To the light or darkness. From "Is blood thicker than Shampoo?", Part 2.


A Fanfic by the RanMaFan, based on Ranma 1/2, a masterpiece by Rumiko Takahashi.


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


Plot : Akane has now been possessed by the shadow, but the two seem to want to coexist with each


         other! Now, the shadow lives the way it wants, but the rest don't. Worse, Akane's own family 


         turns against her! Read on and find out!


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


Legend : (C) beside a name means (Cursed Form). 


             {xxx} means new chapter.


             (XXXX) During speech indicates a minor action of some sort, or a translation, or the editor's


              voice. :)


              "xxx" sometimes appears, as a thought form. Otherwise, used for sentences.


              *xxx* Are for certain sound effects. Also to emphasise words.


              Italics are for past events that are shown "on screen", and for emphasis on certain words.


              <xxx> During speech means a thought form during the sentence.


              For this story, D. besides a name will mean the Dark version of that person.


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





{The Aftermath}





The darkened streets of Nerima. A small hole in the ground. Rubble of the remains of the Neko Hanten that fills it.


A ring of people. Ryoga. Cologne. Sasuke. Shampoo. Conditioner. Ranma. Akane in the middle. The Dark Akane.


Floating above the ground a few inches, Akane is still kissing Ranma. A kiss of warm passion. The rest stare,


dumbfounded, unknowing, of what has come over Ranma. Finally, after a few minutes, Akane lets go of Ranma,


and Ranma gasps for breath after that.





D.Akane : "Now, love. Shall we return to our home?"





Ranma hesitates for a while, then looks at Akane up and down.





Ranma : "...but you're still like this... they'd sooner keep me out than let you in!"


D.Akane : "No matter."





With this, Dark Akane begins another transformation. Before them, Akane's cloak/cape, boots, earrings, 


everything except her body all melt into her body, her dress included. Then in place of them all, simple, plain,


Akane-Tendou-everyday-clothes replace them. Finally, from nothing but a body of obsidian-blackness, colour 


begins to spring forth. Her skin regains the tone of beige, her eyes regaining the whites at the edges, hair 


shortening from waist to neck length, and her clothes, the ones she wore on the hunt for the very shadow that 


now has her. Is her. Admiring herself, Akane nods at Ranma.





Akane : "Well? What do you think? Kawai?"





Ranma and the rest stare at the simple, unassuming Akane Tendou they knew a few hours before. She walks up to


Ranma, smiling and giggling, and holds his hand in hers. They keep staring. Ranma is beyond words now, simply


staring at the apparition that is his fiancee.





Akane : "Come on, Ranma-kun. Let's go back."


Ranma : "H...h..h..hai...." (Yes.)





His body on autopilot, Ranma simply lets Akane lead him away, his mind trying to comprehend what just 


happened. The rest watch as they walk away, hand in hand. Into the darkness, beyond the street lamps, the two 


disappear into the darkness. However, two of them were not watching the event. Shampoo is on the floor, writhing 


in pain and anguish, her sister trying to comfort her, do something for her.





Conditioner : <Damn, what'd Akane do to her!? She has no wounds, but still suffers!>


Shampoo : "....no.... ahh...... *gasp* *gasp*...... unnnghh....."





Finally, giving up on what to do, Conditioner kisses her sister on the forehead, gets up, and walks over to where


Cologne is standing, still looking into the darkness where the two disappeared to.





Cologne : "....amazing......amazing..... simply amazing....."





She taps Cologne on the shoulder. Cologne jerks in surprise, then turns around.





Cologne : "Amazing, wasn't it?"


Conditioner : "Yes, yes, yes. But, great-grandmother, we have a problem. Something's wrong with Shampoo. I can't


                          find the source of her pain, yet she keeps moaning. If you will....."





Conditioner leads the way back to Shampoo, and Cologne takes a look at her. Shampoo, having calmed down a


little from that kiss, is still moaning in pain and clutching the place where she was stabbed earlier on from one of


Dark Akane's dark tendrils. Cologne examines her, then presses a few pressure points on her body. There is no


improvement. In fact, Shampoo's condition gets worse, and she begins screaming in pain and convulsing as pain


runs through her body like acid. Cologne frowns, then applies a sleeping pressure point to her, and Shampoo falls


into a deep sleep immediately. Cologne looks at her fingers.





Cologne : <She's too cold to be alive!> "Conditioner, this is beyond me. Is there any place we can stay  the night 


                  to consider this? And a physician skilled in medicinal lore? Any kind of  help now is welcome." 





"....ugnh....." A sound is emitted from amidst the rubble of Neko Hanten, so handily destroyed by Akane when the


shadow was found to be in her. Conditioner runs over and clears the rubble covering a white robed figure wrapped


around a small cash box. Conditioner picks up Mousse, tosses him to Cologne, who catches him and lays him on


the floor. Conditioner opens the damaged box and finds the entire cash reserve of the Neko Hanten.





Conditioner : "Thank Mousse he saved all our money. We can stay at a hotel tonight."





Just then, Sasuke, who was staring at Ryoga in concern as he watched Akane walk off with Ranma, gets an idea.





Sasuke : "Say, since my masters are.... still missing, I guess they wouldn't mind guests as honored as you coming


                  over to stay the night."


Conditioner : "Thanks. Say...... wait a minute......"





A flashback. Conditioner remembers entering a dark chamber where Kodachi, ragged and filthy, is still being held


in, and tossing Tatewake in too. She snaps her fingers.





Conditioner : "I know where your masters are, Sasuke! I remember it from the time the shadow possessed me!"


Sasuke : "Really!?"





Conditioner nods and smiles.





Conditioner : <If I can atone a small measure for my own dark double's misdeeds, then I will.> "Come on... I think


                         they're....."





{Help for the Kunos.}





At the bottommost basements of the Kuno mansion, Sasuke, alone, is walking with a torch in hand, the rest having


agreed to stay topside and take care of Ryoga, Mousse and Shampoo.





*TAK* *tak* *tak* *tak* *tak* *tak*..................................





Sasuke : "Master Tatewake? Mistress Kodachi? Anyone down here?"





He walks down the dark, dank corridor, torch casting more shadows than Sasuke cares to see in his lifetime. 


Moisture condensed drips from the ceiling, sizzling as they hit the torch. Some glowing fungi line the walls, as 


does luminiscent moss.





Sasuke : "Master? Mistress?"





*bang* *bang* *bang*





Sasuke : "Ah!"





Sasuke runs over to the source of the sound, a metal door at the far end of the corridor. On it reads :





                                                       " Warning! Do not open! High Voltage! "





Sasuke slams the door open, gets zapped, then, blackened, looks into the darkness. He sees Tatewake at the foot


of the staircase leading up to the door, on his head.





Sasuke : "Master Tatewake! I'm so glad you're alright!"


Kuno : "Then get me out of here before I get worse! And bring my sister too! She can't walk, the state she's in!"


Sasuke : "Yes, master!"





Helping Kuno out of the main backup generator room of the Kunos' mansion, Sasuke goes back in and finds 


Kodachi Kuno, haggard, filthy, and skeleton clearly visible under her taut skin. She doesn't make a sound as 


Sasuke hefts her now nearly weightless body over his shoulder and carries her out, slamming the cused door 


behind him.





Topside.....





Ryoga : "...no....no....no....Akane....Akane.....Akane......no.....no....no....."





Conditioner and Cologne look at Ryoga, still staring blankly into the distance, barely blinking, muttering the same


words over and over again. Conditioner in particular feels a twinge of sympathy for him. Cologne looks at Ryoga,


then at Conditioner, who looks a little sad herself.





Cologne : "Now.... we have to understand these things happen. But, we can still save Akane from the shadow, it's


                    not too late."


Conditioner : "Yes.... but, what about him? He looks so.... sad..... he must've loved Akane a lot."


Cologne : "I think he did. Come on now, there's nothing we can do for your sister or that fanged boy. Mousse is


                    the only one who needs tending now."





Cologne moves over to Mousse with bandages, medicine and antiseptics in hand. She slowly treats his wounds,


and finally, after the last bandage has been applied, she nods sleepily.





Cologne : "Haven't been this tired since..... oh, I forgot."





Conditioner too, is sitting on the grassy floor of the Kunos' lawn, head nodding up and down as she tries to ward


off sleep a while longer.





Kuno : "Who are these intruders upon our grounds!? Sasuke! Get rid of them immediately!"





Conditioner suddenly wakes up and stares hard into Kuno's eyes. Fear as such has never been manifested in his


heart wells up in Kuno.





Kuno : "...you!.... no! Stay away, foul demon! Back, I say!"





Conditioner gets up and glares at Kuno, eyes burning red at him. Kuno is the first one to notice Conditioner's eyes 


are actually red from the time she was born until now. She slaps him. The slap reverberates throughout the entire


otherwise silent courtyard, loud and unyielding.





Conditioner : "You are thick, you know that!? That Conditioner which attacked you was not me! It was an evil


                          spirit, understand!? You should be grateful I know where you two were, or else you two could've


                          just ROTTED in there for all we cared! I'm sorry if I did anything wrong to you, but this is too


                          much!"





Conditioner spins around and walks over to her sister, then lays down besides her, crying. Cologne looks at her,


and so does Kuno, who is too shocked for words. He rubs the red mark on his face, feeling its heat. He feels a 


sense of shame for some reason, and nods.





Kuno : "Fine. You all may stay at our residence for the night and have access to our best medical facilities and


               knowledge. But find another place to stay tomorrow. Sasuke! Tend to our guests!"





Without another word, Kuno turns around and walks back to his room to recover from a bad day. Sasuke, curently


tending to Kodachi Kuno with a bowl of very thin porridge to get her system used to food and water again, hears


Kuno's call and places the bowl of porridge down besides Kodachi.





Sasuke : "I will return soon, mistress. Rest now."





He disappears out the doorway and down the corridor. Appearing at the main doorway to the household, he 


kneels to those gathered, and to Kuno, who stopped for some reason.





Sasuke : "I hear and obey."


Kuno : "Show our guests their rooms and medicial facilities. The very best."


Sasuke : "Yes!"





Without another word, Kuno walks away, back to his room. Sasuke watches as he leaves, then gets up, holding a


hand out into the house, towards some closed fusumas. (paper doorways.)





Sasuke : "This way please. I will carry your unconscious."


Cologne : "No need. Just lead Ryoga to the room."


Sasuke : "As you command."





Dragging Ryoga with him, Sasuke brings them to their guest rooms, and as Cologne lays Mousse down onto the


futon, Sasuke gets Ryoga to lie down on the futon, Ryoga not mumbling the words now but on the verge of crying


uncontrollably. Cologne looks at Shampoo, on her other shoulder, still moaning and getting colder by the second.





Cologne : "Now for Shampoo...... your medical facilities?"


Sasuke : "This way."





In the Kuno's medicial area, a place even a top-grade hospital would be hard pressed to match it, Sasuke is 


showing Cologne and Conditioner their medicial archives. Cologne asks Sasuke if they have anything on Chinese


magical and herbal lore.





Sasuke : "Ancient Lore on China? Hm.... hold on."





He hops to one of the uppermost shelves on a bookshelf in the far corner of the room, and searches. Pulling out


a withered tome, he hops down to them.





Sasuke : "I've found it."


Cologne : "Let me have it, I need to take a look."





Cologne reaches out a hand. Sasuke shakes his head.





Sasuke : "Wait a moment, please."





He drags a Xerox machine out and makes an entire copy of the book, then places it carefully back into its place on


the shelf. He also takes out a CD and hands it to Cologne.





Sasuke : "There you go. A full copy of the book in new condition and in multimedia format. The CD contains more


                  information, but the book is more detailed. We need the original copy."





The two ponder this. Conditioner takes out a pair of spectacles and a Laptop, and starts accessing the CD. 


Colonge starts flipping the pages while Sasuke tends to Shampoo's physical wounds. Sounds of printing can be


heard from the plug-in printer Conditioner brought with her. Finally, at the same time....





Cologne & Conditioner : "We're done."





But as Sasuke looks at the two, he notices the black rings and bags (or excess bags, for Cologne's case) under


their eyes.





Sasuke : "I think you people should get some sleep. If you don't mind me saying, making a mistake is worse than


                 waiting until later for her."





The two look at each other and nod lethargically.





Cologne & Conditioner : "Ok."





They fall asleep on the spot. Sasuke sighs, then drags the three (not ungently) towards the guestrooms and


carefully lays them all onto the futons, blankets covering them. Nodding, he takes out all the papers and books


they need from the medical room and places them in a neat pile besides the sleeping Conditioner. Then, dusting 


his hands, he nods.





Sasuke : "Time to tend to mistress Kodachi. So tired.... but I have to."





He returns to Kodachi's room to continue tending to her.





{The return.}





"Daddeeeeeeee, we're hooomeee!"


Akane Tendou yells as she enters the main courtyard of the Tendou Dojo. Soun looks up from his newspaper, 


while Nabiki and Kasumi turn away from the television to look at her. Akane is dragging Ranma along by the arm, 


Ranma following like a dead man. She stops halfway into the courtyard and drops Ranma onto the floor, where he 


stays, unmoving.





Akane : "Ranma! Get up! It's not time to fall asleep yet!"





Soun puts down his papers and walks over to Ranma and Akane.





Soun : "Akane-chan, what's the news on the shadow?"





At the mention of this word, Ranma begins to move. He tries to pull himself up, but cannot. He opens his mouth


to speak.





Ranma : "A...a.....ak...."





Akane quickly interrupts for Ranma.





Akane : "What Ranma's trying to say is that I managed to help Ranma chase the shadow away, although he's so


                  scared....."





And without another word, she gestures to Ranma, lying on the floor, eyes staring blankly upwards. Soun, Nabiki


and Kasumi look over him, Nabiki waving a hand in Ranma's face.





Nabiki : "No response, it's like he's dead."


Soun : "He's breathing."


Nabiki : "Reflex action."


Kasumi : "Oh my."





Akane watches as her family fusses over Ranma. Finally, she decides to step in.





Akane : "Alright, you all. I think I'll take Ranma into my room and tend to him."





Nobody objects as Akane walks over to Ranma, grabs him by the pigtail and drags him into the house, upstairs 


and to her room. Soun watches on, crying.





Soun : "Those two are really hitting it off. I'm so happy."


Kasumi : "Oh my, I wonder what about the shadow?"


Nabiki : "Nah, probably just some cheap myth, maybe a robber. I wouldn't trust it any further than I can see it."





The three return to what they were doing earlier on.





In Akane's room....





Ranma has more or less recovered from his massive shock, and is only now regaining sanity. He begins to notice


his surroundings as well.





Ranma : <Where am I? Akane's room? How'd I get here? What happened to Akane?>





Just then, his brain remembers what happened to Akane.





Ranma : <That shadow? Some shadow. Akane? Possessed? She kissed me! What's going on?>


Akane : "Mentally awake, Ranma?"





Ranma nearly screams as Akane's voice floats out from behind him. He turns and sees Akane sitting on the chair


by her desk, looking at him. He realises he's sitting up without even registering the action.





Akane : "Don't bother to say anything. I know what you're thinking. Let me assure you, it's true."


Ranma : "What's....."


Akane : "Oh, the shadow. Don't worry, I won't bite. I'm still Akane, aren't I?"





Ranma stares long and hard at Akane. His brain begins working out the events the past few hours. Then he 


remembers Akane in some strange, shadowy form.





Ranma : "Pinch me."


Akane : "You're not dreaming."


Ranma : "Pinch me!"





Akane walks over and pinches his. Ranma winces, then blinks.





Ranma : "I'm still thinking the same."


Akane : "You're not asleep."


Ranma : "This is spookier than that oni we fought last time."


Akane : "I'm no ogre. I'm just human."


Ranma : "Akane, look at me."





Akane does.





Ranma : "I want you to tell me, was what happened the past few hours what I THINK happened?"





Akane nods.





Ranma : "I can't believe it."





Akane nods again.





Ranma : "Show me something." <I'm going to regret this, but.....>





Akane nods once more, then her entire body turns black, clothes included. A small cocoon forms around her body


which quickly dissipates, revealing the Dark Akane Ranma's mind conjured up.





Ranma : <Pinch me again!>





He pinches himself long and hard, in fact, hard enough for his skin to bleed. He winces at the pain, but still he sees


Dark Akane before him.





D. Akane : "You're one hard nut to crack. You see me now, you saw me earlier on, you pinch yourself, and still you


                      don't believe your eyes?"


Ranma : "It's not my eyes I don't believe, it's the fact you haven't killed me yet that I don't believe."





Dark Akane lets out a chilling laugh, which turns into a warmer giggle. She floats in front of Ranma, arms crossed,


as he sits on the bed staring.





D. Akane : "Why should we.... I?"


Ranma : "Because you've been killing others left and right, then resurrecting them?"


D. Akane : "Tsk tsk, I'm not the one killing them."


Ranma : "Unless there's another shadow....."


D. Akane : "Oh, no. I'm the only one here. It was.... Conditioner's shadow double that killed them...."


Ranma : "Aren't you....?"


D. Akane : "Watch."





Dark Akane slowly lands on the floor. When she's completely earthbound, the blackness on her slowly begins to


melt off like a surface layer. Ranma watches in horrid fascination as the inky blackness melts away, to reveal the


original Akane underneath. The black substance itself forms besides her into another Dark Akane.





Ranma : "...........!!!!!"


Akane : "Ranma, don't you see? I let the shadow double become MY double. We both have everything in 


                 common. I willingly let it take me, it wasn't forced."


D. Akane : "Not that I could force it anyway. It had to be voluntary."


Akane : "Ranma...... please. It's so much better this way."


D. Akane : "We all benefit."





Ranma is still busy absorbing the facts and events going on. He stares at the two Akanes, side by side, one full of


colour and life, the other nothing but a void-filled outline floating in the air. They are both, to his best guess, 


looking at him in concern.





Ranma : <It is.... to be like this then?> "Akane....."


Akane : "Yes?"


Ranma : "You let this happen."





It was a statement, not a question. Akane lowers her head a little.





Akane : "Yes."


Ranma : "Why?"


Akane : "It would work out perfectly. We both complement each other perfectly."


Ranma : "Which, 'we' ?"


Akane : "The..... double and me."


Ranma : "Then.... you will live like this, forever?"


Akane : "The rest of our natural lives."


Ranma : "I'll have to accept you as you are, then?"


D. Akane : "It's been my only goal in my unnatural life."


Akane : "We're only seeking acceptance, and if possible, love. You've always been too pigheaded to know that."


Ranma : "Acceptance....."





Ranma rolls that word around his tongue, now seemingly more of an alien language than a normal word. He thinks


about the reasons why the shadow would seek acceptance. Then he realizes something.





Ranma : "Of course. You're nothing without somebody."


D. Akane : "As are we all."


Ranma : "And like we all need friends and family....."


D. Akane : "I need the basics of life. A true body, better willingly than unwillingly."


Ranma : "You broke Akane's neck to enter her body."


Akane : "It would've returned me to life anyway."


D. Akane : "As it was, an unexpected but fortunate happening, we found each other compatible."


Ranma : "All from a failed spell."





Ranma considers this.





Ranma : "You needed the basics to earn the love."


D. Akane : "And the acceptance into society. I am, after all, so much human that I cannot live without human


                      companionship all my life."


Ranma : "Life. Magically created life."


D. Akane : "That I am."


Ranma : "Yet, life in all its forms require others of its kind?"


D. Akane : "I am so much human."


Ranma : "You live forever?"


D. Akane : "Maybe."


Ranma : "Then you'll need companionship forever?"


D. Akane : "Depends."


Ranma : "Akane...."


Akane : "Yes?"


Ranma : "You needed love?"


Akane : "Yes."


Ranma : "From?"


Akane : "You."


Ranma : "Acceptance?"


Akane : "From you, yes."


Ranma : "I see."





He only sees half of what he needs to know, but it is enough. He thinks hard.





Ranma : "Will you let me leave? I have to think about this."





Both Akanes nod. Ranma gets off the bed and walks towards the door. But before he opens it, he turns around


one more time.





Ranma : "Akane, thank you for letting me know your feelings. Shadow, whatever you wish to be called, I think you


                 truly deserve a true chance at life. Goodnight."





As Ranma opens the door, he hears a slight squishing sound. Turning around to look, he catches a last glimpse


of the shadow seeping back into Akane, forming around her to create the Dark Akane.





D. Akane : "Call me Dark Akane."





Ranma leaves the room and closes the door. Dark Akane floats over to her bed, then lets herself fall onto it, the


bed hardly registering her near-weightlessness. She cries, clear drops of water rolling down her cheeks.





D. Akane : "I have finally found acceptance."





In his own empty room, Ranma is sitting up in his futon.





Ranma : "Akane loves me?"





{A day at school.}





Next Morning.....





*yawn* *smack* "That was a nice night."





"....huh?"





"AAAIIIIIIEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!!!!!"





"Calm down, Miss Conditioner! I was only tending to your wounds!"





Conditioner is scrambling against one corner of her futon, blanket held up against her almost naked body, as 


Sasuke rolls up the unused bandages and begins to keep the medicines.





Sasuke : "Please do not misunderstand. I must take care of those who are under our protection. Your welfare is my


                  current concern, Miss Conditioner."





Conditioner is still holding the blanket up against her chest, staring at Sasuke.





Conditioner : <Well, he looks decent enough.... but.....> "Er... no thanks, Sasuke. Your help is appreciated, but I


                         think I can manage."


Sasuke : "Can you? Try moving your right arm."





Conditioner stares at him, then looks at her right arm which she is using to help hold up the blanket.





Conditioner : <I can move it, can't I? I just did, right?>





She lets go of the blanket in her right hand, and tries to straighten the arm. She curses as the pain shoots through


her arm. Sasuke nods humbly.





Sasuke : "See? I'm sorry, but you must let me tend to your wounds."


Conditioner : "Oh, all right. But no ecchi business! My left arm's still good!"


Sasuke : "Hai, Kondishiyonaru-san." (Yes, Miss Conditioner.) 


                (This is the japanese name I thought I would use. -Ed.)





Conditioner swallows her pride as she lets go of the blanket. Much to her relief, Sasuke has given her a pair of


shorts in addition to her own panties, not what she would wear normally, but enough. She looks at the leg that got 


cut off that time. Wiggling her toes, no discomfort can be felt. Not even a scar to indicate any sign of injury. 


Sasuke begins wrapping a bandage around her exposed chest, and Conditioner does her best not to squirm at an 


unfamiliar touch. After it's done, Sasuke  starts work on her arm, using the bandages to bind her upper arm, 


keeping it stiff and hard to move.





Sasuke : "All done, Miss Conditioner. You'll be fine. Try not to move your right arm until the bone sets properly."


Conditioner : "Thanks. Now, about my clothes......"


Sasuke : "I have taken care of that. All the holes have been patched."





Sasuke takes out the cheongsam Conditioner was wearing the night before, meticulously stitched up such that


Conditioner cannot see the places where holes were torn the night before. She admires his handiwork, for she


cannot even see the stitches on her clothes.





Conditioner : "You are very good with your hands, aren't you? This is excellent work!"


Sasuke : "Thank you!" <Wow! Someone praised me!>





She takes the clothes from him. She is about get out of her shorts and get changed, when she spots Sasuke 


looking at her.





Conditioner : "Turn your head."


Sasuke : "Hai." <oops.>





He turns around. Conditioner quickly changes, and admires herself in the mirror, being very careful not to step on


her great-grandmother or anyone else in the room, who are all still asleep. Apart from the bandages visible at her


sides where the cheongsam splits open for the arms to go through, and the white cast on her upper arm, she is


still very presentable. Sasuke, back still facing her, speaks.





Sasuke : "Would you like some breakfast now? I've made some noodles and soup."


Conditioner : "I would like that very much, thank you."


Sasuke : "This way."





Sasuke leads the way, Conditioner stepping over the slumbering forms of Shampoo, Mousse, and Ryoga. She 


looks at the clock on the walls of the Kuno's mansion.





Conditioner : "I'd better be at school today."


Sasuke : "In your condition, I suggest rest."


Conditioner : "But I have to see if Akane and Ranma are there!"


Sasuke : "Shall I do that for you, Miss Conditioner?"


Conditioner : "No, thank you.... really, I'm all right. Lucky me, I left my books in school."





Sasuke shows her into the main dining room, where Kuno is already dressed and eating his breakfast, still half


asleep. Conditioner takes a seat at the side of the square table, Kuno to her upper-right hand corner. Sasuke brings


Conditioner a bowl of rice. She eats slowly, thinking about the events the previous night. Absent mindedly, she


reaches out and grabs Sasuke's nose, who was eating a bowl of whatever Kuno hated and dumped in.





Sasuke : "Ouch ouch ouch!"


Conditioner : "oh! Sorry! Gomen nasai!" (Sorry! VERY sorry!)





Careful of what she picked this time, Conditioner thinks.





Conditioner : <Now what do I do!? Akane's been possessed, and Ranma is hers to keep. I hope grandma can come


                           up with something.... to cure my sis and get that shadow out!>





Finishing the last of her rice, Conditioner gets up and nods to Sasuke and Kuno.





Conditioner : "I'm off first. Sasuke, please tell my great-grandmother that the physician she'll want to look for is a


                          Doctor Tofu. Arigatoo."





With barely a word of acknowledgement, Conditioner runs out the door, leaps over the wall of the Kunos', and


towards school. Kuno looks out after her, one-quarter asleep, and asks Sasuke.





Kuno : "Sasuke, what time is it?"


Sasuke : "Six fifty-five in the morning, sir."


Kuno : "Get my school bag."


Sasuke : "Yes."





Daybreak, the sun is rising over the horizon, casting out light, destroying the shadows that night brings with it. 


All except the one in Akane, who is in her curtained room, in her shadow form, having just woken up. She is 


looking at the rays of sunlight peeking in through the curtains.





D. Akane : "Another sunrise......"





*shrriishquilp*





Akane : "........another day at school. Time to eat."





Akane, already dressed in her school clothes, skips downstairs to the living room, where Soun is reading the


morning papers, and Nabiki is reading the finance section of the morning papers. Ranma is already gulping down


rice like water, and so is Genma-panda. Kasumi is nibbling on her noodles. Akane makes no sound as she walks


towards the table. As Ranma passes his bowl to Kasumi for a refill, he spots Akane. His cheerful demeanor melts


away like a shadow exposed to the sunlight.





Ranma : "Oh, ohayo Akane." (Ohayo means good morning.)





Akane smiles sweetly at Ranma, then sits besides him and cuddles up to him before moving to her normal place.





Akane : "Ohayo-gozaimasu, iinazuke." (Ohayo Gozaimasu means a very polite good morning.)





Soun, Genma, Nabiki and Kasumi all stop what they're doing and stare at Akane. Then at Ranma. Soun begins to


cry, then rushes over and grabs Ranma by the shoulders, tears streaming down his face. Akane sighs as she sees


her father crying like there's no tomorrow.





Soun : "Ranma! Akane's acknowledged you! She's acknowledged you as her fiancee! Take advantage of it now! 


               Oh, I'm so happy!"





Soun then runs towards the altar placed in memory of his wife and lights some joss sticks, praying and crying.


Everyone looks at him as he disappears down the corridor.





Soun : <Dear wife, finally! Akane has actually warmed up to Ranma! This is a good sign!>





But, instead of the feeling of well-being he normally feels after "talking" to his wife, Soun feels a blade of pure ice


shoot down his spine and through his body. He shivers and breaks out into a cold sweat.





Soun : <Something is wrong. Very wrong.>





At this moment, Nabiki walks into the room, dressed for school. She sees him not paying attention, then shrugs


and says her farewells, knowing her father isn't listening, and leaves for school. She passes by the couple at the


table, still eating. Akane is at her normal place now, eating purposefully.





Nabiki : "Alright, I'm off to school. See you, sis."





Akane and Kasumi look at Nabiki.





Akane & Kasumi : "All right."





They return to eating. Finishing first, Akane stands up and carries off the empty plates into the kitchen, Kasumi


watching with caution at the first sign of clumsiness. Far from it, Akane balances everything on one finger and


skips into the kitchen. Kasumi breathes a sigh of relief, then gets Ranma's attention as humming and the sounds of


washing dishes can be heard in the kitchen.





Kasumi : (Whispering) "Ranma, something's wrong with Akane, isn't there? She's not as clumsy as she used to be


                 today, and she actually... showed affection for you! Is there something wrong, or is it just me?"





Ranma, not wanting to reveal Akane's secret, decides to lie. This is one of his best white lies yet.





Ranma : "Nah, it's just you. She's happy 'cause I managed to teach her how to do those stunts the night before....."


Kasumi : "I thought you two went out to find this.... Shadow?"


Ranma : "I know. I said, the night before..... she didn't have time to try it yesterday, right?"


Kasumi : "I guess you're right, Ranma-kun....."





Just then, Akane comes out of the kitchen smiling.





Akane : "I'm done washing the dishes! Ranma-kun, let's hurry before we're late for school again."


Ranma : "Er...... ok. See you, Kasumi."


Akane : "Ja, mata! Say bye to daddy for us, sis!"





Holding Ranma's hand, Akane and Ranma leave the Tendou Dojo for school. Kasumi looks on, concern plainly


expressed on her face as she knows something is wrong.





Kasumi : "Ranma isn't telling me everything. Something is wrong, I just know it! But, what? And why is Ranma not


                  telling?"





Just then, Soun walks into the living room, blinking. He looks at Akane closing the doors as she leaves. Kasumi


looks at him.





Soun : "Kasumi, something's wrong. I know it."


Kausmi : "I know, Otosan. Akane isn't herself today.... and Ranma isn't telling." (Otosan means father.)


Soun : "I only hope everything can be solved by themselves."


Kasumi : "We can only wait. Oh, Akane wanted me to say bye to you for her."


Soun : "That's nice."





En route to school.....


Ranma and Akane are both walking on the fence, Akane holding her bag behind her as Ranma walks, black faced,


with her. He suddenly turns around to face her, both of them stopping. Ranma holds Akane's shoulders firmly.





Ranma : "Akane, speak to me as the shadow. Please."





Akane looks at him incredulously, then smiles, and with incredible ease, removes Ranma's hands from her shoulder


, despite his great strength. Ranma's shock shows clearly on his face at her sheer strength.





Akane : "Shadow? Ranma, what's wrong with you??"





Ranma grabs Akane's shoulders again and starts shaking her, not too gently.





Ranma : "Damn it, Akane! Don't give me that! Tell me! Why did you bond with the shadow!?"


Akane : "Ranma, please! You're going to hurt me! Stop!"


Ranma : "I'm not buying this! Tell me! Please!"





Ranma stops shaking Akane nonetheless, and lets go. He hops onto the ground and walks sullenly. Akane hops 


down besides him and walks with him, looking at him. She blinks a few times, then nods.





Akane : "Alright Ranma, I'll tell you. But I remember telling you last night."


Ranma : "I know."





He looks up at her, face still dark and sad. The two walk on, towards the school.





Akane : "You know... I.... said last night that we both had something the other lacked?"


Ranma : "Yes."


Akane : "Well, do you know what they were?"


Ranma : "You said you two wanted to get rid of the competition."


Akane : "There's more, of course."


Ranma : "Do tell."





Akane nods, and takes in a deep breath. But at that moment, some of their classmates pass by. Akane dares not


speak with them around, so she uses a form of mindspeak.... which is rather uncomfortable since it's more for the


purpose of tearing information out and taunting rather than plain conversation. Nonetheless, she uses it. Ranma


feels a wave of dizziness wash through his head for a second before it fades.





D.Akane : "When.... I.... shadow..... entered Akane, me, we both found that we had common goals. Very common


                    goals. We both wanted your love, your affection, yet we could not do it. Akane, was not bold enough 


                    to admit it, nor skilled enough to defeat the competition. The shadow, unable to face you in its 


                    appearance, unable to survive in the sunlight without fading. Akane provided the body, appearance 


                    and life in the sun. The shadow provided the skill and boldness to admit our affection. Enough?"


Ranma : <........that much you never revealed.>


D. Akane : <You never asked.>





The students run past them, yelling to them to hurry or be late. The two acknowledge them with false cheer, then


continue. Ranma looks at Akane again.





Ranma : "Not enough. Why, then, enter the bodies of others? Were you looking for the perfect body?"


Akane : "Yes and no. I knew that when Ryoga defeated you, I, being Conditioner's double and therefore sharing


                 all knowledge with her, knew that she really liked you, and would've loved you if not for her sister. I


                 thought that maybe with Conditioner, I could gain your love. I used Ryoga to get to Conditioner, and 


                 from her, I suddenly had all her knowledge. I discovered I was your fiancee, and I knew I had to get to


                 ..... you know. The bonus was that I discovered myself compatible with Akane..... and now, I am Akane,


                 the double, maybe, or the only Akane, but Akane nonetheless. So here I am."





Ranma turns his head back to look to the school, deep in thought. Akane looks at him think.





Ranma : <But..... this is not the Akane I'm used to.... I don't feel COMPLETELY comfortable with this one.... but, 


                 she seems so much like the real Akane! What am I saying!? She IS the real Akane! I want to 


                 acknowledge her as the real Akane!>





He feels a tap on his shoulders. He looks at Akane. She is smiling sweetly (oh, so cute!) and holding up a hand in


a peace sign, also known as a victory sign. The 'V' shaped fingers.





Akane : "Don't worry.... I'll be the best Akane you've ever known. Promise."





Ranma looks at Akane, the one he so very loves, and smiles.





Ranma : "I know."





Elsewhere......





Conditioner : *huff* "Oh oh! Better scram! I'm gonna be late if I don't!"





Conditioner is working her way through a massive market crowd in the middle of a crowded street, still wearing her


cheongsam, and chewing on a piece of toast she bought from the local coffee shop. She leaps onto a wall and


keeps running, oblivious to the fact that lots of men, young and old, are all staring up her cheongsam. She keeps


running, and sees the school in sight. She looks at the clock on its wall and notes she has a comfortable ten


minutes to go before the school bell rings. She leaps off the wall and runs towards a corner.





*crash*





Conditioner runs into Ranma head on as he and Akane walk across it, and falls back, the toast falling from her 


mouth. Ranma also falls, and hits the ground on his butt. Akane watches as the toast falls towards the floor,


seemingly in slow motion. She stretches a hand out, and her arm suddenly turns into an inky substance that


connects her hand to the rest of the body as it speeds towards the toast. Her hand grabs the toast a millimeter 


from the ground, and pulls her arm back, then reforms it. Ranma and Conditioner watch with disgusted fascination, 


as Akane helps both of them up. As Akane helps Conditioner up, she passes the toast back to Conditioner.





Akane : "I think this is yours."


Conditioner : "Er...... thanks."





Conditioner takes the toast and slowly chews on it. Then she looks at the clock, as does Ranma and Akane.





All three : "Yikes!"





They run into school seconds before Kuno makes his appearance. He makes no effort to conceal his passing, as


his voice can be heard, and Sasuke's as well.





Sasuke : "Make way for the great Tatewake Kuno, Blue Thunder of Furinkan high....." (etc. etc. etc, -Ed.)


Kuno : "Move aside and let me pass, curs, or taste the wrath of my sword!"





Ranma realizes one thing as he watches Kuno walk through the gates. He (Ranma), is early, for once.





Ranma : "Hey, Kuno Sempai! Good to see you well after last night!"


Kuno : "Ah, Saotome Ranma, you villian. You put a spell on fair Conditioner too, did you not?"


Ranma : "Says who!?"


Kuno : "Says I. The great Tatewake...."





*piff*


Ranma sticks his bag into Kuno's face.





Ranma : "Yeah yeah, Tatewake Kuno, age 17, Blue Thunder of Furinkan high yabba yabba yabba, heard it all


                  before."





Kuno removes the bag and tosses it back to Ranma. Then he sees Akane step out from behind Ranma, and his


face brightens.





Kuno : "Oooh! Tendou Akane! I will free you from the clutches of this evil villian, Ranma today! Then you can be


               mine!"


Akane : "Forget it. Geez, how many times until you learn!? Ranma'll never lose to you!"





Nevertheless, Kuno decides that he wants a rematch with Ranma. Ranma, already sore from that loss to Ryoga,


pumps up his anger into battle chi, and waits as Kuno prattles on.





Kuno : ".....nd besides, I will not tolerate such crude behaviour by one such as you, Saotome Ranma. You bewitch


               these fair girls, and the pig-tailed goddess, and then you keep humiliating me in front of all these people


               by stepping on my head or face, or something similar. But, I am a forgiving person. A simple loss to me


               can cure all of this."


Ranma : "Come on then. Today's not that day though."


Kuno : "Chaarrrge!"





*squish*





Ranma stops Kuno's charge with a foot to his face. Kuno falls backwards, unconscious, a new shoemark in his


face. Ranma looks at Kuno boredly, then flicks his pigtail behind him.





Ranma : "Another day, another loss. Come on, Akane-chan. Classes are about to start."


Akane: "Coming, Ranma-kun."





The two leave for classes amidst the hundreds of voices gossiping at the sudden change in feelings towards each


other. Conditioner listens quietly as she walks towards her locker in school to retrieve her books and stationery,


her arm throbbing under the bandage.





Voice #1 : "Wow! Ranma called Akane 'chan'!!"


Voice #2 : "She called HIM 'kun'!!"


Voice #3 : "And they weren't fighting on the way here!"


Voice #4 : "I saw them today talking to each other happily!"


Voice #5 : "Me too!"





As Conditioner walks down towards her classroom, head down, she thinks hard about her own plight.





Conditioner : <Why am I always the suffering party? This is all my fault! I should never have accepted Ryoga's


                           challenge! Damn it! Now I'd better think of a way to depossess Akane, and fast!>





With this, she walks into class. The teacher has not yet arrived, and Nabiki is waiting at her table, which happens


to be besides Conditioner's. She watches as an unhappy Conditioner takes a seat and just rests her head on her


arms, lying on the desk. As Nabiki sees Kuno walking in a moment later, trampled, as usual, she fingers her 


envelopes with photos of Akane and onna-Ranma. Conditioner sees one of the envelopes, and brings her head 


up.





Conditioner : "Nabiki?"


Nabiki : "Yes?"


Conditioner : "Mind if I take a look at the photos of Akane for a while?"


Nabiki : "Interested in buying?"


Conditioner : "Just let me see them."


Nabiki : "Any reason why?"


Conditioner : "Ever noticed how Akane is acting recently? Are these photos recent?"


Nabiki : "Took them last night. Yes, I noticed Akane acting a little strangely."


Conditioner : "I might have the reason behind Akane's behaviour in those photos."


Nabiki : "I haven't looked at them myself, but here."





Nabiki hands Conditioner the envelope marked "Akane Tendou" and watches as Conditioner opens the envelope.


She pulls out a set of photos, and Nabiki moves over to see them as well.





Nabiki : "Nice, righ..... ah!"





The two of them see Akane in the photos doing her nightly routine all right, but not the flesh-coloured, gi wearing


Akane. In all the recent photos, she is Dark Akane, cloak and all, despite what Nabiki saw last night herself. Nabiki


rocks in her seat, her eyes staring forwards and blank. Conditioner waves a hand in her face, and gets no


response. Conditioner sighs, then slaps Nabiki hard to shake her out of it.





Nabiki : "I... i... impossible! I saw her myself walking out the dojo in a gi! How could she be.....!? What IS this thing


               anyway!?"


Conditioner : "Welcome to the club, honey. If you want to know more, come over to the Kuno's after school with


                           me and we'll tell you. For now, know that it's Akane."


Nabiki : ".............my God."





At this moment, Kuno approaches Nabiki with a wallet, being very careful around Conditioner, and bends over to


her.





Kuno : "Any pictures of Akane Tendou or the Pig-Tailed Goddess today?"





Nabiki is still in a state of shock, but the smell of money brings her back to her senses. She takes out a more dated


envelope of Akane-Tendou photos, and those of Ranma-chan as well. Lewd as usual, but money to Nabiki. She


prays feverently that the Akane in these photos aren't like that obsidian-black, cape wearing, long-haired ones in


the recent photos. She lets go of a sigh of relief when the photos turn out to be normal. The two conduct their


business as usual, Nabiki recieving a few thousand yen bills in return for those few photos. Kuno bids 


Conditioner a good day and then moves to his seat, looking at his photos. Nabiki looks at Conditioner 


incredulously, who in response shrugs and says the same thing as before.





Conditioner : "Come over to the Kuno's and find out. Not private enough here."





And for the rest of the day in class 2-E, Nabiki remains uncharacteristically quiet and dark faced, not caring so


much about money as the strange, black figure in her photos who is supposedly her sister.





In class 1-F, it is time for the Home Economics lessons. Akane and her friends are all walking towards the Home


Economics room, Ranma and the guys following them on their way to their own Technical skills lesson.


(I have no idea what students in Japan take, so I'm using the system in Singapore. Gomen. -Ed.)


Ranma watches silently as Akane chats happily with her friends, talking about private "girl-stuff". His friends all


look at him and wonder why he's so downcast. One of them runs up to him and slaps his back.





Ranma : "Hungh!"


Friend #1 : "Hey, Ranma! Why the long face? Is it Akane? You two were getting along so well this morning! 


                      What's the matter?"





Ranma stares at the guy running backwards to keep pace with Ranma, looking at him. Another one joins soon 


after. He snorts.





Ranma : "hmph. You wouldn't know and wouldn't understand even if I explained it from the start."


Friend #2 : "Come on, Ranma! We know arguments between the two of you are common, but we saw no reason


                      for the two of you to be sad today. On the contrary, Akane seems unusually cheery to be faking it."


Friend #1 : "Is it someone else? That purple-haired.....HuaCK!"





Ranma stops suddenly, grabs his friend by the shirt, lifts him for a second, then puts him back down. He sighs and


keeps walking.





Ranma : "Just..... don't bug me today, alright? And don't mention anybody else to me today."





The rest of the guys who witnessed the scene from behind Ranma all nod to each other, acknowledging his rather


straightforwards request. Sweating, the first friend straightens his shirt out and looks at Ranma with concern.





Friend #1 : "He's unusually moody today."





A cluster of storm clouds gather overhead.





In the Home Economics room, the teacher is focusing on baking cakes and other pastries. The group all listen


attentively, silently taking down notes. However, Akane simply sits there and watches the teacher as she talks,


absorbing every word. The teacher notices that Akane is the only girl with her head not down copying notes.





Teacher : "Akane Tendou, I see you're the only one not taking down notes? Perhaps you've already gotten 


                   everything memorised?"


Akane : "Yes, sensei."


Teacher : "Ah, maybe you'd like to show us then how to bake a cake? Make it small." <Akane isn't herself today. 


                  She's normally scribbling down everything furiously. Maybe.....>


Akane : "Certainly."





Donning her apron and mitts, Akane walks over to get a baking tray, some aluminium foil, spatulas, measuring


cups, batter bowl, and other equipment. Then she walks over to the refridgerator and, with her free hand, she takes


out some butter, eggs, and rainbow sprinkle. Balancing everything in one hand, she gets everything else she


needs out of the cupboards, her amazed classmates watching. And muttering.


Akane walks over to the sink and begins mixing the ingredients, using water from the tap. Then, the batter ready,


she pours it into a baking tin, and places it in the oven, setting it for around an hour.


The teacher takes this opportunity to look over her student's shoulders and read their notes. She takes down the


names of the lazy ones mentally, then calls for her students' attention.





Teacher : "While we wait for Akane's cake to bake, I shall go on to baking muffins. We shall touch on stitching in


                    the next lesson."





Akane stands there, looking at the cake bake. Already she is thinking about ways to decorate it so she can pass it


to Ranma to try it. The shadow knows that normally, Akane's cooking is inedible. Poisonous even, but then the


shadow itself knows how to cook quite well.





D.Akane : <This had better work, or I've no one else to turn to.>





*ding*





The teacher looks up from her supervision over one of the students as they attempt to bake their own cakes,


the teacher having finished her lecture a while back.





Teacher : "Well, Akane's cake is ready, please continue with your work, I'll be with you all in a moment."





The students nod. The teacher walks over to Akane and inspects the little cake she is taking out from it. The smell 


is wonderful, much better than Akane's previous attempts at Charbroiled cake or Blackened biscuit surprise. In 


fact, everyone in the room all look towards Akane as the smell of her butter cake reaches their nostrils. The teacher 


shoots them a stern look, and they all go back to what they were doing.





Teacher : "Mind if I taste it?"


Akane : "Please do."





The teacher tries to remember if she's already written her will. Akane is holding the tray with her mitts, the cake


a little brown and unassuming, still steaming freash from the oven. The teacher breaks off a little crumb from the


side and examines it. All the students are now staring at her, the place so silent the grass outside can be heard


rustling as the rainclouds bring cold winds.





Teacher : <Here goes......>





*gulp*





The teacher suddenly straightens, eyes wide open, then falls over onto the floor unmoving. Everyone stares at her


for a while. Then one of the students, skilled in first aid, walks over and feels her neck for a pulse.





Student : "She's alive. Just unconscious."





Everyone lets out the breath didn't know they were holding in a sigh of relief. Suddenly, the teacher sits up, 


adjusts her spectacles, and looks straight at Akane.





Teacher : "A1! No, I should say Distinction! My goodness, I was so shocked I just fainted!"





She gets up and stares at Akane's cake, the simple, brown, unassuming thing on the baking tray in Akane's hands.





Teacher : "Akane, I think YOU could take over the baking lessons from now on."


Akane : "No, thank you. The teacher is much better."





Everyone starts muttering and begin to walk over towards Akane, wondering just how good her cake tastes. 


Akane giggles and swipes the cake off the tray, and starts squeezing some chocolate, vanilla and strawberry cream


onto the cake. One flavour for one word of Ranma's hiragana name. Then, she takes the sprinkles out and sprinkles


the sugar-rice liberally onto the cake. Admiring her work, Akane claps happily.





Akane : "All done! Now, I'll just leave it to cool. No, this if for Ranma. No touching."





Akane adds with finality as she looks at everyone watering at the mouths. The teacher especially. She shrugs and


grins.





Akane : "Oh, all right. I'll bake a bigger one, ok?"





All of them nod dumbly. Then suddenly, the teacher remembers something.





Teacher : "Hey, all of you better get back to your own baking or else you're all going to get Fs!"





Everyone scrambles back to what they were doing, all thoughts of Akane's cake forgotten. The teacher walks 


around to inspect their work as Akane works on another one.





Akane : <It worked! It worked! My cooking is delicious at last! I'm so happy! Haa haa!>


D. Akane : <Of course it worked! You had my help!>


Akane : <You ARE me.>


D. Akane : <......yeah, you're right.>





At the end of Home Economics (and school, incidentally), the teacher and students all walk out with bellies filled 


and cakes in hand. Not just their own cakes, mind. The guys out of their own lessons all run up to the girls as they 


smell the wonderful aromas of fresh-from-the-oven pastries.





Guy #1 : "Hey, cool! Cakes! Mind if we try!?"


Girl #1 : "In your dreams, yeah! I'm saving this for my boyfriend!"


Guy #2 : "Can I be your boyfriend?"


Girl #2 : "You wished! No girl'd want to like you! ngaaaah!"





And as usual, Kuno is there waiting in the middle of the corridor with a bib, a fork and knife, waiting for Akane.


She sees Kuno and stops.





Kuno : "Tendou Akane, I was denied the taste of your wonderful pastries the last time, but I shall take the chance


               to try them now, for a girl's greatest happiness is in having her cooking eaten by the one she loves. So


               here I come!"





*crush*





Ranma : "Hey, Kuno sempai, you wouldn't be wanting to eat her cooking again, would you? Isn't it supposed to be


                 inedible?"





Standing on Kuno's head, he directs this last question to the group of girls all waiting in the hallway. They look at 


each other, murmur, then answer simultaneously.





Girls : "Not anymore."





Ranma falls off Kuno's head, landing on his own. Kuno stands up straight again and looks at Akane.





Kuno : "Here I come!"





Kuno charges towards Akane, fork and knife ready to devour her cake. Akane sticks a foot up.





*squish*





Akane : "Get a life, Kuno."





Kuno tries to pull his face off, but it is so firmly implanted he cannot. He desperately scrabbles at Akane's ankles,


but with no effect. As Ranma watches, Kuno decides to make a last-ditched attempt before he suffers brain 


damage from lack of oxygen. (Ahem, isn't he already brain dead? -Ed.)


Resting for a while, Kuno suddenly throws his hand in front of him, palms open, trying to use the momentum to


free himself. Unfortunately, as usual, he forgets that forward momentum has no useful effect. Worse still, his knife 


and fork flying from his hands.


Straight towards Akane.


Throwing the cake into the air, Akane intercepts both utensils with her bare hands, then toss them onto the floor


with a tinkle, and Kuno's face frees itself from her shoe at the same time. Kuno's nose is, however, a few inches


longer than it was before, and as he pushes it back in, Akane catches the cake in her left hand. A sting in her right


hand prevents her from using that one. Everyone starts clapping in admiration as she does a slight curtsey. Just


then, one of her friends comes up to her.





Akane's Friend : "Akane, are you all right? Your hand was.... holding the blade."





Akane looks at her palm, cut from the knife, and immediately knows that if anyone sees the colour of her blood, it's


over. She quickly feigns pain and throws the cake to Ranma, covering her palm and running to the girl's toilet.


Ranma catches the cake and looks at it.





Ranma : <My name's written on it, that's for sure. Oh, it's the end of the day. School's over, might as well eat.>





Ranma opens his mouth wide to consume the warm cake, when he notices all the guys standing around him,


mouths watering.





Guys : "Ranma! You're not going to share that with us?"


Ranma : "Of course not. It's got my name on it! See?"





Ranma shows the guys the cake. They move away, sadly. Ranma looks at the cake, then at the direction Akane


disappeared off to. Kuno is busy pushing his nose back in, staggering around the place like a drunkard. Ranma


shrugs, gets up, and eats the cake on the way to the girl's toilet.





*munch* *munch*





Ranma : <Say, this isn't half bad! It's delicious, I might say!>





He spots the only girl's toilet on this level of the building, and is about to open it when he realizes that he's still a


guy. He looks around, makes sure no one's around, then walks into the guy's toilet to change.





In the girl's toilet.....





Akane : <Damn, I should be more careful next time around sharp things. Why'd Kuno throw those things at me 


                 anyway?>





She is busy licking her wound, the cut closing a little with every lick. She feels a little sick doing it, but has no 


other alternative. Washing her hand would only result in people seeing the black stuff in the sink and relating it to


the black scab on her palm, and using her healing abilities would be a major waste of energy.





*click*





Akane stops licking her palm and stares at the door as a certain red-haired, pigtailed girl walks into the toilet. At


another time, she would've almost screamed hentai or ecchi, but this time, she just lets Ranma-chan in.





Akane : "Come to see how I'm doing?"





Ranma walks towards Akane, using a towel to rub her hair dry.





Ranma (C) : "Ne, Akane-chan. You really should be more careful catching knives. What're you doing? Washing 


                       the wound?"


Akane : "Nah. Licking it. See? My palm's nearly alright now."





Akane shows Ranma her palm and tongue, a small black streak in the palm, and on her tongue, some blood. Ranma 


immediately feels like throwing up. Running over to one of the cubicles, she does.





Ranma (C) : *bleargh* <One of the weaker points of my kawai form, for sure.> *guaargh*





Flushing the toilet, Ranma walks out of the cubicle wiping her mouth with a tissue. Akane looks very apologetic


and half-salutes to Ranma in apology.





Akane : "Gomen Nasai! Sorry! This is the only way I can let this thing heal because the other ways wouldn't be


                 very good for my image to others. I shouldn't have shown you my tongue too."


Ranma (C) : "You have to lick that thing because you... what?"


Akane : "My blood does not coagulate. Not easily. Can't let it get into the sinks or bins because people will see it.


                 Can't heal it, because the healing process always takes away a fixed amount of energy which is very


                 wasteful on this. Best way's to lick it. You don't have to look if you don't want to."


Ranma (C) : "It's alright, you're my.... fiancee..... after all." <Yucks. One bad habit about Akane to note now.>





Just then, Nabiki, needing to answer her call of nature, happens to walk into the toilet. Akane stops the second 


she pokes her head in, and Ranma quickly leaps into one of the cubicles, not wanting Nabiki to see her and 


becoming a victim in another one of her extortion schemes. Nabiki becomes a little uncomfortable in Akane's


presence.





Nabiki : <Come on! She's my sister for goodness' sakes!> "Hi, sis."


Akane : "Hi."


Nabiki : "Whaddaya doing?"


Akane : "Cleaning a wound."


Nabiki : "Got into another fight? You should let Tofu take a look."


Akane : "No thanks, it's very minor."


Nabiki : "If you say so."





As Nabiki is about to enter an empty cubicle, she uses a little mirror implanted into the wall courtesy by herself to


sneak a look at the main mirror just as Akane squats down to 'retrieve' a lost item, Akane knowing what her sister 


is planning. Nabiki sees a hint of something black and with a sharp edge in the mirror before it disappears 


suddenly. She blinks as she shuts the door and locks it, wondering whether it was real or just an illusion.





Ranma-chan sneaks out from above the cubicle besides Nabiki's, and looks at Akane, who is standing up. The two


speak in hushed tones so that Nabiki can't hear them.





Ranma (C) : "That was close."


Akane : "Don't worry, you're her last concern. I'm afraid she saw my reflection."


Ranma (C) : "What?"


Akane : "My reflection! Look!"





Ranma looks. She is greeted with the sight of Dark Akane in the mirror. She looks at Akane, then at the mirror.





Akane : "Looks like my appearance won't fool them all. I'd better do something about it."


Ranma (C) : "Like?"


Akane : "Watch."





*squiishquelp*





Akane suddenly shapeshifts again, and turns into a naked Akane, her clothes melting away. Ranma looks into the


mirror and sees that a normal, buck naked Akane is reflected on it.





Akane : "The unfortunate thing is that I'll be wearing physical clothes now. What a bother."


Ranma (C) : "Better get something on now! And do something about that sound, it's disgusting."


Akane : "Oh, all right. I thought it would be a nice touch."


Ranma (C) : "Yucks. You thought wrong."





Akane has her clothes return, and the mirror reflects Dark Akane once more. She sighs.





Akane : "Better go home now. Oh, have you eaten my cake?"


Ranma (C) : "Threw it up in Nabiki's cubicle. But it was delicious!" <That's true.>


Akane : "Hmm.... too bad. I'll make you another one. Come on, let's go!"





Akane grabs Ranma's wrist and the two walk out of the toilet, making sure nobody sees them. As soon as they


leave the toilet.....





*click*





Nabiki : "Perfect. Now, to get this vomit off my bottom....."





Akane and Ranma head straight for home, both walking on the fence as they do so. Ranma is unused to seeing


Akane walk on the fence though, and nearly loses her balance once as she observes Akane too closely. They


see the Tendou Dojo in the distance, and at its gates, Soun and Kasumi, waving to them. Ranma peeks out from


behind Akane and scratches her head.





Ranma (C) : "Why're they waving like that?"


Akane : "Beats me. Let's go find out." <Nabiki's cameras must've discovered me last night in the dojo! Damn! I just


               hope they don't know that.>





The two hop off the fence and make their way towards Soun and Kasumi. The two stop waving as they walk up


to them. Soun puts his hands on Akane's shoulder in a fatherly gesture of affection.





Soun : "Ah, Akane-chan, my daughter. Welcome back!"


Kasumi : "And you too, Ranma."





The two exchange questionmarks. Akane gently lifts his hands off her shoulders and looks her father in the eye.





Akane : "Father, why the sudden fanfare? It's not like we were gone for a year."


Soun : "Yes, but I just wanted to show my appreciation for my daughter and future heir to the dojo's first time 


              together in a day without argument."


Ranma (C) : "Ne? Are you sure? Ah well. Guess Akane there was so blockheaded she forgot to argue then."





Akane shoots Ranma a venemous look, and Soun and Kasumi look at each other worriedly. Kasumi suddenly 


smiles again and claps her hands together.





Kasumi : "Well, since you're back, then we'll be off. We just got calls from an old friend of father's, and we'll be 


                  going to meet him at the station. You two'll be home alone again, so please take care, ok?"





The two nod at the same time, then Soun nods to Kasumi. The two walk off together. Ranma watches as they 


disappear down the street as she scratches her head.





Ranma (C) : "That isn't the right way to the station! Ah well, guess they're buying a gift then."





Closing the doors behind her, Ranma-chan turns around and sees Dark Akane before her.





Ranma (C) : "....!? I thought you would....?"


D. Akane : "Nah, it's nothing now. But I prefer this form. It's more comfortable. No one's around anyway."


Ranma (C) : <I'm in for it this time.> "Ah, I'm going to take my bath now."


D. Akane : "Mind if I follow?"


Ranma (C) : *gulp* <What's she thinking!?> "I think I'll be going to train in the dojo first."


D. Akane : "Lead on."





{Is something the matter?}





Nabiki : "Conditioner, wait up!"


Conditioner : "Can't. Great-grandmother said that we would meet at the Kunos' main gates at four."


Nabiki : "Ah well, time is money. Lead on."





The two are running out of school, straight towards the Kunos'. Nabiki is able to keep up with Conditioner, thanks


to her daily aerobics which keep her in shape. (Literally.) What Nabiki doesn't expect, however, is more than her


alone being there to talk about this shadow problem. Turning a corner to the Kunos', she nearly faints from shock.





Nabiki : <Otosan! Kasumi! What are you two....!?>





Indeed, Soun, Kasumi, Dr. Tofu, Cologne, Ryoga and Sasuke are all there, chattering as Conditioner and Nabiki


come along. Cologne sees Conditioner and Nabiki, and raps her staff on the floor. Everyone looks at the two


latecomers.





Cologne : "Right, the stragglers are here. Now we can begin."





Nabiki comes jogging up to Kasumi and Soun Tendou as Conditioner walks over to stand besides Cologne, 


clutching her bandaged chest as it begins to ache from all that running.





Nabiki : "Sis, what's this? Father, why're you here?"


Soun : "Shh, all will be explained in time. Just listen to that old woman over there first."





Nabiki turns around to listen to what Cologne has to say to the group. She is standing on her staff, addressing all


gathered.





Cologne :


"Well, I've called you all here today because you've all been informed about a certain something called the shadow


  for now. Well, I informed you over the phone today that I'd explain this in greater detail if you came. Well then,


  allow me to start from the top. Sasuke here has generously gotten the consensus of his mistress to use their


  compound for the purpose of this talk, so please come in."





Nabiki, Soun, Kasumi, and everybody else gathered all walk into the Kunos' compound and into the massive


structure at the far end of the court. Sasuke is trying to drag Ryoga into the compound, but he is still in his daze,


half-crying, half-delirious. Nabiki walks over to Sasuke.





Nabiki : "Let me."


Sasuke : "Yes."





Nabiki grabs Ryoga by his bandanna and drags him along the ground with no effort at all, much to Sasuke's awe


and amazement.


In the great hall of the Kunos' compound, Cologne is standing at a raised dais, staff in hand. Seats have been 


placed in rows, and Sasuke is busy serving everyone present drinks and food. Looking at her list of attendees,


Cologne ticks off the following names :





Soun, Kasumi, Nabiki, Ryoga, Sasuke, Me, Conditioner, Tofu, Ukyo (Just returned from Osaska an hour ago. -Ed)


, Genma, some of Akane's classmates, Kodachi.





Watching as Sasuke wheels in Kodachi in a wheelchair, an I.V needle in her arm, Cologne taps the microphone to


get some attention. The resulting high-pitched whine does the job perfectly, as everyone's teeth can't stop


vibrating. Looking around, Cologne sees everyone looking attentively at her.





Cologne : "I'm sure you're all wondering why I called you all here today. Well, allow me now to explain.... it began


                    like this."





A few hours later, Cologne has finished her speech. Everyone is by now either adjusting their spectacles, 


scratching their heads, or doing something similar to an act of disbelief. Cologne frowns, as everyone starts


mumuring among themselves on the truth of her statement. She taps the staff on the floor and everyone stops


mumuring and look at her again.





Cologne : "While some of you may be wondering whether this is true, I assure you with my life it is. There is a


                    creation of my magic, a shadow, that now has Akane Tendou. Mr. Tendou, and the two Tendou


                    daughters with him now, please remember to act normally towards Akane. That goes for the rest of you


                    too. Any questions?"





One hand.





Cologe : "Dr. Ono Tofu?"





Tofu stands up.





Tofu : "I'd like to ask, just what is our role, you telling us all this?"


Cologne : "Just act normally, until I can come up with a plan to solve this."


Tofu : "Then why tell us now? We wouldn't need to act if we didn't know."


Cologne : "Tofu, just in case you didn't know, the shadow bleeds black. If Akane came to you from a fight and you


                    asked too many questions about her blood, well..... you know the answer."





More murmuring. Tofu asks another question.





Tofu : "Well then, wouldn't Akane know something was wrong if I DIDN'T act strangely towards her blood?"


Cologne : "Let me explain. She'll expect questions, just not too many. You know what to do."





This satisfies everyone present, and they all stop murmuring as they begin thinking about how to act towards


Akane when they meet her. Cologne nods to Sasuke.





Cologne : "All right, ladies and gentlemen. The meeting is now over, Sasuke will escort you out. Thank you for


                    your co-operation."





Everyone gets up to leave as Sasuke leads the way, but Cologne then spots Tofu moving down the aisles. She


uses her staff to knock his shoulder. He turns around to face the matron.





Tofu : "Yes?"


Colonge : "My great-granddaughter says you're the best physician around here."


Tofu : "Oh, er... that.... maybe. Who is your great-granddaughter?"


Cologne : "Blue, tied in buns hair, red eyes, about 1.68 M tall, weighs...."


Tofu : "All right, I get the idea. Yeah, she came once. So did a girl with purple hair that...."


Cologne : "That's Shampoo. Anyway, Conditioner claims you're the best doctor, having healed Shampoo's ankle


                    with some herbs and all that."


Tofu : "Shampoo eh? Yes, her. She's a fine girl, all right. Why come to me now? Has she....?"


Cologne : "I'll let you in on another secret to the shadow. This way, please....."





Cologne leads Tofu down the corridor to see a very sick and very cold Shampoo.





                                                                                             -=-=-=-=-





"Akane, are you sure this is a good idea?"


"Why not?"


"Because I'm not sure I can....."


"Oh, nonsense! We're engaged, aren't we?"


"Yes, but...."


"It'll be fun! Come on!"


"hm.... oh all right, but just this once." <Why am I going to regret this?>


"Wonderful! We can take a bath together for once!"





The two girls are walking (one's floating. -Ed.) towards the bathroom, Ranma already stripping off. Dark Akane


kind of floats behind her, giving her the creeps. It's enough she floats around during their training session, this


makes Ranma feel like a ghost is following her.





Ranma (C) : "Akane, you mind? I don't normally have people float behind me."


D. Akane : "All right."


Akane : "Better?"


Ranma (C) : "Much."





Ranma slides the door to the bathroom open and steps in, Akane following suit. Still very uneasy about this


arrangement, Ranma begins filling the tub with hot water as Akane takes a stool out and sits on it, scrubbing


herself. Ranma sits facing away from her, doing the same while the tub fills up.





Akane : "Pass the soap, Ranma-kun."


Ranma (C) : "Here."


Akane : "What's wrong, Ranma? Why so sullen all of a sudden?"





Akane comes over to Ranma, resting her head on Ranma's shoulder. Ranma feels a little ticklish at first, but quickly


gets used to it. Ranma turns her head to look at Akane, at those eyes.... deep, black vortexes..... she snaps out of


it.





Ranma (C) : "Nothing, really!" <Sheesh! Remind me never to look into those eyes again!>





Akane gives her a pout. Then she remembers something.





Akane : "Are my eyes bothering you? Sorry, I forgot about them."





With a quick blink, her eyes return to normal, staring in them giving the person nothing more than an image of an


eye looking back. Akane grabs her stool and places it in front of Ranma, then sits down and washes her hair.


Ranma, while used to this kind of thing, still feels her cheeks flushing as she looks at Akane, full bodied and not


wearing anything. She slaps herself mentally for such hentai thoughts.





Ranma (C) : <Get a grip, you!>





Just then, the tub begins to overflow. Panicking, Ranma-chan quickly turns off the tap and lets the extra water


drain. Then she steps in. From under the suds of her shampoo, Akane watches Ranma change back into a guy.





D. Akane : <Gotta get used to that.>





Relaxing now in the hot water, Ranma continues looking at Akane, innocently using the shower unit to wash the


shampoo out of her short hair.





Ranma : <Hard to believe it could grow so long. Heck, hard to believe she's possessed! Damn, what am I saying!?>





Washing the last bubble out of her hair, Akane looks at Ranma, who in turn is staring at her. Both of them blush at


the same time.





Akane/Ranma : "What are you looking at?!"





A pause.





Akane/Ranma : "Nothing! What's so interesting to see!?"





Another pause. Some blinking. Then both of them smile stupidly.





Ranma : "Uncute, you always did love to argue."


Akane : "Pervert, you too."





Akane stands up, spreads her hair out to let the excess water fly off, then steps into the tub with Ranma, who


immediately begins to feel uncomfortable, and not just in his gut. Sitting across from him, Akane looks at him with


some amusement.





Akane : "What's wrong now? Not used to seeing me naked? I thought you'd seen that a hundred and one times."





Ranma's brain scrables for an explanation, although the only thing in it now are hentai and ecchi thoughts. Akane


smiles wickedly.





Akane : "You are dirty, you! Come on, you want to try it?"





Ranma's response is instantaneous.





Ranma : "No! No thanks!"





Just then, the sound of the main door opening is heard from the outside, and Akane, who was bending over to


Ranma, stops. She pouts again.





Akane : "They have to spoil all the fun. Shucks."





Getting out of the tub, Akane grabs her towel and dries herself. Wrapping it around herself, she walks out into the


changing room. Kasumi calls from outside.





Kasumi : "Anyone home?"





Akane yells in reply, while putting on her skirt.





Akane : "Yeah, just me and..... Ranma!"





Ranma begins to sink under the water. Kasumi hesitates a while, then calls out from the living room again.





Kasumi : "Akane, when you're done bathing, do you mind helping me in the kitchen?"


Akane : "Sure, sis! I'm getting changed now!"





Ranma has sunk completely under the water now, pulling his pigtail down with him. Just as Akane opens the door,


putting on a blouse, Nabiki walks by and looks in.





Nabiki : "Where's Ranma?"





Akane looks behind her. She smiles as she sees the bubbles from the tub.





Akane : "Oh, just enjoying a dip."





Nabiki shrugs, then walks on towards her room. Akane walks towards the kitchen, passing Soun and Genma on


the way, both of them playing another game of shogi and drinking sake.





Akane : "Hi, dad. How was your meeting with your friend?"





Soun looks up from the board for a while. He grins nervously.





Soun : "He didn't come, unfortunately. He sent us an apologetic telegram saying he couldn't make it."


Akane : "Oh."





Akane then walks into the kitchen as Soun and Genma exchange looks. Soun whispers into Genma's panda ears.





Soun : "She seems normal enough."


Genma (C) : "Except for the just me and Ranma part."


Soun : "Why not?"


Genma (C) : "Doesn't feel right."


Soun : "You're such a pessimist. Hey, checkmate!"





While talking to Genma, Soun used the opportunity to switch a few pieces around. Genma grumbles a little as he


sees Soun's pieces in an all-win no-lose position, and concedes the round, sign-muttering something about using


decoy tactics.





In the kitchen, Kasumi is busy chopping some vegetables when Akane comes in. Pausing for a while, Kasumi


turns around.





Kasumi : "Ah, you're here. Would you mind helping me with chopping the vegetables?"


Akane : "No problem, sis."


Kasumi : "Thank you. Here."





Akane walks up besides Kasumi, who passes the chopper to her carefully. Nodding to Kasumi, Akane begins


chooping the vegetables. Looking at Akane and wondering whether the part about Akane begin possessed is 


true, Kasumi goes to get the other things she'll be cooking for dinner. Taking the meat out of the freezer, Kasumi


carries it to the microwave to thaw it first for the night's dinner, and begins preperations for the rest of the dinner.


Akane has finished chopping the vegetables and is looking for something else to do.





Akane : "I'm all done here, sis. Anything else?"


Kasumi : "Ah, thank you. Hm.... oh, there is. I'm out of ideas for tonight's dinner, why not try cooking something


                   for dinner tonight?"


Akane : "Ah! er......... ok."


Kasumi : <Unsure of her abilities? That's normal.>





Akane quickly sets to work, grabbing ingredients left and right. Kasumi watches as Akane whips up something


not altogether nice to look at.





Kasumi : "What is this, Akane?" <Cooking's unrecognizable, that's usual.>


Akane : "Er.... no idea. Just thought I'd make something up."


Kasumi : "Oh." <Oh my. Oh my oh my oh my.>





*ding*





Kasumi : "The thawing's done."





Kasumi walks over and opens the microwave oven. She uses a mittened hand to pick out the meat. Taking out 


some spices and condiments, Kasumi works on the meat. Akane looks on as she whips her own batch of dinner


up. The two take out woks at the same time and begin cooking.


Outside the kitchen, Ranma is in the lawn of the Tendou's, practicing his skills with his staff, sparring with his


father, both physically and verbally. Soun watches as Genma tries to sweep his son off his feet, only to get his


head cloth swept off his head, exposing his bald plate. Grabbing another cloth out of his gi, Genma quickly ties


it onto his head.





Ranma : "Getting slow eh, pops?"


Genma : "I've got a few tricks up my sleeves yet!"


Ranma : "Not much space in there though."


Genma : "Watch this!"





Genma thrusts his staff at Ranma, tip aimed for his chest. Ranma intercepts the staff tip with his own staff, 


stopping it and appearing to Soun like a giant, horizontal 'T'.





Ranma : "And? I see a lousy attempt to attack, if that's what you mean."


Genma : "Now's not the time to boast, foolish son."





Genma suddenly thrusts his belly forwards, slamming it into the staff. However, the staff doesn't sink into his


belly, but instead breaks Ranma's staff as it moves towards Ranma's chest as Genma's stomach of iron pushes it


forwads. Ranma stumbles backwards.





Ranma : "Oof! That hurt!"


Genma : "Never underestimate me, or your enemy, I say!"


Ranma : "With a stomach that jiggles more than a bowl of jelly, that's some stunt all right."


Genma : "Who's saying who's fat?"


Ranma : "Self admittance? Hah, face it dad. A gut like that, knife couldn't go through it!"


Genma : "Watch your mouth, son. I'm your better ten times over, and I'll prove it!"


Ranma : "Come on then, panda pop!"





Soun sighs as he watches the two start an all out brawl. Soun decides he's had enough of watching them train,


and moves off to watch television. A half hour later, Kasumi pops her head out of the kitchen and yells to the two


brawlers.





Kasumi : "Dinner's ready!"





Engaged in a leglock in mid-air, Ranma and Genma yell apologies as they fall onto the ground, raising a massive


dirt cloud. Kasumi sighs again as she shuts the windows seconds before the dust reaches the windows.





Kasumi : "Akane? How's your dish coming along?"


Akane : "Dunno, sis. Take a look?"





Kasumi walks over and looks at the dish. A little more recognizable now, Kasumi can identify the individual 


ingredients in the dish. She takes a sniff.





Kasumi : <Recognizable, that's step one. Smell's not bad, step two. Let's see if it reaches the final step 3.>





Carrying dishes out of the kitchen, Kasumi watches as everyone is already seated and waiting. She sets down the


dishes in her tray. Akane follows, one bowl of her personal creation in her hands. She sets it down as the centre-


piece of the table. Ranma looks at it and looks at Akane as she sits down besides him. Catching his look, Akane


giggles and shrugs.





Ranma : "Safe to eat?"


Akane : "Only one way to find out."





As usual, Ranma notices everyone staring at him.





Soun, Nabiki and Kasumi : "She's your iinazuke, you try it first."


Genma (C) : "They're right, son."





Ranma looks at everyone, then at Akane, and then to the food.





Ranma : <Her baking wasn't bad, what about her cooking?>





Kasumi is already preparing the medicine as Ranma picks up his pair of chopsticks and reaches over to the bowl.


Soun looks to Nabiki, who nods in return, a sign that she's already prepared everything else from toilet paper to


warm water and cloths. Ranma picks out a sample piece of Akane's cooking. Genma and Soun look at each other,


sweating. Ranma's chopsticks are in front of his mouth, his mouth open. Akane looks at her sisters.





Ranma : "...i..ita..itadakimasu...." (Itadakimasu is used when in japanese homes when people are about to begin 


               eating.)





Ranma swallows. His face scrounges up a little, but then he regains normal composure soon enough. Everyone


lets go of a sigh of relief.





Ranma : "B...barely acceptable."





He stares at Akane. She nods, then mindspeaks again. The disorienting feeling comes to Ranma as her voice rings


clearly in his head.





D. Akane : <Hey, sorry! My baking's good, but.....>





Ranma thinks back to her sourly.





Ranma : <You could skip the bitterness!>





Akane shrugs and smiles sweetly.





D. Akane : <I'll try harder next time. Sorry it's too bitter.>


Ranma : <Yuech. Make it too sweet next time. Then I won't have to taste bitterness in everything else the rest of 


                 the night. Sweet potatoes maybe.>


D. Akane : <It was supposed to be sweet potatoes. Sheesh!>


Ranma : <.......>





Everyone else looks on as Ranma and Akane hold a staring competition, not knowing they're talking mentally.


Soun begins to feel unsure of himself. Genma keeps eating, oblivious to the goings on. Ranma turns his eyes to


look at the Tendous, feeling their stares burning into his ribs. He quickly thinks up a response to Akane.





Ranma : "They're staring."


D. Akane : "Oops."





The two quickly stop staring and begin eating. Uneasily, the rest of the Tendous start on their own dinners.


In the middle of dinner, Soun looks at Ranma, quietly eating, then at Akane, also quietly eating. Soun prods Genma


in the furry ribs.





Soun : "Hey, notice something about those two?"


Genma (C) : "They're quiet?"


Soun : "Too quiet. Something's wrong."


Genma (C) : "You're just jumping at shadows."


Soun : "Exactly. A shadow."





Just then, Ranma looks up. Soun and Genma stop talking to each other.





Ranma : "Hey, pops, since Akane's cooking is edible.... barely.... why not you try it and tell me what it's like?"


Genma (C) : "Cuz she's your iinazuke?"


Ranma : "I'm not going to be the only one eating, will I?"


Akane : "Yes, I did cook it for all of you."





Everyone at the table looks at each other uncertainly. Akane shrugs.





Akane : "Well then, I guess I can't improve my cooking and then Ranma'll have to eat my horrible cooking, oh so


                 inedible, when we marry. So will our children, and since I can't teach them......"





Akane pauses for a while as she examines everyone's face, all of them faulted over, giant beads of sweat slowly


rolling off the sides of their heads as they consider the prospect of the entire Tendou name being marred because


of one person who can't cook properly. Soun smiles falsely, holding his hands out to Akane to stop.





Soun : "No no no no no! We wouldn't want Ranma to suffer! He IS the heir to my dojo......"


Kasumi : "I think I'll give Akane cooking lessons from now onwards....."


Nabiki : "I'll offer any help she needs, at minimum charge."


Genma (C) : "I'll do myself a favor and keep out of the way."





Akane looks at them, shrugs and smiles, nodding. She gestures to the food in an offer.





Akane : "Come on then, try it!"





Soun looks at his two daughters. They nod at him. Soun looks unsure. Then, looking at Akane, still smiling and


holding her hand out, Soun sighs. He looks at Kasumi, taking the cordless phone out, the two knowing what is


required in an unspoken thought.





Soun : <I hope I have everything right on my will.>





Throwing caution to the wind, Soun uses his chopsticks to pick out a single item from the bowl and examines it.


The tension in the air is as tangible as Akane's cooking. Soun eats it, chewing. Suddenly, he clasps his throat and


starts screaming, thrashing about.





Soun : "AAAHHHHHHHHHHHHHH! EIIAAAAHHHHHRRRGHHHHH! UUUUUUURGGGGHHH!"





Everyone backs off in stark fear as Soun chokes and spasms on the floor.





Tendou Sisters : "Father! Daijobu ka!?"


Soun : *Hack* *gasp* *choke*


Genma (C) : "Tendou-kun!"


Ranma : (muttering) "Ne, Akane's cooking has claimed another victim."





Suddenly, Soun stops spasms and sits up, looking at everyone around. He grins stupidly and laughs loudly.





Soun : "Fooled you again? So sorry! haa haa!"





Everyone falls over, even Nabiki. Soun scratches his head in embarrasement as everyone returns to their place at


the table. Akane looks at her father, and points to the small chunk of food that's on his chin. He wipes it off and


swallows it.





Soun : "Akane, your cooking's edible, I'll give you that. Not too tasty, but edible. Lucky I love bittergourd."


Akane : "It's not bittergourd! It was sweet potatoes!"


Soun : ".........."





Akane sighs, then as Genma, Nabiki and Kasumi look at Akane's food in the bowl, the only food left on the


table, they shrug and take some of it themselves.


The rest of the night, Nabiki keeps going to the toilet, face green, while Kasumi stays in bed, sick.





                                                                                            -=-=-=-=-





At the Kunos', Cologne and Conditioner watch as Tofu takes Shampoo's vital signs. He consults his withered


tome at the same time. Cologne is impressed how many copies of ancient Chinese lore can make their way into 


Japan alone. Tofu looks up from Shampoo.





Tofu : "I thought you'd be more skilled than I at this, Madam."


Cologne : "Sorry, but I myself wasn't sure what I was doing then."


Tofu : <That's hard to believe.> "Well, your daughter's still alive, at any rate. Her vital signs are erratic though,


            and as for the loss in body heat, I cannot explain, unless it's this.... shadow Akane you're talking about 


             who's responsible for this." <I don't believe Akane can be....>


Cologne : "I know you don't believe Akane can be possessed like this, but I assure you it's the absolute and


                    complete truth."





Tofu stands up, dusting his hands, shaking his head.





Tofu : "Well then, you'll have to get her to remove whatever is making Shampoo sick. I can't do anything about her


              condition, sorry."





Cologne sighs. Then Tofu remembers something.





Tofu : "Did you say you want to destroy or simply banish the shadow?"


Cologne : "Banish. The shadow is.... still human, somewhat, magic or not. We can't destroy it."


Tofu : "Well then, either way, you'll need this more than I will. I've memorised it anyway."





Tofu passes Cologne the tome from his hands. She looks at it critically, and notices in very fine print at the lower


left hand corner....





"Volume III of III."





Cologne : "Of course."





Tofu picks up his bags and bids Cologne and Conditioner farewell as he leaves. Cologne watches him go, then


quickly turns to Conditioner.





Cologne : "Conditioner! Go get the tome from the Kunos' medical facilities!"


Conditioner : "But...."


Cologne : "Now!"


Conditioner : "Yes."





Conditioner runs off to get the tome, as Cologne pulls out her own copy of the book. There, again, in fine print, is


the statement.





"Volume I of III"





Conditioner returns soon, book in hand. Cologne reads its fine print.





"Volume II of III"





Cologne : "We have all the piece of the puzzle. Hmph, light and darkness have never been so troublesome!"


Conditioner : "What does this mean, great-grandmother?"


Cologne : "We may have our answer. Help me tear out...."


Conditioner : "We have the xerox...."


Cologne : "Help me xerox these pages, then lay out the ones with pictures as I instruct."


Conditioner : "Yes."





Cologne watches as Conditioner works dilligently to get the papers printed right, then lay them out as per 


instructions.





Cologne : "Hold on, son in law. Shampoo'll be yours yet."





                                                                                           -=-=-=-=-





In her room, an exhausted Akane yawns as she closes the door to her room, already dressed in her nightgown.


Lying down on her bed, Akane looks at the ceiling as her shadow form leaves her to sit down besides her. The


two mindspeak, a little of each other still in the other.





Akane : <I really can do things now.>


D. Akane : <We both can.>


Akane : <Yeah. I love it.>


D. Akane : <Me too.>


Akane : <That reminds me.>


D. Akane : <What?>


Akane : <I didn't see Shampoo today, and Conditioner looked really sad.>


D. Akane : <Yes. We did tell them to stay away from Ranma as fiancees.>


Akane : <Not as friends?>


D. Akane : <I'm not evil. I know everyone needs friends.>


Akane : <I feel unsure about Shampoo.>


D. Akane : <Hold on...... hm, she's suffering. From my.... guarantee.>


Akane : <What's that?>


D. Akane : <The promise that she'd stay away from Ranma.>


Akane : <She didn't agree to that!>


D. Akane : <Sorry. Had to be sure.>


Akane : <We've got to help her!>


D. Akane : <This pain comes from a broken promise. I did put that guarantee into her.>


Akane : <But..... she's.... suffering! You can't leave her like that! It's not right to punish one who loves another!>


D. Akane : <She promised.>


Akane : <Agreed not to marry him, yes, but not to stay away from him!>


D. Akane : <Let her learn her lesson. Give her a chance, and......>


Akane : <Have some mercy, will you!? Love, marriage and friendship are different!>


D. Akane : <I guess you're right. Oh, all right. I'll get it out of her.>


Akane : <Now. And take me with you.>


D. Akane : <Yes. I wouldn't go anywhere without you.>





The shadow becomes Akane again. Then it suddenly drops to the floor, nothing but another flat, human 


shaped shadow.... without the human. It seeps through the windows towards the Kuno's. Someone 


knocks on Akane's door soon after.





Voice : "Akane? Akane, you there? Hm.... asleep maybe?"





*click*





Kasumi : "Strange, where is she? What's this?"





Kasumi sees a small, black spot on the floor. She picks up a sample when it suddenly quivers on her finger and


turns into a miniature version of Dark Akane, who eyes her critically, then dissipates into the air. Taking a step 


back in shock, Kasumi runs out the door screaming.





Kasumi : "OTOSAN!"





Soun is just about to go to sleep, when he hears Kasumi's shouting. He gets off his futon and runs out the door,


looking down the corridor where Kasumi's voice is coming from. As Kasumi passes Nabiki's room, she sticks her


head out the door and stares after her sister.





Nabiki : <Must be something important then.> "Hey! Wait for me!"





Nabiki leaves her room and follows Kasumi, who is running surprisingly fast. Nabiki attributes it to sheer terror,


something that doesn't strike Kasumi often.





Nabiki : <She's not been terrified since she was born! Something's really wrong.>





Kasumi runs towards her father's room, and sees Soun standing at its entrance. He grabs her shoulders as she 


runs up to him, stopping her. Kasumi takes several deep breaths to steady herself and recover from the shock.


Ranma and Genma also run towards Soun, wondering what the commotion is about.





Ranma : <Oh no. Kasumi's discovered Dark Akane!?>





Kasumi has stopped gasping for air, and is now shaking with fear. Everyone knows that Kasumi's never been


scared before, and that something that CAN make her scared.... well, it's better not to think about it. Or......





Soun : "Kasumi! What's wrong!? I heard you scream!"





Kasumi opens her mouth to speak, but suddenly gasps again as she tries to stifle her fear. She tries again, with a


little success.





Kasumi : "....A...A...ah....."


Soun : "What? Ah!? What's the matter!?"


Kasumi : "Ah...a...Akane!"


Nabiki : "Eh? What about her? She's really possessed?" <Damn, it's true, isn't it!? Those photos!>


Kasumi : "...a...I....e.... saw.... something..... that changed.... into Akane wearing some cape.... dress.... boots..... pure


                   black...... disappeared.....!"


Soun : "Akane!? Is it true!?"


Kasumi : "..I..I..... don't ..... know! A small.... black thing on the floor...... picked up..... changed into tiny Akane.....


                   disappeared!"


Soun : "Is it the shadow Akane then!? A tiny one though!? Impossible! Kasumi, you must tell us more! Are you


              sure!?"


Kasumi : ".........y....n....."





Kasumi faints in Soun's arms. Ranma sweats as he realises Kasumi's discovered Akane's secret. Then he suddenly


snaps to attention as Soun calls Ranma's name.





Soun : "Ranma! Help me carry Kasumi into her room. We'll need to confirm what she saw."


Ranma : "Eh? Oh, er... yes!"





Ranma carries Kasumi's legs as Soun supports her back, and the two carry her to her room. Gently setting her 


down on her bed, Soun covers his eldest daughter with a blanket. Nabiki comes in shortly, a basin of cool water 


and some towels in hand. Soun wets the towels in the water and gently places it onto Kasumi's head. He gets a 


chair out and sits by her side, holding her hand.





Ranma : "She'll be alright, it's just shock."





Soun looks at Ranma.





Soun : "Ranma, you don't seem shocked. Do you know anything about this.... shadow?"





It's Ranma's turn to look shocked.





Ranma : "Eh? No! I only know we searched for the shadow that night, but it didn't turn up!"





Soun knows Ranma is lying now. Conditioner, at the meeting, told them all about Ranma recieving Akane's kiss,


outrageous as Soun thought it was. Cologne told them all, so did Sasuke, a slightly dazed Ryoga, and Sasuke.


In fact, Soun could guess Ranma wasn't invited because he would have denied everything.





Soun : <It's a best guess, but......> "Ranma, well, you should know that Akane's been possessed by the shadow.


             That's why she's been behaving so strangely."


Ranma : ".....yes."


Soun : <He's definitely faking it. Has to be.> "I caution you though. Be careful not to anger her, or let her know


             that you know until Cologne can come up with something to banish her shadow."


Ranma : ".....yes."


Soun : "You all right, Ranma? Is something the matter?"


Ranma : ".....yes. And no. Everything's fine......"





Soun is about to pursue the matter when Kasumi groans.





Kasumi : "unnnn....."


Soun : "Kasumi's waking up! Kasumi! You all right!?"





Kasumi opens her eyes slowly, the first thing she sees being her father. She gets up, the towel dropping onto the


blanket. Nabiki removes the towel as Kasumi rubs her head.





Kasumi : "Ungh..... uh.... ah."


Soun : "Kasumi-chan! Just now, that shadow! Are you sure it was Akane!?"





Kasumi looks at her father, her face back to its normal self.





Kasumi : "Otosan, what's the matter? Why this matter of Akane and the shadow? What's Akane got to do with


                   shadows?"


Soun : "????? Kasumi? You just said....."


Kasumi : "What happened anyway? Why am I here? Did I faint?"





Soun looks at her, his eyes tearing as Kasumi acts as if she remembers nothing. Ranma feels his bigsweat drying


up quickly.





Ranma : <She's had too big a shock to her system. Her brain's just forgotten the last few minutes completely.>





Soun is still trying to press Kasumi for information.





Soun : "Kasumi, think! What were you doing just now!?"


Kasumi : "I..... remember walking with you somewhere, to meet a friend I think. Then I found myself here. Oh my."


Soun : <She's forgotten!? COMPLETELY!?>


Nabiki : "Forget it, father. She's probably forgotten everything by now. Anything she tells us is probably suspect


                 to inaccuracy or fantasy." <Then I must be wrong.>





Soun lets go of his daughter's hand, then stands up to look at Nabiki. He nods solemnly. Ranma quietly lets out a


sigh of relief.





Ranma : <Akane's secret's still safe. For now.>


Soun : "Kasumi, if you remember anything, just tell me, alright? Even in the middle of the night. Oyasumi."





Soun walks out of Kasumi's room, Nabiki, Genma and Ranma following. Kasumi looks at them wonderingly, trying


to remember what happened but unable to recall anything the past few minutes. When Soun closes the door 


behind him, after bidding her goodnight, Kasumi shrugs it off as a forgetful spell. She goes back to sleep, feeling


exhausted for some reason.





                                                                                                -=-=-=-=-





D. Akane : <Hmmm..... sister's found a left-behind part. I'd better scan her mind later. Best not to let the others 


                      know so soon. Ah, here it is now. I'd better be more meticulous in cleaning up next time.>





Dark Akane is floating on the deserted streets of Nerima, savoring the many different shadows cast by the orange


and yellowing sodium street lamps. Cape billowing out behind her even though there is no wind, and long hair


still at her waist, Akane looks around.





D. Akane : "Kuno's have got to be around here somewhere."





*tat* *tat*





Akane : "Who's that!?"





Akane realizes she's still in her pyjamas. She quickly changes it to something more appropiate. Another shadow


appears from the shadows, under the orange lamp. It looks up.





Tofu : "Oh! Akane! What are you doing here so late at night? Is something the matter?"


Akane : "Dr. Tofu! What are YOU doing here so late at night?"


Tofu : "Oh, me? I went to attend to a serious case. House call, that kind of thing. You?"


Akane : "Oh, me? I er.... dropped something on the streets earlier on. Didn't know until now. Have you seen my


                  wallet around here somewhere?"


Tofu : "Wallet? Hm, I thought I saw one back there."





Tofu points behind him, where it is pitch black. Akane nods, then runs off. She forgets, although in plain sight, 


that the lights there are malfunctioning and that Tofu would never have been able to see a thing if he hadn't the


torchlight in his bag to help guide him. He watches as Akane disappears into the darkness.





Tofu : <Strange, she can see it's dark, but..... maybe she's just not thinking straight tonight. She'll come back.>





And Tofu waits there just to make sure. A few minutes pass, but nobody returns. He peers into the darkness, but


nothing can be seen down the pitch-black street. Suddenly, Akane appears again, wallet in hand. Tofu nearly falls


back in shock.





Akane : "Got it."





What she forgot was, while she can see perfectly in the absolute darkness, Tofu can't. And she didn't notice the 


darkness along the entire stretch of street in her haste. Tofu knows something is wrong immediately. But, he puts


up a false face anyway.





Tofu : "Oh, good for you. See you then, Ja, mata. Oyasumi, Akane."


Akane : "Oyasumi nasai, Tofu-sensei."





Tofu continues down the street and around the corner to his house, as Akane watches. Satisfied he's gone, she


quickly reverts back to Dark Akane.





D. Akane : <Too close. I've got to watch where I tread next time.>





With that, she floats a little more hurridly towards the Kuno's, sure of her bearings now.





At the Kuno's guestroom, Cologne is tending to Shampoo, still whimpering, while taking her temperature. 


Conditioner is busy reading the massive chart on the shadow's general composition hung up on the wall, 


composed from the various pages of all three volumes of lore books. She is marking down points of note on a tiny


notebook which fits in her palm very snugly. Cologne takes the thermometer out of Shampoo's mouth, and 


removes the one under her armpit.





Cologne : "17 degrees celsius!? She's supposed to be dead by now!"





And indeed, although alive, Shampoo looks an unhealthy shade of frosty blue, condensation forming as she


breathes tortured breaths. Cologne looks in her books for any mention of such a condition, but finds only a


passing note of it. She slams volume two shut in anger and frustration.





Cologne : "These books are useless now! They hardly make any mention of the cure to Shampoo's condition!


                    All the symptoms but no cure!"





Conditioner speaks without looking back, her eyes still stuck to the chart, at the weak points now.





Conditioner : "Those cases probably never survived."





Cologne looks at Shampoo, clutching herself under the blanket, shivering, whimpering, muttering, eyes squeezed


in agony. Cologne sighs, as she applies another warm cloth to her forehead, the only place on her entire body that


isn't completely blue.





Cologne : "Curse that shadow! If I get my hands on it....."


Voice : "You can't destroy your own creations, you can't touch me, and neither will I help you if you did."





Conditioner and Cologne whirl around to stare at the floating form of Dark Akane, cloak now touching the ground,


but acting as if a slight breeze still blew. Dark Akane looks at the bluish form of Shampoo. Her face shows some


sympathy, but it vanishes. She looks at Cologne, who is staring every conceivable weapon at her.





Cologne : "What do you want here!?"


D. Akane : "I'm here to help Shampoo. End her misery, you might say."


Cologne : "To kill her or heal her?"


D. Akane : "Feisty, aren't we? No, I'm here to cure her. Move aside."





Cologne, still eyeing Dark Akane warily, hops aside slowly. Akane floats over to Shampoo, then kneels down,


her feet a few inches off the ground. Taking the cloth off her head, she tosses the instantly frozen cloth to one


side, shattering it on impact. She then lifts the blanket into the air, keeping it hovering a few centimeters off 


Shampoo's body, and looks at her.





D. Akane : "Here."





Seeing what no one else can see, she places a hand on Shampoo's abdomen at the point which was speared by


one of her dark tendrils. A glowing white light can be seen, pulsing at that point. Akane slowly lifts her hand, an


inky black sphere following like a drop of liquid, sticking to Shampoo for a while before the lagging drops reform


with the main body. Cologne watches on as Akane then sticks her fingers into the sphere and then absorb it.


Akane then stands up again, and turns her eyes to Cologne, although to Cologne, all she sees are two slightly


grayish outlines (Or grooves for that matter. -Ed.) for irises sliding across the black surfaces of her eyes to rest on 


her.





D. Akane : "She'll be alright in a few hours. But tell her to remember her promise. Oyasumi."





Before Conditioner or Cologne can speak to her, she changes into another shadow on the floor and slips out the


crack under the door. The two look at Shampoo as she coughs a little, then settles down to a (finally) blissful 


sleep, the colour already returning to her skin.





Conditioner : "We know now she's got some sense of compassion."


Cologne : "Some."





On the way out, Dark Akane floats into Kodachi's room. She sees Kodachi, still a bag of bones, looking rather


sickly and coughing as Sasuke does his best to tend to her. A twinge of guilt runs through her, and she uses her


powers to freeze Sasuke in suspended animation for a while. She floats over to Kodachi and touches her forehead, 


a small, healing emanating from the point of contact. Kodachi stops coughing immediately, and looks much better.


Dark Akane implants a thought into Sasuke's simple but concerned mind.





D. Akane : "Feed her some meat and veggies now, she'll need the nutrition."





Then she releases him, Sasuke never realizing or suspecting that Dark Akane was in the room just seconds ago as


she leaves the Kuno's compound through the roof, her flat-form sliding up the wall and out the roof.





                                                                                             -=-=-=-=-





Just as Kasumi is about to fall asleep, she suddenly feels chill and looks at her windows. They are closed, yet she


sees the curtains moving about as if they were being blown.





Kasumi : "Strange. Must be a draft. I'll get daddy to fix it tomorrow."





She covers herself a little more with the blanket, then falls asleep.





D. Akane : "She's clean, doesn't remember a thing."





Akane returns to her own room and falls asleep, still in shadow form, not realizing that the door is still open.





*click*





Ranma : <She'd better remember to check her room before falling asleep next time.>





{D-Day, the darkest day.}





It's a nice little Friday morning as the sun rises. The entire Thursday went without a hitch, though Akane was still


a little edgy from Wednesday's visit to the Kuno's. Tatewake came to school glad that Kodachi was getting better


thanks to Sasuke's constant attention, and even got his face squished three times fewer than the other days.


Light streams in through closed curtains, illuminating the room. It is early morning in her room as she wakes up, 


and Akane decides to begin her morning jog. She changes quickly, and then walks down the staircase and passes 


Kasumi as she is busy preparing breakfast.





Akane : "Morning, sis."


Kasumi : "Good morning, Akane. Be back in time for breakfast."


Akane : "Will do."





Opening the doors, Akane steps out and begins her jog. She notes with interest the Neko Hanten being rebuilt


under Cologne's personal supervision, and the large bags of luggage outside the Kuno's. As per normal, she


continues jogging until she passes by the local drinks vendor, yelling his wares. And as usual, all the guys who


normally wait there to see Akane in short-shorts and singlet are gathered around the pavement, already in


school uniform and bags, drinking soft drinks and fruit juice as Akane makes an appearance. While their heads


don't turn, they eyes do move to look at Akane as they take in every detail. The vendor, very familiar with Akane,


calls her over for the customary free drink.





Akane : "Thanks, uncle. Shouldn't I be paying you?"


Vendor : "Don't mention it, Akane. Those hentai boys are always waiting here just to see you, and since they


                  don't want to make me mad, they buy drinks from me until you show up. I get good business everyday,


                  thanks to you."





Akane looks at the boys drinking their drinks, although some of it is flowing down their chins, the rest of it being


saliva. She grins wickedly, then winks to the vendor.





Akane : "Then maybe I'll repay you. Just one show for them. Guarantee that you'll get more customers....."


Vendor : "Heh, maybe I will."





Swaying her hips as she walks, Akane moves to the nearest guy and bends over, looking at him. He and the other


guys all stare down her shirt as she does so, drool dripping off their chins in streams. Some of the guys, trying to


get a grip on themselves, grip their drink packets or cans too tightly, spilling their contents all over their uniforms. 


They don't notice.





Akane : "Morning, Rui."


Rui : "M..M...morning, Akane-san." <Wow.>


Akane : "What are you guys waiting here for? Your girlfriends?"


Rui : "Y...yeah...." <Some humps!>


Akane : "Well then, I won't bother you then. See you at school."


Rui : "...yea....yeah, see you.... at school." <I'd prefer seeing you naked.>





Flicking her hair suggestively, Akane waves to the other guys, and they wave back, not noticing the blood 


streaming down their noses and soaking their shirts. They don't notice. She walks off again, swaying her hips,


and pulls her pants up a little higher. She walks up to the drinks vendor, back facing the guys.





Akane : "Job done. Expect a few more customers, say...... about twenty more, every school day morning."


Vendor : ".....oh, thanks."





Akane winks at him, then continues jogging, purposely swaying her hips as she does so, and letting the guys get


a good look at her chest as she passes. The vendor, a grizzled man of fiftysomething with a lovely wife sighs and 


grins stupidly as he looks at the hentai guys all stare after her, even long after she's gone. He walks to the nearest 


one and knocks his head. Still looking at the place Akane disappeared around, Rui barely acknowledges the 


vendor.





Vendor : "Hey, you."


Rui : "...Y...yes?"


Vendor : "Better get your shirt and pants cleaned up."


Rui : "...Why?"


Vendor : "You take a look and tell me."





Rui looks.





Rui : "You're right."


Vendor : "Tell your friends too."





Indeed, all the guys have blood stains all over their shirts, and under their noses, as their noses bleed 


uncontrollably. Most of them also have stains of various colours on their shirts and pants as the drinks container


they were holding were crushed and their contents spilled, or else they simply moved their hands unconsciously.


Luckily, they are all prepared for this, and look in their bags to make sure their spare uniforms are there. The guys


all walk to school after they snap out of their hentainess, the vendor shaking his head, smiling and sighing at the 


same time as he watches the last of the guys disappear into the distance.





Vendor : "heh, that Akane Tendou works miracles all right. Time to get a bigger cart."





Back at the Tendou household, Akane is in the dojo practicing her martial arts skills, not that she needs to. In fact,


she is sparring with Ranma even now, Genma and Soun watching proudly.





Soun : "Akane seems to be doing fine all right these days. She's holding her own against Ranma!"


Genma : "I'm still worried about that night."


Soun : "Nah, Kasumi must've seen a rat. She's been afraid of them since.... my wife passed away."


Genma : "I'd never expect to see one in here, the way she keeps the place clean."


Soun : "She's always forgetting an entire day's worth of events the moment a rat comes up."


Genma : "Happened before?"


Soun : "Once or twice, but we're never around when it does."


Genma : "Then how did you know.... oh, look! Ranma's trying something!"





Ranma is attempting a jumping double roundhouse at Akane, who dodges the first kick and bends back to avoid


the second kick, then does a half-cartwheel to get to her hands, and launches herself from her handstand position


and tries a downwards stomp/kick, all in one fluid motion. Ranma handily avoids the foot as it comes down, then


tackles Akane as she comes down, the two falling onto the floor with a loud crash. Ranma pushes himself up off


Akane. Then he realizes he's lying on her.





Akane : "Watch where you're tackling! And watch where you put your hands!"


Ranma : "Why?"





Akane points to his hand, on her breast. He quickly turns red and rolls off Akane, muttering apologies nonstop,


watching in irritation as Soun and Genma grin stupidly to each other, still sitting cross legged and arms folded.





Soun : "The two are getting better at their relationship."


Genma : "I concur (agree) fully."





Akane gets up and dusts herself, looking at Ranma irritatedly. She huffs indignantly at him.





Akane : "Hentai."


Ranma : "Tomboy."


Akane : "Pervert."


Ranma : "Uncute."


Akane : "Watch your hands next time."


Ranma : "Watch your chest next time."


Akane : "You watch your hands, I'll watch my chest, thank you very much."


Ranma : "And you remember to do your part, you!"





Soun and Genma feels their smiles sagging as the two start arguing again, out the dojo and into the living room. 


They sigh.





Genma : "I thought it was going so well."


Soun : "Me too."





As soon as the couple reaches the corridor outside the Dojo, they slowly lower their voices to give their fathers 


the impression of distancing arguing, then break out into full-fledged, stifled laughter. Slapping his thigh, Ranma


has to cover his mouth to stop the laughter from getting out. Akane simply keeps her laughs silent, but puts a


hand over her mouth so as not to spook Ranma.





Ranma : "Got them that time."


Akane : "Yup."


Ranma : "Sorry if I..... er.... how do I put this?"


Akane : "Misplaced your appendage on my mammary?"


Ranma : "Er... right."


Akane : "Forget it. It's all right, I kinda liked it. Stimulating."


Ranma : "Hmph. Hentai girl."


Akane : "Just kidding! You're so easy to fool!" <Actually, I really did kind of like that.>





Since it's still early, Ranma decides to take a bath. Since Kasumi's still in the kitchen, Nabiki helping out, Akane


decides to follow. Ranma sighs as Akane strips in front of him in the changing room.





Ranma : <More and more, I'm beginning to think of her as the real, one and only Akane. The only thing that stops


                  me from thinking she's the real thing altogether is that she's actually in front of me right now, naked.>


Akane : "Still need some getting used to, hm, Ranma?"


Ranma : "Huh? What are you talking about?"


Akane : "I can read your thoughts you know."


Ranma : "Intrusion of privacy, that's what it is."


Akane : "Sorry."


Ranma : "Yeah, you're right though. You're going to need some getting used to."


Akane : "Starting with seeing me in the baths, naked?"


Ranma : "Er.... yeah."





Akane grabs a towel from the rack nearby, and then tosses one to Ranma. The two walk into the bathroom 


together, Ranma taking a seat opposite Akane. Going through their normal bathing routines, Ranma and Akane 


share some time talking in the tub after all's said and done.





Ranma : "Akane, don't you ever..... wonder whether Kasumi might be listening in on us? As a housekeeper....."


Akane : "Nah, I've got her covered."


Ranma : "Eh?"


Akane : "I'm keeping an eye on her, though she doesn't know it."


Ranma : "How?"


Akane : "Secrets, secrets!"


Ranma : "Come on, I'm your fiancee, for goodness' sakes!"


Akane : "Oh, all right. I can just feel it if she's listening in, alright?"


Ranma : "Good enough for me."


Akane & Ranma : <What about Nabiki?>





Akane and Ranma share that same thought at the same time. They look at each other.





Akane & Ranma : "Naaaaah!"





At that moment, Nabiki is using her ear-fitted radio-transmitter to listen in on Ranma and Akane's conversation as


they talk in the baths. Kasumi looks curiously at Nabiki, and at that strange, white coloured thing in her ear with an 


antenna sticking out of it.





Kasumi : "Nabiki, what's that?"


Nabiki : "This? Oh, just a portable walkman. It's cheap and works just fine."


Kasumi : "Oh. Ah, here, help me chop these....."





As soon as Akane and Ranma walk out of the bathroom, clean, fresh and ready for school, Kasumi pops her head


out of the kitchen and shouts.





Kasumi : "Breakfast's ready!"





Genma is there in a flash. Soun follows suit, then Ranma and Akane. Kasumi sets out their breakfasts and sits 


down herself to eat breakfast. Ranma and Genma, as usual, are gulping down their rice like water, Akane and her


family eating at a more reasonable (and sane) pace. Breakfast is over quickly, and Nabiki leaves first, as usual,


taking her bag with her. Ranma watches as he swallows his last grain of rice, then remembers that his bag is still


upstairs.





Ranma : "Wait for me, Akane!"


Akane : "Forgot your bag again? Ranma, I'm getting tired of handing you your bag every morning. Here."





Akane, to everyone's surprise, takes Ranma's bag out from under the table. She stuffs it into Ranma's hands and


stands up.





Akane : "Ja, I'm off to school now. Sayoonara!"





Ranma follows after Akane. Left with Genma and Kasumi, Soun looks at Akane leaving with Ranma running after


her.





Soun : "Kasumi, Saotome-kun, notice something strange with Akane? Anything at all?"


Genma : "No."


Kasumi : "No."


Soun : "I thought as much."





However, someone else doesn't think so. At the newly rebuilt Neko Hanten, Dr. Tofu is talking to Cologne.





Cologne : "You say you met Akane... when? Wednesday night?"


Tofu : "Yes. She said she dropped her wallet on the streets."


Cologne : "And she went to get it, just like that, into the darkness?"


Tofu : "There wasn't a speck of light at all, and yet she came back, wallet in hand. And I swear, I didn't even know


             there was a wallet there!"


Cologne : "Now do you believe me?"


Tofu : "I'm inclined to do so. But from a medical point of view, she might just have good night vision. I need more


              proof."


Cologne : "Her blood?"


Tofu : "That and visual evidence of her in her... shadow form?"


Cologne : "hm.... this could be a problem. Nevermind, you just need to know she's not herself, end of story."


Tofu : "Any luck in finding a way to expel the shadow?"


Cologne : "No. Our only chance lies in that old hentai perverted girl-crazy sicko, Happosai. He claims to know a


                    little about it."


Tofu : "Well put there. When do you expect him to come down from orbit?"


Cologne : "Satellite reports say two days. One if the rocket they're sending to the moon passes near him and


                    decays his orbit."


Tofu : "Well then, good luck. I'll let you know if anything new occurs."


Cologne : "Mousse'll show you to the door."


Mousse : "This way, sir."





Mousse is gesturing to a plant. Shrugging, Tofu shows himself to the door and leaves. Cologne makes sure he's


completely gone before speaking.





Cologne : "Conditioner!"





Conditioner comes out from the living section of the Neko Hanten, drying her hair.





Conditioner : "Yes, oh-ba-ba? I'm about to go to school, you know."


Cologne : "Conditioner, make sure Akane goes to see Dr. Tofu today."


Conditioner : "Oh, that. Oh, sure."





Conditioner disappears behind the wall and sounds of cloth shuffling can be heard. Then she comes out, dressed


in proper school attire, schoolbag in hand.





Conditioner : "I'm off to school now, ja!"





Conditioner opens the door and leaves. Cologne sighs as she walks out and decides to begin business now to


allay any bankruptcy letters from the local banks.





Cologne : "Come in, we're open again."





                                                                                             -=-=-=-=-





Ranma and Akane are walking on the fence as they go to school, and Akane spots some of the guys from the


drinks store earlier on telling the other guys about Akane's..... er..... (Lewd show? -Ed.) yeah, whatever. The


newbies all start drooling as they hear about Akane's.... er..... (Exploits? -Ed.), ok, that too. Then they see Akane


walking on the fence with Ranma..... a wind blows. Akane tries to keep her skirt down, and Rui, the guy at the


drinks stall, points out to his newly-initiated "Drinks and Akane who's Really Kawai" or "DARK" club-member.





Rui : "See there?"


Rui's Friend : "Er.....ooh."





Akane looks at the guys embarrasedly, then hops off the fence to walk on the sidewalk, the hop down making


more than one head turn. Akane huffs indignantly.





Akane : "Hentai. Ecchi. Baka."





The guys just grin, wink at each other, and laugh. Ranma looks at them with disinterest. Used to this form of


mindspeak with Akane, who seems to be able to pick up his thoughts anyhow, Ranma projects a question at her.





Ranma : <Put on some show this morning, huh?>


D. Akane : <I wouldn't say that, it's just those guy's perspective of a girl. Wait till they hear what you and I go


                      through nowadays. They'd blow up at the nose!>


Ranma : <I wouldn't entertain the thought, and so shouldn't you.>


D. Akane : <You're so boring! Not even a little fun in you!>


Ranma : <Says who!?>


D. Akane : <Otaku.> (Nerd.)


Ranma : <Otaku!? I'll show you who's otaku! We'll go out today then, I'll show you fun!>


D. Akane : <Whatever you say, iinazuke.>


Ranma : <humph.>





Akane pulls at an eye and sticks her tongue out at Ranma. He returns the favor. Then he falls off the edge of the


wall.


Conditioner watches on from the corner of the school compound, on top of the wall surrounding the school.





In class 2-E......





Nabiki comes in, envelopes in hand. Conditioner notes that Nabiki's envelopes contain Akane on them again. She


whispers to Nabiki as she sits down besides her.





Conditioner : "What's the matter? Shadow not making appearances?"


Nabiki : "No, they're normal again. Strange though, considering the fact you all gave eyewitness accounts. I'm


                inclined to believe you too, but....."


Conditioner : "You've got the photos of shadow Akane somewhere though?"


Nabiki : "You want them? One for a thousand."


Conditioner : <!!!> "All right, one for eight hundred if I buy three."


Nabiki : "Nine hundred."


Conditioner : "Eight fifty."


Nabiki : "Done. Here. That'll be.... 2550 yen please. This is the only one which negatives I have a copy of left."


Conditioner : "Thanks. Say, how did you know I wanted the photos....?"





Just then, Kuno comes along to buy more *lewd* photos of Ranma-chan, and some more decent ones of a.....


normal Akane. Business transaction. Teacher comes in, lessons start.





In class 1-F......





Akane enters the classroom, and immediately all goes deathly silent as every one of the guys stop and turn to look


at the current reigning Miss. Center of Attraction of Furinkan High, Miss Akane Tendou! *clap* *clap*


The girls are still talking, but instead in whispers and in groups. Akane looks at everyone as she takes a seat, as


does Ranma when he comes in. One guy goes over to Ranma, one girl to Akane.





Rui : "Ranma, a moment!"


Ranma : "Rui? What is it?"


Rui : "Akane.... here, psst... psst....."





Atsuka : "Akane, a moment!"


Akane : "What is it, Atsuka?"


Atsuka : "The guys are talking..... psst, psst, psst....."





Ranma & Akane : "WHAT!?"





Both of them shout at the same time, slamming tables at the same time, scaring their classmates at the same time.





Ranma & Akane : "That's a slander about my fiancee, you! Take it back now!"





Silence for a moment. Muttering. Rui and Atsuka shrug nonchalantly.





Rui & Atsuka : "Well.... if you take it that seriously, we won't bother you then. Later."





Ranma and Akane, both red-faced, stare at their classmates as they walk back to their respective groups and


continue whispering. Ranma and Akane stand side by side, not even knowing it, while folding their arms at the


same time.





Ranma : "I don't believe it, the nerve of those hentais!" <Akane, what'd they say?>


Akane : "Those girls'll believe anything the guys say." <I wanted more attention from the other guys, the way


                you treated me. What about you?>


Ranma : "Hmph, the guys'll believe anything at all, if you only say it." <I traumatised you in some sexual way, and


                now you're showing off your assets to everyone just to prove your feminity.>


Akane : "Guys can be so stupid. Not you, of course." <You're half girl, and you're still more man than they are.>


Class : "Ooooohhhhhhh........"


Teacher : "Ah, good morning class."





Everyone sits down at their respective seats after a very quick shuffle of tables as the teacher comes into class 


and begins lessons, although he can easily see signs of inattentiveness, the most obvious being the fact that


every guy in class except Ranma is staring at Akane, while every girl in class except Akane is staring at Ranma.


He sighs, having expected this all along sooner or later.





Teacher : "Class, please do your staring afterwards, when school is over. Next time I have to say this, the principal


                   is going to have a nice, long talk with you."





That does the trick, as everyone quickly pays complete and total attention to the teacher. He smiles inwardly, then


continues lessons.





During break.....





Conditioner is sitting on a wall somewhere in the canteen, while everyone else is scrambling for their food. She is


idly swinging a leg as she chews on a loaf of red-bean paste bread, looking out into the sky.





Conditioner : <Maybe it's for the better the shadow stays in Akane. Ranma doesn't seem to like anyone else more


                          than her anyway. The shadow doesn't seem to like anyone else more for that matter, Akane too.>





She closes her eyes for a while, breathing lightly and shaking a little.





Conditioner : <AAAAARRRGH!>





She throws the bread onto the floor, where despite its softness, it splatters, red-bean paste flying around like 


blood. Still sitting on the floor, she stifles her tears before anyone can notice, and takes a deep breath to steady


herself. Ranma is walking down the corridor at the moment, munching on a chocolate eclair when he sees the red


bean bun on the floor. He looks to his left and sees Conditioner sitting by herself on the low wall, her head resting


on a knee brought up. He walks over and sits down in front of her. The school courtyard to their left empty, the


canteen to their right completely filled with students.





Ranma : "Hey, Conditioner, what's the matter?"





Conditioner looks up, then brings her leg down over the wall on the same side as the swinging leg. Her eyes are a


little puffy, but otherwise alright.





Conditioner : "...Ranma? Nothing's wrong."


Ranma : "Come on, Conditioner. Strong girl like you, looking so sad, eyes look like you've been crying, something


                 has GOT to be the matter. Is it Akane?"


Conditioner : "Yeah, well....."


Ranma : "You like me, don't you? I'm not stupid, I notice these kinds of things."


Conditioner : "Er...."


Ranma : "Not surprising, considering your shadow likes me."


Conditioner : "Mmmm.....?"


Ranma : "Well, it's not really your shadow double anymore. It's now Akane's."


Conditioner : "........ah?!"


Ranma : "Yeah, it's reshaped itself to be hers."


Conditioner : "Ranma, let me tell you something."


Ranma : "Hm?"


Conditioner : "We've told everyone."


Ranma : "Who's 'we've' ? Told about what?"


Conditioner : "Me, Cologne, Sasuke, Ryoga. Shampoo was our evidence. About the shadow and Akane."


Ranma : "Wha....!?"


Conditioner : "We called everyone to the Kuno's that day, we told everyone."


Ranma : "So now....."


Conditioner : "Not exactly everyone in Nerima, just a select few."


Ranma : "And.....?"


Conditioner : "Cologne just tasked me with making sure Akane gets to Tofu to prove to him that she's been


                          possessed by the shadow. He wants to believe, but as a doctor...."


Ranma : "He needs physical evidence."


Conditioner : "Yes."


Ranma : "What're you going to do? Chop Akane's arm off and show him the bleeding stump?"


Conditioner : "Wouldn't work. We need to injure her, get a sample of her blood or something. I've got the visual 


                          evidence."


Nabiki : "I've got the audio evidence."





Nabiki walks up to them, tape in hand. The two stop talking and look at her.





Ranma : "Nabiki, you too?"


Nabiki : "Yup."


Ranma : <This is trouble.> "No blackmailing this time then?"


Nabiki : "Maybe. Heard Tofu needs some convincing?"


Conditioner : "Yes."


Nabiki : "For all the good that'll do."


Conditioner : "He has had experience in this field. We need his help to depossess Akane."


Nabiki : "Hm, she's much better this way. More kawai and tolerant in Ranma's eyes."


Conditioner : "A couple of thousand yen could be headed your way for this help."


Nabiki : "She's better without the shadow."


Ranma : "Nabiki.....! Conditioner......!"





Ranma watches in shock as Nabiki passes the tape to Conditioner, who nods and gets off the wall, walking back to


class.





Ranma : <.........that....... @*%(&!>





A hand taps his shoulder. He grabs it, and feels Akane's hand on his shoulder.





Ranma : "It's you, Akane."


Akane : "Hey, what's wrong?"


Ranma : "You can read minds, you tell me."


Akane : "I can't read them, I can only scan them, it's thoughts I can read.."


Ranma : "Then scan mine and tell me."


Akane : "Here?"


Ranma : "You can do it like this, right?"


Akane : "Not without reverting, no."


Ranma : "Then it doesn't matter, half of Nerima knows now."


Akane : "About?"


Ranma : "You. Your shadow double."


D. Akane : <WHAT!? Ranma, is this true!?>


Ranma : <Yes.>


D. Akane : <Who told you!?>


Ranma : <Source must remain confidential. I don't want your double....>


D. Akane : <Conditioner, Nabiki!>


Ranma : <You scanned me! You said.....>


D. Akane : <Those two'll pay.>


Ranma : <NO! Don't touch them! Don't even think of harming them!>


D. Akane : <I know they want to get rid of me!>


Ranma : <Banish you from Akane, yes, but not destroy you!>


D. Akane : <Bad enough! We both love you, dammit!>


Ranma : <Then you'll listen to me and let me reason to the group of people who know!>


D. Akane : <Humans fear those they don't understand, me nonewithstanding. Even those I possessed previously


                      don't know, I left them with nothing in their memories except their, my, actions.>


Ranma : <Tofu's a reasonable man, I'll talk to him after school first.>


D. Akane : <And if he doesn't listen?>


Ranma : <Then I'll protect you.>


D. Akane : <You said that the last time.>


Ranma : <I swear. Lightning and fire will kill me if I don't try my best to keep this promise.>


D. Akane : <Then I trust you. We'll go together.>


Ranma : <Alright.>





Then at that moment, the school bell rings. The two return to class, Akane scanning each and every mind they


pass by to see which of them know of her secret. She secretly notes down each and every one of their names for


future use.





Classes go off without a hitch, even though some of Akane's friends already know of her secret, but either refuse


to accept it or else acting wonderfully. Ranma meets Akane at the main gates as soon as school ends.





Ranma : "Then we'll go to Tofu's now. We'll give Nabiki and Conditioner a shock."


D. Akane : <Mindspeak from now on. We can't let anyone know what we're discussing.>


Ranma : <No one else can know?>


D. Akane : <No one. But, we'll need him to really believe us first.>


Ranma : <How?>


D. Akane : <Self-infliction.>


Ranma : <What?>





But before Ranma can pursue the matter further, Akane walks out of the school compound, Ranma scrambling


after her. They walk at a brisk pace.





Ranma : <What do you mean, self-infliction!?>


D. Akane : <You'll know when we get near Tofu's.>


Ranma : <You'll tell me now!>


D. Akane : <You'll find out then, nothing more.>





The two walk in even gloomier silence as they approach Dr. Tofu's, the merciless sun beating down on the two


of them, casting more shadows than Ranma would ever wish to see ever again, or hear mention of. Finally, as they


near the clinic, Akane stops. Ranma stops behind her.





D. Akane : <Now, I'll show you. Get ready to catch me.>


Ranma : <What are you going to do!?>





Akane turns around, and points to her leg. Ranma looks down at it. Before his eyes, her knee becomes the black


substance which the shadow double is made of, and she reaches down to grab the leg below the knee. Then she


rips her own leg off. Ranma quickly scrambles over to grab her as she falls over, lifting her in his arms.





Ranma : <What is this!?>


D. Akane : <A little injury, enough to convince anyone.>


Ranma : <A LITTLE!? You just RIPPED off your own leg!!>


D. Akane : <Enough to bleed, enough to warrant regeneration. Don't worry, it doesn't hurt.>


Ranma : <.........>





Akane, now missing a leg below the knee, begins to bleed from it. Blood spurts out from the stump, darker than the 


blackest night, staining the road in a vile pool that is unlikely to dry up anytime soon.





D. Akane : <Carry me in.>


Ranma : <This is one hell of a way to convince someone.>


D. Akane : <The more direct, the better.>





Ranma carries Akane like a bride just after marriage, and walks into Tofu's clinic. Black liquid dripping out of the


stump all the way, Akane simply keeps her eyes closed to shut the pain out, silently gritting her teeth to stop from


crying out.





Ranma : "TOFU!"





In the clinic, Ranma has set Akane down on the bed in the ward, when Tofu makes his appearance. He nearly dies 


of a heart attack the moment he sees Akane. He sucks in a huge gulp of air, then supports himself against the 


doorway as he utters one sentence.





Tofu : "That is one hell of an injury."





Ranma looks at Tofu, then helps him into the room, and gives him a seat.





Ranma : "You wanted proof, here's proof. Of the shadow, I mean."





Akane has stopped her own bleeding now, the tip of her stump covered in something black. Tofu looks at her


stump, blinking. Akane is looking at him innocently as if nothing has happened.





Tofu : "Interesting. What's this supposed to prove?"


Akane : "Interesting, yes. I just wanted to make sure you understood, I am existing with the shadow."


Tofu : "How did this happen? The injury, I mean."


Akane : "Oh, I just ripped my own leg off."





The simple bluntness of her answer stuns Tofu for a while. He looks at Ranma, who shrugs nonchalantly. Then 


Tofu regains his senses and looks at Akane's face.





Tofu : "You look like the normal Akane to me."


Akane : "I'm more or less the Akane you knew."


Tofu : "I'd say more. Why rip off your leg to show me the truth when you could just.... er... let me examine you?"


Akane : "You wouldn't find anything wrong outside of black blood."


Tofu : "That would be enough, wouldn't it?"


Akane : "I know you'd want more substantial evidence. Let me show you something else."


Tofu : "What?"


Akane : "Regeneration. It might be a little disconcerting to some."


Tofu : "Re...generation? I heard about it at the meeting....."


D. Akane : <Meeting? Hm, I'll have to look into this one.>





Akane nods, then places a hand over the stump. Immediately, the leg regrows, first as a black substance that 


shoots out of the wound, shapeless and thin, then thickening out and reshaping itself to resemble something of a


leg. All the time, Tofu is watching blankly, mesmerised by the phenomenon. The regneration is over quickly, as


Akane stands up and tests the new leg. Satisfied with the results, she wiggles her toes. Tofu is most intruiged by 


this, and is carefully examining the area where her stump was. He pokes her leg a few times, to see if he gets a


response from Akane. 





Tofu : "Akane?"


Akane : "Yes?"


Tofu : "Can you tell me about the shadow?"


Akane : "As far as I'm concerned, it.... I am more or less human."


Tofu : "And, what of this.... regeneration?"


Akane : "I... am of partial magic. I possess many traits a normal person definitely doesn't have, although in truth, I


                 can't really use them without a body of true flesh."


Tofu : "Like a spirit to possess someone?"


Akane : "Something like that. I'd die in the sunlight without a body to bond to."


Tofu : "How... one-sided is this?"


Akane : "It's mutual, exactly fifty-fifty."


Tofu : "I see. Why come and show me this then, when you could hide the truth from us all?"


Akane & Ranma : "We know you and some others were informed of this by Cologne."


Tofu : "Ah, well then. What am I supposed to do with this knowledge?"


Akane : "Accept me as I am. That's all I ask. I simply want acceptance. And love."


Tofu : "That can be arranged."


Akane : "I'm surprised you're taking this well."


Tofu : "I've had experience in this before."


Akane : "Well and good then, will you let me rest here for a while? The regeneration and loss of blood, well...."


Tofu : "Certainly. If you'll excuse me for a moment too....?"


Akane & Ranma : "Certainly."





Tofu walks out the door, truly amazed. All the nights reading that book on chinese lore didn't prepare him for the


actual truth itself. In any case, the two look at Tofu as he leaves the room.





Ranma : "I'm surprised he's still sane all right."


Akane : "He should know, I'm only seeking acceptance, nothing more."


Ranma : "I wonder how Nabiki will take it."


Akane : "I don't know. I don't know how YOU take it."


Ranma : "You're my iinazuke. That's all I need to know."


Akane : "Really?'


Ranma : "What would you expect?"


Akane : "Nothing. I know I love you, that's enough for me to keep living. Oh, you might want to note, he's going


                 to call Cologne."


Ranma : "Read his thoughts again? You should stop that, it's a bad habit."


Akane : "Hey, I can't help it! I'm just too curious."





In the back room, where Tofu's private office is, he is busy dialing up a number.





*click*





Voice : "Hello? Neko Hanten."


Tofu : "Hello, this is Dr. Tofu. Where's Cologne?"


Voice : "You're talking to her."


Tofu : "Ah, madam. I see you're right about the shadow."


Voice : "What convinced you? Conditioner?"


Tofu : "Akane just came, with Ranma. Akane.... showed me."


Voice : "Hmm.... We need some more time to come up with a way to expel the shadow. What else happened 


               outside of the demonstration?"


Tofu : "She just told me she wanted me to accept her as she was."


Voice : "Try to convince her you don't mind her.... sudden change."


Tofu : "All right, we'll discuss this later."


Voice : "Come by the Neko Hanten after business hours if you wish to discuss more about the shadow. Goodbye."


Tofu : "Goodbye."





*click*





Tofu : "Cologne, I already have. The shadow.... wants to live and love, nothing more. If only you knew."





Just then, two voices call out from outside.





Voices : "Dr. Tofu? You there?"


Tofu : "Coming!"





Tofu walks out of his office, wringing his hands. He spots Nabiki and Conditioner at the entrance.





Tofu : "Ah, Tendou Nabiki, Conditioner. What a pleasure to see you two. Is something wrong?"





Nabiki and Conditioner take off their shoes, then step in.





Conditioner : "We're here to tell you about Akane....."


Tofu : "Oh, that. She's.... already told me."


Nabiki : "And you believed her, just like that?"


Tofu : "That...."





Just then, Ranma pokes his head out of the doorway to the clinic ward. All three heads turn to look at him.





Ranma : "Hey, oh, you two are here too. Anyway, Akane says she wants to show you something else, so you'll


                 get used to seeing her like this. I think Conditioner's already seen it."


Tofu : "Does it involve....?"


Ranma : "No, no lost limbs this time."


Conditioner : <Phew. I was afraid to see what my stump would've looked like.>


Tofu : "Ah well, let's take a look shall we?"





Tofu and the two girls walk into the room, wondering what Akane is going to show them this time. However, this


time only Tofu gets a full shock as they enter.





D. Akane : "Hi, sis. Hi, Conditioner. Hi, doctor."





Dark Akane is sitting on the bed, her cloak splayed out behind her. Well, she's not really sitting ON the bed, more


of being in a sitting position but floating a centimeter above it. Tofu looks at Akane, amazed, while Nabiki and


Conditioner, having already seen the Dark Akane before, take it slightly better. However, Nabiki is still stunned


beyond words at true physical evidence of her own sister's dark form, the photos she took not even beginning to


portray the stunning darkness, but impressive beauty her sister holds. All three heads turn to Ranma at the same


time. He notes their looks, and shrugs.





Ranma : "What do you want me to say? That's what she looks like."


Nabiki : "That what I saw in the photos is truly her."


Ranma : "Let me look at them."





Conditioner passes them to him. He takes a look.





Ranma : "Yup, that's her alright."


Nabiki : "Sister........."





Dark Akane watches her sister's face with concern, as Nabiki's face portrays nothing but pure, unadulterated 


shock. She floats over to her sister, who blinks unknowingly at her own dark sister.





Nabiki : "Are you.....?"


D. Akane : "Nabiki, it's all right. It really is. I'm feeling just fine. I'm Akane all right, the one you knew then, the one


                      you know now. I look different, yes, but I'm still Akane through and through."


Nabiki : "So it really is true, my sister is..... possessed."


D. Akane : "Why do people always use that word?"


Conditioner : "The shadow entered your body, you begin acting strange. That's why."


D. Akane : "Fine. Use that word then, but know that I willingly bonded with it, to allowed it to become my mirror 


                      image. Conditioner, shouldn't you be glad it's not yours anymore?"


Conditioner : "I should, but somehow I don't. It doesn't feel right."


D. Akane : "Well then, I'll leave you all to absorb the information then. Don't be afraid to ask me about anything,


                      right?"





The three nod dumbly. Ranma watches on passively. Dark Akane nods, then smiles. She giggles.





D. Akane : "Come on, you three! You look like you've all seen a ghost!"





This eases the tension a little. Ranma nods to Akane.





Ranma : "Akane, now that you mentioned it, you do resemble one....."


D. Akane : "That's not funny! I'm as alive as any one of you!"


Ranma : "Yeah, but you still look like one. And all that floating and robe and....."


D. Akane : "Baka no Ranma."


Ranma : "Kawaikune iinazuke."


D. Akane : "Hentai."


Ranma : "Otoko no Onna. Tomboy."


D. Akane : "Ecchi. Pervert."


Ranma : "Thighs of pillars."


D. Akane : "Numbskull."


Ranma : "Hair like dry straw."





The two start arguing all over again, as they trade names and insults. Nabiki and Tofu look somewhat relieved that


some things never change. In fact, the two argue on the way out as they pass Conditioner, Tofu and Nabiki, down


the corridor, and out the clinic. Tofu shouts out after them.





Tofu : "Akane! You're...."


Akane : "I know!"





Then Nabiki comes out to join Tofu, and they watch as Akane chases Ranma down the street with a mallet in 


hand, trying to crush him, and Ranma running down the street yelling apologies. They wince as they hear the all 


too familiar crunch of mallet on thick skull.





Tofu : "Some things never change whatsoever."


Nabiki : "Eh? They're coming back."


Tofu : "What else is there to do? I've treated Ranma for injuries from Akane more times than I can remember."


Nabiki : "That's a comforting thought."





Tofu shrugs as Akane drags Ranma, unconscious and a mallet balancing precauriously on his bruise, into the


ward, and follows them in. Conditioner walks out the ward to speak to Nabiki.





Conditioner : "This is strange."


Nabiki : "I know. My sister's another person, yet the same."


Conditioner : "Strange that the shadow lets Akane have free run of herself, not that we mind."


Nabiki : "What do you mean?"


Conditioner : "Did we forget to mention this at the meeting? The shadow didn't let US have free run of us when it


                          possessed us."


Nabiki : "Oh, that. Hm....."





But, too confused to go on further, Nabiki just ends the conversation and waits patiently while Tofu attends to


Ranma. She watches Akane carefully as she watches Tofu work on Ranma. Conditioner leaves first, to report to 


her great-grandmother of the successful convincing.


After a while, Tofu nods as he finishes bandaging the last of the bruised ribs on Ranma, then looks at Akane.





Tofu : "You've still got one heck of a temper. Anyway, he'll be alright in a day or two. Watch yourselves."


Akane : "Hai, Tofu-sensei."





Nabiki helps Akane support Ranma, slinging one of his arms over her shoulders. The three walk out of Tofu's


clinic, as he watches them leave.





Tofu : <Wish you the best of luck, Tendou Akane.>





Walking back to the Tendou Dojo, Nabiki looks at her own sister, apparently quite the normal Akane now, as she


supports Ranma. Akane catches her look at looks back at Nabiki.





Akane : "What's wrong, sis?"


Nabiki : "Hm? Nothing. Nothing at all."


Akane : "For the record, I can read minds, and if you're not going to air to me your troubles....."


Nabiki : "Oh all right then! I'll tell you. I'm still not sure whether I can trust you now. I'm worried you might 


                suddenly lose it and start killing us all."





Akane looks at her sister as if she's just gone mad. She grins.





Akane : "yeah, and then I'll kill everyone in the world, blah blah blah. No way, sis! There's no reason for me to go


                 nuts!"


Nabiki : "What about other things then?"


Akane : "Like what?"


Nabiki : "I don't know. I just know there may be other things we can't trust you to."


Akane : "You don't trust me to leaving Shampoo, Conditioner or any of the other girls chasing Ranma alone, don't


                 you?"


Nabiki : *gugh*"Yeah....."


Akane : "Ne, daijobu da yo! It's all right! Just make sure they stop wanting to marry him."


Nabiki : <That's what I'm afraid of.>





They reach home quickly. Soun is busy reading the papers, while Genma is sleeping in his room. Kasumi is doing


whatever she does in her spare time, out in the back yard. Soun turns to look at the newcomers as they enter the


courtyard.





Soun : "My, what happened to Ranma?"


Nabiki : "Akane gave him a mallet."


Soun : "Another argument?"


Akane : "Guess you could say that. Ugh, he's heavy."





Yet despite her complaint, Akane easily picks up Ranma and puts him down onto the living room floor. Soun 


watches as she takes out a basin of cold water and a towel and wipes Ranma's head. Nabiki walks up to her father,


and is about to open her mouth when she looks at Akane. Akane speaks without turning.





Akane : "It's all right, you can say it."


Nabiki : ".....right."





Soun puts his papers down and looks at Nabiki as she sits down besides him.





Soun : "What is it, Nabiki?"


Nabiki : "Er.... you'll want to prepare yourself for this, father."


Soun : "What is it?"


Nabiki : "Akane told us. She knows about the meeting. She even revealed herself to me."





*clunk*


Soun faints. Nabiki shrugs at her father's weak stomach.





Nabiki : "Knew he'd do that."





She takes out some smelling salts and waves them in front of her father's nose. He wakes up immediately.





Soun : "She knows......"





Akane, still wiping Ranma's head, speaks without turning her head a fraction of a millimeter.





Akane : "Why's everyone so scared of me? I only want people to treat me the way they treat others. Like a normal


                 person!"





Kasumi comes out from the back yard, having hung up all the laundry. She overhears their conversation.





Kasumi : "Oh my. Akane...."





Kasumi walks into the living room, to join her father and sister.





Kasumi : "What's going on?"


Soun : "Kasumi-chan, you know about the shadow...."


Kasumi : "Not much."





Akane stops mopping Ranma's brow, and turns around, standing up. The three back off a little. Akane reaches a


hand out towards Kasumi, then it transforms into a black substance that shoots into her head. Soun and Nabiki


stare in stark fear and pure shock as Kasumi simply stands there, blank eyed. Then Akane withdraws her hand,


reforming the arm.





Kasumi : "Oh my."


Soun : "Kasumi! Are you all right!?"


Nabiki : "She didn't do anything to you, did she?"





Akane stares in anger and surprise as Soun and Nabiki starts asking Kasumi how she feels after Akane's....gesture.





Soun : "What did she do?"


Kasumi : "I'm not sure.... she just told me she's bonded with some shadow...."


Akane : "Dark Akane."


Nabiki : "Dark Akane?"


Soun : "Dark as in evil?"





Akane stares at her own father and sisters as they look at her like as if she was an alien. She feels disappointment


welling up in her, sadness and anger following.





Akane : "WHY CAN'T YOU PEOPLE JUST ACCEPT ME THE WAY I AM!? I JUST WANT TO LIVE!"





Her family stares at her, as she shouts out this statement. She looks at them unknowingly, wondering what she did


wrong.





Soun : "But....."


Kasumi : "You....."


Nabiki : "Are possessed by something else....."


Soun : "Are....."


Kasumi : "You not?"





Akane looks at them long and hard. Tears run down her cheeks.





Akane : "The last people I expected to misunderstand me was my own family. Now, even that I have not been


                 granted. What do I have to do to convince you people!? I AM AKANE! TENDOU AKANE, fiancee to


                 Saotome Ranma, heir to the Tendou Dojo! I AM WHAT I AM, NOTHING MORE, NOTHING LESS!


                 NOTHING, REPEAT, NOTHING, CAN EVER CHANGE THAT!"


Nabiki : "Not even.... a shadow?"





Akane has had enough. Crying, she runs out the house and out the main gates, the gates slamming behind her


by her own power. Soun, Nabiki and Kasumi stare after her.





Kasumi : "Oh my."





                                                                                                 -=-=-=-=-





It is raining. The storm clouds are letting off their load of stored water droplets, releasing them in a deluge of cold,


wet drops. They block out the late afternoon sun, casting a dark pall over Nerima. In this partial darkness, an even


darker form walks in it, head down, seemingly dejectedly. Then, it undergoes change. It is not walking anymore.


Cloak billowing behind it, eyes glowing, raindrops hit her body with a splash, and go through, only to leave her


body on the other side as ice drops.





D. Akane : <Ranma's the only one I can trust now. Tofu's a good man, but he needs some time.>





Dark Akane floats along the streets, not caring if anyone sees her or not. Cars with headlights on veer away from


her as their beams settle on something inpenetratable, of pure darkness. People with umbrellas and in raincoats


stare unknowingly at the dark form floating in the rain, used to strange things but not so strange.





D. Akane : <I've no reason to stay here anymore. I can take Ranma with me somewhere else.>





But then she thinks about all of HIS friends, his family (some excuse Genma makes.), his classmates. She realises


that, even if she can live with Ranma alone, he cannot live without anybody else, Akane or not. She moves off the


road onto the sidewalks, not feelings the coldness of the rain, the wetness it brings. Her mind thinks only about


her life. Then the shadow comes to a conclusion.





D. Akane : <Akane, I can leave you if you want. Forever. You need not suffer for my sake.>


Akane : <No, I understand you. You're lonely, and Ranma's the only thing in your life too.>


D. Akane : <But look at the suffering I brought you.>


Akane : <Look at the suffering you'll experience if even I leave you, nevermind others.>


D. Akane : <You care for me too, don't you?>


Akane : <I do my best. You're the true sister I never had.>


D. Akane : <You're the soul I never had.>





Slowly, Dark Akane begins to take on colour. Her dress fills with colour, from black to pink. It spreads like a drop


of water on soluble ink. Her skin too, changes colour. Slowly, the entire body transforms from a dark spectre into


one of colour, despite the fact Akane is still supposedly in her shadow form.





Akane : <Look, colour.>


D. Akane : <Something I've not seen in my entire existence naturally as a shadow.>


Akane : <You look pretty.>


D. Akane : <No, we look pretty.>





Dark Akane floats off the corner of the sidewalk, right onto the road. A car sees Akane, and horns loudly, trying


to avoid her.





*BEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEP!*





But the driver is unsuccessful in avoiding her. He hits her head on. Nothing happens, no bump of the car against


body, no cracking of bones. Only a slight feeling of warmth despite the air conditioner and the rain before the 


driver is through, confused. He looks in his rear view mirror and sees Dark Akane still floating unharmed across 


the street, still full of colour even in the dark rain. If a bystander were to look, he'd (or she) would see Akane 


simply glide over the top of the car as a 2-D shadow, reforming as soon as the car had passed the area hit.


 Nonetheless, he stops and gets out of the car, umbrella in hand. Akane stops moving and hovers in mid-air,


 looking at the concerned driver.





Driver : "You alright, miss!?"


D. Akane : "Yes, thank you."


Driver : "Strange, I could've sworn....."


D. Akane : "You did."


Driver : "You some sort of ghost!?"


D. Akane : "Depends on your point of view."





The driver looks at Dark Akane, standing in front of him. He looks down, to her feet. He screams as he sees her 


feet hovering an inch or so above the ground.





Driver : "Get back, monster!"





The driver runs back into his car and drives off at full speed. Akane watches as he does, knowing she can travel


faster than he can anyday, but not wanting to. Instead, she just floats to the other side and stops by the edge of


the walkway, looking at the ground.





D. Akane : <See? Nobody understands me. They all think I'm some monster.>


Akane : <If they refuse to understand you, then they're the monsters. They are without heart, you are otherwise.>


D. Akane : <But without them, I am nothing even if I say I am not a monster.>


Akane : <If you act like you're not one, people will know. Eventually.>


D. Akane : <Maybe.>





Tiring of wandering around Nerima the whole day, Dark Akane just stops floating and lands on the floor, then sits


by the sidewalk's edge, knees folded up, head resting on it.





D. Akane : <How do I start?>


Akane : <With yourself.>


D. Akane : <How?>


Akane : <I don't know.>





Dark Akane sniffs a little, but because of the cold. She begins to cry anew, warm drops of water mixing with the


rain and dropping off her cheeks in a saltish mixture. She doesn't stop crying.





*squish* *squish* *squish* *squish*





Tofu : "Hm, what heavy rain today. Wonder if anyone but me is stupid enough to be out in it without a car


              or umbrella?"





*sob* *sniffle*





Tofu : "Huh? What's that?"





Tofu walks towards the source of the sound, umbrella in hand. In the short distance, he makes out a shadowy


figure, and the all too familiar cloak on it.





Tofu : "Akane? Dark Akane?"





He runs up to her, careful not to slip. He expects to see a darkness in the darkness, but as he closes in, he is 


surprised by the vibrant colours Akane now possesses.





Tofu : <What's going on?>





He walks up to her, unnoticed, and taps her shoulder. She is warm to the touch. Akane looks up.





D. Akane : "Doctor! What are you doing here?"


Tofu : "Another house call. Akane, what are you doing here in the rain? You'll catch a cold."


D. Akane : "I cannot be affected by sickness. Colds are irrelevant. But, you asked me what I am doing out here?"





Tofu nods. Akane wipes a tear, again warm to the touch, away.





D. Akane : "In every sense, I've been kicked out of my own house."


Tofu : "No! It can't be! Not Kasumi!"


D. Akane : "No, not her. My father. Nabiki too."


Tofu : "I don't believe it. They were the last I expected to...."


D. Akane : "Reject me? I understand, I thought so too."


Tofu : "Where's Ranma?"


D. Akane : "Back at the Tendou's."


Tofu : <Why the sudden mention of her surname, not her home directly?> "I see."


D. Akane : "And, I refuse to be called a Tendou again until father accepts me once more."


Tofu : <She read my mind!> "Need someplace to stay tonight?"


D. Akane : "No, I can survive indefinitely out here. I need no food, no sleep. I can survive."


Tofu : "Come on, it'll do you no good out here anyway, by yourself. At least be a guest of mine and stay awhile


              until I can convince your father otherwise."





Dark Akane smiles warmly at Tofu's offer. (Not so dark anymore, is she? -Ed.)





D. Akane : "I'd like that."


Akane : "Let's go. We're getting wet out here."





Tofu shares his umbrella with Akane as the two walk back to his clinic.





At the Tendou's........





"Uunngh..... what.....?"





Ranma wakes up from Akane's most recent malleting, head throbbing. Rubbing it, he looks around him. He is in his


cozy room, in his comfortable futon covered in his warm and comfortable blanket in his comfortable clothes.





Ranma : <Where's Akane?>





He gets out of his futon and notices that it's raining.





Ranma : <She'd better not be in the rain. She'll catch a cold.>





Ranma opens the door and walks downstairs, to the living room. It is deadly quiet all around, not even the sounds


of Soun and Genma arguing over a misplaced piece in their usual game of Shogi. He reaches the bottom and looks


into the living room. Soun and Genma are there, playing shogi over cups of tea, while Nabiki is tallying up her


day's profit and loss, while Kasumi is packing up the room, but it is all too quiet.





Ranma : "Guys, where's Akane?"





Everyone looks up suddenly, as if jolted by lightning. Soun gives Ranma a critical glance.





Soun : "Ranma, no need to pretend. We know about her. She admitted it to us."


Ranma : "I said, where is she?"


Soun : "She's not here."


Ranma : "WHAT DO YOU MEAN, SHE'S NOT HERE!?"





Ranma leaps over to Soun, landing on the game board and grabbing his collar, shaking him back and forth. Soun


remains uncharacteristically calm.





Ranma : "YOU WILL TELL ME WHERE SHE IS, AND YOU WILL TELL ME NOW!"





Soun bats Ranma's hands away and dusts his collar. Ranma stares at him in anger.





Soun : "She ran away. She said we didn't understand her."


Ranma : "RAN AWAY!? WHERE!?"


Soun : "I don't know. She just left. I won't accept her back again unless she cleanses herself of the shadow. It is


               nothing but bad news."





Ranma stares at Soun, then looks at Kasumi, who looks totally bewildered by what is going on. Genma is busy


playing with a beach ball, while Nabiki has disappeared into her room. He looks back at Soun.





Ranma : "I warn you, Mr. Tendou. That shadow is benign. It simply wants love and acceptance. I don't care how


                 you see it, but I'm going after her, and I'm bringing her back. If you refuse to understand her and the


                 shadow, then you are no fit father whatsoever. Goodbye."





The final sentence shocks Soun, as Ranma mentions his one worst fear.





".....no fit father..... no fit father..... no fit father....."





Soun : "No....."





Ranma doesn't hear it though, as he runs out the main door into the rain, screaming Akane's name. Kasumi walks


over to Soun, concerned.





Kasumi : "What's wrong, father?"


Soun : "It's better you don't know, Kasumi-chan."





                                                                                              -=-=-=-=-





Ranma (C) : "AKANE! AKANE! WHERE ARE YOU, AKANE!?"





Onna-Ranma runs down the streets of Nerima, screaming Akane's name, hoping she hasn't gone far. Here and 


there, a concerned onlooker will pass by, and now and then, Ranma will ask one of them if they've seen either a


girl with short hair in a school uniform slightly taller than her, or of a girl with waist-length hair, a dress with a


high neckline and split at one side to reveal an entire leg, with high boots, wearing bracers, earrings, and a coiled


metal band on her right arm. She leaves out mention of the cloak though, knowing that if even half of Dark Akane's


description matches the eyewitness accounts, she'll find out. However, she's not having any luck with any of the


passer-bys. Finally, she meets one person who says he saw something strange that might have matched her


description.





Man : "A strange girl, I'm not sure why, but I think she's the one you were looking for. Too dark for me to see 


             clearly in this cursed rain, all I saw was a dark shadow. She walked down this path down there."


Ranma (C) : "That's enough. Thanks!"





Ranma follows the man's pointing finger down the sidewalk, intent on finding Akane before anything can happen.


The man looks on, then shrugging, continues down the path, thinking nothing of it.





It's been an hour since Ranma ran down the sidewalk, looking for Akane. It's been five minutes since the rain


stopped. Exhausted, wet, cold, and shivering, Ranma-chan leans against a wall, sneezing.





Ranma (C) : *Achoo!* "Curse this cold!" *achoo!* *sniff* "Where could Akane have gone to!?" *achoo!*





Ranma-chan sighs as she looks down the street, admiring the rich red sunset. She smiles in a paradox of the


situation.





Ranma (C) : "What an irony that such a warm sun can have such cold hearts." (Pay attention to the pun. -Ed.)





*AAACHOOOO!*





The massive sneeze slams Ranma's head against the wall. Rubbing her rising bruise, Ranma feels something


sticky and cold, and pulls her hand away to look at the blood.





                                                                                              -=-=-=-=-





At Tofu's clinic, Akane is sneezing away like crazy, and Tofu is offering her some cold medicine.





Tofu : "Not affected by illness?"


Akane : *achoo* "Must be my normal form." *achoo!* *sniff*


Tofu : "Anyway, you'll need the medicine to get well. Here."


Akane : "Arigato."





Akane takes the proffered medicine and swallows the spoonful in a single gulp. Then she lies down on the bed


in Tofu's personal office, wet and cold.





Akane : "I must be too used to my shadow form by now."


Tofu : "You know, Akane, I think I could get used to the idea of the shadow. It doesn't seem like it's evil."


Akane : "I'm not evil."


Tofu : "Yes. You know, I think everyone wouldn't mind at all, if only they understood."


Akane : "Yes."


Tofu : "I think you're pretty nice, you too, shadow."


Akane : "Thanks and thanks. You're a nice man, Tofu. My sister really deserves you."


Tofu : "Shouldn't Ranma be out looking for you now?'


Akane : "Probably still unconscious."


Tofu : "I'll give your father a call tomorrow then. You'll need to rest. You must be hungry, what would you like to


             eat?"


Akane : "Anything, thanks."





Tofu walks over to the kitchenette in the office to prepare a pot of nice, hot instant ramen and tea. Behind him,


Akane blushes a little at the care he's giving her.





Akane : "Doctor, may I ask you something?"


Tofu : "Hmm?"


Akane : "What makes you think the shadow deserves to live?'


Tofu : "It's alive, it's human. Humans need humans, no matter what they look like or can do. The shadow in


             particular, I know can be lonely. It's lived too long without human company. Akane, you once told me that


             you willingly bonded with the shadow?"


Akane : "Yes. We're both compatible. Besides, I feel like I have an obligation to take care of it."





The shadow slips out of Akane, and reforms. It is now blacker than night again, despite what happened earlier on.


Tofu feels its presence behind him, somewhat warm and cold at the same time.





D. Akane : "Akane's the soul I...... never had."


Tofu : "Maybe. But if you never had a soul to begin with, you wouldn't have feelings, would you?"


D. Akane : "Mine was simply shared, unwillingly, to another once. Now.... I can truly feel alive with this one. One


                      who sacrifices herself for me."


Tofu : "Well now, that's nice of you, Akane. Ah, your noodles are ready. Come on, eat up and get warm."





Tofu finishes cooking the noodles and pours some tea into a cup. He pours the noodles into a bowl and brings it


to Akane in a tray, with the cup and a pair of wooden chopsticks. He also brings a blanket with him while he's at


it.





Tofu : "Eat up."





Akane looks at her shadow double, and it nods reassuringly.





D. Akane : "I don't need the nourishment. You do. Sorry about the cold."





Akane eats the noodles ravenously. Tofu nods at Akane's appetite.





Tofu : "Something's still healthy, at least."





*riing* *riing*





Tofu : "Another house call? Why can't people.... oh nevermind."





He walks over to pick up the phone.





Tofu : "Hai, moshi moshi. Mmm, hai, yes. I'll be right over."





Tofu puts the phone back onto its wall mounted mount, adjusting his glasses. Akane, now sitting up with the


tray in her lap, looks at him.





Akane : "Why the serious face?"


Tofu : "Someone found a girl on the street, blood staining the wall and her head. She's unconscious, and 


              something else, very strange....."


Akane : "What is it?"


D. Akane : "It's not....."


Tofu : "Black blood."


Both Akanes : "WHAT!?"





Tofu notes the terror and shock on both people's faces. He nods solemnly.





Tofu : "I'd better go and see who this person is. But first...."





Tofu walks over to his wardrobe and opens it. Akane looks at her dark double and nods. She extends a hand and


the shadow enters her via it. Tofu is getting out a black business suit, and some dark glasses. He draws the


curtains and changes quickly. Akane watches as Tofu draws the curtains back. She whistles.





Akane : "Haaaaaandsooommmeee!"





Tofu bows curtly. Adjusting his glasses, he nods to Akane.





Tofu : "I'll have to pretend that I'm some government agent, a hush hush situation. You know that kind of thing."


Akane : "You look like the job."


Tofu : "I am the job. Wait here until I return. I've done this before."





Simply grinning, Tofu walks out the door. Akane sits and waits, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed.





D. Akane : <Who do you think this person could be?>


Akane : <Want to go find out?>


D. Akane : <All for it. Let's go.>





Akane transforms into Dark Akane, but with colour again. She shrugs.





D. Akane : "Must be you, Akane."





She floats out through the ceiling of the clinic and follows Tofu.





At the scene of the accident, Tofu arrives to see a crowd of milling people, all wondering what's going on. He


makes his way through the crowd. Standing at the middle, Tofu sees the girl. Then he looks around. All business


and severity, Tofu looks around.





Tofu : "Who was the gentleman who called Dr. Tofu here?"





A man steps forwards, the same man who met Ranma-chan earlier on in the rain. Tofu examines him, then stares


him in the eye.





Tofu : "How did you find her?"


Man : "I was just walking home from the shopping mall when I saw this girl lying on the floor. She had asked me


             earlier on whether I had seen this other girl in short hair or long hair with some strange other things."


Tofu : "What a coincidence."


Man : "Who are you anyway?"


Tofu : "You don't need to know."





Breaking eye contact with the man, Tofu looks up and around him, adjusting his glasses. He shouts to the group


gathered.





Tofu : "Alright, show's over. All of you didn't see this, didn't know about this. It never happened. If you do make


              mention of this, I will know, and don't expect to come home one day."





Everyone murmurs, and nods. However, they don't move. Tofu waits.





Tofu : "What are you all waiting for?"





One person shouts from behind the crowd.





Person : "How do we know you're telling us the truth?"





Another voice joins in, then another. Tofu looks around him, nervous now as everyone starts protesting this


prohibition of information. He bigsweats and frantically thinks of an answer. Just then.....





Voice : "Excuse me, make way. Yes, thank you."





A woman, about 20, wearing a black suit and tie with dark glasses makes her way through the crowd. Tofu begins


to bigsweat even more.





Tofu : <Here comes the real thing!?>





The woman walks up to Tofu, holding out an identity card.





Woman : "Here, sir. You forgot your I.D, again."


Tofu : "T..t..thank you.... er.... agent....."


Woman : "Akaru. Special Agent Akaru."


Tofu : "Ah, thank you, Akaru."





Flashing her Government I.D badge to everyone, Akaru shouts to everyone in her most commanding and business


-like tone.





Akaru : "All right, you all! Show's over! You heard what the man said, get lost and forget this ever happened!"





They nod and move off quickly, talking about the price of fish. Tofu waits until the last person has disappeared, 


then takes off his dark glasses and puts on his normal ones, looking at Akaru, still wearing her dark glasses.





Tofu : "Who are you?"


Akaru : "I should be asking you that."


Tofu : "You're Government, aren't you?"


Akaru : "Nope."


Akane : "Just Akane."





Tofu jerks as he sees agent Akaru transform before him into Akane, her form shifting and melding, melting and


solidifying. He sighs, and opens his mouth to berate her, when he changes his mind.





Tofu : "You sure know when to save my hide."


Akane : "Next time, don't leave home without me, if I'm around."


Tofu : "I'll remember that. Now.... for this case."





Tofu and Akane look at the person in question, sprawled on the floor, a black splotch on the wall and on her red


hair. Red hair tied into a pigtail, a red chinese shirt stained black. Akane sucks in a gasp of air, as Tofu kneels


down and takes a sample of the blood, muttering at the same time.





Tofu : "My God, Ranma. What happened? Ah, now's not the time to ask. Akane, help me with Ranma. You're


              more..... homogenous."


Akane : "Y...yes...."





Akane picks up Ranma, and looks at her unconscious face.





Akane : <What's going on?>


D. Akane : <I don't know. This isn't within my knowledge.>


Tofu : "Come on, let's go back and try to puzzle this problem out."


Akane : "No. Let's go and see our local expert on this."


D. Akane : <WHAT?! YOU WANT TO KILL ME!?>


Akane : <I've no choice! We have no experience in this, even though you're the subject in question!>


D. Akane : <Oh, all right. But, keep that old crone away from me!>


Tofu : "Neko Hanten then."





The two walk towards the Neko Hanten, the street lamps lighting up as night approaches and the shadows begin


life anew.





At the Neko Hanten.....





Cologne : "Conditioner! Shampoo! Come here!"





Shampoo, now alive and well again, runs with her twin sister towards Cologne, hands wet from washing dishes.


Wiping their hands dry on their aprons, they stand in front of her.





Shampoo & Conditioner : "Yes?"


Cologne : "Read this paragraph."





Conditioner takes a look on one side, Shampoo the other. They read the lines at the same pace. They reach the


same conclusion at the same time.





Shampoo & Conditioner : "What!?"


Cologne : "I think you (points to Conditioner) saw what happened that night."


Conditioner : "Yeah."


Cologne : "This is serious. Now we've got another thing to deal with."


Conditioner : "Only this one's different in cure."


Shampoo : "Book say, shadow-possessed one kiss another, other will become like shadow-possessed one?"


Cologne : "And Akane kissed Ranma."





The door swings open, as another customer walks in. Cologne instructs Conditioner to recieve her, then talks to


Shampoo alone.





Cologne : "This is a serious case. You must avoid Ranma from now on."


Shampoo : "Shampoo no like plan."


Cologne : "This is not a plan, this is a warning. I've nearly divined the method of getting the shadow out of Akane,


                    and the last thing I need is another problem."


Shampoo : "Ok. Mei wen ti." (No problem!)





The door swings open again.





Cologne : "Shampoo, this one's yours."





Shampoo leaves to attend to the guests when a scream rings out through the cafe. All the customers stop eating


and look up, towards Shampoo, who's shut the door behind her and is gasping for breath. Cologne hops towards


Shampoo.





Cologne : "You look like you've seen a ghost."


Shampoo : "Worse."


Cologne : "What?"





Someone yells from outside the door.





Voice : "Is this any way to treat your customers?"





Cologne blanches as she recognizes the voice. She looks at the other customers.





Cologne : "All right, closing time now. Sorry for the inconvenience, we'll refund half your money. Please collect the


                    money and leave now via the back door."





Everyone, mumbling, collects their money and leaves. Cologne quickly clears a table and tells Shampoo to open 


the door. Tofu comes in, followed by Akane holding an unconscious Ranma-chan in her arms. Shampoo is visibly


shaken as she watches Akane walk in, eyeing Akane like she was anathema to her. Nobody can blame her, 


considering what happened a few days ago. Cologne keeps her volumes of chinese lore away inside her robes as


the three come in. Of particular interest is Ranma, who is still unconscious, the clotted blood on her head staining


her hair and clothes black. Akane lays Ranma down on a row of chairs set down as per Cologne's instructions.





Cologne : "Why are you here, Akane? Tofu, you too?"


Tofu : "I've come to talk to you about Ranma."


Cologne : "I know. The first and second volumes mentioned effects of the shadow's kiss on others."


D. Akane : <She's gotten the general idea.>


Akane : <Now she's going to find another cure?>


Tofu : <That was fast.> "And now Ranma's like Akane?"


Cologne : "Not really. Ranma will bleed black, like Akane. He'll have every aspect of the shadow, except he will be


                    himself." <Oh no! It can't be happening! This old body can't take much more of this! Not Ranma too!>


Tofu : "Sunlight unaffected?" <What's going to happen?>


Cologne : "Nope. Completely unaffected." <I'm not sure myself.>


Akane : "I don't see what's wrong with that. We'll be closer like this." <Right?>


Cologne : "You've possessed Akane, shadow. You'll think anything concerning your kind works out."


Akane : "...!!!...." <The nerve!>





Just then, Ranma moans. Akane leaves the table to attend to her. Cologne and Tofu continue their discussion,


VERY QUIETLY.





Cologne : "Dr. Tofu, you understand that previous shadows, to both our knowledge, have killed before. And not


                    just to use the bodies as vessels."


Tofu : "I know that."


Cologne : "You know this one is potentially dangerous.'


Tofu : "That too, I know."


Cologne : "Then why protect her?"


Tofu : "Because so far, she's not shown signs of the killer you mentioned. Neither has she made known any more


              plans to kill anyone else. She's perfectly happy as she is."


Cologne : "That you don't know. The shadow may be plotting your death as you speak."


Tofu : "Most unlikely. Why would it want to kill me, anyway?"


Cologne : "You know too much."


Tofu : "No. I trust Akane to hold herself in check. If the shadow truly possessed her, then I would know."


Cologne : "How?"


Tofu : "Let's just say, I'll know."


Cologne : "I have nearly devised the cure for Akane. It's only a matter of time now. We don't know what the


                    shadow can and will do. It's safer this way."


Tofu : "I feel pity for the shadow."


Cologne : "The shadow lives off pity. You give it some, and it'll turn on you."


Tofu : "I don't believe that. Not Akane."


Cologne : "You did memorise the entire volume three, didn't you?"


Tofu : "Yes."


Cologne : "Then read volume two. This grows interesting by the page. I myself only managed to reach the end


                     today."





Cologne shows Tofu the book in question, and he flips the pages open to begin from the chapter concerning the


shadow-doubles.


At Ranma's side, Akane is carefully mopping Ranma's brow with some warm towels. Ranma is moaning something


about something not being true, and that the whole week's been a nightmare. Akane stares at Ranma as she


tends to her, wondering what she's talking about. Shampoo and Conditioner watch from a distance as Akane 


leaves to get another basin of warm water. Then they look at each other.





Shampoo : "Shampoo no believe Ranma affected by kiss."


Conditioner : "Look at her hair, her clothes!"


Shampoo : "Cheap trick by violent Akane. Use ink."


Conditioner : "I know you love him as much as I do, but it's true. There's no need to hide the inevitable."


Shampoo : "Oh-ba-ba have cure, Shampoo know!"


Conditioner : "The question is, when?"





The two go back to looking at Ranma, pale and shivering, both from cold and shock. Akane returns, and continues


to warm Ranma's head with towels soaked in warm water.





Akane : "Ranma, you're not ready yet, are you?"





As if in response to Akane's question, Ranma lets out a short, but pain-filled scream, lost in her own nightmares, 


as her body thrusts upwards like a spear was going through it before calming down again. Tofu, Cologne, 


Shampoo and Conditioner stare at Ranma for a while, then go back to what they were doing.....





{Cures, secrets and concerns.}





A dark void. Ranma-chan is floating in the middle of it, if it had a middle. All around her, specks of light flicker


and die, casting shadows in their brief lifetimes. Ranma looks at herself, outlined in white light, but the body,


nothing. Nothing save what the light casts out as a shadow. She looks up, around. She shouts.





Ranma (C) : "Where am I?"





A voice replies. No, several voices. They mix and mingle in perfect harmony, voices of men and women talking,


one taking over the other's lines as soon as its part ends.





Voices : "The world which Akane now lives in half the time."


Ranma (C) : "Where's that?"


Voices : "A place where light only serves to keep us alive."





Ranma looks at the flickering lights, then at their byproduct. She understands.





Ranma (C) : "A place of shadows."


Voices : "Correct."


Ranma (C) : "What am I doing here?"


Voices : "You're one of us."





Ranma looks shocked as she hears this. She screams in denial.





Ranma (C) : "No I'm not! I bleed red!"





The voices sound impassive as they reply.





Voices : "You used to."





At this, Ranma feels her arm being cut, although she can feel no pain. She looks at her arm, a black substance


is leaking out of the interruption in her glowing outline. She covers it, and the light returns. She removes her


hand, and there is no scarring of the light, no interruption. She looks around.





Ranma (C) : "How did this happen?"


Voices : "Your loved one."


Ranma (C) : "Akane? How could she do this to me!?"





Ranma wails, despair in her voice. The voices sound concerned.





Voices : "Blame not your loved one, for she did not know it. She has not been on this plane of existence long 


                enough to know."


Ranma (C) : "Who're you?"


Voices : "We are the failed experiements of past spellcasters. We come here when we learn of it, and to initiate


                 new members into it."


Ranma (C) : "How was this place created?"


Voices : "It exists in everybody's hearts and souls, a place of darkness."


Ranma (C) : "As does a place of light?"


Voices : "Only in those who know of light. The darkness is in us all, forever alive, only supressed."


Ranma (C) : "Then I am in my own heart and soul."


Voices : "The darker part, yes. For if you were truly evil, then there would be no light."





Ranma decides to contemplate this later. She asks another question.





Ranma (C) : "What happened? I mean, how did I become.... this?"


Voices : "The kiss of a shadow to a human means a bonding of love, one of darkness or light, forever. This is a


                  rule of love we follow."


Ranma (C) : "An unofficial marriage, then. Weird."


Voices : "Enough so. You are now Akane's, like it or not. She is yours too, for if you look long enough....."


Ranma (C) : "I will find her in me."


Voices : "True."


Ranma (C) : "You people don't seem evil. Why's that? Of all the tales I heard...."


Voices : "We are evil only in the eyes of those who see us that way. People fear the darkness, for they know not


                 what it conceals. They only like the light, for all can be revealed in it. However, darkness holds some


                 truths light can never reveal."


Ranma (C) : "Then, what about the mention of people who are evil to the point of having no light?"


Voices : "Remember, shadows are cast when there is light. Those without light, can have no shadow."


Ranma (C) : "Utter darkness, where nothing has shape. No shadows, nothing."


Voices : "Yes. You are very enlightened, aren't you?"





Despite her current body, Ranma turns a shade of reddish black at the cheeks.





Ranma (C) : "Maybe. But tell me this. A place of darkness, yet a place of shadows. What does this mean?"


Voices : "The darkness in here means the inherent evil in us all. The shadow is simply a conflict between the


                 darkness and light."


Ranma (C) : "Born of light and the lack of it?"


Voices : "Yes. One would not exist without the other."


Ranma (C) : "Then why am I.... a shadow?"


Voices : "As we said earlier, the kiss of a loved one bonds the two in this world. Through mouth contact only."


Ranma (C) : "But, why manifest itself....myself.... as a shadow in the mortal world? Why aren't we here?"


Voices : "This is like a heaven to the shadows. Only those who have passed peacefully in your world come here.


                  They can also come here when they wish to return, for good."


Ranma (C) : "How long do these shadows live?"


Voices : "As long as the one they share their bond with does."


Ranma (C) : "That means as long as Akane's alive, the shadow lives?"


Voices : "Yes. Or, if the one who bonded you dies, you follow. Such is our rule. That means if Akane dies, you


                  go. If her bonded-double goes, it'll be painful, but you two'll be human again."


Ranma (C) : "That's comforting. Tell me, some old hag's been working on some cure. What is it?"


Voices : "A painful one, that cure. It forces the shadow to break all bonds with its solid body. It can never return


                 to that body again, neither can it bond ever. This is a cure of damnation for us. We are without a


                 shared soul if that happens, and we fade into nothingness."


Ranma (C) : "Which is, what, more painful than being killed by decapitation."


Voices : "Yes. Some of us go mad. As mentioned, others simply fade away, not even to appear here. Ever."


Ranma (C) : "Interesting. But, what of me? Can I be cured?"


Voices : "Would you like a demonstration?"


Ranma (C) : "If you can."


Voices : "So be it. A demonstration it shall be."





Suddenly, the white glowing outline of Ranma begins to break up. The shadows cast by the life giving light also


dissipates. The shadow that makes up Ranma. The pain shoots through her discorporate body in a billion 


places where the light has broken up, the shadow with it. She screams. Suddenly, she finds herself in a single,


shadowy piece again, the pain replaced with numbness.





Voices : "How did you like that?"


Ranma (C) : "That.... was MY cure?"


Voices : "Yes. The harmonies of your body will be destroyed, shattered like fragile glass, should you be cured.


                  Your body would suffer for years before the light and darkness in you realigned."


Ranma (C) : "In other words, I'd be in constant pain, suffering and insane for those few years."


Voices : " Er... yes. Worse goes for Akane."


Ranma (C) : "Then I've gotta stop them! But, how do I get back?"


Voices : "We will return you when the time has come. Now's not the time."


Ranma (C) : "What else do you want from me?"


Voices : "We know the world has difficulty accepting the two of you. Let us offer you a trade."


Ranma (C) : "Not one of souls, hopefully."


Voices : "We are not the devil. This will be painless for you, but for Akane's.... shadow double, it shall be one of


                  loneliness. Temporarily."


Ranma (C) : "I'm listening."


Voices : "Should you all ever want to rid yourselves of the magic of the shadow-form, simply think of this place


                  in your heart, your soul. You, Akane, her double, all have to return here if you wish to cure yourselves.


                  Here, Akane's double shall join us as one, and you two shall live normally again."


Ranma (C) : "Normally is so undefined."


Voices : "True. Unfortunately true."


Ranma (C) : "But why offer us this cure?"


Voices : "We have been without new company for too long. Not many people attempt the spell anymore. Not


                 many remember."


Ranma (C) : "Then why not force the double out?"


Voices : "We are not barbaric, like some of you. We do things through consent, not force. The shadow has to be


                  willing to understand and leave before we can do anything."


Ranma (C) : "I see."


Voices : "Now, your time here is up. Return to the world you live in your conscious state. Just remember our


                  offer."


Ranma (C) : "I will."


Voices : "We will be watching."





*GASP*


"AIR!"





Ranma-chan wakes up, the warm towel on her head dropping onto her lap. Akane falls backwards and lands on her


buttocks in surprise, while the twin-sisters, Shampoo and Conditioner, both suck in air at the same time. Tofu turns


to look, then puts the tome down and walks over to Ranma. Cologne watches, then joins them, avoiding Akane as


much as she can.





Tofu : "How're you feeling, Ranma?"


Ranma (C) : "Like a rock hit my head."


Tofu : "Actually, a wall did. Although how that happened, I don't know."


Cologne : "How do you feel, Ranma?"


Ranma (C) : "I just said...."


Cologne : "I mean, is there anything else you feel about yourself that is.... not yourself?"





Ranma looks all over her body, the blood having being cleaned off dilligently by Akane, she shakes her head.





Ranma (C) : "No."





But the mention of feeling strange pops another subject into her head.





Ranma (C) : "Say, I just had the strangest dream."


Tofu, Akane & Cologne : "What was it?"


Ranma (C) : "I was in this strange black void, and I was floating in its middle... then I notice I'm made out of some


                       glowing lines that hold in some black stuff, and some disembodied voice is speaking to me."


Akane : "That was no dream, Ranma."


Ranma (C) : "Dream or not, I can't remember a thing."





A "bolt" goes through Ranma's head.





Ranma (C) : "Except the offer for a cure."





Tofu and Cologne exchange glances. Cologne looks at Ranma face to face, wary of what Ranma might be thinking.





Cologne : "What cure?"


Ranma (C) : "The voice offered me, Akane, a way to remove this... shadow-magic?..... willingly and painlessly."


Cologne : "Painlessly?"


Ranma (C) : "I don't know, but I could've sworn I was shown a demonstration of.... your cure in my dreams..... it 


                       hurt. A lot."


Akane : "No wonder you screamed."


Cologne : "What was this cure you were offered?"


Ranma (C) : "Voluntary return to the world of shadows, I think."


Cologne : "World of Shadows? The tome never mentioned....."


Akane : "Cologne, the tome is physical. The world exists in our hearts and souls. You will never find mention of it


                 there."





Cologne ignores Akane and goes on questioning Ranma.





Cologne : "And what did this...... voice...... say?"


Ranma (C) : "If we ever wished to..... say, why am I telling YOU this?"





Ranma looks at Cologne with suspicion, wondering what she might be thinking. Frowning, her eyes are drawn to


a point in Cologne's head, looking at it for some reason, she suddenly feels disoriented for a while. She sees


something else altogether when her vision returns.





The Neko Hanten. Cologne, Shampoo and Conditioner are together, alone, talking.





Cologne : "Now, I know what we need to do to get Akane's shadow to willingly return to this world of shadow.


                     Then I can continue getting Shampoo a husband."


Conditioner : "I want Ranma."


Cologne : "You two'll have to fight it out. But for now, we must plan."


Shampoo : "Shampoo make sure Akane killed when Shadow leave. No more worry."


Cologne : "You can kill her if we get the shadow out. Now.... we have to convince Akane and the shadow that


                      they can't coexist."


Shampoo : "Shampoo know! Shampoo say shadow and Akane want Ranma, only one can have because other


                       manipulating other!"


Cologne : "Ah, right! That's the plan!"





The scene changes. Shampoo is busy talking to Akane when the shadow is not around. Conditioner is talking to


the shadow which was hers once. Like two different scenes melded into one, the response is the same. Both nod


at the same time.


Another change.


This time, it is seen that Akane and the Shadow are facing off in the world of shadow itself. Ranma can see 


herself in male form watching, floating.





Ranma : "No! Akane! Don't!"





Akane lunges and strikes down the shadow before it can even react, for some reason. The shadow screams,


dissipates. As does Ranma and Akane.





Ranma snaps out of it. She blinks, and looks around her as if she just woke up from a bad dream. However, 


everyone is staring now, at Ranma.





Ranma (C) : "What's the matter? Why's everyone staring? Akane?"





Akane looks at her, blinking. Cologne walks off, beating her chest and coughing as Shampoo and Conditioner 


rush up to help her into her room. Tofu just adjsuts his spectacles as he looks.





Knowing that they're the only three people left in the room, Ranma decides to ask Akane the straightforwards way.





Ranma (C) : "What's going on?"





Ranma looks at Akane, who is still staring, blinking, unmoving. She looks into her eyes and sees something else


in them.


Fear?


Awe?


No.


Just a reflection.


A reflection.





                                                                                           -=-=-=-=-





Ranma wakes up in Tofu's clinic, rubbing her head, feeling an all too familiar towel on it. Akane is there, sitting by


Ranma's side, sighing as she wrings a towel dry.





Ranma (C) : "Aw man, I gotta stop fainting like that. It's not good for my health."


Akane : "Oh, you're awake?"


Ranma (C) : "You can see that, can't you?"


Akane : "I'm surprised you're still alive after so many repeated shocks."


Ranma (C) : "Why's that?"


Akane : "This one would've killed you if you could die."


Ranma (C) : "What do you mean?"


Akane : "You STILL don't know!?"





Akane adds this last sentence with a hint of more than just exasperation in her voice. Ranma shakes her head, and


scratches her head.





Akane : "Have you taken a look at yourself in the mirror recently?"


Ranma (C) : "This morning."


Akane : "Try again now. And be a little strong-hearted this time?"





As Ranma gets off the bed, she looks around.





Ranma (C) : "Where's Dr. Tofu?"


Akane : "Stayed to help Cologne with her heart condition."


Ranma (C) : "About time she started showing signs of old age. Where's the mirror?"


Akane : "Over there."





She points to the sink in the corner. Ranma walks over, although she feels strangely light-footed. Akane sits on 


the bed and swings her legs as she waits. She plugs in a pair of earplugs while she's at it.





"EEEEEEAAAAAAAAAAAAAIIIIIIIIIIII!"





The scream nearly shatters all the glass in the neighbourhood. Fortunately, the nearest it goes is vibrating them


like a tuning fork, all the glass within the block giving off a resonating ring, much to everyone's curiosity.


Ranma is staring at her hands, looking at the elaborate bracelets around the wrists. They are pure black. She feels


her hair and tugs at it, then brings a small portion of it to the front. The sample stretches from the top of her head


to the floor, despite the fact that she's floating a few centimeters off it.





D. Ranma (C) : "N..N..NAN DA YO!?


Akane : "Sorry. I guess I didn't know either."





Everything comes back to her now, the entire "dream" in which she talked to some mysterious entity(ies). Every


single detail down to the last blink of an eye. She stares at herself stupidly in the mirror, trying to calm herself 


down.





D. Ranma (C) : "How did I become.... THIS!?"





Akane sighs. She walks over to Ranma's side, looking at Ranma in the mirror.





Akane : "You remember me telling you I'd revert if I scanned people's minds?"





Ranma... now Dark Ranma.... just nods. Akane sighs again.





Akane : "I forgot to mention, only if I did a total scan. If I just read their minds like a textbook, it wouldn't change


                 me."


D. Ranma (C) : "I GOTTA GET THAT CURE!"


D. Akane : "And leave me alone?"





Ranma stares at the dark form besides her. She looks at herself, and wonders why her colouration seems to go on


and off at odd moments. Shrugging, she just pats Ranma on her shoulder.





D. Akane : "Well, least we know there're only going to be the two of us."


D. Ranma (C) : "... y... yeah....."


D. Akane : "Come on, don't look so glum! You'll get used to it! Better yet, I'll teach you everything I know!"


D. Ranma (C) : "The hard or easy way?"


D. Akane : "Look, I'm sorry what happened, but now you've got it, flaunt it, right?"


D. Ranma (C) : "Another curse to my growing list."


D. Akane : "I won't have this kind of long-faced person as my fiancee!"


D. Ranma (C) : "And what'll you do, go kiss someone else if I don't work out?"





Dark Akane stares at a similar Dark Ranma, feeling something she's never felt in a long time well up. She is


unable to stop the rising tide of emotion welling up in her.





*Slap*





D. Akane : "I'll leave you to think it over. But if you really hate this, I'll consider the kiss."


D. Ranma (C) : "What about the cure?"





Dark Ranma asks this in a very monotonous voice, both sad, depressed, resigned and nonchalant at the same time.


Dark Akane stares at her for a while, then changes back and walks off.





Akane : "That too."





*slam*





She slams the door behind her, rattling walls. Ranma just hovers there by herself, staring at herself in the mirror.





D. Ranma (C) : "Indeed, what of the cure?"





She proceeds to examine her current self, the palm mark in her face quickly disappearing.





                                                                                             -=-=-=-=-





"I'm getting too old to handle this. I should let the youngsters handle it."


"Not yet, we still need your experience."


"What experience? I didn't even know what I was doing!"


"Least you did it, that counts."





Cologne and Tofu are discussing the issue as Tofu instructs Conditioner to perform various examinations on 


Cologne and write what she finds. Tofu is busy reading the final pages of Volume 2 of the tome.





Tofu : "Says here that once the shadows are happy, they'll stay that way until they die."


Cologne : "They never mentioned when they die."


Tofu : "Well, we can either leave them as they are now, or find a way to get Akane to relinquish the shadow to this


              world Ranma mentioned. Sounds more humane than your cure."


Cologne : "Ranma's now a shadow himself, can we trust him?"


Tofu : "You'll need every little bit of trust you can give, starting with those you don't trust."


Cologne : "Then Ranma's our only hope?"


Tofu : "We can reason with Akane's shadow."


Cologne : "Aren't the two the same? You tell one, you tell the other."


Tofu : "Perhaps. But now, it's best we get you fixed up."


Cologne : "I'm feeling better already, thank you very much. Right now, our concern should be on getting Akane


                    and Ranma cleansed of the shadows as fast as possible."


Tofu : "Perhaps you're right. Much as I like them anyway, I don't think I'd like to see them either rejected by others


              or doing something we didn't expect."


Cologne : "The only trouble is that we have to find a way to convince them now."





The two continue their discussion, while outside in the restaurant, Shampoo is making a call.





Shampoo : "Hai, Shampoo want to make call to Baguai, China."


Operator : "Please hold."





*boring, synthesized waiting music*





Voice #2 : "Yeah, who's this!?"


Shampoo : "Shampoo. Uncle Baguai, Shampoo need help."


Baguai : "What about?"


Shampoo : "Shadow."


Baguai : "Those things again!? You been seeing them under your bed again!?"


Shampoo : "Not those! Shampoo talk about living Shadow."


Baguai : "Oh, THOSE! Why call me?"


Shampoo : "Shampoo know Uncle Baguai know how to kill shadow."


Baguai : "More than that! I know how to exorcise them, trap 'em and stomp 'em!"


Shampoo : "Can Uncle come over Japan help?"


Baguai : "Sorry. Can't. I've got another spook case here. Not until it's over. Anything else?"


Shampoo : "No. Sorry."


Baguai : "See you."





*click*





Shampoo pushes the hook down so the phone won't stay connected, then crushes the handset in her fist in 


anger. She sighs as she watches the sun set outside the restaurant, bringing with it another dreary night.





Shampoo : "Why there so many shadows?"





{Ranma, our guest.}





Baguai flicks the power switch on his cellular phone off and turns to look at his current client.





Baguai : "Well, Mr. Tendou, I'm sure this one little shadow won't cause you any trouble when I'm around."


Soun : "Yes, but I want minumum damage to my daughter, you get me?"


Baguai : "Well, getting the shadow out of her will be a little tricky if she's not willing to part with it......"


Soun : "Just make sure she isn't badly injured. And kill the shadow if you can."


Baguai : "You got the money, I get the job done."


Soun : "Ah, it's nearly dinner time. Would you like to stay a while, Mr. Baguai?"


Baguai : "Ah, why not? Better to work on a full stomach than an empty one, I always say! And the name's Chou


                  Baguai!"





Kasumi walks out the kitchen with a tray of the night's dinner as Nabiki helps herself to the rice in the cooker.


Happosai is watching a swimsuit pageant, and doesn't notice very much else around him. Kasumi sets the tray


down and begins to fill bowl with rice and passing them to her father, Genma, and their guest. As Baguai stuffs


himself, Soun looks at him.


A tall, very dark and muscled man, Baguai is covered in hair from his thick beard to the forest on his arms. His face 


is brutish, in some sort of perpetual frown, and with thick eyebrows that accentuate eyes covered over by 


wrinkles, Baguai looks like Bluto form Popeye, only ten times worse, he is also wearing a red cloth belt around his 


incredible girdle, thick leather boots, black cloth pants and shirt, a bandanna keeping his entire head of stiff, straw-


like hair under wraps, while wearing a pair of tiger-skin bracers (which he claimed to have killed with his bare 


hands. Hisbad breath, more like.), his hands lumpy appendages with stumpy fingers and chipped nails, all dirty. 


His nose is worse, a wide, flat abomination on his nose, which only adds to his distateful attitude and personality.


(If you don't know, Chou [3] Ba [1] Guai [4] means UGLY HAG! Of course, it's supposed to be applied only to


 women, but...... go figure.)


Kasumi eats her dinner quietly as the two men in front of her talk, joke and laugh, all the while oblivious to their


conversation.





Soun : "Well, I do love my daughter, but with that shadow, who knows what she could do?"


Baguai : "Well, don't worry! I've got charms, spells, wards, and a big sword outside that can chop, slice and


                  mutilate any shadow beyond hope of regeneration! I'm from Joketsuzoku, remember! Best fighters in


                  China! Heck, best ANYTHING!"


Soun : <If your boasting's as great as your skills, then they should.> "Ah, yes. But, no more of this inauspicious


             talk, let's talk about other things, shall we?"


Baguai : "Go ahead! Haa haa!"





His laugh sounds something between a bullfrog's croak and a gruff man choking on a fish bone. Its resonance


grates on everyone's bones, although Kasumi doesn't seem to notice. Nabiki just eats up quickly and returns to


her room. Finally, dinner is over and as Kasumi clears up the mess left by Baguai, Soun instructs her to get a


bottle of Sake for their guest.


(Pronounced Sah-kay, Sake is a form of japanese rice wine, fermented from rice.)





Kasumi : "Yes, father."





She quietly cleans up the rest of the table then goes to the kitchen. She takes a large bottle of Sake out and makes


sure it's full, then takes out four cups and sets them all on the tray.





*riing* *riing*





Kasumi : "I'll get that!"





However, even if the others noticed the phone ringing, they didn't respond. She picks up the wall mounted phone


and places it to her ear.





Kasumi : "Hai, Tendou desu." (This is the Tendou's.)


Voice : "Hello? Is that you, Kasumi?"


Kasumi : "Yes, Dr. Tofu?"


Voice : "Ah...ah...y....."





*slap*





A sound through the phone.





Voice : "Yes. Kasumi? Is your father home?"


Kasumi : "Yes. Shall I call him?"





*HAA HAA HAA!*





Baguai's grating laughter resonates through the house, and even Kasumi cringes as it rubs on her nerves like a


rough file gone rougher.





Voice : "Who...what's that?"


Kasumi : "A Mr. Chou Baguai, some famous Shadow hunter or something from China. Father employed him."


Voice : "To kill Akane!?!?!?"


Kasumi : "Her... shadow double."


Voice : "This is bad."





The line goes silent for a while as the person on the other side thinks. Kasumi waits patiently, although she can


hear her father yelling for the Sake.





Voice : "Kasumi, I need you to do a favor for me."


Kausmi : "Yes?"


Voice : "I need you to come over to my place for a while. We need to talk."


Kasumi : "When?"


Voice : "Tonight. Ranma and Akane are here."


Kasumi : ".......!"


Voice : "Kasumi?"


Kasumi : "All right."


Voice : "Don't tell anyone where you're going, don't let anyone follow you, you got that?"


Kasumi : "Yes."


Voice : "Remember, as soon as possible. Ja."


Kasumi : "Ja."





Kasumi puts the reciever back and walks back into the kitchen with the tray. She looks for something in the


cupboards. She finds it, a small cyndrical pill box.





Kasumi : "Ah, Grade A-0.1 Laxatives. Just what I was looking for."





She removes the cork from the sake bottle and dumps the entire box of ultra-powerful laxatives in. She covers the 


cork back up and watches the pills through the clear glass. She shakes the bottle to help the laxatives dissolve 


faster. When nothing is left of them, she carries the tray out and serves it up to her guest, her father, Happosai and 


Genma. As she sets sets down the sake bottle, she turns to her father.





Kasumi : "Oh, father, I have to go buy somethings from the late-night store. I'll be gone a while. All right?"





Soun nods without even turning his head, watching as Baguai simply downs all four people's share, then starts


drinking from the bottle itself. Kasumi watches as the HUGE bottle's contents go down, slowly. She puts a hand to 


her mouth, mouthing an "Oh my", but quickly puts on a pleasant demeanor.





Kasumi : "Then I'm off."





Soun and the other men nod sullenly as they watch their share of sake disappear down Baguai's thick, oversized


neck. Kasumi walks out the doorway, noting down what she has to buy on the way back home.





Kasumi : "Ten rolls of toilet paper, we're all out.... some cooking oil, pepper, silicon glue, oh, some thread and cloth


                   for Ranma's futon......."





Kasumi mentally notes down every single item as she reaches Tofu's clinic. She sees Tofu already waiting at the


entrance, adjusting his spectacles and wringing his hands in anxiety. He spots Kasumi under the street lamp and


waves.





Tofu : "Hurry, Kasumi!"


Kasumi : "Hai."





She picks up the pace and reaches Tofu's side in less than a minute. Tofu closes the main gates and walks Kasumi


into the clinic cum living quarters.





Tofu : "We need to talk."


Kasumi : "You mentioned over the phone Ranma and Akane were here?"





Just then, sounds of things being thrown can be heard from inside Tofu's personal office. He blanches.





Voice #1 : "You jerk! What were you trying to do!?"


Voice #2 : "Sorry! I slipped!"


Voice #1 : "Slipped what!? You can't slip like this!"


Voice #2 : "I'm not used to it!"


Voice #1 : "....oh, all right! AGAIN!"





Kasumi recognizes Akane's and Ranma-chan's voices from the small corridor down to Tofu's office. She looks


concerned.





Kasumi : "Oh my, that has to be Ranma and Akane. She sounds very normal to me."


Tofu : "She is. Just... a little more than human."


Kasumi : "I wished father wouldn't be so rash."


Tofu : "Well, you can tell me about it later."





*crash*





Voice #1 : "NOT AGAIN!"


Voice #2 : "I think I'm getting the hang of it!"


Voice #1 : "You'll be hanging by you feet if you don't!"





Kasumi looks at Tofu and giggles, not having heard Ranma and Akane argue for a long time and actually finding


it funny. Tofu just cries mentally as he tallies up the costs of repairs to his office. He yells down the corridor.





Tofu : "All right, you two! Break it up! Kasumi's here!"


Voices : "Kasumi? All right!"





It is more or less quiet as the two walk towards Tofu's office. Tofu covers his eyes with his hand and opens the


door with the other, peering in slowly as he removes his hand finger by finger.





Tofu : "Oh no!"





He laments with a huge stress in his voice, at the wreckage in his personal office. Akane and Ranma-chan sit on


the patient's bed, both faces flushed and twiddling fingers while swinging legs.





Tofu : "This stuff cost me ten bombs! How am I going to replace it!?"


Akane & Ranma (C) : "Sorry, doctor."


Tofu : "Oh, nevermind. I'm sure then ten bombs are cheap compared to human lives. Come on in, Kasumi. I think


              we'll need to pack up first."





Akane and Ranma turn their heads up as they watch Kasumi walk in, mouthing another "Oh My" at the mess in


Tofu's personal office.





Kasumi : "Oh my, what happened here?"





Akane and Ranma look at each other, pointing fingers at each other accusingly.





Akane : "This clumsy oaf kept falling over!"


Ranma (C) : "This macho chick kept giving me the wrong instructions!"


Akane : "Pervert-boy here kept falling on my chest!"


Ranma (C) : "I can't help it if you're PULLING me all the way!"


Akane : "Was not!"


Ranma (C) : "Was to!"





Kasumi watches as the two argue again, then shakes her head and helps Tofu with the packing up.





Tofu : "Thanks, Kasumi, for coming here. I think we really need to talk about them, and Mr. Tendou."


Kasumi : "I'm sorry."


Tofu : "Sorry for what?"


Kasumi : "Letting father chase Akane out."


Tofu : "No, it's not your fault. Although I wonder why Mr. Tendou would chase his own daughter, possessed or


              not, out."


Kasumi : "I guess he's afraid she might hurt one of us."


Tofu : "Maybe. But she's pretty much herself... Akane I mean."


Kasumi : "I noticed."





Akane and Ranma are now both pouting, arms folded and facing away from each other, trading the occasional


name. Tofu sighs and picks up a shattered electrical pulse meter, feeling its shattered sides, caressing it like a 


baby.





Tofu : "This cost me over three hundred thousand yen...."





Putting it onto the desk, itself strangely undamaged, Tofu picks up another piece of medical equipment, as the 


pulse meter falls apart.





Tofu : "This portable EKG meter was one of a kind......"





Tofu looks like a sad child wailing over broken toys as he slowly packs up the rest of his office, Kasumi helping.


Fortunately, the damage is restricted only to whatever is on the desk, and nowhere else. Alright, so that big mallet


in the wall counts for damage, but it's near the desk. Kasumi looks at the hammer, Akane Tendou's name stencilled


into it, and takes it out the wall in an incredible show of strength. She passes it back to Akane, still pouting.





Kasumi : "Akane, I think this is yours."


Akane : "You can put it on Ranma's head."


Kasumi : "Now, Akane. You know hurting your fiancee is bad."


Akane : "He's so clumsy! He''ll hurt himself more than I can!"


Kasumi : "But it's still not nice to add to injuries."


Akane : "I guess you're right, sis."





Akane takes the mallet out of Kasumi's hands, and stuffs it back into wherever it came from. (Hammerspace®, 


courtesy of some people. -Ed.) Kasumi heaves in relief as she suddenly feels the mallet's weight off her shoulders,


not having felt anything in her "housekeeping" mode, where everything is simply something to be kept and kept


tidily.





Tofu : "All right, that's it. Now, Kasumi, Ranma, Akane, we need to talk."





Tofu gathers everybody around in a small circle, arranging five chairs in a circle in the middle of the office. Ranma


and Akane stare at the empty fifth seat.





Ranma (C) : "Who's this for?"


Tofu : "It's for...."





*slam!* *clank!* *shrrrip*





Voice : "Gomen nasai! I'm late!"





Conditioner runs into the office, slamming the door open like the outside one. Only this one falls off its hinges as


it tries to swing back. Tofu cringes as he adds up another sum to his repairs bill. Conditioner takes a seat. Ranma


and Akane stare at her.





Akane/Ranma (C) : "Conditioner? You?"


Conditioner : "It's my shadow double originally, I should take some responsibility!"


Tofu : "All right, settle down. We need to talk."





Tofu and the rest enter a conference, and begin discussing. For sake of time and confidentiality, the author was


only allowed to record certain parts of the conversation.





Tofu : "Ranma? Akane? I know you two.... find this a little distressing, but we HAVE to do this for the sake of 


              everyone, yourselves included."


Akane : "But why? The shadow's....I'll..... be so lonely."


Tofu : "Even so, I know people fear you..... you all...... because they don't know what you can and will do."


Akane : "But we're in control of ourselves!"


Ranma (C) : "I don't even know what I can do...."


Tofu : "Look, even if you don't cure yourselves now, Kasumi just told me that Mr. Tendou has employed a... 


              what?"


Kasumi : "Shadow Slayer/Hunter.... I'm not sure. But he's called Chou Baguai, from Joketsuzoku."


Conditioner : "That boastful idiot? I'm not sure he even tell a shadow from a piece of paper!"


Akane : "But.... if we don't show anyone who doesn't already know our secret, we can live on without scaring


                 them!"


Tofu : "Nonetheless, we must assume this Chou Baguai is dangerous and deadly. You two can't hide from him


             forever, not unless you want to leave Japan!"


Akane & Ranma (C) : "Us? Leave Japan? No way! We're happy where we are!"


Tofu : "Wait. Kasumi, this may scare you a little. Ranma? Akane?"





The two nod. Using what Akane/Dark Akane taught her, Ranma goes first, transforming. She still feels a little sick


doing it though, this being something of a completely new experience. Akane changes next, into the exact replica


of the little black figurine Kasumi found in Akane's room previously. Kasumi stares at Dark Ranma.


Similar to Akane, Ranma is pure, obisidian black. Her hair grown long and tied at the slant near the top behind her


head, the long trussle of hair reaches all the way down to the floor. Her cloak is similar to Akane's, although its


"horns" are shorter, the frill at the back is higher. Her dress reveals some impressive cleavage, but no leg. She is 


wearing a long bracer on one arm, and a bracelet on the other. A coiled metal band surrounds her upper left arm. 


She is wearing sandals, though they reach up halfway to her knees, while her earrings are much more elaborate 


than Akane's.





Kasumi : "Oh my. Ranma, you too?"





Ranma nods sadly. She and Akane are floating above the seats now, some strange phenomenon that comes with


Shadow-hood. Conditioner looks on, envious and awed at the same time. Tofu nods, and they return to their


"normal" selves.





Tofu : "You know how they can scare people like that. And you know that everyone who knows is already afraid."


Conditioner : "I'm afraid my great-grandmother will tell the world, just to keep her own creations from getting out


                          of hand."


Ranma (C) : "Who'd believe her, that old crone?"


Conditioner : "My great-grandmother's cunning when it comes to this. She'll think of a way. In fact, she's already


                          created the cure needed to dispel Akane's shadow-double.... my shadow double."


Akane : "I can't let her do that!..... wait, didn't she already have another cure?"


Conditioner : "That one would just kill the drinker as well as the shadow."


Akane : "No wonder she needed my cooking skills. Hmph. Well, I'm not going to help her this time."


Ranma (C) : "I'll help Akane."


Conditioner : "She's come up with one for you too, Ranma."


Ranma (C) : "What!? No matter! As long as she can't apply it to us, we're safe!"


Conditioner : "Easier said than done. I don't know what it is yet, but I'd like to know how it works."


Ranma (C) : "Tell you this, I'll be in constant pain and become a gibbering, insane wreck for the next few years of 


                       my life. Akane'll be a gibbering, insane, pain-wracked junk pile for half her natural life."


Conditioner : "Hm. But as much as I hate that alternative, you two had better do something about it soon."





However, from here onwards, the author was excluded from the discussion, and has to settle on this segment.





Later that night.....





Kasumi leaves the all-day-all-night convenience store with a large bag of groceries in hand. In her other hand, she


has a large bag of more toilet paper than the family could hope to use in a lifetime. Ranma-chan is following her,


wary of any markings that might spell doom for her. She looks as Kasumi, struggling with the bags.





Ranma (C) : "You sure you don't need my help?"


Kasumi : "No, thank you, Ranma. I can manage. You need to take care of yourself."


Ranma (C) : "Cologne? naaah. Baguai? Nothing I can't handle if what Conditioner said was true."


Kasumi : "Either way, you still should watch yourself and not get hurt until we resolve this issue."


Ranma (C) : "I'm all for curing myself, but what of Akane?"


Kasumi : "I'm afraid for her."


Ranma (C) : "Yeah. Look at what the other things did last time."





They remember the times when Akane thought she had found something that would help her improve her skills.


That was the spirit combat armour that had the yin-yang symbol on its belt. (Book 32) Ranma shudders at the 


thought of Akane wanting to stay with the shadow, therefore keeping Ranma cursed with another situation.


As the two walk towards the Tendou Dojo, Kasumi hums a tune to herself. Ranma just walks silently besides her,


kicking pebbles as she does. Kasumi notices Ranma's sulleness.





Kasumi : "Ranma, now what's wrong?"


Ranma (C) : "Nothing. Nothing much. Wouldn't interest you."


Kasumi : "Nothing never interests me. Come on, you'll feel better telling me."





Ranma looks up at Kasumi, who is smiling.





Ranma (C) : "Promise to keep it a secret and hope to die?"





Kasumi nods.





Kasumi : "Promise."


Ranma (C) : "Well, here goes...."





                                                                                           -=-=-=-=-





Pedalling furiously, Conditioner burns rubber as she speeds towards her destination, delivery box in hand. She


looks at her wristwatch.





Conditioner : "A minute to spare. Now...."





After delivering the noodles and collecting the money, Conditioner burns rubber returning home.





Conditioner : <Hard to believe I call it home after just a week or so. Hard to believe I even had a sister.>





However, she leaves this point to ponder at a later date as she reaches the Neko Hanten and throws the doors


open. She spots Cologne putting up another chart on the wall and examining it. Shampoo is watching, and 


Conditioner walks over curiously to look at it.





Conditoner : "What's that?"


Cologne : "Oh, the specifics on the skill I just devised."


Conditioner : "Skill?"


Cologne : "Yes. This one is like a chi sucking attack, but it removes the shadow. Catches it in this little magical


                    box here, then we can seal it and bury it in the ground."


Conditioner : "Sucking?" <Pain! Of course.>


Cologne : "It'll force the shadow out, all traces of it. We can trap it in this, seal it, and bury it. Then we can discuss


                    the issue of Ranma again."


Shampoo : "Shampoo want to learn skill."


Cologne : "As soon as this chart's up, we can all look at it and learn the steps."


Conditioner : "That we will."





                                                                                           -=-=-=-=-





Upon returning home, Kasumi is struck by a very, VERY strong smell emanating from the toilet. Ranma wrinkles


her face up in disgust.





Ranma (C) : "Yucks! Whoever's making that smell has GOT to be a serious case."





Soun and Genma, both with three gask masks on per person, turn to look at Ranma and Kasumi. Soun's face 


hardens at Ranma's appearance, but softens again as he sees Ranma's dejected look.





Soun : "Ah, you two are back. About time. Here, put these on and don't step into the house without them."





Soun tosses them three gas masks each. Ranma and Kasumi put them on, and the smell fades noticably, although


they still can detect a hint of it. Kasumi takes a DEEP breath, then walks to the toilet and tosses in the plastic-bag


full of toilet rolls to the person inside.





Kasumi : "Mr. Baguai? I think you'll need these."


Baguai : "Yeah, pass 'em here! I'm shitting my shit dry!"


Kasumi : "Oh my, what vulgar language."





Kasumi stifles a giggle as she walks back into the living room. She notices that Happosai looks too sick to glomp


onto Ranma-chan, much to her delight. She also notices that Happosai isn't wearing any gas masks. Ranma is


having a field day stomping on Happosai.





Ranma (C) : "Take that and that and that and that and that and that and that, you ugly old hentai freak! Take this.."





Ranma continues through a complete repetoire of moves as she mutilates Happosai, Happosai not responding in


the least. When she's done, Soun walks up to Ranma and places a hand on her shoulder. He brings her into an


isolated corner of the house.





Ranma (C) : "Yes, uncle Tendou?"


Soun : "I'd like to talk to you, Ranma."


Ranma (C) : "If it's about this afternoon, I'm sorry."


Soun : "I know. But, you're right. I am not a fit father if I can't take care of my own children. That's why I hired Mr.


              Chou Baguai. He'll help Akane get rid of her unwanted problem, then we can discuss your marriage plans


              further. Until then, I want you to stay away from her. No telling what she could do. Understand?"


Ranma (C) : "Yeah. I understand." <But I don't have to heed the advice.>


Soun : "Good lad. Go on now, you must be feeling sick from that rain you ran into this afternoon."


Ranma (C) : "Yeah." *achoo!*





Ranma makes a very good show of a sneezing fit within her gas masks as she makes her way towards the 


bathroom. Soun watches, then calls out again.





Soun : "Oh, Ranma, one more thing!"


Ranma (C) : *sniff* "Yeah?"


Soun : "Did you find Akane today?"


Ranma (C) : "No."


Soun : "All right. Go on."





Ranma walks down the corridor towards the bathroom, the stink here much less pronounced with the gas masks.


Ranma looks into one of the rooms with an open door as she passes it, and is shocked.


Inside the room, a huge stash of charms, glyphs, prayer beads, symbols, figurines, talismans and weapons are


strewn around the place like so much junk. But one item of particular interest is a gigantic sword lying on the 


ground, jewels embedded into its hilt, the handle wrapped in some animal skin, the pommel made of black obsidian.


The blade itself is totally out of proportion to the size of the hilt and handle. The blade itself is an oddity, two 


holes at the top give it the appearance of an animal's eyes, and to reinforce the appearance are the runes scratched 


into the blade itself, giving it a textured appearance. The tip of the blade is split into two small segments, like a 


mouth, the inside filled with jagged protrusions. Curious, Ranma deviates from her course and walks into the room,


noticing that it has a futon and a huge backpack.





Ranma (C) : <Hm, Baguai staying here for a while? Not good!>





She pokes around the room a while, carefully avoiding the sword. She feels the figurines, fiddles with the beads,


examining the charms. She grins.





Ranma (C) : <All pomp and fanfare. As expected.>





Thinking the sword is just as fake, Ranma summons the courage to walk up to it and try to pick it up. However, as


she nears it, it suddenly begins to rattle and shake. The pommel begins to glow, a strange grey light.


Ranma slams the door behind her as she runs out, gasping.





Ranma (C) : <Alright, the sword's real. Too real. Better keep away.>





Opening the door slowly, she peeks in and looks at the sword, now quiet and still like a good piece of steel, and 


shudders. She quickly runs towards the bathroom, stripping off as she does. The moment she reaches the 


bathroom, she tosses all her carefully cleaned clothes into the clothes hamper and jumps into the bathtub full of 


hot water with a big splash. Getting out of the tub, Ranma-kun closes the door behind him and gets back into the 


tub, sighing.





Ranma : <Why me? Why me of all reasons?>





Ranma slowly contemplates his life so far, the past week or so.





Ranma : <One more day of school, then it's Sunday, and all I have to do is spend the day convincing Akane to


                  cure herself. Although I wouldn't call it a cure. More of a release.>





Then, he thinks back to Kasumi, one of the most reliable humans on Earth, and at the secret he told her a few


minutes ago.





Ranma (C) : "All right, here goes... listen well."


Kasumi : "I'm listening."


Ranma (C) : "I think Akane's afraid to lose me because I'm a shadow myself. She's just... harbouring one. I don't 


                          completely trust what those... things said to me."


Kasumi : "Things? Oh, the voices you mentioned?"


Ranma (C) : "Yes. I'm afraid they might do something bad. Like take me with them."


Kasumi : "I don't think they are."


Ranma (C) : "Anyway, I'm afraid that someone WILL harm Akane, and bad. Something she can't heal."


Kasumi : "I'm sorry, but I don't follow."


Ranma (C) : "The shadow..... Akane.... just wanted love and attention. It's like a lost, orphaned child on the


                          streets, a deformed one at that. Nobody wants it because it looks different... unfamiliar, ugly.


                          As a result, it clings to whatever, whoever, takes the trouble to show even a little concern for it."


Kasumi : "And because of that, it is afraid of change? To join its own kind?"


Ranma (C) : "Yes.... and now, it has even less reason to do so because I'm now one of her kind..... although I...."


Kasumi : "I understand. You were unwilling, weren't you? Of course. A person is defined by their actions, not


                   their appearance. I wish everyone understood that."


Ranma (C) : "I wished they did. But sometimes human selfishness can get in the way. I'm still human, sort of, and


                          I can hazard a guess as to who this applies."


Kasumi : "Ranma, even if nobody else believes you are good anymore, and you are feared by all, I want you to


                    know that I, Dr. Tofu, and Conditioner will be there. I know they understand. We'll be there for 


                   Akane and you."


Ranma (C) : "Kasumi, I want to tell you something."


Kasumi : "What is it?"


Ranma (C) : "I'm scared."


Kasumi : "We all are."





*knock* *knock*





Ranma wakes up from his thoughts, choking on the water. He quickly gets out of the tub and wraps a towel 


around his waist.





Ranma : "Who is it!?"


Kasumi : "It's me."


Ranma : "What do you want?"


Kasumi : "Tofu just called. He talked to father. He wants to ask Soun to take Akane back."


Ranma : "Is that supposed to be good news?"


Kasumi : "I'm not sure, but Soun wants to talk to you now."


Ranma : "I was just taking my bath!"


Kasumi : "I'm sorry."


Ranma : "No offence. Let me get dressed. Is that.... Baguai guy still in the lavatory?"


Kasumi : "Fortunately, no. The laxat... oops, forget I said that. The smell's cleared too."


Ranma : "Thanks!" <Laxatives eh? Kasumi, you're wonderful. I could kiss you, but.....>





Ranma slides the door open, already dressed. Kasumi raises an eyebrow, but smiles sweetly.





Kasumi : "This way."





Ranma follows Kasumi down the corridor, unsure of his clothing.





Ranma : <Feels like normal clothing, I can't even feel myself when I pinch the cloth. I've gotta get used to this.>





Ranma quickly tests, his shirt melting back into his body, then reforming. Ranma shrugs.





Ranma : <Guess it's better at any rate.>





The two reach the living room, Soun looking serious as Ranma would never have believed possible, and Baguai


uttering a steady stream of curses and vulgularities unmentionable anywhere else, clutching his stomach.





Ranma : "Yes, uncle Tendou?"


Soun : "Ranma, Tofu called me and said you were with Akane at his place. Is this true?"





Ranma looks at the handset in Soun's hand. He knows Tofu is still listening. He clears his throat, then nods.





Soun : "Did anything happen between the two of you?"





Ranma nods.





Soun : "What?"


Ranma : "We talked."


Soun : "You said you didn't find her this afternoon."


Ranma : "Not in the rain. Only when Tofu brought me in suffering from that cold did I see her. And it was evening


                 by then."


Soun : "Tofu said that the two of you were getting along intimately. Did you kiss?"


Ranma : "Yucks, who'd kiss that tomboy, especially when she's possessed?"


Soun : "You two were getting along well when she was at home, when you already knew. Why not?"


Ranma : "Cuz I can't bring myself to do it. Who knows what might happen?"


Soun : "Well, whatever the reason is, you'd better keep away from her until we say so."





Just then, Tofu's tinny voice can be heard over the earpiece of the phone.





Voice : "Excuse me, but if this talk is over, can you please let me finish talking with Mr. Tendou? You two can talk


               when I'm done."


Soun : "You're dismissed, Ranma."





Kasumi follows Ranma upstairs, to his room.





Kasumi : "Ranma, father seems unusually serious tonight. He seems unusually serious this half week."


Ranma : "You forgot an entire day's worth of events when you saw Dark Akane for the first time."


Kasumi : "Lucky for you father didn't catch the part where you said you knew where he went the last time."


Ranma : "..... lucky me. Nah, I wouldn't worry about your father. He's just scared, that's all."


Kasumi : "Of the unknown."


Ranma : "Of the unknown."





They reach Ranma's room. Actually, Ranma and Genma's room. Ranma is about to walk in, but remembers to do


something as Kasumi stands behind him, waiting until he's safely inside before walking off. He turns around.





Ranma : "Thanks, Kasumi. You really helped me alot. I feel a lot better. Owe you one."


Kasumi : "No, it's mutual. You just let me understand how the two of you feel better, that I can thank you for."


Ranma : "Anyway, here's something for you."





Ranma tries his newfound abilities (forced upon him however, unwillingly.) and flexes a hand, a small, perfectly


black and perfectly formed rose rising out of his hand. He passes it to Kasumi.





Ranma : "Here. Keep it until I need it. As a token of my appreciation as well."





Kasumi takes it, and notices a hint of red on the petals. She nods, and quietly leaves. Ranma watches for a while,


then walks into his room to sleep, instantaneously changing his clothes while he's at it.





Ranma : <One good effect, no need to search for your pyjamas in the dark, even though I can see perfectly well in


                  it.> *yawn*





He forgets the mirror right in front of him as he falls asleep, reflecting his Darker Image.





                                                                                                   -=-=-=-=-





Akane : <Why called dark? Why are we pure black when shadows are a little of each? Why?>





Akane muses as she lies on a bed in Tofu's guest room, in his clinic/house. Her shadow double is sitting on a


chair, listening to Akane think.





D. Akane : <Because if we were transparent, we'd be ghosts.>


Akane : *giggle* <Still shadows shouldn't be all black.>


D. Akane : <That's only because the shadows you people cast are diluted by the light from ALL directions. You


                       forget that. Remember, without light, shadows don't exist.>


Akane : <A little ironic, yes? Shadows are there with and without light, and you need the light to see them.>


D. Akane : <Which is why only those who have some measure of good in them can have doubles like me.>


Akane : <You ever thought of going back to this.... world of shadows?>


D. Akane : <Perhaps.>


Akane : <Wouldn't it be better to be with your own kind?>


D. Akane : <I don't know.>


Akane : <Why do you still cling to Ranma?>


D. Akane : <He's like me now.>


Akane : <Because you made him that way.>


D. Akane : <Yes. But I need to know... I really.... love him. I need to know if he'll have a shadow double like me so


                       I can be accompanied on my journey.>


Akane : <I don't think so, he IS one. I don't want to lose him.... why not ask them?>


D. Akane : <Who?>


Akane : <The voices in the world of shadows.>


D. Akane : <We can't return unless I am sure I wish to leave forever.>


Akane : <Why not? You might find someone you like there.>


D. Akane : <I thought you liked me around?>


Akane : <Yes, I do, but I'M beginning to feel the strain of desertion.>


D. Akane : <I'm afraid so. Sorry.>


Akane : <Nevermind. I'll let Tofu deal with father first. If all goes well with him, we may have a chance to avoid


                 Cologne. And hopefully this Baguai guy.>


D. Akane : <Baguai. Ugly man.>


Akane : <Met him?>


D. Akane : <Hunted ME once. I was too smart for him. Not that anyone's stupid enough to match him. What makes


                      him an equal match is his sword.>


Akane : <Sword?>


D. Akane : <I don't know much, only that it lives off anything dark for some reason. Us included.>


Akane : <I pity its victims.>


D. Akane : <What are we? We are simply constructs of magic and flesh brought together as this. We don't even


                       deserve to exist on this world or any world. But, I'm afraid.>


Akane : <Of the unknown?>


D. Akane : <Of the world of shadows. I don't know what's there. I'm not willing to leave yet.>


Akane : <I'm not pressing you to make a decision yet. I understand how you feel. Besides, you've given me a lot


                  these past few days, more than I could hope to have in a lifetime.>


D. Akane : <Petty things like cooking? Swimming? Martial Arts?>


Akane : <More. Ranma's love. You know, I think I really should tolerate him more, we get along much better that


                 waay.>


D. Akane : <I'm out of the picture?>


Akane : <Never. You gave me that patience.>


D. Akane : <I also brought isolation and fear.>


Akane : <If you want the best for me, you can consider returning. But I want the best for you, until you find 


                 someone you like, I won't press you.>


D. Akane : <Thanks.>


Akane : <What are friends for?>


D. Akane : "Call me Auriel."


Akane : "What!?"


D. Akane : "I'm not sure why, but it's appropiate for me.... somehow."


Akane : "Auriel..... this is the first time I've heard you speak to me before."


Auriel : "When I'm not part of you, I have no need to speak to you.... but I thought it would be nice."


Akane : "Sure does. But, why name yourself all of a sudden?"


Auriel : "I don't know."





                                                                                                   -=-=-=-=-





In Kasumi's room, Kasumi looks at the strange, black rose. She wonders where she should put it, since there isn't


a flower vase in her room. She decides to place it on her desk, by the window.





Kasumi : "I can find a vase tomorrow.... so sleepy. Must remember to pack up tomorrow after Baguai's done."





She places it on the desk, expecting it to stay sideways on the desk. Instead, the moment she removes her hand,


the rose floats into an upright position, hovering a small distance above the desk. Kasumi looks shocked and 


gasps.





Kasumi : "Oh my. I hope nobody notices."





She decides to look around for something she can use to make it look like it's being supported. She finds a small


cardbox container just right for the job, packing her room while she's at it. She picks up the rose and puts it into 


the box, admiring it.





Kasumi : "There. Looks much better."





Nodding, she closes the door and goes to bed, falling asleep almost the moment her head touches the pillow.


The rose begins to change colour quickly, glowing slightly in the dark room, a slight hint of red.





                                                                                                   -=-=-=-=-





Next morning.....





Kasumi quietly opens her door, the hinges not making a squeak as she closes the door behind her, more to her


meticulous care than anything else.





Kasumi : *yawn* "Time to make breakfast, and I'd better clean up."





She walks downstairs, careful not to make any noise. She reaches the bottom, and looks in the living room.





Kasumi : "Oh my. Our guest certainly knows how to make a mess."





The living room looks like a tornado whipped through it. Needless to say, Kasumi stoically begins cleaning up,


putting the cushions where they should go, straightening the table, uprighting the toppled flower vase, the 


flowers trampled underfoot.





Kasumi : <I can use this.>





She keeps the vase in a pocket in her dress, kept neat even in sleep. Then she cleans up the rest of the mess just


as Baguai sticks his ugly head through the main door, face sweaty.





Baguai : "Hey, you that Kasumi girl?"


Kasumi : "Yes."


Baguai : "When you're done, clean my room up for me, eh?"





Without even saying please or thank you, Baguai's head disappears back where it came from, and through the 


portion of the fusuma he didn't bother to close, Kasumi can see Baguai swinging some incredible big sword 


around without any effort at all, practicing his swings.


Kasumi looks at the clock, and realises she's up extra early. Deciding a little cleaning up is the best way to wake


her up, Kasumi walks to Baguai's room.





Kasumi : "Oh my. Mr. Baguai leaves such a mess."





Nonetheless, Kasumi cheerily goes about her work. She picks up the paper charms and stacks them according to


characters in one neat corner, using a length of string from the many littered around the room to tie them in neat


stacks. Then she arranges the beads by size and type on the shelves, prayer to one side, rosemary to another.


Figurines are arranged by type along a lower shelf in the same cabinet, and then when all the light work is done,


Kasumi examines the weapons. Taoist swords and horsetail whisks, Katanas and even a naginata lie all about,


carelessly and, in Kasumi's eyes, dangerously.





Kasumi : "Oh my, someone could get hurt."





She quickly picks up the weapons one by one, staggering under some of their weight, and props them up by the


corner, besides the cabinet without even once getting scratched. Dusting her hands, she looks at the neatened 


room. She nods in approval.





Kasumi : "Now, for breakfast."





As she leaves the room and enters the kitchen to whip up something heavenly, Baguai is outside swinging his


sword in complex loops and helixes.





Baguai : "Hooh! The cold morning air here's much better than Beijing's, although it can never match the air in


                 our village! Haah! Wonder what shadow it's gonna be this time! Huah! Another scared being then! Food


                 for little Chiyingzhi here!"





Baguai stops slashing for a while, pausing to stroke his beloved sword, Chiyingzhi. 


(Literally, it means "Eat Shadow".)


He runs his finger up and down the flawlessly finished surface, noting down every single rune engraved into it by


hand. His own.





Baguai : "Oh yes, this little sword's gonna make me rich and powerful one day! When I've gotten rid of all these


                 stupid little black people, I'm gonna retire and go to Hawaii!"





Baguai continues practicing, a chop here, a parry there, sweat everywhere. He takes off his turban-like bandanna,


and his hair springs out like so much spagetthi before it settles down, albeit not completely. He wrings it, sweat


dripping out of it like a waterfall. The grass underneath die. Then he puts it back on his head and sticks his sword


into the ground.





Baguai : "Well baby, after breakfast, let's you and I go get some shadow!"





The sword, as if hearing him, vibrates slightly. Baguai looks confused.





Baguai : "What's this? My little baby says there's one here?"





The sword begins to vibrate a little more.





Baguai : "Two of them? Hm... this is getting interesting by the minute. Well, you stay here and DON'T MOVE! I'm


                  gonna get me some food. You gonna get some too, later!"





The sword calms down, and stays embedded in the ground, pommel glowing as if in agreement. Baguai walks into


the living room just as Ranma comes out from around the corner via the dojo. He spots the strange sword there.





Ranma : <Better to keep away. I'm gonna train in the back yard.>





Ranma leaves quickly, hoping the sword hasn't seen him.... or heard him.... or whatever it is the sword does to


notice him. He practices a few kicks and punches, his lazy father still sleeping overtime. As the hours wear on,


nearing breakfast time, Ranma notices two things. First of all, he isn't tired and isn't sweating. Next of all, he seems


to be able to perform more stunts than an acrobat does in an entire career in one day, stunts which would've been


near-impossible without careful preparation and concentration on his part. He stares at his arm, then flexes it.





Ranma : <Another good thing. But I still feel like myself.>





Shrugging it off, Ranma walks to the living room for breakfast. Kasumi has cooked up some simple rice, soup and


vegetables for the morning, much to Baguai's disappointment and not much to anyone else's.





Baguai : "I used to eat fried eel and cuttlefish balls every morning back in china! This stuff looks like it couldn't


                 feed a baby!"





The thinly boiled and seasoned vegetables and meat looks as unappetizing to Baguai as a rotten piece of meat.


Kasumi looks worried, fearful that her cooking isn't to her guest's liking.





Kasumi : "Oh my. I must be getting bad at this."





Soun however, seems to think otherwise. Ranma and Genma don't really care as they down their food as usual.


Soun gives Baguai a withering glare, clearly telling him that there are limits to what he can and should do in his 


and his daughters' presence.





Soun : "Baguai, we hired you to get rid of the shadow in Akane, not to criticize on Kasumi's cooking. If you don't


               like it, find somewhere else to eat. I'm sure the hawkers will be more than willing to open up for one such 


               as yourself."





Baguai appears to take that comment as a praise, but suddenly catches the dripping sarcasm in his voice. He shuts


up and begins to eat. Soun nods and eats his own breakfast. He stares incredulously at the man who's all mouth


and ego, but so far no action.





Soun : <Wonder how far my yen bill will stretch on this one?>





Finally, after the nearly insatiable appetite of Ranma Saotome has been satisfied, Ranma picks up his bag and gets


ready to leave for school. Nabiki is about to do the same. The two walk out the door, yelling farewells. Ranma eyes


the sword suspiciously one last time, then quickly slams the gates shut behind him.


Using the chain link fence as usual, Ranma walks towards school, totally unused to the fact that Akane isn't by


his side, either talking, screaming or trying to push him into the water gushing down the canal by his right side.


Nabiki notices this almost immediately. Even before Ranma opens his mouth to ask her something, Nabiki speaks


up.





Nabiki : "You wish Akane were here, right?"





Ranma stares at Nabiki, wondering how she knew.





Ranma : <Ah, she knows everything.> "Yup."


Nabiki : "Think she'll show up for school?"


Ranma : "Hope so."


Nabiki : "Not afraid of being discovered by others?"


Ranma : "Her friends have probably told the whole school."


Nabiki : "I'm sorry."


Ranma : "For what?"


Nabiki : "Helping Conditioner and Cologne."


Ranma : "It's not your fault. It's your mercenary side."


Nabiki : "Akane IS my sister, and you two ARE engaged."


Ranma : "Since when did it become important to you?"


Nabiki : "Since Baguai came."


Ranma : "Don't trust him, eh? So don't I."


Nabiki : "He's the boastful type. Won't do much for whatever father pays. I don't like those with no value for money."


Ranma : <Typical.> "What do you intend to do, try to convince Akane to cure herself?"


Nabiki : "How?"


Ranma : "Oh.... I don't know. Get her shadow to go back to wherever it came from?"


Nabiki : <He's hiding something.> "Where did it come from?"


Ranma : "Dunno."





Just at that moment, the two hear a commotion nearby. They hold their breaths, thinking someone discovered


Akane at an imprecise moment. Instead, they release it when they recognise an angry Atsuka's voice.





Atsuka : "You dirty hentais just can't keep your eyes off Akane, can you!?"


Rui : "Owowowowowowowow! Stop pulling my hair off! I took the time to dye it nicely!"


Another girl : "Your friends too! My boyfriend even stopped coming to fetch me because of you and those....


                           DARK members!"


Rui : "Ouch! Sorry! They wanted to come! All I did was tell them!"


Yet another girl : "You ecchis! Just because some classmate shows her assets to you doesn't mean she'll do it


                                again! You were tricked! Besides, can't you look at mine? I've got them too!"


A boy : "Sorry, Yoi! I won't do it again!" (Under his breath) "What assets?"


The girl named Yoi : "You bet it won't! I'll be coming to YOUR house from now on!"


Same boy : "Since when did I start going to yours?"


Yoi : "Since.... I said so, jerk! Takaondo, some day Rui'll get you in trouble, I mean it!"





Ranma and Nabiki stare as the rest of the DARK members are being dragged by their hair by their girlfriends 


around the corner, most of them bearing stains on their clothes, some nosebled blood and drinks stains. Most of


them are yelping in pain as their irate girlfriends lecture them about not paying enough attention to them, and 


those who aren't being dragged by their girlfriends or don't have one are snickering at their friend's fates.


 (If you forgot what DARK means, it means Drinks and Akane who's Really Kawai! - Ed.)





Ranma : "I'll never understand them. What do they see in Akane anyway, that tomboy!"


Nabiki : "Ranma, you don't seem to miss her much."


Ranma : "She's still Akane, uncute....."





*smash*





Akane : "Say that again, will you?"





Akane comes down on top of Ranma hard, her feet making hard imprints on his head. Akane leaps off Ranma,


kicking him into the canal at the same time. A spluttering onna-Ranma emerges from the water, indignant.





Ranma (C) : "See, Nabiki! I don't miss her one bit!"





Yelling this, she makes a leap and lands besides Akane, still dripping. Akane stares at him, Ranma knowing what's


going to happen.





D. Akane : <You didn't mean that, did you?>


D. Ranma (C) : <Nah. Nabiki'll get suspicious.>


D. Akane : <Put up a good show, but if....>


D. Ranma (C) : <I get it. Mallets for me.>


D. Akane : <Good boy.... girl.... whatever.>





Nabiki looks at the two dark faced starers for a moment before Ranma and Akane break off contact. Akane notices


Nabiki.





Akane : "Sis? Why aren't you running away from me? I thought you hated me because I had this shadow?"


Nabiki : "I hate calling it shadow anymore. Why should I hate you anyway? You're my sister."


Akane : "Call it Auriel?" (Auriel pronounced Awe-Ree-Elle)


Nabiki :  "Whatever, Auriel then. Well, who am I talking to?"


Akane : "Both."


Nabiki : "I guess I'm being too impulsive listening to some old woman. Shouldn't do it so often. You still look like


                Akane, act like Akane." <Not unless old granny pays me to listen.>


Akane : "I am."


Nabiki : "Where's the Auriel in you?" <What a wierd name.>


Akane : "Somewhere."


Nabiki : "Oh, forget that for now. We'll talk about this later. For now, what about this I hear about some people


                 being in this DARK club? I thought it was some cheap stint for illegal gatherings."





Akane pretends to be totally innocent of anything to do with that, simply grinning happily while Ranma runs off


to find a kettle of nice, hot water.





Akane : "Oh, that. It'll teach 'em hentais to watch what they watch."


Nabiki : <Shucks, what a perfectly good money-making opportunity lost!> "Namely, not you."


Akane : "Yup. I put on quite a show."


Nabiki : "..... uh huh." <Ok, not 100% Akane Tendou.>





Nabiki considers what her sister is like now, Cologne's and her father's warnings clear in her head.





".....she is dangerous..... not know what she'll do......... something bad definitely...... stay away..... regret this."





Nabiki : <Screw those warnings! She's my sis, and if I'm gonna help Cologne, she'd better pay up! I'll stick to good


                 old Akane for now.>


Akane : "Thanks, sis."


Nabiki : "Huh?"


Akane : "For wanting to help me."


Nabiki : "Huh!?"


Akane : "Well, you haven't run away, you haven't said anything bad about me, you haven't told me to get lost,


                 you haven't acted suspiciously, and you even talked to me like a sister. You gotta wanna help me."





Nabiki looks at Akane, face so hopeful, and lets out a sigh.





Nabiki : "You're right." <I hope you're right.>


Akane : "And, I'll make it worth your while. Promise."


Nabiki : "......."





Ranma has returned to their side, steam rising off his body as he ditches the kettle.





Ranma : "Miss anything?"


Akane : "Nope." <Wanna kiss and make up afterwards?>


Ranma : "Hmph." <Sure.>





The three reach school with time to spare. They spot Conditioner waiting at the gates for them. She waves as soon


as she sees them.





Conditioner : "Hurry up, guys! This way!"





As soon as they reach her, she ushers them into the P.E storeroom, Nabiki included. She slams the door shut 


behind her. Both Ranma and Akane's eyes glow slightly as they adjust, then the glow fades. Nabiki looks a little


more than just unnerved.





Conditioner : "Hey, Cologne just revealed her secret plan! She's got this skill that can suck the life right outta you


                          two and trap it in a box!"


Ranma : "Sounds like Hinako."


Conditioner : "Worse. She says it forces the shadow out. I'm guessing painfully."


Ranma : "So that's what they meant."


Nabiki : "They?"


Akane : "How can we stop it?"


Conditioner : "Well, I picked up the skill last night, and haven't had much time to dissimilate it for weaknesses."


Ranma : "We're sunk."


Conditioner : "Not yet. I managed to work this much out. Stay away from their line of fire."


Ranma & Akane : "Fire?"


Conditioner : "Ok, so it isn't the word. Look at this."





Conditioner turns around and sticks her hand out like a gun, and mutters a word. Suddenly, the darkness in front


of her appears to be sucked towards her finger like a black cloth before it returns to its original position. Ranma 


and Akane stare, eyes wide at the distortion in their viewpoint.





Ranma & Akane : "Impressive."


Conditioner : "Gets better. Works like a gun, this thing. In the daylight, we won't even have to box you up, you'll


                          fade away. Night's trickier, the box'll have to be nearby to trap you. It's got its own strange chi."


Ranma & Akane : "Double trouble."


Conditioner : "Why's that? Baguai? I thought...."


Ranma : "I saw his damned sword. Big, looks like a snake, moves by itself. Got a big black ball at the bottom."





Conditioner looks shocked at the description. Even without the elaborate details, she knows.





Conditioner : "Chiyingzhi. The Shadow Eater. I thought that was a myth!"


Ranma : "Rather solid if it was one. Got scratches all over it, looks like a snake."


Conditioner : "Runes. Baguai probably scribed them himself. He's more dangerous than I thought."


Akane : "That's an understatement."


Auriel : "It is."





Shocked by her sudden appearance, everyone jumps in the darkness. Akane didn't even know Auriel slipped out


of her.





Auriel : "Explain later. School's about to start. Akane, mind if I stay here? I like the darkness."





Akane considers it, noticing her night vision gone. She nods.





Akane : "Don't let anyone see you."





Ranma looks jealously at Akane, at her ability to return to more or less normal when her double leaves her. Auriel


giggles.





Auriel : "Looks like someone here's jealous you can be normal."


Ranma : "yeah, yeah, knock it off. Besides, if you can survive outside, why still need Akane?"


Auriel : "I can't stay alive out there by myself."


Ranma : "Oh yeah."





Nabiki has activated her wristwatch's light, and notes the time.





Nabiki : "Time to go. We're not going to able to get ready if we don't MOVE!"





Everybody scrambles out the storeroom, Auriel careful not to let too much light hit her. She sighs as the doors


close behind them.





Auriel : "If only Ranma could go with me."





                                                                                                   -=-=-=-=-





Having eaten his breakfast, Baguai is about to embark on his mission. He and Soun are having a last minute


discussion.





Baguai : "So I get the shadow, you pay me."


Soun : "The sooner, the bigger the bonus."


Baguai : "No hurting your daughter."


Soun : "No hurting. Even a scratch and I'll dock half your payment."


Baguai : "No prob. Now, what's she look like?"





Soun falls down as he realises he hasn't shown Baguai what his daughter looks like. He pulls a picture of her out


from his gi.





Soun : "Here."





Baguai snatches the photo away, his grimy fingers staining the photo almost immediately. Soun cries mentally as


he remembers that this is his most treasured photo of Akane, in her best dress and prettiest face.





Soun : <I'm going to make sure this guy does his job or else! The photo was so special.... and expensive.>





Indeed, the material coating the photo is scratch resistant, fire proof, acid resistant, waterproof, and even dirt


repellent, but not Baguai resistant. Baguai scrutinizes Akane's face, then nods.





Baguai : "Got it."





He tosses the photo into the koi pond, Soun watching as the four koi come to the surface gasping for oxygen as 


the water turns foul.





Soun : <When did he last take a bath!?>





Soun watches as Baguai walks out the door, a massive necklace of wooden beads around his neck, his gigantic


and impossibly heavy sword slung easily on his shoulder. Soun himself tried to lift the sword when Baguai wasn't


around. It weighed a ton and wouldn't even shift in his hands. (Actually, it's about one point seven five tons. -Ed.)


Kasumi watches from around the corner, having finished hanging up the just-washed bedsheets.





Kasumi : "Oh my. I'd better warn Akane somehow."





She remembers something. The last night, Kasumi counted about three dozen used up rolls of toilet paper. Exactly


the amount she bought. She walks up to her father, still looking at the empty doorway, sweating.





Kasumi : "Father, I have to go buy some more toilet paper. I'll be back soon."


Soun : "Make it very soon, I haven't gone to the toilet the whole morning and the whole of yesterday. Baguai's


              stench made sure of that."





Kasumi walks out the door, quickly, shopping basket in hand and a book sticking out of it.





                                                                                                   -=-=-=-=-





At class, Akane is mulling over her current dilemma. First of all, all her female classmates are giving her evil or


jealous stares at having stolen their boyfriends' eyes. (Not literally!) Then, the entire male population is staring at


her because of the exact reason that stole their attention from their girlfriends.





Akane : <How do I let Auriel talk me into these?>





Ranma, behind Akane, is busy reading a comic book as the class waits for their next teacher to come in. He picks


up her thoughts almost immediately, though unintentionally. Behind his comic book, Ranma concentrates on


Akane's mind.





Ranma : <Hey, Akane, wanna mindtalk?>


Akane : <Sure, whatever.>


Ranma : <What's bugging you?>


Akane : <I don't know how Auriel let me show off to those guys.>


Ranma : <I thought you were in total control?>


Akane : <Yeah, but I guess I had to let her have some fun.>


Ranma : <Hey, you got big assets, everyone knows that.>


Akane : <thank you.> (Icily. Very icily.)


Ranma : <What, you don't want me to compliment you? You did tell me, you got it, flaunt it.>


Akane : <You can still be such a jerk.>


Ranma : <Sooorrrrryyyyyy.>


Akane : <Thanks anyway.>


Ranma : <You know, when you're NOT angry, I'd say you're passably cute too.>


Akane : <That's what those hentais think.>


Ranma : <Nah, don't worry. You're cute to them, so let them suffer. It's their faults they wanna be so hentai.>


Akane : <Aren't you just as bad?>


Ranma : <Wha? Moi? I've got my own body to look at.>


Akane : <Yeah, right.>


Ranma : <All right, maybe I'm a bit hentai over you too.>


Akane : <It's alright. Least now I'm getting lots of attention.> (not letting Ranma pick this up) <More than I need.>


Ranma : <Heh.>





The teacher walks in at that moment, and everyone looks at her. Ranma's mind returns to Conditioner's 


demonstration as Hinako, in her adult form after sucking some delinquents dry, puts her books down on the desk.





Hinako-adult : "What, nobody going to greet their teacher? My, such delinquents."





Everyone gets up in a shuffle of desks and chairs, hastily greet their teacher, and the guys begin staring at her


instead, the girls staring at the guys, eyes (almost) glowing green. Akane shrugs as Ranma stuffs the comic under


his desk.





Hinako-adult : "Today, class, our english lesson....."





*knock*





Hinako-adult : "Another delinquent late for class, no doubt. Come in!"





As the door opens, Kasumi pops her cheery head in. Akane and Ranma gasp.





Kasumi : "So sorry to disturb your lessons, sensei, but Akane forgot something important."


Akane : <I did?> "Oh, sorry, I did! Sorry, sis."


Kasumi : "That's all right. Here."





Kasumi passes the book to Akane as she walks to Kasumi, Akane staring at an english storybook. She remembers


that she left it at home when she stormed out of the dojo that day, and Tofu managed to smuggle the books in via


Kasumi. She thanks Kasumi and returns to her seat as Kasumi takes her leave.





Hinako-adult : "Now that the interruption is over, let's continue."





Akane isn't busy listening to Hinako as she sees a small "bookmark" inbetween pages. She takes it out and reads


the message written on it.





" Baguai on the loose, looking for you. Be careful, dangerous. Burn message as soon as you read it. "





Akane silently shreds the sheet of paper under the desk and keeps it in the slowly growing pile of to-be-burnt


scrap paper. As Hinako reverts to her child-form again soon after, her lesson begins. As a result, Ranma can't


bother to listen to her lesson because of all her childish acts which prevent class from continuing. Not that he


wanted to pay attention in the first place. He notices Akane's disturbed thoughts.





Ranma : <Gotta stop doing that. It's rude of me.>


D. Ranma : <Hey, Akane? What's wrong?>


Akane : <Kasumi just passed me a message.>


D. Ranma : <What's wrong with that?>


Akane : <She says Baguai's on the loose, and he's dangerous.>


D. Ranma : <Duh. Hm..... now we've got three people gunning for me and you, far as I know.>


Akane : <Cologne, Shampoo and Baguai?>


D. Ranma : <Bullseye. You'd better find some way to convince......>


Akane : <Auriel.>


D. Ranma : <Auriel to return to wherever she came from or something. I like the shadow, but I can't stand being 


                       one myself.>


Akane : <Hey, you got lots of special powers now.>


D. Ranma : <I'd rather not be hunted than have them.>


Akane : <I'll see what I can do.>





Ranma quietly goes back to reading his comic under his desk as Hinako continues with her lesson, now laden with


candies, snacks and comics "confiscated" from other students. Akane sighs as she tries to do her best to 


concentrate on the lesson.





During P.T, Akane and Ranma have been asked to go help the instructor retrieve some baseball and equipment 


from the storeroom. Sliding the door open, Akane peers in.





Akane : "Auriel?"


Auriel : "Here."





Directly in the shadow Akane casts, Auriel just pops up from the floor in a slightly wet gurgling sound. Akane


nearly screams, but restrains herself at the last moment.





Auriel : "Sorry if I scared you."


Akane : "We're going to get some stuff to play baseball. Wanna come?"


Auriel : "Sure! Love baseball!"


Akane : "Get in."





As Auriel slips back into Akane, Ranma moves in to pick up the baseball equipment. He hefts the entire collection


of bats on one shoulder and on the other one, he hefts the entire collection of mitts.





Ranma : "Hurry up, Akane. The instructor'll get angry."


Akane : "Coming."





Akane collects everything else, namely, the baseballs themselves. Considering the fact that Akane is one of the


few people who hits a home run almost every time, they have bought a LOT of baseballs.


The two run back to their waiting class without delay, their incredible loads effortlessly carried with them. The


instructor is busy telling his class about today's game.





Instructor : "We'll be having class 2-E coming over to challenge us in a mini-competition, so you guys'll have to do


                       your best, got me!?"


Class : "Yes, sir!"


Instructor : "While we're waiting for them, go practice a few swings. I'll be watching."





The class bustles off to get themselves ready. The instructor lays a hand on Ranma and Akane as they are about


to leave with the rest of the class.





Instructor : "Not so fast, you two."


Ranma & Akane : <Uh oh.> "Yes, sir?"


Instructor : "I've heard rumours."


Ranma & Akane : "Yes sir."


Instructor : "I know scaring our students with stories of shadow creatures and magic is fun, but it's absolutely


                       absurd. I want you two to stop doing it now."


Ranma & Akane : "Sorry sir, we didn't start it, but we'll try to stop it."


Instructor : "Well, whatever it is, I hope you two can do something good about it. Oh, one more thing. Ranma, you


                       may leave."





Ranma is about to say he wants to stay, but a look from his instructor tells him : "Move or die standing." He


meekly moves off, keeping an eye on Akane.





Instructor : "Akane, I've heard a lot of things about you recently. From the other teachers and the students."


Akane : "Yes sir."


Instructor : "There are a few things I'd like to ask you. First of all, I've heard from many of the male student 


                       population that you were doing something..... *interesting* recently whenever you go jogging. Is


                       this true?"


Akane : "Yes sir." <Auriel!>


Auriel : <Hey, you let me.>


Instructor : "I've also heard from the other students that you and Ranma have been getting along better?"


Akane : "Yes sir." <DON'T even say it.>


Instructor : "Good. Your cooking has been improving, I heard."


Akane : "Yes sir." <Thanks.>


Auriel : <Don't mention it.>


Instructor : "Well now, I see you've been cheering up quite a bit to do those things. Keep up the good work.


                       Especially the shows."


Akane : "Yes sir?" <What?>


Instructor : "I can guess what you're thinking. Why the shows?"


Akane : "Yes sir."


Instructor : "Think of it this way. They're coming to school earlier everyday. A little messy, no doubt, but still the


                       students who've been consistently late previously are coming very early now. Their grades have 


                       been improving."


Akane : "Yes sir." <Weird.>


Auriel : <You said it.>


Instructor : "You may leave now."


Akane : "Yes sir."





Akane turns around to leave, but the instructor leaves one final word for her.





Instructor : "Oh, one more thing. You'll be practicing for Ranma too, keeping this up."


Akane : ".........."





Akane takes off, grabbing a mitt, bat and ball to prctice with her classmates. The instructor nods knowingly at


Akane's departing figure (And what a figure! -Ed.) and grins.





Instructor : "Ahh well, least the shadow in her ain't so bad after all."





Class 2-E......





*ding* *dong* *dong* *dong*..... *dong* *dong* *ding* *dong*.......





Nabiki : "Time for P.T."


Conditioner : "What're we doing today?"


Nabiki : "Baseball, 2-E vs. 1-F."


Conditioner : "Ranma's class?"


Nabiki : "Yup."





Meanwhile, while everyone else has already left the class, Kuno is still bragging about his baseball prowess, 


swinging his bokken around like a bat.


The class is making its way down the hallway towards their respective changing rooms.





Conditioner : "I'm afraid that old pervert'll show up."


Nabiki : "Him? Nah. Baguai's stench took care of that."


Conditioner : "hmm? He should take up a new job... pervert smasher."





However, as they reach the girls' changing room, they can the all-too-familiar screaming and shrieking.





Conditioner : "Scratch that thought."





Conditioner runs in with a pair of bonbories in hand. Nabiki watches from the outside.





Happosai : "Hee hee hee! What beautiful girls! What full figures! Way hay!"


Girl : "Aiyeee! Get off, you ecchi!"


Girl #2 : "Eyaaa! Stay away!"





Happosai is busy leaping from girl to girl, laughing all the way. That is, until Conditioner makes Happosai-


sandwich out of him, squishing him between two bonbories in mid-jump. Dropping him to the floor, Conditioner


and the other girls begin stomping on him, raising a huge dust cloud. When they stop stomping, they discover 


he's gone.





Conditioner : "Old coot's disappeared again!"





Nabiki watches as a certain pink bra begins to move. She sticks a foot in front of it and it runs into it, stopping,


then trying vainly to move against it.





Nabiki : "Here, I think."





Nabiki boots Happosai towards Conditioner, who catches him, bra and all. Happosai watches nervously as 


Conditioner stares at him slyly, and the rest of the girls just stare at him evilly.





Conditioner : "Wanna hug a girl's body?"


Happosai : "Sure!"





Just then, Nabiki, who was staring out the doorway, turns around and shouts into the room.





Nabiki : "She's coming!"


Happosai : "Wow! Who's coming?"


Conditioner : "The one girl who'll let you hug her. And wants to hug you."


Happosai : "Wowee! Who's the lucky......"





His words die in his mouth and so does the rest of him as he sees the person in question. A massive, squat,


pimpled and pockmarked, freckled and fat-lipped.... creature..... walks in, a janitor's cart behind her.





Conditioner : "Happosai, meet Bertha. Bertha, this gentleman here would like to hug you."


(BIG!) Bertha : "ooh! I'd like that! Gimme!"


Conditioner : "All yours."





Conditioner tosses a stoned Happosai to Bertha, then the rest of the girls finish changing, Nabiki following. As


they leave the changing room, Bertha is still hugging Happosai, although where he is under all those slabs of fat


is impossible to tell.





Bertha : "ooh! Long time no man hug!"


Conditioner : "Enjoy, Bertha! You too, Happosai!"





Laughing, the whole group of 2-E girls leave for the baseball field while the janitor happily stands there, hugging


Happosai somewhere.


Nabiki spots her sister batting a ball as soon as she walks into the field, and so does her sister. The two wave as


Akane bats another ball single handedly without looking. The instructors of both classes shake hands, greet, and


shout to their respective classes.





Instructors : "Alright, you all! The other class is here so let's start! Move! Girls' team first!"





The boys move off to one side to watch the competition as the girls of both classes assemble in their teams, their


game plans already carefully drawn up. Ranma notices most of the DARK members staring at Akane and Nabiki.


He crawls up to one and slaps his head.





Ranma : "Earth to Rui, Earth to Rui? Wake UP!"


Rui : "aaaaahhhh....hugh, huh?"


Ranma : "Rui, take your eyes off my fiancee."


Rui : "What, now?"


Ranma : "Yes, now."


Rui : "Sorry, can't help it."


Ranma : "Go stare at someone else, there're a lot of other kawai girls here. What happened to your girlfriend?"


Rui : "Over there."





Rui points to his girlfriend, sitting opposite the field, staring at him. Ranma squints to try to get a better view, and


notices she's looking at him with affection despite the morning's incident. He also notices something else.





Ranma : "Atsuka?"


Rui : "Yup."


Ranma : "SHE's your girlfriend?"


Rui : "Yup."


Ranma : "Hm."





At this moment, someone yells "INCOMING!" as a baseball hurtles towards Ranma, again courtesy of Akane.


Ranma turns at just the right moment to see the baseball approaching too fast to do anything about it. He shuts


his eyes and tries to ward it off.





Conditioner : "Got it!"





Conditioner comes just in time to catch the ball in her gloved mitt in a flying grab. However, she kind of lands on


three people. Most of her upper torso is on Ranma, her legs on Rui, and her hand on someone else.





Conditioner : "Hi, Ranma."


Ranma : "Hi Conditioner."


Conditioner : "Rude of me to drop in like that."


Ranma : "Don't mention it."





Rui is staring at Conditioner's legs and then a little higher. She notes this, kicks his face and gets off, dusting 


herself. She tosses the ball to the next base in line as Akane keeps running, barely making it safe before the ball


lands on third base. She turns around before leaving.





Conditioner : "Be careful."


Ranma : "I will."





Conditioner runs back to her place as Ranma looks at Rui's bloodied face. He sniggers.





Ranma : "Rui, I wish you'd learn your lesson."


Rui : "Aingh wisched Aingh lnearnghed thaght ang leongth thimge agoh." 


          (I wished I learned that a long time ago.)


Ranma : "Get on to the infirmary to get that broken nose fixed. I'll tell the 'teach."





Rui runs off towards the school infirmary, trailing blood down his nose. Atsuka watches as he disappears. Just 


then, she's called out for the replacement.





School ends on a rather uneventful note, Kuno turning up too late for the baseball match as soon as he realized


that nobody was listening to him in class and made his way down, and Rui learning not to stare.... too much.





Ranma is accompanying Akane to Dr. Tofu's clinic, where Tofu has decided to let Akane lounge in until he can


help clear up this entire shadow business. All the while the two are looking out for Baguai, Shampoo or Cologne.


Conditioner is with them, telling them about the night before while Nabiki is off somewhere, making money.





Conditioner : "Shampoo was the most reluctant to want to do this, Ranma."


Ranma : "I can guess why."


Conditioner : "Cologne spent nearly the entire night convincing her."


Ranma : "That's one good thing about Shampoo. At least she doesn't let her judgements be overruled easily."


Akane : "Only because you're in this mess that you say so."


Conditioner : "There's more. You know I said something about Chiyingzhi?"


Ranma & Akane : "Yup."


Conditioner : "I didn't tell you what it was, did I?"


Ranma & Akane : "Nope."


Conditioner : "Want to hear about it?"


Ranma & Akane : "Of course."


Conditioner : "Wait until we get to Tofu's clinic. Safer there. No prying eyes."





Conditioner suddenly feels nauseous and dizzy for a second or two, her vision blurring. Suddenly, the feeling


passes and she feels a sort of hollowness in her head as two voices buzz in.





D. Ranma & D. Akane : <Why not mindspeak? Silent and useful.>


Conditioner : <Is this what that....>


D. Ranma : <Nausea was? Dizziness was? Oh, sorry. We didn't tell you?>


Conditioner : <I thought I was suffering from some disease. It feels strange talking like this.>


D. Akane : <You'll get used to it.>


Conditioner : <I don't think we'll need it. There's Tofu's clinic.>





True enough, they see the clinic in front of them. They all walk in, and go to Tofu's personal office while he 


attends to another patient.


Around the corner from the clinic, Shampoo runs down the roadside muttering something to herself.





In Tofu's office.....





Conditioner : "You two really want to know about Chiyingzhi?"


Akane : "I know a little, but not enough."


Ranma : "Until we're cured of this, any information against our enemies help."


Conditioner considers this. She considers it too risky to speak, someone might be listening in. Ranma and Akane


seem to pick up her thoughts, and Conditioner feels a very slight and very weak wave of dizziness pass before the


familiar voices.





Conditioner : <Switch off the lights. It'll be even better that way.>


D. Akane : <What about you? You can't see in the dark.>


Conditioner : <If we're mindspeaking, we're not going anywhere, and we want some privacy, why not?>


D. Ranma : <I'll get the switches.>





Akane and Conditioner expect Ranma to simply get up and walk to the switch. But, he decides to try something


Akane tried a long time ago. He reaches a hand out, then the arm melts into an inky blackness and he simply 


reaches out and flicks the switch, the inky flesh forming a kind of latticework as it stretches. As soon as the lights


go off, Conditioner notes the familiar glow of the eyes in Ranma and Akane, which quickly fades.





D. Ranma : <Cool. It feels kinda funny though.>


Conditioner : <Well, hopefully we can do something about Akane before you get used to it.>


D. Akane : <You know, Auriel and I have come to a conclusion.>


Conditioner : <What's that?>


D. Akane : <Find me...her... a companion to go with her into the shadow world, what else?>


Conditioner : <She'll want company?>


D. Akane : <Yup. I do.>


D. Ranma : <What about the sword you were talking about?>


Conditioner : <Oh, yeah, that. Well, here goes.>





<I don't know EVERYTHING about it, but I made some very interesting discoveries on it. It's a kind of sword, of


   course, that is very selective about its owner. It's quite alive in fact, the magic infused in it keeping it that way.


   Legends say that Baguai's family line was one of ghost catchers and demon killers, so if I'm correct, one of his


   ancestors forged the sword. It was because of his ancestor's fault that all this started, by the way. He was the


   first one to try that stupid spell. I've never really seen the sword, but if I'm correct, it was forged as a medium


   sized broadsword, resembling a snake I think. Supposed to be some sort of family heirloom, passed down from


   generation to generation. It was supposed to feed off the shadows of any failed attempts at the spell that created


   them. Did I mention that Baguai's ancestors lived in Joketsuzoku, but kept their family name? They were rather


   well respected in my part of the village, and everyone referred to Baguai as a sort of dirty uncle. Not because he


   was hentai, but because he never took a bath. He said it kept him undetectable to shadows. Anyway, back to the


   sword. As far as I'm concerned, the sword has a mind of its own, and only those in Baguai's family tree can


   wield it, but with the death of its previous owner, the new one has to inscribe runes unique to that person alone.


    It seems the metal on the sword is like skin, it heals when the previous owner dies. Am I boring you?>





D. Ranma & D. Akane : *snore* *snort* <Huh? What? oh, go on.>





Conditioner :


<Listen good, you two. The important thing now is that, that sword is SMART, and it feeds off the like of the two


  of you. There's supposed to be some orb or something as its pommel, made of white marble I think. It's supposed


  to keep the shadows it's absorbed but not eaten yet inside, until it needs to feed every dozen years or so. Even


  if Baguai isn't holding it, it's still deadly.>





D. Ranma : <That reminds me. It could detect my presence when I got close to it once. It started rattling.>


Conditioner : <Hm, guess it would've come alive if you hadn't left.>


D. Ranma : <One more thing. You say the pommel's made of WHITE marble? What I saw was a black lump, I'd say


                       darker than us!>


Conditioner : <Oh, I nearly forgot. The pommel turns darker as it absorbs more shadows. So far, there's not been


                          any way to destroy that sword short of dumping it into a volcano, and I'm not sure what keeps it


                          alive even without anything to feed on.>


D. Ranma : <And what? Baguai's a die hard Shadow Hunter?>


D. Akane : <I'll say. He hunted me for nearly a year until I finally gave him the impression I died from a fall off a


                      cliff. I can, but I managed to replace myself with an ink balloon. He's tenacious, I'll give you that.>


Conditioner : <But not very smart. And he's greedy, rough, unpleasant, rude and disgusting.>


D. Ranma : <I'll say.>


D. Akane : <What about this thing of the sword making Baguai my equal....?>


Conditioner : <Huh? Who told you that?>


D. Akane : <Sorry, it was Auriel. Ah, I know. The sword's supposed to be giving Baguai instructions?>


Conditioner : <I think so. You're the one knowledgable on this.>


D. Akane : <Anyway, whatever it is, we're not safe now, are we?>


Conditioner : <We can't let those who don't know yet grow suspicious. Rumours are already in the school, 


                           although nobdy's believing.>


D. Ranma : <So? What to do until.... Auriel finds another shadow to be her friend? I'm not going with her, I've got


                       an obligation to Soun and Akane!>


D. Akane : <We can spend some quality time together while we search for another? Better, why not do another


                      spellcasting?>


D. Ranma : <You wished.>


Conditioner : <Well, you two do whatever you're supposed to do, but keep an eye out for them. I'll find a way to


                           get you a companion, Akane. Maybe we can end this sooner than we thought.>


Auriel : <I'd like that.>


D. Ranma & Conditioner : <By the way, why name yourself all of a sudden?>


Auriel : <I don't know. It's like I just remembered it.>


D. Akane : <In the meanwhile, you'll be safer as me than anyone else.>


Conditioner : <Well, I'll have to be off now. I can't stay here much longer. Can someone switch on the lights?>





*click*





Tofu : "Why's it so silent in here?"


Conditioner : "Confidential business. Right guys, I'm off."





Tofu watches as Conditioner makes her way out, Dark Akane and Ranma watching. Tofu looks at them, scratching


his head.





Tofu : "Shouldn't you two be..... normal? I don't want to scare my patients with two black, floating figures 


             wandering around the place like ghosts."


D. Akane & D. Ranma : "Ghosts are transparent!"


Tofu : "Whatever they are, you two had better transform. Oh, Ranma? Nice suit."


D. Ranma : "Thanks."





Dark Ranma is wearing a modern italian suit, with matching pants and shoes. On his hands are fine gloves, and


his cloak is somewhat basic, although the shoulders are very elaborate. The two drop to the floor, changing as


they do.





Ranma : "This is going to take some getting used to."





Not knowing what to do now, the three just stare at each other for a while. Then Ranma remembers something.





Ranma : "Akane, didn't Miss Hinako give us some homework?"


Akane : "Oh yes, I remember!"


Ranma : "I've always been bad in my english. Wanna help?"


Akane : "You've always been bad in everything academic. But, what do I care. Come on. Dr. Tofu, is there 


                anywhere we can do our homework without disturbing you?"


Tofu : "Hm..... oh, why not go upstairs to my living quarters. I'll be down here the whole day if you need me. Stairs


              are in the back room, open that door. "


Akane : "Thanks! Come on, upstairs!"


Ranma : "Coming."





Tofu watches as they open the back door to his personal office and climb upstairs. He adjusts his glasses as he


closes the door for them then sits down to some paperwork.





Upstairs, Ranma and Akane are admiring Tofu's tastes.





Ranma : "Well, least it smells nice. All the herbs he's growing, he won't need to worry about medicine of spices."


Akane : "Nice floral touch too."





Tofu's living quarters a incredible lavish, although very inexpensive too. The basic wooden finish of the room is


accentuated with a wide window with a good view of Nerima, potted herbs and plants hanging by the sides. Small,


well-pruned creepers grow on a small trellis behind the top of the staircase, while a framed photo of Kasumi is


on the wall. Ranma and Akane grin as they see this. The place is spacious and airy, cushions here and there for


seating purposes, a small armchair in front of a modestly sized television set in the far corner of the room. Two 


shelves of books (medical volumes, no doubt) cover a wall near the television set.





Ranma : "Looks like the perfect bachelor's home."


Akane : "Well, if that picture's anything to go by, I think Kasumi'll be moving in here sooner or later."


Ranma : "And then there'll go our best and only cook."


Akane : "My cooking's not good enough?"


Ranma : "It is.... but you don't cook on a daily basis. Come on, let's find someplace to do our homework."


Akane : <Ranma? Doing homework? He must be more bored than I am!>


Ranma : <No, Akane. I'm not just bored, I'm not going out there until it's nice and dark and nobody'll see me. 


                 Especially not Shampoo, Cologne or Baguai.>


Akane : <And what about me?>


Ranma : <Hm, I'm here with you, aren't I?>


Akane : "Let's just get to it."


Ranma : "With you all the way. Not literally."





Deciding that the floor just in front of them is more than enough (It is. -Ed.), the two toss bags and lie on their


stomachs, grabbing books, folders and pens. Ranma looks at his english workbook, hardly understanding a word 


of it. Akane whacks him over the head with a thick English-Japanese Dictionary and Ranma takes it, head 


throbbing.





Akane : "Homework's not that bad! With me around anyway."


Ranma : "Yeah. It's worse! Haa haa!"





*smack*





Akane hits Ranma with her own copy of the dictionary on the head which shuts him up fast enough. They flip 


pages to find the ones assigned to them. Akane looks at Ranma's folder full of assignments.





Akane : "Is this a folder? It looks more like a graffitti pad!"





Ranma stares at his own papers, a few sketches drawn out of boredom, crosses and scribbles drawn over 


cancelled answers and sentences, answers messily written and many, many criticizing remarks by Hinako written in 


red. Plus a few drawings of her own, very badly drawn at that.





Ranma : "Can't help it."


Akane : "I'll be your tutor then."





Ranma looks at Akane's folder. Neatly done, wrong answers either blanked out with correction fluid or neatly 


struck through with a ruler-assisted line, correct answers written in smooth, neat lines. The only things by Hinako


here are red ticks and a well-done stamp on it.





Ranma : "Little Bob-Dog©? Cute."


Akane : "Come on, we don't have the whole day. Let's go."





Ranma, spurred on by Akane, decides to do it. She looks at the assignment and begins on her own, reading the


questions, then the chapter assigned to their class by Hinako.





Akane : "Was..... is..... did..... looked...... are...... will....."





Akane mutters as she runs through the possible answers to the comprehension question she's doing, thinking 


each word through its tenses. Ranma simply looks at his book blankly. Akane notes this.





Akane : "Ranma! What's the matter?"


Ranma : "I don't understand a word."


Akane : "........"





Akane looks at the storybook's chapter. She can read most of it herself, the words she doesn't understand having 


been noted down in a notebook. Ranma, on the other hand, can't read enough of it to understand what it's even 


hinting at.





Akane : "All right. Let's read this together, the whole chapter, then we'll try the questions on the paper."


Ranma : "Alright."





The Akane leans over to Ranma's side and begins reading the passage with him, slowly. They pause often to let


Ranma get the grasp of the word, then continue. At one point, they come across the english word "cute".





Ranma : "C-u-t-e.... cute.... book says.... kawai!"





Ranma looks at Akane. He swallows, his adam's apple moving up and down visibly as he tries to summon up the


courage and the words he wants to say, translating them from japanese to english.





Ranma : (In english) "You are so....."


Akane : (In english) "I am so.... what?"


Ranma : (In english) "er....c..cu...cute?"


Akane : (In english) "Thank you."


               (Back to Japanese) "That wasn't so bad, was it?"


Ranma : "Not really. I don't know if I meant that."





Akane pouts at him, then smiles and pecks him on the cheek. Ranma blushes furiously. Akane looks at him.





Akane : "Getting warmed up, are we? Come on, let's continue."





They continue, Ranma more or less making some improvement in this field. At the end, Ranma finally understands


the chapter, much to Akane's delight.





Akane : "Now let's try the questions."





Ranma nods, and looks at them. He groans as he notices most of the questions are sentence building, requiring


him to make a sentence in english with the given word. Akane laughs at the tone of his voice and sits up.





Akane : "We can stop for a while if you want. We've been on this for an hour anyway."





Ranma heaves a sigh of relief and sits up, taking a deep breath. The familiar scent of mint enters his nostrils, cool


and refreshing, leaving him slightly light-headed.





Ranma : "Sure wish I had a room like this."


Akane : "Maybe if you took the trouble to make your room look nice, it would."


Ranma : "If old pop's in there, he'll probably eat the leaves off the mint."


Akane : "That's true, although I think he'll go for the bamboo first."





The two share a good laugh at that joke, then wipe tears away as their stomachs hurt. As Ranma recovers, he


realises one thing.





Ranma : <I've not heard Akane laugh in a long time. Sounds cute!>





Akane looks at him, face stuck in an idiotic grin which she barely manages to wipe away. She shuffles over to


Ranma and hugs him. Ranma blushes.





Ranma : "What are you doing, Akane!?"


Akane : "Haven't had a good hug in a long time."


Ranma : <Ah, what the heck. I'll return the hug. Worst that can happen is get slapped.>





He returns the hug, softly. Not much response on Akane's part, expect to get closer. Her head rests on his 


shoulder, and he can smell the herbal shampoo Tofu uses himself in her hair.





Ranma : <Smells nice.>





However, as he wonders what to do next, he feels something on his chest. Akane's chest.





Ranma : <Oh oh. Here comes the mallets.>





But there is no mallet. Not even a word. Ranma feels uncomfortable as Akane's chest presses against his.





Ranma : <Wonder what'll happen if I stop hugging.>


Akane : "Don't even think about it, Ranma."


Ranma : <Whoa.>





Ranma doesn't notice that Akane has been getting closer to him all the time, and when he feels something on his


lap, he realises it's too late. Akane's sitting on his lap, still hugging him, firmly but not tightly.





Ranma : <What are you thinking, Akane?>


Akane : <Kiss me.>


Ranma : <Who knows what'll happen this time!>


Akane : <You're already like this, what's wrong?>


Ranma : <I don't feel comfortable kissing you. Not if I start.>


Akane : <Then I'll start.>


Ranma : <........!>





Akane lifts her head and kisses him suddenly, Ranma's cheeks burning up, eyes widening for a second. Then he


calms down a little and lets himself be taken by the kiss, returning it, french style.





Akane : <ooh, what's this? A tongue?>


Ranma : <I have no idea what this is called.>


Akane : <French kiss. I like it.>





Upstairs, Tofu wonders what is going on as some thudding can be heard downstairs in his office. He shrugs as his 


new assistant informs him that a small queue is outside waiting.





Tofu : "I'll be there in a moment, Conditioner."





Upstairs, Ranma and Akane have calmed down a little after an episode of passion(ate) kissing. Ranma is busy 


straightening his clothes as Akane looks at the room, pulling up a dress strap that got loose and fell from her 


shoulder.





Akane : "Tofu's going to be mad if he sees the mess we made."


Ranma : "Let's clean up, finish our work and..... let's just do the former first."





The two immediately begin neatening cushions, rearranging carpets and uprighting furniture, finishing the job in


a few minutes. When that's done, Ranma looks at his homework, besides Akane's, and sighs.





Ranma : "Dreary old homework blues."


Akane : "Cheer up, sourpuss!"


Ranma : "Much as I liked what happened just now, homework just doesn't suit me."


Akane : "I don't like it either, but the sooner we finish with it, the more time we have together."


Ranma : "I gotta get back soon. Soun'll wonder where I am."


Akane : "Tell him you got detained."


Ranma : "Right."





They begin working on their homework with a vengeance, Ranma never noticing homework being fun before. At


least, not without Akane around.





Ranma : <Is this the real Akane or both of them?>





                                                                                                  -=-=-=-=-





Tofu is attending to his patient, glad that this is the last one in line. He was beginning to feel a little tired after


staying up the whole night reading the book Kasumi lent him. He slaps a few medicinal patches onto his patient's


back, then pulls the shirt back down and nods.





Tofu : "Alright, go get your medicine from the dispensary."





The patient stands up, a little unsteadily, thanking Tofu all the way as he makes his way out to where Conditioner,


having told Cologne that she wanted to work at Tofu's, is waiting to pass medicine and collect money.


Tofu waits until the patient is gone, then begins cleaning up the ward, putting the bandages where they should


be, washing the small tray used to hold plaster-of-paris (used to set casts) clean, and putting the medicines


back where they belong, careful not to mix the ointments with the pills.


Sitting on the cushioned chair in the office, Tofu sighs as two hours of nonstop work slowly dissipates from his


muscles.





*Slam*





Tofu : "PEEEEEEEEEE-U!"


Voice : "Hey! Doctor in here!? I need a little help here!"


Tofu : <From that smell, I'd say you do.> "Coming!"





Tofu walks out his office, clothes peg on his nose, and sees a large, dark (No, he's just plain dirty. -Ed.), and


bearded man walk into his clinic without even taking off his shoes. Conditioner pokes her head out from the


dispensary, a similar peg on her nose, and begins to panic.





Conditioner : <NO!>





She quickly opens the door to the dispensary and walks to Tofu, asking in a blocked-up voice. (For the 


convenience of the readers, I have generously translated the unintelligeble words to readable ones. -Ed.)





Conditioner : "Where are Ranma and Akane?"


Tofu : "Upstairs in the living room."


Conditioner : "Where's the staircase?"


Tofu : "Private office, back door."





Conditioner runs towards the office and slams the door behind her, Tofu wincing as the newly-replaced door


falls off its hinges. Again.


He turns to his latest patient.





Tofu : "Ah, what is your ailment, good sir?"


Baguai : "Something in the food. I'm shitting myself empty! You're the doc, cure me!"


Tofu : "Yes sir, this way sir." <Your attitude needs curing.>





Tofu politely gestures towards his office, Baguai huffing at him and walking into the office. Tofu is glad he has


that peg on his nose, or else he isn't sure that he would have survived that blast of bad breath.





*tak* *tak* *tak* *tak*





Ranma : "Who's that?"





Conditioner's head becomes visible as she ascends the stairs.





Conditioner : "ME! Get out of here, NOW! Baguai's in the clinic!"


Akane : "Conditioner? What....."


Conditioner : "Working here now! MOVE!"





Conditoner frantically looks down the staircase. Ranma and Akane are packing up quickly. They are about to make


their way down the staircase when Conditioner stops them.





Conditioner : "Not down there! Baguai'll see you! Out the window instead!"





Ranma looks out the windows. He spots Cologne and Shampoo walking down the street, a small wooden box in


hand. He turns around.





Ranma : "No road there, Shampoo's coming down that way. Old mummy too."


Conditioner : "Damn! No way out!"


Akane : "Can't we hide?"


Conditioner : "Baguai'll know you're here somehow!"


Ranma : "We'll chance it. Out the door."





Without much of a choice, Conditioner runs down the staircase to Tofu's office, just to distract Baguai somehow


as Ranma and Akane make good their escape. In Tofu's office.....





Tofu : "What happens to be wrong?"


Baguai : "I already told you, my stomach's not liking what I eat!"


Tofu : "What have you been eating recently?"


Baguai : "Some girl named Kasumi's cooking. Damned lousy cook, I might add. Nothing but broiled veggies and


                  light-fried meat. I've eaten worse and not gotten stomachaches this bad. She should be sued for bad


                  cooking."





Tofu appears to take Baguai's slander of Kasumi very well. He cracks a few knuckles.





Tofu : "I think I have the perfect cure. Please bite on this, it may hurt a bit."


Baguai : "eh? What's this.... omph!"





Tofu sticks a rolled up piece of cloth into Baguai's mouth. Then he examines Baguai and puts on a pair of latex


gloves.





Tofu : <No fingerprints, no evidence.>





He begins by applying some acupressure to Baguai's extremities, nothing much, save Baguai's joints feel very


sensitive. Then he goes on to his real work.





*crack* *creak* *cruck* *snap* *pop* *crunch*





Tofu begins rearranging Baguai's limbs and body arrangement, bending him all out of shape. Neck to one side, 


arm at an odd angle, leg twisted 180 degrees at the knee, the other arm hooked under it, Baguai looks like a 


massive knot. Tears flow down his face in an unending stream as he tries to scream and chews on the cloth 


hard.


Tofu admires his handiwork, then dusts his hands nodding.





Tofu : "Now, you'll have to stay that way for about a day or so to let your stomach settle down. In the meanwhile,


             stay put."


Baguai : "....erkh........"





Just then, Conditioner walks in. Baguai looks at the new arrival at the doorway, somewhat scantily dressed. He


whistles despite the pain.





Baguai : "Ello there pretty. Care to keep a poor man company until he's cured?"


Conditioner : "Maybe." (Ooh, what a sexy voice!)


Baguai : "Come on, girl like you working for him? You deserve better. Come here."


Conditioner : <Yeah, better than you anyday.> "Ok."





However, in walking in and attracting Baguai's attention, she inadvertently caused him to notice Ranma and Akane


running across the doorway. One glance is all it takes for Baguai to recognize her. To add to that problem, his


magical sword starts rattling and shaking in its sheath. Tofu and Conditioner realize what's happening.





Baguai : "HEY! THAT'S TENDOU AKANE! Stomachache be damned, I'm going after her!"





Baguai untangles himself immediately, cursing sulfurously at the resulting pain, and runs out the doorway, already


taking his sword out.





Tofu : "Oh no."


Conditioner : "What are we waiting for!? Let's GO!"





Conditioner drags Tofu along with her, running at top speed out the door after Baguai, Ranma and Akane.





Baguai : "HEY! YOU TWO! STOP THERE!"





Ranma and Akane have just run out the main entrance of the clinic when Baguai's voice rings out loud and clear


behind them. Ok, not so clear, more like a rough grating, but enough.





Ranma : "DAMN! Akane, RUN!"





Ranma grabs Akane's wrist and the two run, only to see Cologne and Shampoo see them as they come around the


corner.





Cologne : "There they are!"


Shampoo : "Shampoo catch Akane, Oh-ba-ba catch Ranma!"





Just as the two are taking aim and about to recite their words of power, Baguai comes running out the clinic,


gigantic sword in hand. Shampoo gasps, and Cologne's aim is thrown off as she hears Shampoo gasp.





Shampoo : "Uncle Baguai!"





Baguai sees them, and yells.





Baguai : "Yo, aunty! Niece! Come on, I think them shadows went this way!"





The two don't hesitate, following Baguai's lead. Conditioner stares at the quickly disappearing figures forlornly.





Conditioner : "Oh no. They're doomed."


Tofu : "Please let go of me."





Conditioner lifts Tofu up to stand him on his feet, then lets go of his shirt, muttering apologies. Tofu dusts himself


off, then adjusts his spectacles.





Tofu : "Now we're in trouble."


Conditioner : "Can we help?"


Tofu : "If you can convince Cologne and your sister not to chase Ranma and Akane, I'm sure they'll stand a better


              chance."





Ranma : "Better chance my foot, Akane!"





Ranma is tearing down the street, Akane tucked under his arm. Here and there, Ranma avoids the occasional


chi attack from Shampoo and Cologne, or the occasional yell and curse from Baguai as he and his giant sword


chase them mercilessly down the streets of Nerima.





Akane : "Why not? Just fly and get us out of here!"


Ranma : "Cuz we're not gonna scare EVERYONE silly!"


Akane : "As if our current situation isn't bad enough."


Ranma : "No sense making... whoa!.... it worse!"





A narrow miss, and the shadow Ranma casts is sucked in instead of himself. They see a turn in the road between


two buildings, and turn in.





Akane : "Ranma, wait! That's a ......"


Ranma : "Dead end!"





As powerful as they are right now with the ability to turn into flat shadows to go through cracks, Ranma and 


Akane know they haven't the time to prepare for such a exhausting act. Ranma curses as he looks for another 


way out. Just then, the wall crumbles in.





Ranma : "Not Shampoo! How'd...."


Conditioner : "Shut up and run if you want to live! I'll take care of them for as long as I can! Run!"





Ranma nods, and still carrying Akane under his arm, runs through the hole in the wall, as Conditioner covers the


hole with her body. Shampoo, Cologne and Baguai stop dead in their tracks when they see Conditioner helping


Ranma and Akane. They walk up to Conditioner, Baguai swinging his magical sword at her.





Shampoo : "What sister doing, protect Akane?"


Conditioner : "I thought you wanted Ranma to marry you?"


Shampoo : "Kill shadow, then marry. Stupid shadow make Shampoo promise."


Cologne : "Conditioner, what is the meaning of this? Why are you helping them!?"


Baguai : "You were bribed, eh, pretty gal?"





Conditioner faces off the three people, one not-so-familiar to her, but the other two.... well...





Conditioner : "No. They agreed to cure themselves. They just need another shadow now."


Cologne : "For what? Revenge against us?"


Conditioner : "I wouldn't doubt it, considering the fact that you created it!"


Cologne : "Don't talk to your elders like that!"


Shampoo : "Sister please move! Shadow dangerous!"


Conditioner : "They are not! Ranma and Akane are normal people! A bit unusual, but still human!"


Baguai : "Bah, shadow propoganda! Saw it all before!"


Conditioner : "Would it surprise you it was my double before Akane's?"


Baguai : "Hah! Shadow's a shadow, I don't care whose. My job's to kill 'em! Now move before you get hurt!"


Conditioner : "Make me."





Baguai moves towards Conditioner to get her out of the way. She frowns, then gives him a kick where he'll not forget. He kneels over.





Baguai : "OOOOOH! You little slut you!"





Baguai is about to use his sword's pommel to slam Conditioner unconscious when Shampoo stops him.





Shampoo : "Uncle no touch sister! Find shadow now!"





Conditioner realises that they can still run out the alley and try finding Ranma and Akane again. She sweats


nervously.





Conditioner : <Hope you two have found a good place to hide!>





Baguai nods, gets up, and holds his sword up.





Baguai : "Time to let baby here do her job. Give us another route!"





The sword glows, the pulls Baguai's hand in the desired direction. Conditioner watches as the three run down the


alley and disappear around the corner, Cologne and Shampoo giving her a final glare before disappearing around


the corner.





Ranma : "Thanks, Conditioner. We owe you."





Conditioner spins around to see Ranma and Akane hiding in the bushes behind the wall on another wall.





Conditioner : "No problem. To me. Now, for you two....."


Akane : "I think Auriel's ready to leave?" <Are you?>


Auriel : <Not yet.>


Akane : <When do you want to leave then!?>


Auriel : <When I've destroyed that sword.>


Akane : <WHAT!?>


Auriel : <My boyfriend's in there.>


Akane : <WHAT!?>


Auriel : <That's why I don't want to leave yet! Ranma looked so much like.... him.>


Akane : "Guys, I think we have a problem."





The three have returned to Tofu's place and are now discussing the problem. The curtains have been drawn,


everything darkened the best they can as Akane's double now makes its appearance.





Auriel : "I'm sorry to cause all this trouble..... I thought Ranma looked so much like my boyfriend...."


Ranma : "I know I look handsome and everything, but this is ridiculous!"


Akane : "Well, now we know why she's scared. But I didn't know you people had boy-girl relations."


Auriel : "Something insensitive people don't bother to understand about us? As expected."


Conditioner : "Hm. Looks like the shadows don't care who they resemble, as long as they've got their own lives."


Auriel : "Yes. I'm sorry."





Auriel begins to cry, Ranma wanting comfort her for the pure sake that she looks like Akane, but the real Akane


stops him.





Akane : "There now, it's alright. I know how it is without a boyfriend. Well, we don't have much time. Baguai's


                 going to be here soon."


Tofu : "What do you propose?"


Ranma : "We smash his sword."


Conditioner : "How?"


Ranma : "You told us that the sword had a marble pommel once, right?"


Conditioner : "Yes."


Ranma : "No surprise that the thing stores its... victims.... there too. I wouldn't be surprised if the damned thing


                 is where its magic is, living off the poor souls."


Auriel : "We don't have.... souls."


Ranma : "Fickle term. I have a strong suspicion that that's its power source. If we can destroy it....."


Conditioner : "The sword will be useless and.... "


Auriel : "Auriel."


Conditioner : "Auriel will get her boyfriend back. Now, the other problem."


Ranma : "You deal with your family members. I'll deal with Baguai. I just have to avoid getting nicked by his sword,


                  right?"


Conditioner : "Yes."





Just then, Tofu, looking out the door as his guests speak, yells in.





Tofu : "They're here."


Ranma : "Let's rock."





{Decisive Battle.}





When Baguai, Shampoo and Cologne reach Tofu's clinic, Baguai is scratching his head.





Baguai : "Strange, sword tells me this is where the shadows are."


D. Ranma : "We are!"





Dark Ranma leaps down from the top of the clinic, in his shadow form. Shampoo gasps as does Cologne when 


they see Ranma, elegantly dressed but pure black hovering above the ground. Baguai pats his sword in his palm in


expectation of a fight.





Baguai : "Sheep to the slaughter, eh? Come on, Chiyingzhi'll end your misery nice and quick."


D. Ranma : "Like all the others' futures you ended with it!?"


Baguai : "They were dangerous, useless shadow-people, nothing more."


D. Ranma : "Dammit! I know Shadows! They have lives!"





Baguai shrugs. Shampoo watches as Cologne takes aim at Ranma, and then lays a hand on her great-


grandmother's shoulder.





Shampoo : "Please.... no shoot Ranma."


Cologne : "Shampoo! You know Ranma's a shadow that has to be depossessed!"


D. Akane : "As am I?"





Cologne spins around to see Dark Akane there, floating behind her, Conditioner besides Akane. She begins to


sweat.





Cologne : "I started this, I have to end this. You have caused much bloodshed."


D. Akane : "Not intentionally! And they are all alive now, aren't they?"


Cologne : "Not enough. I'm sorry, but the threat is too great....."





Conditioner nods to Akane, and Akane suddenly drops to the floor, an inky substance flowing from her into


Conditioner as Shampoo and Cologne watch.





D. Conditioner : "Well, I'm here. Trap me. Kill me. Do something."





Akane watches as Conditioner transforms slowly, but surely. As agreed before, Cologne would be forced by the


two to make a decision. One she'll most likely regret. Cologne watches on as Baguai stares at Conditioner as well,


his sword quivering in his hand of its own volition.





D. Conditioner : "It was mine a long time ago. You made me. Now, you want to end me, then do it."





Dark Conditioner has a "horned" cloak much like Akane's, only this one wraps protectively around her, although


the dress she's wearing is impressive. A variation of the cheongsams Conditioner usually wears, this one is split


down the sides to reveal quite a bit of both legs, and she is wearing a sort of long glove on her hands and arms,


a small length of black cloth connecting it to the cheongsam. She is wearing a long metal bracer on the upper arm,


and her hair has been elaborately done up with more ornaments than Shampoo owns. A dark beauty, Conditioner


stares at her own great-grandmother, the one who started this in the first place. Her eyes glow visibly in the bright


daylight.





D. Conditioner : "Come on. You want me, you know you do. What are you waiting for?"





Baguai shakes his head and sighs in disappointment at Cologne's hesitation. He is about to walk over to do the


job himself when Dark Rana stops his way with an "extended" arm.





D. Ranma : "Leaving so soon? Come on, I'm a shadow too! I know your sword wants me."





Baguai looks at his sword, unmistakeably straining in his grip towards Ranma. He nods.





Baguai : "No prob. You go first."





Without warning, Baguai slashes at Ranma. Hearing the *whooosh* of the sword, Shampoo turns around to see 


Ranma *melting* away, reforming his body a small distance behind. She shrieks.





Shampoo : "Ranma! Be careful, wo de ai ren!" (Wo de ai ren = My loved one.)





Cologne is still looking at Conditioner, sweating.





Cologne : <What must I do!? Conditioner just stupidly gave herself over!?>


Akane : "Because of you."


D. Conditioner : "Please. You're the oldest here. Of all people, you should know what understanding means."


Akane : "Understanding, knowing what we think, not based on your assumptions. Experience is nothing here."


D. Conditioner : "Each shadow is different in its own way, like people, but we all share one trait."


Akane : "Humanity."





Cologne stares at her own dark great-granddaughter. She sighs, and puts her hands down.





Cologne : "I've always talked but never listened my whole life, haven't I?"





The two nod. She sighs again, then nods.





Cologne : "I'm sorry."


D. Conditioner : "It's alright. We all make mistakes, this one was harder than others to understand."





Suddenly, the three hear a whistling sound made by Baguai's sword as he slashes, the wind passing through the


"eye-holes" of the sword creating the inhuman wail. The three stare at the battle in front of them, Baguai and


Ranma duelling it out. Dark Conditioner looks at Akane, who looks back. They nod.





Ranma is holding his own quite well against Baguai, who is swinging his sword back and forth with reckless 


abandon. He is grunting now, his muscle singing with every swing. (Off tune, no doubt. -Ed.) Cologne yells out to 


him.





Cologne : "Baguai! STOP THIS INSTANT!"


Baguai : "What, and lose my paycheck? No way!"


Cologne : "Just for money....."


Shampoo : "Shampoo help Ranma!"


Cologne : "No, Shampoo! Let Ranma deal with him. We don't know what to expect. You might be hurt."





Shampoo stays back reluctantly, and watches the battle from afar.





Ranma is floating off to one side, while Baguai stares at him. Ranma is smirking, so confident it shows.





D. Ranma : "Come on, fatty! You can do better than that!"


Baguai : "We'll see who's fat when I'm done carving you down to size! Arrrr!"





Baguai charges, and Ranma simply floats high above his wild chop. The chop itself splits concrete and mortar,


and as Baguai struggles to pull his sword out, Ranma lands behind him, hands in his pocket.





D. Ranma : "Come on, I'm waiting."





Baguai, with a loud grunt, rips his sword free. He stares at Ranma evilly.





Baguai : "You're the toughest one yet. I like challenges."





He runs a finger on his sword, strangely not cutting himself despite the blade's sharpness. He holds his sword up


in a ready position, and gets into a battle stance.





Baguai : "Wild slashing never works on your types."


Ranma : "I'm waiting."





Baguai runs towards Ranma, sword raised. Ranma melts and reforms a small distance away, however Baguai hasn't


swung yet. He slides to a stop the moment Ranma melted and watches where the liquid-blackness is going. He is 


right in front of Ranma when he forms.





Baguai : "Not so easy."





He stabs, but Ranma is still too fast for him, leaping out of the way just in time. Ranma can feel the thrumming


magic in the deadly sword as it flashes past him, and he begins formulating battle plans in his brain.





Baguai : "Heh, you're fast. I like that."





Ranma is kneeling now, watching Baguai as he circles Ranma, deadly sword held up.





D. Ranma : "Come on then. Show me your stuff!"





Ranma "tumbles" away as Baguai runs up and chops at the spot Ranma was kneeling a moment away, recovering


in front of the clinic.





D. Ranma : <Damn! With that sword, I can't do a thing except run! Touch it and I'm a gonner!>





Suddenly, Ranma remembers something that Akane once did. He also remembers another thing.





D. Ranma : <Of course! The tendrils.... if only I knew how she did it! But for now.....>





Ranma drops to the ground and assumes a fighting stance. Baguai nods in anticipation of the upcoming battle.


Ranma waits patiently for his opponent to make a move. The two circle each other, one assessing the other's 


potential strengths and weaknesses. Ranma strikes first, running up to Baguai and leaping a clumsy slash to come 


down with a powerful flying kick which smashes the concrete below his feet and cuts Baguai's belt. He pulls up his 


pants and swears.





Baguai : "Gonna kill you!"





He starts a series of slashes and thrusts which are all deftly avoided by Ranma who somersaults, backflips or


simply hops over, all the while following Ranma through his moves. As Baguai attempts a chop to Ranma, Ranma


quickly flips backwards. When he looks in front of him, he sees empty air where Baguai should've been. He looks


to the ground and sees his answer. He barely manages to avoid Baguai's sword as he just leaps out of the way,


Baguai coming down hard, his sword making a crater in the ground. Pulling it out, he nods at Ranma.





Baguai : "Fast, and smart."





Ranma hasn't been able to land much of a blow on Baguai so far, while Baguai's been very successful at chipping


away at Ranma, a strand of hair here, a bit of his shirt there. Shampoo, Conditioner and Cologne stare on in horrid


fascination.





D. Ranma : <Time for range.>





Dark Ranma retreats a small distance, while Baguai watches. Ranma extends an arm out, then his fist suddenly


flies towards Baguai, connected to a string of inky-blackness. Another fist follows, and as Baguai defends against


the first one, the second strikes his stomach. Ranma pulls both hands back quickly, flexing them.





D. Ranma : <Not bad.>





Baguai, winded from the powerful punch, staggers back and stares at Ranma with death in his eyes.





Baguai : "You're good. I hate that."





Baguai charges, and somersaults over Ranma surprisingly gracefully for one of his demeanor, Ranma looking on


stunned. Baguai lands behind him and thrusts. Ranma leaps the attack and comes flying down, fist extended.


Baguai holds his sword up, flat side to him, and Ranma feels major pain as his fist connects with the magical and


unyielding metal.





D. Ranma : <Yeow! That hurt!>


Baguai : "Liked that? How about THIS!?"





Baguai does the unexpected. He tosses the sword at Ranma. Ranma deftly leaps over the sword, but suddenly 


sees a ring of beads above him coming down fast. Try as he might, Ranma cannot escape from the tight ring of 


magical beads which hold him fast. Baguai goes to retrive his sword, then laughs at Ranma, struggling futilely to 


escape.





Baguai : "haa haa! Can't escape now, can you? Gonna add another notch to my belt."





Baguai stands in front of Ranma to make sure he gets a good view before his death, and lifts his sword to 


decapitate Ranma before the gathered audience. Ranma grits his teeth as Baguai is about to swing, as Shampoo


and Conditioner shriek.





*gunk*





D. Akane : "UNGH!"





Ranma opens his eyes after hearing the wet sound, and realizes that Dark Akane is standing in front of him, arms 


cut off as she tried to ward the blow off for Ranma. Baguai curses.





Baguai : "Damn, Mr. Tendou's gonna dock my paycheck bad for this one."





He watches as the arms on the floor melt away into nothingness, as Akane's arms regrow. With a dismissive


gesture, Dark Akane shatters the beads which hold Ranma tight. Baguai curses again.





Baguai : "Those beads cost me a bomb! Damn it girl, I hope you're worth the trouble!"





The reply to this complaint is a very angry Akane whose eyes are glowing red.





D. Akane : "You hurt our boyfriends, you hurt us. You shall pay."





Dark Akane closes her cloak, then opens it again, the all-too-familiar tendrils flying out from it. Baguai spits and


gets ready for the incoming spears. As they approach at high speeds, he deftly chops each and every one into


multiple segments, faster than the eye can see. Akane, seeing this is a useless approach, recalls those tendrils


which haven't been damaged and discards the rest as Ranma watches attentively, joining Akane's side.


Baguai is summing up his opponent, then shrugs.


He holds his sword up into the air, blade down, then embeds it into the ground, muttering a few words. He steps


back and waits.


The sword begins to glow, then rises into the air and begins to quiver. Suddenly, the holes on the sword's end


sprout two black orbs, and the whole thing begins to move more like a flexible snake than a rigid piece of metal.





Sword : *sssssss* "Food......."





Dark Akane, Ranma, Shampoo, Conditioner and Cologne stare at the sword as it speaks. Baguai just sniggers.





Baguai : "Meet my baby. Go on, eat your fill."


Sword : *ssssss* "Food..... eat......"





The sword charges straight towards Akane and Ranma, both of them melting away, their inky strands reaching out


for the next place they're going. The sword hesitates as it sees two potential targets, then Baguai screams.





Baguai : "Take care of the girl! I'll get the boy!"


Sword : *ssssss* "Yessssss, Masssssster......."





Baguai takes out another sword, this one of the more conventional sort and begins approaching Dark Ranma.


Meanwhile, Akane is examining the sword, assessing its potential weaknesses.





D. Akane : "Come on, you gutless piece of rusted metal! Let's see your stuff!"


Sword : "Gladly....." *ssss*





The sword charges towards Akane, corkscrewing. Akane leaps it, then comes down hard on the animated thing,


pinning it to the ground. It spits and hisses furiously as she applies unrelenting pressure to it. It begins to buck,


yet Akane stays firm. Finally, the sword stops.





D. Akane : <That was fast.>





Then, with all its might, the sword BOUNCES off the ground, throwing Akane off it. She regains balance and


continues floating, examining the sword, made angrier by the ease this girl trapped it.





Sword : "Will kill......"





The sword begins to approach Akane slowly, swinging itself like in the hands of a master. The two begin a 


running battle.





Meanwhile, Ranma is holding his own against Baguai just as well as before, deftly avoiding his sword while 


putting in a few of his own blows. Baguai makes a particularly clumsy slash here, and as he attempts to regain


balance after that slash, Ranma gives him a hard roundhouse. Baguai only staggers forwards and turns around,


rubbing his head.





D. Ranma : "You can take a beating, that's for sure!"





Baguai doesn't respond to that. Instead, he just resumes his swordmans' stance, sword at the ready. He slowly


approaches Ranma.





Baguai : "I've hunted your kind for years. You're just another one to be killed."


D. Ranma : "You've never asked them what it was like for them?"


Baguai : "No need to."


D. Ranma : "I see."





Baguai spins his sword in hand, flexing fingers while he's at it. He quickly lunges at Ranma clumsily, and Ranma


easily avoids it by bending backwards. However, Baguai doesn't stop there. He falls forwards, rolls forwards once,


then suddenly recovers in a crouch, thrusting his sword straight up, towards Ranma's head. Ranma snaps his head


back and tries to deflect the lunge, and is rewarded by a nasty cut on his throat and a pierced arm. He gasps.





D. Ranma : <PAIN!>





Baguai attempts to shove his sword up further, but Ranma uses his leg and kicks Baguai's hand repeatedly.


Finally giving in, Baguai makes a hasty withdrawal, the sword slipping out of Ranma's arm. Ranma cradles his


injured arm as Baguai examines the black blood on it.





Baguai : "Not bad, this thing works."





Ranma stares at his arm, the gooey black substance leaking out of it. He flexes it, and the wound heals, along with


his throat. Ranma feels a little weaker now, but still alive. Baguai smirks.





Baguai : "Healing'll only last you so long before you tire. Say goodbye to this world when your head goes."





By now, Shampoo and Conditioner are being restrained by Cologne as they keep trying to run up to help Ranma


and Akane, but Cologne knows this is beyond them.





Meanwhile, in the air, Akane is busy avoiding the sword as it swipes, feints, and lunges at her while she returns


a few kicks and punches, however, the sword doesn't seem to notice these attacks even as sparks fly.





D. Akane : "Damn! What's it take to destroy you!?"





She avoids another lunge as the sword charges in response.





Down below, Baguai is attempting another stragtegy. He takes out a few paper charms. Ranma looks at them with


slight interest as Baguai mutters a few words of power.





Baguai : "Eat my fire-charms, scum!"





As he says this, Baguai tosses the charms into the air, which simultaneously combust and fly towards Ranma in a


group of five fireballs. Ranma huffs and leaps over them. They follow.





D. Ranma : <WHAT!?>





He quickly does some fancy aerial acrobatics to avoid the fireballs, but they stay on him. Baguai laughs as he sees


this futile attempt to avoid his so-far unavoidable fireballs. Ranma even tries leading the fireballs into Baguai even 


as he watches, but the fireballs avoid him and go around him. Ranma is growing tired of this.





D. Ranma : "That's it. Eat my Moko Takabisha double!"





Baguai wonders what this strange skill is, as Ranma raises both palms up to the approaching fireballs. Feeling


confident like he's never felt before, Ranma yells the words out as massive chi fireballs erupt from his hands.





D. Ranma : "Moko Takabisha Double!"





The chi fireballs slam into the fireball-charms and both erupt in a blinding glare as Baguai curses and tries to shield


himself from the burning bits and bright light.





Across Nerima at the Tendou Dojo, Kasumi is hanging up clothes as she sees the massive flash.





Kasumi : "Oh my. Baguai must've found them!"





Quickly hanging up the last bedspread, she runs up to her room ditching her apron in a most un-Kasumi like way


on the lawn and opens it, looking at the rose.





Kasumi : "The petals.... are wilting?"





The rose, which has taken on full colour now, looks a little unhealthy as some of the petals begin to wither and


wilt. Kasumi takes the rose and examines it, then runs down the stairs with it. Her father isn't around, and Kasumi


doesn't care.





Kasumi : "Ranma must be in trouble."





Leaving a note to her father telling him where she went, Kasumi runs out the main door, rose in hand.





Ranma is unaffected by the bright flash even as Baguai stumbles around, slightly blinded. He heaves heavily,


feeling very tired.





D. Ranma : <Strange, the fireball's never done that to me before.>





But, unable to stop now, Ranma waits until Baguai's vision has returned before returning to his combat stance.





Baguai : "Impressive, but useless. Watch my Ice charms!"





Baguai quickly utters another word and tosses three charms into the air. However, he retains one and sticks it


onto his sword, which turns it a frosty blue and creates condensation as he swings it. Three sharp ice shards


form from the charms, and aim towards Ranma.





D. Ranma : "How many of these do you have anyway!?"





Ranma, still not totally knowledgable about the ways of Shadow combat, tries to leap the shards like the fireballs,


but they angle sharply and aim at him, then shoot out in his projected path, leading him. Ranma barely manages


to stop short as the three shards shoot out right in front of him, barely missing him.





D. Ranma : <Smart things.>





As Shampoo, Conditioner, Cologne and Tofu (Upstairs in his room) watch, Baguai charges at the same time. 


Ranma sidesteps his attack and quickly backflips to avoid the three shards which always seem to know where he


might be going. Ranma is having a difficult time concentrating on four individual targets at the same time.


Just as Akane manages to sneak a look at Ranma, she notices his dilemma. She yells something quick at him.





D. Akane : "Ranma! Your cloak! Use it like a weapon!"





Ranma nods without turning, and looks at his cloak.





D. Ranma : <Whatever it'll do for me, it's gotta work!>





He watches as the three shards gather in a single point and angle for him, Baguai waiting for them. He grabs the


edge of his soft cloak and holds it across his chest, the cloak covering most of the front of his body. The three


shards hover for a second more, then charge. Ranma watches them approach, timing himself.





D. Ranma : <Now!>





He swings his cloak out, the cloak hardening into something harder than steel as it slashes across two of the 


shards. They splinter and drop to the floor, puddles of water, as the third shard continues uninhibited. Ranma


gacks, but from the inner recesses of his cloak, black tendrils similar to Akane's shoot out and ensare the third


shard, wrapping it up in unyielding grips. The shard bucks like a wild animal, but cannot free itself as an 


astonished Ranma watches more and more tendrils shoot forth from his cloak, counting up to a dozen. Finally, all


of the tendrils have wrapped themselves around the shard, then stop. Ranma wonders what's going on. He 


suddenly realises. He thinks about crushing the ice shard.





*crash* *tinkle*





The tendrils squeeze, and the shard shatters within their confining graps, the sound clearly audible despite the


muffling of the dark tendrils. Ranma stares in amazement as they return somewhere into his cloak.





D. Ranma : <Cool.>





Baguai is looking at his latest weapons turn into water, snorting in anger. He roars as he watches the last of his


ice shards shatter, and takes out another batch of paper charms. Only these are shaped like people.





Baguai : "You're making me angry! Watch this!"





He mutters a few words and throws the paper dolls into the air. They transform into samurai warriors, ninjas, and


shogun warriors. Baguai looks at them, then remembers he's in Japan.





Baguai : <In China, I used to get martial artists and kung-fu masters.>





He yells at them to attack Ranma, and joins them in surrounding him. Ranma eyes each one warily as they circle 


him, and they return the look, swinging weapons back and forth. All at once, they leap at Ranma, screaming.


Ranma dodges the first round as they crash into each other and fall onto the fall in clattering heaps, then they get


up and circle him again. A ninja tosses three shruikens at him, and Ranma hops over it as they rip into the person


behind him. The person falls to the ground, shredded paper.





D. Ranma : <No teamwork, for sure.>





Using this to his advantage, Ranma causes the warriors to attack him again, but deftly makes sure that their 


conflicting combat styles work to his advantage, as a ninja slashes a shogun warrior, a samurai accidentally chops


a ninja's paper head off, until only one is left, as two paper warriors destroy each other. Baguai. He screams in


anger.





Baguai : "Damn you!"





Baguai charges at Ranma with his sword, but Ranma is simply too good for him and avoids the feint Baguai pulls.





In the air, Akane is trying desperately to avoid the sword's gnashing teeth as she does a loop-the-loop in the air,


but nearly fails. As she comes down, she can see the mouth right in front of her face. She closes her eyes and


screams.


Nothing.


Akane doesn't get sucked into the sword for food as the sword mysteriously disappears. Then she spots the 


sword joining Baguai in the fight against Ranma.





D. Akane : "Ranma!"





She quickly flies down, and spots Kasumi in the distance as she does, carrying some sort of flower.





D. Akane : "Kasumi?"





Hoping that Ranma can hold his own a while longer, she goes to join Kasumi.





Ranma is busy avoiding Baguai's increasingly furious and accurate attacks when he suddenly feels some strange,


tingly feeling above him. He barely melts away in time to see the gigantic sword miss him and embed its entire 


length into the ground. Baguai spits and curses. The sword pulls itself free of the ground and the two begin 


circling Ranma, man and sword around a dark shadow. By now, a massive crowd has gathered around the 


immediate area to watch the unusual fight, and its combatants. Many people are muttering whispered words about


the rumours being true and impressed feelings.


Ranma ignores it all as he concentrates on defending against two highly skilled and dangerous enemies.


At the edge of the crowd, Conditioner muses.





Conditioner : <Baguai's certainly improved.>





Working in tandem, Baguai and the sword begin a deadly dance to destroy Ranma. Baguai leaps into the sky,


sun behind him, sword above his head, and comes down sword first. Ranma backsteps to avoid the blade as it


eats into the ground, then ducks to avoid the sword. Baguai immediately delivers an uppercut to Ranma's chin,


while the sword uses the exposed throat to do its work. It comes flashing down, but Ranma manages to avoid the


blade by falling down. He uses his legs to lock around Baguai's neck as he does so, and flips him onto the floor in


a loud smack and crack. Baguai is struggling with the unnaturally strong legs, snorting and grunting, when the


sword comes to the rescue. It tries to cut Ranma's legs off, but Ranma lets go and retreats just in time. While he


does so, he watches the sword, at the glowing pommel of marble. Power spills forth from it like so much water, and


Ranma knows his suspicion has been comfirmed.





D. Ranma : <Destroy that pommel and the sword's useless!>





Baguai holds his hand out, and the sword returns to his hand, while he pulls the still icy one out of the ground.


Wielding the massive and incredible heavy sword with unbelievable ease, Baguai snickers. Then he flashes out


with both swords as Ranma parries and counters.





*tak* *tak* *tak* *tak*





Kasumi : "What's going on over there?"





Kasumi says to herself as she runs as fast as she can without tripping, the flower in her hand still wilting.





D. Akane : "Kasumi!"





Kasumi looks up towards the source of the voice and sees Akane flying down. Not completely used to the sight


yet, Kasumi sucks in a breath of air as Akane lands besides her. She quickly reverts to her normal self. Akane too.





Akane : "Baguai's fighting with Ranma!"


Kasumi : "Who's winning?"


Akane : "It's a standstill."


Kasumi : "What does this rose mean?"


Akane : "Keep running. I'll explain."





The two take off again as Akane explains to her best of ability.





Akane : "The rose, if I remember, is supposed to be a symbol of his energy. Healing, regeneration, getting injured,


                 these seem to drain us. When the rose wilts, we're dead. Or as good as that with Baguai."


Kasumi : "Only roses?"


Akane : "Actually, any flower will do."





The two reach the massive crowd which has gathered to watch the fight, which can be heard from several blocks


away. Kasumi and Akane try to push their way into the crowd, but nobody's giving space.





D. Akane : "MOVE!"





The people around Dark Akane immediately move aside when they see her, and Kasumi follows in her sister's 


wake, marvelling at how people show respect the moment her sister changes into something that could kill them


without even thinking. They make it to the edge of the crowd, where Akane tells Kasumi to stay put while she


joins the battle.





Ranma is trying deperately to avoid the icy sting of Baguai's left sword as he uses his cloak to ward off the one in


his right. Baguai huffs, and tosses Chiyingzhi towards Ranma, the sword coming to life again, as he follows up


behind it, sword raised. Ranma is very angry by now, and kicks the living sword in the "face", sending it flying 


into the sky. Baguai watches for a second, then continues charging. Ranma eyes him, then sidesteps Baguai as


he slashes and grabs his arm. Baguai stares, then Ranma kicks Baguai's ribs several times in a single second. He


goes on to finish with a spin kick to Baguai's head, then doing a complete turn to lock his legs onto Baguai's head.


The two fall, and Ranma concentrates on Baguai's arm, using his head as leverage. Baguai is grunting in pain as


Ranma pulls at his arm and pushing at his head, but is far from over. He mentally commands his sword to come


and help him, and watches as a glint in the sky warns him of the incoming sword, a smile on his face. It melts into


a frown as he sees another shadow leap behind the all-too-close sword and grab its hilt.





D. Akane : "Ranma! Knock Baguai unconscious and let's destroy the sword!"


D. Ranma : "Owe you one! Smash the pommel!"


D. Akane : "Got it!"





But the sword is far from docile as it bucks and screams, spits, hisses, and does everything in its power to get


Akane's hands off it. Meanwhile, Baguai is devising a plan to get out of this submission hold Ranma is applying,


when it ends abruptly. Instead, he feels a sense of weightlessness as he floats into the air. He ends up staring into


Dark Ranma's face, and realises he's being held up in Ranma's hand. By his collar.





D. Ranma : "TENSHIN AMAGURIKEN!"





Ranma uses his enhanced reflexes to repeatedly smash his fist into Baguai's oversized gut several hundred times


in a second. Stopping for a while to let Baguai's brain process the information, he tosses Baguai into the air and


prepares BOTH fists. As Baguai comes down, Ranma aims at his stomach.





D. Ranma : "TENSHIN AMAGURIKEN DOUBLE!"





He uses both fists to pound away at Baguai's gut, the speed and power of the impact keeping Baguai in the air as


punch after punch connects. Ranma is burning anger as he goes along, as well as all his other pent up feelings


fueling his punches. Kasumi watches as the rose in her hand wilts a little faster. She watches as another petal falls


off and vanishes.





Kasumi : "Oh my."





Akane is in the air kicking the sword left and right in its face as it continues hissing and bucking. Making sure to


only hit the flat surfaces, Akane smiles in satisfaction as the metal begins to dent a little as sparks fly.





*whang* *whong* *whang* *whong*





D. Akane : <This isn't going to work. I'm going to take forever to subdue this sword.>





So she simply takes out the mallet Kasumi returned to her a long time ago and slams the sword hard. The mallet


shatters into sawdust, but it serves the job of making the sword a little more quiet as a metallic lump rises on its


head. However, it refuses to let itself be defeated so easily.





Sword : *SSSSSS* "KILLLLL!!!!"





The sword bends its head backwards and tries to bite Akane, but she is just out of its reach although the sword


tries to turn around in her grip. She holds it tight, continuing her barrage of kicks to it as a small battle wages on


beneath her.





Dark Ranma, panting a little from the effort of delivery several thousand blows, finally ends his assault by flipping


onto his hands and grabbing Baguai by the legs in one fluid motion while he's still in the air. He slams Baguai


head first into the concrete, making a neat little crater. Shampoo watches on as Baguai's butt sticks up towards


her.





D. Ranma : "It's over..... right?" *huff*





As Ranma stops for a while and recovers his wind, Kasumi smiles as the rose slowly regrows a few petals and 


stops wilting.


Baguai is lying in the massive crater caused by himself, face down. Shampoo tenatively walks to his side and feels


for a pulse. There's one. She motions to Cologne and Conditioner.





Shampoo : "Uncle still alive. Help bring clinic."


Conditioner : "He tried to kill Ranma and you still want to help him!?"


Cologne : "I tried to kill you and you're still with me?"





Conditioner considers this. She nods, and runs down to help Shampoo turn Baguai over and carry him to Tofu's


clinic, just in front of them. When they turn him over, they notice Baguai has his eyes closed. He snores loudly 


and disgustingly, mouth opening and drool dripping out.





Conditioner : "Yucks. He just fell asleep."





Which is not surprising, considering he's got a bruise the size of a full grown Sagoro Cactus. (Is the spelling right?


Anyway, the Sagoro is that funny looking cactus you see in cartoons in desert scenes, which looks like a fork.)





Meanwhile, up above, Akane is still struggling with the sword when it suddenly stops struggling. She looks at it


suspiciously, then SLOWLY brings it down to the ground and lands besides Ranma. She looks at Baguai, who is


snoring blissfully in the ground, as Shampoo and Conditioner pull on rubber gloves and pick him up. Everyone


looks a the massive sword Akane is carrying in one hand, Ranma included.





D. Ranma : "Why'd it stop?"


D. Akane : "Don't know, don't care. Let's smash it."


D. Ranma : "Good idea."





They immediately proceed to punching the small globe at the sword's base, expecting it to crack. Instead, all they


get are sore knuckles and an unscratched marble pommel. Cologne looks on as Shampoo and Conditioner carry


off Baguai.





Cologne : "It won't work like that. You got to put in all your energy to smashing it, Great-grandson in law."





Ranma and Akane stare at each other, then nod. They grab the sword's hilt and smash the pommel against the 


floor in a combined effort, but all they get is a smashed concrete floor. A member of the board of city development


groans in agony as the paperwork begins stacking in his mind as he watches the going ons. Cologne hops over to


the two shadow-forms, examining the sword.





Cologne : "We've only got until Baguai wakes up, you know."





Ranma and Akane stare at her, sword still in hand. They look at each other and begin smashing the sword's 


pommel with renewed vigor. Finally, they give up.





D. Ranma : "What's it take to scratch this thing!?"


Cologne : "I said it before. All your energy."





{See you on the other side.}





D. Ranma : "What do you mean? ALL your energy, as in every single ounce?"





Cologne nods.


Ranma and Akane look at each other, then Akane lets go of the sword.





D. Akane : "It'll take more than we have."


D. Ranma : "We as in?"


D. Akane : "Auriel and me."





Ranma looks at Akane. The crowd looks on for a while longer, then begins to leave, realizing the fight's really over.


Soon, only Ranma, Akane, Cologne and Kasumi are left. Shampoo, Conditioner and Baguai have disappeared into


Tofu's clinic.





D. Ranma : "Tell me what I need to do."





Cologne looks at Ranma's sudden words. Kasumi looks at her rose, the thing in full bloom again. Akane looks at


it and knows it may well soon wither in an instant. Cologne looks at Ranma, still holding the sword, but now


looking at her with all deadly intensity.





Cologne : "You sure you want to do this?"


D. Ranma : "To destroy the sword and keep the rest safe, yes."


Cologne : "I'm not sure if this applies to shadows, but......"





Cologne hops directly in front of Ranma, staff tip pointing at the sword's pommel.





Cologne : "This pommel requires more energy than a person can give to destroy it."


D. Ranma : "That means I'll need someone to help me."


Cologne : "No. I mean, it takes more energy than one can give. I didn't say it takes more energy than one posseses


                    in his or her entire body to destroy it."


D. Ranma : "Chi."


Cologne : "Yes. You need to gather up your chi. Tap into your life energy, release it all into your arms at the last


                     moment before impact. That's all I know."


D. Ranma : "I'll die."


Cologne : "Yes."





Dark Ranma looks at Akane and Kasumi, both standing a small distance away, looking at him. He turns back to


look at Cologne.





D. Ranma : "You want me to do this?"


Cologne : "I have little choice. I was always too thick skinned to listen to others' point of view, and now this is 


                   what happens. I should've just let you two live normally."


D. Ranma : "It's alright."





He looks at Kasumi and Akane, a serene look and smile on his face.





D. Ranma : "Well, Akane. Looks like I won't be living the rest of my life with you. Auriel, I hope you fare better."


D. Akane : "......thank you."





Ranma looks at the sword, and closes his eyes, trying to draw on his inner reserves of energy. A small, green glow


emanates from his body's core. It travels up his body and into his arms. He raises the swor above his head.





D. Ranma : "Goodbye. See you on the other side."





The sword begins to quiver a little, then suddenly it wakes up. It realises what's about to happen. It screams and


shrieks as it fights desperately to escape.





*crash* *tinkle*





A white flash.





                                                                                                    -=-=-=-=-





D. Ranma : "Where am I?"


D. Akane : "The world of shadows."


D. Ranma : "I'm dead, aren't I?"


D. Akane : "No. We travelled."


D. Ranma : "Travelled?"


Voices : "Yes. Welcome back, you two. Welcome back, all of you."





Ranma looks around him and sees Dark Akane floating besides him, holding onto his arm. Elsewhere around


him, he sees dozens, nay, hundreds of dark, black shadow-forms. They are all looking at him and Akane, an


approving look on their faces.





D. Ranma : "The sword?"


D. Akane : "They were all its victims, until you freed them."


D. Ranma : "Auriel?"


Auriel : "Here. Thanks to you, I've got my boyfriend too."





Ranma and Akane turn to look at Auriel, to their left. She is with another shadow, one of similar build and


appearance to Ranma.





D. Ranma : "Hey, he looks like me!"


Long : "At another time, I might have been. Thanks for letting me get together with Auriel again. That ugly


              Baguai deserves a long time in prison."


Voices : "Well, may we speak now?"


Shadows : "Sure!"


Voices : "Saotome Ranma, Tendou Akane, you two have done us a great service."


Ranma & Akane : "We have?"


Voices : "These are the company we've been looking for all these years. If not for you two, who knows whether


                  any of them would return?"


Shdows : "Hear hear!"


Voices : "And since Auriel has decided to return with the rest of them, Akane, Ranma, we offer you a choice.


                  Be normal humans again, or be like us. Both have their advantages."





Ranma and Akane look at each other. They shake their heads.





Ranma & Akane : "Nah, we like being human better."


Voices : "So be it. Return then, and lead good lives. Good luck."


Auriel : "Wait! I'd like to say something before they leave."


Voices : "Yes?"





Auriel floats to what appears to be a central point in the world. All around them, Ranma and Akane notice the


shadows alternating looks between them and Auriel, who still looks like Akane, and her boyfriend, who looks


like Ranma.





Auriel : "I'd just like to thank these two humans for their bravery and courage, both in times of stress and need.


                 Akane helped me, showed me compassion. Ranma showed me acceptance and tolerance. We all owe


                 our lives to these two."





Clapping all around them as shadows whoop and cheer, chanting Ranma and Akane's names. The two blush,


even though they still look like their shadow-forms. Auriel raises her hands, and everyone quietens down.





Auriel : "Ranma, Akane, if you two ever need help from us, just think of this place. We'll be waiting."





More cheers, plenty of "yeahs" and "hoorays", and a few even walk up to the two to offer personal thanks.





Voices : "Well, Auriel, I think that should be enough?"


Auriel : "Yes."





Auriel floats towards Ranma and Akane.





Auriel : "Thank you from the bottom of my heart, you two."


Ranma & Akane : "Thank you, Auriel. You've shown us a lot these days."


Voices : "Return now, Saotome and Tendou. Know we await your return. Farewell."





Everyone starts yelling farewells and goodbyes as a bright light encompasses the two, and then disappear in


another flash.





{The end of the journey.}





"....I think she's coming round."


"....... Ranma too."


"...... think they'll remember anything?"


"..... they should. We certainly will."





*moan*





Ranma opens his eyes and feels the all too familiar wet towel on his head. He looks up and realizes he's in Dr.


Tofu's clinic, Kasumi tending to him while Nabiki, Soun and Genma watch on. Tofu is busy tending to Baguai,


who is moaning as well as nightmares, courtesy of the shadows, plague him.





Ranma : "Ugh.... what a nightmare..... "





He thinks.





Ranma : "That was no nightmare!"





He thinks harder.





Ranma : "Where's Akane!?"


Akane : "Here, Ranma."





Ranma turns his head to spot Akane in another cot besides him. They are both on the floor. As Kasumi replaces


the towel on Ranma's head, Ranma looks up.





Ranma : "Ouch, where'd I pick that up from?"


Kasumi : "When the sword blew up, shrapnel nicked your head, Ranma-kun."





Akane giggles as she looks at Ranma. He's covered in band-aids and bandages where the sword cut into his body


when it blew up. Ranma snorts derisively at her.





Ranma : "You don't look so good either, Akane. That's one bruise."





As Nabiki applies another ice pack to replace the melted one on her head, Akane winces in pain and gasps.





Akane : "Ouch."





At this moment, Soun decides to step in. He kneels over to Akane's side, between Ranma and her. He holds her


hand up in his.





Soun : "Akane, can you ever forgive me, your useless father?"





Akane looks at her father, regret, sorrow and various other emotions written on his face with a marker. She appears


to consider it.





Akane : "If Ranma does.... maybe."





Soun turns around to Ranma and looks at him.





Soun : "Please forgive me, I am a useless father and host."





Ranma looks at Soun, then at his father behind him holding up a sign.





"Get Soun to give us appropiate compensation! Money, extra food, our own house!"





Ranma is still feeling well enough to grab a small pebble left behind by Baguai's boots and toss it at his father,


knocking him out cold. He looks back at Soun, sweating.





Ranma : "Yeah.... well...... alright. It's forgiven."





Soun starts crying in joy, and turns to Akane.





Soun : "He's forgiven me! He's actually forgiven me! Akane?"





Akane looks across her father to Ranma who is nodding and giving her the thumbs up sign. She smiles at her


father, glad to be called a Tendou again.





Akane : "Oh all right, daddy. You always were afraid of us anyway."





Soun is unable to stop his tears of joy and happiness as they wash away all his other negative emotions. Nabiki


looks on, disinterested, while Kasumi smiles.





Kasumi : "Everything's back to normal then?"





Just then, Shampoo, Conditioner and Cologne walk in. Shampoo looks sad, as does Conditioner. Ranma struggles


to sit up in his futon, a bandage across his abdomen making it difficult to do so.





Ranma : "Eh? What are you all doing here?"





Conditioner looks up at him, eyes puffy and red from too much crying. She speaks in a surprisingly steady voice.





Conditioner : "I'll be leaving for China soon, Ranma."


Ranma : "Why? I thought...."


Conditioner : "I thought maybe I should take care of uncle over there."


Shampoo : "Sister wanted to tell Ranma for three days, but Ranma sleeping all three days."





Ranma and Akane both stare at them disbelievingly.





Ranma & Akane : "Three whole days!?"





Everyone nods. Conditioner squats in front of Ranma, smiling a little.





Conditioner : "I guess that means we can never be even close friends, huh?"


Ranma : "Why do you say that? We've been through enough this week to make us close enough."





Conditioner smiles genuinely. Ranma continues.





Ranma : "Besides, we can still write! Besides, why not visit us once in a while?"


Conditioner : "Maybe. Maybe then, Baguai'll be a nice guy."


Akane : "Remember to teach him some basic hygene."


Conditioner : "Definitely."





Conditioner gives Ranma a kiss to the cheek, then stands up. Outside the doorway, bags of luggage can be seen,


both Baguai's and her own. She looks at her wristwatch.





Conditioner : "An hour to get to the airport. Farewell then, you all."





Conditioner walks over to Baguai, who suddenly wakes up as if on cue. He looks around him, rubbing his head.





Baguai : "Ergh.... what happened? What a nightmare."


Conditioner : "Come on, uncle. Time we went home."


Baguai : "Conditioner? That you? Pretty as always. Home? Lead the way...."





Everyone looks at Baguai in surprise as they realise his demeanor's completely changed. Even his voices sounds


a little softer and smoother.  He looks around and recognizes some faces.





Baguai : "Oh, these people the one I tried to hurt?"


Conditioner : "Yes, uncle."


Baguai : "My. My apologies then, you all."


Conditioner : "Come on, our plane leaves in an hour."


Baguai : "Oh? Oh."





Conditioner nods to the rest, and leads Baguai out of Tofu's office. Ranma and Akane stand up and run after them


as they leave with their luggage.





Ranma & Akane : "Guys! Wait up! At least let us see you off!"





Everyone else following, Conditioner and Baguai look behind. Conditioner nods, then yells back at them.





Conditioner : "Not sure there's space for you all in the cab!"


Ranma : "We'll run!"





Conditioner smiles as they all walk out the clinic, four cabs arriving at once. They all stop in front of the clinic,


much to everyone's surprise.





Conditioner : "Of course, I never mentioned four cabs."





                                                                                            -=-=-=-=-





At the airport, they make it with ten minutes to spare. Somewhere along the way, Baguai found the time to clean up


his body, and now looks barely presentable. They are at the entrance to the boarding tunnel, Shampoo hugging


her sister and crying. Conditioner is patting her back reassuringly.





Shampoo : "Shampoo miss sister."


Conditioner : "I'll miss you too, sister."





The two part, then Conditioner looks at Ranma and Akane.





Conditioner : "Hey, what a blast eh Ranma? Maybe next time I come back, we'll have something better."


Ranma : "I've had enough for now, thank you."


Conditioner : "Akane, treat him well now, you hear? He's a good boy to be engaged to."


Akane : "Ah....."





Conditioner gives her a wink. Then she looks at her great-grandmother.





Conditioner : "Thanks to you too, grandma. I don't know what for though."


Cologne : "I should be thanking you."





Just then, the airport's intercom goes on.





Voice : "Will all passengers leaving on flight D-321 bound for China, please board now? The plane will be leaving


                in five minutes. Thank you."





Conditioner : "Guess that's our call. See you guys. Write often."





All : "We will."





Conditioner leaves them with a final wave, then Baguai follows her into the plane, waving his own farewells. They


watch as the plane takes off into the sky.





Kasumi : "Now that everything's back to normal, shall I cook dinner when we get home?"





Everyone nods.





{Epilogue}





It's been a week since Conditioner left, and the first letter arrives for Ranma and Akane, who are back to fighting.


They read it.





"Dear Ranma and Akane.


                    Hi, how're you two getting along? No more fighting I hope. Anyway, Baguai's adapting well to his


   new life as a weapons instructor. He's not his shadow-hunter self anymore since that sword was destroyed,


   thank goodness, and even takes baths once a week. Anyway, life in Joketsuzoku's really boring since I left


  Japan, I look forwards to seeing the two of you. Ja!





                                                                                                                                                                   -Love, Conditioner.


   P.S -


   Say I love you sister to Shampoo for me. Thanks! "





Ranma : "Well, looks like Baguai's not going to hunting anymore poor, defenseless shadows down."


Akane : "You know, I think we should go visit Shampoo now."


Ranma : "What happened to jealously blues?"


Akane : "I can hold that off. For now."





In her room, Kasumi is taking a rest from the daily household chores. She examines the rose which Ranma gave her


once. It is alive and well again, and in beautiful shades of red and green.





Kasumi : "Strange that the rose didn't disappear."





In Joketsuzoku, Conditioner is busy preparing dinner for her and her uncle, who is living in the same house as she 


is. She is chopping away at the vegetables when the yelling of some kids outside distract her for a moment as she


looks up.





Conditioner : "OUCH! Cut myself!"





She quickly sucks the cut on her finger, hoping nobody notices the black blood.





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





Editor's notes : 


Wait a minute, I'm not just the editor, I'm the author too! Well, when I started this story, I didn't really expect the


story to grow so long. I finally decided to split the entire story into two stories under a single series. Actually,


I didn't even expect to create the shadow in the first place (in the first story.). I just thought the shadow in the


original series would've been Conditioner in the darkness. Heck, I didn't even expect to create this entire series!


Well, look what happened now!


You won't believe it, but the first story was intended to be one on sibling rivalry, but I guess I went a little hairwire


there.


Anyway......





THANKS FOR READING THIS!





-The RanMaFan '97.


