        Ranma dropped his yellow boxers to the floor and walked over to

Ryouga, kneeling beside him.

        "Ryouga... Jeeze. I'm sorry. Of course you can stay. I wasn't gonna

even sleep in here tonight anyway," Ranma said compassionately.

        Ryouga looked up at him with bleak eyes and said, "Oh. So you have

had your way with Akane-chan?"

        Ranma backed up in surprise and said, "Uh!! NO!! No, no! I...I just

wanted to hold her tonight. That is all, hold her. I swear."

        Instead of the attack Ranma expected, Ryouga just looked down and

said, "Oh."

        Ranma knew this was bad. Ryouga looked as if he no longer had any

reason to live. Ranma gripped Ryouga's shoulder and forced Ryouga to look at

him. Ryouga's eyes were dark.

        Ranma said, sharply, "Snap out of it, Ryouga. You have to. There is

still hope. You love Ukyou, right? Am I right? Well, I think she loves you

too, and you just hurt her by leaving..."

        "Love Ukyou?" Ryouga asked, dazed, and the said, "But... Akari..."

        Ranma growled and said, "You hafta make up your mind. Why are ya

back if you don't love Ukyou?"

        "I left Akari, she loved me, and Ukyou hates me..." said Ryouga,

still in his oblivion of depression.

        Ranma pulled back in shock. So Ryouga HAD found Akari. That was a

problem. But he had LEFT her? What was Ryouga thinking? Maybe he DID love

Ukyou. Or could Ryouga just not decide??

        Ranma made a quick decision and reached for a bucket of water and

poured in on Ryouga. P-chan did not move or squeal, or even seem to notice

his transformation. But the blue aura had disappeared. Ranma wrapped P-chan

up in his blanket and left him on the futon to sleep. In the morning, he

would do his best to help Ryouga, but, for now, Ryouga needed to sleep and

to work things out in his mind.

        Ranma started to walk out the bedroom door, but turned before he

left and said, "Man, Ryouga. You can be such an idiot. I PROMISE we will

figure out something tomorrow, ok? Get some sleep."

        He shut and locked the door quietly behind him as he left.



******



        Ranma came in and noticed that Akane was already asleep in her bed.

He tiptoed quietly over to the bed, pulled back the covers, and slipped in

beside her. She stirred a bit and opened her eyes and then murmured, "Mmm.

Ranma."

        She snuggled up to him and put her head against his chest.

        Then Ranma stroked her hair and asked, softly, "Hey Akane. Can I ask

you a question?"

        Akane gave a sleepy nod and said, "Hmmm? Sure."

        "What kind of advice would you give to a guy who is equally in love

with two women?" Ranma asked.

        Akane was surprised and pulled back a bit, more awake, and asked,

"What??"

        Ranma said, seriously, "I just know this guy who needs some advice."

        Akane shook her head, knowing that she wasn't going to get any more

of this story, at least not yet, and said, "I would tell him to pick one or

the other. It may not be easy, but it is necessary..."

        Ranma nodded and pulled her close. Kissing her softly, she started

to relax again, and then, tired by the day's excitement, finally fell back

to sleep.

        Ranma contemplated Ryouga's problem and thought, "Man. He went all

the way there and then just turned around and came back again. What was he

thinking? Was I that stupid?" He looked down at the wonderful girl curled up

against him and thought, "Yeah, I was stupid."

        Tomorrow he would talk to Ryouga.

        For tonight, Ranma wanted to be with his fiancee.

Chapter XII: Betrayal



        Ranma woke up with his fiancee in his arms and felt that he had to

be the happiest guy on Earth at the moment. He wondered how anything could

possibly go wrong that day.

        Unfortunately, in Nerima, things that seemed perfect usually weren't.

        He kissed her forehead as he climbed out of the bed and let her

sleep for a bit longer. She mumbled in her sleep and turned over to cuddle

up to a stuffed pig near the wall. He smiled at her and walked out of the

room and went into the bathroom to quickly wash up. He just did a cold water

rinse and then she dried off and brushed her teeth. She shrugged at her

image in the mirror and decided just to stay in this form for awhile, after

all, she was about to go talk to Ryouga (and she always ended up this way

after talking to him anyway).

        She unlocked the door and found Ryouga sitting on the futon, having

heated water with the convenient hot water pot in the corner to transform

back. He looked a bit healthier this morning, and at least somewhat aware of

himself. He looked up at Ranma and said, "Hey. Thought you were never gonna

come to let me out."

        Ranma looked at the clock. It WAS almost 10:00 am. Ranma shrugged

and said, "Sorry, man, I overslept." Ranma sat down next to Ryouga and

asked, "So, you gonna tell me what happened exactly?"

        Ryouga shook his head, and then sighed and said, "Dammit. I might as

well."

        Ryouga told Ranma the whole situation and desperately tried to

explain to Ranma the jumble of feelings that he had mixed up in his head.

        Ranma looked at Ryouga for a minute, sadly, and then said, "You once

told me, Ryouga, that I had to choose because I was hurting too many people,

including myself. You should take that advice yourself, man. I know how you

feel... God do I. But... There -IS- one of them that you love more... you

just have to figure out which one it is."

        Ryouga nodded sadly and then said, "Well, if it is Ukyou, then I am

screwed. She hates me at this point."

        Ranma said sharply, "She doesn't. She is just hurt and angry. I

think she actually likes you. Not that she's tellin me much anymore since I

ended up with Akane."

        The pig-boy sighed and said, "I don't even know what I would do if

she DID care."

        Ranma stood up and opened the window and looked out for a second

before saying, "Ryouga, do you still want to go to China?"

        Ryouga clenched his fists and said, "I don't know." He paused and

then added, "Yeah, actually I DO know. I WANT to go. But Akari didn't want

me to... she wanted me to stay with her. But... knowing Akari, she would

probably end up letting me go anyway."

        Ranma turned around and said fiercely, "Well, if you want to go,

then you are gonna go. But if you are gonna do that then you need to go back

to work to get some money. We are both about the same right now anyway,

because I spent a lot of my money a couple of days ago."

        Ryouga looked up in surprise and said, "On what?"

        "An engagement ring for Akane..." Ranma said quietly.

        Ryouga looked stunned and gave a low whistle before saying, "Ahhh...

I see. Well."

        They left that at that.

        Ranma began again, "For you to get money, you need to get Ucchan to

let you back. So, I think we should work first on making her forgive you..."

        Ryouga nodded and said, "But how?"

        "You were always writing those stupid letters to Akane that you

never gave her. I looked at your stuff before tossing 'em, it's pretty deep

and all that. And I figure you probably spell stuff right, unlike me. Akane

never liked that mush much, but Ucchan is sorta the hopeless romantic type..."

        Ryouga looked shocked, "UKYOU?? You're kidding, right?"

        Ranma looked directly at Ryouga and said, "I've known Ucchan since I

was a kid. Trust me, I know her better than you."

        "Where is some paper?" Ryouga asked.

        "I'll go get some," Ranma smiled.



******



        Akane yawned and stretched and looked up at her ceiling. She

wondered where Ranma had gone. She knew he had slept there, but, other than

a Ranma-sized dent in the mattress, there was no sign of him.

        The sweetheart had probably let her sleep in while he went to go

practice.

        She stood up and grabbed her bathing stuff and went off to the

bathroom. On the way she paused, hearing a familiar voice coming from

Ranma's room. 

        "Why isn't he out practicing?" she wondered, and reached up to rap

her knuckles a few times on Ranma's door and called out, "Ranma? Are you in

there?"

        There was silence for a moment, and then the door slowly opened a

crack and female-Ranma darted out, closing the door quickly behind her and

saying, shakily, "A...A...Akane!"

        Akane looked at Ranma in surprise and asked, "Ranma? What's wrong?"

        Ranma laughed nervously and said, "Err... nothing is wrong!"

        Akane stared at Ranma speculatively, and then asked quietly, "I

thought I heard voices. Is there someone in your room?"

        Ranma shook her head furiously and then said quickly, "Uh.... I

mean, NO! I am working on a project... um, yeah!! A project! And I was

talking to myself."

        Akane looked at her as if she had grown horns and then said,

shocked, "A PROJECT? What, for school?"

        Ranma stuttered out, "Uh, yeah! For school!"

        Akane reached her hand out to the door and asked, "Oh. Well, then

can I look at it?"

        Ranma grabbed her hand to prevent it from opening the door and said,

"NO!!"

        Akane looked shocked and asked, "NO??"

        Ranma looked at her with pleading eyes and said, softly, "Akane...

Please don't ask yet, ok? I will tell you about it later. It is... Sort of a

surprise. Yeah... A surprise!"

        Akane looked as if she was going to pound on Ranma for about twenty

seconds before she sighed and backed away from the door. She looked at the

glittering ring on her hand, and realized that if THIS surprise was anything

like the ring she had received the night before, she would probably like it.

        Akane leaned forward and kissed Ranma on the cheek and said,

"Alright. I'm sorry to pry. I'm sure you have your reasons to keep whatever

this is a secret. I trust you."

        Ranma smiled in relief.

        Akane sighed and turned to go off to the bathroom, resisting the

urge to turn around to look as Ranma re-entered her room and shut (and

locked) the door.



*****



        Ranma re-entered her room and shut (and locked) the door. She

whispered cautiously, "OK, Ryouga, you can come out now..."

        Ryouga rolled out of the closet door and gasped at the fresh air. He

said, sweating profusely, "What was THAT all about?"

        Ranma looked at Ryouga in disgust and said, "I don't want her to

know, of course, that you are here. At least not yet. I want to solve your

problem if we can so you DON'T have to stay here."

        Ryouga sighed and rolled his eyes and said sarcastically, "Gee

thanks, you are a real PAL, Ranma..."

        Ranma whacked Ryouga on the head and said, "Hey, I'm helping ya,

ain't I? Gimme a break.."

        Ryouga growled at her and said, "Hmmph," and then went back to

writing his letter.

        Ranma looked at Ryouga and tried to be patient. She started to get

bored after a few minutes and started to practice her kata, and did some

handstands.

        Ryouga looked at Ranma in disgust and said, "Ranma! Cool it! You are

distracting me!"

        "Well, what is TAKING so long?" Ranma asked.

        "I am writing a serious letter! Give me a break!" Ryouga grumbled.

        "There has GOT to be an easier way to do this," Ranma thought to

herself.

        Suddenly, a light bulb went on in Ranma's head and she ran over in

excitement to pull Ryouga to his feet.

        Ryouga, now standing, asked sharply, "WHAT NOW? Let me write!"

        "I gotta idea!" Ranma enthused, and then added, "We should go see

Shampoo! I betcha she's got some kinda forgiveness potion! That would be

SOOO much faster and plus I haven't seen Shampoo for weeks!"

        Ryouga protested, "Ranma! Don't you think that a potion is the WRONG..."

        A splash of water turned Ryouga's words into a squeal.

        Ranma grabbed the angry pig and said, "C'mon! Don't be such an

idiot! This had gotta be the best way!"

        Ranma opened her door and bounded out and down the stairs, over the

rooftops, and headed toward the Nekkohantan, a furious black piglet chewing

on her arm.



******



        Akane emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in her fuzzy yellow robe,

and stopped in surprise when she saw that Ranma's door was partially open.

        "Ten minutes ago he is being totally secretive, and now the door is

open??" Akane said to herself in wonder.

        Against her better judgment, she walked toward the door and rapped

slightly, calling out, "Ranma? Are you in there? Ranma...?"

        There was no answer.

        She slid the door open the rest of the way, and cautiously stepped

into the empty room. The only thing unusual was a puddle of water on the

floor, and, at least with so many Jusenkyo-afflicted in the area, that

wasn't TOO unusual.

        Everything else sat where it usually did.

        "Hmmm," Akane mused and then commented, "How strange."

        She turned to leave the room, and, suddenly, she caught the flash of

paper out of the corner of her eye.

        The piece of notepaper was sticking out, partially covered by the

futon, and Akane sighed as she went to go pick it up, wondering when Ranma

had become such a slob. She was prepared to just sit what she thought to be

a school assignment down Ranma's dresser when she caught sight of one word

on the top of the page: UKYOU.

        Akane sat down on the futon in shock. The ink smudged a bit on her

fingers, obviously freshly written; this must have been the "project." She

read the letter, her hands beginning to shake.



        Dear Ukyou,

                I want so much for you to forgive me.

        What I did, by leaving you, was really wrong.

        I know you needed me, and I let you down. I am

        so sorry that I worried about my own feelings

        instead of considering the others that I might

        hurt. Please, please, don't be angry with me.

        I know you think that I am in love with Akane,

        but, after last night, I realized that she and

        I are only meant to be friends. You, though, I

        NEED you, Ukyou. Please let me



        -The letter ended there, obviously interrupted-



        Akane sat on the futon, frozen. Her heart felt as if it was about to

explode. 

        NO NO NO NO NO NO NO!!! This CAN'T be!!!! Her mind screamed.

        Akane fought for self control and read the letter again.

        No. God no. Ranma didn't love her anymore.

        But how could that be? What about last night?! The ring, the

proposal, the announcement. Were those all just LIES??

        NO!! RANMA LOVED HER!!! This HAD to be some sort of trick.

        Tears started to roll down Akane's cheeks and she suddenly heard

Ranma's voice saying the night before, as he held her in his arms:



        "What kind of advice would you give to a guy who is equally in love

with two women?" Ranma had asked.



        And, never imagining that he was talking about himself, she had replied:



        "I would tell him to pick one or the other. It may not be easy, but

it is necessary..."



        Oh NO. Oh NO NO NO. She crushed the letter in her hand and wiped the

tears away. She had thought Ranma had made up his mind, but now she knew the

battle for him was still on.

        "Ranma," she thought, "You may be a selfish bastard, but I still

love you. And I am your -fiancee-. She CAN'T have you. She just CAN'T."

        Akane dropped the crushed letter to the floor and stood, striding

off to her room to prepare for the approaching fight and thinking, "Ukyou,

prepare to lose Ranma. He is MINE and I am NOT giving him up!"





*****



	Ranma bounced down from the rooftop in front of the Nekohantan. She

was busy looking down at Ryogua/P-chan and trying to remove him from his

locked hold on her arm when she started to open the door, so she didn't

notice that the door wasn't opening until the second or third try.

	"What the...?" Ranma thought, as she finally looked up at the door 

of the Nekohantan.

	It was boarded shut, and, painted in red letters in both Chinese and

Japanese, were the words "Closed: Owners Moved back to China."

	Ryouga stopped his chomping and stared at the writing too, and 

then grunted when Ranma dropped quickly to her knees.

	"She's... gone," said Ranma quietly, not particulary to Ryouga, not

particularly to anyone.

	Ryouga looked at Ranma in surprise, and realized that Ranma was in

a state of shock. It was ironic, really. The girl who had harried Ranma with

her potions and bonbori and crafty ways for over a year was gone. You would

think he would be happy that she was gone. But, knowing Ranma, it was never

that easy. Ryouga had to admit that Shampoo had become a friend to all of

them, as well as being handy person to have in a fight, and suddenly she

had slipped as quietly out of their lives as a cat in the night, without a

word of farewell.

	Ryouga decided that he should take charge of the situation, and

glanced at the Laundromat which was right next to the former restuarant.

He left Ranma, still sitting on his knees on the pavement, and managed to

make it into the Laundromat and hop into a sink of hot water.

	As expected, the sudden appearance of a naked male from a tiny black

pig caused the usual reaction. Panic ensued, and the screaming customers

fled from the shop. Ryouga grinned a toothy grin, please that his plan had

worked. He hopped out of the sink and went over to the dryers and managed

to find some servicable cloting, even in his size.

 	As Ryouga dressed, Ranma stood up, shaken out of her stupor by the

stampeding and screaming crowd which had fled the laundromat. Ranma stared

at the brightly painted letters on the door, and sighed as she walked over

and began to try to remove the boards.

	Ranma knew she had hurt Shampoo, but she never realised that Shampoo

would just give up like this. She wondered how long Shampoo had been gone, and

looked up at the windows to see broken glass... obviously thrown in by hoodlums

or school children, taking advantage of the empty, deserted building. A

tattered Chinese Lantern and the sign "Nekohantan" above the door were all

that remained of what had been, not but a few weeks ago, the most popular Ramen

restaurant in Nerima. People would come not only to eat the wonderful food, 

but also to enjoy glances at the beautiful young Chinese waitress, and to smile

at her broken Japanese as she took their orders. She had always been bright and

friendly (sometimes overly so) and had tried to make the customer happy.

	The lantern swung, gently, as a breeze stirred.

	She had been gone for awhile then.

	As she pried the boards off the front door, they groaned as the nails

pulled from the wood. Ryouga appeared, dressed, and poured some hot water over

Ranma's head as he tugged at them relentlessly. Ryouga didn't say a word, and

started to help uncover the entrance.

	Shampoo. Ranma had never loved her. She was a nice enough girl when

she wasn't trying to poison him, curse him, kill him, or marry him. In fact,

there had been a few times when he had actually enjoyed Shampoo's company,

and he had ALWAYS enjoyed her food. He had stopped considering Shampoo a

nuisance a long time ago (well... except on certain occasions) and decided

that she was just a part of his life. Now, that part of him was gone.

	The last board fell away, and Ranma and Ryouga pushed into the 

restaurant. It was empty, dusty, and the broken glass glittered on the floor

from the bright light of the doorway. All the tables and chairs were stacked

in one corner, and the joy and noise of customers was but a hollow echo.

	Taped to the floor in the middle of the deserted dining room was

what appeared to be a plain white envelope.

	Ranma knelt down and pulled it off the floor. He slowly opened it,

pausing to look at Ryouga silently (who got the hint, and started up the

stairs to investigate the rest of the house and leave Ranma alone), and then

glanced down at the characters and began to read.



	Dear Ranma,



		This note was written for me by Mousse,

	as he knows how to write Japanese and I don't.

	Hopefully, he will record every word for me.

	After a lot of thinking, I decided that I belong

	in China and not in Japan. I do not know your

	language very well, I do not like Japan very 

	much. I was only here to see you, well, at first

	I came to kill you, but that changed. When you

	told me you could not love me, I did not want to

	believe you. I was hoping so much that you did

	not mean it-- but you DID mean it. And I know now

	that you belong with Akane, here in Japan. I 

	belong in China. Here I have no status, whereas

	in China I am one of the great warriors of

	my village, and I am in direct line for becoming

	one of the tribal leaders. I finally convinced

	Grandmother to let me give up on you. She kept

	telling me of the shame I will face at home, but

	I think that my prowess as a warrior will bring

	me past the shame. I do not know if I will marry

	another. I know Mousse has the desire to marry

	me, but I only want to have him as a friend for

	now. As I will have to prove myself to the tribal

	elders, Mousse will have to prove himself to me.

	It was very difficult to give up on you, and you

	will always have a special place in my heart.

	When you have enough money, come visit us in our

	Village, as I know you know the way (ha ha), and

	Mousse and I will tell you what we have learned

	in the meantime about a cure for our curses. Take

	care Ranma, and always remember me, even though

	I was not always the best of friends to you.

		Your friend,

			Shampoo

	

	P.S. Beware Grandmother- she did not take this

	lightly.



	Ranma folded up the letter and slowly put it into his pocket.

A tear slowly crept doen his cheek, and he wiped it furiously away. Real

men didn't cry like sissy girls. He fought down a sniffle. What was there

to get all mushy about anyway? She had gone, and she had gone for the

right reasons, and she was still his friend. And he had Akane. He had 

chosen Akane, and he was happy with that choice. He was just going to 

have to learn how to deal with the consequences. Besides, at least he

wasn't going to have to be wondering when the next "Shampoo Attack" was

coming! 

	Somehow that didn't cheer him up much.

	Ryouga started to come down the stairs, loudly clomping in order

to let Ranma know he was coming. Ranma waited for the door to open... but

it never did. Ranma heard from the back of the house, "Ranma?! Where are

you? Did the lights go out?"

	Ranma sighed, mentally shook himself into shape, and strode off

to the pantry, were he found Ryouga.

	Ranma sighed and took Ryouga's arm and said, patiently as

possible, "C'mon Ryouga, the way out is THIS way.." And he dragged him

towards the front of the restaurant.

	Ryouga didn't ask why Shampoo had left, figuring Ranma would

tell him when he was ready, and Ranma wasn't volunteering any information

at the moment. Finally Ryouga asked, "Um... Ranma? Where are we going?"

	Ranma managed to smile a bit and said, "Well, I am going to try

to scare off another of my former-fiancees.... this time by trying to

set her up with YOU!!"

	Ryouga growled and said, "RANNNNNMMMMAAA!"

	And they were off running again.



*****



	Ukyou whistled as she scrubbed at the grill. The lunch crowd should

be coming in about a half hour, and she wanted things to be as clean and

perfect as usual. She tried to cheer herself up by whistling. At least she

wasn't going to have to deal with Ranma today, as Sunday was his usual day

off. And if Ryouga came in (here she began to scrub the grill a bit harder)

she would just tell him a thing or two again.

	She paused as she realized there was someone standing in the doorway.

	Ukyou mentally groaned, and tried to form a cheerful facade.

	She figured it probably came out as a grimace anyway, but she tried,

and smiled at her guest.

	"Hello Akane, what brings you here? Ranma isn't working today,"

Ukyou said.

	Akane didn't answer, and just stood in the doorway, a faint blue

aura surrounded her, and Ukyou noted in surprise that Akane was dressed in

her martial arts gi.

	"What the?" Ukyou wondered, and then said aloud, "Um, Akane ? What's

wrong?"

	"You. How could you?" Akane asked fiercely.

	"How could I what?" Ukyou asked, puzzled as to why Akane was acting

like this.

	Akane's glow grew brighter and she strode across the room to slam

her hands down on Ukyou's counter, staring her adversary right in the face.

Akane yelled, "I trusted you! I trusted HIM! I let him work here because

you swore that you had given up on him! Instead you have been working your

wiles with him, and now he is in love with you!"

	Ukyou pulled back from Akane's red face in shock, and her eyes grew

wide. She asked, haltingly, "Wha...? What are you TALKING about?? Are you 

talking about RANMA??"

	Akane yelled again, "Am I talking about Ranma? Who the hell else 

would I be talking about?? I saw the love letter he was writing you, and

I know that you have made him feel guilty until he gave in! I am NOT going

to let you have him! I will fight you for him! After all, that is what

you wanted all along, right?"

	Ukyou dropped her scrubbing pad and backed away from the counter,

staring at Akane. She said, slowly, "Akane. You have to be kidding! What

are you talking about? There isn't anything between Ranma and I! There

never was anything except friendship, though I may have once wished it

was otherwise! Ranma loves YOU!!"

	The words were obviously painful for Ukyou, and she started to

shake.

	Akane said sharply, "Liar." She jumped over the counter, aiming

a kick at Ukyou's face and shouting, "Fight me!"

	Ukyou, although she was still in shock, managed to dodge the kick,

and hopped back over the counter into the dining area. Akane followed, and

adopted a fighting position, while Ukyou stood at a defensive.

	Ukyou started to back away, saying loudly, "Akane! Stop! I don't

want to fight you! Let's stop this and TALK before someone gets hurt!"

	But, as most people knew well, Akane Tendo had a temper, and,

once aroused, it could not be halted. She punched out at Ukyou, and Ukyou

blocked.

	Ukyou said again, warningly, "Akane... stop..."

	Akane glowered and shouted, "Don't tell me to stop! Don't tell

me that I am going to get hurt! I am stronger than you all know! I just

LET Ranma protect me! I am a Martial artist too!"

	"Oh shit," Ukyou thought, as she saw Akane's glow increase. 

Ukyou had just made the mistake of bringing up the only other thing that

could piss Akane off as much as the subject of Ranma: her martial arts

skills (or lack thereof.)

	Ukyou started to become worried as she noticed the blue aura 

starting to cluster into Akane's outstretched hands, and realised with

horror that Akane was so depressed by whatever had made her think 

Ranma had betrayed her, that she was about to do a Ryouga-style 

depression blast. Ukyou knew that she had little chance of surviving

that powerful an attack, as well as that such a blast would destroy

her restaurant.

	She needed a defense that would stun Akane out of her ki

focusing, at least for a few minutes, so that Ukyou could think of

something else to do. Ukyou whipped out several of her spatulae and

threw them at Akane, making sure that they were aimed in such a way that

would pin the focused Akane to the wall before she knew what had happened.

	Suddenly, as Ukyou was throwing and Akane was concentrating,

two figures burst through the door, boistrously yelling and laughing like

schoolchildren. Ranma only had a second to see what was going on, and

said, "A---k---a---n---eeee!"

	And the world began to move in slow motion as Ranma tried to stop

Akane from releasing her ki.

	Akane, distracted by Ranma's entrance, turned to look at him,

just as Ukyou, not having time to realize that Ryouga and Ranma had entered,

had let go her spatulae. Ukyou cried out in horror, as the previously 

perfectly aimed kife-like spatulae sailed towards the now differently

positioned Akane.

	Ukyou ran forward, as if she could stop them, but she knew,

oh God she knew, that it was too late.

	Akane crumpled to the floor, just as both Ukyou and Ranma

reached her, Ryouga close behind them.

	And, like the paint on the boards at the empty Nekohantan,

bright red stained the floor of Ucchan's Okonomiyaki.

Chapter XIII: Forgiveness

	Akane wasn't moving. Ranma cried, "Akane..." and

reached toward her hesitantly, as if afraid to touch her.

Then, suddenly, Ranma was desperately shaking her; and 

he was shouting, "Are you OK, Akane? Wake UP, Akane!"

	Ukyou had dropped to her knees, about two feet

away from where Akane lay. She feared the worst.

	Finally, Ryouga punched him away, saying sharply,

"Don't shake her like that! You could hurt her even more!"

	Ryouga was surprised at the feeling of calm he 

suddenly possessed amidst this chaos. But, as the others

could not deal with the situation, it seemed some force

had decided to give him the will and the strength to do

what neither the sobbing Ukyou nor Ranma appeared able

to do.

	Ryouga approached her and then reached down to

slowly turn Akane over. He flinched slightly as he did so,

seeing the blood; there was a deep cut along her forehead,

which had produced most of it. There were two others: one

on the front of her left shoulder and the other along her

left leg. The head wound was serious, the other two were

relatively shallow, and the yellow gi had soaked up most

of the blood from the minor cuts. Ryouga felt sick, and

horrified, but he still managed to reach out and gently

take her wrist to check for a pulse...

	He gratefully felt the blood moving through her

veins. Ryouga sighed in relief, and realized that her

chest was also gently rising with her breathing.

	He turned to Ranma, his voice confident, and said,

"She's gonna be all right, Ranma, I think she's just 

knocked out."

	Ranma's relief was palatable, his shoulders 

relaxed a bit, the desperate fear left his eyes.

	Ryouga continued, "She's gonna need stitches 

though, I think. We should get her to a hospital."

	Ranma stared at him for a second, and then

nodded, and suggested that they put some temporary

bandages on her for the moment. 

	Ukyou was momentarily ignored, quietly staring

at Akane, her face agonized.

	Ranma ran to go call an ambulance as Ryouga 

took a few of his bandannas off and tied them around the

cuts on Akane's shoulder and leg, trying to slow the 

bleeding. He considered the deep gash in her forehead

for a few moments before he finally nodded to himself 

and then folded two other bandannas and pressed them 

against her forehead. He then wrapped another two around

those and fastened it on the side of her head to hold 

the makeshift bandage down.

	Ranma re-entered the room as Ryouga finished,

and Ryouga said, "OK. I did the best I could."

	Ranma nodded and said, "The ambulance is on

its way." 

	Ranma kneeled and took Akane's hand between his,

and his thoughts briefly flickered with the image of how

soft and delicate she really was, although she always

tried to be so tough.

	Ranma gently stroked her hair and mumbled, "Akane...

Shit, Akane. You better be OK..."

	After reassuring himself that Akane was temporarily

safe, Ranma finally stood and turned to Ukyou. 

	She sat on her knees, looking disheveled with her

hair mussed and slipping out of its white bow. Her face was

pale, her eyes wide and damp and, as she looked at Ranma,

they filled with fear. She had hurt Akane; she knew Ranma

wasn't going to just forgive her.

	As she saw Ranma turn toward her, she started to

shake uncontrollably and began to move away from him, almost

cowering. She finally put her hands over her eyes and 

crumpled to the ground in a heap, sobs racking her body.

	She repeated over and over, "I'm sorry Ranchan, I'm

sorry!!" 

	Ranma just stared at Ukyou, fury filling his eyes.

	He said, desperately, "Why? WHY?? How COULD YOU!"

	Ranma started to advance on her, his fists clenched. 

	Ryouga stood quickly and stepped in front of Ranma

to stop him. He placed his hands out to block Ranma, palms

braced; he did not dare to touch his furious friend, but 

needed to present Ranma with a barrier.

	Ranma stiffened, ready to push Ryouga out of his

way, when he heard him saying, quietly:

	"Ranma. This is no time for revenge..."

	Ranma began to growl out a reply, and then noticed

that Ryouga was no longer looking at him; he had paused to

stare at the hysterical Ukyou. Against his will Ranma's

eyes followed Ryouga's gaze. Strong Ukyou, his best and 

oldest friend, lay distraught. Somehow, despite the fact

that he wanted to immediately accuse her, to blame her,

to hate her for what she had done, there became a clear 

spot in the red haze that surrounded him and he realized

that something didn't add up.

	The sound of sirens became audible and it was

obvious that they were drawing nearer to the restaurant.

	Ryouga noticed that Ranma's eyes had lost their

beserker glow, and said cautiously, "I think we should

wait before jumping to conclusions."

	Ranma managed to control his anger as Ryouga's

words, emphasized by Ukyou's obvious grief, sunk in. He

turned away from Ukyou, refusing to look at her and risk

doing something that he might later regret.

	The sirens were loud now, two houses down.

	Ranma set the thought of Ukyou aside for the 

moment, and turned back to Akane.

	The sirens silenced, and then there was a 

pounding at the door, and Ryouga jumped up to let the

EMT staff in. 

	The medics pulled Akane onto a stretcher, and

began to ask Ranma questions about what the situation

was, when this had occurred, what was Akane's medical

insurance number. Then they were carrying her out the

door and putting her in the ambulance, and Ranma 

followed. 

	Ranma turned toward the doorway through which

he had stepped, full of laughter, not but ten minutes

before. Now, not looking again at either Ukyou or 

Ryouga, he stepped outside, heavy hearted, and then

set off with his fiancee for the hospital.



*****

	Ukyou had curled herself into a ball, her arms

wrapped tightly about her body. Ryouga hesitated, 

wondering if he should approach her. He paused in his 

indecision.

	The silence, broken only by Ukyou's sobs, became

too heavy for Ryouga to bear. He finally said, softly,

"Ukyou... what happened?"

	Ukyou looked up at him with tear-filled eyes and

managed to say, "I... I... I DON'T KNOW!!!" This was 

followed by another storm of tears, and Ryouga patiently 

waited for them to pass.

	But they didn't pass.

	He finally decided that he should get her off of

the floor and out of this room where she kept remembering

what had just occurred. He strode over to her and gently

touched her shoulder. She was cold to the touch, and her

skin was very pale. She wasn't even crying much anymore, 

just staring off at some distant point in the room. 

	She was in shock.

	Ryouga felt his heart twist.

	He swept her up into his arms, and she seemed to

realize that someone held her. She turned to his warmness

and clung to him, her arms around his neck, and she was 

suddenly crying tears against his shirt. He carried her

up to her room, and lay her gently down on her bed. She 

curled up tightly, clutching her pillow to her. Ryouga 

got up and went off to get a bowl of warm water, a cloth,

and some tissue.

	After making several wrong turns, but thankfully

not ending up out of the house, he finally returned.

	She still hadn't moved.

	He gently cleaned her face and then dried it with

a soft towel. He stood again and went to rummage around 

in the linen-closet for a few minutes, before he finally

returned to Ukyou's side and then covered her up with two

additional blankets.

	Ryouga looked down at her, confused. He needed to

believe that the... -situation- he had just witnessed was

not her fault. But... that would mean that somehow Akane

had been responsible, and his heart wouldn't let him

believe that either.

	Akane had almost done a Shishi-Hokodan. He had felt

the dark, heavy energy collecting as he entered the room--

as attuned as he was to it. But... why? It was not really

a question of skill. Akane had witnessed both versions of 

the attack, and, feasibly, she might have been able to 

unconsciously pick up on the style and technique. How 

powerful the attack might have truly been was another 

question; and the answer was... probably not very strong.

	The ball of ki she had held in her hands was only

about a fourth of the strength of his or Ranma's attacks,

he had sensed that (with his experience) as he saw what 

she had been about to do. But... the only problem was...

WHAT could have EVER depressed Akane enough to make her 

summon up the energy for such an attack?

	Akane angered easily, but she forgave just as

quickly. She was a basically happy person... even happier

since she and Ranma had finally reached an understanding.

What could have POSSIBLY caused this to happen?

	It MUST have had to do with Ranma. And yet...

	Ryouga stared at the figure on the bed.

	...Ukyou?

	Ryouga shook his head fiercely. No. There was

nothing between Ranma and Ukyou anymore. She was too proud

to ever let him hurt her again, and Ranma was too in love 

with Akane. He had even bought Akane an engagement ring, or

so he had said the previous night. 

	Was that it? Was Ukyou jealous of Akane's ring, and

she had attacked Akane by saying something from Ranma's past

that would hurt her, depress her? He couldn't imagine what

that would be.

	Ukyou's eyes were swollen and faintly purplish and

bruised from her crying, still closed, and her breathing

was now deep; she had fallen asleep. 

	He hesitantly reached down to brush a stray lock of

hair away from her eyes, and then ran his finger lightly 

down her soft cheek.

	Ryouga started as her eyes opened, and she looked 

up at him. He pulled his hand slightly to the left and made

a big show of tucking the blankets around her.

	Ukyou stared at him, and then one of her hands

reached out from under the blanket to take his. She held

his warm palm firmly in her grasp, and said, fiercely, 

"Please don't leave me alone... Please, Ryouga...."

	Ryouga could see that she was still in shock, and

that the tears were about to begin again. He knew now was 

not the time to bring up what had happened... either what 

had happened with Akane, or the situation between the two 

of them. But...

	Ryouga reached out to hug her to him, and her 

arms went around his shoulders, holding him tightly. 

Everything was going to work out, somehow.

	He said, softly, "I won't leave you alone. Not 

like last time. I... promise... I'm sorry..." 

	And she began to cry again.



******



	Ranma sat on the chair in the waiting room of the

hospital. The Doctor had told him quite bluntly that if

he was too distraught to remain with Akane as she received

her stitches (his grunts and moans at every stitch were 

driving the doctor insane), then he needed to wait in the

lobby.

	Akane had recovered long enough to say something

like, "Uughnh?" Before the pain-killer injection she had

been given kicked in, and she was back out cold. She

had not noticed Ranma was there, but Ranma had felt a bit

better knowing that she HAD woken up and he decided that

she was on the road to recovery. This, combined with

several reassurances from the doctor, allowed Ranma to

finally get up and leave Akane to his ministrations.

	Ranma sat for awhile trying to avoid any thought

about what had happened, before he finally realized he

should probably call the Tendo household. The phone rang,

and Kasumi picked it up. Ranma shakily told a bewildered

Kasumi that Akane had been in an "accident" and that she

was at the hospital.

	Kasumi said, upset, "Oh Ranma! Is she all right? Are

YOU all right? The hospital?? Oh no!"

	"Yeah, you should probably come right over, she

has a big cut on her forehead and a couple others. The

doctor's giving her stitches," Ranma said disconsolately.

	Kasumi interrupted with, "A head wound? Oh my!

Stitches! Oh Ranma! I will DEFINITELY..." Someone

interrupted in the background at the Tendo household.

	Kasumi said to the person, "What?" And after a few

seconds of fuzzy mumbling, Ranma heard Kasumi say loudly,

"Goodness! Father, it's all right! Akane just got in a

little accident. No, she's NOT dead Father! Stop Crying,

Father!"

	Ranma heard more mumbling, and then Kasumi got back

on the line and said, "Oh, Ranma! I am SO sorry. I will be

right there with Nabiki. Please tell Akane that we love her

and that we are so worried!"

	Kasumi prattled on for a few more minutes before

she finally put Nabiki on the line. Nabiki said, softly,

"Is she all right?"

	Ranma muttered, "Yeah."

	Nabiki sighed in relief and then said, a bit more

energetically, "We'll be there as soon as possible!"

	The phone at the Tendo household clattered down.

Typical Nabiki. She was so unemotional.

	Ranma sighed and then slowly hung up and then sat

down again in one of the nearby chairs.

	He tapped his fingers on the arm of the chair,

trying to keep his mind occupied. He picked up a magazine

and saw it was about "Retirement: Life after 50!" and

groaned. He couldn't exactly start doing his kata in the

middle of an Emergency Room lobby; patients might come in.

What to do? What to do?

	Ranma finally gave up and leaned back against the

chair, his head resting on the wall. He reached up and

massaged his temples and closed his eyes, the strain of the

past hour starting to affect him.

	What had happened?

	The thought came unbidden; in fact, Ranma had been

trying with all his might to suppress it. But the question

was there in the back of his mind.

	He reasoned, as Ryouga had, that Akane had been

about to do a Shishi-Hokodan. This amazed him too; Akane

was not only untrained in it, but she also was not a

depressed person. Obviously, she had somehow picked up the

technique from observing Ryouga and himself, but he wasn't

quite sure what would be able to bring about that kind of

energy from Akane.

	It must have been something that Ukyou had done.

But... what?

	Ranma puzzled through every possibility, but

nothing seemed realistic to him. He knew that Ukyou had

several reasons to dislike Akane, and it wasn't hard to

imagine that she would attack Akane. But... Ranma knew that

Ukyou was doing her best to put aside the past. Why would

that have suddenly changed? He also couldn't believe that

she would even be able to come up with something that would

hurt Akane to the extent that she could do a Shishi-Hokodan.

	Then Ranma realized something: Akane had been

dressed in her gi. Why would she have been dressed that

way, outside of the dojo... unless she had come to Ucchan's

Okonomiyaki knowing that she was going to be in a fight?

	"Mr. Saotome!!" a voice said loudly, interrupting

his musings. Ranma looked up and saw the doctor standing

over him, with a small frown on his face. Ranma jumped to

his feet and said, horrified, "Is she OK?! You look worried,

Doc!"

	The doctor nodded and said, "She's sleeping. I was

worrying about YOU! I said your name about ten times before

you finally answered."

	Ranma said, apologetically, "I'm sorry.. I was

thinking about something. Tell me, Doc, is she gonna be

OK?"

	"The stitches are done, and all three wounds should

heal with a minimum of scaring since they were all done

with some sort of blade, as sharp as a scalpel knife," the

doctor looked at Ranma, concerned, and finished, "Do you

want to tell me exactly what happened?"

	Ranma shook his head and finally said, "I dunno

what happened exactly. I wish I did. All I can tell you is

that the cuts were done by a friend of ours named Ukyou,

and that I THINK it was some sort of accident."

	The doctor sighed and adjusted his glasses before 

saying, "Hmm. Well, if this is a case that needs to be 

reported to the police, I would appreciate knowing it. 

Understood, Mr. Saotome?"

	Ranma nodded and then looked longingly toward the

door of the room where Akane lay sleeping. He turned to the

doctor, about to ask a question, when he read his thoughts

and said, "Go on in. Just try not to wake her. She needs

to sleep off the injection I gave her."

	Ranma went in and sat next to his fiancee, gently

stroking her hair. A clean white bandage now covered her

forehead, and she was dressed in a hospital gown. He could

see that the cut on her shoulder was also bandaged. He 

couldn't tell about her leg because it was covered by the

hospital blanket.

	An IV dripped fluid into her left arm, and she

looked wan and pale. Ranma sighed and sat back, waiting

for his fiancee to wake up, holding her right hand in

his.



*****

	

	A few hours after sunset, Ukyou finally woke up.

She felt extremely disoriented for a few minutes, and her

head felt like it had been through the washing machine a

few times. She was warm, EXTREMELY warm, as there were 

several blankets piled on top of her. She wondered, "What

the...?" When she noticed that, illuminated by the soft

moonlight from her open window, Ryouga sat a chair next

to her bed. His head was tucked against his chest, and

he was slumped down, asleep.

	She started to sit up, ready to yell at him for 

being in her house, when suddenly the memories flooded

back. She winced, as if she had been struck by a physical

pain, and lay back on the bed. She contemplated the dark

ceiling for a few minutes, thought about what had happened,

and then finally managed to sit up and wake Ryouga.

	Ryouga grumbled, "Not now, Mom..." And tried to

roll over, effectively dumping him out of the chair and 

onto the floor.

	Ukyou couldn't help it, despite her depression, and

giggled at him. Ryouga groaned, fully awake now, and 

picked himself up off the floor. Ukyou turned on the small

lamp that sat on her nightstand and looked at Ryouga. He

was rubbing his thigh, a slight grimace on his face. He

looked at her giggling, and said, "I suppose this means

that you are feeling better."

	The giggling stopped, and she sighed, and Ryouga

noticed that she was still pale and that there were huge

circles under her eyes. He also sighed, and then sat back

down in the chair.

	She said, quietly, "I'm not better. I guess I'm

just hysterical at this point. I've had a pretty horrible

day."

	Ryouga looked at her sympathetically, and asked,

"I'm just taking a wild guess, but did Akane come here

and attack YOU?"

	Ukyou stiffened, and then said, "I suppose you

want to hear what happened."

	"Well, the thought did cross my mind," he said as

casually as possible under the situation.

	Ukyou growled at him and said, "Watch it. You are

still on shaky ground with me."

	Ryouga shrugged at her and said, "Well, all I know

is that I came in and saw you half-kill Akane. I'd say

you are on shaky ground with me too."

	Ukyou flinched, and turned away from him to look

at the wall.

	Ryouga apologized, twice, and then reached out to

lightly touch her arm. She shrugged it off, but finally 

turned back to him.

	"Do you really think so little of me that you 

would honestly believe I could try to kill Akane?" she

spat.

	Ryouga sighed, and his shoulders fell. He looked

up at her after a moment and said, "Ukyou. I'm sorry. I 

shouldn't have said that, but you just really push me 

sometimes."

	"I'm sorry Ryouga. God, I can be such an idiot,"

she said, and shook for a moment, before she began to

cry again. Ryouga finally let her lean into his arms

and weep. She apologized over and over and then the

story tumbled out.

	She failed to notice that when she mentioned the

"letter" Akane had been talking about, that Ryouga froze.

	"...So, I was going to throw my spatulas at her to

pin her down, I never meant to hurt her!" She sniffled, "But

then you two came in and I couldn't stop her from turning to

look, any more than I could change the direction that the

spatulas were going..."

	Ukyou broke off as Ryouga pushed her away and stood.

He had put his face in his hands and he was saying, over and

over, "Oh NO, oh NO, oh NO..."

	Ukyou reached over and touched his arm, alarmed.

Ryouga looked up at her, his eyes wide with horror, and she

gasped out, "What? What's WRONG?!"

	Ryouga stood up and went to bang his fist against

the wall. Ukyou pushed the covers aside and ran over to

him, shivering in the cold air outside of her warm bed. She

pulled him away from the wall, and held him for a moment.

She said, sharply, "What? WHAT?! Tell me!"

	"It's my fault. It's all my own damn fault. As

ALWAYS. That letter she found... It wasn't a letter from

RANMA to you, it was a letter from ME to you!!"

	Ukyou pulled away from him in surprise and shouted,

"What?!"

	Ryouga nodded, walking to the window and staring

outside at the full moon. He finally continued, "You see,

Ranma came up with this idea that I could get you to forgive

me if I wrote you a letter apologizing for what had happened.

I was trying to tell you that you were more important to

me as a friend than Akane, and that I was so sorry for 

letting you down."

	Ukyou was frozen, and simply stared at Ryouga while

he spoke.

	"...You see, I never finished it. It takes me a 

really long time to write letters, and Ranma got bored. So

he got this bright idea and decided to drag me off to try

something else," Ryouga decided it wasn't prudent to tell

her about Shampoo at the moment.

	Ukyou finally asked, "It wasn't finished? So..."

	Ryouga nodded, "Yeah. So there wasn't a signature

at the end. And I left it in Ranma's room. If Akane found

it, she never would have known that Ranma hadn't written

it. And the gods only know how she might have interpreted

it."

	Suddenly Ukyou was at Ryouga's side. She awkwardly

put her arms around him and hugged him. He stiffened at

first at the contact, but finally let his arms come up and

hold her back.

	She whispered against his chest, "Ryouga. It's not

your fault. This was all one HUGE misunderstanding. God. I

just hope that she forgives you and Ranchan and I for it."

	Ryouga muttered, "Yeah. And I hope she is going to

be all right."

	Ukyou nodded. She finally said, so softly that he

almost didn't her hear, "And I hope Ranchan will forgive me..."

	He wondered if he had imagined it.

	She said, louder, "I...I'm glad that you were trying

to apologize with the letter, even if it turned out so 

horribly."

	She looked up at him and his eyes were full of 

hope. Ukyou smiled and said, blushing, "It gets a bit 

lonely around here. So... if you want to... you are welcome

to come back and live here..." 

	"Then I am forgiven?" he asked, hopefully.

	Ukyou nodded.

	Ryouga was exultant. He looked down at her, and,

despite the fact that she had been through so much today,

he thought that she looked beautiful. Her slight blush made

her cheeks glow, and her eyes were shining.

	He thought maybe he should kiss her, and then

wondered if that was even the right thing to do in this

situation. He then felt confused, and puzzled over the new

feelings that welled up inside him.

	He started to lean down, and she didn't move away.

	Then the phone started to ring.

	They immediately moved away from each other, almost

reflexively. Ryouga started to fumble for words, but Ukyou

saved him by saying, "I'll go get it."

	She sprinted from the room, leaving a bemused

Ryouga staring after her.

	He decided that perhaps this was a sign, and moved

out of the room, trying to follow her audible voice to

the room with the phone.

	He had just made it to the dining room, when she

was hanging the phone up.

	She said, "That was Nabiki. She said that Akane is

OK, and that she is awake. They're at Nerima Main. She said

that she had heard about the situation, and that we'd better

get down there."

	Ryouga nodded.

	Ukyou ran back to her room, saying back over her

shoulder to Ryouga, "I am going to go get cleaned up, I 

will be right back."

	Ryouga waited, noticing that the moment they had

just had in her room had passed, and things were seemingly

back to normal.

	He shrugged and looked about the familiar

restaurant, and decided that it was nice to be forgiven,

despite it all, and that he was happy to be back.



*****



*ONE HOUR AGO*



	Akane's eyelashes gently moved, and Ranma sat up

and leaned toward the bed expectantly.

	Her eyes finally opened, and she grimaced in pain.

She looked up and noticed Ranma staring at her, a worried

frown on his face. Her eyes were blank, and then she turned

her face to look the other direction.

	Ranma blinked, surprised, and queried, "A...Akane?"

	"What, are you here to gloat?" she asked darkly.

	Ranma was now shocked. He reached out to touch her

shoulder and she shrugged his hand away.

	He froze. He recognized this Akane, this was the 

girl he had known for the first year of their relationship.

She was again the angry girl who had pounced on him for

every thing that he had done wrong, mallet in hand.

	"What's wrong? What're you talking about?" he 

finally asked.

	Akane turned to look at him again and said, "I 

thought you would be with Ukyou; after all, she's the one

that you love."

	Ranma sat back in his chair, the breath knocked 

from his body as if she had physically punched him. He

asked, hoarsely, "What the hell are you TALKING about,

Akane?!"

	She rolled her head back to look at the ceiling,

desperately trying to maintain her coldness to stay the

tears that threatened to erupt from her eyes.

	"I read the 'project' that you were working on this

morning, the one that you were so desperate to hide from

me," she said in a monotone.

	"Project?" Ranma wondered aloud, having forgotten

the letter completely.

	She stiffened, and, trying to restrain herself,

said with gritted teeth, "You know, the letter. After 

reading that, it made sense to me why you were asking me

last night about 'how to chose between two girls that you

loved equally' and all that."

	"The letter??" Ranma asked, racking his brain. Then

he remembered. Ranma stood so quickly that his chair 

clattered to the ground. He stood up and went over to the

wall and braced himself against it, desperately trying to

control himself, taking deep, even breaths.

	Akane looked at him before saying, sarcastically,

"What? Remember now?"

	Ranma turned to Akane and looked at her, sadly,

before he said, "Akane no baka."

	He stormed towards her, and put his hands on the

bed, looking her in the eyes. He said, quietly, "If you

are talking about what I think you are talking about, then

you almost killed yourself over a letter to Ukyou from

RYOUGA."

	"Ryouga?" Akane said blankly, her eyes having 

widened, and then she said, "But...!"

	"But what?" Ranma asked, sitting back in his 

chair, dejectedly.

	He started to count on his fingers, "First off,"

he ticked off one of his fingers, "You should've trusted

me more than that. Second, you should've come to ask me

about it before you went and got all excited. And last,

how could you have even thought such a thing when I asked

you to marry me last night?!"

	Akane had begun to cry. She sobbed, "But you never

told me that Ryouga was back! How long has he been here?

How could I have known! All I knew was that you were being

all secretive this morning, and then all of a sudden I 

found this letter!"

	Ranma said, sadly, "You're right. I SHOULD have 

told you that Ryouga was back. But," he added, "I was 

trying to spare you from having to deal with him. And,

anyway, you still should have known that letter wasn't

from me! Was it signed 'Ranma' anywhere?!"

	Akane thought back, and then started to shake her

head back and forth, tears rolling off her cheeks.

	Ranma said grimly, "I didn't think so. Akane," he

stood again and looked down at her, saying sharply, "Shit.

What do I have to do to get you to trust me?! Get rid of 

every girl who has ever looked twice at me?"

	Akane closed her eyes and got out, "N..No..!"

	Ranma pulled away, crossing his arms on his chest.

	"Shampoo is gone by the way, back to China. That

should make you happy at least."

	She started and asked, "Gone..? Oh Ranma..." She

said, between sobs, "I...." sniffle "am..." gasp "SO" cry

"SORRY!!!!" Her tears began again.

	Ranma leaned down and picked her up gently, holding

her in his lap. He then took her hand and showed it to her,

saying, "Look Akane. I gave you this ring because you're

the most important person in the whole universe to me. I

love you so much that it hurts sometimes."

	She looked up at him tearfully, and said, "Ranma..."

	He shushed her, and placed his finger on her lips,

and then said, "Akane. You just have to learn to believe in

me. I always protect you, and I have never wanted anyone

else. Why can't you see that?"

	She leaned against him and his arms went around her

protectively. She said, quietly, "I'm so sorry Ranma. I 

can be such a jealous, suspicious, idiot. I guess I can't

figure out why you would want to spend the rest of your

life with someone like me."

	"Akane, I like you just the way you are. You're

perfect," he said, softly kissing the top of her head,

avoiding the bandages.

	"Ranma, I love you..."

	"I know. I love you too, you kawaikunee baka."

	She gave a wet giggle, sniffling.

	He lifted her chin so that her eyes looked up to

his, and said, "I forgive you for being an idiot today. And

I'm sorry about not telling you that Ryouga was around; it

coulda stopped a lot of people from being hurt."

	Akane sat up and said, "Oh god. Ukyou. Is she OK?"

	"I dunno," Ranma shrugged, "I had to worry about you

first. And I kinda thought that the whole thing was HER 

fault, so I was ready to hate her." Ranma realized that he

was immensely relived that this had all been a just a

misunderstanding, and that Ucchan hadn't betrayed him.

	Akane gasped, and then realized that Ranma could

not have known that SHE would go attack Ukyou.

	"Oh no," Akane said fearfully, "You didn't do 

anything to her did you? I think she was just going to pin

me down and then I, baka that I can be, let myself get

distracted and turned, making her aim off..."

	Ranma shook his head, and said, "No. Ryouga made

me think about it and then I brought you here. Ryouga is

over at her place right now."

	Ranma looked at her and then asked, "You know...

Did you know that you were about to do a Shishi-Hokodan 

when I burst through Ucchan's door?"

	"What?" Akane asked in surprise.

	Ranma nodded and said, looking at her a bit

differently, from a martial artist's standpoint, "Hey, Akane,

I think you may have been right all this time that you were

a martial artist."

	"Gee thanks," Akane said sarcastically, wincing as

she moved her shoulder the wrong way.

	Ranma stuck his tongue out at her and then said,

"You know, I think I am gonna start trying to train you to

do a few ki-based attacks once you get better.."

	"Really?" Akane asked, her eyes bright and hopeful.

	He smiled at her and gave her a gentle kiss.

	"Really."

	They just held each other for awhile, when Akane

finally said, "You know, we should probably call Ukyou and

Ryouga and let them know that I am going to be OK."

	The door opened, startling Ranma and Akane, and

Nabiki sauntered into the room. She smiled at the cuddled

couple, and then said, "I just called them. The doctor told

me there had been some sort of accident and that he knew

a girl named Ukyou was involved."

	She looked at her bandaged little sister and said,

"You OK, Sis?"

	Akane nodded.

	Nabiki walked over to her sister and gave her a

brief hug. She said, quietly, "There isn't anything I 

should know?"

	Akane shook her head and said, "No, Sis. It was all

just a HUGE misunderstanding..."

	Nabiki nodded and seemed placated by that, but

added, "OK. You let me know if the situation changes. I 

want my little sister to stay happy and healthy." Nabiki

eyed Ranma at this point, as if the whole situation was his

fault. 

	Kasumi came in after Nabiki, with flowers and 

blankets and a thermos of warm soup. She swept her little

sister in her arms and said, gently, "Oh Akane, I was so

worried about you!"

	The two sisters fidgeted over their sister for 

awhile, and finally Akane got sick of all the attention.

She said, "OK, OK! I love you guys too, but I'm gonna be

fine! I'm not a baby!"

	Nabiki smiled again and said, "Well, you could 

have fooled us. Jeesh Akane, you need to stay out of 

trouble," she waved the hospital bill in front of her 

and said, "It's expensive!"

	"Are you sure you're related to her?" Ranma asked,

bewildered.

	Akane giggled and then apologized to her sister.

	Kasmui tucked Akane in again and then said, 

"All right Akane, we'll head home and tell Father that

you are doing fine. Are you sure you'll be ok here 

tonight?"

	Akane nodded, and motioned to Ranma, "Ranma 

will stay with me."

	Ranma smiled at her and sqeezed her hand.

	The doctor came in, smiling, as Akane's sisters

finally left. Akane smiled back at the person who she

supposed had done her stitches, and Ranma nodded at

him and moved off of the hospital bed, letting Akane

lay back down so that the doctor could examine her.

	He checked all of her injuries, and then gave her

a gentle pat on the head. He said to her, "You look good,

Ms. Tendo. You are just going to need a lot of R&R for

the next week or so, and you should try to keep those 

bandages clean," he looked at her, serious all of a 

sudden, and added, "And stay out of accidents, OK?"

	Akane promised.

	"Well. That's all I can do. I think you should stay

here at the hospital overnight, as you have lost a lot of

blood, but you can go home tomorrow. The scarring should be

minimal. Just take care of yourself, got it?"

	Akane nodded again, and Ranma vowed to protect her.

	The doctor looked reassured, and started to walk

out of the room, reminding them to call a nurse if she 

needed anything.

	A little while later, a called from the doorway.

	"Um, hello?" he said.

	Akane and Ranma looked up simultaneously.

	Ryouga stood in the doorway, looking tired and a 

bit sad, and an equally weary and depressed Ukyou stood

behind him, barely visible over his should.

	Ryouga said, bowing formally, "If you can find it

in your heart to allow me, I would like to apologize to 

you."

	Akane respected his formality, and said, "You can

speak, Ryouga."

	Ryouga fumbled for words, but then managed, "Akane.

I kept secrets from you for a very long time, and I want to

apologize for that. I only did what I thought was right at

the time; now I realize that it was wrong. Firstly, I hope

that you can forgive me for that and that we might be able

to be friends again. Secondly, I ask you to please forgive

me for the incident today. I left a letter for Ukyou in

Ranma's room, and I am afraid that was what caused all the

trouble today. I was responsible for your misinterpretation."

	Akane smiled sweetly at Ryouga and said, "As to 

your first request, I forgave you for that already. It 

seems like such a long time ago anyway, and it was pretty

idiotic for me not to have figured it out in the first 

place. Let's just put that behind us, OK? Your second 

request is denied."

	Ryouga, who had begun to look much happier during

Akane's speech, was startled back into despair as he echoed

her words: "...D...Denied?"

	Akane nodded, her expression serious. Then she

sighed and said, "Denied because it wasn't your fault. -I-

was at fault because I didn't trust Ranma like I should

have. It was also Ranma's fault," here she slugged Ranma,

"Because if he had told me in the first place, this never

would have happened."

	Ranma glowered at her.

	Ryouga smiled at Akane, and bowed again, saying, 

"Thanks, Akane. It means the world to me..."

	Akane nodded, and gave him a reassuring smile. Then

she looked at Ukyou, lurking behind Ryouga.

	Akane said, softly, "Ukyou..."

 	Ukyou looked at Akane, and Akane saw that there

were tears in Ukyou's eyes.

	"Ukyou, I am so sorry for blaming you and attacking

you... you didn't deserve that..."

	Ukyou gasped out, "Akane, -I- am so sorry. I

wouldn't have hurt you on purpose for anything. I only

meant to pin your clothing down to stop you from blowing up

the restaurant... but you moved..."

	Akane said, sadly, "No, no, Ukyou... it wasn't your

fault... You spent the whole time trying to calm me down.

You had no choice. It was my fault, not yours..."

	Ukyou started forward into the room, towards Akane.

She finally kneeled down next to the bed and took Akane's

hand in hers, looking up at her and saying, "But... it is

my fault. If I hadn't been being such a pain in the ass

lately, you wouldn't have doubted that I have given up on

Ranchan. I have been such a jerk to you, just because I was

jealous of how happy you were.."

	Akane soothed her, "No, no, no. I would have acted

the same way. I haven't been very understanding about how

you felt either... I'm sorry too..."

	Ukyou pulled away from Akane and smiled at her, 

wiping a hand on her cheek to get rid of the wetness 

there. She said, "Akane, you know, if we had met in a 

different kind of situation, I actually think we would

have been really good friends..."

	"I think we still can be really good friends..."

Akane said gently.

	Ranma coughed, and said, "I think we should all 

just forgive each other and get on with life."

	Everyone looked at each other, and a feeling of

calm settled between the four.

	Ranma looked at Ryouga and Ukyou and asked, "So,

guys, I'm assuming you've gotten over your little fight and

are getting along again?"

	They looked at each other, and Ukyou blushed and

looked away. Finally, Ryouga gave a small smile, and nodded.

	Ranma smiled and went over to hold Akane in his

arms, and then said, "Well get the heck outta here and let

Akane sleep then. I'll see you both at work tomorrow, OK?

Gotta start getting together money for China!"

	Ryouga and Ukyou agreed, and then went over to hug

Akane goodbye. After they had left, Akane relaxed back in

Ranma's arms and enjoyed the feeling of security.

	Ranma gave her a lopsided grin and commented, 

"Well, that wasn't too bad, was it?"

	Akane smiled back at him, then closed her eyes and

started to relax, her head-wound still painful and the loss

of blood making her sleepy.

	But before she let herself fall asleep she mumbled

to Ranma, happily, "Forgiveness is a wonderful thing..."

Chapter XIV: Lost Causes

*Three Weeks Have Passed Since Chapter XIII*



	"Bored bored bored bored bored," Ranma kept muttering 

that mantra as he ran along the fence away from the Tendo Dojo.

He had come home from work, eager to see Akane, but he had 

forgotten that she was having all her friends over for some

school project. He had heard the giggling coming from the

living room and backed out of the house as quickly as possible.

The last thing he needed after a day filled with school and an

afternoon dealing with customers at work was to have to hassle

with a pack of teenage girls gossiping about stuff. He shuddered

as he realized that most of the gossip was probably about him.

	Ranma's stomach growled, and he grumbled to himself,

wishing he had been intelligent enough to go steal some food from

the kitchen before he had left the house. He fumbled around in

his pockets, and found some money laying around. It was enough

that he could go grab some fast food.

	Ranma hopped off the fence... and right into a puddle

from a leaky fire hydrant. She groaned in frustration.

	"Arrrgh! Why does this ALWAYS happen to ME?!" She yelled,

looking around for a possible source of hot water.

	There wasn't anything that looked promising, but there

WAS an Ice-Cream shop right down the street. Ranma looked down

at herself and decided that she might as well take advantage of

this form and get some girly-sweets.

	Ranma bounced into the shop and sat down at one of the

old-fashioned iron-rod tables, staring hungrily at the menu of

38 different kinds and styles of ice cream. A young waiter came

up and smiled at her, asking her for her order. Ranma looked

at the attentive guy, and then smiled brightly, pointing to three

or four of the pictures on the menu.

	The waiter spluttered, and then asked, "Um, excuse me

miss, but you want them ALL?"

	Ranma nodded her head vigorously. The waiter looked 

baffled, but took the order and disappeared.

	Ranma started to take apart the salt shaker, already

bored from waiting, and then idly wondered why an ice-cream place

would have salt and pepper shakers anyway.

	The couple at the table next to him were chatting 

animatedly, and Ranma casually eavesdropped. The salt shaker 

clattered to the table when she realized what was being said, and

who was saying it.

	"...So that will be 5,000 yen for the 5X7s or 7,000 yen

for the 8X10s," Nabiki said.

	"But! Why should I have to pay to gaze upon these visages

of the object of my affection?" Kuno asked, chagrined.

	"Look, Kuno-baby, I gotta earn money somehow. And there's

no way that I am going to get a job or anything. Just pick which

one you want and get it over with," Nabiki said, tired of this.

	"But!" Kuno grabbed all the pictures to him and said,

disconsolately, "They are both so lovely that I cannot decide! I

would have them both!"

	Nabiki rolled her eyes and was about to tell him to

just buy them all then, when suddenly a hand tapped her on the

shoulder.

	She turned around and looked up at a furious Ranma, and

smiled at her. She said, "Oh hi, Ranma-chan. What seems to be the

problem?"

	Ranma growled at her and then said angrily, "You are 

sitting here, selling pictures of Akane and me again, and you

ask me what the problem is?!" She was practically steaming.

	Nabiki stared innocently at Ranma and then said, "Moi?

What are you talking about, Ranma-chan? Where are these pictures

of you?"

	Ranma grabbed one of the pictures off of the table, and

held it out in Nabiki's face, shouting, "Right here!!"

	Kuno looked up at this point from his soliloquy over the

pictures in his hands and then said, "Oh. It is Ranma Saotome.

What seems to be the problem, you fiend?"

	Nabiki looked at Kuno, and commented, "Ranma-chan here

seems to think that I am selling pictures of her and Akane to

you. Can you imagine? How silly."

	Both she and Kuno laughed.

	Ranma was completely confused, and spluttered, "But..."

	She turned the picture over in her hand, and saw that it

wasn't a picture of her or Akane.

	It was one of Nabiki senior portraits.

	It was then Ranma noticed that, although she was in

her girl-form, Kuno wasn't spouting poetry to her or doing any of

his other traditional forms of worship for his "Osage no Onna."

	Ranma blinked at him and then said, "Um, Kuno? Don't you

like... I mean, don't you still have this thing for me?"

	Nabiki and Kuno laughed even harder, and Kuno gasped, 

"Nabiki-chan, did you hear that? Ranma actually believed I had a

thing for him."

	They chuckled.

	Ranma realized that Kuno was calling her by her name. But

that meant...

	Nabiki stood up before Ranma could open her mouth and

grabbed Ranma's arm, pinching her in such a way that she knew she

should keep her mouth shut. Nabiki turned to Kuno and smiled, 

saying, "Tatewaki-kun, I have to go chat with Ranma-chan for a

minute. You decide on those pictures, OK? I'll be right back."

	Kuno nodded and went back to his portraits.

	Nabiki led Ranma outside and finally dropped his arm. She

turned on him and said acidly, "I swear Ranma, if you screw this

up for me I will make the rest of your life a living hell."

	Ranma blinked at her, and then said, "What??"

	Nabiki shrugged, sitting down on a concrete planter box

which stretched out from the building. She looked up at Ranma 

and said, "Haven't you figured it out already? Kuno knows. I was

finally able to knock some sense into him when I sat down and

EXPLAINED the situation to him. No one had ever bothered to do

THAT before!"

	Ranma leaned against the wall and protested, "Yeah, but

we SHOWED him a million times, and he never got it!"

	Nabiki glowered at Ranma and then said, "He was convinced

that girl-Ranma was trapped in the same body that you were, and

that you and the girl were separate people. He knows now that she

is you and you are her. Or whatever."

	Ranma gave a low whistle and thought aloud, "Geeze. Seems

like my suitors are dropping like flies."

	Nabiki shrugged again at that comment and added, "You can

think I did it for you, but I didn't. I did it because I decided

that Kuno needed a break."

	"You like him, don't you? How long has this been going on?"

Ranma said, the light dawning on her like a ton of bricks.

	Nabiki nodded and said casually, "We are going out, I

guess. Didn't you notice he hadn't been bugging you lately? It's

been a few weeks now. I mean, I still think he's an idiot most of

the time, but he can be a really sweet guy and, of course, he has

those loads of lovely money."

	Ranma giggled, "You WOULD think of that."

	Nabiki let her laugh without comment.

	Finally Ranma stopped laughing and said, " I guess I've

been too busy with Akane too really notice much about what was

happening with other people."

	There was silence.

	Ranma decided just to say it. "So... What was all that 

about him never having had a thing for me?"

	Nabiki stood and looked at Ranma, her eyes intense, and

she slowly said, "Ranma. Kuno's pride is too great to admit that

he had been in love with a guy. So, as soon as he knew the truth,

he blocked out any memory of what he had done. And Ranma," this 

she said fiercely, "I want YOU to forget about it too. Just leave

Kuno and I alone."

	Ranma nodded and backed away from Nabiki. She promised,

"I will. I wouldn't stomp on a guy's pride like that. 'Sides, you

did me a HUGE favor by getting him off my back."

	Nabiki smiled at Ranma, one of the first sincere smiles

she had seen from Nabiki in a long time.

	Ranma added as an afterthought, "I wonder how to get rid

of Kodachi."

	Nabiki slapped Ranma on the back and laughed.

	Ranma looked at her blankly.

	She smiled and said, "Ranma, I wouldn't worry about that

idiot. I guess you owe me for that too. She was starting to 

interfere with Kuno's and my relationship, so I had her packed 

off to a prominent gymnastics school... in Siberia."

	"What?!" Ranma said, shocked.

	Nabiki nodded, chuckling, "And it has been better for

everyone since she left. Kuno was getting the guinea-pig 

treatment with her poisons and potions, and he never even knew

it. He has really become a lot more normal since that stopped.

And, you never know. Japan might have a winning gymnastics team

in the next Olympics because of it."

	Ranma smiled back at Nabiki, and then, on impulse, she

gave her a hug.

	Nabiki froze, unused to open affection. Finally she let

her arms drop around Ranma's shoulders and she hugged her back.

A feeling of warmth flowed through Nabiki, a feeling that had

been missing for a long, long time.

	Ranma looked up at Nabiki with shining eyes, and said,

"Thanks, Nabiki. I'm really glad that you're gonna be my sister-

in-law someday."

	And then Ranma was gone, bouncing off into the sunset.

	Nabiki smiled to herself, holding the warmth inside, and

felt better about who she was, and she suddenly knew what she 

wanted, and it wasn't -JUST- money.

	She walked back into the shop and sat with Kuno, who took

her hand and squeezed it. She glowed at him and said, on impulse,

"Kuno-sweetie, the pictures are all yours... for free."

	The waiter stood at Ranma's former table, with a banana

split, a hot-fudge sundae, a vanilla milkshake, and a lemon

sherbet, wondering where his cute-but-hungry pigtailed customer

had disappeared to.



******



	Ryouga sat at a table in the dining room of Ucchan's

Okonomiyaki-ya, puzzling over a particular math problem. He 

groaned in frustration, and dug his hands into his hair.

	He HATED math, and that was all there was to it.

	He started to think about Ukyou, who was out in the back

yard practicing. He wanted to go out and join her, but the rule

was that one had to finish their homework before they could go

practice. It was SUPPOSED to be a good incentive, but Ryouga felt

like it was a death sentence.

	Ukyou had, of course, finished her problems an hour 

earlier, and therefore could go out.

	Ryouga sighed. By the time HE finished, she would already

be done practicing.

	Ryouga idly started to think about how she looked when

she was swinging her spatula at the fighting-dummy, in the tight

sleeveless outfit she wore to practice. It was supposed to be a

sports-bra type thing, but it showed quite a bit of cleavage, 

even if it DIDN'T bounce...

	Ryouga started to feel his nose heat up, and tried to

steer his thoughts AWAY from that sort of stuff. Over the past

three weeks Ukyou and Ryouga had settled down again into the

ordinary routine of sleep, school, work, homework, practice,

sleep, and as much time as they spent doing all that kind of 

stuff left little time for Ryouga and Ukyou to actually get

CLOSE.

	Ryouga twiddled his pencil and sighed again. He wondered,

as he always wondered, if he had just imagined that there was

anything between them besides friendship. He thought about Akari,

who was openly demonstrative with her affections, and wondered

why Ukyou wasn't more like that.

	Of course, that always got him to the answer that she 

just WASN'T interested.

	The back door slammed open and Ukyou stormed into the

room. Ryouga was so surprised that he dropped his pencil on the

ground. As he reached down to pick it up, Ukyou came over to

stand by him and look at his homework.

	Her eyes widened and she said, "You're STILL on problem

#4?! You've been working on that for an hour!!"

	Ryouga sat up and gave her puppy-dog eyes, sadly saying,

"Well, it's a difficult problem..."

	"Difficult my ass," said Ukyou, unsympathetically.

	Ryouga looked up at her and mused, "I'm just not any

good at this stuff, Ukyou. It takes me a LONG time."

	Ukyou sighed and pulled up a chair next to him.

	"I'm getting sick of having to practice by myself, and

you are going to end up out of shape, so I guess I'll just have

to start tutoring you."

	"T..tu..tutoring?" he asked, blankly.

	"Yeah," she said, moving the math book a little closer

to her. She leaned over to look at it, and started to write out

the problem on a blank piece of paper.

	Ryouga stared at her. By leaning over in that practice

outfit of hers, she was giving him QUITE an eyeful of what he

had been thinking about not but five minutes earlier. His head

began to swim as he stared, she looked so...

	"...and you subtract the coefficient from..." Ukyou 

looked at the enraptured Ryouga and grumbled out, "Ryou-GA! You

aren't even LISTENING..."

	Ryouga interrupted her by finally getting the nerve to

lean toward her, putting one arm on the back of the chair she

sat on and the other reaching for her hand. She froze, wondering

if he was actually going to do it.

	She had been waiting for a long time...

	Ukyou closed her eyes and started to lean forward also,

their breath intermingled...

	Suddenly, just as their lips were about to touch, a HUGE

white pig bounded into the Okonomiyaki-ya, and knocked the two

apart. The giant pig pinned Ryouga to the ground, and started to

lick his face.

	Ryouga gasped in surprise, and Ukyou fell off the chair

and onto the floor with a thump. She stood up and looked down

at the pig and Ryouga. Then she started to laugh.

	She gasped, "HAHAHA!!! Is this a FRIEND of yours, Ryouga?

Should I be jealous?"

	Ryouga glowered at her between licks, and tried to escape

the overly-friendly pig and what he knew was soon going to

follow.

	But there was no escape.

	"KAT...SUN...NI...SHI...KI!!!" someone shouted.

	Suddenly, a cute teenager ran into the shop, dressed in

bright plaid of pink and grey, and started apologizing profusely

for the intrusion of her pig.

	Then she noticed who her pig had found.

	"RYOUGA-SAMA!!!" Akari shouted with joy, and bounced over

to pull the pig off of him and then she started to shower him 

with her own kisses, as he spluttered.

	Ukyou tried not to crack as she saw the easiness with 

which this GIRL lavished herself all over Ryouga. It was obvious

that the two of them were WELL acquainted.

	Ukyou stormed over and looked down at them, saying,

"Well. Obviously you are familiar with my EMPLOYEE, Ryouga. Might

I be so privileged as to know who YOU are?"

	Akari stood up and brushed herself off, apologizing and

bowing to Ukyou before saying, "I'm Akari, and I'm Ryouga-sama's

fiancee!"

	Ukyou stiffened and said, "Ah. I see. WELL. I assume that

you must want to be ALONE after your LONG separation, as Ryouga

has been HERE for what... THREE WEEKS now?"

	Akari giggled and smiled at her darling Ryouga, who sat

in a daze, and then said, "Poor sweetie just got lost again,

didn't you Ryouga-sama? But I found you!"

	Ukyou decided she knew who SHE wanted to get lost, and

finally turned to walk into the kitchen. She needed to get out

of there, to somewhere where she could THINK. She threw over her

shoulder, "Well. I will just leave you two LOVEBIRDS alone. Maybe

I'll make a snack for you."

	And she was gone.
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PART II



"She's so nice!" Akari commented.

	Ryouga nodded, his head spinning, thinking that Ukyou

was ANYTHING but happy. Ryouga managed to stand, and looked down

at the adorable girl in front of him. He had forgotten how cute

she was.

	Akari, as if on cue, smiled up at him and stood on her

tiptoes to give him a kiss. She said, softly, "I missed you so

much! Why didn't you CALL if you had found your way back to

civilization?"

	"I, um, l...lost the number," he lied lamely, trying to

buy himself time.

	A few loud bangs came from the kitchen.

	Ryouga sat Akari down at the table, and she looked up at

him, finally noticing his mood and wondering what was wrong.

	"Ryouga-sama? Is there something wrong?"

	Ryouga sighed for the fiftieth time that day and sat down

next to Akari, taking her hands in his.

	He finally managed to say, "Akari. I didn't get lost.

Well," he amended, "Actually, I DID get lost, but only after 

leaving your house purposefully."

	She stared at him blankly, and then said, "You mean..?"

	Ryouga nodded and added, "I just needed some time to 

think; you see, there was this girl that I had a crush on for a

long time, and I felt like I needed to tell her how I felt."

	Akari's eyes melted, and she hugged him, saying, "Oh,

Ryouga-sama. I KNEW how you felt about Akane, you thought you

were in love with her. But... you DO know that she and Ranma-kun

belong together now, don't you?"

	Ryouga stared at her and gulped, about to tell her that

he WASN'T talking about Akane, when suddenly Ukyou stormed back

into the room. She was dressed in her male cooking outfit, 

and slammed down two okonomiyaki on the table in front of them.

	She said, with a wicked grin, "Enjoy. -I- am going to 

bed."

	Ryouga grimaced, and looked down at the okonomiyaki. She

had drawn little pigs with hearts and the words "Akari and Ryouga"

all over them. He mentally groaned, but started to eat

it anyway.

	Akari also took a small bite and commented again, "Gee,

your boss is SO nice!" Then she realized.

	With a tiny scream Akari dropped the okonomiyaki down on

the table and said, "Ryouga, don't eat it!!!"

	Ryouga had just polished his off and looked at Akari in

surprise, asking, "Why?! What's wrong!"

	Akari looked horrified, and she was pale. She said,

quietly, "It was PORK okonomiyaki."

	Ryouga suddenly felt a bit sick, and then had a sudden,

irrepressible urge to burst out laughing.

	Point to Ukyou, he thought.

	Ryouga looked at her and said, "Oh... Well... I guess 

it's too late now..."

	Akari shuddered and asked, "But... don't you feel like 

you...."

	He interrupted and said, "Well, I ate pork before I 

became a pig, and I suppose I can still eat it. It doesn't bother

me much as long as it's not ME that's being..."

	Akari put her hand over his mouth and said, horrified,

"Don't even SAY it!!"

	Ryouga again suppressed an urge to laugh, she looked so

upset.

	"Akari," Ryouga said, taking her hand off of his mouth,

"We need to talk."

	She finally tapped down her bile, and nodded. Ryouga

took her out to the front porch, Katsunnishiki tagging along

behind. They sat down, and Ryouga looked up at the waning

crescent moon. He almost flinched as she leaned her head on his

shoulder and whispered, "Oh Ryouga, I missed you so much..."



*****



	Ukyou looked down at them and tried not to cry. Here she

had thought that she and Ryouga had been building up to something

together, and then this little hussy comes along and says that

she is his fiancee.

	She stiffened as she realized that she must feel like

Akane did when first Shampoo and then Ukyou had burst into her

life, claiming to be Ranma's fiancees.

	She wondered though. Unlike Shampoo or herself with

Ranma, this girl actually seemed to have received Ryouga's 

affections in return.

	But, if he did care for Akari, why was he living at HER

house? Why was he going to kiss HER? WAS he going to kiss her,

or was she just misinterpreting?

	Ukyou thought back to the scene at the table earlier and

shook her head. No, she definitely HADN'T been imagining things.

	Which meant that Ryouga was a two-timer.

	What a baka, hentai, JERK!

	She pulled the curtains closed and sat down on the bed,

vowing to throw him out on his arse as soon as possible.



*****



	Ryouga knew he had to make a decision: here, now,

immediately.

	He thought about how he had felt living with Akari, and

tried to sort out his feelings for her. He was attracted to her,

and she was a sweet and wonderful girl; she would make a perfect

wife. But... He had been so much happier living in Nerima, with

Ukyou, even though her affections were hidden. He just felt a 

certain SPARK with Ukyou, a spark that Akari didn't summon.

	How to tell her?

	He slowly pulled away from Akari, and she sat up, her

eyes bright. She reached a hand up to touch his cheek and said,

sweetly, "You are so handsome in the moonlight..."

	"And you are beautiful... But, Akari..." he moved her

hand down from his face and continued, "I... I don't love you,

Akari. At least, not the way that I should. That's why I left."

	Her eyes filled with tears and she looked away, patting

the pig that slept at her side. She said, quietly, "I thought it

might be that, but I didn't want to believe it. It was because I

was so pushy about the training when you were there, right? You

aren't ready to settle down and learn how to train the pigs. I

should have known that... I know you need more time."

	"Akari," Ryouga said, frustrated, "It ISN'T about the 

pigs. Well, actually it is. I HATE pigs. I didn't like them much

before I became one, and now that I -AM- one I REALLY can't stand

them. And I DEFINITELY don't want to spend the rest of my life 

training sumo pigs!" He felt a bit cruel, and ammended with, "I'm

sorry...."

	Akari stiffened and then shouted, throwing her arms 

around him, "I'll give them up! I would give them up for YOU!"

	Ryouga held her for a minute, and then pushed her away

again, looking into her eyes and saying, "Akari. You can't do 

that. You SHOULDN'T do that! Martial arts are my life, and they

are your life too, except you train others and I train myself. I

wouldn't give that up for the world, and neither should you. Not

for me, not for -anyone-."

	She started to cry again and protested, "But!"

	He shook his head and reached down to lightly kiss her

forehead before saying, "Akari, you are so sweet and wonderful,

I really wish that we had more in common. But, as much as I LIKE

you, I just can't love you..."

	She asked, somberly, "And you don't think you ever could?

Not even with time?"

	"Akari..." Ryouga apologized, "I'm so sorry... But I'm

in love with someone else... And it isn't Akane."

	"Oh Ryouga-sama, no...!" she cried, and then pulled away

from him, standing up, and then ran away from the restaurant, her

pig close at her heels.

	Ryouga stood, wondering if he should go after her. He

turned and noticed that the light was still on in Ukyou's room,

and her shadow showed through the curtains. Suddenly he knew, he

knew that she loved him too. And he let Akari go.

	He managed to make it inside and bounded up the stairs by

twos, not even getting lost as he made it to her room. He didn't

get lost because he had finally found what he was looking for.

	Ryouga opened the door, not bothering to knock, and

walked into her room. She turned to look at him, and he could see

the pain in her eyes, the pain HE had caused.

	Ukyou said, dejectedly, "Well?"

	"Ukyou... I thought I was in love with her once. I was

with her during the time I disappeared. But... When I left her, I

had one reason for coming back to Nerima. And that reason was 

YOU. I finally figured out that I DIDN'T love Akari, my mistake

was not making that clear to her before I left." Ryouga looked at

Ukyou with intense eyes.

	She whispered, "And?"

	Ryouga gave her a wan smile, and said, "It's you I love.

Not her. I love you, Ukyou. She's gone."

	Suddenly Ukyou was in his arms, holding him tightly, as

if she never wanted to let him go. She looked up at him with

joyous eyes and said, "Oh Ryouga, you idiot. I love you too,

though god only knows why..."

	Ryouga smiled and teased, "It's because I am such a great

guy."

	"You're a pig," she giggled, sticking her tongue out at

him.

	He laughed and said, "Well, that too. But not for long."

	Ukyou smiled, and said "Well, somewhere along the way

I found I liked fangs and bandannas."

	Then she tweaked his nose and said, calmly, "Should I

pinch this for you?"

	Ryouga looked blank and asked, "Um, why?"

	She smiled at him and said, "Because I don't want you to

bleed all over me when I kiss you."

	Ryouga became intense suddenly, and pulled her toward

him, noting that they fit perfectly together, and looked into her

beautiful dark eyes.

	Softly he said, "I wouldn't worry about it."

	"Mmmm?" she asked, looking happily at him.

	He leaned down and kissed her, fumbling at first, but 

then gradually figured out what to do, and she pulled him down

to her bed, enjoying the sensations.

	A little while later, Ukyou reached her hand over and

turned out the light.

Chapter XV: Obsessions

Dear Diary,

	What a year it's been so far! I still can't believe we've

come such a long way. Sorry it has been awhile since I have 

written, but sometimes it's easier to write when you are depressed

then when you are happy; and I have been so happy these past few

weeks! I decided that I should finally fill this book with my joys 

instead of my complaints. After all, so many things have been

happening and I have been really busy.

	Well, Ranma proposed to me, and we made it official that

we are going to get married... eventually. But I told you that awhile

ago. I still love him, more and more each day it seems.

	Ryouga and Ukyou look as if they might have finally got it

together too, to the surprise of just about everyone, but it seems

that he wasn't quite as hopeless as everyone thought. I'm not sure if

they have admitted their feelings to each other yet, but after

that whole mess a while back the two of them settled down into

a life of school and work and training. They spend just about every 

minute of the day with each other! Ranma and I both agree that it's 

bound to turn into love (sort of like Ranma and I did, I guess). I don't

know what that means for Akari, and I am a bit worried about her. She

is such a nice person. I guess we'll find out more eventually. But, despite

that worry, it's nice to see Ukyou and Ryouga happy for once. Ryouga

doesn't get lost nearly as much now, and Ukyou actually has a smile on

her face whenever Ranma and I come to visit, and she is genuinely trying

to become a true friend to me. To be quite honest, I am glad that Ukyou

and Ryouga look like they are going to end up together. Of all of the 

people that Ranma  attracted to Nerima since he first came, I like them the

best; I am glad that they were the ones who stayed even after Ranma and I 

got together and life seemed to completely change.

The "change" included the loss of Shampoo and Mousse, who

went back to China. I thought I would be glad when she was finally gone,

but somehow it feels empty here without her bright smile and crazy antics. 

I just hope that she is happy back in China, and that she will finally give up 

on Ranma as a lost cause.

	Speaking of lost causes, Kuno finally gave up on Ranma! Why? 

Because he fell in love with my sister Nabiki! That shocked me at first, 

when Ranma told me tonight, but now I think that she must have been 

really jealous when he had made that speech at the beginning of sophomore

year about defeating me in order to date me. I didn't realize it back then, but

she might have had a crush on Kuno. I still don't really understand why she 

likes him, but he HAS been a lot better since the two started dating.

	I wonder if he is going to ask her to the Senior Dance coming up?

It's been combined with the Junior Dance, and Ranma already asked me to go.

I am such a bad judge of clothing... Maybe Nabiki will want to go out shopping

for dresses. I guess I will have to ask her in the morning! I really want to look

good for Ranma... and to make all those other girls jealous! Hah!

	Well, that's all I can really tell you right now, Diary, except to

say again that I am happy with Ranma, and I love him so much. He said 

that as soon as school gets out in May, he is going to leave for China

with Ryouga. I don't want them to go, but I know that it means a lot to 

him. I guess we'll just cross that bridge when we come to it.

	Well, he's back from brushing his teeth and nagging at me to 

come to bed. It turns out that the baka is actually a romantic at heart,

he likes to just hold me at night "to make sure that I am safe." Of course 

our fathers thought that there HAD to be something else going on, but, 

after nights of spying, it looks as if they finally gave up. After being 

'checked on' by them and by Nabiki, even Nodoka decided to 'assess' how

her son was acting by cracking open the door hours after we had gone to

bed. I hope she didn't think it was 'unmanly' of Ranma not even to TRY

anything... but she didn't say a word about it, so I suppose she must 

already be convinced of his manliness.

	It looks as if Ranma decided to go to bed without me, as he's

curled up on the side of the bed closest to the wall, snoring loudly. Either 

that or he is just trying to irritate me enough to get me to come to bed.

Well, it's working.

Sorry to cut this short, diary, but it is getting late and we have 

school tomorrow!

		More later,

			Akane





****************



Part I: Memories



	Nabiki fingered a heavy green jade pendant that hung between her

breasts. It was trivial, really, and merely one of the long list of gifts

she had received recently from dear Kuno-chan.

	She held a pale sunflower up to her nose and breathed in its

fragrance as she stared calmly out at the stars. It was late, and everyone

else had gone to sleep long before; Akane was no doubt wrapped in the arms

of her fiancé, content with life.

	Nabiki pulled petals off the sunflower one by one and let them

fall out the window, sending them floating on the mild breeze to land 

gently on the pond below, barely disturbing its surface. She looked after

the yellow blades impassively, and relaxed back against the window sill,

staring idly at another slightly-wilted sunflower in a vase on her desk.

	A voice called in the back of her mind, a breath of memory, "A

bright girl like you deserves equally magnificent flowers..."

	She shrugged the whisper aside, tossing it into the pile of her

past.

	Nabiki liked to stay up late. It was one small freedom she had,

and Nabiki felt like those minute freedoms were important enough to hold

onto with both fists. She needed a little something to help her get through

each day in this house of lunacy where she had to live. Only a few more

months. If she could just hold tight a little bit longer...

	She finally hopped off the windowsill and slid open a drawer,

grabbing out a faded blue cotton shirt.

	Nabiki started to dress for bed, and slipped into the long T-shirt

and a clean pair of underwear before she stretched out her arms and yawned,

suddenly dropping to the floor in the splits. She turned herself sideways

and brought her legs together in front, and then started to do her nightly

leg lift exercises. She counted 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 26... and mused as she 

kicked out at the air as if it was a punching bag.

	Somehow the numbers began to change into the chant, "Fight, fight,

fight..."

	Nabiki had always had to fight for what she liked... fight to be

herself. She had fiercely resisted both Kasumi and her father's efforts to

make her dress in frilly dresses and such. Father was obsessive about 

having ideal daughters, wanting them to be "just like their mother."

	Nabiki snorted at that and then switched legs. Whatever her mother

had been, she seriously doubted she would have approved of Soun's

fathering techniques, nor of his tendency to compare them to a dead model,

a model perfect in that she was long past making mistakes.

	Only Kasumi had met his expectations. She was perfect, accomplished,

modest, and excessively feminine. She did the cooking and cleaning and

took care of her father and sisters. Kasumi catered to her father's every

whim, always with a benign smile and a cheerful tone.

	24,25,26,27...

	It was ridiculous.

	Kasumi had, in the process, effectively lost her entire

personality, her spark, her vitality. Instead she lived for the family,

and not for whatever it was that Kasumi might have once wanted.

	Nabiki would NEVER let such a thing happen to herself.

	Nabiki had tried to talk to Kasumi about it for years, conscious

that the enigmatic older sister she knew before their mother's death had

become almost a zombie, a facade. Kasmui had been a wonderful student,

quick to learn anything, including martial arts skills from her father and

cooking from her mother. Kasumi had been almost as much of a tomboy as

Akane was later on, always climbing things and getting into trouble.

Nabiki remembered being the younger sister, trying to catch up with

Kasumi, but never quite able.

	Nabiki dropped her leg to the floor and took a few deep breaths,

and then lowered her back to rest on the floor, turning her eyes up to stare

at the ceiling.

	Mom had died and everything went crazy.

	Nabiki was halfway to seven when it happened, and she remembered

just that the house suddenly lost its warmth and its life; as if a huge

dark storm cloud had decided to come sleep on the Tendo rooftops. Akane was

so little then that the initial pain of their mother's death had confused

her more than anything. Akane spent days afterward asking "When is Mommy

going to come home?"

	Soun was, of course, disconsolate at every query; he could not

seem to look at any of his daughters, they reminded him so much of his

wife. Especially Kasumi and Akane, who were her mirror images. Soun had

finally locked himself up in the family shrine, and no one, friend nor

family, and been able to persuade him to come out. Eventually everyone

gave up and just decided to wait it out.

	At the time, Nabiki hadn't been able to answer Akane's questions

either. Nabiki was still young enough that she had only a small comprehension

of death- all she knew was what they had been told. Mommy had to go away,

and she couldn't come back.

	It was Kasumi who finally answered Akane.

	Nabiki remembered Kasumi's transformation as if it was yesterday,

and her older sister's words still echoed in her ears. It all began with

that answer.

	Kasumi had been hit the hardest by their mother's death, as she

had found her on that horrible morning, asleep but not asleep. Kasumi had

come in to find out why her mother was taking so long to get up, as they

had so much laundry to do that day, and she had told Kasumi to be up early.

Soun had been up since dawn, practicing in the Dojo with the students he

had at the time.

	Apparently Kasumi had tried to wake their mother up, but Mother

would never wake again.



	"A hole in the heart...."

	"She must have had it since childhood...."

	"There was nothing anyone could do, it just stopped beating while

she was sleeping...."

	"If only we had known that she had this problem before this

happened...."



	The voices had echoed uncomprehendingly around them at the funeral,

as they watched their mother's ashes carefully deposited in the family shrine.

The girls had all lit a stick of incense and prayed, little Akane saying, "I don't

know why we are here, but they say we are supposed to talk to Mommy.

Mommy, this incense smells really pretty, I think you would like it a lot.

Do you think we can buy some the next time we go to the market? I feel

funny talking to you even though you aren't here, Mama...."

	Nabiki and Kasumi just held hands, staring at their sister, having

already finished their offering. Kasumi had tears freely running down her

cheeks, and her hair hung in bunches around her face. The lacy dark

crinoline dress she wore was crumpled up in one hand, and the other held

Nabiki's fiercely. Nabiki remembered looking up at her sister and

wondering why she was crying, not understanding at that point, as Akane

didn't, what being dead meant.

	Three days after the funeral, Akane had come up and thrown herself

at Nabiki and Kasumi. Kasumi reached her arms down and held the small

mirror of herself close.

	Akane began to sob and then flooded Kasumi with questions,

"Oneesama, where is Mama? Why won't she come back? Doesn't she love us

anymore? Why is Daddy being so mean? Why are there so many people in our

house, people we don't know? They smell funny and they aren't very nice. I

want my mommy! Where IS she?"

	Kasumi began to cry too, and then swept her two little sisters to

her. She said, softly, "Akane, Nabiki. Mommy didn't REALLY go away

forever. See, Mommy couldn't stay here anymore because her body wasn't

very strong, and she had to leave that body behind and she became a

beautiful spirit."

	"A spirit?" Akane asked, her eyes wide.

	Kasumi nodded and then added, "Yes, a beautiful glowing spirit,

dressed in the most wondrous gold and white kimono, but invisible.

Mommy was sad that she could see us, but we couldn't see her, and sad that

she couldn't give us hugs anymore or kiss daddy. So you know what?"

	"What?" Nabiki remembered herself asking, chagrined though she was

now that she had fallen into the same trap as Akane.

	"Well," Kasumi smiled a distant smile, "Mama said that she would

combine her spirit with mine if I would help to take her place. So from

now on, -I- am going to be Mommy. Her spirit is still in me, and I will

take care of you and cook and clean and make everyone happy just like she

used to do."

	Akane's eyes were still round, and she peered differently at

Kasumi, as if expecting to see her glowing with her Mother's spirit.

Finally she poked Kasumi softly, and then said, "You don't feel like a

spirit of Mama, Oneesama!"

	Their older sister had smiled a secret smile and said, "Oh, you

can't see it or feel it, but she is there inside me. I promise. And I will

make sure that Mommy is always there for you while you still need her."

	

	Nabiki finally stood and went to go turn off the light. She

flopped down on her bed, and looked outside the window at the quiet

evening glow. She sighed, wondering why she was having all these memories

rush at her. All they did was make her angry; angry at the lie that their

life had become.

	Kasmui DID become their mother, by emulating their mother in every

way, until, effectively, she had BECOME their mother.

	But their mother had been vital, alive with hope and dreams and

happiness with her life, her husband, and her children. Mother had what

Kasumi didn't: a knowledge of herself and her passions. Kasumi had buried

her emotions, buried her dreams.

	Father wasn't any better. Kasumi had finally cajoled him out of

his retreat into the shrine with the smell of his wife's famous pork buns.

He had come outside and stared at the tray that Kasumi held, and then at

her.

	Nabiki stood tentatively behind her sister, staring with fascinated

horror at her bedraggled father. 

	Soun said, "Kasumi? Nabiki?"

	Kasumi smiled her mother's angelic smile, the smile that was to be

her trademark, and said, "Father, come eat, please..."

	And, entranced, Soun followed her as she turned to walk to the

dining room, Nabiki lagging behind the two of them.

	Soun was never the same, despite the fact that Kasumi broke

through the wall of his pain with her transformation. He had always been a

weak man, but he was far worse these past twelve years. He had from that

point on ignored the pain his children were suffering, preferring to never

mention his wife's death unless necessary. He had never taught again.

	Nabiki often hated him for his weaknesses, just as she had long

ago lost her admiration for the sister who had sold her soul.

	Akane had handled it all in a different way. Nabiki had to

grudgingly admire her younger sister, despite her naiveté. Akane had

thrown herself into her martial arts, even though their father had been

too useless to train her. Akane had focused on the basic things she

had been taught before their mother had died, and perfected those to the

best of her ability. Everything else was secondary, and Akane never did

learn to cook or to do any of the arts that Nabiki and Kasumi had been

taught by their mother.

	Nabiki had felt sorry for Akane, and watched as she grew into a

beautiful young woman, far more lovely than her sisters, an exact picture

of their mother but without the grace and the ethereal calm. Akane had

come to be violent and to despise all men. It was a joke really, that 

someone as lovely and special as Akane would hate men; but, as the major

male figure in her life had always been so incredibly weak, it was no surprise.

	Nabiki actually had to agree with Akane that men were relatively

despicable, but Nabiki never thought they were USELESS. Nabiki again

fingered the warm pendant. In fact some men were useful, even...

profitable.

	Akane had changed.

	Akane had failed in her oath that she hated men, she had lost her

whole heart to one, one as useless and despicable as they could come. Or

at least that was how Nabiki saw it.

	Ranma had sailed into the Tendo household like a full-winded boat

on the edge of a storm, his thunder and lightning disturbing the routine

that they had established in the decade since the passing of their mother.

The return of Genma Saotome and later Happosai had brought her father out

of the last of his dark world, and he began to laugh again with his old

friend and to remember the days when he was young and still full of life.

Ranma brought Akane alive, and instead of being the obsessive

boy-hater/amateur-martial-artist, she actually began to learn new lessons

and spend more time with a boy her age than she ever had before.

	Nabiki had observed the changes around her impassively, excited at

first about Ranma's arrival in that he might be a profitable resource. But

Ranma was a bit... DIFFERENT... than they had all expected, and Nabiki

quickly decided that Ranma might be useful, but definitely NOT as a

potential mate for herself. 

	Besides, the last thing she wanted in life was to inherit the

Tendo Dojo, which was Ranma's future as husband to a Tendo daughter.

Nabiki wanted to get the hell out of the place as soon as she came into

her inheritance.

	But Ranma. Ranma was perfect as AKANE'S fiancee. Nabiki figured

that Akane would beat him and pound him into submission, just as she had

done with all the other men in her life. Nabiki wasn't particularly worried

about Akane falling for Ranma. After all, Ranma was the epitome of all that

Akane disliked about men: unable to make decisions about his life, his 

desires, his feelings, and he was about as intelligent as a sack of bricks.

	At the time Nabiki had noticed that Akane liked another sort of

man: older, intelligent, kind, calm, dedicated. Someone like Dr. Tofu.

	Nabiki saw a brief shooting star fire across her window's square

patch of sky, and blinked to rid of herself of the light streak it left

behind.

	The worst had happened. Ranma had turned out to be a bit more than

Nabiki had bargained for, and that irritated her to no end. He wasn't

bright at book-learning, but he was a strong martial artist and clever at

techniques and strategy; and, although his love was occasionally a bit

obscured and convoluted, this strong emotion fairly glowed from him

whenever he looked at Akane. Ranma managed to poke and prod at Akane's

steel emotional barriers, trying to get behind and get close to the gentle

woman contained by them. Gradually the walls melted away, and Akane began

to return his fire and in the process helped to pull down Ranma's own

barriers. Ranma defended and protected Akane time and time again, and her

younger sister had finally fallen -and fallen hard- for a man.

	Nabiki damned him, gritting her teeth. She had attempted

everything to break them up. First in little ways, later by encouraging

the "other" fiancees that had shown up. She didn't like Ranma, didn't like

the way that he was changing and interfering with her family's (and

therefore her own) life. But nothing seemed to break Ranma and Akane's

bond. Finally, Nabiki had just decided to make a profit off of the

relationship. She managed to get money out of the other "fiancees" for

"advice" on how to win Ranma, Kuno bought countless of pictures of

female-Ranma, and then there were all the gifts that came with the

"unexpected guests" at the "wedding."

	Nabiki knew that money was everything.

	It was her key to getting out of this madhouse.

	She would have even sold those pictures of her sister and Ranma,

when they first started to be able to love each other. She WOULD have.

	But Ranma, damn him, had once again stopped her, and made her

think about things which were best suppressed. That time Ranma actually

turned his powerful will on Nabiki, and, she clenched her fists, she had

actually let him win.

	He had forced her to glimpse that which she had long ago tapped

down in herself: her loneliness, her fear, her need. Today when she was

telling him about Kuno was supposed to be nonchalant, letting Ranma know

that she was dating Kuno for her own purposes, and that she had not done

him any favors. But Ranma, in that enigmatic way of his that crept him

under your skin, had hugged her, HUGGED her! And once again made the voice

nag that perhaps she should let it go.

	But Nabiki knew that she would never let herself care about people

like that again. People were pawns, and she moved them about on the

chess-board of life, waiting for a checkmate.

	It took awhile, but Nabiki's thoughts finally stopped dueling with

memories and frustrations, and she made herself relax. Pulling the covers

up over her shoulders, she finally closed her eyes and tried to go to sleep.





Part II: An Invitation to the Dance



	It seemed like only seconds later when Nabiki's ears jangled with

the sound of her alarm, and she reached her hand out to slap down the OFF

button. She opened her eyes slowly and noticed pale sunlight glowing 

through her soft lightweight curtains. Nabiki blinked a few times in the

sudden white brightness, then yawned and stretched her arms over her head.

	Turning slightly to peer at her alarm clock she saw the hands read

6:58 am; just enough time to get cleaned up, eat breakfast, and head off

to meet Nakoto at her house before walking the rest of the way to school.

Nabiki swung her legs over the side of the bed and then stood up, slipping

her feet into her fuzzy blue house-slippers. As she stood she caught the

faint shouts of Ranma and his father already dueling it out on the pond.

	"Don't they EVER take a break?" Nabiki muttered, her own voice 

sounding strange and sleepy in her ears. Grabbing a brush off the white 

vanity table, she ran it quickly through her hair, not bothering to look

at the result as she tossed it back down, clanging it against the mirror.

	Nabiki pulled her robe off the hanger on the back of the door and

shrugged into it, wrapping the tie around her waist before opening the way

to the hallway. The wood door slid open to reveal a disheveled, sleepy 

Akane, dressed like Nabiki, except in shades of yellow instead of blue.

	Akane visibly brightened upon seeing her sister, and Nabiki

inwardly sighed at her sister's cheerful smile.

	"Good MORNING, Oneechan!!" Akane enthused.

	Her eyes glazed over, but Nabiki hid it well as she turned to close

her door. She replied over her shoulder, "Yeah, 'Morning Akane."

	Nabiki turned back to look at her sister and noticed that Akane's

smile was unusually bright, and, now that she was fully awake, she seemed 

to be on Cloud Nine. Akane had been a lot happier since her "understanding"

with Ranma, but this state of enthusiasm was unusual.

	"So, why are you so...HAPPY... this morning, Akane-chan?" Nabiki

probed, following her sister as they headed to the stairs to go down to

the bathroom.

	Akane giggled and Nabiki tried not to grimace. Akane, giggling,

was still too strange for Nabiki to deal with, especially so early in the 

morning. Then, to Nabiki's even greater shock, Akane looped her arm 

through her sister's and turned shining eyes up to her.

	She said jubilantly, "Oh, Oneechan! I KNEW you would notice! Only

someone as in love as I am could possibly notice!"

	Nabiki rolled her eyes. Only someone absolutely dead or stupid 

wouldn't... Then she paused, mid-thought, as she realized what Akane

had just said.

	"In love? What are you talking about?" Nabiki asked, puzzled

and a bit wary.

	Akane laughed again, starting down the stairs, her arm still 

linked through Nabiki's. "Oh come on Nabiki, you don't have to keep it

a secret! Ranma told me last night about you and Kuno! I am so happy for

you!"

	She didn't even notice that Nabiki stood still for a moment on

the stairs and murmured, "Um...!"

	"Anyway," Akane continued, "Ranma is so wonderful, he asked me

to go to the Junior Dance last night! You know how much he hates that

stuff, so it was really nice of him to even come up with the idea on his own.

It shows he's FINALLY learning to..."

	She paused as she realized that Nabiki wasn't following her

down the stairs anymore.

	"Oneechan?" Akane asked, curiously.

	Nabiki shook herself out of her stupor at Akane's supposition

that she was "in love" and managed to get out, "Um, Junior Dance?"

	Akane rolled her eyes at her older sibling and said, "Yeah,

you know! Everyone does! It's combined with the senior dance this

year because that useless principal..."

	"I know about it, Akane," Nabiki interrupted.

	"Then why...?" Akane started to ask.

	Nabiki started to move forward on the stairs again, this time

dragging Akane behind her, before she said, "I just don't understand

why you would be so excited over a silly dance."

	Nabiki knew all to well about the combined dance, she had made

quite a bit of money through bets on who would ask who; one of those 

had been heavily weighted on Akane's and Ranma's potential match.

Thankfully she had bet in the right direction on that one! Everyone 

else thought that Akane wouldn't be able to drag Ranma there in a 

million years... The prospect of a new influx of funds was enough to 

cheer Nabiki up considerably, and she prudently decided to just 

avoid the whole topic of her "love" for Kuno.

	Then Akane dropped the bombshell.




