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We are all shaped by stories;
those we tell each other, and those we tell ourselves.

Preface
If you’re a fan of Ranma ½ or its fanfic, you can skip this part and go directly to the story. All you need to know is that it’s a serious (both dark and hopeful) treatment of the Cat’s Tongue Arc. But if you’re unfamiliar with Ranma, this preface tells you everything you need to read the story as a standalone work.
In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Rumiko Takahashi’s manga (i.e., graphic novel/comic) Ranma ½ was serialized in Weekly Shōnen Sunday in Japan. The central premise was that the protagonist, martial artist Ranma Saotome, age 16, had fallen into a cursed spring during training in Jusenkyo, China, and as a result, if he was splashed with cold water, he transformed from a handsome young man into a quite physically different pretty young woman (hair color changed from black to red, body shape changed, voice changed, etc.). Hot water reversed the transformation. This led to all kinds of comedic situations, especially given Ranma’s macho personality (instilled by his father’s endless demands that he be “a man among men”), the various romantic entanglements he found himself in (courtesy of his father), and other rivalries (romantic and otherwise) he picked up along the way.
It was a shōnen manga (i.e., aimed at boys primarily), so it had plenty of fights. Often a character would be in love with one of Ranma’s forms but eager to fight the other one, unaware they were the same person, producing plenty of comedy opportunities.
Ranma’s main foil was 16-year old Akane Tendo, a strong-willed martial artist who had to deal with Ranma’s sudden arrival and the discovery that their fathers had arranged their engagement without telling them before they met. Akane had been the de facto inheritor of the Tendo Dojo, but now the pair were to marry, merge their respective martial-arts schools, and continue the dojo. Both resented the engagement, and yet found each other to be both lovable and exasperating. Their complicated relationship created more opportunities for comedy, and sparked conflicts ranging from teasing, to bickering, to extreme (but comical) violence, but there were moments of tenderness, too, as they got to know one another better. Beneath the bluster, they cared for each other deeply, and readers hoped that they’d one day take a step back from their rivalry, see how they were obviously meant to be together, and just be happy.
In 1989, the manga was adapted into an anime television series, which deviated somewhat from the manga’s storyline. In 2024, Netflix began remaking the anime series and has, at the time of writing, created two seasons that (thus far) more closely follow the manga’s storyline. Across all three versions, there is a sequence of events called The Cat’s Tongue Arc, which spans a period of a few weeks where Ranma is “stuck as a girl”; each version has its own take on various details, but they mostly share the same story beats. As usual, it’s just meant to be funny, but watching a third version of this story made me think about what it might really be like for someone to be in such a situation. I could see, in my mind’s eye, a variety of ways that things could play out, and a particular story that I wanted to tell. I dismissively said, “The fan fiction writes itself,” but, of course, it doesn’t. I actually had to do it.
To my surprise, I ended up with a novel. One that explores themes of love, identity, belonging, and what it means to truly know yourself. To do justice to these themes, the story necessarily sometimes spends time in some dark places, and, as in any story of this length, there must be challenges and setbacks; surprises that make your heart leap or sink. Depending on where you’re reading this story, there may be content (warning) tags that you can check if you want to avoid certain themes or situations. But those tags are also spoilers in their way, so perhaps you might prefer to just start reading and see where it takes you.
Phoenix may not be the story you would tell, but this is mine. I hope you enjoy it.

Chapter 1. Saturday, July 2
Ranma Saotome turned off the hot water, pleased to be back in his male form. He wasn’t entirely sure who had splashed him with cold water, but he was pretty sure it had been Akane Tendo.
As if he didn’t have enough problems already! The top item on this week’s list was Shampoo’s bathtub ambush, which was so not his fault. It ought to be obvious to anyone that she’d initiated the whole thing in some misguided attempt to win his affections. Everyone wanted a piece of Ranma Saotome, and even when they got one, they still weren’t satisfied.
Before that, the drama was caused by him apparently kissing Akane while in his “Cat Fist” mode (a fugue state he only entered when he became so overwhelmed by his fear of cats that his mind snapped, causing him to behave like the thing he feared most). He had no control over any of that; he couldn’t even remember anything at all about what happened in that state.
He still didn’t know whether Akane was mad at him for kissing her while in his cat-like state or mad that he didn’t remember doing it. And she wouldn’t say. So what was he supposed to do about it?
Oh, yeah—before the Cat Fist thing, there was the combined battle with Kuno-senpai and Ryoga-kun, which had left him bruised and battered. And of course, their grudges were about things that weren’t in any way his fault either! Gah! Why do I attract all these people? he fumed as he toweled off and put on his martial-arts gi.
In the dojo, Ranma put all his frustration into his training. He moved faster and faster and with more and more power, until he finally overdid it and broke a wooden training dummy in half with a single punch. He stood there, breathing heavily, glaring at the broken pieces on the floor.
“Damn it!” he shouted, kicking one of the pieces across the room. What bugged him most was the way Akane blamed him for all these things that he had no control over, and his explanations often just made her madder. But he was going to have to try again, because, well, taking responsibility was the manly thing to do, right?
He found Akane in the kitchen, making tea. She looked up as he entered.
“Look, Akane,” he began, trying to sound firm but not too aggressive. “I need you to know…I, uh, don’t have anything going on with Shampoo. It was an accident, okay?”
“Oh it’s all fine,” Akane replied sweetly, not looking up from her work. “You just go ahead and get together with anyone you like. I know you can barely control who you kiss, so I shouldn’t have been surprised to find you in a compromising position with Shampoo.”
“Well, if you’re not bothered, then I guess it is fine, and I guess I don’t need to explain anything,” Ranma said angrily and stormed out of the house. Gah! That’s not how I wanted this to go! he thought as he slammed the sliding door behind him, turning to find himself face-to-face with Cologne, Shampoo’s great-grandmother.
“Greetings, son-in-law,” she said with a grin.
“Wha— What?” Ranma stammered, confused.
“I’m here to discuss your marriage to my great-granddaughter Shampoo,” Cologne continued. “You can’t keep avoiding it forever, you know.”
“Look, old lady,” Ranma said, trying to keep his cool, “I don’t want to marry Shampoo. I’m already engaged to Akane.” Not that I had much say in that. “So just leave me alone, okay?”
Ranma pushed the old crone aside to walk past her, but she was surprisingly spry for her age, and she leapt back, landing gracefully and twirling her tall walking stick. “Oh, no. You will marry Shampoo, or else!”
Ranma sighed. This was going to be a long day. “Look, if you want me to marry Shampoo, then you’ll have to catch me first!” he said, and took off running down the street.
To Ranma’s shock, Cologne was able to keep up with him easily. She was small, but she was fast and agile, and she had a surprising amount of strength for her size. They ran through the streets of Nerima, dodging pedestrians and cars, until Ranma finally skidded to a halt in front of a shrine gate.
“Look—I ain’t never gonna be Shampoo’s husband,” he said, panting. “So just give it up!”
“Maybe you won’t be anyone’s husband soon enough,” Cologne replied with a sly smile, and tapped him on the chest with the end of her stick, before bounding away atop it in a way that made Ranma wonder whether it had some kind of spring mechanism inside.
From the distance, he heard her cackling laughter, and what might have been something about seeing him again soon.
His chest felt odd, like there was a knot of tension there. He rubbed the spot where she’d tapped him, but it didn’t help. Still, he had so many other bruises already—what was one more?
He stretched, trying to shake the knot loose, but froze when he heard an unfamiliar voice behind him.
“So you are Ranma Saotome,” the voice said. Ranma turned to see a tall young man with long hair, thick glasses, and a confident smirk.
“Yeah, that’s me,” Ranma replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “And who might you be?” he asked, eyeing the stranger warily.
“I am Mousse, a warrior of the Chinese Amazon tribe,” the young man replied, striking a pose. “I have come to challenge you to a duel, for the honor of my tribe and that of my beloved Shampoo, whom you besmirch with your unworthy affections!”
“Hey, you’re welcome to her affections,” Ranma replied, appraising his opponent. With his thick glasses, it seemed like he could barely see, and Ranma was confident that he could take him easily. “But if you want to fight me, I’m game.”
Mousse nodded solemnly. “Tomorrow then, at the park at 2 p.m. Prepare yourself for a fight, man to man!” He spun around, his robe swirling dramatically around him, and strode away briskly. The effect was rendered rather less impressive when he walked directly into a telephone pole, knocking himself out cold.
Why do I attract these people? Ranma thought, shaking his head. At least he’s not very bright. This should be easy.
* * *
The rest of the day passed uneventfully, if awkwardly. When he got back to the dojo, Akane was still mad at him but pretending she wasn’t, so dinner was tense, with neither of them speaking much. Ranma was looking forward to a long soak in a hot bath to help heal his battered body and prepare it for his duel with Mousse tomorrow.
But as he filled the bath, it became clear that something must be wrong with the water heater. The water was scalding, far hotter than he liked—hotter than anyone would want it to be. He mixed in a lot more cold water, but it still seemed unreasonably hot. After a moment of consideration, he reminded himself that he was Ranma Saotome, and he’d been in many a hot spring, so an overly hot bath wasn’t going to stop him.
Everyone in the house heard Ranma’s scream of pain as he leapt out of the bath. He’d barely gotten his foot into the water before the heat became unbearable and he’d had to jump out. He grabbed a bucket of cold water to cool his scalded skin, but of course the splash of cold water transformed him into his female form.
Kasumi, the oldest Tendo sister, was first on the scene. “Ranma? Are you okay?” she asked, concerned, offering a towel to the naked young woman.
“Why is your water so damn hot?” Ranma yelled, trying to keep his voice steady despite the pain. “I can’t even touch it!”
Nabiki, the middle sister, had arrived by then as well, and put her finger into the bathwater. “It’s barely even warm,” she said, confused. “Maybe you’re just being a wimp.”
“Oh, he’s not being very manly at all,” said a voice, and everyone turned to see Cologne at the bathroom window, grinning at Ranma.
“What did you do to me?” Ranma demanded, still in pain.
Cologne chuckled. “Just a little something to make you more amenable to marrying Shampoo. I activated the Full-Body Cat’s Tongue pressure point. You won’t be able to stand hot water until I release it.”
After pausing for a moment to let that news sink in, she continued, “So, what do you say? Will you marry my great-granddaughter now?”
Ranma glared at her. “No way! I don’t want to marry Shampoo. I’ll find my own cure for this!”
Cologne shrugged. “You’ll change your mind soon enough with your manhood at stake. You cannot win this battle, and the quicker you concede, the sooner it ends. Until then, no more hot baths for you! But perhaps a long cold shower will wake you up to the reality of your situation! Ha-ha-ha!” And with that, she bounced away on her stick, leaving Ranma to contemplate his predicament.
Ranma looked at his foot. It was now his girl-form foot, all dainty and small, but still angrily red from the scalding water. But if scalding hot water was what was needed to change back into his boy form, well, he was no wimp. He took a deep breath and tried to plunge his foot back into the bath. His body seemed to resist the idea and his foot just hovered above the water, but then, using all his mental focus, he forced his foot down towards the water. His toe had barely touched the surface when a jolt of pain shot up his leg; feeling as if his flesh were being burned away. He leapt away from the bath again, screaming in pain and landing on the bucket of cold water he’d used earlier, sending it splashing everywhere, including, of course, all over himself. Any transformation into his boy form had been abruptly canceled.
He wanted to try again, but his survival instincts would no longer allow him to even get close to the water. He sighed. It was going to be a long few days until he could find a way to reverse the pressure point’s effect.
Leg still throbbing, and with an audience, he decided to minimize the problem. “It’s no big deal,” he announced to everyone looking at him (now including Akane, in the hallway; who at least didn’t seem to be angry with him any longer). “Maybe I’ll wow everyone with my feminine charm!” he said, trying to sound confident.
Akane glared at him and muttered, “Idiot.”
Ranma heard her, and shot back, “Well, I won’t be asking you for help being girly, obviously. You’re such a tomboy.”
Akane now looked hurt and she stormed off. What’s her problem now? I was just trying to say she didn’t have to help me if she didn’t want to!
Ranma spent the rest of the evening mixing schoolwork with trying to figure out how to reverse the pressure point’s effect. Cologne said she had a cure, but since the price for it was marrying Shampoo, that definitely wasn’t an option. He’d have to find another way. He tried to cheer himself up, thinking that if there was one thing Ranma Saotome was good at, it was finding his way out of a tight spot.
Bedtime was strange. Unless there was some massive drama unfolding, like running away from yet another person or group his father had angered, he spent as little time in his girl form as possible. Most of the times he changed were the result of accidents or in the course of a fight, and he would seek out hot water to change back as soon as he could. Sometimes, as part of a broader plan to defeat an opponent, he might deliberately transform himself, but again, he’d switch back at the first opportunity.
As much as possible, he wanted to keep his Jusenkyo curse secret, and, by some small miracle, surprisingly few people had seen the transformation occur up close, but many more had witnessed its obvious consequences (like a boy fighting one moment and a girl fighting the next). His schoolmates had come up with several theories about what was really going on (mostly well outside Ranma’s earshot), but he had definitely heard some of his (male) schoolmates declare that if they could transform into a girl, they’d spend plenty of time exploring their body, often with lewd comments about what they might do in the privacy of their own bedrooms. But Ranma wasn’t like that. He might be happy to flaunt his female form in public if it served a purpose, but to exploit it for his own pleasure or curiosity was not something he was comfortable with. He was still Ranma Saotome, after all. This girl’s body was like a costume he wore when needed, and at the end of the day, it was time to hang it up and get back to normal.
Given the craziness of his life, it wasn’t like he’d never woken up in his girl form, usually after someone threw water on him while he was sleeping, but he’d never gone to bed that way. Well, okay, with all the chaos in his life, he probably had, but that was different, with some hot-water–free drama unfolding or a situation that made it necessary to keep the girl disguise going. But tonight it was just him, alone in his room, in the wrong body, and with nothing to occupy his mind but the predicament he was in. It was a strange sensation, lying there in the dark—just finding a way to get settled on the hard futon turned out to be a challenge as some of his usual sleeping positions were now awkward or uncomfortable. Eventually, after some wriggling around, he got comfortable enough to drift off to sleep.

Chapter 2. Sunday, July 3
Ranma Saotome was the very picture of masculinity as Cologne struck him in the chest with her stick. At the impact, Ranma instantly transformed—not just his body, but everything else as well—leaving him looking like a girl from the cover of a magazine, with tasteful makeup, stylish clothes, and flowing hair.
“Nooo!” Ranma cried, waking from his nightmare, only to realize that he hadn’t really escaped his nightmare at all; he was still in female form. He might have escaped the fashion-magazine look of his dream—reality swapping it for his usual pajamas—but the confines of his situation remained. And of course, his pajamas were now much too big for him; he probably looked like an idiot wearing them.
He needed to pee. That was something else he had surprisingly little experience with in this form. Most times when he was in girl form, it wasn’t for very long and he could just hold it. Of course, a few times, training with his father, they’d been far out in the countryside, but there were usually plenty of other things occupying his mind. But public bathrooms almost always had plenty of hot water he could splash on himself so he could change back and use the facilities in his proper form. This time was different.
“What are you doing in there? Hurry up, Ranma!” Akane called from outside the bathroom door.
“I’ll be out when I’m done!” Ranma called back, trying to sound normal. He sat there, and for a long moment it felt like nothing was going to happen; he began to imagine new indignities he might have to suffer if he couldn’t go. But then, finally, the urge became too strong, and he managed to relieve himself. He dried himself off gingerly, as if afraid of his own anatomy, and then washed his hands and opened the door.
Passing Akane in the corridor, she looked at him strangely. “You okay? You look… different.”
“I’m fine,” Ranma replied, trying to sound casual. “Just… you know, a lot on my mind.”
Akane looked at the girl walking back to her room… to his room, and frowned. He was usually so confident and self-assured, even as a girl, but now he seemed uncertain and awkward. She wondered what was going on with him.
* * *
Back in his room, Ranma considered his options for what to wear. His wardrobe turned out to have a surprising number of outfits his girl form could wear, but most of them were rather on the skimpy side; clothes Nabiki had offered to him, claiming that she’d bought them but they’d turned out not to be her style. Given that it was hard for Ranma to imagine Nabiki buying a skimpy swimsuit for herself—not to mention giving something away for free instead of selling it on or returning it—Ranma suspected the real reason for the “donated” clothes had more to do with Nabiki’s enthusiasm about photographing his girl form in them. He didn’t have solid proof, but, if he was honest with himself, he’d long suspected her of selling risqué photos of “her” to the highest bidder.
There was a part of him that wanted to just put on one of these outlandish outfits and adopt a carefree attitude like nothing was wrong—that was his normal playbook, after all, even if it annoyed Akane to no end. But today felt different. He decided to go with a variation on his usual boy-mode attire, with pants and a baggy top. Pulling his hair into a simple ponytail, he headed out and down to breakfast.
“Good morning, Ranma-kun!” Kasumi said cheerily as he poked his head into the kitchen. “I called Dr. Tofu’s clinic first thing this morning and got his service and requested an appointment for Monday. He just called me back and offered to see you this morning, which is very kind of him.” Kasumi didn’t mention how distracted Dr. Tofu had seemed on the phone, or the sounds of things being knocked over in the background—it was best to focus on Ranma’s situation right now.
“Uh, thanks, I guess,” Ranma replied, still feeling a bit awkward. He entered the dining area, where everyone else was already seated. Akane looked up as he entered, and their eyes met for a moment. There was still some tension there, but at least she wasn’t angry anymore. He took a moment to look more closely at what Akane had chosen to wear for the weekend, given his own struggles with picking out something to wear. She was wearing a simple blouse with a pattern of blue and white flowers, tucked into a casual canvas skirt: feminine but practical.
Ranma thought about tomorrow—a school day—and how, if he didn’t get matters resolved today, he’d have to decide what to wear again. His normal school clothes weren’t going to fit, and in his girl form he was shorter than Akane so her uniforms wouldn’t fit him either. Even if they did, would he even want to wear a dress to school? It was fine playing dress-up when you were in the middle of a dramatic escapade, but wearing one while just sitting in a classroom and trying to learn stuff would be… different. Seems like that’s the word of the day.
“What are you looking at?” Akane asked him, a hint of annoyance in her voice.
“Nothin’,” Ranma replied quickly, sitting down. “Just… you know, thinking about stuff.”
The rest of breakfast passed uneventfully, although he thought he’d caught Akane watching him with a weird expression on her face a couple of times, and soon enough the time for his appointment was nearing. Kasumi helped Ranma gather his things for the trip to Dr. Tofu’s clinic, and they headed out. Akane said she had other things to do, so she waved goodbye to them from the front door.
At the clinic, Kasumi explained Ranma’s predicament to Dr. Tofu. Unfortunately, in Kasumi’s presence, Dr. Tofu always became flustered and awkward—at one point examining Ranma’s back and claiming he couldn’t find anything wrong there. But once Kasumi excused herself, Dr. Tofu calmed down and was able to focus. After a careful examination and consultation with his medical texts, he came to a conclusion.
“It appears that Cologne has struck a pressure point known as the Full-Body Cat’s Tongue point,” Dr. Tofu explained. “It’s a rather obscure technique, but it has the effect of making those afflicted extremely sensitive to hot water, to the point that they cannot tolerate it at all. In fact, you must be careful to avoid hot water as best you can, as even warm water could cause serious skin damage and scarring.” He went on to admit that he didn’t know of any cure for it, but promised to look into the pressure point and its effects more deeply.
Ranma and Kasumi returned home, with Ranma explaining along the way that Dr. Tofu hadn’t really told him anything new. Kasumi seemed sure that he’d figure something out as he always seemed enthusiastic about researching unusual medical conditions and was attentive to his patients, if sometimes a little clumsy in person.
* * *
As lunchtime rolled around, Ranma remembered his promise to meet Mousse at the park for their duel. Mousse had demanded a “man to man” fight, which was hardly something Ranma could provide in his current (girl) form. But he wasn’t about to back down from a challenge he’d accepted—he still had his vast repertoire of martial-arts skills, even in this weakened state. At least it was a Sunday, so there wouldn’t be much of an audience—even if Mousse turned out to be more of a challenge than he was expecting, there would be no serious damage to his reputation.
He’d barely sat down to eat when he heard an unwelcome voice behind him.
“Future husband fight for my honor! How romantic!” Shampoo exclaimed, clapping her hands together excitedly as she approached the table. “Shame he in girl form, though. Mousse want to fight boy not silly girl!”
Ranma sighed. “Yeah, well, I can’t exactly help that right now.”
Shampoo pouted. “But if you marry me, great-grandmother lift curse! Then you can fight Mousse as man!”
Akane, also at the dining table, looked at him pointedly, as if somehow this was all his fault.
“Yeah, about that….” Ranma rubbed the back of his neck awkwardly. “I’m not really looking to get married right now.”
Shampoo’s eyes narrowed playfully. “You say that now, but once you see how strong I am, you change your mind! I look after delicate Ranma-chan! But everyone want to see you fight Mousse now, yes? We tell all boys we find from school to come watch! We say Mousse very strong, and you very weak. It will be funny!”
“Are you staying for lunch?” Akane asked coldly, “Because I don’t think we’ve prepared enough food for a guest.”
“I hungry, but I don’t need your food. Great-grandmother opening new cat-themed Amazon noodle shop nearby. I eat there!” Shampoo replied, before turning to Ranma. “Meet you at park later, yes? You fight Mousse for my heart!”
She left, and Akane looked at Ranma with an exasperated expression. The message was clear: Why are you leading Shampoo on? Why are you creating so much chaos?
“What?! Mousse challenged me!” Ranma replied defensively. “I didn’t ask for this!”
“But you just had to say ‘yes’, didn’t you?” Akane shot back. “Your manly pride above anything else!”
“Look, I’ll handle this,” Ranma blustered. “I can beat Mousse, easy. He might be an Amazon warrior, but he’s not very bright.” He frowned. “Just… don’t make a big deal out of it, okay?”
Oh, of course, he’s an “Amazon warrior,” Akane thought, fuming silently. She looked across the table at the diminutive girl sitting opposite her. Was Ranma really being realistic about his chances against Mousse? Somehow, she doubted it, and that worried her. Ranma’s overconfidence felt forced, as well. She might get angry with Ranma (a lot), but she still cared about him, and the thought of him getting hurt bothered her. She sighed. She’d have to be at the park to keep an eye on things and try to make sure he didn’t get himself killed. And she’d really wanted to spend the afternoon studying for their upcoming exams… She sighed again. Dealing with Ranma and his crazy life is impossible sometimes!
As Ranma headed upstairs to get ready for the duel, Akane confided her concerns to Nabiki. She agreed, unhelpfully adding, “That boy is going to get himself into serious trouble one of these days!” After a pause though, Nabiki surprised her by asking, “Anything I can do to help?”
Akane supposed that physical harm to Ranma would be bad for Nabiki’s not-as-secret-as-she-thought business in selling questionable pictures of Ranma’s girl form.
“Probably not much you can do,” Akane replied. “Unless you can figure out a way to get rid of all of this constant chaos we’re constantly digging out of.”
Nabiki looked thoughtful; she was good at finding information sources others overlooked. “Hey, you never know what I might figure out… for the right price,” she said with a sly smile.
* * *
Akane didn’t see Ranma again until they met at the edge of the park. Mousse was already there, apparently mistaking random people for Ranma. There were also a few kids from school who’d come to watch the fight. Thanks, Shampoo. Ranma was dressed bizarrely, wearing a long trench coat, sunglasses, and a hat, apparently trying to hide his female body. Akane wasn’t sure he’d be able to fool anyone, especially as he was considerably shorter as a girl, but maybe Mousse’s vision, apparently terrible even with his incredibly thick glasses, would let Ranma get away with his ruse.
Ranma seemed to take Akane’s arrival as the cue to begin the fight, and leapt into the park. Affecting as deep a voice as he could with his current anatomy, he called out, “Ready when you are, Mousse!”
Mousse began his attack by launching a variety of bizarre projectiles at Ranma—including bath toys and a volley of three classic office staplers—all pulled from inside his flowing robe. Ranma’s dodging around to avoid being hit also allowed him spend as little time on the ground as possible; presumably to make it harder to notice the obvious differences between this form and his usual one.
But barely a minute into the fight, Ranma suddenly shouted, “ ‘Anything Goes’ special disguise attack!” and dropped the overcoat and hat, revealing himself in a bunny-girl outfit underneath. Akane rolled her eyes. Really?
Ranma continued to move as quickly as he could so the audience wouldn’t realize that what they saw wasn’t a disguise at all, but his actual current form. Most people were far enough away that he hoped it would be enough, and, since Mousse didn’t seem to be using his vision at all, Ranma thought he might really get away with his promise to fight “man to man”.
Unfortunately, Ranma soon realized that his need to stay airborne as much as possible and move quickly, coupled with the lesser strength and shorter limbs of his girl’s body, was making the fight far more challenging than he’d expected. Mousse was surprisingly agile and strong, and his bizarre attacks kept Ranma on the defensive. Ranma absorbed several significant blows, including one powerful “Fist of the White Swan” attack that sent him flying into a tree, dazing him for a moment. To add insult to injury, it turned out that the white swan in question was a child’s training toilet. What the hell?
Akane watched the fight with increasing worry. Ranma was losing. And of course, he wasn’t just going to stop and lose the fight, so he’d keep going until he got seriously hurt. She tried to think of something she could do…
Nabiki suddenly appeared at her side, dragging Dr. Tofu behind her. Over the noise of the fight itself and the audience, Nabiki shouted something about Dr. Tofu having telephoned the Tendo house with news, saying he’d found a pressure point that could counter the Full-Body Cat’s Tongue point. It was called the Tokyo Grandpa Point, apparently, and, if triggered correctly, it would fix everything. She kept talking, but all the commotion drowned out much of what she said. Having got the gist of it, Akane just waved her arms and pointed from Dr. Tofu to Ranma to get him to go ahead and help Ranma however he could.
It wasn’t easy for Dr. Tofu to insert himself into the middle of the fight without being injured, but he eventually managed to get close enough to Ranma to strike the Tokyo Grandpa Point on his back. Ranma felt a sudden warmth spread through his body, and he knew that Cologne’s nasty scheme had been neutralized.
Nabiki threw him a thermos of hot water she’d brought along (labelled with a fair price in yen), and Ranma eagerly splashed it over himself while executing a spinning tumble. The sensation was wonderful, and he felt himself rapidly transform back into his proper form. He flexed his fingers and toes, enjoying the return of strength to his limbs. The bunny-girl outfit was now rather binding, but that discomfort just sharpened his resolve to finish the fight quickly and recover the overcoat where it lay outside the field of battle. Curiously, it looked like someone had made off with the hat, but with the need for a disguise gone, it hardly mattered.
He quickly regained the upper hand against Mousse, who was now clearly outmatched. With a final powerful strike, Ranma sent Mousse flying into a nearby bush, where he lay dazed and defeated.
Looking around, he saw that Nabiki and Akane weren’t watching his victory, but were instead in the midst of a heated conversation. He saw Akane turn to Dr. Tofu in consternation. Dr. Tofu nodded, and Akane looked crestfallen. Ranma grabbed the overcoat and put it on as he walked over.
“I tried to tell her,” Nabiki said to Ranma as he approached them, “the Tokyo Grandpa Point can only be used once. It is a respite, not a cure.”
Ranma stood stunned, his victory forgotten. He’d thought they’d found a way out of his predicament, but now he knew it was only temporary. At least it had helped him win the fight. He tried to put things into perspective. Yes, in mere minutes, his sensitivity to hot water would be back as strong as ever, and that would leave him stuck again if he was hit with cold water, but at least he was back in his proper form for now. He’d just have to do his best to avoid cold water for as long as possible.
As if on cue, the heavens opened up and rain began to cascade down. Ranma looked up at the sky, realizing that his respite was ending almost as quickly as it had begun.
“Damn it all!” he shouted, as the downpour soaked him, transforming him back into her once again.
* * *
Ranma walked home in the rain, dejected. He’d gone off on his own to think about the situation by himself, without anyone else telling him what to think. Believing he’d been cured and then finding that it was just a temporary reprieve was yet another blow to his ego. But he pushed the disappointment down, and reminded himself that he was Ranma Saotome, and that meant he would prevail, one way or another. Eventually. As he trudged along the wet street, he heard a familiar cackling laugh.
“Are you ready to marry Shampoo yet?” the voice called out to him. Up ahead he saw Cologne standing under an awning, grinning at him. He glared back.
“Your cure is right here,” she continued, gesturing to a large locket around her neck. “The Phoenix Pill. Take it, and the effects of the Cat’s Tongue will be lifted.”
“Oh, I’ll take it, all right,” Ranma replied, with new energy. “I’ll take it right from around your neck!” And with that vow, he charged at her.
At the last moment, Cologne bounced away on her stick, leaving him sprawled on the wet ground. “You’ll have to be quicker than that, son-in-law!” she called back, before disappearing into the rain.
Ranma slowly got to his feet, covered in mud. They’d been looking for ways to get rid of the Cat’s Tongue without dealing with Cologne, but Cologne had changed the game with her challenge. Marrying Shampoo was impossible, but surely Ranma Saotome could defeat an old lady, no matter how skilled she seemed to be. He’d have to train to make this body stronger, but then he’d beat her, take the pill from her, and laugh in her face when she realized her plan to force him and Shampoo together had failed.
* * *
By the time he got back to the dojo, he was soaked to the bone and feeling fed up with everything again. His initial enthusiasm had been washed away by the relentless downpour and a growing feeling that he’d missed a vital factor in his initial confidence. His fight with Mousse had shown that being in girl form was an added complication, reducing the effectiveness of his skills. And his previous encounters with Cologne, even as a boy, hadn’t been particularly successful, either. Sure, Cologne was old, but her skill and experience was clear. Nevertheless, a challenge was a challenge; he just needed a new angle.
Akane was waiting for him at the door, an umbrella in her hand. “Are you okay?” she asked, concerned.
“Nothing a hot bath won’t fix,” Ranma replied, affecting a confident air, before he realized the irony of his statement. He winced. “Uh, maybe not a hot bath.”
He got out of his wet and muddy clothes and cleaned up and dried himself off as best he could. He was too tired and unsteady on his feet to take a proper shower, especially a cold one, so it would have to do. Nabiki offered him a bathrobe to wear, which he accepted because it was long and helped warm him up, even though the color and pattern were decidedly feminine. Not that it mattered, he supposed, since he was in girl form anyway.
Akane followed him into the kitchen. He’d missed dinner, but he hoped that Kasumi might have put something aside for him, and he was right.
“What now?” Akane asked as he started eating.
He tried to rally his bravado; he had his image to maintain. “I have a plan,” he told Akane. “Cologne challenged me to fight her for the Phoenix Pill. All I have to do is defeat her and I can be cured of this stupid heat sensitivity.”
“Baka!” Akane exclaimed, smacking him on the head. “You can’t just go charging in like that! You need a strategy!”
Akane’s criticism, echoing his own doubts, made him even more frustrated. “I gotta try!” Ranma exclaimed, standing abruptly and heading for the stairs. “I can’t just sit around and do nothin’, like some dumb girl!”
Akane sighed. Ordinarily, she’d be annoyed by Ranma’s stupid sexist remark, but something about the way she’d… he’d said it made her feel like it wasn’t so much directed at her, but more an expression of his own frustration. She couldn’t help feeling that he was trying to put up a good front but that he was struggling with the challenge of being stuck in his female form.
* * *
Ranma closed the door to his bedroom and leant back against it, closing his eyes tightly. He was really struggling. He was used to being the one in control, the strong one, the one who could take care of himself and protect others. But now, in this weaker body, he couldn’t help but feel more vulnerable and uncertain. He’d almost lost the fight with Mousse. He would have lost without Dr. Tofu’s help. He was still Ranma Saotome, but he was also… not.
He needed to show everyone that no matter what body he wore, he was still a force to be reckoned with and someone they could rely on. Winning against Cologne would demonstrate that, but Akane was right: he needed a better plan than his usual approach. As the fight with Mousse showed, rushing in blindly and trusting that he’d figure things out as he went might have worked when he was a boy, but now he needed to be smarter. He needed to turn his weakness into a strength. But how? He yawned. Maybe an idea would come to him by morning.
He looked across the room at his futon and saw that someone had put out different sleepwear for him. Instead of his regular pajamas, whose overlong legs were now a trip hazard, there was a simple long sleep tee with a print of a cartoon cat on it. He sighed, looking away and back again. Well, it wasn’t frilly or anything. It was really just a long T-shirt, and both sexes wore T-shirts. And the cat was so cartoonishly cute that it didn’t trigger his ailurophobia. So it was fine and, anyway, at least it would be comfortable and he’d be less likely to kill himself on the way to the bathroom. Accepting the situation for now, he put it on.
He also found a hairbrush, and he realized that his hair was still matted from the rain and his half-hearted toweling off. He picked up the brush and began to work through the tangles, trying to relax his mind. The action of the brush felt good, and it triggered a dim memory of a time when he’d been a little kid and his mother had brushed his hair for him. He smiled at the memory and felt a bit happier, but then he caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror.
He saw a young woman looking back at him, with long hair, soft features, and a slender figure. She had been smiling faintly, but as he watched, the smile in the young woman’s eyes faded away.
“Damn it! I might look like a girl,” Ranma announced to the reflection, “but that doesn’t mean I have to turn into one. I’m still Ranma Saotome, man among… I’m still me!”
Grimly, he left his bedroom, cleaned his teeth and washed up a little more (planning a proper cold shower in the morning), and then returned and laid down on his futon. He closed his eyes again, willing ideas to come to him. As with the previous night, his usual sleeping positions felt awkward, especially with his new sleepwear, but this time, a bit more used to sleeping in this form, he moved his pillow so it supported his body as well as his head and quickly drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 3. Monday, July 4
Ranma stood next to Kuno Tatewaki in a white wedding dress, holding a bouquet of flowers. Kuno-senpai was beaming down at him. He was dressed in a black tuxedo, and the two were standing in front of a priest in a small chapel. They had apparently just finished saying their vows, and the priest was saying, “You may now kiss the bride.” Kuno-senpai leaned in and…  Ranma woke up with a start, sweating and breathing heavily.
“What the hell!” he exclaimed, sitting up. On the one hand, he was relieved it had only been a dream. On the other hand, the idea of marrying Kuno was… well, it was just wrong on so many levels. He shuddered at the thought. His heart sunk further as he realized that while that nightmare was over, the ongoing horror of being stuck in his female form was still very much present.
As he processed the dream and got back to reality, he’d moved to sitting on the edge of the futon. Much as he had the night before, he caught sight of his reflection in the mirror. The young woman looking back at him had a worried expression on her face. Ranma applied some self control and brought calm to the face that stared back at him. As she sat there, unadorned in her simple sleep shirt, this young woman looked pretty, in a simple sort of way. The young woman smiled back at him.
Something in him snapped and he turned away. “I am Ranma Saotome,” he declared firmly, “and that will always be true!”
He turned back to the girl in the mirror. He’d hoped she’d look powerful and in control, but instead she looked unhappy. If she’d been someone else, he might have feared she was on the verge of tears. Ranma closed his eyes and tried to clear his mind and center himself once more. When he opened them, the young woman in the mirror told him, “Akane is a girl and she manages just fine. Get over yourself, Ranma.”
Ranma laughed at the absurdity of talking to his reflection like that, but at the same time, he felt a little better. Encouraged, he decided to try to think about his situation logically.
Cologne was a significant adversary, perhaps the biggest challenge he’d faced. He needed a new angle, some way to catch her out. As he’d said the night before, he needed to turn his current situation to his advantage… somehow. He definitely needed to hone his skills in this body, that was for sure. Normally, he’d just be trying to quickly extricate himself from whatever fighting situation he was in so he could return to his male form and the advantages that came with it. But maybe he could learn some new tricks, train hard, properly master this body rather than just treating it like a silly costume. That would be an investment worth making; something he could continue to use once this was all over. But to train well, he needed time and focus, and if he couldn’t escape the chaos that followed him everywhere, that time would never come. He thought briefly about heading out into the country, away from everyone, where he could train without the constant disruption.
But then another idea occurred to him. Sometimes when an opponent threw a punch at you, you didn’t brace yourself against the blow, you followed the motion of the punch, exaggerating its force while reducing its impact, and when you did that, your opponent would be taken by surprise, perhaps even overbalanced. Yes, he could see the shape of a plan. It was an audacious idea that exemplified the Anything Goes style. Do the thing that most people wouldn’t do. Zig when they zag. It might not be easy, but he was confident in his ability to pull it off. It wasn’t that much different from things he’d done before. He could run this gauntlet and come out the other side with another victory. Proof of his skill.
Feeling pleased to have a sense of a path forward, finally, Ranma got up and went to the bathroom to shower. Before he was done, he heard Akane once again encouraging him to hurry up so she could also get ready for school.
As they passed each other in the corridor, Ranma asked, “Hey, Akane, do you think you could help me with something?”
“Sure, what is it?” Akane replied, curious.
“Well, I might have to train for a week or two to defeat Cologne, so I’m gonna have to get used to this form for a bit. So, uh, I was wondering if, uh, anyone had a spare school uniform I could borrow. Just to… you know… blend in better.”
Akane looked at him, surprised. “You want to wear a girl’s school uniform?” she asked, raising an eyebrow, wondering what shenanigans Ranma was up to now.
“It’s not like that!” Ranma replied quickly, trying to sound serious. “I just thought it might be a way to be a bit under the radar, get in fewer fights, that kind of thing, but, uh, if you don’t have one, it’s no big deal.”
“Well,” Akane said after a moment, “We’re not exactly the same size now, but I do have an old one from a couple of years ago that might fit you. You can borrow it, but don’t go ruining it or anything.”
“I’ll do my best not to,” Ranma replied, relieved. “I mean, you don’t ruin yours, so if I can just try to manage the way you do, I think I’ll be okay. Thanks, Akane.”
Akane watched Ranma retreat to his room. Something was off, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Possibly it was just the outfit. She wouldn’t have expected to see Ranma wearing something cat-themed, given his pathological fear of cats. Especially with a cat that cute looking.
She was reminded of the story she’d been told about Ranma acquiring his Cat Fist technique. To hear Genma-san, his father, tell it, when Ranma was much younger, Genma had dropped him into a pit of hungry feral cats, covered in fish, causing the cats to surround and attack him. That was awful enough, but Genma laughed as he told them he’d had to do the whole thing several times before the phobia-driven ultra-violent fugue state manifested. He had to be kidding, and everyone else laughed about like it was just a tall tale. Except, she realized, Ranma.
True or not, the story was just more evidence that Ranma was used to taking things in his stride. This whole situation was a bit odd, but he’d be fine—he always muddled through, right? In fact, their discussion about the uniform was clear evidence that he was already getting a pretty good handle on things.
* * *
Akane was already at the breakfast table when Ranma’s voice came from the corridor. “I just want you all to know, I’m still Ranma Saotome, like, even if I’m in a different uniform. I’m still the same person, okay? I’m just trying to stay out of trouble and fly under the radar for a bit so I can get a chance to train. That’s all.”
And with that, she appeared in the doorway, wearing Akane’s old school uniform. It seemed to fit pretty well, but the overall effect was… weird. Akane had seen Ranma’s girl form in female clothes hundreds of times before, but they’d always been for show, always over the top, sometimes feeling like especially annoying attempts to outgirl her. But this Ranma looked like an ordinary, if slightly nervous, high-school girl.
Akane’s father Soun looked up from his newspaper. “Well, well, if it isn’t my future daughter-in-law,” he said with a smirk.
Ranma’s father—wearing his panda form despite the ready availability of hot water to reverse his own Jusenkyo curse—looked up and grunted. Whether the grunt meant approval or disapproval, Ranma couldn’t tell.
“Well, I gotta eat,” Ranma said, sitting down and quickly wolfing down his breakfast (some things obviously hadn’t changed). “And, uh, thanks for letting me borrow the uniform, Akane.”
* * *
Nabiki slipped out the door with a wave, and Kasumi found herself alone in the house. She finished wiping the table down for at least the third time that morning, then rinsed out the cloth and hung it up to dry. While she waited for the water to boil for tea, she gathered up yesterday’s newspapers and straightened out a few other things in the downstairs rooms.
Once her tea was ready, she took the mug and the papers with her and sat on the back porch. While she drank her tea, she worked through most of the logic puzzles in the paper.
This morning had been weird. Okay, weirder than usual. In some ways. She shook her head. The word “weird” had taken on a whole new meaning since Ranma and his deadbeat father had come to live with them.
She took another sip of tea. Ranma had been a bit off yesterday morning, and Dr. Tofu hadn’t been able to help him with the Cat’s Tongue pressure point that Cologne woman had used on him, although she had faith in him, even if he did behave somewhat oddly.
But this morning, Ranma had borrowed an old school uniform from Akane, and before he came into the dining room at breakfast, he’d made a little speech to, presumably, reassure their fathers about how he looked. That speech, though, gave her a turn. Ranma had been living with them for months now, but he, like his father, always used the most macho forms of Japanese speech, even when he looked like a girl. But this morning, he sounded exactly like any other girl, and in the uniform, with his hair down and brushed out, he seemed like a normal girl.
Until he ate his breakfast, when he seemed to be back to his usual self. At least he appreciated her cooking.
Akane had been watching him surreptitiously during the whole meal. Her expression seemed to alternate between concern and something else. She knew that she’d have to keep a close eye on the two of them. Maybe Ranma could learn something from this experience, be less of an arrogant jerk, and improve his relationship with her little sister. That would make the whole ordeal a win for everyone.
* * *
Breakfast complete, Ranma and Akane were walking to Furinkan High School together, following the path of the Shakujii river. As a city river with concrete banks, it wasn’t outstandingly beautiful, but there was greenery in addition to the water, and this path gave the most direct route, with the river itself giving rise to fewer cross-streets. The pair hadn’t spoken since they left the house, each a little afraid that they might say the wrong thing, but Akane thought of something.
“I can help you with your training,” she offered, surprising herself with her own boldness.
Ranma drew breath. He was about to tell her that he didn’t need help, that he was more than capable of making up his own training regimens, and that she’d only slow him down, all the usual excuses, but the moment that well-rehearsed speech popped into his head, he realized how much those words would hurt Akane, would push her away when she was reaching out to try to help him. And, although he teased her about being a tomboy, the truth was that Akane was a skilled martial artist, and he could certainly use all the help he could get. Maybe she can even help me learn to fight better in this body, he thought.
He swallowed his pride. “Uh, okay… thanks” he said finally. “I could use a training partner. Just don’t hold back, all right? I need to get stronger.”
Akane couldn’t help herself, “Hold back? I dunno, Ranma. I’d be hitting a girl, maybe I need to hold back because girls are delicate, right?”
Ranma felt the sting in her words; he knew immediately what she was getting at. How many times had he made similar sexist remarks when she’d asked him not to hold back when fighting her? Part of him wanted to snap back at her, tell her that it was different when he was a boy fighting a girl, but he knew that would only make things worse.
Instead, he took a deep breath and said, “I get it. I can be a jerk sometimes. You’re right. No holding back, on either side.”
They continued the rest of the way to school in a companionable silence, each lost in their own thoughts, each slightly surprised that the conversation had gone as well as it had.
Arriving at the school gates, they were greeted by an all too familiar sight. Tatewaki Kuno-senpai was there, as usual, dressed in his usual kendo outfit—a light blue kimono under dark blue hakama—instead of the standard uniform male students were expected to wear. This morning he’d accessorized with a rose in his teeth and a bouquet of flowers in the hand not holding his bokken. Spotting Akane, he immediately strode over to her.
“Ah, my beloved Akane-sama!” Kuno exclaimed, bowing deeply. “Might I have the honor of escorting you to class this fine morning?” Noticing Ranma at her side, he added, “And perhaps you could introduce me to your lovely friend here?”
Ranma’s decision to wear a conventional school uniform and not to put his hair in its usual braid apparently meant that Kuno didn’t immediately recognize him as “the pigtailed girl” he claimed to be infatuated with. Ranma decided to play along for now. “Sure, senpai,” Ranma replied, trying to sound demure. “If you behave like a gentleman and with proper restraint, by the end of the week I might tell you my name.”
Akane would have preferred to have just knocked Kuno into next week as usual, but she knew Ranma was trying to keep a low profile, so she reluctantly went along. “Okay, Kuno-senpai, you may escort us,” she said, “but don’t do or say anything stupid. Just walk us to class in silence.”
Kuno beamed. “As you wish, my lady,” he said, taking Akane’s hand and bowing to Ranma. “And you, my fair maiden. I look forward to earning the right to know your name.”
Kuno’s reaction was, of course, an outlier. Once they’d reached their classroom and Kuno had departed for his own, Ranma found that his classmates were pointing and whispering; clearly having recognized him as Ranma Saotome despite his new look. The teachers maintained their dignity, but Ranma knew they were confused, too.
His classmates had come up with a variety of theories to explain the appearance or disappearance of his two forms while at school. Some believed he had a twin sister; others thought he was crossdressing for attention (somehow oblivious to the clear height and build differences); and a few even imagined that magic of some kind was involved (although, strangely, those voices were in the minority). Now, seeing him attending school as a girl, in the proper uniform, they were even more confused. The twin-sister theory seemed to gain more traction, but no one was quite sure what to make of Ranma’s appearance.
When it came time for a break between lessons, several of Ranma’s classmates approached him, eager to talk to unwrap the mystery. A boy named Hiroshi approached first. “Hey, um, Saotome-san,” he said, trying to sound casual, “so, uh, are you like, you know, the same Ranma Saotome that everyone knows about?”
For the past two days, Ranma had been in girl form, but not playing the over-the-top girl persona he’d adopted when cosplaying as a girl for some scheme or other. But those skills were still there; he could still channel them when he chose. He smiled sweetly at Hiroshi. “Well, I think that Ranma Saotome is clearly a boy, right?” he said, batting his eyelashes. “And,” pointing to herself, “this Ranma Saotome is clearly a girl. You do know the difference, don’t you? I think you ought to be able to figure it out from there.”
Hiroshi blushed furiously. “Oh, uh, yeah, I guess so,” he stammered, backing away quickly.
A girl he didn’t know well, Yumi-san, approached next. “Hi, Ranma-san,” she ventured, trying to sound friendly. “So, uh, will you be using the girl’s bathroom and changing rooms from now on?”
In the past, a question like that would have left Ranma flustered and unsure of how to respond, but now it really mattered. “Well, Yumi-san,” he began, dropping the slightly over-the-top femininity he’d channeled for Hiroshi, while maintaining the speech patterns expected of Japanese girls, “I think that would make sense, don’t you? You have the same body parts as I do. Would you want to use the boy’s bathrooms and changing rooms? And I don’t think either of us wants to be leered at in any changing room, right? The point is to go in, get changed, and get out as quickly as possible.”
Yumi didn’t look like she was entirely convinced, but she nodded slowly anyway, saying, “I guess so. You can’t put yourself in a risky situation,” before hurrying away.
Truth be told, when it came time for gym class, Ranma was a little nervous about using the girls’ changing room, but he reminded himself that Akane did it every day, and she was fine. He just needed to be quick and efficient about it. Even as he kept his eyes to himself, he noticed plenty of other eyes on him; he felt a little secret pride—all they could see was an attractive young woman with no room for doubt or artifice.
But as they changed after class, a girl named Miki approached him. “Hey, Ranma-san,” she said, smirking, “I don’t know what you are, but I do know you’re a freak. You should change in the gym closet or something, not in here with real girls.”
To her surprise, Yumi came to Ranma’s defense. “Leave her alone, Miki,” she said firmly. “You can see she’s a girl just like us. If you have a problem with that, maybe you should look at yourself. Isn’t that right, Ranma-san?”
Ranma gulped, still a bit shocked by Yumi’s support. “Uh, yeah,” he gestured to his body, “I’m just what you see here. Just like you.”
“And what were you last week?” Miki sneered.
“Last week there wasn’t a girl named Ranma Saotome in this school,” Ranma replied firmly. “This week there is. Make of that what you will.” And with that, he picked up his gym bag and left the changing room, hearing the start of an animated discussion erupt before the door closed.
“Did you hear what she said?”
“I guess Ranma really is a girl now.”
“I still say they’re twins with the same name.”
“She’s clearly not the same person as that guy.”
“Maybe, but—”
In the hall, he considered the ramifications of what he’d just done. On the one hand, he felt like he had successfully navigated a minefield, which was good. On the other hand, he’d apparently also convinced a lot of girls that he, Ranma Saotome, was a girl, and possibly always had been, which he had mixed feelings about. It felt like he was taking a hatchet to his own public identity.
He leaned back against the wall and closed his eyes as he ran through the logical arguments he’d come up with this morning. His plan still made sense—if pretending to really be a girl allowed him to escape fights at school and focus on training to defeat Cologne, then so be it. He’d worry about his manly reputation when he had his male body back. He opened his eyes again and nodded confidently. This would work. He just had to keep reminding himself that he was still Ranma Saotome, no matter what form he was in, and that it didn’t matter what anyone else believed.
* * *
Back at the dojo after school, he found Akane waiting for him. She’d witnessed the confrontation in the changing room from a distance, and was both impressed and a little disturbed by how well Ranma had handled it. How convincing he’d been. She’d noticed it first at breakfast time when Ranma had given the “I’m still Ranma Saotome” speech before appearing in a girl’s uniform; Ranma had spoken using typically feminine pronouns and sentence endings. Ranma’s speech style switched back during breakfast, and then had been in some middle ground for much of the way to school, but by the time they encountered Kuno, it wasn’t that surprising that he didn’t recognize Ranma as “the pigtailed girl” as she not only looked like any other schoolgirl, she… he sounded like one, too. She thought about asking him about it, but decided against it for now. Instead, she just said, “Ready to train?”
Ranma nodded. “You’d better believe it. I have so much pent-up frustration to work out! And I need to get stronger. I need to be as strong as I was before, maybe even stronger, before I can face Cologne.”
Akane shook her head slightly. “I don’t think strength is the only thing you’ll need to defeat Cologne,” she said thoughtfully. “She’s tricky. And fast. I’ve seen how she darts out of the way at the last second. To counter that, it’s not strength you need, it’s smarts to fake her out, and perhaps most of all, you need to be fast, too. That’s what we need to focus on.”
Ranma carefully considered Akane’s analysis. “I think you’re right, Akane. I can get stronger, but if I can’t touch her, that won’t matter. Let’s do it your way.”
And so they spent the evening training. In the past, Ranma had often dismissed Akane’s martial-arts skills, but now that he had agreed to treat her as an equal, he was impressed by the depth of her knowledge, her obvious skill, and, most of all, her stamina. He found himself learning new techniques and strategies that he hadn’t considered before, and she was pushing him closer to his physical limits than he’d expected. By the end of the session, he was nearly exhausted, but he also felt more confident about his chances against Cologne. He wasn’t there yet, but he was closer.
After the session, he took a cold shower to wash off the sweat and grime of training. The cold was still uncomfortable, but he was getting used to it. There was still dinner to eat, homework to do, and then bed, so he couldn’t just change into his sleepwear until later, but it didn’t seem right to put his school uniform or training clothes on again. He considered some of his more casual boy clothes, but they didn’t fit well. After another look through his options, he found several more items Nabiki had given him that he thought would be safe to wear in public; for now, he settled for a loose T-shirt and a pair of shorts that were comfortable enough, even if the colors were a bit girly for his taste.
* * *
As the day drew to a close, Ranma felt a sense of accomplishment. He had managed to have a day where chaos had not reigned supreme. He’d even been able to actually learn things in school, and not only had he managed to get some training in, but he and Akane were more in sync than ever. It would be hard not to feel satisfied with all that. He found himself yawning as he brushed his hair before going to bed, and once again caught his reflection in the mirror. The young woman looking back at him had a determined expression on her face. Ranma smiled at her. “We’re getting there,” she said softly. “We’ll beat Cologne yet.”
Ranma snuggled into her bed, feeling tired but content. She found it easy enough to find a comfortable position, and—no, no: he found it easy enough to find a comfortable position. I’m still me, he reminded himself, I’m still Ranma Saotome. With that thought, he drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 4. Tuesday, July 5
Ranma and Akane had been walking through a mountain park with a beautiful view of Tokyo in the distance. The two girls sat together on a bench, enjoying the scenery. Akane turned to Ranma. “You know, Ranma, I used to get so mad at you, but you were just doing the things that guys do. Now that you’re a girl, well, we’re on the same wavelength. And, well, my feelings for you have only grown stronger.”
Ranma smiled and tilted her head. “I feel the same way, Akane. I’ve always admired you for your strength and determination. And I’m drawn to you all the more as well. But can we really—”
“Shut up, Ranma,” Akane interrupted, leaning in to kiss her. Ranma felt a thrill run through her body as their lips met. She wrapped her arms around Akane, pulling her closer. And then the dream faded like the closing scene of a movie….
Still half asleep, Ranma tried to recapture the moment but it was gone. She lay in the bed, enjoying the afterglow of the dream, but also feeling a pang of sadness. That hadn’t been the real Akane, just some figment of her imagination. She sighed, snuggled more, and dozed a little longer.
* * *
When he awoke half an hour later, the dream and how he’d felt about it were far more distant, barely on the edge of memory. It still bugged him that his dreaming mind seemed to keep conjuring up scenarios that he really didn’t want to think about, but he needed to face the day, not dwell on dreams. The focus and resolve of Ranma Saotome was what he needed now, not some girlish romantic fantasy.
As he started to get up, he caught his reflection in the mirror. He hoped the young woman would have an expression of determined resolve, but instead she looked wistful, even a little sad. “I’ve gotten myself out of worse scrapes than this,” he told his reflection firmly. He smiled at the absurdity of trying to convince his own reflection, and she smiled back. She is… I am… pretty cute. The way my hair is mussed from sleeping, it looks kinda casual and carefree, he thought briefly, before shaking his head. Focus, Ranma! You have a mission to accomplish!
He got washed up and dressed, ready for another school day, his thoughts filled with ideas about training and strategy. Just as he made to leave his room, he found himself caught in a moment of indecision. He looked at his reflection in the mirror again. The young woman looking back at him had a thoughtful expression on her face. He opened a drawer in his dresser where he’d stuffed a number of items from times when he’d gone all out for a femme presentation for some scheme or other, and found some styling gel. Carefully, he used a little gel to recreate the slightly tousled look he’d seen when he’d woken up, creating a carefully manufactured untidiness. Satisfied, he left his room.
* * *
Meanwhile, Akane had been helping Kasumi in the kitchen when Ranma appeared in the doorway. He hasn’t even brushed his hair yet, she thought. He looks so cute when he’s not trying to be all perfect and put together.
Ranma surveyed the scene quickly. What had Akane actually prepared…? Kasumi was working on the tamagoyaki and the rice, and had given Akane all the ingredients for miso soup. But she hadn’t started doing anything with them yet. That was a relief, as Akane’s skill in the kitchen was diametrically opposed to her good intentions, and a mix of inedible food and hurt feelings wasn’t a good way to start anyone’s day.
“Morning, Akane-chan,” Ranma said cheerfully, trying to sound casual. “Hey, could we work on making breakfast together? I gotta learn, too. Not, y’know, cos it’s a girl thing, I mean, even guys need to know how to cook sometimes, right? You can tell me what to do and we’ll figure it out together.”
Once he was old enough, Genma had happily dumped most of the cooking for their training trips on Ranma. He could make tea and rice, cook eggs in a couple of different ways, and maybe a couple of other simple things, and that had been enough for them to get by, especially when they could occasionally obtain better food that someone else had prepared. But the food that normal people considered to be staples—meals that required a real kitchen, good pots and pans and knives and other tools, proper ingredients, and subtle spices or complex flavors—were still beyond him. And he was absolutely in awe of the amazing food that Kasumi-oneechan produced as if it was nothing.
Meanwhile, he knew from unfortunate experience that Akane’s biggest problems when cooking were not paying attention to details (like quantities), rushing through things, and making weird substitutions. Even with something as simple as miso soup, he’d seen Akane let the soup come to a full boil before adding the miso paste, ruining the flavor; plop the miso directly into the pot, skipping the step where you dissolve it in a bit of dashi first, resulting in lumps; and, in one of the worst-tasting examples, absentmindedly add some of the pickles to the soup. Her attempts at more complex recipes always resulted in even more inedible meals, so Akane was usually strongly encouraged by everyone but Kasumi to stay far away from the kitchen, no matter how much she wanted to help. (Kasumi, of course, wanted her to be happy and to learn how to cook properly, so Akane was still able to create an occasional disaster.)
Ranma wanted her to do better, too, so he was happy to have an opportunity to both help her and try to keep her from making mistakes. His constant questions (like, “How much soy sauce do we actually need?”—none!) forced Akane to slow down and think through each step. When they finished, they’d managed to prepare a simple—but edible!—miso soup, even if the wakame never quite made it in. Akane was delighted to have broken a long losing streak of culinary disasters (and everyone else was, too).
That was really nice of her, Akane thought as they were finishing up, wondering if she should thank Ranma for stepping in. Then she corrected herself, Nice of him, I mean. As she drew breath to thank him, Ranma spoke first.
“Thanks for helping me with breakfast, Akane! I really appreciate it. Hey, I’ve got some ideas for training today. Maybe we can chat about them on the way to school? But… uh… maybe you have ideas, too? Or, like, want to do your own thing? That’s fine, too.”
Akane nodded. “I do have some ideas; thanks for asking. We’d better get going though, or we’ll be late.”
As they gathered up their things, Akane couldn’t help thinking how this version of Ranma was different from the boy who drove her crazy so often, or his girl caricature who always seemed to trivialize the realities of being a woman in modern Japan. Maybe it was just circumstance; they’d had a couple of days without anyone bursting into their home to fight Ranma or confess their undying love and Ranma felt able to let his guard down more than usual. Or maybe it was something more fundamental. It wasn’t that she didn’t want the old Ranma back (she did find him attractive, even if she’d die before she admitted it), but she did rather wish that guy could have some of the sensitivity and thoughtfulness this version of him seemed to be showing.
* * *
Kasumi had been impressed with Ranma’s close collaboration with Akane in the kitchen that morning. Akane’s “cooking” was notoriously bad, despite the time she’d spent trying to teach her. But Ranma seemed to be able to be able to maintain a balance between encouraging Akane and stopping her from making her usual mistakes that kept Akane’s enthusiasm up while keeping her from getting frustrated or angry.
Her own approach of pure loving encouragement, which she’d learned from their mother, had never seemed to make Akane’s cooking any better. And certainly Ranma-kun’s previous approach to “helping” Akane in the kitchen had never worked out for anyone, any more than his mocking complaints about her cooking at the table had, least of all for himself.
Whatever was going on with Ranma, it seemed like it was making him a better person, and that made her smile.
And she wasn’t the only one smiling that morning. She’d spotted Akane stealing fond glances at Ranma over breakfast, and how Akane’s eyes had lingered on Ranma’s hair. Yes, there was definitely something going on with his hair. She’d seen Ranma go all out styling “her” hair in the past when play-acting femininity for some scheme or another, but this was different. What he’d done today was far more subtle, yet to her eye clearly deliberate—and actually quite fetching. That was… interesting.
* * *
When they arrived at the school gates, they found not just Kuno waiting for them, but Shampoo as well. She leaned against a tree, arms crossed, looking displeased.
“Seems like my future husband wants to be my future wife, instead,” Shampoo said, glaring at Ranma. “You think I won’t like you if you stay girl? You forget, I part of Amazon tribe; we no care about silly things like that. If you do want to be boy again, great-grandmother has cure, you just have to marry me, which you want anyway, right?”
“I hardly know you,” Ranma replied, trying to sound firm but polite. “And anyway, I’m not thinking about marriage right now. I’ve got other things to focus on.”
“Well, if you want know me better, great-grandmother has opening at noodle house,” Shampoo said, smirking. “You can work there, earn some cash for pretty dresses, or be a proper man and marry me.”
Akane had only heard some of their conversation, as she had been dealing with Kuno and his usual romantic nonsense; she’d dealt with the matter in her traditional way and he was now sailing over the top of the school buildings thanks to a sudden influx of kinetic energy, courtesy of one of Akane’s special techniques. She turned to Ranma. “Ignore her,” she said firmly. “She’s just trying to get a rise out of you.”
“Actually, maybe there’s a germ of a plan there,” Ranma mused. “If I could get a job at the restaurant, I’d be able to get close to Cologne, and maybe I could find a way to snatch that Phoenix Pill from her.”
Akane rolled her eyes. She felt like Ranma would be walking into an obvious trap, but it wasn’t like she had any better ideas. “All right,” she said finally, “but be careful. Cologne is tricky, and I don’t want to see you get hurt.”
* * *
Ranma’s school day went better than yesterday. The morning’s classes had a similar flavor to the previous day, but it felt like his low profile was paying off in unexpected ways. Without an imminent confrontation looming with some adversary, his attention was more solidly focused on what he was supposed to be learning. And group exercises now provided a way for him to actually interact with his classmates rather than just using them as an excuse to slip away unnoticed for crisis management.
In a similar vein, lunch began the same way as the day before. Once again, he had wanted to be near Akane only to end up on the periphery, pushed aside by Akane’s friend group. They still didn’t know quite what to make of him given all the tales Akane had told them about Ranma-kun, and seemed to be, at best, cautious around him and, at worst, actively ignoring him. But today he was taken by surprise when Yumi slid into the seat next to him and several other girls came along in her wake, sitting down, introducing themselves, and chatting with him as if he were no different from anyone else.
Yumi seemed to create a powerful sense of tolerance, inclusivity, and amiability around her that encouraged people to connect with each other. Ranma was amused when she realized that Hiroko, one of Akane’s friends who had barely had a word to say to her, got drawn into a conversation Yumi had started about trends for girls’ jeans and vigorously agreed with Ranma when she said it was so unfair that boys’ jeans had decent pockets while girls’ jeans had tiny ones that could barely hold a lip balm. He couldn’t help smiling inwardly when Akane looked a little bit put out by the sudden change in lunch-table dynamics.
As the day continued, a few other students also made efforts to get to know him, and it seemed like even the warier teachers were taking “Saotome-san” seriously. By the time the bell rang to signal the end of the day, he felt like he was really starting to find his place as “just another one of the girls” at Furinkan High School.
* * *
On the way home from school, Akane and Ranma stopped by the Nekohanten. Ranma explained that he was looking for a job, and Cologne, recognizing him immediately, was delighted to offer him a position. It came with a waitress uniform that was clearly on the skimpy side, and also with some snide remarks from Cologne about how Ranma needed to learn how to be pretty and alluring while doing domestic chores if she wanted to be a proper wife for Shampoo. Ranma gritted his teeth and accepted the job anyway, starting the next day.
“That outfit is demeaning,” Akane said as they walked away from the noodle house, “You shouldn’t have to wear that.”
“Ah, I’ve worn worse,” Ranma replied with a wry smile. “I know the drill.”
He stopped her, and then, as she watched, he subtly changed his posture, batting his eyelashes slightly. “Why, sir, what a big portion you’ve ordered today,” he said in a coquettish voice. “I do hope you can finish it all, or else this waitress might have to help you with that later….” He winked at Akane, who rolled her eyes but couldn’t help smiling.
“It’s so weird that that comes so easily to you,” Akane said, shaking her head. “You do know that you kinda drive me crazy when you do that, right?”
“It’s just an act, Akane,” Ranma replied, looking at her more seriously. “I don’t really mean any of it.” He paused, and decided to try his luck, shifting back into that hyperfeminine persona for a moment. “But if it gets you riled up, maybe I should do it more often?” he asked as he batted his eyelashes ferociously.
“Stop it! Baka!” Akane said, laughing and hitting him on the head. “Just focus on your training, okay?”
As they continued walking home a sunbeam lit up Ranma’s hair as they crossed a street. Akane suddenly realized that it was exactly as out of place as it had been that morning. He had to have done it on purpose. What was going on with him?
* * *
After dinner, they headed to the dojo for another training session. Akane had come up with an excellent idea. By using the mirror from her compact and a small flashlight, she could make a spot of light that moved suddenly and unpredictably, simulating Cologne’s evasive maneuvers. Ranma found it challenging, but with Akane’s coaching, he was able to improve his reaction time and accuracy. By the end of the session, he was feeling more confident about his chances against Cologne.
Afterwards, they worked together on an optional practice test for their upcoming exam in mathematics, finding that their strengths complemented each other well. Ranma was excellent at recall and quick calculation, while Akane excelled at understanding concepts and applying them to problems. As he headed up to bed, Ranma touched Akane’s arm lightly to get her attention and said, “Thanks for everything today, Akane-chan. I think together we’re an unstoppable team.”
Akane smiled back and nodded in acknowledgment; feeling a warm glow at Ranma’s words. But her pleasure was tempered by a pang of sadness, as their goal was to get rid of this version of Ranma and restore normality. That was what everyone wanted, right? She was sure that was what Ranma wanted, to get back to his old self. And, obviously, that was what she wanted, too—to restore the man she had grown attracted to. Right? She felt overwhelmed by the complex mix of conflicting emotions. She had no idea how to sort them out.
* * *
Back in his own room, Ranma’s emotional state was one of contentment. He’d managed another low-drama day, made some new friends at school, made progress in his training, and had the beginnings of a plan to get the Phoenix Pill from Cologne. He felt like he was finally starting to get a handle on this whole situation. As he moved to get into bed, he saw his reflection in the mirror again. The young woman looking back at him had a serene expression on her face. Ranma smiled at her. “We’re getting there,” he said softly. “We’ll beat Cologne yet.” He easily found a comfortable position on his futon and quickly drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 5. Wednesday, July 6
She was working at the Nekohanten, trying to keep several grumpy customers happy at once, when she slipped and a hot bowl of soup splashed onto her arm. She braced against the pain she expected from the Cat’s Tongue’s effects, but instead she just transformed into… him. He stood there, a man wearing a skimpy waitress outfit, while the customers laughed and jeered. He was about to run out of the room when— She woke up, feeling panicked, sweating and breathing heavily. It was just a dream. She wasn’t him. Wait. She was him. She… He… Ranma sat up in bed, trying to catch his breath. The dream had felt so real, and… he didn’t want to think about it.
He swung his legs over the side of the futon and sat there for a moment; trying to calm down. He looked across the room to his reflection in the mirror. The young woman looking back at him looked quite distressed. Ranma breathed deeply, and looked the girl in the eyes. “I am Ranma Saotome,” he declared firmly, using masculine pronouns, “and that will always be true!” The young woman looked unconvinced by his words, and he watched as she replied, taunting him, using the more feminine language he’d been using at school (and work, and…): “I’m Ranma Saotome and I’m a girl, just like you!” she said, echoing what he’d told his classmates two days before. He shook his head to clear it. Whatever he was, this kind of self indulgence wasn’t going to get him anywhere. He stood and headed to the bathroom to wash up.
Coming back to his bedroom, he realized he was running out of underwear. He had his boy’s boxers, but they were tight and loose in all the wrong places now, and he had various items of girl’s underwear that Nabiki had given him, but those had all been chosen with an eye for their potential in candid photos, with comfort a very distant consideration. He had a few ordinary pairs, maybe dropped by Happousai when cornered during one of his disgusting panty raids, but they weren’t ideal and even with those Ranma was down to his last pair. He’d have to buy some more sooner rather than later, but he wasn’t looking forward to it; some irrational part of him felt like he’d be breaking some kind of taboo or doing something shameful. Still, needs must.
He got dressed in his school uniform and recreated the stylishly unkempt look he’d created for his hair the previous day. Then, remembering yesterday’s interview, he put his waitress uniform and a few sundry items from his dresser drawer into his school bag. He would need them that evening.
* * *
At the school gates, Kuno, his arm in a sling, was waiting for them. As he opened his mouth to speak, Ranma gestured with his finger to his lips, cautioning him to silence. Kuno paused, then nodded, seeming to understand that if he would only say nothing, he could walk his two favorite girls to class without incident. Akane shook her head slightly, feeling like Ranma was leading Kuno on a bit, which would surely cause problems later. On the other hand, they were avoiding trouble now, so she let it go.
The school day passed uneventfully; Ranma seemed to be close to becoming completely accepted by his classmates and teachers, and it felt pretty good. In a way, it was a bit like taking a vacation; he hoped there would be some fond memories to look back on when it was all over and things were back to normal.
* * *
After school, Akane asked Ranma, “So, um, do you want me to come with you to the Nekohanten? For a bit of moral support?”
Ranma hesitated, then shook his head. “Actually, I’d kinda rather you didn’t, if that’s okay.” He paused, trying to find the right words to explain.
Akane jumped in, saying, “No, I get it. You want to handle this on your own. You think I might get hurt if there’s a fight.”
“No, that’s not it,” Ranma replied quickly. “It’s just… Well, you know that Cologne is expecting me to find that outfit humiliating, right? And so I’m gonna have to go the other way, and really act like I’m totally into it, right? And like you said, you don’t like it when I play-act like that around you, right? So, uh, I just think it might be better if you just skip it. If I’m lucky, I’ll be back home tonight with the Phoenix Pill, and we can, uh, just get things back the way they were and make everyone happy.”
Akane nodded slowly. “Okay, Ranma. I understand. Just be careful, okay?”
In the bathroom at the restaurant, Ranma changed into his waitress uniform. Then he arranged his hair differently, pulling it back into a high ponytail to keep it out of his face while working. He looked at himself in the mirror and shook his head. Not enough. He reached into his bag for some mascara and lipstick that Nabiki had given him for some previous scheme. Once the makeup was applied, he looked at the girl in the mirror again. He thought he’d done a good job of creating the character to match the outfit. The girl smiled at herself. “Okay, Ranma-chan,” she said firmly, “you can do this. Just play the part, and get that Phoenix Pill.”
“I never knew my son-in-law was such a pretty girl,” Cologne said as Ranma presented herself at the counter. “You really know how to work that outfit, don’t you? Shampoo will be so pleased.”
“I always try to please my customers, ma’am,” Ranma replied, batting her eyelashes. “Is there anything I can get for you today?”
“Just get me happy customers!” Cologne replied, clapping her hands together. “And don’t forget to smile!”
Ranma spent the next two and a half hours practically flying back and forth between tables and kitchen, taking orders, serving food, and ensuring that everyone was happy. She was careful to route herself past Cologne as often as possible, hoping to find an opportunity to snatch the Phoenix Pill from around her neck. On many of the trips, she found herself rushing past with bowls laden with noodles and soup (usually scalding hot!); other times she had a stack or two of dirty dishes to manage. It was tricky to not drop anything while getting ready to try for a grab, but she did manage to get close enough to reach for the pill a few times, only to be foiled at the last second by Cologne’s quick reflexes or an unexpected change in direction.
As the dinner rush died down, Ranma’s shift came to an end with no prize won. She retreated to the bathroom to change back into her school uniform, feeling a mix of disappointment and relief. She hadn’t gotten the Phoenix Pill, but at least she hadn’t been humiliated or hurt. He wiped away the makeup, and looked at the girl in the mirror, the girl that was really him, not a silly caricature. He smiled at her. “We’ll get it next time,” he said firmly. “We just have to keep trying.”
As he walked back to the dojo, he thought about what he’d learned. Akane was right about speed being the key; he needed to be able to carry bowls of hot food or stacks of dirty dishes without spilling or dropping anything while simultaneously snatching the pill from around Cologne’s neck. He had a vision of what was needed—moving so fast that the bowls would stay in place as if they were floating while his hand darted out to grab the pill. It would take practice, but that was familiar territory; you always needed to train hard to master any technique worth knowing.
* * *
At home, Akane was waiting for him. She could see the disappointment on his face. “How did it go?” she asked gently.
Ranma sighed. “I didn’t get the pill,” he admitted. “But we’re right about needing more speed—Cologne was just too quick. But I have some cunning ideas for a quick snatch next time; I just need to train. Maybe we can try some things tomorrow, if you’re up for it?”
Akane nodded. “Of course, Ranma-chan! We’ll figure it out together.”
Ranma smiled at her. “Thanks, Akane-chan!” he replied, and headed up to his room. As he neared the door, he remembered that he was out of underwear and should have found a way to buy some more. Damn it. He really hadn’t had the chance. But look, Kasumi had clearly found his dirty clothes and washed them for him, and his other two pairs were now neatly folded on his bed. Three pairs still was not nearly enough, but at least he had a reprieve for a couple more days. He changed into the sleep tee, which had also been newly washed, and got into bed. As he lay there, he realized that he hadn’t looked at his reflection on his way into bed, and now he’d have to sit up to see it.
It’s fine, I don’t need to stare at myself every night. It’s not like I need to see it to know I have a girl’s body; I can feel it just lying here.
He’d hoped that knowledge would help him put the thought of his condition to rest, but instead it just made him more aware. Paying closer attention to his female anatomy caused him to tense his pubococcygeus muscle, and that lead to… feelings… feelings that were, well, like something was building up inside him. It was actually kind of… nice, and he thought he knew where it might lead if he kept going. He tried to calm himself down again; to quench the little fire that he’d inadvertently started. I didn’t even know that was a thing! I guess I have a lot to learn about this body.
Uncomfortably, he remembered overhearing his classmates discussing the sorts of “intimate personal explorations” they imagined making if they could switch sexes. He squirmed a little at the thought, and realized that he still had the same hangups about this body that he’d always had: that taking advantage of it was wrong somehow; that he shouldn’t even think about exploring it.
He sighed. Maybe he needed to get some professional help, as, honestly, he was starting to feel a little confused about just who Ranma Saotome was supposed to be. Maybe he could trust Dr. Tofu with this kind of thing? He pondered it as his brain spun down into a jumble of half-formed thoughts and images, and, finally, she drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 6. Thursday, July 7
The viewer was watching a new animated TV show about the exploits of one Ranma Saotome, a high school girl who was a martial artist. She was a bit of a tomboy, but when splashed with cold water, she transformed into an overly feminine princess who was constantly fending off the amorous advances of her many suitors. At the opening, it seemed promising, but as the episode unfolded, it eventually degenerated into a long chase sequence that dissolved into incoherence with both versions of the protagonist fighting each other rather than their numerous nemeses. Ranma woke up, wondering just what his subconscious was trying to tell him with yet another bizarre dream.
Officially, Dr. Tofu’s clinic opened at the same time as the school, but Ranma knew that he was usually there early; if he skipped breakfast and dashed over there right after getting dressed, he might be able to catch Dr. Tofu before his first patient arrived. He hurriedly got dressed in his school uniform, still finding time to arrange his hair just so, before dashing out the door, grabbing some left-over onigiri to serve as breakfast on the way.
When he arrived at the clinic, the door was closed and the lights off. He peered through the window, but there was no sign of Dr. Tofu. He sighed, feeling a little disappointed. He turned to leave, when he heard a voice behind him. “Hello, Ranma, were you looking for me?”
Ranma explained that he was hoping he could maybe have a quick word before the clinic opened. Dr. Tofu nodded, and invited him in. “Please, have a seat,” he said, gesturing to a chair. “What can I do for you today?”
Ranma took a deep breath. “Well… uh, it’s about this whole… situation I’m in,” he began. “You know the deal, I’m stuck in my girl form until we can figure a way to undo the Cat’s Tongue pressure point. And, like, I know it’ll only be a couple of weeks tops before we figure out a way out of it—probably Cologne’s Phoenix Pill if I can get my hands on it—but in the meantime… being a girl is messing with my head.”
“But you’ve been in your girl form lots of times before, right?” Dr. Tofu asked. “What’s different this time?”
“Um… I guess it’s different this time because I’m not just switching back and forth because of some accident or for a plan?” Ranma replied. “This time, I’m… stuck like this….
“A-and everyone at school thinks I’m a girl now, cos, well, I did sorta plan it that way, you know, because….
“And, like, my… my dreams, they keep being about… um… stuff…. Stuff that I don’t want to think about, you know?”
“I see,” Dr. Tofu said thoughtfully. “So, you’re feeling a bit confused about your identity, and perhaps a little conflicted about your feelings as well?”
“I’m Ranma Saotome,” he said defensively. “I’m an anything-goes martial artist, and I’m always developing new techniques and strategies. So, uh… I thought I’d found a way to turn my weakness… um, being a girl… into a strength, cos you have to in martial arts. And I have… I guess? And it’s… um… totally going the way I planned. But then… I… I…,” he trailed off, looking down at his hands.
Dr. Tofu put on an encouraging expression, and patiently waited for him to continue.
After a brief pause, Ranma began speaking again, trying to focus on his own skill and agency. “And, yeah! It’s working! I’m super pleased with the speed moves I’ve been developing with Akane. And we’ve done some other training that I think will be helpful. So that’s good….”
He looked away from his hands, at the wall, back again. “But…,” he continued, so quietly that it was hard for Dr. Tofu to hear him clearly, “I think all this new stuff depends on me being in my girl form to do it…. So that’s… Well… it’s… complicated.
“And I don’t think I’m supposed to… um….” He trailed off again, swallowed, and dropped his gaze to the floor.
There was more he could say, like how proud he was about his acceptance as a girl at school (just as a way to fly under the radar and outsmart the broader chaos of his life, of course); or how much he was enjoying having new friends and being able to learn without constant interruptions; or his conversations with the girl in his mirror; or even his improved relationship with Akane. But those were all tied up with why he was here this morning, and, given his own conflicted feelings, he wasn’t sure what Dr. Tofu might make of them, so he held back.
After waiting a moment to let Ranma continue if he wanted, Dr. Tofu tentatively said, “I think I understand what you’re saying. You’re experiencing a side of yourself you never really had to think about before. That can be difficult. Can I ask you… are there any feelings of shame tied into all of this?”
Ranma hesitated, then nodded slowly, not looking up from the floor. “Yeah, I guess so,” he admitted. “I mean, I never thought I’d… I never thought I’d sometimes, you know, want to….” He knotted his hands together; tried again, “I mean, if I’m a guy, I really shouldn’t actually like… you know… some of that other stuff… Right?”
He stopped for a moment before continuing, “I mean, Akane said to me the other day, ‘How come you’re so good at that girly stuff, you know, like flirting and stuff and dressing up?’, and I’d never really thought about it before… It kinda isn’t really my thing, but at the same time, I don’t think I know any guys who could do it as well as I can.
“Especially now….
“So, like, does that mean something? Or is it just… you know… a coincidence or something?”
Dr. Tofu put what he hoped came across as a serious, but caring, expression on his face as he took a few minutes to sort out the pieces of Ranma’s jumbled partial confession. He’d noticed the shifts in Ranma’s speech patterns, too, and considered what that might imply.
“I think what you’re experiencing isn’t all that surprising given your situation, Ranma,” he said gently. “This is going to be a challenging time of self discovery for you. You’re going to have to confront some feelings and ideas that you may not have had to think about before. It’s okay to feel confused or conflicted about these things and to need to do some self exploration.”
“But you’re also not quite as alone as you might think in dealing with these kinds of feelings. There are people in the world who’ve switched sexes—not in the same magical way you have, of course, but I think that there might be some things you could learn from them. I have a few books and articles where people talk about what it’s like to go through this kind of experience. Would you like to borrow them if I can dig them out?”
Ranma perked up a bit and nodded eagerly. “Yeah, that would be great,” he said. “I think I could really use some help figuring this stuff out. But, uh, can we keep this between us? I don’t want Akane or anyone else to know that this stuff is all… uh… hard for me.”
“How about I drop the literature by the dojo later today without mentioning that you came to see me, just as if I’m wondering how you’re doing generally and thought a few things to read might help?” Dr. Tofu suggested. “That way, no one will know you were here, but if they notice the materials, they won’t wonder where they came from. You can even pretend you’re not really very interested in them. But remember, there’s nothing to be ashamed of in exploring who you are and what feels right for you.”
Ranma smiled, feeling a weight lifted from his shoulders. “Thanks, Dr. Tofu,” he said sincerely. “I really appreciate it.”
Ranma headed out of the clinic and towards school, feeling a bit more positive about being able to navigate and make sense of his situation. Nothing to be ashamed of…, he repeated to himself.
* * *
Looking for a shortcut to get to the high school from Dr. Tofu’s clinic, Ranma took an alleyway that passed by a convenience store near the station. There were several vending machines in the alley that he’d seen from the street but never really looked at closely. One of them caught his eye, as it was selling various kinds of underwear. He hesitated for a moment, then decided to take a closer look. The machine had a variety of styles and colors, from plain cotton briefs to lacy thongs. Well, at least that’s easy, he thought, I can just buy some more underwear without having to go into a store and face the embarrassment of asking for them in person. He selected a few that looked comfortable and appropriate for everyday wear, and inserted the money as instructed. The machine dropped the packets into the bin at the bottom of the machine, and Ranma quickly stuffed them into his school bag, feeling a sense of relief that he wouldn’t have to worry about running out of underwear again anytime soon.
He was about to turn away when he noticed another item in the machine. The packaging said, “For your aching back, the perfect mini massager!” The item was about the size of a lipstick and he had no illusions about what it was really for. He hesitated for a moment, then decided to buy it, too. Well, if I’m going to be exploring this side of myself, I might as well have the right tools, he thought awkwardly. He pushed the selector button, fed more money in. The small package advanced toward the edge of the shelf and then appeared to hang for a moment, causing Ranma a brief spike of anxiety, before it finally dropped down into the collection tray. Ranma quickly stuffed it into his school bag, feeling mixed emotions about what he’d just done. Dr. Tofu had said there was nothing to be ashamed of, but he still felt a little embarrassed about buying such a device. He checked again to make sure that it would stay at the bottom of his bag. Did Akane have one of these? That was a question he could never imagine asking no matter how close they got. He didn’t even know whether he should hope that she did or that she didn’t.
* * *
Despite his detours, Ranma found he had managed to arrive at school more than ten minutes early. There was no one waiting at the gates, so he was able to slip in uneventfully. He even had time to answer a couple more questions on the homework assignment he’d given short shrift to after his first exhausting shift at the Nekohanten.
Akane arrived just moments before class began. Unlike Ranma’s carefully cultivated disarranged look, Akane’s slightly mussed clothes and hair seemed to have been acquired the hard way, and she was clearly out of breath.
“Kuno. And Kodachi,” she moaned grumpily, collapsing into a seat next to Ranma. “They were both waiting for us at the school gates. Kuno paid the usual price, but Kodachi, well, I just had to evade her in the end. She wants to know what has become of the real Ranma Saotome and clearly wants to fight someone over his disappearance.
“It’s probably a good thing you weren’t there, but it was no fun on my own, I can tell you!” She sighed.
“Why did you leave early today anyway?”
“Just wanted to walk and clear my head before school,” Ranma replied casually. “And, yeah, I guess getting here early was a good idea, I missed Kuno and even got some work done, too.”
“We could have gone together, you know,” Akane said, a little wistfully. “But I guess you needed some time alone.”
“Well, I kinda decided at the last minute, and I didn’t want you to miss breakfast. But we could try going early together tomorrow, if you’d like?”
Akane nodded. “Sure, I’d be happy to!” This version of Ranma was so different from the one she’d thought she knew. Getting to class with seconds to spare was one of his signature moves, but now he was actually planning ahead and being thoughtful. It was… nice.
* * *
Kasumi was surprised by an unexpected knock on the door. She put down her book and found Dr. Tofu in the genkan. He was, as always, behaving a bit oddly, but she just smiled at him and invited him in for tea.
He almost walked into the door frame, and then almost crashed into the wall, but she put her hand on his arm and guided him into the dining room, where he managed to sit down without further injury. He’d been carrying a small stack of books and magazines that he placed on the table beside him.
She fetched them both tea, and, during their somewhat frustrating and confusing conversation, she was able to make out that he was dropping off these materials for Ranma. He told her that he had been wondering how Ranma was coping with his situation, which was fine, but then he explained that he thought that Ranma might find these books and articles helpful in dealing with his situation, which was… a bit strange.
Despite leaving school at the age of fifteen to take care of her sisters and father, Kasumi had always loved learning and had been keeping her library card busy, generally working her way through a stack of books she’d found interesting each week, before returning them and picking out another batch. Her interests were quite cosmopolitan, and so she had gained a much broader understanding of the world than anyone in her family would guess. (Except, perhaps, Nabiki, who often seemed more aware of things than she would be expected to be.)
She could clearly see the titles of the books and some of text in the articles in the stack Dr. Tofu had brought, and they were… interesting, especially in light of her own observations of Ranma’s recent behavior. She pressed him a bit on what made him think these books would be helpful, and, his response of “Particular no reason. Thought I be would it just useful,” showed—in his usual hard-to-parse speech—that he was trying to say he’d just decided to research this topic on a whim and share back, without any external prompting.
Kasumi had a long history of joining the dots between what people said and what was actually going on, and she was fairly sure that Dr. Tofu would never have come up with this idea entirely on his own. Also, Akane had been grumpy about walking to school alone this morning. The dots she was joining were practically a solid line.
“Thank you, Dr. Tofu,” she said, taking the stack of books and articles. “I’ll make sure Ranma gets these.”
“To be happy. Helpful!” he said, nodding vigorously, which Kasumi translated into his being pleased to have been of assistance to the family.
Very interesting.
She let Dr. Tofu off the hook for now and saw him to the door, along the way helping him avoid the table, the foot of the stairs, and falling off the step into the genkan. She assured him that she would get the materials to Ranma and keep them out of sight until she did, and waved goodbye as he lurched down the sidewalk.
As soon as he was gone, she took the stack up to her room, and did a bit of reading herself.
* * *
The school day flashed by, and Ranma once again bid Akane farewell and headed to the Nekohanten. This time, he was determined to get that Phoenix Pill from Cologne.
On a whim, Akane decided to take her own meandering walk to the noodle house to see how Ranma was doing. By the time she got there, Ranma’s shift was well underway. She watched from a distance as Ranma darted back and forth between tables. Even from a distance, she could see that Ranma was in her performative mode, batting her eyelashes and using a coquettish tone of voice with the customers. Akane felt a pang of negative emotion at seeing this side of Ranma. Was it annoyance? Maybe it was jealousy? She wasn’t sure. It didn’t seem right that this kind of stuff came more easily to Ranma than it did to her. She tried to put a positive spin on it: maybe she ought to feel proud that Ranma was so adaptable and so able to cope. That was the essence of Ranma Saotome, after all, always coping in impossible situations. He’d brought vast amounts of chaos into her life, sure, but he’d faced vastly more turmoil and sudden reversals himself, and yet he usually managed to keep a positive outlook despite it all. Maybe that was why she felt drawn to him in the first place, despite how annoying he could be at times.
She decided that maybe she could be the one doing the annoying this time and entered the restaurant. As she approached the counter, Ranma spotted her and quickly excused herself from a table she was serving. “Akane-chan! What a nice surprise! What can I get for you today?” she said with a beautiful lilt to her voice. More quietly, she whispered, “What are you doing here? I’m working, being this,” she gestured to herself and her outfit with a flourish. “Anyway, it’s kinda dangerous—Cologne might get the wrong idea if she sees you here.”
At that moment, Cologne appeared from the kitchen. “How nice to see you, Akane, coming to see Shampoo’s future husband… or maybe it’s her future wife now?” she said with a smirk.
Akane wasn’t going to be outdone. “Well, I just thought I’d drop by to see how Ranma-chan was doing,” she said sweetly. “I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve done to help her settle into her new role here. May I give you a hug as a thank you?”
Akane hardly wanted to hug the old crone, but she was hoping to create an opportunity for Ranma to snatch the Phoenix Pill. Cologne hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Of course, my dear,” she said, opening her arms. As Cologne stepped forward to embrace Akane, Ranma saw her chance. As Cologne’s arms wrapped around Akane, Ranma darted forward, her hand reaching for the Phoenix Pill hanging around Cologne’s neck. But somehow Cologne had vanished, leaving Ranma to blunder into Akane, bringing their faces just a few inches apart.
Cologne laughed from a safe distance. “No kissing now! Save those for Shampoo. And nice try, my little waitress,” she said, “but you’ll have to be quicker than that to get the pill from me!”
Akane would have loved to say she enjoyed her bowl of noodles, but her mind was elsewhere. She felt a keen sense of disappointment that she and Ranma, working together as a team, had failed to get the Phoenix Pill. And watching Ranma dash around the noodle house at almost impossible speed, while simultaneously channeling that hyperfeminine persona, made her feel a little… inadequate. Ranma didn’t even want to be a girl and she was better at being one than she was. At least better at being that kind of girl. She shook her head. Whatever. Life was full of ironies.
After her meal, Akane waited outside for Ranma to finish her shift, doing some homework reading. When Ranma finally emerged, Akane could see weariness on her face, a mix of physical exhaustion from the insane pace of her shift and the disappointment of not getting the Phoenix Pill again. Akane also noticed that while Ranma had changed out of her waitress uniform and let her hair down, she hadn’t bothered to remove the mascara and lipstick. Was she still performing that persona even now? Or just too beaten down to care?
“How are you doing?” Akane asked gently.
Ranma sighed. “Tired,” she admitted. “And frustrated. That was such a clever move you did with the hug, and I still blew it. I just can’t seem to get close enough to snatch that pill.” She paused for a moment, then said quietly, “Can I have a hug?”
Akane was a bit surprised to see this level of vulnerability from Ranma, but she nodded and opened her arms. Ranma stepped into the embrace, and Akane could feel the tension in Ranma’s body lessen as she relaxed into the hug. After a moment, Ranma pulled back slightly, looking at Akane with a small smile. “Thanks, Akane-chan,” she said softly. “I really needed that.” Akane smiled back. “Anytime, Ranma-chan,” she replied.
Halfway home, Ranma got out a tissue and wiped off the lipstick and most of the mascara. “I just gotta train harder,” he said determinedly. “And maybe we need some new ideas to keep Cologne stuck in one place long enough for me to get that pill.”
They did train a bit right after they got back to the dojo, but they were both feeling a bit drained after the day’s events, so they kept it light. After dinner, they did some more homework together, and then headed to bed.
* * *
Ready for bed after getting washed up, Ranma remembered the underwear he’d purchased—and immediately also remembered the mini massager. What was I thinking…? he wondered, stuffing the device far into the back of the dresser drawer that held the things Nabiki had given him. The underwear? Now that was something actually sensible and useful. He put the packet away in another drawer. As he closed it, there was a knock on the door.
“It’s Kasumi,” came the voice. “I just wanted to drop these off for you.” Ranma opened the door, and Kasumi handed him a small stack of books and articles. “Dr. Tofu left these for you with a note. He said you ought to come by sometime as he was wondering how you were doing, and thought that maybe learning about how some other people coped when their body didn’t match what they felt inside might help you if your… situation lasts much longer.”
“Uh, thanks, Kasumi-oneechan,” he said, trying to play it cool. “Not sure I’m gonna read them yet, but it’s good to know I’ve got the option if things really don’t change soon.”
He closed the door. What did he feel inside? That was really the whole question. He set down the books and most of the magazines on a shelf on the far wall, but kept one with a bookmark making it easy to find the article it held. He sat on the bed and opened it up and read the title: “Living as your true self: One person’s journey of gender transition”.
He read eagerly at first and then with increasing disappointment. The article described a person who had felt “trapped” in the wrong body for years, since childhood, in fact, and had finally decided to transition to the other gender. It detailed the struggles they faced, the support they found, and the joy of finally being able to live authentically. But as he read on, he couldn’t help but feel a sense of disconnect. That person had a clear sense of self, a strong desire to change, and a path forward. Ranma, on the other hand, wasn’t driven forward by a strong internal compass, she had instead been buffeted about by external forces that had put her into this strange situation—one that seemed to be making her internal compass go haywire from crossed signals.
He looked up at the mirror, where he saw a young woman holding a magazine and looking sad and disappointed. She sighed. Ranma continued to look at her. After a long stare, she stuck out her tongue. “First thing I’d do is play with myself,” she said, putting on a deep voice and the rougher speech of one of her male classmates. Sure. Maybe it would be that easy for one of them. But that kind of simpleminded clarity wasn’t something Ranma could even pretend to have.
He kept the deep voice act going and said, “I am Ranma Saotome!” It was ridiculous to see the diminutive young woman in the mirror trying to act like a macho guy. She laughed at herself. “Yeah, right,” she said, dropping the act. “I wish it were that simple.” She batted her eyelashes at her reflection and in her most coquettish voice said, “I am Ranma Saotome.” She giggled at herself. “Ugh, this is so confusing,” she said, dropping the act again. “It would be nice if I knew what my deal is,” she grumbled.
Lying in bed, repeating Dr. Tofu’s words like a mantra, Ranma allowed her hand to explore some of the more private parts of her body. It was all a little clinical, and not really hugely revealing compared to what she already knew from bathing and using the toilet, and yet, she did feel like she was pushing herself over a line, a taboo that she’d somehow internalized about what was okay and what wasn’t. She didn’t go very far; just enough to know what she could do if she wanted to, and if she did have that toy out, what she’d do with it. I gotta train, not get off, he admonished himself. That was enough thinking for the day. Ranma rolled over to get comfortable, and quickly enough, she drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 7. Friday, July 8
Ranma drifted slowly into consciousness. Maybe she’d had a dream that she was back in the Nekohanten, but it was too distant to properly recall. Mostly she felt rested and centered. She looked at her reflection in the mirror. The young woman looking back at her seemed more at peace than before, but something still clouded her expression. Something about… duty? Ranma closed her eyes and tried to focus, to find something to help carry her though, like finding the femme character she played at the restaurant.
“I gotta do what I gotta do,” he said, affecting a deeper voice. That wasn’t it. That was too much, a caricature. He tried again, this time with a softer voice. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she said firmly. That was better, but still not quite right. She opened her eyes and looked at the young woman in the mirror. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she repeated, this time with a gentle smile. “And I will get through this.”
* * *
By the time he had washed, dressed, and arranged his hair, Ranma felt ready to face the day. It wasn’t really that much of a surprise if he was a bit loopy when he first woke up, given everything that was going on. If he just focused on doing rather than overthinking, he could chart a path without getting completely lost on the way.
Downstairs, he found Akane waiting with breakfast they could eat on the go: onigiri; rice balls that could only have been made with Kasumi-onechan’s love and care. “Morning, Ranma-chan,” she said cheerfully. “If we want to be early birds, we can eat on the way to school.”
As they walked and ate, Akane asked, “So, uh, I heard Dr. Tofu dropped off some things to read for you yesterday. Did they help at all?”
“I haven’t read them yet,” Ranma replied. He took the last bite of his umeboshi, partly because its pickled plum taste was calling to him but mostly to give himself a chance to organize his thoughts and decide just how vulnerable he wanted to be. “Well, I kinda glanced at one article, but it wasn’t really my thing. It was all like, ‘Oh, I’m in the wrong body, I need to fix it,’ and stuff like that.” He readied the okaka, with its savory soy and bonito, poised to take a strategic bite if Akane’s questions became too awkward.
Akane was confused. “But you are in the wrong body, aren’t you? I mean, you’re a guy, but you’re stuck in a girl’s body….” She paused, trying to make sense of things. “Or… was it like they were going in the other direction? They wanted to be a girl and you couldn’t relate or something?”
“No, it’s not that, it’s just—” Ranma hesitated, feeling like they were under the spotlight. “Can— Uh… Could we talk about something else?” Ranma took a large bite of okaka, just in case.
Akane nodded, sensing that Ranma wasn’t ready to discuss this topic further. “Sure, Ranma-chan,” she said gently. “We can talk about anything you want.”
Akane waited while Ranma-chan finished her mouthful. “Thanks, Akane-chan,” she said with a shy smile.
The analytical part of Akane’s mind caught and replayed that exchange. Shouldn’t she be saying Ranma-kun? If Ranma were younger, Ranma-chan would be okay, but as a high-school aged guy, Ranma-kun would be more fitting. But every physical cue told her that Ranma was a girl just like she was and that saying Ranma-kun would be absurd. Even the way he spoke was different now; at school Ranma fit in perfectly and her speech patterns were indistinguishable from those of her friends; outside of school it was more of a mixed bag. A few times early on when talking about fighting Cologne and the frustration of it all, she’d sounded so much like she used to that Akane had to check to make sure that he hadn’t somehow changed back. If I’m getting mixed up, how confused must Ranma be? She’d need to keep that in mind.
* * *
Unfortunately, even though they were ten minutes early when they arrived at the school’s gate, they weren’t as lucky as Ranma had been the previous day. Kuno wasn’t there, but Kodachi was, and she immediately spotted them.
“Well, well, if it isn’t Akane Tendo and the girl who has stolen the name of the great warrior Ranma Saotome,” she sneered. “I suppose you think you can just waltz into school and take his place, do you? But I know the truth! The real Ranma Saotome is missing, and I will find out what you have done with him if I have to kill you both to do it!”
Ranma had fought Kodachi before, and knew many of her attacks, from the flying (drugged) roses to her various rhythmic gymnastics techniques, so he knew some countermoves that had worked well in the past. And yet, none of them felt like the right approach today.
“You could not comprehend what has become of the real Ranma Saotome,” she said, keeping her voice steady. (To herself she added, Not even I can fully grasp it!) “But I will not let you harm anyone else in your misguided quest.”
Akane watched in fascination as the fight unfolded. This was clearly the martial-arts skill of the Ranma she knew, and yet there was something more—not just the speed they’d worked on together, but there was a new elegance to Ranma’s form; she flowed gracefully between attack and block, retreat and advance. Each set of moves seemed to have been honed to its purest essence. The fight ended a few minutes later with Kodachi caught up in a tree, hopelessly entangled in her ribbons.
Ranma allowed herself a smile and bowed to Akane. “Shall we?” she said, gesturing to the school building.
“I’d be delighted,” Akane replied, taking Ranma’s arm as they headed inside.
As they walked, Ranma’s pride in her performance began to be undermined by a new misgiving. Could he have trounced Kodachi as easily as she had? From past experience, she didn’t think so. He would be too impulsive, too aggressive, too… macho. He had the skills, but not the finesse. It was a sobering thought. I mean, probably when I’m back to normal, I can take what I’ve learned and apply it, right…? he wondered. I just have to remember what it’s like right now.
Like some kind of Droste picture, he imagined himself in the future looking back to now, and what that might be like. It was unsettling. Stop tying yourself in knots over this stuff! Just focus on what you have to do today! She shook her head and tried to clear her mind and focus on the school day in front of her.
One notable part of her school day was PE class. They had to form into two teams, and her group elected her as team captain. Students had been assigned to the teams randomly, resulting in a teams with students with a range of abilities, and it was pure luck that she had Akane and Yumi on her team. Ranma wondered if they always picked teams this way; it seemed much fairer and a lot less stressful than having captains pick their teams, especially for the students who weren’t into sports. She bit her lip, realizing that she’d probably been part of the problem back then.
Ranma gave her team a pep talk, saying that what mattered wasn’t whether they won or lost, but that they did their best and worked together as a team. Clichéd, yes, but she wanted it to be true. The game was close, but in the end, Ranma’s team won by a single point. In the past, the victory meant everything, but here the satisfaction came from something else—maybe the teamwork, or the camaraderie, or just the feeling of being a valued part of something bigger than oneself. Whatever it was, Ranma found it surprisingly satisfying.
As the school day ended and Ranma prepared to head to the Nekohanten, Akane asked, “So, uh, do you want me to come by again today? For moral support?”
“That’s okay, Akane-chan,” Ranma replied. “I think we’re gonna need to hone our strategies a bit before we try another team effort to take the Phoenix Pill from Cologne. But today is Friday and that’s payday, so I was wondering—would you be up for doing a bit of shopping tomorrow? I think my casual wardrobe needs a bit of a refresh, you know, and I think you’ve got a good eye for what suits me and the strength of character to tell me when I’m totally wrong about something.”
Akane smiled. “I’d love to go shopping with you, Ranma-chan,” she said warmly. “It’ll be fun.”
* * *
Her shift at the noodle house was exhausting, but not quite as bad as the previous days, despite it being the busy Friday dinner rush. Ranma was able to find a few opportunities to get close to Cologne, but each time, she was foiled at the last second. As the shift ended, she collected her pay and retreated to the bathroom to change back into her school uniform and remove her makeup. She ended up just blotting the lipstick a bit to tone it down, and likewise made the mascara less obvious. She looked at the girl in the mirror and smiled at the result. “Less is more,” she said, appreciating her understated but still feminine look.
“Marry Shampoo and the pill is yours!” Cologne had called out as Ranma left the restaurant. Ranma just smiled and waved, not dignifying the offer with a response.
“Sometimes I think you don’t even want it!” Cologne had shouted after her. Ranma just laughed to herself. Oh, I want it all right, she thought. Just you wait and see!
She did want it, right…? Whatever. She certainly wasn’t going to be beaten by Cologne, that was for sure.
When she arrived at the dojo, Akane was waiting for her. She could see the exhaustion on Ranma’s face. And the makeup. “How did it go?” she asked gently.
Ranma gave her a weary smile. “No Phoenix Pill, but I did get paid, so that’s something,” she replied. “I’ve still got a bit of energy left, so, uh, do you want to do some training?”
And so they did. Ranma was too tired to practice the speedy moves they’d come up with, but they worked on strategy, thinking about ways in which they might entangle Cologne like Ranma had done with Kodachi earlier that day. They brainstormed a few ideas and tried a few out without coming to any conclusions.
After dinner, she and Akane had another study session. Much of their homework was review for the upcoming exams and she was glad to have a study buddy. She couldn’t help thinking that Ranma-kun would have just blown it off and gone back to training. She felt like she was doing much better at balancing everything these days than she had then.
* * *
In her room, ready for bed, Ranma glanced at the stack of books and articles from Dr. Tofu. She couldn’t face them tonight. Instead, she looked at the girl in the mirror, and, putting on her most over-the-top femme voice, she said, “Since the age of two, I just knew I was a girl. It was so obvious to me, even though I was a manly firefighter with a woman on one arm and an axe in my hand, I just knew (somehow!) that inside I was meant to be a sweet young woman.” She giggled a little at her mocking performance, as unkind as it was.
A moment later, she frowned deeply at her reflection. That was really rude.
As a way to make amends, she decided that turnabout was fair play; so, using a similar tone, she said, “I was always convinced that I was a man among men until I turned into a girl and realized it was so much better having this body.
“Once you go girl, you never go back!”
She laughed again, but stopped abruptly when she realized that maybe what she’d said cut a little too close to the bone. She sighed and dropped the act.
She sat in silence for a moment. How much truth had there been in that “joke”? A little battle raged inside her head; she really, really didn’t want to find answers she might not like, but she also couldn’t stop thinking about what Dr. Tofu had said about self exploration and not being ashamed of who she was. In her dresser drawer was that… device. If she was set on self exploration, well, maybe it was time to try it out.
Things didn’t work out quite the way she’d expected. She thought she’d quickly get off, put the thing away, and be done with it. But the whole process took much longer than she’d anticipated. She did manage to build a growing sense of arousal, and that was, she had to admit, very nice, but in the end it didn’t go anywhere and she gave up. She wanted to just go to sleep, but she forced herself to get up, clean off the massager, and put it away. She climbed back into bed, feeling a little frustrated, but also, somehow, a little more at peace with herself. Maybe this was part of the journey she needed to take to understand who she really was. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 8. Saturday, July 9
Ranma was in class. Today’s lesson was apparently Sex Education 101: Personal Gratification, and the teacher was… another Ranma, the one from the Nekohanten. That Ranma was dressed in the skimpy waitress uniform, complete with the frilly apron. She stood at the front of the class, holding a mini massager identical to the one Ranma had bought from the vending machine.
“Sex isn’t just your body parts doing stuff,” the Ranma at the front of the class was saying. “It’s also about your mind, your feelings, and your sense of self. Now, girls, you need to picture Mr. Wonderful as you get to work. Imagine what he’s doing to you. Where his hands are, and where other things are, too….”
Ranma herself put up her hand. “Um, excuse me, Ranma-sensei,” she said hesitantly. “But, uh, what if you don’t have a ‘Mr. Wonderful’? What if you’re… you know… single?”
“Well, Ranma-chan,” the Ranma at the front of the class replied with a smile, “that’s where your imagination comes in. You can picture anyone you like. Maybe a celebrity, or a fictional character, or even someone you know. The important thing is that you feel comfortable and safe with your fantasy.”
“What if you don’t even know what you’d like? What if you don’t even know where to begin?” Ranma asked.
Ranma noticed for the first time that there were other students in the class, and they were all snickering. “Oh, Ranma-chan,” the teacher said with a chuckle, “that’s perfectly normal. Many people don’t know what they like at first.” Somehow the teacher had now become Dr. Tofu, and he continued with, “Self exploration is a journey.”
The contradiction caused by the change in character caused Ranma to wake from the dream. She had a hangover of awkwardness and embarrassment from it, but at least this time she thought her subconscious might be trying to tell her something that might actually be useful.
She got up and washed, dressed, and arranged her hair. As she looked in the mirror, she found she felt fed up with making out like everything was so grim. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she said firmly. “And I’m pretty damn cute.” The girl in the mirror smiled back.
* * *
Being a Saturday, the day had a slower start and more to do to prepare the breakfast spread. Ranma was only too happy to help Kasumi and Akane in the kitchen, and found the domestic chores a welcome distraction from any more thoughts about who or what she was supposed to be.
At breakfast, Soun Tendo asked Ranma, “So, my boy, have you made any progress on undoing that Cat’s Tongue pressure point? I could run you a hot bath and we could try again. Maybe tie you down first? Happy to give it a go!”
“Uh, thanks, Tendo-san, but I think I’ll pass for now,” Ranma replied quickly. “I don’t think that’d work, you see, because until I cool it down, the heat keeps building and the pain gets excruciating real quick. And then the cold water would stop any change anyway. I tried that the first day, remember?”
“The boy’s a wimp,” muttered Genma under his breath. Ranma winced.
“I am working on getting the Phoenix Pill from Cologne,” Ranma reminded them. “Once I have it, I think we can get everything sorted out pretty quickly.”
“Well, don’t marry Shampoo to get it!” Soun cautioned, stating the obvious. “That old witch is devious, and I don’t trust her one bit. You need to be careful.” He looked thoughtful. “Maybe we should try a sauna instead.”
“Uh, thanks again, Tendo-san, but I think I gotta figure this out for myself. Well, actually, with Akane’s help. She’s been pretty amazing.”
“Well, do sort it out. Akane can’t go marrying a woman after all,” Soun said with a chuckle.
Ranma decided to let his comment slide, but Akane didn’t.
“You committed me to marrying Ranma-chan sight unseen, remember?” she said pointedly. “If I end up having to marry another girl, well, you’ll just have to live with that, won’t you?” She winked at Ranma.
Ranma smiled back, but she wasn’t really sure what Akane’s wink meant. Did she mean what she’d said as a joke, and the wink was to make sure Ranma was in on it? Or was she really saying that her feelings for Ranma were strong enough that she could imagine marrying her no matter what? Ranma decided not to overthink it. Whatever Akane meant, it was nice to know she was on her side.
* * *
After breakfast, Ranma and Akane headed out for their shopping trip. They went to a few different stores, looking for clothes that would suit Ranma’s current form and tastes. She told Akane that she was looking for something she decided to call “tomboy chic”; a style that riffed on more androgynous clothing like jeans and T-shirts, but with a feminine twist. The irony was not lost on either of them; in the past, Ranma had often teased Akane about being too much of a tomboy, but that was Ranma-kun. He wouldn’t deserve Akane’s help, but Ranma-chan did.
And Akane really was helpful, suggesting different styles and colors that would suit Ranma’s complexion and personality. They ended up buying a few outfits with clothes that could be mixed and matched, including two pairs of (rather girly) jeans, a couple of cute T-shirts, a nicer blouse, and a casual jacket. Ranma was really happy with what they’d picked out, and she was effusive in her praise for Akane’s insights.
Akane also ended up insisting, over Ranma’s (admittedly half-hearted) protests, that she needed a couple of basic dresses and skirts, saying that it was important to have a variety of options. Ranma gave in, figuring that having a few more-feminine pieces couldn’t hurt.
On their way to the dressing rooms again, Ranma noticed a cute jacket that she thought would look great on Akane and insisted that they buy that, too. Akane wanted to say no, but she had to admit that it actually did look rather good on her, and Ranma was insistent, so they added it to their collection. In the end, they ended up spending more money than Ranma had with her, but Akane chipped in, saying that Ranma could always pay her back later.
Partway through their shopping trip, after they’d bought a few things but still had a couple more stores to visit, they stopped for lunch at a small café. As they sat down, Akane deliberately chose to avoid mentioning her growing concerns about Ranma’s adaptation to her situation and instead decided to focus on a less weighty topic.
“What else do you want to do today?” she asked. “We’ll be done shopping in about an hour and we can drop things back home pretty easily, but what then? More training? Or do some studying? Or maybe do something fun?”
Ranma thought for a moment. “Well, I like spending time with you,”—Duh.—“and I’m pretty open to anything that’s fun,” she replied. “Maybe we could go to that arcade place you like? You know, the one with all the claw machines and stuff? Or a hike in the park? Or a museum? Or a movie? Anything really!”
Akane smiled. “How about we go to that arcade then? I haven’t been there in ages, and maybe we can win some cute prizes.”
* * *
The rest of the day played out just as they’d planned. They took their shopping haul home and Ranma changed into some of her new “tomboy chic” clothes. Akane was pleased that they looked good on her, and she also felt a little thrill of pride at having helped Ranma pick them out. Then they headed to the arcade, and spent a couple of hours playing various games, trying their luck at the claw machines, and just enjoying each other’s company. In retrospect, they probably spent too much money on the claw machines, which were, as usual, very reluctant to give up their prizes, but with a mix of dedication and a pile of tokens, they each ended up with a small soft toy as a souvenir of the day; Ranma’s was a floppy rabbit, and Akane’s was a little bear with an adorable grumpy expression.
As they were making their way out of the arcade, a young man came up to them and asked, “Excuse me, do you ladies know the way to the Nerima ward? I’m a bit lost.”
It was Ryoga, Ranma realized with a start. He looked disheveled and a bit worse for wear, as if he’d been wandering around for a while. Ranma drew breath to speak, but Akane answered first. “Hi, Ryoga-kun! We’re going that way ourselves—we can show you. How are you doing?”
“Oh! Akane-san!” Ryoga exclaimed, clearly relieved to see a familiar face. “It’s been ages! How have you been? And who is this you’re with?”
He scrutinized Ranma with a puzzled expression. She could almost see the gears turning in his head. “You look very familiar… I think maybe I see a Saotome family resemblance; could you be Ranma Saotome’s cousin, perhaps?”
Ranma couldn’t believe Ryoga hadn’t recognized her. She was about to put him straight when Akane cut in again. “Oh, Ryoga, this is Ranko Saotome, Ranma’s… uh… younger sister. She’s visiting from out of town. She might be here a week or so.”
Akane’s quick-thinking lie took Ranma by surprise, but she hoped it would work. A few months ago Ryoga had shown up at school and very publicly challenged Ranma to a fight to the death, somehow blaming her for the Jusenkyo curse he’d picked up. Meanwhile, Ranma had her own grudge against Ryoga for tricking Akane with his cursed form, an extremely cute small black piglet. It was one thing for Akane to dote on the pig, naming him ”P-chan”, in complete ignorance that she was holding Ryoga in her arms, but she thought it was completely unacceptable for Ryoga to allow himself be taken to Akane’s bed like a soft toy.
If Ryoga recognized her as Ranma, it would be bad for both of them, and probably also very bad for Akane and any nearby people or buildings.
So Ranma just smiled and nodded, saying, “Pleased to meet you, Ryoga-kun.”
“Oh, I see,” Ryoga said, still looking a bit unsure, but then accepting Akane’s claim with a brief frown. “Well, it’s nice to meet you, um, Ranko-san. And, Akane-san, it’s great to see you again.” He frowned more deeply. “I’ve been… well, I’ve been better.”
“Oh, no, Ryoga-kun, what’s wrong?” Akane asked, concerned.
Ryoga regaled them with a brief summary of his recent misadventures, mostly driven by his terrible sense of direction, but he’d also apparently run into Mousse, and that had somehow resulted in a challenge to a duel (which Ryoga had tried to attend but missed when he accidentally caught a train going the wrong direction).
After a minute’s thought—Aww, poor Ryoga-kun. He really needs a break.—Akane invited him back to come back to the dojo with them to get cleaned up and join them for dinner.
She was startled when Ranma suddenly seemed to channel the enthusiasm of an eight-year-old girl and exclaimed, “Oh! Yes, come to dinner! Come see Akane’s lovely home!” Then a flash of worry crossed her face, before she added, “Oh, but Kasumi-oneechan won’t have prepared extra food, so don’t make a pig of yourself, okay?” and let out a little giggle.
Akane saw Ryoga’s eyes narrow suspiciously at Ranma’s remark about the food before his smile at the invite returned. What was that about?
Ranma couldn’t help feeling that her “turn your weakness into a strength” approach clearly had some upsides! Admittedly she’d pushed her luck; her “don’t make a pig of yourself” joke could have easily caused Ryoga to realize who she really was. He’d figure it out eventually, of course. The moment they arrived at the dojo, someone was bound to call her by her real name, and then Ryoga would know that Akane had lied and all the old chaos would be back. Ranma sighed in frustration.
Setting that worry aside, she mused about what she could do to keep him out of Akane’s bed this time. If, by some miracle, they were able to keep Ryoga from realizing who she was, she might have a chance to “accidentally” splash him with water when Akane wasn’t looking. As a piglet, he’d be a little bit easier to deal with, although he’d also have no more doubts about who she was. Assuming that she was able to keep him under control, she could see a couple of options for getting him out of the way. The safest one would be to smuggle him out of the house and drop him off in a neighborhood a few stations away from the dojo, relying on his terrible sense of direction to keep him away for another week or two. But she was also tempted by the idea of insisting on her turn with the cute piglet, and giving him a “snuggle” he’d never forget. This is all getting too complicated. She wished they just hadn’t run into him, but they had, and she’d have to make some decisions before they got home.
* * *
Halfway home, they came to an intersection where pedestrians could cross in any direction, including diagonally. When the light changed, Ranma and Akane walked straight ahead, but Ryoga turned left. They waited for him at the corner so he could rejoin them. He waved to show that he understood, but when the light changed again he instead headed away from the intersection completely, disappearing down the street.
“I don’t know how he does it,” Akane said with a sigh. “He’s hopeless with directions.”
“What I don’t get is how he didn’t recognize me,” Ranma said, just as puzzled, and also very relieved. “I mean, we went to school together, right? We must have spent lots of time together. And it’s not like he hasn’t seen me in my girl form before.”
Akane struggled to come up with a diplomatic response. She knew she couldn’t just tell him that everyone—outside of their house—could only see a girl now. And she definitely couldn’t tell him that even she found herself thinking of him that way much of the time. She was sure knowing that would just make dealing with his situation even harder.
“Well…,” she tried, “you usually have this, uh, chaotic energy around you, right? Like, if you were being chased down the street by Kuno or juggling flaming torches wearing a bikini or something else kind of crazy, he’d totally know it was you. But right now, you’re just, um… normal? It’s like the thing you have going at school… you’re not… you know… being him. Maybe Ryoga will figure it out eventually, but I thought we might be able to avoid some drama if I just said you were his sister.”
Ranma didn’t know what to think about that. She held up her new soft toy, asking, “What do you think, Mr. Bunny? Do you think I’m… him?” Ranma put on a voice for the rabbit and had him say, “I’m just a cute little rabbit, I can’t help with your identity crisis.” She giggled and rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I guess not.”
Akane smiled at the exchange, but it was a brittle smile. She felt like she was almost as out of her depth as Ranma was. She liked this girl, maybe even loved her, but she’d also been attached to him, the boy version. And this was all temporary, right? It had only been a few days; she was sure that nothing as dramatic as someone losing their sense of who they were could happen in such a short time.
She told herself that if she invested too much in this version of Ranma, she’d just be setting herself up for disappointment when things went back to normal. In fact, she now realized that his returning to “normal” could cost her a lot more than she’d thought. If Ranma went back to how he’d been before, would she lose all of what they had now? This closeness they’d developed? The sense of the two of them as a team? She felt sick. No matter how things worked out, it looked like she’d be getting hurt.
“I’m here for you, Ranma-chan,” she said softly, trying not to cry. She took Ranma’s hand. “No matter what happens, okay?”
Of course Ranma noticed Akane was upset. Obviously she was trying to be nice about Ranma’s situation, but she clearly wanted Ranma-kun back, and she was probably afraid that might never happen and she’d be stuck with Ranma-chan forever. Getting Ranma-kun back was what everyone wanted, right? So she understood what Akane was feeling, and while it was nice that Akane seemed to enjoy spending time with her, she had to make sure she supported Akane’s need for Ranma-kun’s return. “Thanks, Akane-chan,” she said quietly. “I really appreciate your support. And, uh, when I’m back to normal, I hope we can still be… you know… close.”
For Akane, Ranma saying “when I’m back to normal” told her exactly what Ranma wouldn’t say to her directly; while Ranma was putting on an amazing performance as Ranma-chan, she was still really struggling to keep that performance going, and more than anything she wanted to go back to being a boy. Akane nodded. “Of course, Ranma-chan,” she replied gently. “No matter what, we’ll always be close, even once you’re back to being Ranma-kun.”
They walked the rest of the way home side by side, each knowing that they understood what the other wanted, even if they themselves had conflicting feelings about the other’s desire. At least, they both thought, whatever might happen in the future, they were enjoying their time together while it lasted.
* * *
Back at the dojo, they did some light training; mostly just stretching and calisthenics to wind down after their long day. After dinner, they watched some TV together, and then headed to bed.
In her room, Ranma took Mr. Bunny out of her bag and put him on her futon. “There you go, Mr. Bunny!” she said, tucking him in. She kind of wanted to go straight to sleep herself, snuggling with her new soft toy, but she also felt like there was unfinished business from the night before. She got up to retrieve the mini massager from the back of her dresser drawer. While she was up, she also moved Mr. Bunny so he wouldn’t need to witness what she was about to do.
She laid back down on the bed, turned on the massager, and began to explore again. She tried to think of a fantasy to help matters along. Who should it be? Maybe Akane? No, that felt too weird. Shampoo? Absolutely not. And not Kuno, yuck! And definitely not Ryoga, either. Someone fictional then? But should it be a guy or a girl? She huffed. Why was this so complicated!? Guys could just jerk off, but she had to create some complex narrative structure to get the job done? Well, it didn’t need to be a prize-winning story, just something to get her going….
She imagined herself as an innocent young princess, lost in the forest, when a woodland spirit, a dryad of indeterminate gender, found her and wanted to show her the ways of the world. It was surely clichéd, but she felt it working. She felt a growing sense of arousal, and this time, with her mind providing the apparently necessary naughty narrative, she gradually built the feeling up. At one point, unsure if she’d make it all the way, she paused to give herself a brief break and just enjoyed how she was feeling right then. It was glorious; transcendent. She pressed on again, and finally, with the vital assistance of her imagined dryad with those long, supple fingers, reaped her reward, suddenly feeling beyond control and becoming a pulsing climax that shook her whole body. She struggled to muffle an involuntary squeal, just managing to turn it into a soft moan. It had been intense; more than worth all the build-up. What had passed for sexual gratification in her male form now seemed crude and shallow in comparison.
* * *
In a realm beyond Ranma’s world, intimately close yet impossibly distant, an entity resided; a mind—if we could even presume to call it that—quite different from any human. An entity beyond our sense of time or place. It was witnessing. This was its circumstance. Only a tiny fraction of what had transpired reached it, but it was nevertheless subtly changed. A fragment of an aspect of a word was learned. Love. And perhaps a little more of what it meant to be.
* * *
In the aftermath of her experience, Ranma just zoned out for a while, enjoying the feeling of contentment. Eventually, she fell to mulling over how very different this experience was proving to be. In male form, this stage was mostly dealing with the ennui and moving on as quickly as possible, perhaps with a bit of shame thrown in for good measure. But here she felt delightfully present, enjoying an afterglow seemed like it might last forever. Feelings of shame or regret were nowhere to be found. In fact, she was a bit wistful that it hadn’t built to an even higher peak and gone on longer, but she also felt like she might already be able to go again (although that might need more skill or practice with her sexy dryad storytelling or physical technique).
Somewhere inside, she felt some part of her desperately trying to convince her that if she would just calculate pleasure per unit of time spent, boys had the better deal; but that conclusion felt like a reach, at best. Who in their right mind wouldn’t prefer this experience? She cleaned off the massager and put it away, cleaned herself up a little, too, and then climbed back into bed, feeling more at peace with herself. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep, a soft smile on her face.

Chapter 9. Sunday, July 10
“I do this for you, Akane-chan,” Ranma-chan said, as she plunged the tanto into her own heart. “So that you can have the man you deserve.” Akane, standing with a man her dream failed to render with much clarity but was presumably supposed to be Ranma-chan’s male nemesis, watched in resignation.
“It has to be this way, doesn’t it?” Akane said sadly, “So I can be happy. You have to be… him.”
Ranma gurgled as the blood in her mouth welled up, unable to speak. But she wanted to say something. She wanted to—
She woke up with a start, her heart racing. Why did her sleeping mind have to keep tormenting her with horror shows? She hugged Mr. Bunny to her chest, trying to calm down. After a few minutes, she sat up and looked at her reflection. “Well,” she said to herself, “I may not be long for this world, but while I am this version of me, I’d better make the most of it.”
In that moment, she felt like she’d finally arrived at a good perspective on her situation. Yes, of course she was going to work to get the Phoenix Pill and return to being… him, but while she was this girl, she might as well embrace the experience. She was still Ranma Saotome, and maybe, she thought, she was the best Ranma Saotome there ever was. She was more sure than ever that she was an even better martial artist—his one real claim to fame. She’d make him regret he ever changed back.
She got up, washed, dressed, and fixed her hair. As she looked in the mirror, she felt a sense of determination. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she said firmly. “And fuck you, Ranma-kun.”
* * *
She found Akane in the kitchen, partway through helping Kasumi with breakfast. “Hey, Akane-chan!” she said with clear pleasure in her voice, “my amazing sparring partner, fashion advisor, and all around BFF, whatcha makin’, and can I help?”
Akane briefly wondered if Ranma was putting on an act, because her greeting seemed a little bit over the top, but she appeared to be completely sincere and genuinely happy to see her. “Oh, hey, Ranma-chan! I was just making the miso soup again. I haven’t really started, so, yeah, we can totally make it together!”
Like the previous time they’d made the soup together, Ranma did a lot of the prep work, but kept asking Akane questions as she put things together. What was that ingredient? Was she sure it was the right one? What were the quantities again? Ranma pointed out, gently, that Akane was very good at chemistry, and cooking really wasn’t that different. She should think of cooking like setting up a reaction: you needed to have everything measured out carefully in advance, apply the right amount of heat at the right time, and so on. You couldn’t cut corners or stop paying attention to all the pieces.
Akane usually hated it when people tried to correct her in the kitchen only to have it come out as a disaster anyway, but with Ranma it was different. She was patient and kind, and she really wanted to help Akane do well. Akane found herself relaxing and enjoying the process more than she had in a long time, and the end result, while not quite as good as Kasumi-oneechan’s, was still vastly better than anything out of a packet.
Genma was less pleased about Ranma’s behavior. “What the hell is this, Ranma? You’re supposed to be a boy! Boys don’t cook, they fight! Someone needs to knock some sense into you.”
“Better not be you, Pop,” Ranma replied firmly. “You’ve got precious little sense to knock into anyone.”
“I’ll show you precious little sense!” Genma bellowed, jumping up from the table and charging at Ranma. Before he could reach her, Akane stepped between them.
“Stop it, Genma-san,” she said firmly. “Ranma-chan is who she is right now, and we need to respect that. If you want to help her, then support her, don’t try to force her into some mold that doesn’t fit.” She paused, then added, “You’ll have your boy back soon enough, won’t you? So just be patient.”
“I don’t need to be told what to do by a girl!” Genma said, pushing her aside. He lunged at Ranma several times, but each time, Ranma deftly sidestepped, until they’d both ended up outside. Then, out of nowhere, Ranma produced a large mallet. With a single swing she sent Genma flying into the pond, where he immediately transformed into his panda form. The wet panda held up a sign saying, “Time out!”, indicating that he was giving up for now. Ranma, the mallet now nowhere to be seen, just walked back inside.
“You really do like doing my thing better than me, don’t you, Ranma-chan?” Akane asked with a chuckle. “You’re way more of a tomboy, yet cuter into the bargain, and now you’re even pulling off my mallet technique. It’s a good thing we’re on the same team or sparks might fly!”
“Sparks might fly anyway,” Ranma replied with an alluring tone and a mischievous grin. “But, yeah, until we get the Phoenix Pill, I’m not going to hold back on being this version of me. But it’s not to outdo you, Akane-chan, it’s because you’re such a big influence on who I am. When I think about how to be the best version of me, I think about you and what you do. You’re strong, smart, kind, easy on the eye, and you never give up.”
Akane’s face reddened. “You’re making me blush, Ranma-chan,” she said softly. “You inspire me, too. I’m so glad we’re friends.”
Akane’s mind hung on that last word… It wasn’t really right, was it? They were more than just friends, weren’t they? Although she didn’t exactly know what to do with it, she had something of a growing crush on this version of Ranma. She almost told her that as far as she was concerned, Ranma could stay this way as long as she wanted and that she didn’t have to rush to get the Phoenix Pill from Cologne, or even bother to get it at all if she didn’t want to. But she knew that Ranma wanted to go back to being him, and saying all that would hurt his feelings. He’d just said it again, hadn’t he, with the whole bit about “until we get the Phoenix Pill”? And he’d also said that he was basically just channeling her vibe back to her. No doubt that was why they were getting along so well, but that didn’t mean he wanted to stay like this. Akane sighed inwardly. She’d just have to be content with what they had now, and hope that when Ranma was back to being him, they could figure out a way to still be close, even if it wasn’t the same.
“You know, Ranma-chan,” Akane said, “you don’t have to spend all your time hanging with me. If you wanted to spread your wings a bit, you could find other people to use as role models, too.”
Ranma sighed inwardly. She heard what Akane was really saying—she needed her space, and while she liked hanging out with Ranma-chan, it just reminded her of what she was missing without Ranma-kun. It was right there in the word she’d used: “friends”. That was all they could ever be if she stayed a girl. She understood.
“Yeah, I get it, Akane-chan,” she replied, trying to keep her tone neutral. “I was thinking of going out to get a few groceries for Kasumi-oneechan anyway; it’s not really fair that we expect her to always take care of us and do all the shopping and errands, too.
“So, yeah, I guess that’s an adventure that Ranma-chan can handle on her own.”
* * *
Kasumi was delighted by Ranma’s offer and made a list of some things she was low on as well as a few things that would make the evening’s dinner a little more special. As she prepared to leave, Ranma decided to skip the local shops and take the train one stop to Higashioizumi, to check out the Food Hall (a larger supermarket), figuring the extra distance would let her be out and about on her own where no one knew her.
She decided to wear one of the dresses Akane had insisted she buy. It was a simple sundress, light blue with small white flowers, that came down to just above her knees. She paired it with a light cardigan and some comfortable flats. She brushed out her hair, eschewing the rumpled look she’d been rocking for the last few days. She liked the way her new clothes felt, and when she checked herself in the mirror, she thought she looked pretty cute, too. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she told the girl in the mirror, “and I’m off to run errands.”
* * *
Rather than go straight to the supermarket, Ranma decided to explore the area a bit first. On previous visits to Higashioizumi she’d just hit a couple of specific stores and then head back to the station. So she’d never really gotten more than a vague sense of the area.
She had, however, seen some things in passing—interesting buildings, cool shops, cafés, museums, parks, places to people watch—that seemed like they were worth a closer look. So today’s goal was to have a bit of fun and do something a bit different, not just do the shopping and catch the next train.
She started by heading away from the station toward one of the busier streets. The train had been okay, but she was surprised to find that being out on the streets by herself felt kind of weird. Without Akane, who’d been with her every time she’d been away from Nerima since Cologne’s Cat’s Tongue attack, she found herself paying more attention to people around her than she usually did, and that made her feel a bit self conscious at first—was she doing anything weird? Were people staring at her?
Not only that, but on her own she found herself more aware of what she was wearing and her (lack of) height compared with most of the people around her. She was surprised that she felt a little bit vulnerable, which was a new and disturbing experience.
But she shook the feeling off. She was Ranma Saotome, skilled martial artist and grappler. She might look vulnerable, but none of these people posed any threat to her.
Her confidence back, she was able to put her other worries aside, too. She was fine, and she was going to have some fun.
She wandered through some side streets, admiring the architecture and checking out the merchandise in the windows of the small shops. There were quite a few hair salons in the area, too, which got her thinking. Maybe she should do something else with her hair? She’d want Akane’s advice, of course, but it might be worth talking to her friends at school, too….
After about twenty minutes, she took a break, stopping at a café for a coffee and a pastry. She sat at a table on the sidewalk, letting her enjoy both the atmosphere of the café and the bustle on the street. She smiled to herself, and noticed a few people smiling back at her. There was something liberating about being able to blend in as just another girl out and about in the city.
She realized she’d let her guard down more than she should have when a man’s voice said, “I don’t know who you are, but you aren’t ‘Ranko Saotome’.” Uh-oh. Ranma tensed up, but she realized that her chair was too close to the table for her to stand up quickly. Instead, she twisted in her seat to see Ryoga standing behind her, looking mildly annoyed. He moved to sit in the chair across the table from her and she turned back to face him. This is bad.
She’d have to play innocent, at least for now. “Um, hello again. You’re Ryoga-kun, right? Akane-chan’s friend?”
“I spent time with Ranma growing up,” he continued, ignoring her greeting. “If he had a sister, I’d know about it.”
All his attention was focused on her face as he asked, “So who are you really?”
She tried to imagine explaining her situation to Ryoga, but it was all just too complicated, and he might attack her before she’d finished. On top of that, she was so surprised that she actually found herself panicking a little. She really didn’t want a fight with Ryoga. Unable to come up with a better idea, she tried another lie. “I’m Eve,” she said, “a friend of Akane’s. She’d noticed I looked a bit like this Ranma Saotome person, and when you thought you saw a family resemblance, she thought it would be fun to introduce me as his sister.”
Ryoga scrutinized her even more closely. “More lies… I can tell. And that means you really are Ranma Saotome, aren’t you? We still have a score to settle, you know, and hiding out as a girl isn’t going to let you escape that forever.”
Crap. Oh, well, we knew it wouldn’t last. “I’m not hiding from anyone,” Ranma replied haughtily. “You’ll get your match up with… with him soon enough. But right now, I’m stuck in my girl form and I’m just trying to make the best of it. Haven’t you ever been stuck in your pig form for a while?” She sighed. “Not everything is under our own control all the time, Ryoga-kun.”
Ryoga had, in fact, spent three days stuck as a pig and had more than once narrowly escaped being cooked for dinner, so he definitely understood the frustration of being at the mercy of forces beyond his control. He sighed too. “Okay, time out. We’ll resume our feud when I have a boy I can actually fight.”
That settled, he asked, “Are you really calling yourself ‘Eve’ now?”
“No; it was just the first name that came to mind,” Ranma replied. “You can just call me Ranma-chan if you like. We’ve known each other long enough.”
Ranma wanted to change the subject, so she asked Ryoga about what had happened since he’d headed off in the wrong direction at the intersection. Somehow he’d made it to the other end of Japan and back again since yesterday afternoon, but his explanation of how he’d managed that was, as expected, far from coherent.
“If you come back to the dojo with me after I’ve done the shopping, Ryoga-kun, you can get a hot bath, we can wash your clothes, and you can rest up a bit,” Ranma offered. Feeling generous, she said, “Akane would be delighted to see P-chan again, too, if you wanted to go that route.” While the whole P-chan thing was usually a source of annoyance, the idea of Akane smiling as she doted on him seemed like a positive thing. Akane deserved to be happy, after all.
Ryoga frowned at the P-chan comment, but he agreed. Given his propensity for getting lost, he stayed close to Ranma’s side as they worked their way through the supermarket, helping her find everything on Kasumi’s list. A few times, he fetched something from a high shelf for her. He picked up a few things for himself, as well; experience had taught him that it was always a good idea to have some extra food in his backpack. He never knew when he’d find himself in the middle of a field or on top of a mountain with no shops or civilization in sight, so he was happy to take advantage of the opportunity to stock up.
Ryoga found it strange watching this version of Ranma. She—definitely she—seemed so… domestic? Normal? No one was leaping out to challenge this girl. No one was chasing her, either, and they weren’t surrounded by waves of destruction. She also seemed… content? No, more than that—she seemed like she was happy.
But he knew it had to be another one of Ranma’s weird plans. There was no way that Ranma Saotome, of all people, would ever choose the life of a girl over being a martial artist. Still, Ryoga could see the appeal of a respite from all the chaos. From that perspective, he actually felt a little envious, as his own life had hardly ever been comfortable or stable.
He was still mulling over those thoughts when they reached the station. They were standing on the platform when the train beside him sounded its door-closing chime, and, to avoid being left behind as so often happened, he leapt inside just before the doors closed, cutting off whatever Ranma had started to say. Through the window, he saw her on the platform looking nonplussed and pointing to a different train that was just arriving on the other side of the platform. He’d done it again. He’d gotten on the wrong train. He looked at Ranma-chan helplessly as his train pulled away.
On the train home, Ranma felt sorry for poor Ryoga-kun. He had it much worse than she did. Having a pig as his cursed form seemed so much more perilous than her own curse—he couldn’t even speak—and his constant state of disorientation must make his life a nightmare. Still, she thought, at least he probably never wonders if he should stay in his pig form forever. Or maybe, given the way Akane doted on P-chan, he did. Who knew what might be true in this absurd world they lived in?
* * *
When she arrived back at the dojo, Akane was waiting for her. She looked a little anxious. “Hey, Ranma-chan,” she said, “how was your trip? Did you have any adventures?” She followed Ranma into the kitchen and helped her put things away.
Ranma smiled. “Yeah, it was fun, although I also ran into Ryoga-kun again. He finally figured out who I was. I tried to bring him back here like we did yesterday. We made it all the way to the station, but he got on the wrong train before I could stop him. He could be anywhere by now. Yokohama, most likely.”
Akane laughed. “That sounds like Ryoga all right,” she said. “But you two didn’t fight? That’s a good thing, right?”
“Yeah.” Ranma looked down briefly. “I guess we’ve declared a truce for now.”
Not fighting was good, but Ryoga’s attitude still annoyed her. “Of course, I could totally take him down right now if I wanted to, but in his eyes, Ranma-kun is the martial artist and I’m just a girl,” she added, rolling her eyes. “I kind of wanted to set him straight, but our whole feud is based on stupid misunderstandings to begin with, so it seemed fitting to just let yet another one provide an excuse to let it go. At least for now.”
She frowned deeply, getting lost in her thoughts. Sooner or later, she and Ryoga were going to fight again, no matter what she did. Although she thought—hoped?—Ryoga’s insistence on a “fight to the death” was more bluster than a really serious threat, she couldn’t be sure. Plus, while Ryoga was very strong and could do a lot of damage, she had no doubts at all about who was the better martial artist. She’d have to be having a really bad day to lose any fight between them.
She knew that Akane was aware of all of that, and she’d probably be annoyed (or worried, which she’d express as anger) if Ranma went on and on about it, so she said nothing, contenting herself with imagining how their fight might go.
From Ranma’s shifting expressions, Akane could tell pretty much exactly what she was thinking about. She’d heard it all before, and she really didn’t need to hear it again. Ranma’s current unfocused look also told Akane that she couldn’t let it go. She needed a distraction, and Akane knew just the thing. She reached out and touched Ranma’s arm to get her attention, then said, “Hey! Do you want to train a bit before dinner? I know we didn’t do much yesterday, so maybe we could try some speed moves again?”
Ranma smiled. “Actually, I had an idea for something different—a whole new technique.”
Akane was always fascinated by the new techniques Ranma came up with; she’d even adapted some of them for her own art, although he had rarely been interested in helping. Seeing Ranma-chan adopt a more inclusive attitude was a welcome change and she was eager to hear all the details.
Ranma’s idea was a powerful new distraction technique which she called the Sincerity Silken Cinch-Up. You’d get close to your opponent, and then open your heart to them, telling them something deeply surprising. Done right, all their attention would be directed at your face, searching for clues to determine whether your revelation was genuine, which, of course, it had to be for the technique to work. While they were focused on reading your face, your hands would be looping a lightweight silk ribbon around and around their body, doing it so quickly and lightly that they wouldn’t notice. Once the silk was in place, a quick tug would cinch them up tight, immobilizing them. Friday’s fight with Kodachi had been the inspiration.
Akane was impressed. “That sounds amazing, Ranma-chan! We should totally practice that, but, uh…  I don’t think I’m quite in the headspace for any more emotionally vulnerable confessions today. Maybe we can just work on the silk-wrapping part this time around?”
“Absolutely,” Ranma replied. “You just need to concentrate on my face and try to notice what you can see out of the corners of your eyes. We have to make sure you can’t see what I’m doing with my hands.”
In practice, the technique was far more difficult than they’d imagined. Peripheral vision is highly sensitive to movement, and even with Akane focusing intently on Ranma’s face, she could sometimes see little movements in Ranma’s shoulders as she tried to loop the silk around her.
Ranma had the opposite problem—she couldn’t see what her hands were doing because she had to maintain eye contact with Akane.
After a couple of hours of practice, they were both exhausted and frustrated, but they had made some progress. Akane could no longer see Ranma’s hands or shoulders moving, but Ranma was still having problems getting the silk to do what she wanted; it seemed like she either couldn’t get the silk looped around Akane’s body properly, or, if she did get it right, Akane felt it happening and could pull away before Ranma could cinch it tight. They decided to call it a day and try again later.
* * *
Akane wanted to study more for the upcoming end-of-term exams after dinner, so Ranma returned to the dojo for more practice by herself. She set up a dummy and tried to perfect the technique on her own. It required insane levels of precision, and that meant it needed intense focus. She had to know exactly where each limb was with millimeter precision, and she needed to be able to throw and catch the silk with just her fingertips. At some point she stopped practicing with the silk, and switched to a more fundamental exercise: blindfolding herself and moving about the room quickly, then returning to the dummy and trying to place her hands just a fraction of an inch in front of it. She failed quite badly at first, but she’d done this kind of training before and she knew how to maintain her focus. After many repetitions, she started to notice some gradual improvement.
The exercise helped her perfect an internal map of exactly how her body moved in space. She’d done similar things as Ranma-kun—learning to fight blindfolded or in total darkness—but she found that she was once again outdoing him. This new body map was more detailed, more precise, and in her focused state she felt wonderfully centered and in control. She wondered briefly if she was erasing the body map he had built up over many years of training, but she was unsympathetic. Screw you, Ranma-kun. This is my body. You can deal with any problems when you get it back…. If you ever do.
* * *
Worn out by the evening’s work, she headed to her room to get ready for bed. When she was done in the bathroom, she crawled into bed and pulled Mr. Bunny close. The mini massager stayed in the drawer. She was too exhausted to think about that kind of stuff right now. And anyway, she was content enough as it was. It had been a good day. She closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 10. Monday, July 11
Ranma drifted back into consciousness slowly. She really wanted to sleep more, as she definitely hadn’t had a restful night. Her mind had been busy grinding away on everything she’d learned from yesterday’s training, and running her dreamself through simulation after simulation where body and situational awareness was essential was apparently a key part of the process. She felt like she’d been running a marathon in her sleep. But it was a school day and she needed to get up. Defiantly, she snuggled Mr. Bunny closer to her chest and kept her eyes closed for a few more minutes.
Her restless mind saw an opportunity for more training—she found herself visualizing her exact position on the bed, first as seen from above and then from other angles. She could move her perspective anywhere she wanted. She could even sense the distance between objects she focused on. It gave her an idea, but she still didn’t want to get up yet.
She suddenly realized that only a single week had gone by since she’d attended Furinkan High School for the first time as herself. She’d been nervous, unsure of how to fit in, and confused on so many levels. But now she seemed to have finally found her balance. She’d made a home for herself in this crazy world and it felt wonderful. She knew it was all temporary, but she hoped, she really, really hoped, that the other Ranma would look back on this experience fondly and not just bury it so he could pretend it had never happened.
Keeping her eyes closed, she got up and went through her morning routine. Her martial-arts training guided her intense focus as she moved through each step with uncanny precision, intensely aware of her body position in the unseen world around her. Having performed her morning ablutions, dressed, and even arranged her hair without the aid of her sight, she finally stood in front of the mirror. She didn’t need to see the reflection to know who this young woman was; she felt it in every fiber of her being. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she said firmly. “And I will prevail.”
In fact, her hyperawareness of her body revealed something she hadn’t really paid attention to until now. Akane’s borrowed school uniform fit her reasonably well, but she could now sense where it was just a little too tight in some places and a little baggy in others. It had been made for a younger Akane with fewer curves. Given the slightly rumpled look she’d been rocking, it was totally fine, but she should probably get her own properly fitted uniform at some point. Of course, whether that was worthwhile depended on just how much time she had left. The term would be over soon enough, and it hardly seemed likely that she’d still be around when school resumed after the summer. She sighed, then shook her head to push away the sadness that had welled up, opened her eyes, and headed downstairs for breakfast.
At the breakfast table, Akane had been deep in her own thoughts about the previous week’s Monday. Ranma had asked to borrow her old school uniform, and she remembered her mistrust of Ranma’s intentions and the promise to treat it carefully she’d insisted on. And now, just a week later, they sat together at the breakfast table in their school uniforms as if this was how it had always been.
Of course, not everyone was quite so happy with the new normal. Genma was still grumbling about how “the boy’s gone soft” and, while Father was making out that he was more interested in his newspaper than anything else, it was clear enough from his body language that the current circumstances weren’t to his liking. But with four (even if they only acknowledged three) women ready to jump on them for a wrong word, both men appeared to be doing their best to maintain the fragile peace.
Akane and Ranma looked at each other and smiled. They didn’t need to say anything to know that today was a one-week anniversary in a time that was doomed to be short but special. They were making the most of it, and they both knew it.
That same quiet emotional weight continued as they walked to school together. They chatted about mundane things, like what classes they had that day, what homework was due, and how they might fare on the upcoming exams, but beneath their everyday conversation, both girls felt a sense that whatever they’d had for the last week was about to change.
Ranma’s gut was telling her that today might be her last day as herself. She felt ready. She was feeling confident about using her Sincerity Silken Cinch-Up technique on Cologne; more practice might increase her chance of success somewhat, but her body-map work last night—and all the work her brain had done with it while she slept—told her she was ready now.
If she was successful, then today would be the day when she claimed the Phoenix Pill and returned to being him. She’d achieved a sense of calm acceptance about it. It wasn’t what she wanted, but she knew that the Ranma she’d been just over a week ago would be only too happy to get everything back to normal. She blinked a few times, just to get rid of some dust that had blown into her eyes as they walked. So be it.
She squeezed Akane’s hand gently. “Thanks for being here for me, Akane-chan,” she said softly. “No matter what happens today, I really appreciate it.”
* * *
As if the world itself understood the significance of the day, the morning sky was a clear, bright blue, with just a few fluffy clouds drifting lazily by. By the time they reached the school, almost all the evidence of last night’s rain had gone, and a gentle morning light hit the school gates just as they arrived. It was warm, but she was glad they were still being spared the heat that was more typical of mid-July. Other students went through the gates with them, each lost in their own world, but no one waited to ambush Ranma or Akane or otherwise cause trouble. It was like the universe itself was giving them a break.
This school week would have a different flavor than others, as their end-of-term exams were scheduled for the end of the week. Today’s schedule was the same as most other school days, but instead of new lessons her teachers were all doing reviews of the whole term’s lessons, with their students paying close attention as they tried to cram the material into their heads as best they could. Other than the occasional squeak of chalk on a blackboard, the only sounds were the teachers speaking, the occasional student asking a question, and a sort of background scritching as the students filled their notebooks.
Even the lunch period was quieter than she remembered it ever being. People still sat with their friends, but everyone had their notebooks or textbooks open, snatching bites of food or sips of tea between paragraphs. No one talked, except to ask for something to be passed or a quick whisper to check a fact with someone else.
The day’s hushed atmosphere just seemed to add to her feeling that today was a turning point of some kind, and as much as she tried to concentrate on her studying, the sense of a chapter quickly coming to a close hung over her.
As the day progressed, she did her best to say something nice to every person she interacted with, and she felt a sense of quiet satisfaction as she did so; like she was leaving a legacy behind so that when she was gone, she’d be remembered fondly. She was chosen to be a captain again in PE, and although her team didn’t win, she felt like she’d left everyone feeling good about their efforts. At odd moments, sadness welled up, closing her throat and making her eyes shine damply, but each time she forced it back down, determined that today would be a good day.
* * *
“I’m going to get the Phoenix Pill tonight,” she told Akane at the end of the day, as she prepared to head to the the Nekohanten. “I think my new technique is ready, and it’s time.”
Akane turned to Ranma, studying her face. She’d spoken those words with an enigmatic expression and an oddly flat, fatalistic tone. She struggled to maintain a curious and supportive expression, as inside she felt a profound wave of disappointment and sadness well up.
Ranma is doing what she needs to do, she reminded herself, She needs this to be over. “I understand, Ranma-chan,” she said softly. “Do you want me to be there with you?”
Ranma’s expression was hard to read. “I’ll do it at the end of my shift. It seems odd, I know, but I have to be tired to do what I need to do. So show up maybe ten minutes before, but don’t come in. Just watch through the window from a distance, okay?”
“Okay, but—”
“I mean it, Akane-chan,” Ranma said firmly. “Please don’t come in. I can’t do it if you’re there. Just watch from outside, okay?”
“Okay…”
“Promise me,” Ranma said, placing her hands on Akane’s shoulders and locking their eyes. “Promise me you won’t come in.”
“Yeah, okay, I promise,” Akane grumbled. Jeez. She was pretty sure that Ranma just wanted to protect her from whatever dangerous consequences there might be from what she was going to do, but in the back of her head, a tiny voice wondered if there might be more to it.
Whatever the reason, it was clearly very important to Ranma that she wouldn’t be in the way. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her be so serious about anything before. She took a breath, and carefully said, “I promise, Ranma-chan. I’ll stand outside, and I’ll be out of earshot. I won’t hear what you say to Cologne, and I won’t ever ask what you said.”
Ranma nodded. “Thank you, Akane-chan,” she said softly. “That means a lot to me.”
* * *
Ranma’s shift seemed to take forever. Mondays were often slow, but it wasn’t just the lack of customers. It was the building pressure of anticipation; the grueling wait until she could finally apply her new technique and get the Phoenix Pill.
She could perform the technique in her waitress uniform, but she thought her school uniform would work better. So at the end of her shift she changed clothes, adjusted her makeup to something that felt a little more natural, gave herself a hard look in the mirror, and headed out to confront Cologne.
“Heading home for more family time, are you, daughter-in-law?” sneered Cologne, “You know if you just married Shampoo, you’d be home already and could be waiting on her like a good little housewife.”
Ranma drew a deep breath. She had deliberately not practiced exactly what she was going to say. It needed to flow naturally, direct from her heart. She needed to be utterly sincere with every word. And to say what she had to say to really capture Cologne’s attention, she needed to be as weary as she felt right now.
“You know, Cologne-san,” Ranma began, her voice tired and heavy. “You did this to me thinking it would be good leverage. A way to force me to marry Shampoo. That I would do anything to get the Phoenix Pill, even that. But you actually gave me a wonderful gift instead. I’d been in this body hundreds of times before, but I’d never lived in it. You gave me a chance to not just see the world from a new perspective, but to see myself in a new way. And you know what? I like who I am now. I like being Ranma-chan. I don’t want your stupid Phoenix Pill. I don’t care if I never go back to being Ranma-kun. This is who I really am. It’s as obvious as the sun rising in the east. And you gave me that gift. So thank you, Cologne-san. Thank you for helping me find myself.”
As she spoke, she had edged closer to Cologne, maintaining eye contact and lowering her voice to make Cologne crane in towards her. And, as she hoped, Cologne was riveted by the sincerity of Ranma’s words. Her eyes searched Ranma’s face for signs of deception, but there were none to be found. Ranma’s expression was open and honest. Her words were true. Yet her hands had been moving with lightning speed, looping the silk around Cologne’s arms and legs. Before Cologne could react, Ranma stepped back, tugging the silk tight, cinching her up completely. It worked!
“But there is something else I understand, Cologne-san,” Ranma continued, “I understand duty. I may not want the Phoenix Pill, but I must have it anyway. Everyone from my family, especially Akane-chan, needs me to be Ranma-kun again. And, if I’m honest, the Ranma who came to your restaurant a week ago wanted that, too. So for all of them, I will do what must be done.”
She reached across and took the locket from around Cologne’s neck, her victory complete.
It felt light in her hand. She felt a moment of uncertainty and opened it. It was empty!
“Ha-ha-HA, you stupid girl!” Cologne laughed. “Did you really think I was wearing the pill around my neck for you to take? You child! I have it safe where you will never find it!”
Ranma stood rigid, frozen in place. She felt like her entire world was collapsing around her. Her vision narrowed to a tunnel. Her legs shook. She thought she might faint. She’d had everything planned out, she’d been brave, she’d kept herself calm, and she’d made her dignified farewells as Ranma-chan, and now it was all for nothing. Tears dripped from her eyes.
Cologne was still laughing at her, still talking, apparently, but Ranma’s ears rang so loudly she couldn’t understand the words. Ranma felt like she was going to throw up.
From outside, Akane saw Ranma succeed in taking the locket from Cologne, but was confused by what happened next. She’d thought she’d seen Ranma win, but she looked like she‘d lost everything. What happened? What could be that bad?
She saw Ranma’s body sway slightly, like she was going to collapse, but instead her arm shot up and a mallet appeared in her hand. She swung, and Akane dodged as Cologne crashed backwards through the window, hitting the wall of the building across the street with a loud thud.
Ranma’s empty hand fell back to her side. Sobbing uncontrollably, she stood alone for what felt like forever, until Akane’s voice broke through her daze.
“It’s okay, Ranma-chan,” Akane said softly. “Let’s get you home.”
* * *
She walked like an automaton, not really registering her surroundings; stumbling from time to time. Akane guided her gently back to the dojo. It had taken them a long time to get home, and it looked like everyone was already asleep. Once inside, Akane helped Ranma up to her room and sat with her for a long time, holding her hand, wiping away her tears, and watching her face for any sense of awareness. From what she saw, or rather, didn’t see, she was pretty sure that Ranma had no idea she was there. She probably didn’t even know she was home.
Akane didn’t know what else she could do. She thought about waking Kasumi-oneechan, but she was sure that there was nothing she’d be able to do either. Ranma was safe for now, at least physically. If she wasn’t better in the morning, they’d have to get Dr. Tofu to come over and see if he could do anything for her.
Her anxiety about their upcoming exams wasn’t helping. She wanted to stay with Ranma, but eventually, since her presence didn’t seem to make any difference, her anxiety won. She decided she had to try to do a little more studying, but tried to make herself feel better about it by leaving their doors open in case Ranma needed her.
An hour or so later, Akane heard quiet sobbing coming from Ranma’s room. Before she made it to Ranma’s door, the sounds had already stopped. When she peeked in, Ranma appeared to have collapsed onto her futon and fallen asleep, still in her uniform. Akane moved her into a better sleeping position and did her best to straighten out her dress. She thought about trying to take her uniform off, but now that Ranma had fallen asleep, she didn’t want to risk waking her again. Since Ranma was on top of her covers, Akane found a spare blanket in the hall closet and carefully covered her. She sat by the futon again for a few minutes, just looking at Ranma’s face. Finally, she went out into the hallway, closing the door as quietly as she could, and leaned back against it while she thought more about what she’d seen that evening.
She was pretty sure that she understood what had happened. Ranma had been ready to turn the page on this chapter of her—his—life, to get back to being the boy he really wanted to be, and somehow that plan had come crashing down spectacularly. She hoped that Ranma would be able to tell her the story from her perspective tomorrow. But right now, all she could do was wait. Anyone with any sense could see that she would need time and support to heal, but there was nothing more she could do for her tonight.
Back in her room, Akane laid in her bed, thinking about the future. Ranma had put on a good show while pretending to be Ranma-chan, sure, amazingly good, and it had been a lot of fun, but she’d known all along that that girl could never be his true self. She would just have to keep reminding herself of that fact while she tried to help him recover in any way she could.

Chapter 11. Tuesday, July 12
Ranma slept and woke, slept and woke; jumbled thoughts and misery swirling through her mind. She couldn’t even work out exactly why she was so upset. Part of it was her gullibility, for believing Cologne’s claim that the locket actually contained the Phoenix Pill. But most of it, she thought, was realizing how deep she’d dug into her own emotional core to hold Cologne’s attention, only to have it all be for nothing. She’d told Cologne things she hadn’t even dared to say to herself out loud, and now not only were those things no longer private, but they could easily get back to Akane and make her feel horrible for wanting Ranma-kun back, or to any number of people who might use the information against her. She felt like she’d betrayed everyone she cared about in some fundamental way.
And there was something even worse. She’d known to the very core of her being that she could take the locket that day, that her training with Akane had been that good—and she had been right. She’d been ready. She didn’t want her time as Ranma-chan to end, but she had performed her swan song all day and then gone through with the plan because her sense of duty was stronger than her personal desires. But would that always be true? Could she really do it all again? It had hurt—a lot—to say goodbye to her life as Ranma-chan, but she had pushed down the pain and done it anyway. But could she—could anyone?—do something that hard again?
She thought back to how in her second encounter with Ryoga, she’d called herself “Eve”. Now she realized how appropriate that name was. She had eaten of the tree of knowledge, learned who she was, and now she couldn’t go back to the innocence of ignorance. Dr. Tofu had encouraged her self exploration, but maybe he’d been completely wrong. Maybe she needed to stop playing this dangerous game with her own psyche, because surely the end result was only going to be more pain, and not just for her.
But she couldn’t think of anything that she could walk back. Her body was her body, and that wasn’t going to change, at least for now. She could stop her physical explorations, but that apple was already well and truly bitten. She could try to tone down her clothing choices and maybe cut her hair, stop using any makeup, and try to act more androgynously, but she didn’t think she’d been behaving overly femininely as Ranma-chan to begin with (outside the Nekohanten, anyway). She thought about dropping her friendships with the other girls at school, which would leave her alone at school except for Akane. Which led her to the idea of somehow pushing Akane away and unwinding the closeness they’d developed, but that would be cruel for both of them, and Akane didn’t deserve to be hurt. Maybe she could try to channel him as best as she remembered him, but pretending to be an impulsive idiot hardly seemed like a smart move. She felt trapped; like being on a rollercoaster whose ultimate destination appeared to be a jagged cliff.
These were the thoughts that had gone around and around and around in myriad variations all night long, mixed in with snatches of dreams that she couldn’t remember, but that left her with emotional hangovers she couldn’t shake.
Eventually, an hour earlier than usual, she got up. She kept her eyes closed as she left her room, went out into the hall, opened her eyes again, found a large bath towel, and then returned to her room and hung it over the mirror to block out her reflection. She didn’t want to see herself right now. That was at least one thing she could do. Surely it was that daily reminder of who she was on the outside that had slowly transformed who she thought she was on the inside.
In the bathroom, she just closed her eyes to avoid her reflection in the mirror as she went through her morning routine. Back in her room, she stared into her closet unhappily. She pushed the skirts and dresses Akane had insisted she buy to the furthest-away part of the bar. Clothes weren’t a big thing anyway, but playing dress-up probably wasn’t helping anything. Her uniform was crumpled up on the floor next to a blanket she didn’t recognize. She couldn’t remember taking it off—she couldn’t remember anything after she’d opened the lo—
Her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes again. She choked back a sob, and fought to get herself under control. She couldn’t… Oh, no. Today was a school day. She would need her uniform. The tears came back. Could she even make herself go to school today? Part of her—most of her—almost all of her—wanted to just crawl back into bed, pull the covers over her head, and never, ever wake up.
But that would kill Akane, and she’d hurt Akane too much already.
She forced herself to stop crying, to wipe her face, to pick up her uniform and look it over. Somehow she’d managed to avoid dripping tears and snot all over it; she shook it out and saw that it was just wrinkled. She could work with that.
She headed down to the big bathroom where she very, very carefully edged her way around the tub, still full of warm water from someone’s bath, and hung her uniform up in the moist air. She thought she remembered someone, probably Kasumi-oneechan, saying that you could get wrinkles out of clothes this way. Kasumi-oneechan would probably be happy to iron it for her, but even if she could talk herself into waking her up, she didn’t think she could handle being seen by anyone right now, not even Kasumi-oneechan. This would have to do. And she probably wouldn’t go to school anyway.
Back in her room, she noticed her martial-arts gi neatly folded on a shelf. Even after dealing with her breakdowns and her uniform, she thought there was still time to do some training before breakfast, and maybe that would help her regain at least some of her perspective. She put it on and headed down to the dojo. Beyond its suitability for training, being there felt appropriate, somehow, like a tip of the hat to old-school Ranma. She started to sob again and shook herself firmly. No. Training. Distraction.
As tired as she was from her fitful night, she tried to put as much energy into her exercises as she could muster. At one point she tried a power punch into a wooden plank, hoping to smash it, but instead she hurt her hand. She tried a power kick instead, but it flew across the room rather than breaking. She sighed. She was out of sorts, and it showed in her training. He would have smashed something by now, she thought bitterly. But she was just tired and sad.
She decided to give up on training and have an early breakfast. Maybe she could miss everyone and avoid the need to interact with them. Or she could just get something to eat and take it back to her room and think some more—decide whether she even wanted to go to school today. She could cram for exams at home. Or not.
She was surprised to find Akane already in the kitchen, sipping a cup of tea. Looking at the clock, she realized that it wasn’t nearly as early as she’d thought. She must have lost track of time while training. Akane would surely ask how she was doing, and Ranma didn’t relish that conversation right now. But maybe if she had it on her terms, it’d go easier.
Before Akane could say a word, Ranma said, flatly, “Cologne lied.
“The locket was empty.”
She paused, trying to at least say something kind to Akane.
“We did good work. We trained well. And we achieved our goal of getting the locket. But it was all for nothing.”
Finally, she spat out something she’d only just realized, “Cologne says that the Phoenix Pill is hidden somewhere only she knows, but, hey, for all we know, maybe it doesn’t even exist.
“That’s it. That’s all.” Her expression went blank again.
Akane took it all in. Ranma’s expression, the outfit, the stiff movements, the flat tone of voice; it all reminded her of how Ranma-kun had behaved when he’d been upset about something. And then there was what she’d seen when she got up that morning—she’d peeked into Ranma’s room to see how she was feeling and saw the towel over the mirror. She also saw Ranma’s eyes, which were red from crying, and the dark circles and swelling around them. She looked horrible, but at least she was here.
Everything she’d seen this morning confirmed what she’d figured out last night: Ranma had so wanted to go back to being his old self, and now that hope had been crushed. She could see it clearly, how he’d hoped that this morning he’d see his old familiar face again, and the fact that he wouldn’t was just too much for him to bear.
“It’ll be okay, Ranma,” Akane said softly. “I know it feels hopeless right now, but we’ll find a way for you to be Ranma-kun again. I promise.”
There it is, Ranma thought bitterly. The same old song and dance. Everyone wants me to be the way I was before. All that stuff about it being fine with them was just for when they thought it was temporary. But now that there’s a chance that it’s less temporary than they thought, maybe even permanent, no, they’ve gotta “keep hope alive”. “We’ve all gotta redouble our efforts”. I hoped that maybe Akane would be different, but she’s just like the rest of them.
“Yeah, well, whatever,” Ranma replied flatly in a slightly lower register, attempting a mocking caricature of the Ranma-kun that Akane clearly wanted so badly. She’d hoped Akane might notice the edge to her voice, or maybe remember that Ranma-kun was not exactly the easiest person to live with, but no such luck. Akane just looked sad.
“Are you going to school today?” Akane asked gently.
“Dunno,” she replied, still channeling a bit of her Ranma-kun parody. “I mean, I gotta be a girl at school, right? And girls are icky and stupid.” Okay, she was really laying it on thick now, but maybe Akane would get the message.
Akane was a bit puzzled by Ranma’s behavior. He could be a jerk sometimes, and, obviously, he was upset right now, but she didn’t remember him being so deliberately rude. Still, she didn’t take the bait. “You can totally stay home if you want—maybe keep training and see if it helps you feel better,” she said kindly.
“Nah, Akane, the Ranma Saotome way is to just keep throwing yourself into the fray no matter what, no matter how idiotic, no matter how low the odds of success,” Ranma replied, still in her parody mode. “That’s what ‘anything goes’ is all about.”
They ate their light breakfast in silence. Eventually, Akane broke it.
“I can call you Ranma-kun again if you want,” she said softly. “If it makes you feel better.”
Make me feel better!?, Ranma thought incredulously. You think calling me by a name that doesn’t fit me anymore is going to make me feel better? You think pretending I’m someone I’m not is going to help me get through this? You don’t get it at all, do you?
But she as soon as she had that thought, she also got an inkling that maybe she’d brought this on herself with her behavior; that Akane couldn’t appreciate her dark self mockery.
“That wouldn’t help,” she replied flatly. “I better go get ready for school.”
She stopped by the bathroom to get her uniform. She stared at the water for a moment. How much could it really hurt? she wondered. Would it kill me? Do I care?
She took herself in hand again. She would care. Akane would care. And she couldn’t hurt Akane, even if Akane wanted someone else. She had to stay alive until she figured out how to get Ranma-kun back. Then she could go back to wherever she’d come from, just disappear like she’d never been, and everyone else could get on with their lives.
She grabbed her uniform and went back to her bedroom, where, still filled with a simmering bitterness, she angrily pulled the towel off the mirror. She stared at her reflection. The way she was dressed, the way she was posed, the expression on her face, it actually did have kind of a male vibe to it, notwithstanding all the curves in girl places. No wonder she’d confused Akane. She was blowing everything up for no good reason.
And her face was a disaster. If she went to school looking like this, they’d probably call social services. And she’d never be able to explain it to her friends. She did some quick breathing exercises to help her center herself. Calmer now, she put on her school uniform and picked up her bag. On her way to the stairs, she picked up a washcloth from the bathroom.
While she was waiting for Ranma to reappear so they could head for school, Akane sat on the couch in the living room, and brooded on the whole situation.
She looked up when Ranma came back downstairs. He—she’d resolved to say “he” from now on despite appearances—still looked terrible. He headed into the kitchen and she followed him, watching as he ran cold water on the washcloth and then pressed it to his face, added a couple of ice cubes, and held it there. Where did he learn to do that?
Peeking around the cloth, Ranma looked Akane in the eyes as best as she could. “I’m sorry, Akane-chan,” Ranma said, slowly and sincerely. “I was sending mixed signals this morning. I don’t need you to call me Ranma-kun. That wouldn’t make me feel better—actually, it would make me feel much worse. But if you need to call me that to feel better yourself, then, okay, I’ll put up with it, because I care about you. But for me, I like it when you say Ranma-chan. I like it when you say she and her. I liked how everything was before yesterday evening when it all went to hell. Maybe we can just try to pretend that none of that happened, okay?”
Akane wasn’t entirely sure she believed what Ranma was saying; maybe he was just pushing his own feelings down to try to please everyone else. But if that was what he wanted to do, well, it would be ungracious to refuse. “Okay, Ranma-chan,” she said in a bright but brittle tone. “We’ll try to recapture the vibe we had at the weekend.” She paused. “But I can’t pretend yesterday didn’t happen. Ranma. I… I’ve never seen you hurt like that before, and it scared the hell out of me.” She paused again, trying to decide, and then said, “Can I give you a hug?”
“God, yes!” Ranma replied, dropping the cloth on the counter and stepping forward. They embraced tightly, both of them needing the comfort of the other’s presence. As they parted, Ranma said, “You’re right. I am kind of broken. But I’ll heal. And hugs help a lot.”
With all the drama, they hadn’t been keeping track of the time, and as a result they had to run to get to school before the bell. That prevented them from being able to talk more, but secretly they were both happy to be physically rather than emotionally engaged. Ranma still felt traumatized, but at least she’d processed some of the things she’d felt, and she thought she’d managed to stop things going completely off the rails with Akane. That was something at least.
At the school gate, they encountered Shampoo, whose expression betrayed a desire for mischief. “Oh, Ranma-chan,” she said sweetly, “I heard what happened at the Nekohanten. You tell great-grandma all your deep secrets, and she tell me.”
“Cologne is a liar,” Ranma replied icily. “She has no honor. Her word is worthless.”
“Ha-ha, yes, she lied!” Shampoo laughed. “She lied and say you tell her you want to be big strong boy to marry me. Yes, it was that, and not something else. Marry me and all your secrets stay safe!”
Akane had promised Ranma that she’d never ask what she’d said to Cologne, but that didn’t mean she didn’t wish she knew. Shampoo’s taunt was ambiguous enough that it shed no light on the matter. Ranma just glared at Shampoo. “Whatever you think you heard, Shampoo, it’s wrong,” she said firmly. “Now leave me alone.”
Ranma grabbed Akane’s hand and pulled her back into their run, continuing their dash into the school and ending their encounter with Shampoo.
Once they settled down in homeroom, Akane knew what she needed to do. Ranma’s face looked a lot better than it had, but it was still obvious that she’d been crying. She surreptitiously passed notes to some of Ranma’s school friends, saying that Ranma had been through something pretty traumatic and could use some kindness and support today. Given the storehouse of goodwill Ranma had built up yesterday when she thought it might be her last, that was easy enough to arrange. Ranma found herself the recipient of smiles and friendly words throughout the day, and that helped.
Ranma did her best to focus on the review material, trying to use it as a distraction from all the other thoughts that wanted to fill her mind. Her determination to focus on academics over everything else probably meant that she was doing a better job studying than he would have. He’d probably blow the whole thing off or have become embroiled in a fight and be sitting soaked in the swimming pool thinking about where to find the closest hot water.
* * *
After school, Ranma asked if they could swing by the Nekohanten; she assured Akane that she wasn’t planning to stay, but that she felt like she needed to make sure everything was okay there. She couldn’t really remember anything past the empty locket—that thought forcing her to blink back still more tears—but she could imagine that there could have been massive amounts of destruction or serious injuries. She didn’t even know how she’d gotten home.
Akane very reluctantly agreed, and they headed over to the restaurant, which was, to her surprise, completely fine. There was new glass in the window, some freshly painted trim, and even new painted lettering. She’d seen the damage happen, so the repairs were obvious to her, but someone who hadn’t been there last night, or who had been as distressed as Ranma had been, probably wouldn’t even notice.
Inside the restaurant, they could see customers eating noodles as usual. Ranma could also see Shampoo near the back of the dining room, serving customers, but there was no sign of Cologne.
“Very polite girl, our Ranma-chan,” Cologne said, startling them both. “She always says ‘thank you’ and that makes me so glad for the things I do to help her. And so dutiful! She’s a real catch for whoever can keep her.”
Ranma and Akane whirled around to see the crone grinning at them. Akane was extremely disappointed that she looked none the worse for being smashed through plate glass and thrown into a wall.
Ranma felt a surge of anger shove her melancholy aside. “You lied to me, Cologne,” she said bitterly. “You said the locket had the Phoenix Pill in it. It was empty. You tricked me.”
“Next time you beat me, daughter-in-law, I’ll give you the real pill,” Cologne replied calmly. “But you must win fair and square. No tricks. No silk. Just your skill against mine. Do that, and the pill is yours. But not today, and not tomorrow. I will decide when we fight and what the stakes will be.”
“I’ll be ready. Whenever you want to fight, just say the word.”
“In the meantime, your job is here for you if you want it,” Cologne said with a wink. “Shampoo’s working, too. You two make a good team.”
“Thank you for your kind offer, Cologne-san,” Ranma said in an exquisitely polite tone. “But I need a change of scenery, so not today and not tomorrow. I will decide if I return and what my wages and dress code should be.”
“Ha-ha-ha, very good, very good,” Cologne laughed. “She’s quite the wit, our Ranma-chan. She had me laughing like anything yesterday!” And with that, Cologne turned and bounced away, cackling to herself. Ranma felt a surge of relief. That was unpleasant, but it could have been so much worse.
Akane was livid. She couldn’t believe Cologne was treating the whole thing like a joke. And Ranma was going along with it! She was about to say something, but then she saw that Ranma looked a lot happier than she had on the way over here. Maybe confronting Cologne hadn’t been such a bad idea after all. She was still mad at Cologne, but she made the effort to set her anger aside for Ranma’s sake.
Just for a second, Ranma thought there might be actual flames behind Akane’s eyes, but then she looked down at the ground and took a very deep breath. When she looked back up, she smiled faintly and took Ranma’s hand, saying, “It’s been a long day. Let’s go home, okay, Ranma-chan?”
They walked the rest of the way home in companionable silence. It had been an exhausting day for both of them, but at least Ranma felt like things weren’t nearly as dark as they felt when the day began. In all her angst over last night’s failure, she had failed to see that there was one positive, and it was a big one: she had a reprieve. Without the Phoenix Pill, she could—had to, even—stay herself. Cologne had made it clear that Ranma wasn’t going to have another chance at getting the pill for a while. That meant she’d still have to deal with it, and everything that came along with it, someday. She didn’t know how much more time she’d have—maybe just a few days, probably no more than a few weeks—but any time at all was a gift. She smiled and squeezed Akane’s hand.
* * *
Back at home, Ranma was a little surprised when Akane suggested they train a bit before dinner. Instead, she suggested that they take the night off, find something dumb to watch on TV, and just relax. Akane agreed, and they spent the evening cuddled up on the couch watching a silly romantic comedy. Ranma felt more of the stress from the lifetime of the last couple of days draining away. Things weren’t perfect, but she was still herself, and she still had Akane, so maybe everything would be okay.
At the end of the day, she crawled into bed, completely beat. To quiet her mind from any other thoughts, she set it idly thinking about the adventure of an innocent princess in the forest and her encounter with the worldly dryad. It was cheesy, but it was nice to think about, in a naughty sort of way. She smiled to herself as she drifted off to sleep.

Chapter 12. Wednesday, July 13 – Friday, July 15
Over the next few days, Ranma’s dreams were their usual mix of manifested anxieties and subconscious explorations of things her waking mind preferred to avoid thinking about.
She had several variations of her confrontation with Cologne at the Nekohanten. In one, after her impassioned speech, Cologne was moved and offered her a different pill; one that would cause everyone else to think she had always been Ranma-chan, while she herself would retain the memory of her past. In another, she tried to give a different speech, about how much she desired the Phoenix Pill so she could return to being Ranma-kun, but Cologne didn’t believe her and the technique failed. Laughing, Cologne had said that no one would want to be a boy after living as a girl, but it was particularly unfathomable that Ranma would want that when she would make such a beautiful wife for Shampoo.
In another particularly vexing twist on the theme, it was Kuno who was applying the sincerity-cinch-up technique to her, using it to confess his everlasting love for Ranma-chan. In that one, as she searched his face for evidence of the sincerity of his feelings, she quickly found herself cinched up tightly by silk as he leaned in for a kiss. She woke up from that one with a shudder.
There were other anxiety dreams, like the one where she and Akane were attending a funeral and Akane was crying inconsolably. Ranma tried to comfort her, but Akane kept saying that she couldn’t believe Ranma-kun was really gone; that without a fiancé, she didn’t know how to cope. Ranma tried to explain that she was still here, but Akane coldly pointed out that she was merely a friend from school and didn’t even live in the same house, which her dream logic immediately turned into ground truth. Ranma woke up from that one feeling torn up in a variety of ways.
And there were more pleasant dreams, too, like the one where she and Mr. Bunny were exploring an enchanted forest together and they met a wood spirit who looked an awful lot like Akane. The spirit led them to a clearing where a picnic was laid out, and they all sat down to enjoy the food together. Ranma felt completely at peace in that dream, and woke up feeling warm and happy (and mostly glad the wood spirit hadn’t wanted to show her “the ways of the world” like in the script of her own clichéd little fantasy).
School that week was also good in some ways and stressful in others. Wednesday through Friday were exam days, and their schedule was different. She really hadn’t had as much time to study as she’d have liked, what with… everything, but without her waitressing job, she had her evenings back and used them to furiously review her notes before the following day’s exams. Focusing on school gave her a reprieve from her tangled personal thoughts. And she was very focused—she hoped she’d do okay in her exams this year, even if they ended up building him a good future rather than her.
On Friday, there was a special optional PE class at the end of the day to help burn off the stress from the exams, which almost everyone chose to attend. She refused to be team captain, insisting that someone else deserved the chance. She’d meant it as a way of trying to repay the support and kindness she’d received from her classmates who’d taken Akane’s request to heart, but she was also happy to step out of the spotlight for a while. She felt like she was getting a little better every day, but Monday’s wounds had been very deep.
She did her best to avoid Shampoo, partly out of fear of what she might blurt out about her confession in the Nekohanten incident, but Shampoo, as always, made some interaction unavoidable. Ranma felt conflicted between the desire to evade her, appease her, and somehow defeat her. She’d realized that you never exactly did battle with Shampoo in the traditional sense. It was more like a psychological game of cat and mouse, with Shampoo trying to convince Ranma that her Amazon tribe offered unique advantages to a future wife (or husband) while Ranma did her best to disengage without hurting Shampoo’s feelings too much.
There were also brief encounters with Kuno, Kodachi, and Mousse, but they were all navigated without serious incident. She also learned that Nabiki really was selling photos of some of her more physically demanding exploits. When she’d first heard about the photos, some time ago, she’d naïvely assumed that there were people who were into photos of martial arts in action, but after she’d actually seen some of them, she suspected that somehow Nabiki had tweaked them to create an impression of both power and femininity to appeal to more prurient tastes. Yuck.
Even with her commitment to studying, she’d found time for training. She was especially interested in exploring techniques that might take advantage of the enhanced proprioception she’d developed. Akane helped, of course, and it turned out that she, too, could precisely sense the position of her body in space. When they compared their experiences, Akane wasn’t quite at the level that Ranma had achieved, but she reminded Akane that practice was always the key to building skills and helped her figure out the best ways to do that. They also did balance exercises where they tried to hold difficult poses for longer and longer periods of time, and then moved on to target practice with hand-thrown weapons.
In their third short session, Ranma adopted the role of sensei, coaching Akane on more ways to focus her mind and body to achieve the best results. It was fun for both of them, and they both made good progress.
Possibly inspired by all the other reading she’d been doing for school, Ranma explored the materials Dr. Tofu had given her. Although she still couldn’t relate to some aspects of the transgender experience they described, she did find some pieces that resonated with her own feelings. She was a little more willing to believe that you could have some sort of internal compass that told what you were meant to be, even if she’d barely felt its tug until recently and was still a bit skeptical of the idea. Buried in one article, she found someone saying that when they transitioned, it was like they’d always been walking in shoes that didn’t quite fit and they’d never realized because they could walk for miles and not get blisters, but once they found shoes that were actually comfortable, everything felt so much better. Ranma felt like that analogy summed up a lot of what she was feeling these days. That said, she still couldn’t quite grasp how transgender people figured things out; in her case, it was only being forced to inhabit this form, to live in it, that had made her realize how right it felt. However they managed it, she was glad that other people got to finally experience that sense of comfort and rightness, too.
Although she did some studying on her own, she also reviewed material with Akane and with her friends at school. At home, she and Akane also took their breaks together, even finding time for a little TV. Across the days, they watched a mix of different shows, from an episode of a romantic comedy to a silly martial-arts cartoon. Ranma couldn’t stop herself from mercilessly critiquing the cartoon for its lack of realism. Akane, whose own skills were more than good enough to play critic herself, might have preferred to just enjoy the shows without the running commentary, but she enjoyed watching Ranma delivering her passionate tirades.
Underneath all these positive things, there were, of course, some darker undercurrents….
The Phoenix Pill situation was in a holding pattern, waiting for Cologne’s next move, which might come the next day or the next month. That was fine with Ranma, but Genma and Soun kept grumbling about it. At least they mostly just complained to each other and only let a few snide remarks slip out where others could hear.
She did have to deal with Genma wanting to start sparring again, but their battles turned out to be even more one-sided than they had been in the past, and she would inevitably leave him drenched and in his panda form, sitting in the pond in the garden, thoroughly trounced. Of course, Genma claimed that he couldn’t help but go easy on her, saying things like, “The boy looks too much like a girl now, and that makes me pull my punches,” but she knew better. She was on the best form of her life, and her father simply wasn’t up to the task of beating her anymore.
Akane had her own issues to deal with. She couldn’t help continuing to grow more and more attached to Ranma-chan as they spent more time together, and those feelings made it all the more important for her to constantly remind herself that she had to avoid being taken in by appearances. Yes, Ranma had asked to be called Ranma-chan, and, yes, she wanted to dress and behave and be treated just like any other girl, and yes, those things seemed to make her happy. But she knew Ranma’s secret truth: that inside, Ranma still very much yearned to be Ranma-kun again. Akane had to keep reminding herself that having Ranma-chan around was temporary, and that the real Ranma was still there, waiting for an opportunity to come back. It made her feel sad sometimes, but she pushed the sadness away and reminded herself that she had had feelings for Ranma-kun before, and that those feelings were still there, just dormant for now.
* * *
As Ranma climbed into bed on Friday night, she felt content. The start of the week had resulted in some of the worst emotional pain she’d ever experienced, but she thought she’d bounced back pretty well. Not only that, but her coping strategy of throwing herself into studying had been successful in two significant ways. The most direct was that she was feeling really hopeful about her exam results; she’d felt pretty confident when taking them, and she thought she’d done at least as well as anyone could reasonably ask.
The other win was all the time she’d had with Akane; studying, yes, lots, but also just being with each other. They’d made some good progress in training, too, and it felt like they were more in sync than ever.
With her exams done, she’d made it through the biggest challenge of the school term, and the sense of closure that gave her also gave her a sense of forward progress. Summer was coming. She was still in limbo, but she was making the most of things as best she could. She closed her eyes and let herself drift off to sleep, ready to face whatever the next day might bring.

Chapter 13. Saturday, July 16
Ranma snuggled in her bed, enjoying the cosiness of her position under the covers and the comfort of Mr. Bunny in her arms. Today marked exactly two weeks since Cologne had hit her—him back then—with the Full-Body Cat’s Tongue pressure-point technique that had effectively bound her in this form.
She didn’t think she’d dreamed at all, but then she dimly remembered a nightmare from earlier where the Cat’s Tongue sensitivity had somehow worn off unexpectedly and she was splashed with hot water, turning her back into him. She’d woken up in a panic, before realizing with relief that she was still herself and falling back to sleep again.
Looking back, she realized that when she had been Ranma-kun, barely a day would go by without at least one unexpected splash of cold water triggering the transformation into his cursed form (often several times in the same day in sequences of events that often stretched credulity to the breaking point), but now it seemed like the opposite was true—two whole weeks had passed without any accidents.
Sure, you were a lot less likely to encounter hot water flying around than cold, but it felt like there must be something more to it than that—when she was working at the Nekohanten, she must have handled hundreds of bowls of hot noodles and cups or pots of tea. At home she and Akane had made miso soup and tea, and most meals had featured hot liquids of various sorts. Yet she’d never been splashed. The only explanation she could think of was that some combination of her extreme aversion to heat caused by the Full-Body Cat’s Tongue point, her natural instinct for self-preservation, and her increasingly well-honed sense of her exact position in space (coupled, perhaps, with some subconscious desire to remain as Ranma-chan), all combined to make it essentially impossible for hot water to touch her skin. She couldn’t complain about the results, although she wondered if the continuous subconscious vigilance might be a little tiring.
If he could see her now, what would he think? Nothing flattering, she supposed. But screw him. She was a better martial artist than he’d been, and she also knew that he’d never believe that for a moment. Or… maybe he would. There was continuity after all—they were both Ranma Saotome, just separated by time and experience. They weren’t really different people. But she couldn’t understand how he, despite all his transformations into this form, had never joined the dots to arrive at her. Or… maybe from one perspective he finally had. Maybe that was the point…? She shook her head to clear it of these unresolvable circular thoughts and sat up on her bed to face the day ahead.
As she got up, she caught a brief glimpse of the girl in the mirror. The sight triggered a little burst of positive emotion, but she didn’t need to linger over the mirror to see herself. Ever since the morning she’d navigated around her room and to and from the bathroom with her eyes closed in preparation for her battle with Cologne, she didn’t need to look to see what was there; she could see herself in her mind’s eye just as well; maybe even better. That self image was what had made covering her mirror with a towel so ridiculous; she knew what the mirror would reflect, just as she knew what the girl standing in the room looked like. It was inescapable reality.
Once she’d taken care of things in the bathroom, she returned to get dressed for the day. Back on Monday, after she’d foolishly tried to pretend she could hide from herself with the towel over the mirror, she’d also pushed the skirts and dresses she and Akane had bought into the depths of her closet like they were some kind of radioactive threat. But now she felt differently. She was Ranma-chan, and she wanted to dress like Ranma-chan. So she pulled out a cute summer dress she’d bought with Akane and put it on, along with some light makeup to enhance her features without going overboard. Wearing it felt good, and that was what mattered.
Downstairs, she found Akane in the kitchen waiting for her. Ingredients had been laid out, but she hadn’t started cooking yet. Ranma saw salted salmon, a bowl of egg mixture, dashi (broth) on the stove keeping warm, wakame (for the miso soup) sitting rehydrating in a bowl, and the miso itself. Briefly, Ranma flashed back to Akane pouring the egg mixture into the dashi and the aftermath where they ate the result as politely as they could (which wasn’t very politely at all in Ranma-kun’s case, now that she came to think of it). She tried to see the funny side, succeeded, and smiled.
Glancing up, Akane looked a little surprised by Ranma’s outfit, but she smiled warmly. “You look nice, Ranma-chan,” she said thoughtfully. “I like that dress on you.”
“You chose it,” Ranma replied, keeping her smile. “And I wouldn’t want to show you up if we go out today. So, are we the ones doing the whole breakfast?”
“Yes,” Akane replied. “I thought we could give Kasumi-oneechan a break today and make shiojake and tamagoyaki. I’ve taken what you said the other day to heart, and I’m trying to think of it like chemistry rather than cooking so my head stays in the game and I don’t mess up. I’m sure that if we work together we can make something pretty decent.”
Ranma saw that Kasumi had already done most of the prep work; the egg mixture for the tamagoyaki was simple enough, but she could understand how Kasumi might not want to take any chances. But there were still plenty of opportunities to get things wrong, not to mention mastering the technique for making the rolled omelettes themselves.
Ranma insisted they plan out all the timings before they began—they ended up making a chart that resembled a train timetable (when to grill the salmon, when to finish the miso soup, when to plate the rice currently ready in the rice cooker, and so forth). Akane might never develop the instincts of a gifted cook like Kasumi, but with a plan in hand and a single-minded focus on the task, she did okay.
Ranma also acted as tutor for the omelette-rolling technique. She actually got Akane excited by talking about the chemistry of adding a little bit of grated nagaimo (mountain yam) to the mix, to make it fluffier held her interest while showing her the right amount of egg mix to ladle onto the square pan to get a nice thin layer; and on through the rolling and serving. Akane watched Ranma work and copied what she’d done—somehow Akane felt that it was especially nice to just watch Ranma and then do what she’d done, maybe not quite as well as Ranma had done it, but still completely acceptably. The pair made a good team, and the time passed quickly as they worked together.
At the breakfast table, Kasumi seemed pleased by what they’d made, and Soun guardedly acknowledged that it was better than he’d expected. Genma, on the other hand, was less disposed to acknowledge their efforts, grumbling that, “The boy should be in his gi, training, not playing housewife in a dress.” Ranma gave him a look that said, If you want to end up in the pond, keep talking like that, and Genma wisely kept his mouth shut for the rest of the meal.
* * *
After breakfast, as they were clearing things away, Akane turned to Ranma. “So, uh, Ranma, I kinda wanted to ask you something. Something a bit personal. I, um, don’t want to pry or make you uncomfortable, but, uh…,” she ground to an awkward halt.
Now Ranma was really curious about what it was Akane wanted to ask. She suspected it might be more questions about the nature of her identity, but if so, she was ready for them. “Go ahead, Akane-chan,” she urged gently. “You can ask me anything, but maybe we can sit and talk outside in the garden? It’s a nice day.”
They ventured outside, and sat on the bench under the maple tree. The leaves were a vibrant green, gently rustling from the light breeze. It was a pleasant setting for what promised to be a serious conversation.
“Well,” began Akane, “As far as I know, you haven’t transformed back into your male form since Saturday two weeks ago, right? There hasn’t been a time when you were splashed with hot water that I don’t know about?”
“No, that’s right,” Ranma replied. “I haven’t transformed since then. I don’t think I can. It seems like I just instinctively avoid hot water now. It’s like my body won’t let it happen.”
“That’s what I thought,” Akane said thoughtfully. “And physically, you’re a girl like me now, right? In every way that matters? I mean physically—I’m not talking about your mind or anything.”
“Uh-huh,” Ranma replied, starting to get an inkling about where this was going.
“So,” Akane continued, “Do you… uh… know where you are in your cycle?”
The question caught Ranma off guard. She hadn’t even thought about that. She knew that girls had periods and, obviously, she was a girl (at least for now), but she’d never made the obvious connection in her head. After all, Akane was a girl, and it didn’t seem like she had periods. But of course she does! Just how oblivious had he been? No. She had to own it—how oblivious she had been.
“Honestly, Akane-chan, I suppose I didn’t think I had a cycle. I mean, I know most girls do, but I’ve transformed lots of times, and I don’t remember having any issues with, uh, that sort of thing.”
“Hmm,” Akane mused. “I don’t know, but I think that maybe when you transform, everything resets. That’s why it’s not something you’ve had to deal with before. But if you’re staying in your female form for a longer time, then your cycle is probably going to advance just like anyone else’s. We don’t know for certain, obviously, but everything we do know says that your body is just like any other girl’s of your age now.”
“So in two weeks I’m gonna have to deal with my first period?” she asked, a little wide eyed. “I… uh… wonder if there is a martial-arts technique for that?” she added with an awkward laugh.
“It’s funny you should say that, Ranma-chan,” Akane replied with a small smile. “There is actually a pressure-point technique that can help with menstrual cramps.” She looked across the yard with a resigned expression and sighed. “It’s not the most fun thing in the world, but there are ways to get through it.”
Returning her gaze to Ranma, she continued, “But that’s why I asked if you knew where you were in your cycle. We don’t know where in the cycle you are when you transform, so we don’t know how long it’ll be. But if it’s going to happen at all, it’s probably less than two weeks away and you need to be prepared. You’ll need supplies and stuff.”
Ranma’s face paled. “I won’t have to tell Genma and Soun, will I?” she asked nervously, imagining how her father would react given his obvious denial of Ranma’s present situation.
“Our fathers probably don’t think any of the women in the house have periods,” Akane replied with a laugh. “But, no, you don’t have to tell them. We’ll just get what you need ourselves. I can help you with that.”
“I’ve already dealt with a few gross things having, uh, girl parts,” Ranma said, trying not to sound completely helpless, “but, yeah, this is gonna be a whole new experience, and having some help with navigating through it all would be great.”
Ranma closed her eyes and turned her focus inward, trying to sense where she was in her cycle. She visualized her body alongside a high-school biology textbook image and tried to map one onto the other. She might have been deluding herself, but she felt like she was able to make tiny, subtle movements to muscle groups that she associated with different parts of her reproductive system. She tried to picture the wall of her uterus, to figure out just how it felt, but after a few moments she gave up and opened her eyes, disappointed.
“I think I know where everything is,” she said, “but I can’t tell what it’s doing. So I guess I can’t figure out where I am in my cycle that way.”
“There are ways to tell using temperature and stuff,” Akane replied. “Most girls just know based on when their last period was and how they usually feel before it starts, but since you haven’t had one yet, we obviously can’t figure it out that way.”
Ranma had been so proud of her enhanced proprioception, but now she felt hopelessly out of touch with her own body. She sighed.
Akane ventured, “There is another option. If we got some hot water, it would be painful but we could briefly transform you back into Ranma-kun, and then splash you with cold water before the pain gets too bad, which would also turn you back. That way, you’d reset your cycle and you’d know you’ve got at least two weeks before you need to do that again.”
“No!”
Akane was a little taken aback by the vehemence of Ranma’s response.
“Sorry, Akane, I didn’t mean to snap,” Ranma said apologetically. “But I tried hot water two weeks ago and couldn’t bear the pain. And now I literally can’t. My body just won’t let me.” That did seem to be true, but there was more: she actually felt a little sick at the very thought of transforming into him; she just knew that she couldn’t. Another thing she didn’t dare admit to Akane was that she knew that a girl’s first period was a rite of passage in many cultures, including theirs, and that she very much wanted, maybe even needed, to experience that clear affirmation of her womanhood.
“It’s okay, Ranma-chan. We’ll get some supplies when we’re out today, but we’ll do some fun things, too,” Akane said, changing the subject. “I was thinking that we could explore the temple at the edge of town. I’ve heard it’s really beautiful this time of year with all the flowers blooming. And there’s a nice café on the way back where we can get some lunch.”
“That sounds great!” Ranma replied with a smile. “I’ll get my things together and we can head out.”
Returning to her room to pick up a shoulder bag, Ranma caught her reflection in the mirror again. This time, she took a moment to really look at the girl staring back at her. The soft curves of her face, the gentle slope of her shoulders, the way the dress hugged her figure; it all felt so right. Sure, Akane had reminded her of a sometimes unpleasant consequence of really living in that body of hers, but she had coped with so much, what was one more thing? It was an essential part of being who she was now, and, she realized, for the ability to bring new life into the world, even if she was still far from being ready to think about that as a serious possibility, that downside seemed downright trivial.
“I’m Ranma Saotome,” she announced to her astounded reflection, affecting a grand tone, “and I’m off to buy tampons and pads!” She laughed at herself, grabbed her bag, and headed out the door to meet Akane for their day of adventure.
* * *
Until recently, the weather had been unseasonably cool for early summer (and the rain, while plentiful, hadn’t felt relentless), but now the heat was really starting to build. Ranma was very glad she’d chosen a lightweight dress for the day. As they walked to the temple, they chatted about school and their training, and played a little game of imagining backstories for people they passed on the street. When a woman walked past carrying a large box she could barely see over, they spun up several ludicrous scenarios about what might be in the box, ranging from a diorama of great moments in TV comedy, to a collection of rare preserved cheeses, to a tiny but fully functional robot butler. They laughed at their own silliness, enjoying the lightheartedness of the moment.
In the temple grounds, although the cherry blossoms had long since fallen, there were still plenty of other flowers in bloom—irises, hydrangeas, peonies, and so many more. The air was filled with the sweet scent of the flowers and the gentle hum of bees.
As they wandered through the gardens, admiring the beauty around them, Akane took a few photos of Ranma amongst the flowers. While Ranma felt a little self-conscious about the whole thing—pretty girl and pretty flowers was just such a cliche!—she was also pleased to have these memories captured for the future, and was very happy to take the same sorts of pictures of Akane. Next time, she thought, we need to get someone to take pictures of both of us together.
They wandered though the memorial garden and down to the pond. Although it was fenced off, despite Akane’s discouragement, Ranma couldn’t resist the urge to take off her shoes, hop the fence, and dip her toes into the cool water. The sensation was refreshing, as the day was definitely starting to warm up, and she felt a wave of relaxation wash over her. Akane laughed at her antics but was glad when Ranma was back on the correct side of the fence.
They decided to continue on to Shakujiimachi and then take the train back as the heat and humidity were starting to be a bit much, with rain forecast for later in the afternoon. Along the way they found that they just had to sample some of the area’s street food. They found a vendor selling crepes, and Akane had one with strawberries and whipped cream while Ranma, who would usually have chosen the same, found herself craving the chocolate and banana option. They swapped bites as they sat on a bench nearby, watching the world go by.
Just when they were almost done, a blob of chocolate sauce dripped onto Ranma’s dress, which rather spoiled the idyllic moment. Akane dashed to get tissues and a little water from the crepe stand, and they managed to clean it up a bit, but Ranma felt like the spell was broken. It seemed like the heat and humidity had suddenly become much worse, and she almost wished they’d skipped the food and headed straight to the train.
“Hey, Ranma-chan, Akane-chan!” a familiar voice called out. It was Yumi from school, out with a few friends. “What are you two doing out here?”
Ranma moved her hand to cover the stain and damp patch on her dress, while Akane answered, “We were just exploring the temple grounds and getting some crepes.”
“Oh, we were just about to do that! Want to hang out for a bit?” Yumi asked.
“What do you think, Ranma-chan?” Akane asked.
Ranma really wanted to go home, but Yumi was her friend, and she didn’t want to seem rude. “Um… Sure, why not?” she replied, trying to sound enthusiastic.
“Awesome, we’ll be right back!” Yumi said, and her group headed off to get their crepes.
There was a lull while Akane and Ranma waited. Ranma felt a little awkward, especially with the stain on her dress. She hoped Yumi and her friends wouldn’t notice.
When they came back with their snacks, Yumi and her friends, most of whom didn’t attend their school (although Ranma thought she recognized one or two), sat down around them and launched into a long discussion about a boy at school that Yumi liked but who didn’t seem to notice her. Ranma didn’t know him at all. Yumi’s friends were full of opinions, and Akane joined in with her take as well.
Ranma tried to keep track of the conversation, but her mind kept wandering back to the stain on her dress and the heat of the day and the errand she and Akane still needed to do. She was also pretty sure she’d heard Yumi have this exact discussion at school a couple of weeks ago. She started to feel like she was being held captive, especially when the conversation covered the exact same ground for the third time. She did her best to look engaged rather than grumpy, but she suspected that grumpiness was winning.
As their conversation finally seemed to be winding down, Yumi suddenly turned to Ranma and tried to pull her in, asking her, “So, Ranma-chan, do you have any advice about boys?”
Ranma was taken aback. She had no idea what to say in response. Yumi was supposed to be her friend, so what the hell? Was she trying to make a joke? Was she trying to remind people about her past? Just what had Yumi told her other friends about her? Now she really wished they’d just been a bit rude and hadn’t stayed.
It took her a few more seconds to come up with the best thing she could think of, “Uh, honestly, they’re a total enigma to me,” which was completely true. Everyone laughed, and Ranma felt her face flush. She could see the humor in her statement, too, but their laughter also stung a bit. Were they laughing at what she’d said, or at her?
She gave Akane a pointed look, silently asking for rescue.
Thankfully, Akane got it, and she jumped in with, “Well, Yumi-chan, maybe Ranma-chan and I need to get going. We have some errands to run before it rains.” They made their goodbyes, Ranma doing her best not to show her discomfort, and headed to the station.
It was a short walk, and on the way they passed a drugstore. Ranma was surprised when Akane went straight in; she followed, but she was a little annoyed. She’d been expecting that they would go to a nice shop closer to home that she was familiar with, but apparently Akane was excited about this place. Whatever. It didn’t really matter, right?
The unexpected change of plans had thrown her a bit, but the unfamiliar store left her feeling even more at sea. They had to wander around quite a bit before they found the right aisle, and when they finally did, the range of feminine hygiene products on display was vast and bewildering. Even Akane looked a little lost, but she rallied quickly, peppering Ranma with questions about what she wanted. Would she feel comfortable using tampons? If so, did she want the kind with an applicator or the ones without? Did she want scented or unscented pads? At one point she appeared to be doing some kind of mental math while talking about flow rates. It was all a bit much for Ranma, who felt like the towering wall of options and variations in front of her was closing in. Had Akane somehow forgotten that this was all new to her?
“I have no idea, Akane-chan,” she said, on the edge of panicking. “Can’t we, uh, just get whatever it is you use?” Please?
“People are different, Ranma-chan,” Akane lectured her. “What works for me might be a terrible choice for you. But I guess we can narrow things down a bit and get a selection of things for you to try.”
They ended up focusing on a couple of brands that Akane trusted, and got both tampons and pads. After they’d added in the variations for different flow rates, which Akane assured her was very important, they ended up with a pretty full basket, which made Ranma feel self-conscious as they headed to the checkout, where they found themselves in a short line. By the time they got to the counter, several more shoppers had queued behind them, so she had an audience while she unpacked the cart. She cringed when she put two “value packs” with “20% extra free!” on the counter, which, she thought, made it seem like she was stocking up for a small army. Akane had promised to take some of those for herself when they got home, but right now, they were still Ranma’s problem. Having so many different things just made Ranma even more embarrassed, and that embarrassment only deepened when the cashier—a teenage girl and not a boy, thank Kamisama—gave her a knowing smile as she scanned the items and put them into a bag that was clearly just a little bit too small for everything. Two bags would have made much more sense, but after already having the whole collection displayed for everyone behind them, she didn’t dare draw any more attention to herself by asking for another bag.
As she’d expected, the overfull bag was awkward to carry, and the bag’s plastic was stretched thin enough that the labels on the various boxes and packets inside showed through. On the train, Ranma couldn’t help thinking that everyone was looking at her and wondering what kind of menstrual calamity she was preparing for. Akane tried to reassure her by saying that no one cared, but Ranma couldn’t shake the feeling of being judged, especially as she not only had to manage the bag, but she also had to stand a bit awkwardly so her shoulder bag would cover the chocolate stain on her dress. She also realized that now that they had the things they needed, the train ride to reach the store that she had actually wanted to go to (where they probably didn’t have some kind of bag shortage or assistants who almost giggled at your purchases) was now unnecessary. They could have walked home and it would have probably been faster!
When they did finally get home, Ranma was relieved to be out of the public eye. She and Akane put away their hoard, both glad their fathers weren’t around to watch, and then Ranma more-or-less collapsed onto the couch, exhausted from the day’s adventures. Akane reappeared with drinks for both of them and Ranma took hers with a grunt.
Akane, who was already frustrated by Ranma’s sullen attitude on the way home, couldn’t help but goad her a little. “You know, Ranma-chan, they say that irritability can be a sign that your period is coming.”
Ranma was indignant. She was being completely rational! She’d suffered the chocolate stain, the tedious conversation with Yumi and her friends, who she barely knew, about some boy she didn’t know at all, been put in the spotlight about what she, of all people, thought about boys, and then she’d been thrown into the bewildering world of feminine-hygiene products in an unfamiliar store with a smirking cashier, followed by a needlessly circuitous trip home in a train carriage where, clearly, the air conditioning wasn’t working properly, and with every single person on the train obviously judging her! Anyone would be irritable after all that!
Screw you, Akane, was what she wanted to say, but instead she downed her drink, stood up, and said, “I’m going to take a bath, and, uh… cool off.” She paused for a moment, collecting her thoughts, before adding, “But it was a nice day until the heat got a bit much, and, uh, I really appreciate you helping me with all this stuff.” Her ability to be gracious, even when she was justifiably annoyed, was something she was proud of and clear proof that Akane was completely wrong when she claimed that Ranma was being “irritable”.
* * *
As she got herself and the bath ready, Ranma continued to stew about what Akane had said. How illogical it was. The things she was upset about weren’t made up. Her frustration about the route they’d taken home was completely legitimate. If Akane had been able to call up a mental map of the area, she’d have seen the pointlessness of the rail journey. But no, of course she didn’t do that! Exactly the kind of mistake you’d expect from a girl! The moment she thought it, the sexist barb brought her up sharply. Where did that come from?! What’s wrong with me? Ranma sighed dejectedly, realizing just how deeply our culture invisibly shapes the way we think and feel, even when we should know better.
Ranma glared at the wall. It was all so unfair. All of it. And so unlikely. Cursed springs belonged in fairy tales set “a long time ago”, not here, not now, in the life of a 1980s Japanese high-school student. Yet here she was. Here they all were. Sometimes it all seemed so crazy that she found herself imagining that she was just a character in a bizarre movie. And if her life was a movie, who was the audience? Who would want to watch her go through all this? Seriously: Who?
* * *
With Ranma’s question, the lens of the narrative camera slowly swings around to point at you, the reader. You are surprised—and not necessarily pleased—to be pulled into the story yourself. You don’t need to be interrogated by the story’s narrative structure. Thankfully, you can still keep your distance. You are not truly a participant in the story—you’re still just reading, and these words in your mind, even as they become part of you, are not really your own. But the change in focus encourages you to reflect on the hold this story has on you. How invested you have become in its characters. The story began easily enough, but as you read, it became more complicated, with more characters to keep track of, events to remember, emotions to feel. Somewhere along the way, maybe even on the first page, you became caught up in the story. You cared. You can’t help feeling a kinship with Ranma and Akane now, for many reasons. You found that certain things resonated with you; that’s no surprise (especially that one bit). Oh, and that scene with Cologne. That was hard. Really hard. You were warned by the preface (a warning that some readers glossed over), but that couldn’t really prepare you for what would happen. That scene where everything went wrong no doubt reminded you of when… Yes, that time….
Well, no. Maybe it’s not exactly the same. But when you read properly, carefully, with empathy, you can’t stop yourself from making connections. You can’t help integrating what you read into what you are. That’s what minds do. Everything you experience, through reading, watching media, attending classes, listening to music, talking with other people about their experiences and feelings, hearing stories about your parents or your friends’ parents, or about their kids, taking hikes, traveling, walking down city streets or country lanes, preparing or eating food, daydreaming, people watching—everything—gets caught up in and combines with your own story….
Enough! you exclaim. Don’t put words in my mouth. Get back to the story. You are nearly at the end of this interlude—you can see the section marker—and you are only too glad to let the focus of the narrative camera turn away, allowing you to relax and sink back into the story, an unseen observer, allowing it to surround and shape you once more….
* * *
Imagining her purported audience lacking control in their own world helped Ranma cheer up considerably. Screw them. And maybe Akane was right; maybe she was a bit out of sorts. The idea that hormonal changes might influence her mood and behavior wasn’t one she liked, but she’d heard the claims made often enough that she couldn’t rule out the idea—after all, her body wasn’t supposed to be any different from other girls’, so why wouldn’t she be subject to the same influences? Gah. She looked straight at the mirror, put on her most feminine voice, tossed her hair, and said, “I am Ranma Saotome, and my wild mood swings feel so right!” She laughed at her self-mockery, and then stepped into the bath to relax and wash away the stress of the day.
As she sat in the cool water, she tried once again to sense where she was in her cycle. She focused intently on her body, trying to feel for any sensations that might indicate what was happening inside her. She wasn’t sensing anything that seemed relevant and was just about ready to give up—wait. Something was different, but it wasn’t in her abdomen. She tried to follow the contour of the feeling, carefully exploring its shape, its extent. It was most noticeable in her skin, but it also seemed to stretch across her entire body. It was like a pressure… like gravity… like being wrapped in a blanket… like being home…. It felt odd in a way that made her wonder if it was really part of her at all, but it somehow also felt reassuring. It was so subtle; if she hadn’t been so focused on looking inward so intently, she might have missed it entirely.
As she thought about it, she realized that the feeling wasn’t completely unfamiliar. She thought back to the pond in the park—was this what she’d felt she’d stepped into the water? An idea occurred to her and she stepped out of the bath. The water ran off her body and the feeling dissipated. She got back into the bath and it returned. She stepped out again, and it vanished. She filled a cup at the sink and splashed it on herself, and the feeling returned, briefly.
It had to be her “curse”. Cold water was the trigger, and if she’d been in male form, it would have transformed her into her girl form. But because she was already in her female form, the curse had nothing to do; it was content because things were already as they needed to be.
She got back into the bath. It felt nice. She closed her eyes and let herself relax, enjoying the sensation of being enveloped within that comforting, barely perceptible, pressure. As she tried to empty her mind, an unwelcome thought popped up: What if all her feelings of “rightness” about being Ranma-chan were just the result of an enchantment? What if, in the same way that hormones might make her irritable, her curse might be what made her so convinced that she was meant to be this way? She panicked briefly, letting out a soft whimper, but another thought pulled her out of it: I don’t live in the bathtub. As mildly comforting as this feeling was, it needed cold water to manifest. Not only that, but the sensation was so faint you had to concentrate to even notice it was there. No. Enchantment wasn’t why she felt the way she did.
She wondered what the opposite feeling might be; the one from hot water. Some sort of repulsion or expulsion? The question was moot anyway—she simply couldn’t do the experiment because of the effects of the Full-Body Cat’s Tongue pressure point. Even if there was a way around the Cat’s Tongue, she didn’t think she could make herself do the transformation; she’d felt queasy when Akane had brought the idea up this morning, and that feeling of nausea welled up even more strongly now. But there was still the Phoenix Pill. If she got it from Cologne, she’d be able to…. She shuddered, almost gagging.
Pulling herself together, she got out of the bath, put on a bathrobe and headed back to the living room, where Akane was watching something on TV. Ranma flopped down on the couch next to her, feeling much more relaxed now.
“Sorry I was a bit of a grump on the way home,” Ranma said apologetically. “I guess everything kinda got on top of me. It’s all been a lot to deal with.”
Akane had been thinking about the situation while Ranma was in the bath. This must be so hard for him, she thought. She kept allowing herself to be taken in by Ranma’s extraordinary ability to produce a perfect simulacrum of a real girl. She kept forgetting that deep inside her “close friend Ranma-chan”, was Ranma-kun, and that for him, a trip to buy tampons and talk about boys from school could only have been a form of torture. She would have to be even more supportive to make sure that he made it through this most recent assault on his true identity.
She snuggled up to Ranma and gave her a hug. “It’s okay, Ranma-chan. I get it. This is all new for you, and it’s a lot to take in. But I’m here for you, okay? We’ll get through this together.”
* * *
They watched some TV, then had dinner, and then spent some time chatting with Nabiki, who was putting together yet another money-making scheme, and Kasumi-oneechan, who was worried about how Nabiki’s plan would play out. Then they all watched a movie and finally it was time for bed.
As she lay in her bed that night, Ranma felt like she’d done okay. It hadn’t been the day she’d been expecting to have, but she’d managed. And some of it had been really nice. As she closed her eyes and wriggled around to get comfortable, she noticed that maybe she wasn’t quite as comfortable as usual. Was this “bloating” or was she just imagining it? She tried to turn her focus inward again, but fell asleep before she could get any clarity.

Chapter 14. Sunday, July 17
Ranma dreamed that there was a Japanese fertility rite she’d been totally unaware of. It involved being bundled into a hot-air balloon emblazoned with the phrase, “She has come of age!” and being set adrift to fend for herself wherever it landed. Initially she was worried as everyone she knew vanished in the distance, but after the traumatic experience of the balloon crashing in thick jungle, she was rather pleased to find pods filled with chocolate. She was starting to think that maybe this initiation wasn’t so bad after all when she woke up.
Awake, she found that despite not having actually eaten anything, she felt like she’d had too much chocolate and was just feeling off, somehow. On top of that, something seemed to be up with her proprioception sense—it felt out of sync, like watching a movie where the audio track has been timed wrong.
It didn’t help that the weather was forecast to be even worse today than yesterday, with even more oppressive heat and humidity. It definitely wasn’t worth going out.
For the rest of the day, she mostly kept to herself; she didn’t want Akane bugging her, or, worse, accusing her of being irrational. Anyway, Akane needed her space, too, so it was fine, obviously. Of course she made an appearance at mealtimes, where, true to form, the two men at the table made remarks that showed they not only had no understanding of her situation, but that perhaps they’d completely lost touch with reality.
She did try to do a little training, but then Akane came in just after she’d managed to misjudge a move, and, well, it seemed better to just let Akane have the room. That was totally fine.
By the end of the day, Ranma had realized that she had mostly wasted the day, and also that she clearly had been out of sorts for some reason. Probably it was the heat messing with her proprioception and that’s what had thrown her off. That was it. She tossed and turned as she tried to get comfortable, and eventually she fell asleep.

Chapter 15. Monday, July 18
Once again, Ranma dreamed… This time her dream seemed to have been inspired by TV commercials. She came into the living room with a beaker full of thin blue liquid. “It’s a light day!” she announced cheerfully to her family. She walked to the table, where a pristine sanitary pad sat, gleaming white and flawless. She carefully poured the blue liquid onto the pad, and it was instantly absorbed, the color vanishing and the pad swelling only slightly. They all waited expectantly, and then after a few moments, the pad suddenly doubled in size with an audible “pop!”. Everyone applauded and came around to congratulate her with hugs and pats on the back. She smiled and turned to the camera, “Light or heavy, Max-Flow Pads have you covered!” She continued to beam at the camera as the scene faded to black.
* * *
Akane dreamed… She had received her report card and her exam grades. She opened it nervously, and was mortified to see that she’d done much worse than she’d expected in most subjects and had somehow completely failed chemistry. Ranma looked over her shoulder and saw her failure. She patted Akane’s shoulder supportively and with a sympathetic tone said, “Oh, Akane-chan, couldn’t you see? Chemistry is like cooking! And as women, we have a natural instinct for that!” Akane bristled at both the sexist notion underlying the comment, and the implication that if it were somehow true, that Ranma had once again outdone her at “girl stuff”.
Ranma seemed to notice something out of Akane’s sightline, then squeezed her shoulder one more time, and let go while saying, “Oh, my date is here! See you later, Akane-chan!”
Akane watched Ranma saunter off with a handsome young man. He seemed familiar, but couldn’t quite place him from his back. But then he turned back to look at her, smiling broadly, and she immediately saw he was… Ranma-kun. Wait… How is that possible…?
She woke up with a start, hungover with a tangle of negative feelings from the dream. Argh! I’m sure I did fine on my exams! she thought to herself, trying to reset her mood. And Ranma, in whatever form, wasn’t going anywhere.
She needed to pee, and so got up and headed to the bathroom. As had happened most mornings recently, it was already occupied. She could hear Kasumi and Nabiki talking downstairs, so she guessed that, once again, Ranma must be in there. She walked down to Ranma’s room to kill time and confirm her suspicions. She found the door was open and the room was empty. She couldn’t stop herself from peeking in.
Although in some ways the room was just as it had always been, there were some clear signs that a girl was now occupying the space. The makeup bag on the dresser next to her hairbrush, might have been the most obvious sign, but the pile of clothes on the floor was a big giveaway, too. While Ranma-kun had always dropped dirty clothes in the corner of the room, the contents of this pile, with Ranma’s stained dress lying on top, would have seemed extremely odd just two weeks ago. She knew that Ranma had somehow ended up with quite a number of “girl mode” outfits in times past, but she’d always sensed a furtiveness about their existence, as if she was trying to hide the evidence. Now, the girl’s clothes were just there, just part of the room’s normal state. Akane felt a pang of sympathy for Ranma; this must be so strange for her, to have her private space slowly but surely change to reflect her developing presentation as a girl. And the coup-de-grace to her old self took the form of several boxes of feminine hygiene products scattered across her futon. She’d clearly gotten them out for some reason. Reading the directions, perhaps?
She turned to go, feeling like she’d invaded Ranma’s privacy more than she should, but as she turned, she found herself face to face with Ranma, who had just come out of the bathroom.
A variety of emotions flashed across Ranma’s face as she saw Akane standing there. Surprise, embarrassment, vulnerability. Akane quickly stepped forward and gave her a hug. “Hey, Ranma-chan,” she said gently. “I was just checking to see if you were okay. I guess you were in the bathroom.” Her own need to pee signaled its urgency, but she had to downplay the idea that she’d checked the bathroom first and knew Ranma’s room was unoccupied.
Ranma looked uncomfortable. “I… I think… I think maybe it’s happening…,” she said hesitantly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I mean, there’s nothing yet, but… I think maybe I have cramps…. And I feel… different….”
Akane tried to remember her own first time. It was more than three years ago now, but she remembered how supportive Kasumi-oneechan had been. She’d explained everything carefully and made sure Akane had everything she needed. Akane wanted to do the same for Ranma. She took Ranma’s hand and led her back into the room, and they sat down on the futon together.
“It’s okay, Ranma-chan,” Akane said soothingly. “The first day probably won’t be too bad. And you might be wrong; it might not be today.” She surveyed the boxes on the bed and selected one of the smaller packs of pads. “But just in case, let’s get you ready for it. It looks like you’ve already been reading the instructions?”
Ranma looked shy and extremely vulnerable. “Uh, yeah, a bit,” she admitted. “I… I wanted to be prepared.”
“And that’s good!” Akane replied. She opened the box, tilting it so Ranma could see its contents. “They’re all individually wrapped, and these ones are small and folded in on themselves so you can be pretty discreet about carrying them around even without a bag; like into a bathroom at school.”
Ranma’s discomfort wasn’t getting better. She was pretty sure that Akane was about to give her some sort of demonstration to show her how to peel off the backing and stick the pad into her underwear, and, well, somehow that would be just too much.
“Um… Thanks, Akane-chan,” she said quickly, grabbing the box and, standing up. “I think I can manage from here. I’ll just go sort it out.” She disappeared back to the bathroom.
Akane sat there, still needing to pee. Damn it. But Ranma should be quick, so she just waited. She thought about what Ranma must be going through. If, as she knew, deep in Ranma’s core, she was really Ranma-kun, then this must be a really difficult experience for her… for him. On the other hand, she thought cattily, most men she’d encountered had basically zero understanding of what periods were like, and maybe it would be good if there was at least one in the world who actually did. That was one positive way to spin it, at least. Ranma’s return startled her out of that chain of thought. She realized Ranma had been away for a lot longer than she’d expected.
“Those things are not well designed!” she announced, sounding frustrated.
Akane tilted her head quizzically, inviting Ranma to continue.
“Like, okay, I get that they need to be absorbent and all, but why do they have to be so bulky? And the adhesive is way too strong! I had to practically wrestle with it just to get it off the backing paper! And then I had to reposition it three times before it was remotely in the right place,” Ranma huffed, crossing her arms.
“And,” she continued they say ‘you’ll never notice you’re wearing one’,” her voice rising slightly. “Lies! I can totally feel it! It’s like having a diaper stuck to my underwear!”
Akane couldn’t help but smile at Ranma’s passionate rant. There was something so adorable about the way she was gesturing as she spoke. “Well, they’re designed to stay in place, that’s for sure. But, yeah, I get what you mean. They can be a bit much.” She tried not to think too hard about what Ranma might come out with after trying a heavy-flow pad—Akane thought those were just too much, and they were the main reason she preferred tampons.
Ranma’s expression told her that she might start up again, and she really needed to pee, so she took advantage of the silence, stood up, gave Ranma a look of what she hoped came across as female solidarity, made the universal gesture for needing to pee, and rushed off before she had an accident.
By the time Akane had washed up and gotten dressed, Ranma was already downstairs picking at her breakfast, modeling a “sulky girl with cute hair” look. For some reason, Akane was reminded of the grumpy but adorable bear she’d gotten from her claw-machine session at the arcade the previous weekend.
“Doing okay?” Akane asked gently as she sat down.
Ranma looked at her with an expression that screamed, Don’t you DARE mention any of this to anyone else at the table! I would LITERALLY DIE of embarrassment!
Akane held up her hands in a placating gesture. “Easy day at school today,” she pointed out, changing the subject. Since they’d finished all their actual classes and exams, their teachers were working frantically to get their final grades in by Thursday. So whatever they were assigned to do in class would be “fun” (or boring) things meant to keep the students busy—and quiet—too. There was also time set aside for club meetings, and another extended PE session.
Kasumi held the door for them as they headed out for school. She patted Ranma-chan lovingly on the head as they passed. “Have a good day at school, Ranma-chan,” she said warmly.
“You didn’t tell her, did you, Akane?” Ranma hissed under her breath as they made their way to the high school.
“I promised you, Ranma-chan, I won’t say anything to anyone,” Akane replied softly. “Kasumi-oneechan just cares about you like she does about all of us.” It was an evasion. She hadn’t told Kasumi, but she didn’t doubt that Kasumi knew. Kasumi always knew. It was like a kind of magic powered by love, and it could be off-putting at times.
Ranma had been proud of her enhanced proprioception, but now, as she walked to school, she wished she didn’t know exactly what was touching her and where. Perhaps other girls couldn’t feel the added bulk between their legs, but she couldn’t help but be aware of it. She tried to focus on other things, but it was hard to ignore the sensation for long.
* * *
Kasumi had noticed Ranma’s mood swings on Saturday, and had an inkling of what might be going on. She’d also noticed that Ranma had only shown up for meals on Sunday, and had looked uncomfortable and unhappy. The way she seemed to be carefully avoiding Akane-chan was a big clue, too—she’d done her best to just stay out of the way and do the things she needed to do without too much interaction during her own periods.
But the interaction between the two girls at breakfast told her everything she needed to know. Akane’s look of concern and support for Ranma warmed her heart. Neither of them had come to her, so she hoped that Akane was helping Ranma-chan the way she’d helped out her younger sisters during their first periods.
At least now she knew one thing they’d be having for dinner.
* * *
Shampoo was at the school gates and pranced over to them enthusiastically. “Oh, Ranma-chan! Akane-chan! Good news! Great-grandma soon ready for rematch!” She beamed at them. “Defeat her, get Phoenix Pill, and chance to be boy again! Being girl not so fun anymore, no?”
Does Shampoo know, too? Ranma wondered, feeling a wave of anxiety wash over her; she really wanted the fact that she might have to deal with menstruation while at school to be something only she and Akane knew, and here was Shampoo dropping hints. Maybe she was being a little oversensitive and reading too much into Shampoo’s taunt, but Ranma couldn’t help feeling like her secret was dangerously close to becoming public knowledge.
Maybe she could defuse the situation. “ ‘I feel ready to take on the day, no matter what’,” Ranma told the world in an overly feminine flowery tone, mimicking a line from a tampon commercial that had been playing on repeat in her head.
Akane grabbed her arm and pulled her along before she could see Shampoo’s reaction. “Come on, Ranma-chan,” she said, “let’s get to class before we’re late.”
As they’d expected, their morning math class was taken up with several mathematical puzzles on the board to choose from, while their teacher tried to dig himself out of his grading backlog. Ranma, Akane, and several others worked together on a particularly tricky problem involving a series of geometric shapes and their areas. Ranma found that she was able to focus pretty well, but her attention was still pulled away occasionally by two things, one was a mild cramping sensation in her lower abdomen that came and went erratically, and the other, of course, was the constant reminder of the pad between her legs and her worries about just what was going on down there.
Ranma’s many fights had taught her that body fluids are at body temperature and thus can be quite hard to detect when they first start leaking. She might not have had a period yet, but she had experienced discharge and knew how annoying it was to pull your underwear up only to discover a cold spot and realize what had transpired. If she went to the bathroom, she could check, but if she kept going and checking every half hour, everyone would wonder what her deal was. So she just sat there, feeling awkward, trying to focus on the puzzle and the classmates around her.
When break time finally came, she made a beeline for the bathroom. She was sure, given the cramping sensations she’d felt, that she’d find she had things to take care of, and was careful to bring a new pad in with her, just in case. But there was nothing. It wasn’t pristine, but there was no sign of any blood. She considered changing it anyway, but decided not to; if she kept doing that, she might run out and then not have any when she really needed them. She cleaned herself up and headed back to her classmates before the bell sounded for classes to resume. She wasn’t sure whether she should be relieved or disappointed.
This ritual repeated itself several times over the course of the day. She’d feel cramping and would be sure that she was going to find blood when she checked, but each time there was nothing. As the day wore on, she was starting to feel a little frustrated. Was this all in her head? Was she just imagining the cramps? Could they be caused by something else? She felt like she was in limbo, waiting for something that had to happen but seemed like it never would.
She got three graded exams back over the course of the day, English, Mathematics, and Chemistry. English was the one where Ranma-kun’s inattentiveness in the preceding weeks had cost her most dearly; she’d only managed to get 70%. She wasn’t surprised that Akane had done much better. In contrast, her last-minute cramming had helped with math; she’d learned a thing or two doing the practice exam with Akane and the actual exam was similar enough that some of her weaknesses weren’t exposed. Akane beat her again, but Ranma didn’t think Akane’s results were a fair measure of her obvious skill, either.
But it was their Chemistry scores that almost caused a fight between the two of them. Ranma just beat her with 80% to Akane’s 79%. Akane seemed to be taking it well, until Ranma made a joke about it being like cooking. Akane snapped back with, “Apparently so!” and then ranted about how that was such a predictable barb. Ranma was thrown by Akane losing her cool, but in Akane’s mind, her grade felt like a double injustice—she’d dealt with this nonsense in her anxiety dream this morning and now it had played out again in real life. It hadn’t been funny the first time.
The day wrapped up with PE again, and once more people wanted Ranma to be team captain. She tried to encourage someone else to do it, but the broad consensus was that she should lead. Akane was on the opposing team this time, and without her help in persuading the team to pick someone else, she had to accept.
The class took place outside, of course, and the heat seemed like it was particularly oppressive. Today’s game mostly involved running in relays, so she and the others spent much of the class standing around or waiting to be tagged between rounds of trying to run flat out. At the start of class, she was anxious about having some kind of wardrobe malfunction, but everything held together.
As the games went on, she started to feel a little light-headed from the heat and exercise; her cramps came back, more intense than before, and she began to wonder if she was going to have to deal with her first period right here, right now, in the middle of PE. She thought about just slipping away and getting out of the sun, but as her team’s captain, she felt like she’d be letting down the whole team, and she wouldn’t let herself do that. With no other options, she just gritted her teeth and watched the clock, urging it to go faster and bring the class to an end.
Finally, the bell rang, and Ranma headed straight for the bathroom. She’d almost made it there when she realized she needed to turn back. She was in her PE kit and didn’t have any supplies with her. She went back to the changing room, palmed a pad from her bag (her PE kit was free of any actual useful pockets! Why?) and hurried to the bathroom. She locked herself in a stall and took a deep breath before checking.
It had happened. Maybe. It was more pink than she expected, but there was definitely something there. And yes, there was some redder stuff, too, somehow on the edges of the pad. How? As she removed it and disposed of it, she saw that a little blood had managed to stain her underwear. It was just a drop or two, but wasn’t the whole point of wearing these stupid bulky pads to prevent that? She wrestled the new pad into place and tried to calm down and recenter herself. It was much cooler in the stall than it had been outside, but not cool enough to really recover from the heat she’d built up during class. Other girls were probably taking cool showers in the changing room. She could do that, too, except that her mind helpfully provided her with glimpses of a few vividly catastrophic scenarios. So, no. She just wanted to go home.
Apparently this had been the rite of passage she’d been imagining since Akane brought up the topic—which, she realized, had only been the day before yesterday—and it was massively anticlimactic. She’d built up her vague idea of what it would be like into a dramatic event, and now it turned out that it came down to nothing more than a used sanitary pad in the trash. Annoying and gross, but not such a huge deal in the grand scheme of things. She felt a little let down.
* * *
Outside the changing room, she met up with Akane for the walk home.
“Hope you don’t mind that my team won,” Akane teased her.
“What?” Ranma realized that she’d been so caught up in her worries during PE that she hadn’t even noticed which team had won. “Oh, no, not at all,” she covered, trying to sound enthusiastic. “Congrats, Akane-chan!”
Akane took note of Ranma’s slightly distracted demeanor. “Did it, uh… happen?” she asked gently.
“Yeah… It was… um… not really a big deal,” Ranma replied, trying to downplay it. “Just a bit of spotting, I think. Nothing major.” She wasn’t even really sure what spotting was, if she was honest, but she’d heard other people say it and it seemed to fit. She didn’t want to seem like she was totally clueless; especially since she kind of was.
Akane hugged her. “I’m proud of you, Ranma-chan! You’re a real woman now!”
Oh, no. Akane had realized that she was about to deploy the clichéd phrase that people used to mark someone’s transition into womanhood, but she’d already started speaking and couldn’t stop herself from finishing, and it was too late to take it back now. She was angry at herself for, once again, forgetting that underneath all the magic of the Jusenkyo curse, a stressed and miserable Ranma-kun was trying to survive this ordeal. Once again she’d inadvertently denied his very essence. Damn. She had to hope that Ranma wouldn’t take what she’d said the wrong way.
“At least kinda,” she added with an awkward laugh, trying to lighten the mood.
Ranma rode an emotional rollercoaster in that brief moment. When Akane said “You’re a real woman now,” she felt a swell of pride and happiness. As clumsy and awkward as this whole experience was, it was the strongest evidence yet that she was no longer play-acting, but finally embodying the whole experience of being a woman. That validation felt amazing.
But then the second part of Akane’s comment hit her like a ton of bricks. “Kinda?” Was Akane saying that she still wasn’t really a woman at all? That she was still just pretending? That he was still there, lurking under the surface, and that her whole experience was nothing but a charade? Ranma felt a wave of anger rise up in her. “‘Kinda’!?” she repeated, her voice rising along with the prickle of tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry if this,” she angrily gestured to her body, “isn’t good enough for you, Akane-chan!” The tears were starting to overtop her eyelids. “Maybe I should just— I should just— I don’t even know what!” The tears started to run down her face in earnest, and she turned away from Akane, struggling to compose herself.
Akane was horrified. She hadn’t meant to upset Ranma. If she needed to play the role straight, to method-act her way through it all, she couldn’t undermine her process. She had to do better. She took herself in hand and stepped closer, reaching out to gently turn Ranma back towards her. She put her hands on Ranma’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “I’m sorry, Ranma-chan. I wasn’t trying to diminish you or what you’re going through. I really do just want to be here for you. As your….”
She stalled out, feeling like she’d managed to dig herself into yet another hole. If she tried to express how she really felt about Ranma-chan, just how totally adorable she was and how she worried that she could lose her, well, that would be another case of saying the wrong thing. Ranma-kun would justifiably feel like she was rejecting him; like she was choosing Ranma-chan over his true form; like she never wanted him back. She remembered the covered mirror, showing his rejection of his female form, and the clearest evidence of his utter devastation after failing to obtain the Phoenix Pill from Cologne. She struggled to find a word that would express her support for both Ranma-chan and Ranma-kun, without accidentally suggesting a preference for either. She sorted through various possibilities, and finally settled on, “…bestie.”
Ranma was still simmering. She’d almost felt better until Akane’s hesitation. She could see Akane was searching for the right words, trying to avoid saying the F-word—“friend”—because that would just drive home the fact that as Ranma-chan that was all she could ever be. It wasn’t even the particular word she’d settled on to obfuscate that harsh truth, just the hesitation that tainted it.
“‘Bestie’,” Ranma repeated, her eyes still shining with tears, but her voice dripping with angry sarcasm. “Yeah, sure, Akane-chan. I’m your ‘bestie’,” she said. She turned away from Akane and strode away rapidly. Akane was left on her own, caught up in a churning eddy of confusion, guilt, and helplessness.
* * *
By the time Akane arrived home, Ranma was already in her room with the door closed. She thought about knocking, but she was sure their argument would just start up again, but probably even nastier now that Ranma had had some time alone to build the whole thing up into something even worse. She fretted for a while, but in the end she decided that the best she could do for now was to try to let some of her emotions out by doing some training in the dojo. She had to hope that Ranma-chan would cool down and realize that they’d both gone too far. She didn’t work out for long, as it would be dinner time soon and it was still pretty hot, but she practiced some of the moves she’d worked on with Ranma-chan recently and felt some of her darkest imaginings burn away.
As she was finishing up, she noticed that Ranma had slipped in silently and was watching her. “Hey,” Akane said, a little surprised. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“You’re pretty good, you know,” Ranma said, quietly. “Sorry I flew off the handle earlier. Maybe we can blame PMS?” she laughed weakly.
Akane thought about mentioning that PMS was really for before the period, but decided not to. But “PMS” triggered a flurry of memories of Saturday. Oh, now I see…
Pushing her realization away for now, she said, “It’s okay, Ranma-chan. Want a hug?” She opened her arms.
Ranma hesitated for just a moment, then stepped gratefully into the embrace, clinging to Akane like she might disappear. She heard a muffled, “Thanks, Akane-chan,” from down around her chest where Ranma’s head was. One of the dumber parts of Ranma’s mind wanted to point out that Akane probably didn’t give hugs like this to her other “besties”, or “friends”, or whatever, but she knew it would just make things worse again. She needed all the comfort and support she could get right now.
After a few minutes, Kasumi-oneechan announced that dinner was ready. They untangled themselves and Ranma started to head for the dining room, but Akane stopped her, moving to look her directly in the eyes. She looked very serious, and drew a breath before saying, “Ranma-chan, before we go in for dinner, there’s one thing I want you to know.”
Oh, Kamisama, what now? Ranma looked at her expectantly.
“Whatever Kasumi-oneechan does tonight, it wasn’t me, okay? I never said anything to her about… you know.” Akane wanted to make sure Ranma knew that she was on her side.
Ranma had hoped for something different, even imagining briefly that Akane might tell her that she accepted Ranma as she was, but knowing that Akane had her back was something. “Thanks, Akane-chan,” she said softly. “I appreciate it.”
When they reached the dining room, Ranma immediately saw what Akane was warning her about. Kasumi-oneechan looked at her with a knowing smile, and on the table was a large bowl of sekihan—red bean rice, a popular dish for all sorts of celebrations, but also, Ranma knew, the traditional dish for celebrating a girl’s first period. Her face flushed with a mixture of embarrassment, gratefulness, and love. She smiled awkwardly and quickly checked the expressions of the others seated around the table as she took her place. Nabiki gave her a look as if to say, Nothing to do with me, I swear! and Akane smiled back awkwardly, knowing that Ranma probably didn’t want the attention, especially in front of their fathers, but also that it represented Kasumi-oneechan’s genuine love and concern for her.
She was relieved to see that Kasumi-oneechan’s gesture appeared to have gone over the heads of their fathers, at least for now.
“If we’re celebrating the end of exams, it’s a bit late, isn’t it? Or maybe we need to celebrate before we get the report cards, eh?” ventured Soun, trying to make sense of the girls’ glances at one another.
Ranma saw his confusion and jumped in with an enthusiastic, “Yeah, uh, that’s it! Exams are over, and we can all relax now!” Looking directly at Kasumi-oneechan, she continued forcefully, “It was my idea, and Kasumi-oneechan agreed to help out. Everyone likes sekihan, so she made enough for us all to celebrate!” She hoped the fathers would accept her explanation and turn their attention away from her. She’d make it up to Kasumi-oneechan later.
The fathers dug into the sekihan like it was any other dish. She should have felt a wave of relief, but instead a wave of cramps hit her. These were worse than the ones at school, and she guessed the stressful situation at the table wasn’t helping. She tried to focus on her breathing and ignore the sensation as best she could, hoping her face didn’t give her away.
The conversation was light and she mostly tuned it out, concentrating on getting through the meal without incident. At one point she was yanked out of her focus when Genma uttered the phrase “the boy”. Here she was, sitting at the same table and enduring period cramps, and the man was still completely in denial. She let it go. She just didn’t have the energy for another argument, and it wasn’t worth jeopardizing the détente they’d maintained thus far.
After dinner, she went to change her pad again and things were… worse. Or maybe better, in a sense. There was no doubt that she was experiencing a real period now. There was more blood, and it was a much darker red, not just the pinkish tinge she’d seen earlier. And, unfortunately, her cramps were also much worse. She gritted her teeth against the pain, but she felt like curling up in a ball. She wondered how the other girls endured this pain every month.
When she finally returned to the living room, she found Akane waiting for her. “How are you feeling, Ranma-chan?” she asked gently.
“You… I… I…” Ranma struggled to find the words. The cramps were making it hard to think straight. “I think I need… I think I need to lie down.”
“Take some ibuprofen first, okay?” Akane said, getting up and going to the kitchen to get some water and the pills. She handed them to Ranma, who took them gratefully. She curled up on the couch, and Akane sat beside her, rubbing her back soothingly. “There, there, Ranma-chan. It’ll be okay. Just rest for a bit.”
They watched some TV together, Akane keeping her hand on Ranma’s back the whole time. After a while, the cramps started to ease off, and Ranma felt a little more like herself again. “Thanks, Akane-chan,” she said softly. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
In the end, she decided to get an early night. She opened up a different box of pads, intended for heavier flow and overnight use, and put one in place before heading to bed. The pad’s bulk was disconcerting, but she was past caring at this point. She just wanted the pleasant grip of sleep. She worried she might spend the whole night wrestling with the pain, but she’d cuddled Mr. Bunny for only a few minutes before she was asleep.

Chapter 16. Tuesday, July 19
Ranma dreamed… She was in the classroom and needed to do a math puzzle. It required her to draw a set of axes and align a human figure on them, somewhat like the Vitruvian Man, except that this figure was the Vitruvian Woman, and, in fact, that woman looked remarkably like Ranma-chan. She also realized that she needed to align it not just in two dimensions, but in three. There was a vertical axis and it needed to pass straight up through her; in through her vagina and out of the top of her head. The uterus needed to be at the origin point—it was clearly central. There was a building sense of meaning and significance, but before it could crystallize into something she could understand, a noise from somewhere else in the house woke her from her dream.
She could clearly hear some sort of commotion, and cutting through the noise she could also hear distant voices: first outraged yelling from Kasumi, then Nabiki, then Akane. There was an intruder in the house, and they were apparently attacking the girls. She could see the clock, which read 3:14 a.m. She briefly wondered if she was still dreaming and the time was really just a representation of the constant, pi, but another bang, closer this time, told her that no, this was really happening. She needed to do something.
Before she could get up, the door to her bedroom burst open, and in flew Happosai, the diminutive but ever-lecherous grandmaster of the Anything Goes Martial Arts school. “Panty raid!” he declared gleefully.
Happosai moved swiftly, throwing her room into disarray as he pulled drawers from her dresser in search of undergarments. After grabbing a handful, he turned to her laundry pile and, to Ranma’s horror and disgust, grabbed the soiled pair from the top of the pile. “Ooh, these look interesting!” he exclaimed, holding them up to his nose and inhaling deeply. Ranma was incensed at the violation of her privacy, coupled with other emotions like embarrassment and disgust. “Get away from my stuff, you pervert!” she shouted, leaping to her feet. She launched herself at Happosai, but he was too quick for her. He dodged her attack easily, cackling as he did so. “You can’t catch me, Ranma-chan! I’m too fast for you!”
And then he was gone, out of her window and across the rooftops before she could react. Ranma stood there, panting, feeling violated and helpless. She felt a tear roll down her cheek. This was too much. She felt so vulnerable, so exposed.
Lights had come on across the house as everyone was now awake and dealing with the aftermath of Happosai’s disgusting intrusion. She went out into the hallway, too, and saw Akane looking enraged, Nabiki annoyed, and Kasumi resigned. “How could he do this?” Akane was saying. “We need to call the police!”
A groggy Genma made an appearance and said, “Ah, Happosai-sensei… always with the hijinks.” He chuckled, saying, “I’m sure the Master didn’t mean any harm.” The Tendo girls glared at him. Soun had yet to make an appearance.
Ranma turned and went back into her room, shutting the door behind her. She didn’t want to engage with the old man. She thought she might just snap her father’s neck if she had to hear him keep making excuses for that disgusting little pervert.
She surveyed the mess the creep had left in her room and then began to put things back in order. The dresser drawers weren’t broken, at least, and she gathered up their spilled contents, put them back in the drawers, and returned the drawers to the dresser. By her quick count, she’d lost seven pairs of underwear and one bra. Her “dress up” drawer, full of items provided by Nabiki, had taken a hit, too. He’d taken a frilly bra and panty set, that, honestly, she didn’t think she’d have ever been in a mood to wear again anyway. She’d also lost a completely unopened three-pack she’d gotten from the vending machine. But it was the theft of the soiled pair that really galled her. She felt violated in a way she couldn’t quite put into words.
In the rest of the house, lights were being turned off and people were going back to bed. Since she was up anyway, she decided to head to the bathroom and change her pad. She wasn’t cramping right now, at least.
She was glad she’d decided to check as she found it was all a bit of a mess. She couldn’t help thinking that she’d been fine while lying down, but jumping up and trying to engage with Happosai had obviously jostled everything enough to cause a bit of a deluge. She cleaned herself up and put a fresh pad in place, then headed back to her room.
She’d calmed down a bit, but she was still pretty upset. The image of Happosai at her laundry pile was seared into her mind. Somehow, she’d make him pay for this. As she lay there, thinking about things she could do to the freak that might be an appropriate form of revenge, she fell back to sleep.
* * *
She woke from a dream where Happosai was holding an auction of stolen underwear and used feminine-hygiene products, the bidders being a motley collection of equally lecherous men, all eager to get their hands on the goods. To her horror, Genma and Soun were among the bidders, with the item up for auction being “a premiere collection of pre-soiled items from Ranma Saotome”. She woke up in disgust, and then almost wished she hadn’t, as it might have been good to see those particular two men face the reality of her womanhood.
She looked at the clock. It was still early, so she decided to lie there for a bit and try to get back to sleep. But the residual anger from the raid and its expression in her dream still smoldered within her. She couldn’t help remembering that both her and Akane’s fathers had apparently, in their younger days, been only too eager to join in with Happosai’s lecherous antics. Perhaps today, no, they wouldn’t be bidders if Happosai held such an auction, but it was hard not to feel that underneath the thin veneer of respectability, they still harbored those same desires. It made her feel sick to her stomach. Men are disgusting, she thought bitterly.
A small part of her tried to equivocate. Not all men, surely. After all, back when she had been Ranma-kun, even then she’d despised Happosai and his ilk. Yes, she’d—he’d—been kind of a jerk sometimes, and he was often oblivious to others’ feelings, but he was never like that. So there had to be a few other good ones out there. At that thought, a pang of guilt rose up inside her—Akane had found Ranma-kun, someone who was actually not that terrible, and then he’d been taken away from her. Maybe all the good ones are secretly girls. It was a ridiculous notion, but a part of her wanted to believe it.
Shaking her head to dismiss such thoughts, she got up and headed to the bathroom to freshen up. She used the toilet, initially wondering if things were perhaps coming to an end given the lack of evidence on the pad, but then she felt a small gush just as she was cleaning up. She sighed. It was still going; it was probably just that she’d been lying down and things had settled or something. She decided to take a (necessarily) cold shower to wake herself up and get clean. Despite being colder than she’d like, it did feel nice to have the water running over her body. Probably she was feeling the Jusenkyo curse enrobing her like she had in the bathtub earlier in the week. Whatever the reason, she felt better when she was done.
Wanting to avoid any accidents, back in her room she got new underwear and picked one of the lighter flow pads for now. It was one thing to use the bigger one overnight, but it seemed a bit of an encumbrance for daytime use. On the other hand, she felt pretty sure she was far from done yet. Pondering her options, she picked up one of the boxes of tampons that looked like it might be appropriate and read the instructions. The box claimed there were more details inside, so she opened it up and found a pamphlet. She read through it. Stand like this, insert like that, use the applicator to push it in, then remove the applicator and dispose of it properly. Change every 4–8 hours depending on flow. Wash hands before and after. Okay, that was fine. She could do that. Then she saw the box headed with “Warning: Toxic Shock Syndrome”. She read over the dire warnings. “Great,” she muttered to herself. “I bet if shaving cream killed men, they’d do something about it, but since it’s just women, it hardly matters if a few drop dead here and there!” She sighed, and tried to recover her perspective. Clearly, women weren’t dropping dead all over Japan with tampon-related medical calamities, so presumably if you followed the instructions and used common sense, you’d be fine. Probably.
She thought about asking Akane for help, but she hesitated for two reasons. For one thing, given that she’d already taken half the supply, Ranma knew that Akane preferred tampons, so she’d hardly be likely to say they were a terrible idea. But she also feared that asking her would push Akane into an awkward position, given that she was clearly pining for her beloved Ranma-kun. She worried that the thought of her using a tampon might push Akane over the edge. So she decided to just try by herself first. If she ran into trouble, she could ask for help later.
She went into the bathroom to figure it out. Of course, the instructions on the box and in the pamphlet weren’t nearly as helpful as they’d seemed. But with some fumbling and uncertainty, she managed to get the tampon inside her and the applicator disposed of. She washed her hands and looked at herself in the mirror. “Well, you did it, Ranma-chan,” she said to her reflection. “Not so hard, was it?” She felt a small sense of accomplishment. And, with the tampon in place, she thought she could understand why Akane preferred them; although inserting them wasn’t the nicest sensation in the world, once it was in place, she could barely feel it at all. The contrast to her experience with the bulky pad was night and day.
She went back to her room and got dressed for the day. She almost felt normal. She was still a little worried about leakage and considered adding a light pad as well, but she figured that if she changed the tampon every few hours, she should be okay. But she filled her bag with a variety of options and a spare pair of underwear, just in case.
“I’m Ranma Saotome, and I don’t let my period cramp my style!” she declared to herself in the mirror, striking a heroic pose that went far beyond what she’d actually seen in commercials. It was silly, but these moments of levity helped you get through things.
She headed downstairs and found Akane already eating breakfast. “Morning, Ranma-chan! How are you feeling today?” Akane asked evenly.
“Surprisingly well, actually,” Ranma replied, “I’m just thinking about what I’m going to do with Happosai’s skin, once I’ve removed it. If only P-chan were here, we could feed it to him.”
“But what do we do with his eyes?” Akane pondered, joining in on the torture theme, “Too big for earrings, I think, so perhaps just toss them into the bin in the bathroom? Or would the birds eat them?”
“You know that our fathers used to be his accomplices, right?” Ranma said darkly. “So maybe they shouldn’t escape retribution either.”
Akane nodded uncomfortably. She and Ranma had a moment of shared feeling. Men. Are. Disgusting.
At that moment, Ranma’s cramps started up again, a sharp pain that made her wince. She gritted her teeth and tried to focus on her breathing. Akane noticed immediately. You haven’t taken any ibuprofen, have you? she said with a look.
No, not yet, Ranma replied with a grimace.
Akane got up and fetched some water and the pills. She handed them to Ranma, who took them gratefully. “Maybe take them when you first get up next time?” Akane suggested gently. She rubbed Ranma’s back soothingly. “There, there, Ranma-chan. If it gets worse, maybe I can teach you some of those pressure-point techniques I use.”
Akane’s words caused Ranma to remember some of her own martial-arts techniques, and she tried turning her attention inward, focusing in on the cramps and then imagining that they were outside her body, on an icy mountain, far away from her, so distant, so cold and distant that she could barely feel them at all. The partial dissociation wasn’t a cure, but it helped a bit.
Ranma felt better enough to nibble on a light breakfast. Afterwards, she popped back to her room to fetch her bag. On the bed were two three-packs of underwear; exactly the same brand that she’d bought from the vending machine. It had to be Kasumi-oneechan, she thought. When had she bought them, she wondered? In a world with creeps like Happosai in it, it paid to be prepared, she supposed. She was touched by her kindness and forethought. Always looking after everyone else, Ranma thought. It was nice to be taken care of, but it also made her a little sad that Kasumi-oneechan never seemed to think about herself.
She checked her bag again to make sure she had everything she needed, then headed out the door with Akane for school.
* * *
Ranma had been worried because they’d left the dojo a bit late, but they made good time and arrived at the school gates with a few minutes to spare. Kuno was standing expectantly, a bouquet of flowers in his hands. Ranma felt a wave of anxiety wash over her. Oh, no, not again. Please, not today. As if her reproductive system felt its own displeasure at the encounter, a sharp cramp hit her lower abdomen, making her double over slightly. She wished she’d taken the ibuprofen sooner. In a deep cave, on a mountain top, in a faraway land, icy winds blowing, the snow clouds your view, so far away, so cold…. The dissociation technique worked a little better this time, and she straightened up again, wishing that Kuno might join her uterus on that distant mountain.
“No need to bow, my beloved Ranma-chan,” Kuno said grandly, sweeping the flowers towards her. “But I take the gesture to mean that the two of you have chosen and you wish to embrace me first!”
Ranma decided to put two things in her head together. “How can I embrace you,” she said, affecting a regal tone, “when my beloved Uterus is fighting bloody battles in distant lands? Take care, O Kuno-senpai, because the pain Uterus can inflict is legendary. I hope you and Uterus never meet because it would surely mean your death, or at the very least your imprisonment! Away! Lest you find yourself locked in some icy dungeon in a faraway realm where no one can hear your cries of anguish!”
“Rest assured, my dear Ranma-chan,” Kuno replied, bowing deeply. “If I see this Uterus, whoever he is, I shall fight him to the death, for your honor!” but he seemed to have decided not to make any further attempt to embrace her.
Akane grabbed Ranma’s arm and they continued their dash to class, leaving Kuno wondering who this mystery rival might be.
“You were playing that a bit close to the edge back there, Ranma-chan,” Akane said gently once they were out of earshot. “I mean, Kuno-senpai is dumb, but even he might have put that together. He still might, when he asks someone where the warrior named Uterus is to be found.”
“But it’ll be pretty funny if that happens,” Ranma replied, “and are people going to explain it to him, or just continue the joke?”
* * *
In school, it was another easy day. Although some of their teachers were done grading exams, others were apparently still frantically trying to finish, and both groups were setting makework for their classes. Like yesterday, there was more time spent on clubs and socializing than actual learning. The ibuprofen finally kicked in, and Ranma felt much better. She was able to let her dissociation technique take a backseat to the drug. She was able to focus on her work without being significantly distracted by cramps, and she didn’t have too much trouble sorting things out in the bathroom, although she was still figuring out exactly how long she could leave a tampon in before changing it. Too soon and it might be too dry and awkward to remove, but if she waited too long, there might be leakage. Or she might die from toxic-shock syndrome. Yay. She waited until lunch before changing it, and that seemed to work out okay; although she had also made a couple of visits to the bathroom before then just to be sure nothing had gone awry.
Ranma and Akane got two more exams back over the course of the day. One was Biology, where she was very pleased with her 78% and didn’t mind at all that Akane had done better. But she did feel it was an injustice when Akane beat her 82% in History. Okay, sure, Ranma-kun hadn’t always been engaged (or even present) in class, but she’d always liked learning about the past and knew most of the material pretty well already. She’d even stayed up late sometimes, hooked by a fascinating history book! Even though she hadn’t had a lot of time to study in the short time she’d been her true self, she had crammed pretty hard to make sure she had all those little details straight. Akane’s, “You did do well, Ranma, but I studied, too,” remark didn’t seem to do justice to the situation. Maybe she was wrong in assuming that Akane wasn’t into learning about feuds and battles and negotiations, but she was sufficiently annoyed by their grades that she didn’t bother finding out.
The day ended with another stint outside for PE class. Quite why they were doing this, given the heat and humidity, Ranma didn’t know, but she supposed someone thought it would be better than being cooped up in a classroom. This time, Akane was on her team again, and they were playing a game of capture the flag. Ranma found that she was in better sorts than yesterday, and was able to run around without too much trouble. She was still a little worried about leakage, but the tampon seemed to be holding up well, and she felt confident enough to dash around without worrying too much. The cramps were mostly gone—she did feel a slight twinge now and then, but nothing too severe.
After PE, she took a cooling shower, and it didn’t seem like any disasters had occurred, so she left things as they were. She caught up with Akane outside the changing room so they could head home together.
“Tampons,” Ranma announced proudly, “they’re certainly a thing!”
Akane was a bit taken aback. She’d thought it might take Ranma a while to get used to the idea of having a period at all and then more time to get fed up with pads before giving in and seeing if tampons worked for her. But here she was, having embraced them wholeheartedly on only the second day. “I’m glad you like them, Ranma-chan,” Akane said warmly. “I didn’t want to push you into anything you didn’t want to deal with, but, yeah, I think they make the whole thing a bit easier to manage.” She chuckled, “I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised you moved onto them so quickly, you’re always the first to master a new technique.”
“I am Ranma Saotome of the Whatever Works School of Menstruation!” Ranma declared grandly. “Our adepts master all techniques, from pads to tampons to menstrual cups! No flow too heavy, no cramp too severe! We conquer all!”
They both burst out laughing at the absurdity of it all. Ranma felt a warmth in her heart. This moment, the joy of friendship and shared experience, was something she would treasure. She put out her arm to stop Akane for a moment and looked at her seriously. “Akane-chan, I— I—”, she wanted to say, I love you, but the words caught in her throat. Instead she settled for, “…want to thank you, Akane-chan. For everything. If you hadn’t realized on Saturday that this was coming, well, I’d have been so unprepared. You saved me. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.”
Akane looked at Ranma-chan. God, she was adorable. “You’re welcome, Ranma-chan. I’m just glad I could help. You’re my bestie, after all.” She hesitated for a moment, then added, “And don’t get bent out of shape at that word, there’s nothing better than a bestie, and I love how close we are. I hope we’re still besties when we’re 90 years old in a retirement home together.”
Akane was amazed at herself, she’d thought she’d threaded the needle perfectly this time, expressing her feelings without implying a preference for either Ranma-chan or Ranma-kun.
Ranma could have kissed her in that moment, but it was starting to rain and they really needed to get home before it poured. “Besties forever, Akane-chan,” she said softly. They resumed their walk home, quickening their pace, feeling closer than ever.
* * *
Once they got home, Ranma sorted things out in the bathroom (she found that she’d cut things a little close, but everything worked out fine, except for a moment of panic when she couldn’t find the string and thought it had somehow vanished inside her). In the dojo, she insisted on acting as sensei with Akane, showing her some new moves and having her practice then. Ranma continued to be impressed by just how good Akane was; as Ranma-kun, she’d always been a bit dismissive of Akane’s skills, but Ranma-kun was an idiot. Ranma-chan could see just how talented Akane really was.
Dinner was uneventful, and the rest of the evening passed without incident. At bedtime, Ranma debated whether to stick with the tampon or go back to the pad for the night. Still a tiny bit nervous about toxic-shock syndrome, she decided to go with the pad. She installed one of the heavier overnight pads and got ready for bed. As she lay there, she felt a small twinge of cramp, but it was minor and the ice cave was easy enough to call to mind to dissipate it. She drifted off to sleep, feeling content and happy.

Chapter 17. Wednesday, July 20
Ranma dreamed… She and Akane were at a registry office, about to sign papers to get married. The clerk asked, “And which one of you is the groom?” Ranma and Akane looked at each other awkwardly. “I don’t want to be the groom,” Akane said plaintively.
“I don’t want to be the groom, either,” Ranma complained.
“Be realistic, Ranma-chan,” Akane said gently. “One of us has to be the groom. It’s just how it works. And it has to be you, you know that.”
Ranma felt a wave of anger rise up inside her. “You’re the tomboy,” she shot back. “You should be the groom!”
Akane’s eyes flared. “I knew you were Ranma-kun under all that girliness,” Akane said, her voice rising. “You were always a jerk and you still are!” She stormed off, and Ranma woke up, feeling guilty and confused.
Ranma-kun had been an insensitive jerk sometimes, she had to admit that. Maybe even a lot of the time. But that “uncute tomboy” thing was such a stupid insult. Akane was in no way a tomboy. Yes, she had to wear her hair a bit shorter after her long Kasumi-like hairstyle was chopped off in an accident caused by yet another of his stupid fights, but once Kasumi had cleaned it up, the shorter cut looked great on her. But even before the hair thing, Ranma-kun had teased her about being “unfeminine”. What a jerk he was—no, that she had been. Ranma felt a wave of shame wash over her.
And the way the dream reminded her that in Japan, two women couldn’t marry, well… that was a difficult truth to face. Ranma had to accept that no matter how much she wanted to be with Akane, a thousand complexities would always stand in their way. Even if Akane could accept Ranma-chan fully, society might not, and they’d both have to deal with the fallout for the rest of their lives. Thus her sense of duty demanded that she protect Akane from those challenges by handing the baton back to Ranma-kun at some point. She could only hope that he wouldn’t mess things up too badly. Part of her wanted to believe that she could pilot him from the inside, like a resistance fighter working to undo the ills of their male-dominated culture, but she knew that was a fantasy. As deeply as she’d been drawn into female culture thanks to her embodiment as Ranma-chan, she was pretty sure that embodiment as Ranma-kun would gradually unravel all her experiences and eventually he’d forget everything she’d learned. She didn’t want to believe that, but it seemed so obvious.
She reminded herself of the choice she’d made a few days ago—that even if her time as Ranma-chan would have to end at some point, her experiences now were still real and valid. She was a real girl, with real feelings and desires. She deserved to be happy, even if it was just for a little while.
She sighed and got up, heading to the bathroom to sort things out and freshen up for the day. Dealing with her period was still kind of gross, but even though it was only her third day ever, she felt like she was getting the hang of it. She’d even remembered to take ibuprofen before bed last night, and more when she got up, and she could tell that it was helping a lot. She couldn’t help feeling a bit proud of herself for being on top of things.
And that thought sent her down yet another mental rabbit hole. Pride and shame. Genma could (and sometimes did) announce to the world that he was off to the bathroom to take a crap, but she could never announce, “I’m off to swap my tampon!” Stigma meant that the whole thing had to be kept so private, so secretive. Yes, some societies might celebrate a girl’s first period with ceremonies and gifts, but after that, it was something to be hidden away. And even that moment of celebration was a sham; it was really a celebration of fertility and the ability to bear children, not of the actual experience of menstruation itself. Women weren’t really people, they were just baby factories.
Ranma felt another wave of anger building up inside her. Men. It wasn’t just that they were disgusting lechers; they were also the architects and beneficiaries of a society that controlled, demeaned, and shamed women. Even those who didn’t benefit became enablers of it. Even stupid Ranma-kun, who had somehow spent months in the same house as Akane without ever being aware of her cycle, had still been part of that system. Ranma felt a fierce determination rise up inside her, but she didn’t know what to do with it. There was no martial-arts technique for taking down the patriarchy.
She frowned. Perhaps she couldn’t fix the world, but she could repair things closer to home. She should apologize to Akane for Ranma-kun’s insensitive behavior. She could try to help Kasumi-oneechan think about her own future rather than everyone else’s. She could try to get to know Nabiki better; there had to be more to her than her business schemes. And maybe, just maybe, she could catch Happosai and teach him a painful lesson in humility and respect.
* * *
In the kitchen, she asked Kasumi if she could have a word in private. Kasumi looked a bit surprised, but nodded and followed her to the living room.
“Kasumi-oneechan, I just wanted to say… thank you. For the underwear, and for the sekihan the other night. It was really thoughtful of you.” Thanking Kasumi always felt a bit awkward because she would just shrug it off and tell you there was no need for thanks. But this time Ranma really needed Kasumi to understand how wonderful she was and how much Ranma appreciated her. She continued, “I’d love to find more ways to give you a break, to give you some time to do things you want to do for yourself. I could make dinner tonight, if you’d like?”
“That’s sweet of you, Ranma-chan,” Kasumi replied, smiling warmly. “But there’s really no need. I enjoy cooking for everyone.”
“What if I said I really wanted to? That I enjoy cooking for everyone, too?” Ranma pressed gently.
“Well, if you insist,” Kasumi said, still smiling. “I’d be happy to let you cook tonight. I can help if you’d like.”
“I’d be happier if you just took the evening off and did something for yourself. Maybe a relaxing bath, or reading a book, or going to watch Dr. Tofu bump into things. But something that’s for you and only for you.”
Kasumi looked touched. “Thank you, Ranma-chan. That’s very thoughtful of you.” Her smile faded, just a bit, as her eyes shifted towards the far end of the room. A moment later, her smile was back and directed at Ranma. “I think I will take you up on your offer.” She paused again, then added, “You know, you’re growing into a very caring young woman. I’m proud of you.”
Ranma-chan had meant this conversation to be about giving back to Kasumi-oneechan, but hearing those words made her feel seen in a way she’d never been before. But she kept her composure—Kasumi didn’t need drama. “Thanks, Kasumi-oneechan,” she breathed, “That means a lot to me.”
Kasumi smiled to herself. She’d been sure about Ranma for a while now, but her response to what she’d said told her that she was right. She’d better make sure that Nabiki didn’t give anything away, especially to their fathers, who were already unhappy about the whole situation.
Now, she sighed, how long would it be before Akane-chan figured things out?
* * *
After breakfast, Ranma went back to her room to get her things. Today was a swimming day, so she’d need her swimsuit and towel. But her swimsuit wasn’t where it was supposed to be. She knew exactly where it should be—she’d checked the other day—but it wasn’t. Damn Happosai! He must have taken it during his twisted little raid. She considered her options. There were a couple of swimsuits that Nabiki had “given” her to “model” in what seemed like a different world, weeks ago, but there was no way she’d wear one of those at school. Or anywhere else someone might see me, she thought.
Frustrated, she remembered that there was one more option: a suit that Ranma-kun had picked up somewhere for his silly play-acting as a girl. It was basically a standard school-issue suit, but—maybe because he had thought it was funny—it was embroidered with the three English letters “B”, “O”, and “Y” across the front. Ranma-chan sighed. It was kind of embarrassing, but it would have to do. She tried telling herself that the letters weren’t that big and that there were lots of things in Japan with odd and not necessarily correct or appropriate English words on them, which was true, but not as convincing as she’d have liked. Ugh, she huffed. She grabbed it, stuffed it in her bag with a towel, and headed back downstairs.
On the way to school with Akane, Ranma decided to get another thing off her chest. “Akane-chan, I wanted to share something with you. Something that matters a lot to me.”
Akane stopped and looked at her expectantly. Ranma took a deep breath. “I… uh… If… if Ranma-kun were here right now, I’d like to think that he’d tell you he’s sorry for the way he treated you in the past. He was a jerk sometimes, and he didn’t appreciate you the way he should have. Just as one example, we’ve lived together all these months, but somehow he was oblivious—I was oblivious—to your cycle. And I know, I’m sure you didn’t want him to know because he would have been such an asshole about it, but that doesn’t make it any better. And the ‘teasing’ that he… that I used to do, the stupid things he said to you… that was awful. I’m really sorry about all that, Akane-chan. I don’t know what he—I—was thinking back then, but I hope you can forgive him… and me.”
Akane was surprised by her unexpected apology, but she felt the sincerity in Ranma-chan’s voice, and almost looked for the flying silk. “Thank you, Ranma-chan. Of course I forgive you… and Ranma-kun, too. Yes, he was massively annoying at times, but I was—I am still—fond of him. If I’m honest, part of me misses him and all his mischief. But I… I wouldn’t trade this time we’ve had for anything.”
She wanted to say more, much more, but this was the closest that Ranma had come to openly saying what Akane knew to be true in ages. Ranma-chan was just reminding Akane that she was still really Ranma-kun—that was obviously what all the “if Ranma-kun were here” stuff meant. Akane didn’t dare hurt him by saying anything about her feelings for Ranma-chan. That would be cruel.
Akane’s confession about missing Ranma-kun gave Ranma a twinge of guilt. She was enjoying being Ranma-chan so much that she kept forgetting that Akane had feelings for Ranma-kun, too. It was all so complicated.
“I understand, Akane-chan. And if someday Ranma-kun is back and he forgets what he learned from me, just remember: you have so much embarrassing dirt on him. I promise you, he’ll never live it down. We’ll make sure of that.
“Thanks, bestie,” Akane said with a smile. She almost added, Maybe if we worked together, we could make him so embarrassed he’d never return! She’d have said it as a joke, but even as a joke she recognized that it was too much; too close to a truth she hadn’t quite accepted about her own feelings, so she didn’t say it out loud. Silence descended between them as they studied the other’s face, but the mood was one of comfortable companionship, each lost in their own thoughts.
* * *
Ranma felt like today was another day weighted with a feeling of finality. The school year was almost over. Today was their last day of proper classes, tomorrow would be taken up with Oosouji (big cleaning) and clubs planning for the fall festival, and then the next day they had Shuugyoushiki (the closing ceremony) and report cards. After that was summer vacation, but Cologne’s imminent but indefinite challenge and Ranma-kun’s inevitable return cast a shadow across any plans they might make.
It would be easy for her to be sad, to be wistful about it all, but in this moment, Ranma felt that if her story ended here, right now, it would have a good ending. The closing line wouldn’t be “And she lived happily ever after”, true, but her epitaph would read “She lived fully, deeply, and truly, if only for a little while”. It was enough. Despite all her struggles, or perhaps because of them, Ranma felt like she’d found a kind of peace, of joy in just existing, that some people might live their whole lives and never experience.
And hey, maybe I will live happily ever after too, she thought, allowing herself a little bit of hope. After all, I am Ranma Saotome of the Anything-Can-Happen School of Life Experiences! The credits hadn’t yet rolled; there was no sign that it was the last act. She just had to improvise her way through each new scene as it arrived. Most immediately, that meant dealing with the practicalities of getting through this final day of regular school, which would feature thrilling events such as receiving her remaining (no doubt) outstanding exam scores back and having a career-counseling session as part of the end-of-term wrap-up. The whole day would be easy enough to winnow down to a brief montage featuring a bouncy J-pop song about school days as its soundtrack. Undoubtedly, there would also be a Kuno scene. Idiot Kuno-senpai, another perfect representative of his idiotic sex.
* * *
Kuno was indeed waiting by the gate when they reached the school. Ranma took the initiative, inspired by her earlier thoughts of dramatic scenes. “Your wedding to Shampoo-san is tomorrow?!?” she exclaimed joyfully, enjoying putting him on the back foot. “Why didn’t you tell us sooner!? We would have loved to come! Of course we knew you had stolen Shampoo-san’s heart, everyone does, but we didn’t expect things to move so fast!”
“I am attracted to so many women,” Kuno replied, desperately trying to recall how he’d been so unaware of his own upcoming nuptials. “But, yes, fair maidens, I know your hearts must be crushed. Rest assured that I will still always have room for you both in my heart; even as I pledge myself to Shampoo-sama, my first and truest love.”
“I hope you’ve got your attire ready,” Akane added, joining in. “It’s going to be a very formal affair. Very traditional. Kimonos and geta and all that finery.”
They both enjoyed the look of panic in Kuno’s eyes as he excused himself and fled the scene. Ranma-chan felt a small thrill of victory. Manipulating Kuno could be so easy if you just played to his vanity. And his loose grip on reality.
* * *
The school day began with their one remaining exam being returned, Japanese. The course, which covered both language and literature, had had an exam that was as much of a marathon to take as well as, apparently, to grade. In the past, as Ranma-kun, she hadn’t always given the attention to detail that the grammar and syntax aspects of the language demanded, and, although the literature parts could be fascinating, she’d often failed to finish the readings for a variety of reasons from her chaotic life. But this year she felt like she’d been able to focus during the exam and she’d been able to find the time to do all the readings (most of them, anyway), so she was hopeful about her grade.
It seemed to take an age, as their teacher walked around the class handing back the graded exams. Finally, after what felt like an especially cruel prolonging of the agony, the teacher reached her desk and handed her graded exam booklet. “Excellent work, Ranma-san,” she said, leaning in so that only she would hear. Ranma felt a wave of relief and pride. She realized that the exams had been returned in the order of their scores, and she had received a score of 89%. She wasn’t the top student, but she was close. She’d done really well.
She’d just put away her exam when a student came into the room and waved at her to let her know that it was time for her to head out to her career-counseling session. She gathered her things and set out for the room where she’d have the meeting. There was a chair in the hallway opposite the office. The door was closed, presumably because the counselor was still talking to someone, so she sat and waited for them to finish.
Yamada-sensei was relatively new at the school, and Ranma hadn’t had her for any subjects (she thought her main area might be social studies, but some of the girls she knew from other classes had her for Japanese), but she’d heard she was nice. As she waited, she thought back to the career-counseling sessions she’d had as Ranma-kun. They’d mostly been a waste of time: the counselor would urge Ranma to “apply himself to his schoolwork” because “only through hard work” could he hope to aspire to a career as a lawyer or doctor or whatever. Since Ranma-kun had never been remotely interested in those sorts of jobs, given his commitment to the Art, the sessions had been a source of frustration for both parties.
As she waited, she couldn’t help noticing that the sign reading “Counseling Office” had been pinned over the original sign for the room: “Storage Closet”. It bugged her slightly that the sign wasn’t quite straight and she considered fixing it.
Before she’d made up her mind about the sign, the door opened, and Yamada-sensei stepped out with another student from Ranma’s class, giving them the name of the next student to fetch. She turned and smiled warmly at Ranma. “Ah, Saotome-san, please come in. I’ve been looking forward to our session.”
The room was narrow, with a small square window on the far wall; it was too high to see out of, but at least it provided a little bit of natural light. The room’s fittings clearly betrayed its origins over its current temporary purpose: there were shelves along one wall loaded with various school supplies, including enough chalk and erasers to survive a lengthy national shortage, and several filing cabinets along the back wall that looked like they hadn’t been either opened or properly closed in years. Boxes stacked on top of them looked to be only a bit more recently added. In the center of the room was a small desk and two chairs, one for the counselor and one for the student. The desk was sparsely but neatly arranged, with a small stack of files, a notepad, some pens, and a little vase with a single flower in it that had probably looked nice when it was put there two days ago, but was now drooping sadly. Another small stack of files lay on the floor next to the desk.
Yamada-sensei sat behind the desk and gestured to the chair opposite her. “Please, have a seat.”
Yuki Yamada looked down at her notes and tried not to sigh; at least she was more than halfway through the pile of students she had to see, and by the end of the day, she’d be done with this added obligation, at least for this year. Finding the right page in her notebook, she thought, Oh, it’s this one.
Turning her attention to the student seated across from her, she began,“So, Saotome-san. I don’t seem to have a proper file for you, but I did ask your teachers about your exam grades. While they’re a bit of a mixed bag, overall your performance is perfectly fine, and I think you’ll have a lot of options for what you might do once you leave school.” She launched into her now familiar patter, generic but serviceable.
“For example, office work can be a great way to fill the years until you get married and start a family! I think you might find being an office lady quite rewarding. You get to wear nice clothes, meet interesting people, and you can even find a husband that way. Also, the work itself usually isn’t too demanding, so you’d have plenty of time to pursue hobbies and interests outside of work.”
The girl’s expression was inscrutable, so Yuki tried to change tack. “Of course, if you want something more challenging, there are other options. Have you thought about becoming a nurse? It’s a very rewarding career; you get to help people in their time of need.” Still no change in the girl’s expression.
She moved on to the next option from the pamphlet she’d received during the half-day’s training she’d attended. “Or, with your grades in Japanese, you might make a good elementary school teacher. You’d get to shape the minds of the next generation, and teaching is a very respected profession.”
Ranma’s face remained impassive, but in her head she had repurposed her dissociation technique and was imagining cool ice caves to help her just sit and say nothing.
Yuki sighed inwardly. She was doing her best for this girl and getting back nothing. One more try, she thought. Looking Ranma up and down, an idea occurred to her.
“You know, given your build and appearance, if you worked hard you might be able to become a flight attendant! You could travel the world, meet interesting people, and wear stylish uniforms. I’ve heard it’s a great way to spend the years before you settle down.”
Ranma kept her face neutral, but she was fuming inside. The ice-cave technique just wasn’t doing it. She had to respond. “Sensei,” she said, her voice cold, “It’s good to know that I have so many opportunities available to me. But, out of curiosity, what if perhaps I wanted to be a doctor, or even a lawyer?”
The sullen girl’s words caught Yuki off guard. She’d wanted to be a lawyer when she was in high school, before she’d abandoned the idea for more realistic goals. And she’d had better grades than this girl.
“It never hurts to have a dream, Saotome-san,” Yuki replied carefully. “But you have to be realistic about your abilities and your prospects. Becoming a lawyer or a doctor requires years of study and dedication, and, frankly, your grades aren’t quite up to that level. I think it’s better to focus on careers that are more suited to your skills.”
Ranma nodded sagely, “I expect many employers would be reluctant to hire me anyway, since I might choose to leave when I want to start a family?”
Ah, so the girl does understand how the world works after all, Yuki thought. She was just testing me. “It’s true that many employers have concerns about… ‘continuity’,” she admitted, remembering the appropriate euphemism from the training materials. “But modern Japan is changing, with new Equal Employment Opportunities laws that encourage employers to think about these issues more carefully. Today, it’s not a foregone conclusion that every company will expect you to retire if you become pregnant. And some do have real career paths for outstanding women.” She didn’t mention the part about how such a woman would clearly need an incredibly understanding husband to support her ambitions; she was tempted, but she held her tongue.
“Well,” Ranma said, standing up. “You’ve given me a lot to think about, sensei. Thank you for your time.”
Yamada-sensei looked at her roster and reminded herself of the girl’s name before standing to escort her out of the room. “You’re welcome, Ranma-san. Please let Takahashi-san know that I’m ready for her when you get back to class.” Ranma saw that Akane’s name was coming up soon, too.
As Ranma walked away, seething, Yamada-sensei greeted another student who’d been waiting, ushering them into the room and closing the door. When she got back to the classroom, she gave the nod to Takahashi-san, but didn’t go in herself. She was too mad. She stood in the hall, fuming silently. The contrast between what she’d just experienced and what he had was so stark: when she’d been Ranma-kun, the counselors had pushed her to consider all the different “meaningful careers” she could aspire to (even though she’d expressed little interest in any of them and her grades were worse back then). But now, as Ranma-san, the counselor had only offered her choices that would keep her busy until she found a husband and became a proper stay-at-home Japanese wife and mother. It made her blood boil.
And she’d seen it—that brief look of melancholy on Yamada-sensei’s face when Ranma had asked about being a lawyer. Yamada-sensei’s dreams had been pruned down, and now she just sat there, continuing the cycle, dashing the hopes of other young women just like her own had been. Ranma felt righteous anger at the injustice of it all. If she hadn’t been imagining herself in the ice cave, she might have said something she’d regret later, like, “Well, if I really try hard, maybe I can be like you, sensei, trying to forget my broken dreams until they throw me in a closet and tell me to smother the hopes of the next generation, a task that only reminds me of what I gave up.” There were a few other things that came to mind, too, but it was undoubtedly for the best that she hadn’t said any of them. But her fury remained.
She briefly wondered whether all this anger might trigger some leakage, but she didn’t think so; it was still early. She wasn’t going to go and check. If there was blood, she’d be compelled to smear it on the walls to write, “Women are people, too!” in big letters. That would teach them. She glared at a nearby wall, fantasizing about possible graffiti.
The door opened, and Akane came out of the classroom; apparently Ranma hadn’t noticed someone coming back to call Akane for her appointment. Their eyes met. Akane saw Ranma’s expression and easily joined the dots.
“Nurse?” she ventured.
“Oh, if I work hard, I could be a flight attendant,” Ranma replied bitterly. “Travel the world, meet interesting people, wear stylish uniforms, and perhaps, if I’m really, really lucky, I could marry a handsome pilot and live happily ever after raising his babies.” She spat the last word out like it was poison.
Ranma was surprised when Akane came back with, “Ooh! I’ve never gotten flight attendant!” making a show of seeming impressed. “The best I ever got was secondary-school librarian.”
Ranma watched Akane disappear down the corridor. Her humor had lightened Ranma’s mood a little, but she found that part of her was now even more annoyed because Akane clearly knew the drill but wasn’t as ready to burn down the whole social structure as she felt she was.
* * *
It wasn’t until after lunch that Ranma was able to take Akane aside and ask, “How do you put up with this stuff, Akane-chan? Boys feast at the king’s table and girls are offered crumbs from the floor. How do you deal with it?”
Akane frowned. It made her mad, too, but she’d learned to “get along to get along” as someone had said in some movie she’d seen. “Well, Ranma-chan,” she began, “it’s how things are. Of course I want things to change, to get better for women, but I also have to live in the world as it is. So I try to make the best of things. I focus on what I can control, like my own skills and my own happiness. And I try to remember that you can dream bigger than what they mark out for you.”
Kamisama, Ranma thought, they’ve got Akane doing it, too.
Ranma looked like she was getting ready to go to war against the whole of society, so Akane added, “It’s great to see your passion, Ranma-chan. Just remember to pick your battles. You can make a difference, but you have to be smart about it.” Ranma still seemed unconvinced, so she tried another tack. “I guess I’ve just had longer to deal with it, you know? I’ve had sixteen years of putting up with this crap, so I’ve learned to cope. You don’t have that experience. I guess it’s got to be a rude awakening when they used to tell you a totally different story about what you could be. You’ve seen both sides now, but most girls have only ever seen this one.”
In Ranma’s angry frame of mind, Akane’s words felt like a scathing invalidation of her womanhood. Sure, Akane had had a whole lifetime of experience of being raised as a girl in Japanese society; steeping in the subjugation of women until she barely noticed it. But Ranma-chan, well, she was just a Junko-come-lately to all this oppression. After all, she was really Ranma-kun, upset about losing the privileges he’d been granted from birth by the patriarchy. She didn’t understand what it meant to be a proper woman. She’d never even had tea parties with her dolls and told them of the circumscribed lives they could expect!
“I don’t need your condescension, Akane-chan,” Ranma snapped. “Just because I’ve only been a girl for a few weeks doesn’t mean I don’t get it. Just because I—I—”
She couldn’t find the words and she was rapidly losing her composure. She turned and ran to the bathroom, locking herself in a stall just before her tears started in earnest.
It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. And it didn’t help at all that some of it was true. She hadn’t grown up the same way that Akane had. She was this weird new thing….
A tear splashing on the back of her hand yanked her out of her funk long enough to grab some toilet paper and dab at her eyes and nose before she messed up her uniform. Immediate disaster averted, she found her thoughts going right back to where she’d left off.
What even was she, really? Maybe Akane was right and the last couple of weeks were all just play-acting and self-delusion. Maybe she really was just Ranma-kun in a dress, deluding herself into thinking she was something she wasn’t. Maybe it didn’t matter if she had her period or not, because she was never, could never truly be a girl. Maybe she was just a fraud. Maybe she just needed to stop.
She tried to calm herself using the ice-cave technique, but it was hard. Her emotions were swirling too strongly. She felt a sharp cramp in her lower abdomen, and she winced, clutching at her abdomen. Of course. She realized that she’d forgotten to take more ibuprofen since they’d left for school. She’d have to remember to do that when she got out. And, fraud or not, the tampon needed to come out and be changed. Gross.
Akane tapped lightly on the stall’s door. “Ranma-chan, are you okay in there?”
“Go away, Akane-chan,” Ranma replied, her voice muffled. “I’m doing ‘girl things’ in here.’’
She heard Akane leave. She sighed. Hadn’t she begun the day apologizing for being a jerk to Akane? And now look at what she’d done. She’d torn into her and poor Akane probably didn’t even understand why—where it was all coming from. If she was still this much of an idiot, maybe she deserved to be called Ranma-kun after all.
Eventually she got herself straightened out, wiped her eyes and blew her nose, took a few deep breaths, checked her dress for tear stains, and finally emerged from the stall. At least no one else had witnessed her breakdown. She washed her hands, then splashed water on her face and patted it off with a paper towel, hoping that it would make it less obvious that she’d been crying, and then finally gave herself an appraising look in the mirror. Her eyes still looked a bit red, but otherwise, she thought she looked okay. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she said to her reflection, “and sometimes I’m a complete idiot.”
* * *
Swimming was next. Ranma had been a bit nervous about it with her period still happening, but the odds of an accident seemed low, and anyway, if the water went red with blood, well, So be it, she thought grimly. At least she could blame the chlorine for her reddened eyes. Then she remembered which swimsuit she’d had to grab this morning and sighed again. The embroidery across the front reading “BOY” took on a whole new meaning after her argument with Akane. Go ahead, world, think I’m a boy if you want. I don’t care anymore.
In the changing room, several girls noticed her red eyes and came over to ask if she was okay. Too bad she hadn’t had some ice.
“What happened, Ranma-chan?” Yumi asked gently.
“They told me I could grow up to be a flight attendant!” Ranma replied, adopting a saccharine tone. “And I was so joyful I was moved to tears.” The other girls obviously didn’t believe her excuse (although she thought she heard “ ‘Flight attendant’? Wow!” from the other side of the room), but they laughed dutifully and let it go. Once she’d put on her swimsuit, she felt like she had more explaining to do.
“Yamada-sensei also said that the only way to succeed in a man’s world is to be a boy, so this is my best attempt to fit in,” she said, pointing to the letters on her swimsuit. “Do you think I’ll pass?”
The girls laughed uncomfortably again. Ranma’s humor seemed a bit off, but whatever was going on with her, they felt like their safest choice was to let her be.
Akane, still feeling hurt, watched from across the room. She always said the wrong thing, it seemed. But now Ranma was literally writing the truth across her chest—that despite all outward appearances, no one should forget who and what she really was. The Ranma-kun hidden inside the cute girl was showing himself a little more, making the contradiction of his existence clearer than ever. A girl with “BOY” emblazoned across her chest had to be the epitome of mixed signals. Was it any wonder Akane got confused and said the wrong things? She wasn’t even sure what it was that she’d said that set Ranma off; she’d thought she was helping Ranma by telling her how she coped.
She sighed. No matter what form Ranma was in, she, or he, was both infuriating and lovable at the same time.
* * *
Apparently the teacher had expected them to have a race of some sort, but the class ended up being more of a general free swim. No one seemed to mind. Ranma found the cool water wasn’t just a good way for her to escape the heat of the day; the water felt good, almost like it was healing her. She headed for the deep end, took a deep breath, and slid completely under the water and sat on the bottom of the pool. She could feel that sense of pressure, the feeling from the Jusenkyo curse, enveloping her like a hug. Possibly it was also the genuine pressure from being deeper under the water than she’d been in the bathtub, but she felt the curse’s presence more strongly than she had before. Somehow it seemed to be saying, Everything’s right with the world. You are where you belong. You are safe. She wasn’t sure how long she’d been holding her breath—she almost felt like she could stay down there forever—but at some point Akane’s friends Yuka and Sayuri swam down to her to make sure she was okay.
Ranma realized immediately who must have sent them, and she surfaced, thanked them, and then swam over to the shallow end of the pool, where Akane (who had never properly learned to swim) was standing awkwardly in the water. She had to be in class, but she clearly wasn’t having much fun.
“I’m so sorry, Akane-chan,” Ranma said, once she got close enough for them to talk. “I didn’t mean to upset you earlier. I was just really mad at the world and I took it out on you. You didn’t deserve that. And there was nothing really wrong with what you said—you have been through so much more crap than I have. That’s… That’s just how it is.”
“I can see now how maybe it didn’t help to say what I did,” Akane admitted. “And I do understand where you’re coming from. We’ll try to put the world to rights, okay? We’ll give it our best shot. Together.” She smiled weakly.
Ranma smiled back, but then she thought of something else she needed to clarify. “One more thing, Akane-chan. Happousai… He stole my proper swimsuit in his disgusting raid the other night. So I’m wearing this stupid thing instead.” She gestured to her swimsuit. “It does not mean I am a boy, think I’m a boy, or want to be a boy, okay? Just… ignore it, okay?”
Mixed signals, Akane thought to herself. Always with the mixed signals. But she nodded. “Okay, Ranma-chan. I’ll ignore it.”
* * *
As they headed home after school, Ranma came to a sudden stop. She’d just remembered that she’d told Kasumi-oneechan that she wanted to cook dinner tonight so she could have a break. She kind of wished that she hadn’t, as she was pretty drained by yet another emotional rollercoaster of a day. But she had set the wheels in motion, so she had to follow through, and that meant a trip to the supermarket to get ingredients for the meal. She turned to Akane. “Akane-chan, do you want to come with me to the supermarket? I just remembered that I need to get stuff for dinner tonight.”
“Of course, Ranma-chan,” Akane replied. “I’d love to help out. I can help with the meal itself, too, if you tell me what to do.”
Ranma thought about making a wisecrack about their both getting in good training for their future roles as housewives, but she decided against it. Maybe not just now, she thought. Instead, she just smiled and said, “Thanks, Akane-chan. I’d like that.”
At the supermarket, Ranma looked at various options and decided to go with curry (in the Japanese style) since it was easy and filling and tasted great. She wasn’t sure if Kasumi-oneesan used the little cubes of curry roux or made it from scratch—I bet she takes hours lovingly preparing a secret recipe, an effort that no one notices or properly appreciates—but Ranma figured that the cubes would be fine. She and Akane went up and down the aisles to find all the things they’d need. Akane was a big help, picking out good vegetables and suggesting some nice additions like an apple to add a bit of sweetness.
Once home, they set to work in the kitchen; at Ranma’s suggestion, they pretended that chopping vegetables and stirring the pot was a kind of martial-arts training. Ranma had been afraid that she’d be too tired to cook, but cooking turned out to be a welcome distraction; soothing, even, and Akane’s presence made it more fun. She found herself relaxing as they worked, and the simple act of preparing a meal together felt grounding.
The delicious aromas permeated the whole house, and other family members kept popping their heads into the kitchen to ask when it would be ready. But Kasumi-oneechan didn’t appear until the rice cooker beeped to signal it was done. She looked like she’d enjoyed the opportunity to step back and let someone else take charge for a while. “It smells wonderful, Ranma-chan,” she said, smiling warmly. “Thank you for taking care of dinner tonight.”
Even Genma was grudgingly accepting when he got his plate of curry. “Not bad, not bad at all,” he muttered between mouthfuls. “Maybe we need an Anything Goes Special Curry Technique, eh, Tendo?” Ranma-chan just rolled her eyes silently. The food was nice, but she was definitely flagging now. She remembered to take more ibuprofen before they moved to the living room, where they watched some TV while Ranma lay with her head on Akane’s lap. When she visited the bathroom a couple of times during the evening, she thought about announcing to the world in general exactly what she was going to do there, just to fight against stigma and the patriarchy, but she just didn’t have the energy.
Eventually, it was time for bed. It had been another day where she felt like she’d been put through the wringer, but, well, wasn’t the life of Ranma Saotome always a chaotic mess with one thing to endure or another? What was it Akane had said? “You have to accept the world as it is and make the best of it”? Ranma supposed she was right. She just hoped that tomorrow would be a bit less stressful.
She was asleep the moment her head hit the pillow.

Chapter 18. Thursday, July 21
Ranma woke from a dream where the word “BOY” hadn’t been embroidered on her swimsuit, but was instead tattooed across her chest in the same position. She wanted to have it removed, saying she didn’t even know how it had got there, but Akane said she liked it and anyway, Ranma-chan hadn’t earned the right to change it. As she opened her eyes and surveyed the room, she knew it was just a dream, but she resolved to replace that swimsuit as soon as possible anyway. She sort of wished she could remember why on earth Ranma-kun had ever thought it was funny to have those letters on there in the first place, but maybe not knowing was better.
* * *
The first part of school this morning was optional. The first three periods were for club activities devoted to planning for the fall festival; then, at 10:30, it would be time for Oosouji, the big end-of-year cleaning event. Ranma was a bit ambivalent about the fall-festival planning. On the one hand, it was fun to think about possible activities and events; on the other hand, it had been a draining few days and she couldn’t help feeling that she might not be around to enjoy whatever they planned. She’d decided that she’d go in with Akane, whenever that would be, since she loved walking with her, but she’d forgotten to ask her last night. So she got herself ready for school, just in case they’d be leaving at the normal time, and headed downstairs. (In positive news, it felt like her period was finally petering out and would be done with today or tomorrow.)
She found Nabiki and Akane at the breakfast table. Nabiki had a small file folder beside her, and Ranma wondered what was inside. Not more photos, I hope.
“ ’Morning, Akane-chan, Nabiki-neechan,” Ranma said cheerfully. “What are you two up to? Thinking about fall-festival plans?”
“Good morning, Ranma-chan,” Akane replied. “Actually, I do want to be involved in the fall-festival planning, but Nabiki-neechan wanted to show us something first. If it makes us a bit late, I don’t think anyone will mind.”
Ranma immediately twigged that whatever they were going to discuss had something to do with whatever was in the file folder. “After breakfast,” Nabiki said, and tilted to her head to indicate they’d go upstairs in private, “but as I was telling Akane, it’s not really anything to get excited about, just a history lesson, really.”
Ranma was intrigued despite Nabiki’s downplaying and ate her breakfast quickly, but then she had to cool her heels as Nabiki seemed to take ages finishing her tea before they finally headed upstairs. She thought they’d end up in Nabiki’s room, but for whatever reason, they ended up in Akane’s. Nabiki’s room was always neat and tidy, but Akane’s felt more relatable, a bit more lived-in, and that lived-in quality was a lived-in-by-an-actual-girl feeling that both Nabiki’s and Ranma’s rooms lacked.
They all sat on Akane’s bed, with Nabiki in the middle, holding the file folder on her lap, still closed. She began, “So, Ranma-chan, do you remember that day nearly three weeks ago when you were off to fight Mousse?”
Ranma cringed. It would be so nice to imagine that there was this sharp divide between her life as Ranma-kun and her life as Ranma-chan, but the reality was far messier. On that Sunday… yes, physically, she was just as she was now, but mentally, well, no, the idiot was in charge back then. That “bunny girl” outfit… Ugh… She shuddered at the memory. “Yes, I remember,” she said reluctantly.
“Well,” Nabiki continued, “that day, before you left for the fight, Akane asked me if I could figure out a way to help you, to end all the chaos that seems to follow you around. She was really worried about you, Ranma-chan.”
Ranma stiffened. She wasn’t sure she would like where this was going. “Uh huh…” she said cautiously.
“Well, I didn’t find out anything useful, at least nothing that we can use, but I did try and I think I found something interesting. It turns out that it’s a useless dead end, but I thought you might like to hear about it anyway. It’s a bit of a history lesson.”
Ranma relaxed a little. “Okay, Nabiki-san, I’m listening.”
“Me, too,” Akane added, adjusting her position to face Nabiki more directly and get more comfortable.
“Well,” Nabiki began, “I tried to find out what I could about the Jusenkyo springs, and I found some interesting accounts, mostly just telling us things we already know. But in one of these stories, there was a mention of something called The Leopard’s Fate Manipulation Technique, but no clue as to what exactly that technique was or what it did. I just knew from context that it was something that was done to people who had the Jusenkyo curse. So I dug a little deeper, and, in the end, hired a researcher at the Qinghai Provincial Archives in China to look into it for me. He found a reference in The Miscellaneous Records of the Qianlong Reign, compiled by historian Liu Wenzheng in 1847. He made a copy of one of the key pages, added some notes, and included a detailed description of the background story.”
She paused.
Ranma and Akane leaned in, eager to hear more.
“So,” Nabiki continued, “back in the time of the fourth emperor of the Qing dynasty, there was a group of warriors who had fallen afoul of the imperial authorities. Initially, they were a loose-knit group, but over time they organized themselves into a resistance movement against the Qing government. They were based in the remote Qinghai frontier, and while fleeing imperial forces, they stumbled across the Jusenkyo springs. One of the band fell into the Spring of Drowned Leopard, and when he emerged, they realized how advantageous this transformation could be for their cause. The whole group exposed themselves to the waters, and they began to use the curse as a weapon, naming their group the Bào Yǐng Shè—the Leopard’s Shadow Society.”
Ranma and Akane exchanged glances. This was getting interesting.
“They soon became widely feared,” Nabiki went on. “They would transform into leopards to scale palace walls and enter through high windows that guards couldn’t watch. They assassinated officials, stole documents, and spread terror throughout the imperial court. Although they were a small group, maybe only twenty or thirty warriors, they were highly effective. Their leopard-paw prints became their calling card.”
Ranma and Akane were both riveted. This was like something out of a wuxia novel.
“The Bào Yǐng Shè successfully infiltrated the Forbidden City twice, killing several high-ranking officials,” Nabiki continued. “But they also took losses. Sometimes they were killed outright, but some were captured. Given their reputation, it wasn’t too hard for them to recruit new members to bolster their numbers as no one outside their group knew their secret; it turns out that the Jusenkyo springs have been discovered and forgotten many times over the centuries. The emperor hung leopard corpses outside the palace to frighten the Bào Yǐng Shè and show the public that everything was under control, but some people claimed the corpses were just ordinary leopards, not members of the Bào Yǐng Shè, and their paranoia only increased. But then a leopard was accidentally splashed with hot water while in captivity, transforming and revealing the fundamental secret of the group. That warrior died under torture without telling them everything they wanted to know, but that just meant they needed to capture more of the group.”
Ranma nodded for her to go on.
“In 1766, three members of the Bào Yǐng Shè were captured and turned over to Imperial Physician Chen Qiyuan so that the mechanism of their transformation could be understood. The ‘medical research’ that Chen conducted was gruesome, transforming them into and out of their cursed form over and over as he tried to understand the process. He was a skilled acupuncturist, and he found that some points seemed to correspond to aspects of the curse and the transformation process. The original three captives all died under the tortures of the experiments, but Chen continued his work, documenting what he learned and trying to perfect a technique to understand and perhaps manipulate the curse. For members of the Bào Yǐng Shè, their biggest fear became being captured and subjected to Chen’s experiments.”
Akane was finding this all a bit disturbing, but she wanted to hear the rest of the story so she gestured for Nabiki to continue.
“Eventually, through trial and error, Chen developed what he called ‘The Leopard’s Fate Manipulation Technique’. He found that by using four commonly known acupuncture points, he could bind the curse and then manipulate it through two more points at a precise position relative to the first four. One of these points would move the upper set point of the curse, the temperature of the water needed to transform out of the cursed form, back to human form. The other point would move the lower set point, the temperature needed to transform into the cursed form, up or down.”
“That could actually be useful,” Akane said thoughtfully. “You could make it harder to be accidentally transformed, like needing ice water rather than summer rain.”
Nabiki nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly why I was interested and why I paid the researcher. But there’s a catch. Although the position of the two points was always the same, which one was which varied from person to person, so you couldn’t tell which one you were manipulating except by the results. You couldn’t tell whether you were moving the set point up or down.”
“Couldn’t you just move it and see if they transform?” Akane asked.
“No,” Nabiki replied. “If the person transformed while the needles were in place, they’d come flying out and the acupuncture points would be destroyed. They’d be trapped in whatever form they’d shifted into. For Chen, that didn’t matter. He didn’t really care what happened to the members of the Bào Yǐng Shè—if they ended up locked in human form, locked in leopard form, or constantly transforming between one form and the other until they died because the two points overlapped, to him that was just more data. His goal was to neutralize the threat they posed to the empire, and he succeeded in that. By 1770, the Jusenkyo springs were under armed guard and the Bào Yǐng Shè were effectively extinct.”
Wrapping up the tale, she continued, “The only members of the Bào Yǐng Shè who didn’t die at Chen’s hand were the ones who ended up locked in one form or the other. The men were hanged, but the ‘leopards’ were put in the Imperial Zoo for the Emperor’s amusement. It was said that initially, from the way they moved and acted like they seemed like human warriors in leopard form, but over time it seemed like they forgot what they had been and became indistinguishable from ordinary leopards.”
Ranma had found the whole story rather disturbing, but that last part, well, that was the kind of ending to a story that would bother anyone, but for her, it raised an uncomfortable thought. Was she like those leopards, stuck in her cursed female form so long that she’d forgotten who she was? She shuddered involuntarily.
“So it can’t be used,” Akane said finally, breaking the silence. “Because you can’t tell which way you’re moving the set points or even which ones you’re manipulating.”
“Exactly”, Nabiki acknowledged. “And Chen killed many of his victims by manipulating the points the wrong way,” Nabiki continued, “so it’s way too dangerous to try and use. Plus, the technique was kept secret, so no one really knows how to do it anymore anyway. It’s just a historical curiosity now.”
She opened her folder, and inside was a single copied page from The Miscellaneous Records of the Qianlong Reign, with a complicated and confusing acupuncture diagram drawn on it, with notes from the researcher Nabiki had hired in the margins, with a few additions from Nabiki herself in red for emphasis. Another couple of pages detailed the story she’d told, including some rather grisly illustrations of people half transformed between human and leopard form.
“And that,” Nabiki concluded, “is what I spent ¥30,000 to acquire. I’m happy not to make a profit on it since it doesn’t work, but I think it would be nice if you two could cover my expenses. Maybe ¥15,000 each?”
Ranma and Akane exchanged glances.
“I did take the time to practice the story and tell it nicely,” Nabiki added with a small smile. “So I think I’ve added some value. It’s a history lesson if nothing else.”
“Maybe we could pay in installments with no interest?” Akane ventured.
“That would be fine with me,” Nabiki replied. “Just let me know when you can pay me back. You can keep the folder, too, it’s included in the price.”
Nabiki exited, leaving Akane and Ranma alone on the bed.
“I suppose you’d better have this,” Akane said, handing the folder to Ranma. “After all, it’s your curse.”
“That whole story kind of freaked me out,” Ranma admitted. “I mean—” She shuddered again.
Poor Ranma, Akane thought. The story about being stuck in leopard form must cut too close to home, what with her being stuck in her female form. “Yeah, I get it,” she said gently. “But at least you’re not stuck as a leopard—being a girl isn’t too bad, is it?”
“No, Akane, I actually like being a girl, remember?” Ranma said patiently, trying to keep the exasperation out of her voice. She decided not to mention that her reaction was really to the part about the warriors trapped in their cursed forms seemingly forgetting who they really were. She wanted Akane to have a clear and simple answer to her question. She shrugged, “It’s just that… That story was disturbing.”
Akane almost believed her, but she’d noticed Ranma’s hesitation and knew she was keeping something back. And it wasn’t hard to know why she had been so disturbed, even if she tried to obfuscate now. The analogy was clear: being stuck in leopard form was like being stuck as Ranma-chan, and the idea of that becoming permanent had freaked her out—understandably so. But she didn’t want to add to Ranma’s stress when she was already being so brave about the situation, so she brought the conversation back to their plans for the day. “Yes, it was disturbing. Let’s give ourselves a bit of space to decompress and maybe head into school in about ten minutes?”
In her room, Ranma almost dropped the folder into the trash. But then she stopped, opened it, leafed through the story of the Bào Yǐng Shè (豹影社) and its grisly images, and then returned to the first page again. The acupuncture chart didn’t look that complicated or hard to decipher. And the key thing from the tale Nabiki told them was that Chen and the members of the Bào Yǐng Shè were enemies, with no reason to help each other. But if she brought this to Dr. Tofu, they’d be working together. If she sat in a bath of cold water, there would be no risk that she’d transform, but since that also let her sense the way the curse felt, she might be able to know which way its set point was being moved. There was still the issue of figuring out which point was which, and Nabiki’s annotations had plenty of red ink and dire warnings, but maybe this information could be useful sometime down the road. She certainly shouldn’t just throw it out. She put the folder carefully under the other books Dr. Tofu had given her.
* * *
They had a quiet walk to school that morning. Ranma was still trying to process how she felt about the notion that the Jusenkyo curse might, over time, transform someone so completely that they eventually forgot who they really were. The idea of losing your identity that way, slowly and inexorably, was utterly terrifying. But she hadn’t forgotten being Ranma-kun, right? As far as she could tell, she still had all of her memories and pretty much the same personality she’d always had (although she thought she was more aware of other people and how what she said or did affected them). She still liked martial arts just as much as he had (in fact, she thought her skills were more disciplined and finely honed). And she was certainly still capable of saying exactly the wrong thing to Akane sometimes and regretting it, even if she seemed to be doing better at patching things up afterwards. Wasn’t who she was now just a fuller and more complete version of the person she’d always been? Sixteen-year-old Ranma-kun might look at his eight-year-old self and think, “Wow, I’ve changed a lot.” But he wouldn’t think “Who am I really? Am I still me?”. So maybe where she was now was just another few steps along the same path she’d always been on. She sighed. One quality he’d had, which she was a bit envious of, was his ability to blunder along without overthinking things so much. Maybe she could try to be more like that.
Ranma looked up at the sky, and consciously turned her focus outward, to the world and to her own physicality rather than her internal musings. However much she got tangled up in unanswerable questions, she could not deny that this—this whole experience—felt right. Did any of the other questions even matter when that was true?
Akane, too, was lost in thought. Yesterday Ranma had told her that the “BOY” on her swimsuit didn’t mean she was a boy, thought she was a boy, or wanted to be a boy. This morning, when she’d asked Ranma whether she thought that being a girl was bad, Ranma had said, “No, Akane, I actually like being a girl, remember?” Those words still bounced around inside Akane’s head. She had assumed that Ranma’s swimsuit-related declaration was just another example of her brave method acting. But what she said this morning cast yesterday’s—confession?—in a different light. Could Ranma really have been telling her own personal truth both times?
Akane thought about how Ranma had seemed to relax more and more into her new identity over the past few weeks. Everyone accepted her as the girl she appeared to be. So maybe it was real. Maybe Ranma-chan really did like being a girl now. But at the same time, maybe she was just letting her own wishful thinking sway her towards believing that. I wish I even knew what I should wish for at all, now, she thought to herself.
When she’d sent Nabiki off on that wild-goose chase to find a way to restore normality, the goal had seemed so simple: just bring an end to the latest round of chaos created by Cologne’s Full-Body Cat’s Tongue attack, and maybe even somehow clear up the Jusenkyo curse, too. That Akane had seen Ranma-chan as an annoyance and a vulnerability for Ranma-kun. That Akane had also had a vague, half-imagined future with that young man.
But that Akane didn’t know about this Ranma. That Akane didn’t have a bestie like she did now; someone who understood her in a way no one else could. Yes, that Akane had had small crushes on older girls when she was a bit younger; she’d been nervous about what that meant until she found out that it was perfectly normal, and that other girls she knew had the same sorts of crushes. But what she was feeling now was different. It was much stronger and she thought it was mutual. She wasn’t imagining having hot, steamy, passionate sex with Ranma-chan; but then again, she’d never imagined having hot, steamy, passionate sex with Ranma-kun, either. Or, honestly, with anyone else she knew. It seemed sort of gross and wrong to fantasize about people you saw in daily life in that way—how could you look them in the eye afterwards?
Dropping that line of thought, she returned to thinking about her and Ranma and their relationship. She still had more questions than answers, but one thing seemed undeniable: no matter what body Ranma wore, Akane loved her, and she was (almost completely) sure that Ranma—Ranma-chan—loved her back. Where that love might take them, she didn’t know. Circumstances might change—and probably would, given their lives—and make their relationship confusing again. But for now, there was no need to spoil what they had by overthinking questions she couldn’t answer.
By the time they got to school, they were both glad to set aside their personal concerns and take part in the fall-festival planning activities. They’d arrived late and didn’t end up contributing much to the discussion, but they had fun and it was a welcome distraction for both of them.
* * *
Next up was Oosouji, the school’s big end-of-year cleaning event. The students were divided into four teams based on colors (Ranma was on the green team), and within each team, they were further divided into groups assigned to different parts of the school. Akane was on the yellow team and sent to the gymnasium while Ranma found herself assigned to cleaning windows across a section of the school with another girl, Koharu-san. She knew Koharu was part of Yumi’s friend group, or one of them, anyway. In fact, she’d actually been there last Saturday when she’d stained her dress and Akane was behaving so irrationally—but they’d never really talked before.
At first they didn’t say much other than exchanging pleasantries and conferring about what it was they were supposed to be doing, but as they got into the rhythm of washing and drying windows, they started to chat a bit more.
“You know, Ranma-san,” Koharu began hesitantly, “Everyone laughed when you said that thing about boys being an enigma to you, but that really resonated with me. Yumi-chan is always mooning over this boy or that one, and half the time I don’t even know who she’s even talking about. Sometimes I…”, she paused, wondering whether she should say more to this girl she barely knew, but then plunged on, saying, “Sometimes I feel like there’s something wrong with me because I don’t feel that way about anyone. Like I’m missing out on something everyone else gets.”
“It’s hard to fancy anyone when boys are such idiots,” Ranma replied bluntly. “And men… men are disgusting!” she spat the word with surprising vehemence. She launched into a rant about the patriarchy, her career-counseling session, and how this whole idea that women were just supposed to aspire to settle down with a “nice man” (Were there even any?) was so limiting and demeaning. Koharu was a little overwhelmed by Ranma’s passionate tirade, but she listened sympathetically, nodded or shook her head when appropriate, and even occasionally managed to chime in with some of her own experiences.
When Ranma finally paused for breath, Koharu said, “Do you think you’ll get married anyway, even though you don’t feel it, just because that’s what everyone expects? When I think about it, I… I…”—she really wasn’t sure if she should expose herself so much—“It makes my skin crawl,” she finished, feeling like that was as much as she dared venture.
Ranma thought about her own private fantasies, with the princess and the strange ungendered dryad and realized that she wasn’t exactly on solid ground with her own feelings about relationships, either. She paused to gather her thoughts, then said, “They say that opposites attract, but that doesn’t really feel true, does it? It seems more likely that they’d repel. A man is never going to understand what it’s like when you’ve got your period, or how penned in you feel by all the social expectations you’re living with. So how would he know what you liked or wanted in other ways? He’s probably just thinking about his own needs.”
Koharu and Ranma exchanged a look. Girls understand each other. Neither said it, but they didn’t have to. It was an unspoken truth between them.
Ranma got ready to launch into another rant about how some girls were just enablers, too, but Koharu beat her to it by launching into her own rant about her older sister, who barely gave her the time of day but was apparently seen as completely perfect by her parents. Their conversation freewheeled as they worked, and by the end, she was giving Koharu a history lesson on feudal Japan and the role of onna-musha (female warriors) in that society. They were both a bit surprised when they came to the end of the hall and realized they’d cleaned all the windows. They were amazed at how quickly the time had flown by.
“It was awesome getting to know you more, Ranma-san,” Koharu said sincerely as they packed up their supplies. “We should hang out sometime.” She paused, and looked awkward for a moment, like she was trying to decide about something.
Ranma smiled encouragingly, “That would be nice, Koharu-san. I’d like that.”
Just then, Koharu had made her decision and she stepped close to offer a quick hug. Ranma was a bit taken aback, but she returned the hug, feeling the warmth of the girl’s embrace. It was nice. It did feel like it went on a teensy bit longer than she would have expected, but quickly enough, Koharu pulled away, blushing slightly. “See you around, Ranma-san!” she called out as she hurried off to their team’s coordination point to check in and say they were done.
* * *
There was more waiting around as inspections were done, and students milled about, taking advantage of the unofficial break. Ranma spotted Akane and went over to her. “Hey, Akane-chan, how was your cleaning assignment?”
“I don’t know how the gym got so dirty,” Akane replied with a sigh. “We had to scrub for ages. But at least we got it done.”
“I was doing windows with Koharu-san,” Ranma said. “She’s really nice. We should all hang out sometime.”
Akane gave Ranma a slightly cryptic look. “Koharu-san? Yumi’s friend? She’s kind of… quiet, isn’t she?”
Ranma nodded. “Yeah, but she’s nice once you get to know her. We had a good chat while we were working.”
Hmm. Akane nodded slowly. “Yeah, uh, it could be fun to do a movie or something with all of us sometime.”
Akane tried to process her feelings. Was she jealous? She wasn’t sure. Koharu had always seemed a bit odd to her; she’d sometimes catch Koharu staring at her and think, What are you looking at? Do I have seaweed in my teeth or something? But Ranma needed other friends besides herself, just like she had Yuka and Sayuri. And in any case, the future was still so uncertain. After this morning’s insights, her relationship with Ranma felt even more uncertain; while she thought everything could work out for the two of them as they were, but the likelihood of Ranma-kun’s return, probably coming sooner than she—or they?—really wanted, still hung over them. There was a good chance that an outing for the three girls would never happen anyway.
Before she could tumble further down that rabbit hole, her attention was caught by some commotion at the front of the room. A moment later, the adults got themselves organized and gave them the all-clear—the inspections were complete and according to whatever complicated evaluation metric had been used, the red team had won. She hadn’t even realized it was supposed to be a competition, and, from Ranma’s expression, neither had she. They shrugged at each other, both thinking, Whatever! and headed off to lunch together.
* * *
Lunch turned out to be a bit frustrating. The cafeteria had been cleaned along with everything else, which meant that they had to eat very carefully so it wouldn’t have to be cleaned again. The time passed quickly as the students chatted about what they expected from their report cards, which would be handed out tomorrow, and their plans for the summer break. Once everyone was done eating, there was an awkward few minutes as they all worked to return the room to its pristine state. There were really far too many people for the task, even in that large room, but even though they got in each other’s way a bit, no major accidents occurred and they finished quickly. After that, they were released until tomorrow.
Akane and Ranma were glad to be getting home early. Today promised to be a scorcher, the worst yet this summer. Ranma briefly thought about suggesting they head to a local swimming pool to cool off, but then she remembered that she didn’t have a usable swimsuit—she never wanted to wear the one with “BOY” emblazoned across her chest again—and she’d already ruled out the ones Nabiki had given her. Just thinking about wearing one of them in public made her flush bright red. So instead, she was happy to just head home and hope the house wasn’t too hot.
It was a bit challenging for them to find the right pace; you wanted to spend as little time in the direct sun as possible, and you wanted to get home as soon as you could, but you also had to moderate your speed so you didn’t get too overheated. They made a bit of a game of it, trying to maximize the shade they could find along the way, preferring to take narrow alleys, hug high fences, and sometimes even leap across sun-exposed gaps like they were doing some kind of ninja training exercise.
At home, the shutters were already down and while they made the house dimmer, they did a lot to keep the heat out. Kasumi-oneechan was in the kitchen working on colorful toppings for the evening’s meal, a fan buzzing away in the corner. Genma was in the living room in the corner, in panda form, dripping wet. He’d clearly used the pond outside as a way to cool off. He held up a sign that said, “Too hot!” as they entered, and Ranma-chan laughed, while also being glad that his communication was limited to written signs rather than speech, so she didn’t have to hear him make another idiotic remark about “the boy”. Soun was also in the living room, reading his newspaper and sweating profusely. He looked up as they entered. “Ah, you’re back early. How was Oosouji?”
“Ranma-chan made a new friend!” Akane said in a tone that, to Ranma’s ear, seemed like it might be tinged with… something… Sarcasm? Jealousy? It didn’t make a whole lot of sense to her, so maybe she was imagining it.
“Yeah, Koharu-san is really nice,” Ranma added. “We had a good chat while we were working. I think she’s a bit lonely, I guess she feels like a bit of an outsider, you know, so it was nice to be a friendly face for her.”
“Well, just remember you’re engaged to Akane-chan, okay?” Soun said, folding up his newspaper. “I’m sure you’re having fun playing around as Ranma-chan, but soon enough things will be back to normal. You don’t want this Koharu girl thinking she’s got a claim on you. It’s bad enough with Shampoo’s obsession.”
Ranma bristled at Soun’s casual invalidation of who she was. She was trying to carefully choose her words for a response when it occurred to her that she’d put in a new tampon that morning and hadn’t changed it. It must have been in over six hours at this point. She so wanted to say something like, “I hope you’ll excuse the boy while he goes and changes his tampon!” but she bit back the urge. Instead, she just said, “Don’t worry, Soun-san, girls can’t marry girls in Japan, so you have nothing to worry about!” and excused herself. Soun just looked confused, as if Ranma had spoken in gibberish.
The stern warnings from the instructions about toxic-shock syndrome ran through her mind as Ranma headed to the bathroom. This tampon hadn’t been particularly happy going in this morning and it wasn’t much fun coming out, either. Looking at it, she thought it would have been perfectly fine for a couple more hours, except for all those stern warnings. On the bright side, it definitely seemed like her period was finally in its final stages, and she should probably have picked a different tampon meant for “light flow” or whatever. (She remembered Akane’s intricate matrix calculations in the store, and wondered if she’d ever get it all sorted out in her head.) But overall, she felt like (given this was the first period she’d ever had in her whole life!) she was doing pretty well. But maybe it was time to go back to a pad for this last stage.
Once she was done in the bathroom, she thought about just hanging out in her room. Unfortunately, the heat was much worse in the upstairs part of the house, so she decided to get changed into something lighter and head downstairs to the dojo and maybe try to do a little bit of light training. There were some big ceiling fans in the room and a large floor fan off to one side, so it seemed like that might be okay.
Once she reached the dojo, she was surprised to find Akane already there, brandishing a bokken. Ranma’s training told her that the weapon was too long and heavy for Akane, and she was just about to suggest that Akane should choose a more appropriate weapon from those intended for women when she caught herself. Why did Akane need to use a girl’s weapon? Earlier in the day, she’d been about to rant to Koharu about how some women enabled the patriarchy by buying into gendered expectations, and here she was, about to tell Akane that she had appropriated a sword that was clearly meant for boys. Ranma sighed inwardly. We’re all steeped in this crap; we can’t escape it. But she could try.
“You look pretty mean with that bokken, Akane-chan,” she said, in a tone she hoped showed admiration for Akane’s choice of weapon. “Can I watch your moves?”
“Well, my blade work isn’t that great, really, but it doesn’t hurt to practice, right?” Akane replied, shifting her stance a little. “Sure, you can watch, but maybe you can give me some tips, show me your moves, and then we can spar a little?”
Watching her, Ranma was struck again by Akane’s obvious skill. She moved fluidly, with purpose and precision. She handled the bokken with ease. Honestly, Ranma-chan wasn’t sure what she could really critique (without being a jerk), but eventually she noticed a few issues with Akane’s stance. She showed Akane her own moves, and Akane made a few observations of her own which Ranma, a bit reluctantly, admitted were fair points. They did a round of practice working through the kata really slowly, allowing them to focus on precision (and let them stay a bit cooler), but after a bit, it came time to spar.
They swapped the bokken for shinai (practice swords made of slats of bamboo), which were lighter and less dangerous than bokken, but still hurt if you were struck with one. They squared off, and Akane made the first attack, moving with surprising speed and power. Ranma really had to be on her toes to keep up, and she found herself sweating profusely despite the fans.
“Don’t hold back, Ranma-chan!” Akane admonished.
She hadn’t been! “Oh, I would never hold back against you, Akane-chan!” Ranma replied, trying to keep the competitive spirit alive despite the heat.
At one point, she swore she heard Akane mutter something about Koharu-san under her breath. She couldn’t quite make it out, but it made her redouble her efforts in the fight. Across a sequence of clashes of their shinai, Ranma thought her own response at Akane: There. Is. Nothing. Going. On. With. Me. And. Koharu-san. Now. Get. Over. It. Don’t. Be. Jealous. As they separated and regrouped, eying each other carefully for clues about the next move, Ranma couldn’t help feeling that this fight felt like old times. It was sort of funny in a way.
Eventually, both out of breath and drenched in sweat, they called a truce. They flopped down on the floor, arranging themselves to try to maximize the airflow from the fans.
“That was a real workout!” Ranma said, panting. “You really pushed me, Akane-chan! We should always fight on the same side!”
“There was a point there, Ranma-chan, where I thought you had so much battle lust you might kill me if I didn’t block your moves, even with a wooden sword!” Akane replied, equally out of breath. They both laughed and grinned at each other.
* * *
By the time they’d taken cold showers to wash off the sweat and cool down, it was time for dinner. Kasumi-oneechan had made a colorful array of dishes, including hiyashi chūka (cold ramen with various toppings), which was perfect for the hot weather. They all sat down to eat together, and the conversation was light and easy, with everyone enjoying the meal and no problematic comments.
After dinner, Nabiki asked if they might please turn on the small air conditioner in the living room. It was relatively new, and she’d managed to get a good deal on its acquisition, but Soun was still very reluctant to actually use it, given the electricity costs. But, Nabiki countered, if they were ever to use it at all, today was surely the day. Soun grumbled a bit, but relented, and after dinner, they all crammed into the space, enjoying the temperature drop.
Ranma would have liked to lie on the couch with her head in Akane’s lap, but there wasn’t quite enough room for that with Nabiki perched on the end, so she settled for sitting next to her instead. Akane reached over and took Ranma’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. Ranma smiled, feeling a warmth that had nothing to do with the weather.
They watched a new crime drama and then a game show that put its contestants through a gauntlet of unpleasant physical challenges, including eating some unpleasant-looking “delicacies” that made Ranma shudder. As the evening wore on, people excused themselves one by one until Ranma and Akane were alone together.
“You’re pretty awesome, bestie,” Ranma said, leaning her head on Akane’s shoulder.
“And don’t you forget it,” Akane replied, wrapping an arm around Ranma. They sat like that for a while, enjoying the cool air and each other’s company.
In that moment, Akane felt a powerful urge to kiss Ranma—she was just so damn sweet right now—but something held her back. She felt a bit bad about the possessiveness she’d shown earlier, and somehow that made her think she didn’t deserve to demand a kiss or receive one in reward. And anyway, she told herself, even if Ranma wanted to be kissed, they were a bit exposed in the living room—anyone could walk in at any moment. So instead, she just held her a little closer, enjoying the moment.
Eventually, they decided they’d better get to bed. Tomorrow was the last day of school, when they’d get their report cards. Just one more day of school uniforms before they were free for the summer. As they parted at the top of the stairs to head to their respective rooms, they exchanged a look that said everything without words. Joy and sadness, wistfulness and hope. No matter what the future held, they both thought, this time they’d had together was pretty damn special.
The windows in the upstairs part of the house were all open to let in the breeze, and the cicadas in the garden buzzed loudly. Ranma wanted to take a moment to listen to them, but she fell asleep almost instantly, and they vanished from her perception before she could form a coherent thought about why their sound felt so comforting.

Chapter 19. Friday, July 22
Ranma dreamed… It was back in the time of the Bào Yǐng Shè, and she was one of the leopard warriors, scaling the walls of the Forbidden City under cover of darkness. The moonlight glinted off her sleek spotted fur as she moved silently; when she paused, her muscles were coiled and ready to spring. She could hear the distant sounds of guards patrolling below, their footsteps echoing through the empty courtyards. She was about to leap for a window when a cage crashed down on her from above. The scene changed and now she was in a dimly lit chamber, strapped to a table with the evil Chen Qiyuan looming over her, a cruel smile on his face as he prepared his acupuncture needles. She struggled against her bonds, but it was no use. The needles pierced her skin, and she felt a strange sensation as the curse was manipulated against her will. The imperial physician sighed and intoned in clear frustration, “This one is stuck in leopard form now; take it to the Imperial Zoo.” The scene changed again and it was years later. People outside the bars were looking at her, talking to each other, but she could not understand. She just snarled and wished they’d brought meat.
She woke with a start; it was still dark out, but she had to get up and walk about the house a little, just to confirm to herself that she was still her, and not a leopard. Even after going downstairs and getting a glass of water, and stopping in the upstairs bathroom to stare at her own reflection, there was a disquieting feeling she just couldn’t shake. When she finally gave up and returned to bed it took another twenty minutes before she fell back to sleep.
* * *
Akane dreamed… She was tearfully explaining to Ranma-chan that her father had engaged her to a man named Taro Yamada, and that the wedding was scheduled for the following week. She begged Ranma to help her get out of it, but Ranma seemed confused: “But I thought you liked men? If you’re worried about me, don’t be! Ko-chan likes me a lot, so I’ll be fine. You go and be happy, Akane-chan!” Akane woke, annoyed by the trauma her sleeping brain loved putting her through. There was still half an hour before she needed to get up (school started later than usual today), so she grumbled a bit and rolled over, hoping to get back to sleep and dream something nicer.
When she finally did get up and headed to the bathroom, Akane found Ranma coming out. She looked how Akane felt, not quite as rested as she would have liked. “Morning, Akane-chan,” Ranma said, trying to sound cheerful.
“Hi, Ranma-chan,” Akane replied, a bit more downbeat. “How’s your…,” she tilted her head slightly and gestured downwards.
“My period?” Ranma finished for her, slightly louder than necessary as if she wanted the whole house to hear. In a more conversational tone, she continued, “I thought I was done, but apparently not quite. But it’s basically over now, or will be sometime today, I think.”
“Only about 300 more to go, then,” Akane grinned, having done the mental math in a flash. And then she kicked herself! She might have about that many left, give or take, but who knew how many Ranma would ever have? She was trying to think of something to say to salvage her misstep, but Ranma beat her to it.
“Hey, practice makes perfect at the Ranma Saotome Whatever Works School of Menstruation!” Ranma said with a grin. “We’ll write a book about our special techniques someday!”
Akane laughed. “Yeah, we’ll be famous!” she said, as she zipped past to get to the bathroom herself.
Ranma went back to her room. The banter with Akane had lightened her mood, but she was still a bit on edge from her dream. The whole idea of forgetting who you were and becoming something else and not even knowing it was just so horrible. She eyed Nabiki’s folder on her shelf. Maybe she should toss it in the trash if it creeped her out so much. But then again, maybe she should keep it. After all, it might be useful someday. She sighed. She’d worry about it later.
She got out her school uniform and dressed. This was the last time it would ever be worn—Akane had outgrown it, and it wasn’t a perfect fit for her either, so if, by some miracle, she was still herself come the new term, she’d invest in a new one. Doesn’t fit perfectly, worn for three weeks, and then discarded. Would that also become a description of her? She really hoped not, but whatever; she’d get through today and let the future figure itself out.
She finished getting ready, giving her hair the slightly disarranged look she liked, and then applied some subtle makeup to add to the “looking good without even trying” effect she was going for. She looked herself over in the mirror. “I am Ranma Saotome,” she said, smiling at her reflection, “and if I turn the heads of boys, girls, or strange sexy dryads, so be it!”
She met Akane on the stairs and they headed down to breakfast together. In celebration of the last day of school, Kasumi-oneechan had done a little more than the usual weekday fare, with grilled salmon, tamagoyaki (the rolled omelet taking her extra time to get the layers just right), miso soup (of course), and perfectly arranged pickled vegetables alongside the rice. There was even fresh fruit—melon slices arranged decoratively on a small plate. Ranma was delighted. “Wow, Kasumi-oneechan, this looks amazing!” she said, sitting down eagerly.
“She’s just worried you might get nothing for dinner if your report cards aren’t good,” Soun said, folding his newspaper. “I hope we won’t be disappointed.”
Akane watched Ranma with fondness. Yes, she was eating a little too quickly—that was a habit that she’d seen ever since they’d started living together—but she was clearly enjoying the meal. Akane was struck once again at how Ranma could get up, not even put a comb through her hair, and somehow look totally adorable. You know it’s manufactured, she told herself, her hair is the same every day and you even saw how she really looked in the hall after she’d just gotten up. But it was still hard to believe it was artifice—somehow it just seemed like she’d rolled out of bed looking perfect. It was as if Ranma had received detailed notes on “looks that Akane thinks are super cute” and was exploiting them mercilessly.
At the end of the meal, Kasumi-oneechan slipped into the kitchen and returned with two carefully wrapped bento boxes. “I thought you might want to celebrate after getting your report cards,” she said warmly. “There’s onigiri with different fillings, some tamagoyaki, pickled plum, and a little sweet treat. You can make a day of it if you’d like!”
School was due to end early that day with no lunch provided (presumably to avoid messing up the beautifully cleaned cafeteria), so Kasumi’s offering was a loving gesture and very much appreciated. Ranma and Akane both thanked her profusely. “You’re the best, Kasumi-oneechan!” Ranma said, giving her a quick hug.
Soon enough, they’d gathered their things and were walking to school together. The heat and humidity were a little better than yesterday, but they were still happy to try to stay in the shade as much as possible, even if they weren’t following quite the elaborate ninja path they had taken the day before. Neither of them was particularly stressed about their report cards; their exam results would be the biggest influence on their scores, and they already knew how they’d done.
So their conversation turned to what might be said in the final address by the principal (technically, the acting principal—the real principal was on some sort of extended cultural-exchange program abroad—but Acting Principal Ishida had been in the role so long that few people thought of him as “acting” these days). The speech was essentially the same every time, which led Ranma to suggest that they could have made a bingo card for the various stock phrases that would be used. Akane laughed at the idea, and they started to brainstorm what might go on the card.
“ ‘This unique term was particularly special for me,’ ” Ranma suggested, mimicking the principal’s tone.
“Yes,” Akane agreed, “they’re always unique, aren’t they? And don’t forget ‘I hope you all take the lessons you’ve learned here into the future’.”
“Ooh, there should be a special section on the card for the summer safety reminders!” Ranma added. “ ‘Remember to stay hydrated!’, ‘Avoid strangers!’, and of course, the classic, ‘The sea is a dangerous place!’. Wait, no… it’s ‘Beware the sea!’—that’s it!”
“If we drowned, we’d be letting down the school’s honor,” Akane said with a grin.
Ranma laughed. “Exactly! ‘Be sure to maintain the school’s honor during the break!’ That one’s a must.”
They continued to add to the list as they walked, adding various hobbyhorses of the principal, including his complaints about “music these days” and his strange need to mention his pets in every address. By the time they reached school, they had a pretty comprehensive list of phrases they were sure would be included in the speech.
They’d made reasonable time, and it was still five minutes before the hour when they reached the school gates. Alas, they found Kuno and Shampoo, arm in arm, waiting for them to arrive.
“My beloved maidens Ranma-chan and Akane-chan have finally arrived!” Kuno exclaimed dramatically, bowing low. “You were mistaken about my betrothal to Shampoo here; the marriage has not yet happened, so there is still time for you to attend or to try to pull me from her fond embrace to your own!”
“Kuno silly,” Shampoo said in her fractured Japanese, patting his head affectionately. “I say he happy to love me, but I to marry Ranma. Maybe later he join. Fun three, yes?”
“It appears,” Kuno said, straightening up, “that my nemesis, the interloper Ranma Saotome, has once again meddled in my romantic affairs. Yet the coward hides; he has been nowhere to be found for weeks now. I would vanquish him if I could only find him! Yet girls quickly tire of an absent lothario, and his loss will be my gain!”
Ranma was irked by the suggestion that she might be a coward, and so she declared, “Kuno-senpai, do you not know that my name is Ranma Saotome? I am not hiding. If you want to fight, I’m right here.”
Akane just rolled her eyes.
“Oh, my beloved Ranma-chan,” Kuno said, bowing again, “I can see how your girlish brain could be confused by your namesake. I know I, too, have been perplexed at times. But I assure you, I seek to defeat only the true Ranma Saotome, the dashing youth who has sought to confound my plans. Now, if you have amorous intentions towards Shampoo, well, I would only ask that you let me hold you both in my arms as you pursue them.”
“I have absolutely no romantic interest in Shampoo,” Ranma replied firmly. “So I think we’re all good. She’s all yours.”
“You say that now, but you fight great-grandmother for Shampoo this weekend!” Shampoo interjected, looking at Ranma with determination. “She find you, ha-ha!”
Ranma couldn’t help but be brought up sharply by Shampoo’s declaration. She’d known that a confrontation with Cologne was on the cards at some point and likely soon, but she’d managed to talk herself into believing that the fight would be on her terms. But Shampoo was right—just because she wanted to have a say in when the next confrontation would happen didn’t mean she actually did. Her mood sank. Soon she’d be fighting again to win the Phoenix Pill, a “prize” she was, at best, extremely ambivalent about “winning”. On top of that, between her period, exams, and the rest of the end-of-term events at school, she had let her training slide a bit, so her level of preparation for a fight against an opponent as capable as Cologne was, well, less than ideal. She felt buffeted by winds beyond her control—even though so much of her life had improved for her as Ranma-chan, the chaos that marked her life apparently never receded entirely.
Akane also felt like the world was shifting under her feet. A confrontation had been looming, but now it could suddenly be as soon as tomorrow. She wanted more time. Then she noticed how stricken Ranma looked at the news. She couldn’t help remembering how disastrously Ranma’s last battle with Cologne had gone, how she’d ended up practically catatonic when her path back to normality was thwarted. She didn’t know exactly what Ranma was feeling right now, but she felt a strong urge to protect her.
“Come on, Ranma-chan. Let’s just get to homeroom before we get into trouble,” she said tugging on her arm to pull her away from Shampoo. It seemed to break the spell and they both hurried into the school.
* * *
In their classroom, they were barely in time for roll call. Ranma’s homeroom teacher had changed a few times—more than usual, in fact, though whether that was bad luck or the natural consequence of having Ranma Saotome in the class was unclear. But for the whole of this term, it had been Keiko Tanaka-sensei, whose subject area was social studies and history. As the roll call progressed, Ranma looked at her, wondering what Tanaka-sensei had written in her section of Ranma’s report card. The homeroom teacher always wrote the most detailed overviews of each student, and Ranma was both curious and apprehensive about what she might say. I guess I’ll know soon enough, she thought.
Rather than a normal roll call, Tanaka-sensei seemed to be exchanging a few words with each student as their name was called, usually finding something positive to say about their year and a question about their plans for the summer break or their life at home. Some students seemed a bit put out by the extra attention, but most seemed to enjoy it. Ranma looked at Tanaka-sensei more closely. It was hard to be sure, but she was probably somewhere in her mid-thirties. She had a warm smile and kind eyes behind her glasses, but perhaps there was a touch of fatigue there, too. Ranma wondered if she’d always wanted to be a secondary school teacher or had just been channelled into it by the machinery of Japanese culture. Tanaka-sensei usually seemed pretty upbeat and content, so maybe she was just feeling worn down by the end of the term, or maybe even a little sad that it was ending.
When it was finally Ranma’s turn and she had answered her name, Tanaka-sensei looked up from her list and smiled warmly. “Ah, Saotome-san! It’s been a pleasure having you in my class this term. You’ve shown great enthusiasm in your studies, especially in history, which warms my heart. So much better than… that other one…,” she trailed off uncertainly, then recovered her train of thought. “Any, uh, martial-arts contests planned for the summer break?”
Ranma smiled. “Thank you, Tanaka-sensei! I’ve really enjoyed your class, too. As for martial-arts contests, I didn’t have any planned, but they often take me by surprise, so I can’t say for sure. But I’m very pleased you remembered my interest in them!”
Of course the mention of martial-arts contests brought her back to thinking about Cologne, and the Phoenix Pill, and her training, and whether she’d even be back next year…. The roll call continued as she lost herself in her worries; she managed to miss Akane’s conversation completely.
As Tanaka-sensei wound up the roll call, Ranma caught Akane’s look of concern and mentally shook herself into paying more attention to what was going on around her. At some point Tanaka-sensei had moved on to explaining how they’d line up for the procession to the gymnasium, and where they’d sit on the floor once they got there. She clearly wanted to draw a diagram on the board, but also didn’t want to mess it up after yesterday’s cleaning. She ended up waving her hands around instead, drawing invisible diagrams in the air. It would probably be impossible to follow if Ranma hadn’t been through the process before. She saw Tanaka-sensei’s eyes glance at the clock, and then she launched into reminding them about what to do if a fire alarm went off during the ceremony. Ranma realized that she’d been given 20 minutes to kill and was doing her best to fill it. But it was nearly time for the ceremony now, and Ranma was impressed by how well Tanaka-sensei had timed her efforts. She wrapped up by thanking a couple of students who had volunteered to stay behind to do a last bit of clean up after the day’s activities were done, and then had everyone stand and get into line for the march to the gymnasium.
Soon enough, they were seated crosslegged on the floor (glad of Akane’s cleaning efforts the previous day), waiting for the principal to arrive and begin his address. It went almost exactly as they’d imagined, and Ranma really wished she’d had that bingo card to check off the various stock phrases as they were uttered. Maybe next year. She turned to Akane, who was also trying to stifle her laughter, and they exchanged a look that said, “We nailed it!”
* * *
Once the formalities were over, it was back to homeroom to get their report cards and dismissal. Despite the name, they weren’t cards at all, but perfectly sized envelopes containing a detailed report from each teacher on the student’s performance over the term. They needed to be taken home and returned, signed by their parents, at the start of the next term, but the students were free to open them now and see how they’d done, and pretty much everyone did so, some staying in their seats to read them and others leaving the class to find somewhere more private. Ranma and Akane stayed in their seats, and they each opened their envelope to find out what the teachers had said about them.
Inside was a small booklet. The first page was the “report card” part, detailing her scores in each subject. The scale was from 1 to 5, with 5 being the best. Ranma was delighted to find she had a 5 in Japanese, but her 4 in history still rankled. She knew she could do better than what the score suggested. The rest of her grades matched up with her expectations; they weren’t amazing, but she was certain that they were much better than Ranma-kun would have managed.
As with the exams, Akane had beaten her in most subjects, but at least her report card had her ahead of Ranma in chemistry, which she took pride in announcing. “See, Ranma-chan, it’s not exactly like cooking!” Ranma smiled back, remembering how Akane had snapped at her when she’d suggested that connection when they’d compared their exam results.
Skipping past the notes from various subject teachers, she found Tanaka-sensei’s report. She was a bit surprised to find two pages, one titled “Saotome Ranma (boy)” and the other “Saotome Ranma (girl)”. She read the boy one first.
This young man, who has been absent for the final weeks of the term, while capable if he applies himself, has too often vanished during the school day, missing important lessons and activities. This is unfortunate as he is a bright student with plenty of aptitude who could have many career options open to him if he were to focus more on his studies. I hope that in the future he will be able to find a way to attend school regularly and apply himself more consistently.
Ranma snorted at the “career options” bit. “Of course,” she muttered under her breath.
She then turned to the second page, her heart pounding a bit.
This delightful young woman joined us late in the term, but has already made her mark as a conscientious and enthusiastic student. She has shown particular aptitude in history, where her insightful questions and contributions to class discussions have enriched our learning environment. I was particularly impressed by her thoughtful reflections on the role of women in Japanese history in after-class discussions. She has become well-regarded by her classmates and is frequently selected as a team leader in group activities like PE. Some might be concerned at the way she challenges societal expectations, as she does with her keen interest in martial arts, but I believe this is a strength that will serve her well in the future. I look forward to seeing how she continues to grow and develop in the coming terms.
Ranma held the page tightly, and then read it over again. She could feel tears welling up in her eyes, but she blinked them back. This was her. This was recognition. This was a glimpse of who she was and who she could be. It was almost too much. She handed the page to Akane wordlessly.
Akane read it over. “Wow, Ranma-chan, this is amazing!” she said, genuinely impressed. “Tanaka-sensei really likes the… uh… new you.”
Ranma nodded. Words weren’t coming.
“What’s that bit at the bottom about though? What note?”
Ranma looked back at the page, and there was a small piece of added text saying “Please see attached administrative note.” Huh? She looked back in the envelope and found a formal letter on school letterhead, addressed to her father from the high-school administration. The title read “Student Records Clarification Request”. She showed it to Akane, and they read it together.
Dear Saotome-san,
We are humbly writing to seek clarification regarding the enrollment status of the student registered as Saotome Ranma, a student who has you listed as their guardian. While our records indicate that only one student by this name is enrolled, it appears that there have been two distinct individuals attending classes under this name over the past several weeks. Perhaps they are cousins, and this is a family name with some significance reused with reverence. Perhaps, for reasons within your family, it was necessary for these students to switch places across two different schools, but we hope you will appreciate that such arrangements, while sometimes necessary to address unique family circumstances, must be properly documented to ensure the integrity of our student records.
We therefore entreat you to provide clarification on the following points at your earliest convenience, but no later than the end of the summer break:
	If there are indeed two different students named Saotome Ranma attending Furinkan High School, please provide the necessary enrollment documentation for each student, including proof of guardianship and any relevant legal documents for family context.

	If there is only one student named Saotome Ranma, please provide medical documentation or a full explanation regarding the circumstances that have led to this student attending classes as both a boy and a girl. This information is necessary to allow us to ensure that we are providing appropriate support and accommodations for the student in question.

We would be happy to discuss the matter further in person. Our office is understaffed, and sometimes errors occur in our process. If our letter regrettably contains any misapprehensions of the circumstances that affect this student or these students, we apologize in advance. We hope to resolve this matter promptly and in a manner that best supports the educational experience of the student(s) involved and so look forward to your timely response.
Thank you for your cooperation.
Tsukasa Ishida, Principal (acting)
Akane and Ranma looked at each other. “Your father isn’t going to like that,” Akane said.
“No kidding,” Ranma replied. “But at least it’s in writing now. Our fathers can’t just pretend it isn’t happening anymore.” Her face fell a bit as she considered how this new piece fit in with her other worries.
After a couple of minutes, she shook her head, refolded the letter, put it back in the envelope with her report-card folder, and put it all away carefully in her bag. She looked up to see Akane watching her.
“Um… It’s a bit early, but shall we go eat?” she suggested, trying to focus on what she could do and enjoy now instead of on her uncertain future. You have to accept the world as it is and make the best of it, she thought, channeling Akane. “There’s a little park west of the school gate where we could sit in the shade and eat our bentos.”
“That sounds nice,” Akane agreed, and they headed out.
It was a short walk to the park, and they found a nice shady bench under a large horse-chestnut tree. They sat down and unpacked their bentos, enjoying the cool shade and the gentle breeze rustling the leaves above them. The cicadas were buzzing loudly, but it was a comforting sound, helping to block the noise of the city around them.
“That was… a lot…,” Akane ventured, breaking the silence after a few bites of her food. “First, Shampoo’s message about the fight with Cologne, then Tanaka-sensei’s report, and then the letter from the school. How are you feeling about all of it?”
Ranma thought that she’d done a good job of pushing her worries away, at least for the moment, but now that Akane had brought it up, the churn of emotions swirled up to engulf her. She thought for a moment, and decided to hand the question back to Akane.
“What did you see, Akane-chan, when you saw me read the report? What do you think went through my mind?”
Akane paused. Ranma had been visibly affected by Tanaka-sensei’s words. It wasn’t just the praise—that was nice but not stratospheric. She’d seen some powerful emotion ripple through her, but was it joy or sadness that she’d been experiencing in that moment? Or something else? Disgust? Horror? She hated the idea that she might put a foot wrong and ruin their close bond by flubbing her answer yet again.
“Well…,” she started carefully, “Tanaka-sensei had nice things to say, so I think you were… happy?”
On another day or time, Ranma would have been angry at how tentative Akane was. She probably would have ranted about not understanding how Akane couldn’t see what was right in front of her. But today, her worries pushed her more towards despair.
“Oh, Akane,” she said, her eyes tearing slightly, “it wasn’t just happiness. It was… relief, I think. Finally, someone saw me. Not just the surface, but me. The real me.” She paused, and then, more quietly, said, “The me you’re not sure you can really believe in.”
Akane drew breath to explain, but Ranma held up her hand. She wanted to continue.
“I’m going to fight Cologne again, but please think back to that first fight, the one where our Sincerity Silken Cinch-Up technique succeeded but only revealed Cologne’s duplicity. What do you think I said to her back then, the thing I didn’t want you to hear?”
Akane felt uncomfortable being put on the spot like this. Of course, she didn’t exactly know, and she’d promised she wouldn’t try to find out, but now Ranma was asking for her best guess. It was another chance for a wrong word to ruin their friendship, but she also had to be honest about what she thought was going on.
“Well, Ranma-chan, it was some time ago, and we’ve both changed a bit since then, of course, but I… I sort of assumed that you didn’t want me to hear because you were talking about me. Maybe about how you were doing your best to pretend to be like me, but it was hard because, uh…,” she trailed off, worried that she was going to ruin everything, but she knew not answering would just make things worse.
“Do you really want me to say it, Ranma-chan? It’s in the past, and what you said then may not be what you feel now.”
“Please, Akane, say it,” Ranma urged gently.
Akane took a deep breath. “Okay,” she swallowed hard. “You… you were doing your best to act like a girl, using me as your model, but it was hard… it was too much to expect anyone to do, and you desperately wanted the Phoenix Pill because you were beyond your breaking point. You were pleading for Cologne to let you be Ranma-kun again.”
Akane felt uncomfortable about the way she’d put things, but it was her best guess. She’d spent a lot of time thinking about everything that had been happening and what it meant, especially after that night at the Nekohanten. Although she wished it wasn’t true, all the evidence she had seemed to support her theory. Her chest tightened as she considered how much pain Ranma must have been in to expose his weakness to Cologne.
Silence descended. Ranma nibbled on a piece of onigiri, looking down at it. Akane watched her, unsure of what to say next. Akane’s own stomach lurched at the idea of food, so she just sat there unhappily, waiting for Ranma’s response.
Finally, Ranma looked up. “Thank you, Akane-chan. I’ve been so wrapped up in myself that I hadn’t realized how confused you might be about what was happening with me, and I think I’ve made things worse for both of us. I had my own ideas about what you thought and what you wanted that made me stay silent.”
“But no, Akane, that wasn’t what I told Cologne. Not at all.”
Akane waited for her to continue.
“I thanked her. I told her that she’d given me a gift. That I’d foolishly play-acted as Ranma-chan numerous times, but by trapping me in this form, she’d made me live in it. And that I liked it. That I would be happy to live out the rest of my days as Ranma-chan. With her stupid scheme, instead of forcing me into marrying Shampoo, she’d helped me see myself in a way I never had before. I told her that I didn’t want her Phoenix Pill.”
Akane was stunned. Ranma had accepted herself as Ranma-chan so soon after the Cat’s Tongue took effect—little more than a week? How could she have completely missed such a dramatic change in her closest friend’s life?
Ranma continued, “But then I went on. I told her that although I didn’t want the pill, I’d take it anyway. Because I understood duty. I knew that no one else wanted me to be Ranma-chan, and so I would have to go back, to be what everyone needed me to be. I would sacrifice this”, she gestured to her body, “for the sake of others. I would go back to being Ranma-kun, because that was what was expected of me. Even if it broke my heart.”
Akane felt tears prick at her eyes. “Oh, Ranma-chan,” she said softly, setting her bento box aside so that she could hug the girl beside her, “you silly, silly girl. You didn’t have to do that. You don’t have to sacrifice yourself for anyone. Not me, not your father, not anyone. If I were so shallow that I could only like you as Ranma-kun, well… I wouldn’t deserve to be with you in the first place. And your father… Well, what has he ever done to deserve your sacrifice? The man is a dangerous fool; most of the things he’s done to you would be seen as abuse by anyone who knew about them.”
Akane had another thought and pulled back from their hug to ask a question. “Why did you cover up the mirror? I thought it meant you couldn’t stand the sight of yourself as a girl because you were so disappointed when the plan failed and you realized you still couldn’t transform back into a boy.”
Ranma sighed, both at how Akane had fitted all the jigsaw pieces together backwards but also at her own foolishness with the towel and the mirror. And everything else, she supposed.
“I… I’d geared myself up to throw my whole self away for everyone, I tried to have one last perfect day. I said all my goodbyes… And then I opened myself up to Cologne. The technique worked perfectly. I got the locket, but it was empty, and Cologne mocked me, called me stupid—a ‘stupid girl’, actually—and she was right. I’d done all that stuff, I’d been brave and tried to do my duty, to sacrifice myself to make everyone I cared about happy, and I… I failed completely. I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to sacrifice myself again.”
“And then I thought… the more I like being this me, the harder it will be to give up next time. I ended up going around and around about what I could do to pull back from what I’d been doing and how I’d been behaving at school… and… and with you. I wanted to figure out a way I could put the brakes on the train… and maybe run it backwards… or at least to stop it from gaining more speed and momentum. But it was impossible. The tracks sloped downwards and the train was… unstoppable. That idiocy didn’t even last the day.”
Akane was still struggling to regulate her emotions. “Ranma-chan, I… I’m so sorry. I had no idea you felt like that. I wish you’d told me sooner.”
Ranma smiled sadly. “I thought you wanted Ranma-kun. I thought you’d be disappointed in me if I told you the truth. I was scared, Akane-chan.”
Akane shook her head and leaned in for another hug. “You silly, silly, silly girl,” she whispered, holding Ranma tightly. She leaned back just far enough that she could look Ranma-chan in the eyes. “I did find Ranma-kun attractive, yes. And I liked that he seemed to like me, even if he struggled to admit it. And I was even pretty possessive of him. I probably even loved him. But it’s you, Ranma-chan, who I actually fell in love with. You’ve spun me completely around, because I would never have imagined myself falling for a girl. You’re the most adorable person I’ve ever met, and when have the usual rules ever applied to you?”
She paused for a moment as images came into her mind and overwhelmed her a little. “When we’re on the couch and you put your head on my lap? I’m in heaven. When you come down for breakfast with that just-got-out-of-bed look, I can’t stop staring at you. And it’s not just how you look—you’re just amazing, the things you do, the things you deal with like it’s no big deal. Damn it, I came so close to kissing you last night on the couch.”
Now it was Ranma’s turn to be stunned. “Really?” She stared at Akane, who was looking back at her with such earnestness that Ranma felt her heart pounding in her chest. She thought about demanding a kiss right now, right here under the tree and never mind the people in the distance, but, no, this wasn’t the right time. For now it was enough to know how Akane really felt. She nodded, swallowing hard to keep her voice steady. “Thank you, Akane-chan. And just to be clear, it’s absolutely mutual. I love you, not Kuno, not Shampoo, not Koharu-san, not anyone else. Just you.”
A thought occurred to Akane. “Given everything you’ve told me, I guess you really don’t need to fight Cologne at all anymore. You don’t want or need the Phoenix Pill. You can just tell her that and walk away.”
Ranma sighed. “I’ve never backed down from a fight, Akane-chan. Even if I don’t want the prize, I have to fight her. It’s about principle. I can’t leave her feeling she can upend the lives of anyone she chooses with no consequences. If I let her get away with it, who knows who she’ll target next? Probably someone a lot less able to stand up to her than I am. No. I have to fight her. Maybe I won’t win, but even so, maybe she’ll think twice the next time she wants to mess with someone’s life.”
“That’s macho bullshit, and you know it, Ranma-chan,” Akane said firmly. “You don’t have to prove anything to anyone. You can just say no.”
Ranma paused, trying to work out the best way to express how she felt about her beliefs about honor and responsibility, and how they tied in to her self image.
After a moment, she started with, “I know it seems just like the kind of stupid thing Ranma-kun would think, but—here’s the really hard part, Akane-chan—I am Ranma-kun. I mean, obviously not in some ways,” she gestured at her body again, “but in my beliefs, my principles, the things I think matter in the world, the things that I like doing… in so many ways I’m still the same person I always was.
“It’s so easy to think that there are two different people, the girl and the boy, two opposites… but it’s so much more complicated than that. I’m still me, Akane-chan. I just unexpectedly grew up into a young woman. I like who I’ve become and I sometimes cringe at who I was, but there’s still an unbroken line that connects the two. So when I say I have to fight Cologne, it’s not just because of some macho ideal that only men have. It’s because I have to stand up for what I believe in. And I believe in standing up to bullies.”
And never backing down from any fight no matter how stupid or unwinnable it is, Akane thought to herself. But she didn’t say it out loud.
“So if you do get the Phoenix Pill, what will you do then?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Ranma admitted. “Maybe I’ll just throw it away. Maybe I’ll keep it as a souvenir of how crazy my life has been. Maybe I’ll put it in a glass case with a sign saying, ‘In case of emergency, break glass’.”
“But you wouldn’t take it so you could transform into Ranma-kun when you wanted to?” Akane asked.
“I don’t think so,” Ranma said with a tiny bit of hesitancy. “I mean, I can see how there could be advantages to that sometimes, but that’s just like what he did, treating this body like it was just a costume to put on and take off as needed. I don’t want to do that. What he did feels now like he was making a mockery of who I am, and I don’t want to do the same thing to him; to turn who he was into a pantomime, a caricature, a plaything.” She paused and added, “And also, it kind of… creeps me out.”
Akane could see that perhaps Ranma had more to say on the subject, but she didn’t want to push. “I understand,” she said softly.
Ranma rocked back and forth. She was trying to summon the courage to say something she found difficult to admit even to herself.
“And, well, I guess I sort of have this… fear, too,” she said finally, “that if I did take the pill and become Ranma-kun again, that I might think, ‘Oh, how silly I was, thinking I was a girl, this boy form is clearly superior,’ and then I… I’d sort of cease to exist. Like I stole his life and maybe he’d steal it right back.”
“But you just said, Ranma-chan, that you’re still you,” Akane pointed out gently. “It’s not like there’s an evil nemesis trying to take over your body.”
“I know that logically,” Ranma admitted, “but emotions aren’t always logical. And that leopard story, that really did a number on me. You become what you appear to be and forget what you were. I mean, I can’t help wondering if that’s a way to see Ranma-kun’s fate, too; that while I think this experience has been this wonderful journey of discovering an inner truth, it’s really just my own adaptation to external circumstances; and all my feelings of self-discovery are just illusions. And if that’s true, then maybe if I become Ranma-kun again, I’ll forget who I am now and just be him again.”
“It was just a story, Ranma-chan,” Akane said firmly. “Don’t use it to beat yourself up. Who cares how you got to be the cutie you are now? You’re here now, and you’re amazing, and that’s the end of it.”
Ranma smiled, grateful for Akane’s support. “Thanks, Akane-chan. I needed to hear that.”
“And maybe we need to start thinking more seriously about the future, about the summer and beyond,” Akane suggested.
“Yeah,” Ranma agreed. “But I dunno… Right now… I’m glad we finally figured things out, but… honestly… I’m exhausted.”
Akane nodded in agreement.
“Maybe we just need to wend our way home slowly and enjoy the rest of the day and try not to think about much of anything at all for a bit.”
* * *
Despite the rising heat, they threaded their way back home slowly, taking a delightfully convoluted route that showcased Ranma’s mental model of the city streets, allowing them to enjoy the sights and sounds that surrounded them while maximizing their use of shade. They stopped at a small ice-cream stand and got cones to share, sitting on a bench to eat them and watch the world go by. They didn’t say much more; their conversation in the park had been intense and they were both feeling a little emotionally raw. In one sense, they now understood each other better than they ever had, but in another, learning the ways in which they’d misread each other felt like it undermined the closeness that they’d thought they had. Their bond was strong—stronger than ever—but they also needed to shore up the places they’d damaged with their foolish assumptions so they could heal.
* * *
Half an hour later, as they saw the dojo in the distance, Ranma broke their silence, saying mischievously, “You know, Akane-chan, if this were a movie, the audience would be grumbling about how you haven’t kissed me yet. They’d be shouting at the screen, ‘What are you waiting for? Just kiss her already!’ ”
Akane looked around, trying to imagine where the camera would be. Having made a guess at what the best shot would be, she turned to face its imaginary lens and broke the imaginary fourth wall with an obscene gesture. “Screw the audience!” she declared loudly before turning back to Ranma. “Anyway, you’re supposed to kiss me first! I can’t be the one doing all the work!”
“But I’m the shorter one!” Ranma protested. “It’s only fair that you make the first move.”
“Well, don’t hold your breath,” Akane replied with a grin. “Maybe one day you’ll get lucky. Until then, if you need kisses urgently, there’s always Kuno-senpai.” They both laughed and cringed at the offensive suggestion.
“Nope. I’m only accepting kisses from my bestie,” Ranma said firmly, linking her arm through Akane’s as they walked the last few steps to the dojo. “Besties only.”
* * *
The inside of the house was dim and cool, thanks to the shutters, and the place was quiet. Kasumi-oneechan and Nabiki both seemed to be off running errands, and from the sound of it, their fathers were in the dojo proper. The girls couldn’t make out their words, but it sounded like they were grumbling about the state of the world, as usual. So they had the house to themselves.
They both went into the kitchen to fetch cold drinks from the fridge. Ranma grabbed a bottle of iced hojicha, and Akane took a can of cold coffee that she hoped would give her a bit of a boost. They took their drinks into the living room and flopped down on the couch, stretching out and enjoying the coolness after the heat outside, but tempted to turn the air conditioner on with no one close by to object.
“You know, Ranma-chan,” Akane began, “tomorrow is the Shakujii Hikawa Shrine’s summer festival. That could be a bit of fun in the evening if you’re up for it. It will have cooled off a bit, and we can get some festival food and maybe play some games.”
“If only we had yukatas to wear,” Ranma said playfully, “we could really rock that whole matsuri vibe.”
“Imagine if we had a matched pair of yukatas!” Akane added with a grin. “We could be the cutest couple there!” She did some math in her head and worked out that it would probably be around ¥20,000 all in for just one of them, so it really would be too much money for them to spend right now. And that was a shame, both because she really wanted to do something nice for Ranma after everything that’d happened, and also because it would be a different kind of rite of passage for her. Akane had always wanted her own yukata, but everyone else had apparently assumed that she preferred more practical clothes, so that never happened.
“Yeah, ain’t gonna happen,” Ranma said with a sigh after doing the same mental math. “Yukatas are expensive, and we just don’t have the cash right now. But we can still have fun, even in our regular clothes.”
She sighed, then laughed and said, “And before you say anything, I am not going back to work at the Nekohanten!”
Akane laughed, too, saying, “I should hope not!” and Ranma giggled along with her.
“I guess that’s our evening plan, then,” Akane said, finishing her drink. “Maybe in the afternoon, we can do some training to try to prepare for your fight with Cologne—maybe we can even come up with a new trick to blindside her.”
“Well, I’ve used all my heartfelt confessions on you, Akane-chan,” Ranma said with a grin. “And I’m out of ideas for other tricks, but they say ‘necessity is the mother of invention’, so maybe we’ll figure something out.”
They were about to start talk about morning plans when their fathers came in from the dojo. They didn’t look like they’d been sparring, so presumably they’d just been taking advantage of the large fans to stay cool while they discussed the state of the world.
“So, my boy, do you have a report card for me?” Genma asked Ranma. “I hope you did your family name proud.”
“Would it really hurt you to try to think of Ranma-chan as your daughter?” Akane interjected sharply.
Genma didn’t appear to notice that Akane had spoken and continued to look expectantly at Ranma, who didn’t seem to be fuming—if she didn’t expect better of him, she wouldn’t be disappointed.
“Uh, yeah, here it is,” Ranma said, fishing the envelope out of her bag. “In fact, there’s also a letter in here for you.” She extracted it from the envelope and passed it to her father.
Genma took the letter and skimmed it quickly, shaking his head as he did so. “Bureaucrats! Typical bureaucrats! Always making things difficult. You should just ignore it. They have no business poking their noses into your affairs.”
Damn it, she did expect better, and she was disappointed. Ranma felt her temper rising, but she forced herself to stay calm. She took a deep breath and spoke evenly. “I’ll put the envelope on the shelf over here. Feel free to have a read if you’re curious how well your daughter is doing at school.”
Genma looked up with a perplexed expression, as if Ranma had said, “if you’re curious how your oven mitt is doing at school”. He shook his head and picked up a book he’d brought in with him, settling down to read it, oblivious.
“They’ll come around. Eventually,” Akane whispered into Ranma’s ear. “Don’t let it get to you.”
“After hell freezes over, maybe,” Ranma whispered back.
Akane fished out her own envelope and handed it to her father. He flipped through the contents briefly and said, “Mmm,” before resuming his own reading.
Before Ranma could properly decide which martial-arts technique would be best applied to fathers who had such little regard for their daughters’ feelings, Nabiki and Kasumi came in through the front door, each carrying several shopping bags.
“So, what did you think of the closing ceremony?” Nabiki asked as she dropped her bags in the kitchen and came into the living room. Nabiki was in the year above Ranma and Akane and had also been in the gymnasium for the speech. Afterwards, while Ranma and Akane had gone to the park, Nabiki had come straight home and then out again on errands with Kasumi.
“Oh, I really liked the way Acting Principal Ishida worked in his cat’s urinary-tract infection as a metaphor this year,” Akane replied with a grin. “Very creative.”
“And ‘beware the sea’!” Ranma added with a laugh. “That was a classic.”
The three girls paused for a beat, looked at each other, and then declared, “ ‘It would be detrimental to the honor of the school!’ ” in perfect unison. They all burst out laughing.
Ranma suggested that they move into the kitchen where they could help Kasumi put the shopping away. Once there, Nabiki asked, “So, what else did you do to get up to? I know that Kasumi made you those lovely bentos.”
“Oh, yes—they were amazing. Thank you, Kasumi-oneechan!” Ranma said sincerely, with Akane nodding vigorously in agreement.
“We had a bit of a heart-to-heart,” Akane said, “about… stuff.”
“You mean she finally told you about how she really feels? About being a girl?” Nabiki offered.
Kasumi shot Nabiki a look and muttered words of admonishment that were too quiet for Ranma and Akane to make out.
Ranma and Akane stood transfixed. Wait, what? Did Nabiki just blurt that out? How did she know? Had Kasumi-oneechan told her somehow? And if so, how did she know? They both looked at Kasumi, who was still looking daggers at Nabiki.
“Oh, Kasumi clued me in,” Nabiki said with a shrug. “Didn’t want me upsetting anyone by saying the wrong things to the wrong people.”
“Nabiki!” Kasumi hissed. “That was private!”
“Hey, I’ve been keeping my head down and my mouth shut, but now that they’ve actually figured it out, it didn’t seem worth pretending I didn’t know.”
“And when did you know, Kasumi-oneechan?” Akane asked with a edge to her voice.
Kasumi looked away and then back, then raised her hands slightly, shook her head, and walked quickly out of the kitchen without answering. That was about as mad as you would ever see Kasumi get, and it was pretty disturbing.
“Do you even live in this house?” Nabiki asked ironically, “Kasumi always knows.”
Ranma looked thoughtful, “She was confident enough on Wednesday to tell me, ‘you’re growing into a very caring young woman’ and say she was proud of me. So I guess she must have known for a while.”
Akane’s head darted between Nabiki and Ranma. “And everyone kept me in the dark because… because…,” she stammered, struggling to find the words, “…because they thought I wouldn’t understand?”
“It wasn’t that, Akane-chan,” Nabiki replied bluntly. “But you two have a dynamic and no one wants to get in the middle of it.”
“Well, that’s just great,” Akane muttered, fuming. “I feel so included now.”
She glared at the floor for a moment before she spoke again. “Who wants to spar?” she asked brightly. “I have some frustration I’d like to work out.”
“Well, I need to practice for the fight with Cologne,” Ranma said, “so, yeah, come take it all out on me, Akane-chan.”
* * *
In her room, Kasumi paced back-and-forth, fuming. Nabiki just… And Akane… She shook her head angrily.
She stopped pacing, closed her eyes for a moment, and sat down on the edge of her bed.
She needed to bring back her calmness. Back to being the loving, kind Kasumi who was so helpful and pleasant, and never got upset by anything. A persona she’d developed over the years of dealing with her mother’s death and her father’s eventual collapse, forcing her to drop out of school and take care of her sisters even though she was barely older than they were.
But it really wasn’t working. She couldn’t stop herself from thinking about how she’d come to be the person she was now, falling down an emotional hole she’d hidden from everyone for many years.
Her mother had taught her the essential skills necessary for being a proper Japanese woman. Everything has to be perfect, including you. Anticipate every need and provide for it. Refuse thanks and praise. Be invisible and silent, unless there’s some reason you have to be seen, in which case be pretty, but stay quiet. Don’t contradict a man, or try to influence him with words.
And then their mother got sick, and, being the perfect Japanese woman, didn’t say anything about it, just kept on doing everything that was expected of her until her illness couldn’t be ignored any longer. By which point it was too late.
Kasumi didn’t really know whether there was anything that could have been done to save her mother if she’d sought treatment sooner. Father had been too wrapped up in running the dojo to notice, and she and Nabiki and Akane were busy being children. No one had taught them about cancer, and even if they had known, would they have been able to recognize it? And even then, could they have convinced their mother to get help when none of her friends or her husband could even see there was a problem?
After Mother’s death, after a long two years of her being in and out of hospital, and, when she was home, being kept “safe” and alone in a room the children weren’t allowed near, they’d managed to keep going, with some help from her mother’s friends.
Father was devastated, but, of course, as a Japanese man, he’d never talk about it. He threw himself into his work, teaching a seemingly unending stream of students the style of martial arts he’d learned in his youth.
His daughters learned the Art, too; it was one of the few ways he would allow himself to interact with them. Kasumi and Nabiki were both okay, but Akane took to the martial arts like a fish to water.
Kasumi was too busy trying to get through school and also take up her mother’s place to stick with the martial arts, and Nabiki… she honestly wasn’t sure quite what Nabiki was up to during that time, although she wasn’t particularly happy with how she’d turned out. Another failing on her part.
But Akane got to have a closer relationship with their father than she and Nabiki did, and it did help both of them. Their closeness kept their father functional, and as long as that lasted, they could all pretend that everything was fine.
Until Akane hit puberty. Father had come to think of her like a son, and she’d done her best to meet his expectations, but he couldn’t adjust to the idea that Akane was just another daughter after all, even if she was the obvious heir to the dojo.
Father’s ability to cope fell apart. Kasumi did her best to protect Akane from the fallout, but she realized that to do it properly, she would really need to step into her mother’s shoes. So she left school at age 15, just before high school, because without her, everything would have gone to hell.
As she found herself taking on more and more responsibility, she was relieved to discover that her grandparents had set money aside for their daughter and granddaughters, and that those investments paid out enough money to keep the household running, even as the dojo lost all its students. At least they wouldn’t starve, and there was enough to support Nabiki and Akane in high school. Father spent much of his time in the dark, alternating between deep melancholy and gruff aloofness. There might have been a lot more drinking, too, but she was able to keep him away from the money, with surprise help from Nabiki, who’d somehow acquired a grasp of economics and finances despite her youth. So Kasumi kept everything going. She’d taken up her mother’s traditionalist (and, frankly, misogynistic) teachings as a shield to protect her family from the outside world.
But sometimes the shield just wasn’t enough. Although father’s friend Genma Saotome was, in many ways, a parasite, his presence did seem to help father reconnect with the world. The whole engagement thing had come as a complete surprise, but Akane and Ranma had, she thought, really come to love one another, even if they hadn’t figured that out.
And she had been surprised and touched by Ranma’s changes over the last few weeks. He’d gone from being an obnoxious chip off his father’s misogynistic block to—how had she put it?—“a caring young woman”. And she’d watched Akane become more and more infatuated with Ranma as Ranma embraced her own womanhood.
She wasn’t surprised that Akane had taken so long to understand who Ranma had become and that she truly was attracted to her. Being a tomboy had been fine when she was little, but it had left Akane with a mix of contradictory ideas about what sorts of behavior were and were not acceptable. She loved the feeling of power she got from her mastery of the martial arts, but she also felt that her schoolmates judged her for not being feminine enough. Ranma’s arrival had stirred that conflict even more. He was the first real challenge to her martial-arts abilities she’d had in many years, but his lack of respect for her abilities and his petty misogynistic taunts pushed every insecure girl button she had.
Having a fiancè was a powerful counter to some people’s assumptions about her sexual interests based on her behavior and interests, but that was gone with Ranma’s self discovery, and they were now going to have to figure things out in a world that was both overtly hostile to a relationship between two women and disgustingly prurient about such a relationship at the very same time.
Kasumi sighed deeply. One thing she knew was true: they would need her support, her love, and her encouragement to make it through. Neither of their fathers was going to be happy when they finally figured out what had happened, and that was why she’d warned Nabiki. It did seem like her warning had kept her from cluing their fathers in thus far, so she supposed she would have to accept it as a partial win.
Looking at herself in the mirror, she could see that her shield was back, ready to protect her family. That would have to do for now.
* * *
It was a workout and a half. Akane declared that she wanted Ranma to try avoiding attacks like the ones Mousse had used to almost beat her, and immediately began flinging rapid volleys of various miscellaneous objects at her. Ranma was nimble and quick, and she managed to avoid most of them, but Akane’s aim was excellent, and if she hadn’t added some protective padding before they started, the ones that connected might have left some interesting bruises. Even with the padding, she could feel the impacts and noticed that some of them were even affecting her balance. After half an hour of intense throwing and dodging, they were both sweating profusely and breathing hard.
Ranma disappeared briefly into the house and returned with a basket of other objects for Akane to try, including paper airplanes, used train tickets, and rubber bands. Akane resumed the fight, but the increasing absurdity of the objects, while being true to Mousse’s strange fighting style, made it hard for Akane to keep a straight face. After a few minutes, she completely broke down laughing, and Ranma took advantage of her distraction to tag her lightly on the shoulder, declaring victory.
Akane seemed to be in better spirits, Ranma thought, which was a very good thing. As they lay on the floor looking up at the fans, Akane asked, “So, Ranma-chan, when did you know?”
“About wanting to stay this way?” Ranma asked.
Akane nodded and said “Uh huh.”
“Well, the fight with Cologne was a big deal. It was hard for me to say it out loud to someone, to admit it like that. Remember how I said I had to do it at the end of my shift? I needed to be so tired that the part of me that was afraid of saying it just didn’t have the energy to fight back. So that was the second Monday, but even before then—the first Friday after the Cologne hit me with the Cat’s Tongue—I fought Kodachi and afterwards, I was like, ‘Wow, I’m actually better at martial arts as Ranma-chan than I ever was as Ranma-kun.’ That was a big moment for me.”
Akane laughed, “Martial arts. Of course you’d find your true self through fighting.”
“Hey, what can I say? It’s in my blood,” Ranma replied with a grin. “But anyway, it wasn’t like there was this sudden realization, like, ‘Oh, yeah, I’m a girl, duh!’ and that was that. It was more like a gradual thing, where it just got more and more obvious over time. But it still did my head in, especially with the curse and Nabiki’s creepy story. You can really tie yourself in knots thinking about this stuff.
“I guess you saw that earlier today when you pulled me out of a spiral.”
“Kasumi-oneechan should have told you earlier,” Akane joked. “She probably thought you wouldn’t understand.”
They both laughed.
* * *
After they’d showered and gotten changed, it was almost time for dinner. Given the heat, Kasumi had made a simple meal of cold soba noodles with dipping sauce, along with some tempura vegetables. She was just applying the finishing touches to the meal when Ranma and Akane cornered her in the kitchen—not for a confrontation but for a hug. They surrounded her from both sides and squeezed her tightly. “Thank you, Kasumi-oneechan,” Ranma said softly. “For everything.”
“We love you, Kasumi-oneechan,” Akane added.
Kasumi, who had been moving a little stiffly in the kitchen, apparently still annoyed by how Nabiki had exposed something shared in confidence, relaxed and returned their hugs. “I love you both, too,” she said quietly, ruffling the hair on each of their heads. “Now go sit down and eat before the noodles get soggy.”
Their hug was very welcome. She was glad that the girls had finally talked, but she was also very sure that there would be more trouble to come, and she’d have to be ready when it did.
The meal passed quickly and pleasantly, with some light conversation about how Nabiki should make (and sell) bingo cards for next year’s school closing ceremony, and a bit of discussion about the Hikawa-san no matsuri (summer festival) that Ranma and Akane planned to go to.
After dinner, as they were clearing things away, an idea occurred to Akane and she asked Nabiki, “Hey, sis, you don’t by any chance know a good place to get yukatas, do you? Like, at a good price?”
Nabiki raised an eyebrow, “Yukatas, huh? Well, actually there’s a shop in Ikebukuro that usually has a decent selection. It’s called Kimono Yamaguchi. It’s a small place, but the owners are nice people. I helped them sort out their accounts properly a couple of years ago, so I have a bit of a connection there… and they promised to offer a family-friend discount if I sent anyone I cared about their way. That’s probably the best price you’re going to get for decent quality yukatas. Probably ¥25,000-ish for two complete outfits, including obi, geta, and accessories.”
It was still quite a lot of money, even if it was half the amount they’d calculated themselves. But Akane thought about it for a moment and decided, saying, “Well, I think we can manage that if we both pitch in. I have some savings for a rainy day, and Ranma-chan can probably scrape together something from her Nekohanten earnings. It would be really nice to have something special for the festival.”
“Well, it’s not like it’s going to go out of style,” Ranma said with a grin. “And we can wear them again next year, too!”
That settled it for Akane—just seeing Ranma thinking that she had a future was enough to make it worthwhile. “Let’s do it,” Akane said decisively. “We’ll go tomorrow morning, before it gets too hot.”
The rest of the evening passed uneventfully, with some TV (but no cuddling), and then bed.
Ranma was pleased to conclude that her period was done with, finally, so that there would be plenty of days without needing to think about enduring cramps or worrying about leaks for a while. She also had to admit that, for all her grumbling about traditional Japanese gender roles, she was looking forward to wearing a yukata for the first time in her life. Especially together with Akane-chan. The evening cicadas outside chirped as usual, but Ranma couldn’t hear them; she was already asleep.

Chapter 20. Saturday, July 23
Ranma dreamed… She and Akane had been entered into a martial-arts kissing contest, but she’d missed the part where they explained the rules. They circled each other warily, trying to figure out how to win. Ranma noticed that there was a panel of judges, and there were two scoring categories: speed and technique. But that split just added to her confusion—would she be rewarded for darting in to deliver a kiss quickly, or were the judges looking for something long, slow, and romantic? And as for “technique”… well, Ranma was completely at sea. They continued their wary face-off until she woke with no kisses having been delivered or received by either combatant, wishing her brain had picked a different way to process the previous day’s revelations.
* * *
Akane dreamed… She was back at school with various classmates around her, like any normal day. She wasn’t sure where Ranma-chan was. Her attention was focused on her friends Yuka-chan and Sayuri-chan, and Sayuri asked, “So, Akane-chan, are you actually in love with Ranma-chan?” She sounded a little scandalized.
Akane was feeling flustered and unsure about how to respond when Yuka chimed in, laughing unkindly, and sneering, “We always knew Akane didn’t like boys!”
Akane woke up feeling embarrassed and a little hurt, but those emotions quickly gave way to annoyance. She was sure the real Yuka and Sayuri wouldn’t behave like that; they were always kind and supportive. Well, she was pretty sure they’d be supportive.
This whole situation with Ranma-chan had pushed her into a territory she’d never thought she’d find herself in, but she loved Ranma-chan dearly and it irked her to see the way her brain had twisted it all around. It was still a little early, but she decided to get up anyway, lest her sleeping mind find a way to subject her to new anxiety-based tortures.
It wasn’t really time for breakfast yet, so after she’d sorted herself out in the bathroom, she got dressed in a T-shirt and shorts and went down to the dojo to stretch and do some light training while it was still cool and she wouldn’t get sweaty; she didn’t want to have to shower again before going out shopping.
As she moved, she tried to think of ideas for how Ranma might defeat Cologne. She knew Ranma was quick and agile, but Cologne was tricky and unpredictable—she had a way of turning your own moves against you. It would be so much better if Ranma could just walk away—she didn’t even want the Phoenix Pill—but she had to accept that Ranma’s sense of honor wouldn’t let her do that. So they needed to find a way for her to win while not being hurt badly. Nothing was coming to mind.
Then there was the uncertainty of the timing. Cologne had said she would choose the time and place of the fight, and apparently she had. But all they knew was that it would be “this weekend” and that Cologne would find Ranma. Not knowing where the fight would happen made it hard for her to prepare properly, and “this weekend” was a lot sooner than they’d expected. It was just another of Cologne’s devious tricks to keep Ranma off balance by adding the stress of uncertainty.
Well, Akane could do something about that, or at least provide a compelling performance of stability. The trip to Ikebukuro to get yukatas would be a nice distraction for both of them, and Cologne probably wouldn’t attack them in a shopping neighborhood in another part of Tokyo. (But then again, you could never predict what Cologne would do; that was her nature.)
She was finishing up her exercises when Ranma appeared in the doorway, looking cute in one of her summer dresses, the one with the floral pattern. Akane smiled at her, melting a little inside. Ranma really needed more dresses. Akane remembered how she’d had to twist her arm to get even the ones she had. She’d claimed that she was into “tomboy chic”, but since then she’d mostly left that stuff in the closet, preferring the more overtly feminine options instead. Akane chuckled to herself; Ranma was full of contradictions, but she couldn’t complain about the results.
“We could get you some more dresses while we’re out,” Akane suggested. “Unless, you know, they cramp your fighting style or something,” she added, sticking out her tongue.
“Actually, this dress offers excellent freedom of movement,” Ranma replied with a smirk. “But sure, we can look for some more if it won’t break the bank. I wouldn’t mind having a few more options.”
In her exercise clothes, Akane felt like she was the one rocking “tomboy chic” as they headed to breakfast. Everyone else was already at the table, and there was a nice spread of rice, miso soup, grilled fish, and pickled vegetables. Akane was pouring herself some green tea when Nabiki spoke up.
“So, I called Miyu-chan this morning,” she said casually, “it’s her grandparents who run Kimono Yamaguchi, the shop I mentioned yesterday. Her mom will be there going over the books this morning and she’ll be there, too, helping out. She said they’d totally honor the family friend discount I mentioned, so you two should be able to get a really good deal. But she also mentioned another option you could add on top of that.”
“What’s that?” Akane asked, intrigued.
“They could set up an installment payment plan for you,” Nabiki explained. “There’s a down payment and then you pay them directly over time for the rest, and I act as a guarantor. Of course, as is normal practice, the guarantor takes a small commission and there’s a little interest on top, but it’s very modest compared to what a bank would charge. The main advantage is that you won’t have to come up with all the cash right now, which might make things easier for you.”
“I really appreciate that, Nabiki,” Akane said sincerely. “That would make it a lot easier for us.”
“Hey, gotta look after my little sister and her bestie,” Nabiki replied with a smirk. “Just don’t forget to pay on time or it’ll look bad for me.” Nabiki was glad for the chance to make a little more money off the Yamaguchis. She’d been their bookkeeping savior and had been happy to take the praise and profit from that role, but then Miyu-chan’s mother had reconciled with her parents and taken back the task of reviewing their books. So now Nabiki was just a friendly face who could get people a discount and set up payment plans. Easy money.
Breakfast over, Akane dashed up to her room to get changed. She picked out a summer dress from the back of her closet that complemented Ranma’s nicely, and grabbed her postal-account passbook so she could take a bit of money out of savings to supplement her dwindling cash. There was a post office near the station, so it wouldn’t be much of a detour.
Ranma seemed to be bouncing along happily as they headed towards the post office. Akane was once again struck by just how totally, heart-meltingly, adorable she was. She wondered how she could be so carefree when Cologne could leap out from any corner at any moment. But then she saw it: perhaps Ranma was actually doing two things at once, she really was enjoying almost dancing down the street (and maybe also Akane’s appreciation of her display), but it was also, somehow, a disguised martial-arts technique. She watched the way Ranma’s gaze surveyed everything, everywhere as she twirled around without an apparent care in the world. There’s so much going on in that little head of hers, Akane thought, smiling.
The line was short in the post office and soon enough her passbook was updated and she had cash. It was mostly large denomination bills, and she didn’t like carrying quite that much money in any form, but it was what it was. At least the installment-plan option had lowered their outlay a bit.
As they boarded the Seibu Ikebukuro Line train, Ranma seemed to start channeling a sort of bored eight-year-old vibe, hanging on the pole by her seat, swinging around, tilting her head backwards. Yes, Akane thought to herself, She’s actually being super vigilant, she’s surveying the whole carriage once every few seconds. Akane smiled to herself. Ranma was amazing.
“I know what you’re doing,” Akane said as they got off the train.
“What do you mean?” Ranma said innocently. “I’m just excited to be getting yukatas!”
Akane let it go. She knew. Ranma knew she knew.
“We need the west exit… over here,” Akane said, turning to practicalities and leading the way out of Ikebukuro Station. They emerged into the bustling street scene outside Seibu department store. Akane led them past the department store and toward Zoshigaya, a quieter residential neighborhood to the southwest. After about a ten-minute walk, they turned onto the small side street where Kimono Yamaguchi was located.
The mixed-use neighborhood offered a blend of small shops with apartments above, some modern buildings, some older, all modest and functional and comfortable. The sidewalks were narrow, and there were a few vending machines on the corners. The occasional potted plant outside some of the shops added a touch of greenery to the urban scene. Partway down the street, they found that Kimono Yamaguchi itself was a narrow storefront with a traditional sliding glass door and a faded but clean awning. The window display featured a few yukatas on mannequin stands, and a vertical sign with “呉服” (gofuku—kimono) in traditional calligraphy hung outside.
Akane and Ranma looked at each other. If they were going to do this, they’d need to step inside. They hesitated for a moment; Ready for this? the thought echoed between them, unsaid but felt in the character of the moment. Yes. They stepped inside.
“Grandma, customers!” said a girl sitting on a stool close to the entrance. She looked to be about their age, had slightly spiky hair and seemed to be playing a Game-&-Watch. A kindly looking older woman emerged from the back of the shop and shooed the girl away into the rear of the store.
As she left, Akane saw a slight nod from the girl—presumably Nabiki’s friend Miyu—to her grandmother, as if she were saying, These are the girls I told you about.
Fumiko Yamaguchi approached them with a warm smile. “Welcome to Yamaguchi Gofuku-ten,” she said politely. “Are you perhaps the Tendo girls?” She always liked it when she got some younger customers; she feared sometimes that the old traditions might be discarded by the younger generation. The family-friend discount would be worth it if word-of-mouth caused more of these girls’ friends and classmates to come as well.
“You were expecting us?” Akane replied, evading the question.
Yamaguchi-san chuckled lightly. “Miyu-chan mentioned that you two might stop by. Your sister Nabiki-san was a great help to us a couple of years ago, and we’re very happy to repay her kindness.” She paused, then got down to business. “Now, I hear you were looking for yukatas? We have a nice selection this year, and I think we have a number of colors and patterns that would suit you both very well.”
“We were hoping for a sort of matching set,” Ranma-chan said with a grin. “Not identical, but complementary.”
“Of course, of course,” Yamaguchi-san replied. “Please, follow me to the display area.” She led them deeper into the store, where several racks of yukatas stood. There were indeed a variety of colors and patterns, from traditional floral designs to more modern geometric patterns. Yamaguchi-san began pulling out a few options that she thought would suit them, holding them up against each of them to see how they looked. Each comparison was accompanied by a “Hmm” or a “Mmm”. There were also a few “No”s, sometimes accompanied by a shake of her head. The yukata in question was then hung on an empty rack, with the “no”s on one end, and the others arranged in an order that seemed almost random. After a few minutes, she pursed her lips as if considering before making some suggestions.
Yamaguchi-san turned to Ranma. “For you, I think we want cooler colors to complement your complexion. Your hair color is already doing so much to bring out your features, so I think lavenders or violets would be lovely on you. I believe I mentioned that we have the traditional floral patterns, but we have some more modern patterns as well. These,” she said, gesturing to several of the yukatas she’d picked out, are inspired by fireworks. They’re very popular this year. They have a sort of energy to them that I think would suit you well.”
“Maybe I could try these two?” Ranma said hesitantly, pointing to a lavender yukata with a subtle floral pattern and one with blues and violets that did feel energetic in an abstract sort of way, and could, conceivably, be interpreted as fireworks.
“Excellent choices,” Yamaguchi-san said, beaming at her. “I think those will look wonderful on you.” She moved them to a different part of the rack and then turned to Akane. “For you, my dear, I think warmer colors would be best. Your complexion really shines with reds and corals. And I think we can match those same patterns for you as well, so you two will look like a coordinated pair.” She rummaged through the rack and pulled out two yukatas that she thought would suit Akane. “Here we have a red yukata with a floral pattern, very traditional and elegant. And here is one with the firework-inspired pattern, in corals and pinks; very energetic in feel.”
Akane nodded, feeling a little shy but excited. “Thank you, Yamaguchi-san, those look lovely,” she said softly. “I think I’d like to try both of them on.”
“Let’s go into the back and get you both fitted,” Yamaguchi-san said, draping their choices over her arm and leading them to the tatami area at the back of the shop where they could try on the yukatas in privacy.
“Would you like some tea?” Yamaguchi-san asked as they settled in the fitting area. Her offer was part of the ritual expected in a traditional shop. It was hot outside, and a cold drink would be better, but the girls knew that Yamaguchi-san wouldn’t expect them to say yes, anyway; she was just following the formal politeness rules that many of her customers would expect, especially the older ones.
Not to mention that it didn’t even make sense to be drinking or eating while trying on clothes! “No, but thank you for your offer,” Akane replied for both of them. “Let’s just start trying them on.”
Trying on the yukatas turned out to be a bit of a production. Yamaguchi-san and Miyu-san helped the girls get dressed. Once they had put their arms through the sleeves, they learned that there were a number of steps that had to be performed in a very particular order, including closing them up in the right direction (left over right!); ensuring that the seams were in the right places and that the fabric draped properly; adjusting the fit; and tying the obi. Adjusting the collar, in particular, seemed to be an entire art form, tweaking the folds so that it sat just right to show the nape of the neck….
Miyu-san explained some of the finer points of yukata etiquette and fitting as they worked, and, once dressed, taught them how to walk gracefully in a yukata while wearing the traditional geta, a sort of wooden platform shoe that both Akane and Ranma found took a bit of practice to master, even with their martial-arts and balancing skills.
Ranma felt a little self-conscious at first, but as she looked in the mirror, she couldn’t help smiling broadly at her reflection. There was no way you could wear these clothes and not feel special. Akane felt the same way. The yukata made her feel elegant and feminine in a way that her regular clothes never did. She glanced at Ranma, who was looking at least as pleased with her outfit as Akane felt about hers.
But that was just the traditional pattern. Before they could try the firework-themed yukatas, they had to reverse the process, with Miyu showing them how to correctly hang or fold the yukata, obi, and other accessories.
For this go, they were encouraged to do most of the work themselves, and they paid extra attention to the details this time, especially the ones Miyu needed to help them with. It helped a lot that they could take turns watching Miyu help the other adjust her yukata, so at the end of the process, not only did they understand what they needed to do, but also how to help each other.
It also turned out that the more energetic patterns called for a more decorative obi bow style, which, of course, required more complex folding and tying. Miyu demonstrated it on each of them so the other could watch, then coached them through their own attempts until she thought they had it.
Both girls had looked wonderful in the traditional yukatas, but when they saw themselves (and each other) in the firework patterns, they felt a thrill of excitement. The colors were vibrant and lively, and the patterns really seemed to capture both the spirit of a summer festival and the hidden energies of a skilled martial artist.
“Those ones. Definitely.” Miyu said decisively. “They really suit both of you, and you’ll stand out from the crowd. Totally what I’d go with.”
It was actually hard to imagine Miyu in a yukata. She seemed more like the type to wear jeans and a T-shirt to go with her spiky hair. But she certainly knew what she was doing when it came to helping people get dressed and teaching them all the intricate details of ensuring everything looked right. She seemed to exemplify the idea that how someone looks doesn’t always tell their whole story; people have many sides to them and hidden depths as well.
“I’m imagining the two of you with your boyfriends, putting everyone to shame.” Yamaguchi-san said with a chuckle. “I hope they like what you’ve chosen.”
Miyu rolled her eyes. “Not everyone needs a boyfriend, Grandma.”
Fumiko sighed. Her daughter had raised Miyu-chan to have all these “modern” ideas, but where had those ideas gotten her? She was raising her daughter on her own. And she’d had such good prospects, too. Even with customers in the shop, she couldn’t stop herself from responding to Miyu’s comment.
“Well, Miyu-chan,” she started. “It’s all very well to be independent, but it’s not easy making your way in the world without a husband. Just ask your mother about what it’s been like since your father left. Of course, she says she finds being an office lady at a trading company in Shinjuku fulfilling. But it hardly compares to having a proper family. Why she hasn’t done more to find someone else is beyond me.”
“Mom isn’t an OL, grandmother, she’s the Assistant Section Chief of Accounting at Mitsui Bussan. She manages a team of six people,” Miyu replied sharply. “And she’s perfectly happy being single. Dad was a deadbeat. You don’t need a husband to be fulfilled.”
“And I’m right here!” a voice called out from the far back of the shop, where Sachiko Yamaguchi was immersed in trying to figure out exactly how her parents had once again failed to balance their books properly.
Miyu’s response was more pointed than Fumiko had expected. And Sachiko chiming in also threw her. Taking a step back in her head, she also remembered that there were customers here and they shouldn’t be arguing in front of them. Then she decided that dropping this discussion before it got any more heated might reduce the chances of Sachiko getting angry again and cutting off relations like she had two years ago when she’d said perfectly reasonable things about the inappropriateness of divorce.
“Oh, Sachiko-chan,” Fumiko said brightly, trying to change the subject, “Come help these young ladies pick out their accessories. They’ll need geta, obijime cords, and small purses to go with their yukatas.”
Sachiko did not particularly want to be dragged away from the books, but she also worried about what her mother might say to these two girls next if she wasn’t standing right there with them. The store was unlikely to get new customers if these girls told their friends about her mother’s crazy old-fashioned ideas about women. She sighed and stood up, stretching her back and calling out, “All right, all right, I’m coming.”
It took another hour before they were ready to leave. Miyu had shown them how to walk in the sandals, in the dressing room, but they still had to choose ones that went with their yukatas and the other accessories they picked out.
Finally, they were done. Yamaguchi-san rang up the total, applied the family-friend discount, and then factored in the installment plan. Akane and Ranma were pleased to find that the monthly payments would be quite manageable.
As part of the checkout process, when their names were needed for the paperwork, Yamaguchi-san asked, “So it would be Ranma Tendo and Akane Tendo, correct?”
“Actually, it’s Ranma Saotome,” Ranma said, “But we both live at the Tendo dojo.”
Fumiko inwardly rolled her eyes at some of these modern ideas about family, but she wasn’t about to pry further.
“Hey, they’re a perfect pair even if they’re not sisters,” Miyu said, and gave them a knowing wink. “Have fun at the festival!”
And with that, they were finally out into the street, encumbered by large shopping bags full of yukata goodies that Ranma insisted on carrying. Once outside the confines of the shop, she couldn’t quite help herself, “Hey, sis,” she joked, “our boyfriends are going to love us in these outfits!” She felt an urge to keep going, but it was kind of hard to go on another rant about tearing down the patriarchy when you had two huge yukata-laden shopping bags in each hand.
Despite the ludicrous way Ranma was weighed down, Akane still insisted that they stop at the department store by the station so they could buy a couple more dresses. They quickly realized that the bags they already had made trying the new clothes on in the store impractical, but they also knew all Ranma’s sizes, so Akane confidently picked out a few she felt would maximize Ranma’s adorability. Dealing with the bags in the narrow but busy aisles between racks of clothes meant that Ranma couldn’t really get much of a sense of what Akane had found, but she dutifully nodded in approval as Akane presented each one, trusting in her taste. After paying, they ended up with still more bags (which Akane insisted on carrying, to Ranma’s great relief), and they finally headed back into the station and were soon on the train home.
* * *
The girls got home just in time for lunch. Kasumi-oneechan had prepared a simple meal of cold sōmen noodles with tsuyu dipping sauce, garnished with green onions and ginger. It was light and refreshing, perfect for the hot summer day. Ranma and Akane shared all the details of their shopping trip while they ate, and Kasumi (of course) offered to help them get ready for the festival that evening.
As they were finishing up, Kasumi remembered something: “Oh, Ranma-chan! Dr. Tofu called earlier. He wanted to stop by this afternoon. I must admit, it was a bit hard to understand him over the phone with all the background noise, but I think he was trying to say that he wanted to have a friendly chat with you and see how you were managing. Is that all right? I could call him back if it’s a problem.”
Ranma had a deer-caught-in-the-headlights look as she processed Kasumi’s news. Just to see how I’m doing, not to show me an amazing cure he’s found for the Cat’s Tongue technique? Okay. Okay, that’s fine, I can deal with that. She calmed herself down, surprised to realize that she’d been so fixated on Cologne and everything else that she’d completely forgotten that she’d asked Dr. Tofu to figure out a way to cure her of Cologne’s mischief.
She nodded slowly. “It’s okay, Kasumi-oneechan. You told him I’d be here?”
“Yes, I knew you would be back for lunch. I hope that’s okay,” Kasumi replied.
“I think so, Kasumi-oneechan. I wonder what he wants?”
Kasumi wondered, too. She had her suspicions, but Dr. Tofu was right to keep his consultations with Ranma private. They would have to wait and see. She hoped that now that the girls had dealt with some of the confusion in their relationship, they’d be more open with her and let her help them more.
Akane saw Kasumi lost in thought, and guessed that she was thinking about Dr. Tofu. She was still smarting a bit from learning that Nabiki and Kasumi had known what was going on with Ranma for several days, but hadn’t told her. Well, this time she knew something that Kasumi didn’t, and she saw an opportunity for a little good-natured revenge.
“Oh, Kasumi-oneechan,” she said sweetly, interrupting Kasumi’s reverie, “have you ever wondered what those sounds in the background are when Dr. Tofu talks to you on the phone, or why his speech sometimes seems like word salad?”
“Well,” Kasumi allowed, “I do know he can be quite clumsy. And I have wondered about his speech sometimes; I worry that he might have some sort of mild aphasia. But his business seems to be very successful and he clearly helps a lot of people, so clearly whatever is going on with him, it must not be much of an impediment.”
“So you didn’t know he’s only tongue-tied and clumsy around you?” Akane asked.
“Obviously I don’t spy on him to see how he behaves when I’m not around, Akane-chan,” Kasumi replied, a little defensively. “But, no, I never imagined such a thing. It seems very unlikely… and why would he only act that way around me?”
“Well, Kasumi-oneechan, have you ever noticed that some men, when they see a woman they find attractive, become flustered and tongue-tied?” Akane asked, raising an eyebrow.
“I suppose so, but I… I don’t think he… I don’t think Dr. Tofu… I mean I…,” Kasumi stammered, clearly flustered by Akane’s intimation. Could he really…?
“Something to think about, I’d say,” Akane said with a grin.
“Especially as we’re always encouraging you to take the evening off and have some fun.” Ranma added with a wink.
Kasumi somehow managed to turn white with horror and red with embarrassment at the very same time, obviously scandalized. “I could never just ask a man out, Ranma-chan!”
“Well, I suspect that if you wait for him to put the right words in the right order, you might be waiting a while. Perhaps I’ll play matchmaker. It’s the least I can do,” Ranma said with a mischievous grin.
Kasumi regarded Ranma-chan thoughtfully for a moment. Her first instinct was to reject this silly idea out of hand and get on with things as usual. She was fine as she was, and the family needed her. But now that she knew that Dr. Tofu might really be interested in her, she found herself wondering if she should take Ranma-chan’s offer seriously.
She and Dr. Tofu had always gotten along well, and she knew they shared some common interests. Things had been… difficult when they first met, and she had appreciated both his kindness and the way he didn’t talk down to her. Nevertheless, she had been a struggling adolescent then, and he was an adult; she’d never even considered the idea that there could be more between them than the casual friendliness they’d reestablished when he’d moved into the neighborhood.
Now that she knew why he behaved so strangely around her, she found it quite endearing. And Ranma and Akane both seemed so sincere in encouraging her to take more time for herself. She let her imagination run free for a moment, and came to a conclusion: Perhaps a little companionship would do her some good.
Both girls watched Kasumi seem to freeze up while she thought about what they’d told her. Her frustration with Nabiki and annoyance with them had been scary, but they’d never imagined that she could be as unsettled as she looked to be now. They were starting to get a bit worried when Kasumi suddenly started speaking again.
“Well, Ranma-chan, if you must, don’t be too forward,” she admonished. “Don’t you dare say the word ‘date’ or anything like it. I would be open to spending an evening outside the house with someone intelligent and kind, doing something respectable, and if Dr. Tofu is available, well, that would be satisfactory.”
“Kasumi-oneechan… I only want to do it because I care about you, not to stress you out or make you uncomfortable,” Ranma reassured her sincerely. “So, yes, you can trust me.”
Out of Kasumi’s sight, Ranma took Akane’s hand and squeezed it tightly. Way to go, bestie! they both thought.
* * *
After lunch, they took their shopping bags upstairs and unpacked and hung the yukatas up properly. Ranma moved some things around so she could hang hers on a hook on the west wall of her bedroom, and Akane used the hook behind her door. Kasumi had followed them upstairs and admired both yukatas as they were revealed.
“Those are delightful! You two will look wonderful at the festival this evening,” Kasumi said happily, clapping her hands together in delight. “Like you belong together, a matched pair.”
Feeling inspired, Kasumi decided that she would wear her yukata to the festival, too, and, excusing herself, she headed back downstairs while thinking about what else she’d need to do…
When Kasumi had gone, Akane took them back to today’s next challenge. “So, Ranma-chan, are you ready for Dr. Tofu’s visit this afternoon? Are you going to tell him… tell him that you want to stay as you are?”
Ranma sighed. “I think it will be okay. I panicked for a second when Kasumi-oneechan mentioned he was going to come here—what if he’d found a ‘cure’!—but then I realized that Kasumi would have been able to pick up on that, even with his ‘I’m talking to Kasumi!’ thing. So I don’t think it’s that, and I also need to tell him to stop looking. But he must be coming for some reason. I guess we’ll find out when he gets here; I’ll have to play it by ear.”
They spent a bit more time arranging the things they’d bought, and Ranma took advantage of the time to try on the dresses they’d bought.
She hadn’t really been able to get more than a vague sense of what Akane had picked out until now. As she tried each dress, Ranma looked at herself in the mirror, turning to check from different angles and twirling around to see how the dress flowed. Akane’s choices had been excellent. They certainly weren’t the “tomboy chic” Ranma had said she wanted, but they were undeniably cute and feminine, and clearly suited her. She was still wearing one when Dr. Tofu arrived. She thought about changing into something else, but after staring at herself in the mirror for a few seconds, she instead told her reflection, “I am Ranma Saotome, and apparently today, I’m a girly girl.” She laughed as she dashed down the stairs.
She found Akane in the hallway welcoming Dr. Tofu. They’d… strongly encouraged Kasumi to stay out of Dr. Tofu’s sight to avoid any accidents.
Ranma bounded towards them once she reached the bottom step. “Dr. Tofu!” she squealed excitedly, letting herself exude that girly girl energy that her outfit seemed to demand. “It’s so lovely to see you! Shall we go outside to chat? The view of the koi pond from the bench under the maple tree is delightful at this time of day, and the breeze is so refreshing!”
“Oh, uh, absolutely, Ranma-chan,” Dr. Tofu replied, bumping into the doorframe as he stepped outside. “Yes, bench under tree koi,” he continued, nodding enthusiastically. “Refresh breeze good.”
Akane yanked Ranma back for a word as Dr. Tofu stumbled towards the bench. “Hey! Tone it down, okay? We’re trying to get Kasumi a date, not you!” She calmed down a bit, and added, “If you need anything, just yell and we’ll be right there.”
She nodded at Akane, “Got it, Akane-chan. Sorry. I think it’s this dress you got me—it has power! But I can control it.”
“You better!” Akane responded, and they both laughed. But perhaps it was true; Ranma actually was dangerously adorable. She could feel her own brain struggling with the cuteness overload.
Meanwhile, Dr. Tofu had taken a seat on the bench and managed to regain his composure. As she settled on the bench next to him, Ranma resolved to maybe not be quite as amped up as she had been just now.
“So what’s up, Dr. Tofu?” she asked. “We were surprised that you wanted to come to the house.”
“Well, Ranma-chan, when we last saw each other, you were quite anxious,” Dr. Tofu began, “driven by a lot of conflicting feelings, and I suggested that you give yourself permission to explore. It, uh, looks like you’ve done that. You seem… happy?”
“Thank you for your advice, Dr. Tofu. It helped a lot. And those books and articles you gave me about other people taking their own journey of self-discovery helped a bit, too. As you said, my situation wasn’t exactly like theirs, but I found that I had similar feelings and questions. So, yes, I am very happy. It’s like I found something I never knew I needed.”
“You’ve been avoiding hot water, I take it? I warned you how dangerous it could be until the Cat’s Tongue pressure point is undone,” Dr. Tofu said, just to confirm things were as he imagined.
“Yes, I’ve been very careful about that. It’s a bit annoying to only be able to take cold baths and showers, but it’s not really that big a deal. I really don’t need a cure for the pressure point, because I’m managing it just fine.”
Dr. Tofu nodded thoughtfully. He had seen this as a possible outcome, although he hadn’t expected her to be quite as happy about it as she seemed to be. Unfortunately, it also meant that he was going to need to have “the conversation” with her. He didn’t relish it, but he was a professional, a doctor, and it was his responsibility.
He cleared his throat. “So, Ranma-chan,” he began, “I need to tell you about a process. It’s very natural, and nothing to worry about, but you’ve been a girl physically for quite a while now, and you need to know.” He hesitated a moment before continuing, “Um… for all of us, there are natural processes in our bodies. The lining of the intestines, or the surface of our skin, for example, is renewed by cells dying and being replaced and we don’t even notice it happening. It’s just normal.” He stopped again.
“With your current body, Ranma-chan, there is another regular process you need to know about. It’s completely normal, but it might surprise or upset you when it happens if you aren’t expecting it. Uh, by my calculation, it should happen about 23 days after Cologne first struck the Cat’s Tongue point, and, um… like a good warrior, you need to be prepared.” This discussion was turning out to be a lot more awkward than he’d expected. He steeled himself and kept going.
“So… It’s called ‘menstruation’. It’s a natural cycle that happens in people with uteruses—like you have now—and it involves some bleeding from the vagina. It’s nothing to be afraid of, and it usually doesn’t hurt, but you should be prepared for it.”
Dr. Tofu was about halfway through his speech before Ranma realized what he was trying to tell her. It was all so euphemistically described. And the bit about ‘not hurting’? Well, she begged to differ about what menstrual cramps felt like. But it was nice of him to think of it and come to warn her. She should let him off the hook.
“Oh, uh, I had my period already, Dr. Tofu. It was fine. No big deal. There were some cramps, but ibuprofen made it quite manageable,” said Ranma, channeling girl-from-the-tampon-commercial energy.
“That’s… good to hear, Ranma-chan. But I’m a bit confused by the timing. I didn’t think it would have happened yet. But I’m glad that everything went well. And yes, a little bit of discomfort isn’t uncommon.”
“I made the same mistake about the timing, but Akane didn’t. The key thing she realized is that there was no reason that my cycle would be at some specific ‘start’ point when I transformed. She actually figured it out just a couple of days before it happened.”
“Oh, yes, I see. How foolish of me,” Dr. Tofu conceded. “Thank you for clarifying that, Ranma-chan.”
“By the way, talking of pain relief,” Ranma-chan added, “You have experience with acupuncture, don’t you? I mean, I think I saw it mentioned on a sign in your office. I’ve heard that can be good for some kinds of pain.”
“Ah, yes, I do have some training in acupuncture,” Dr. Tofu replied. “It’s a traditional Chinese medicine technique that can be effective for some kinds of pain, including menstrual cramps. If you’re interested, I could show you some points that might help, but I wouldn’t recommend you try using needles on yourself.”
“Oh, no, of course not. I happened to see an acupuncture chart the other day and couldn’t make sense of it. I guess it’s more of a historical curiosity than anything else, and I don’t know if it would even be usable, but, well, I just wanted to understand it a little better, what it treated, and so on. Maybe sometime I could stop by and you could take a look?”
“Certainly, Ranma-chan. I’d be happy to help you understand acupuncture better,” Dr. Tofu replied warmly. “Just let me know when you’d like to come by.” He was glad that the “talk” was over, and appreciated Ranma’s changing the topic. He thought they were nearly done.
“Is there anything else we should talk about?”
“Well, there is one thing, actually…,” Ranma ventured.
Oh, Kamisama, he thought. Please let it not be about sex.
She continued, “It’s about Kasumi-oneechan. She’s been so wonderful, taking care of me through all this, and she works so hard to look after everyone all the time, and… Akane and I… we wanted to give her a night off and a chance to get out of the house and do something for herself. But she says there’s nothing she needs to do. So I was wondering, do you have any ideas for something she could do? Maybe some sort of event she could attend? I think she’s a bit reluctant to go and do something by herself, but if she takes one of us with her, it sort of defeats the point of letting her have some time away from home.”
Dr. Tofu looked surprisingly relieved. “Actually, I do have an idea… There’s a fundraising gala tomorrow evening for the Tokyo Medical Relief Fund, supporting rural clinic access. I’m on the organizing committee, so I really should attend, but… well… these events are always better with a companion who can help make conversation with the donors. It’s at 6:30 p.m. at the Imperial Hotel. If Kasumi-san would consider accompanying me, I think it could be a delightful evening out for her.”
“Oh! Excellent! I’ll tell her,” Ranma said, feeling pleased that she’d been able to help Kasumi-oneechan. She smiled even more when an idea came to her.
“Can I tell you about a technique I developed to handle my menstrual cramps? It’s not acupuncture, but I found it very effective, and I think you might find a use for it, too.”
“Oh, please do tell me about it, Ranma-chan,” Dr. Tofu replied, not excited by the mention of menstruation again, but intrigued nonetheless..
“It’s a visualization and dissociation technique,” Ranma began. “I imagine a faraway ice cave, deep underground, where it’s always cold. Try to imagine it yourself! It’s a distant mountain; the snow is blowing, and the cave is so, so cold. When there is some part of me that is hurting, I place it in the cave and that helps. But—and this is the important part, Dr. Tofu—if I find my emotions getting the better of me, I can also use it to help. I imagine the cold slowing me down, cooling my emotions, sometimes even thinking of myself as being encased within a solid block of ice.”
“Ah…,” said Dr. Tofu, considering the idea. “So it’s a kind of mental imagery technique to help manage pain and emotional distress. That’s quite interesting, Ranma-chan. Visualization can be a powerful tool in pain management. I’m impressed that you came up with that on your own.”
“I think it could manage any emotion, Dr. Tofu,” Ranma said pointedly.
Dr. Tofu looked like he’d just been struck by a thought, and his eyes lit up. “Shall we go inside and see if Kasumi-san would be willing to join me for the gala tomorrow evening?” he asked eagerly.
Ranma nodded encouragingly, and watched as Dr. Tofu stood up very slowly. He seemed to have a glazed expression on his face as if he was thinking deeply, and after a moment he set off at a slow pace towards the house. Climbing the stairs and entering the dining room without tripping or touching the doorframe, he found Kasumi in the kitchen. Speaking almost glacially slowly, he successfully asked her to accompany him to the gala, and she agreed, feeling flattered and a little excited at the prospect of a night out. He then turned to Ranma, who’d followed him into the house, and gave her a grateful nod before departing. Slowly.
* * *
The girls reckoned that they could get about an hour of training in before they’d need to shower and get ready for the festival. They headed to the dojo, glad for the cooling its fans provided. Ranma had an idea she wanted to try: the Girly Girl Secret Disarming Technique, which was inspired by some of the moves she’d been making in the day, from the trip out to get the yukatas to the way she’d pranced down to see Dr. Tofu. It looked harmless and silly, but, like drunken boxing, there was actually far more going on than the surface appearance suggested.
She had Akane hold various weapons in both menacing and casual ways, and she’d approach her, saying something like “Oh, my God, Akane, you just look divine!” and then as she gestured expansively, apparently especially taken by some aspect of Akane’s outfit, she’d execute a swift disarming move. And you couldn’t tell what had just happened. Ranma just stood there holding the weapon and looking apologetic, as if it had all been an accident and she was as confused at the outcome as you were. Akane was impressed. It probably wouldn’t work on Cologne, but she could imagine it being highly effective on Kodachi and deadly for Kuno.
It was uncanny the way Ranma could control your attention by appearing to shift her own attention towards something else in the room. She’d suddenly seem to see something amazing over Akane’s shoulder, or accidentally drop an item and have it roll away, and you’d take your eyes off her for just a moment and then you’d be looking up at her as she apologized profusely, begging you for your forgiveness in case it had somehow been her who’d tripped you up, which, of course, seemed impossible as she couldn’t possibly have been close enough to have caused your fall. Akane was good at falling, it was the first thing you learned to do as a martial artist, after all, but as the number of falls increased, she started to wonder if this was payback for all the things she’d thrown at Ranma when she was channeling Mousse’s fighting style. Akane also quickly learned not to accept Ranma’s apologetic offers to “help her up”, as halfway through, Ranma would suddenly be “distracted” again and let go, leaving Akane to land on her backside again.
Akane broke it down. Speed, precision, fluidity, and misdirection, all built upon an exact map of the world built without even seeming to have looked at it. It was a beautiful style, really, and a testament to the skill of her bestie, but she was glad Ranma was not really trying to hurt her; every fall she’d caused had been calculated to be a bump, not a bruise. Used in earnest, this technique could probably be brutal, all while making it almost seem like the target was responsible for their own misfortune. When the hour was up, they both were ready to catch their breath and take a shower.
“That was pretty amazing, Ranma-chan,” Akane said as they walked back into the main part of the house. “I can tell that you have this… awareness—somehow you know where everything is. It’s like you have eyes in the back of your head.”
“I think it might be a side effect of the Cat’s Tongue point,” Ranma replied thoughtfully. “I have to be constantly aware of my surroundings to avoid hot water, so it’s almost like I’m training all the time. But it’s mostly unconscious; I don’t even know I’m doing it. I think it tires me out a bit by the end of the day, but I guess there are benefits, too.”
“Well, I think we both want to avoid hot water right now,” Akane said as she wiped perspiration from her brow.
* * *
They both took cool showers and then began the involved process of getting ready for the festival. Ranma brought her things into Akane’s room, so they could help each other get dressed. Ranma suggested that they do each other’s makeup, too, and Akane loved the idea. It was a joy for both of them. Akane enjoyed looking closely at Ranma’s face and trying to take that natural beauty and enhance it with subtle touches of color. Ranma, surprisingly, was a natural at it, and Akane loved how cared for she felt as Ranma worked. Once Ranma was done, Akane was amazed at the result: she looked like a princess. Ranma also insisted on helping her with her hair, finding an old curling iron and using it to add some soft curls. Akane felt like a movie star when Ranma was done with her.
And all that came before they put on their yukatas. Getting everything just so required some careful adjustments, but with their practice earlier with Miyu still fresh in their minds, they were able to get them close to perfect. Ranma even managed to tie Akane’s obi in the decorative bow style Miyu had shown them, and Akane was thrilled by how elegant she looked. Ranma looked equally stunning in her own yukata; the firework pattern seemed to capture her energy, and the ways in which her outfit matched up with Akane’s practically screamed their connection to each other. By the time they were finally done, they found themselves standing together in front of Akane’s full-length mirror.
“Look at us,” Ranma breathed with a little bit of awe.
Akane looked. She felt the joyful tears that could so easily come, but she forced them back, knowing they’d spoil all Ranma’s careful work on her makeup. She swallowed hard, almost in awe. This… this was really something.
“You and me,” she said softly, “You and me.”
As they headed into the corridor, they found Kasumi coming out of her own room. She, too, wore a yukata and was looking elegant in a design that featured swirls of little red flowers. “You two look absolutely stunning!” Kasumi exclaimed, beaming at them. “We must get Nabiki to take pictures!”
Nabiki was only too happy to oblige, saying she had “modest rates” for her services. They went out into the garden, where the late afternoon sun cast a warm glow over everything. Nabiki directed them to pose in various spots, capturing the beauty of their yukatas against the backdrop of the koi pond and the maple tree. It was almost like a wedding photo shoot, and Nabiki insisted on taking multiple shots of Ranma and Akane holding hands and looking at each other. She also took several group photos with Kasumi standing between or just behind Akane and Ranma, beaming with pride and love. By the time they’d finished, she’d used two rolls of film.
Akane considered trying to drag their fathers out to witness the scene, but she was sure that somehow, despite everything, Genma would say something about “the boy” and spoil the mood. He could see the photographs later and maybe finally get that he had a daughter now, not a son, so she was happy to leave the men in the living room, playing shogi as usual, oblivious to their daughters’ happiness.
Ranma asked Nabiki if she was coming to the festival, too. Nabiki said she certainly wasn’t going to get all dressed up, but maybe she could go. Ranma-chan offered that she thought Miyu-san might be there, and Nabiki perked up a bit at that. “Miyu-chan? Yeah, she’d totally be there. Now I need to go just to find out whether she dressed up or not.”
And so they all set out. The sun had begun to sink lower in the sky, casting long shadows across the residential streets. The clack-clack of their geta on the pavement created a distinctive rhythm as they walked. Other families headed in the same direction; many of them were just wearing regular clothes, but Ranma could see the occasional flash of colorful yukatas ahead of them. The air was still warm but beginning to cool, and the cicadas provided their constant background chorus. As they drew closer to Shakujii Park, they could hear the faint sounds of festival music and see the glow of paper lanterns.
In less than half an hour they’d made the journey from the Tendo dojo to Shakujii Park, where the summer festival was in full swing. The park had been transformed into a bright, effervescent space, teeming with happy people of all ages. Food stalls lined the pathways, there were children playing games together, and the central shrine area was adorned with colorful lanterns and decorations. The scent of grilled yakitori and sweet taiyaki filled the air, mingling with the sounds of laughter and traditional festival music. Akane and Ranma bid farewell to Kasumi and Nabiki, who had both suggested on the way that they explore the festival on their own for a bit. They promised to meet back at the entrance in an hour and a half.
And what a time it was. The festival was everything they’d hoped for and more. They wandered through the stalls, trying various festival foods like takoyaki, yakisoba, and kakigōri (shaved ice). They played games like goldfish scooping and ring toss, winning small prizes they proudly showed off to each other. The atmosphere felt electric, with the sounds of traditional music and the chatter of festival-goers creating a vibrant backdrop. They even watched a traditional dance performance at the shrine stage, where dancers in colorful yukatas moved gracefully to the rhythm of taiko drums. It was only too fitting that a small fireworks display capped off the evening, with bursts of brilliant color lighting up the night sky above the park and the crowd oohing and ahhing.
If every day was like this, Akane thought to herself, it would probably be too much. But you needed some days like this, days where you looked at the world and just felt joy. And sharing it with her bestie made it all the sweeter.
Ranma felt much the same, but intertwined with a poignant realization of how lucky she was. If, in the fight with Cologne at the Nekohanten, she’d achieved her goal, snatched the Phoenix Pill, and taken it out of her misguided sense of duty, she would have none of this. Of course, she… really he… wouldn’t have any idea what he’d missed out on, but what a heart-rending thing to miss. To feel so alive and so aware, connected more strongly and deeply to another person than she’d ever imagined possible. To feel like you belonged. Like you were who you were supposed to be, and to have the world see and accept who you were. Screw duty. This… this whole… everything was what life was about, actually living.
When they met up with Kasumi and Nabiki at the entrance, some stalls were starting to pack up, but others were clearly intending to operate well into the night. Kasumi mentioned that they had run into Dr. Tofu, and she was pleased to see that he seemed to have achieved some mastery over his aphasia; the trick seemed to have something to do with speaking more slowly, at least as far as she could tell. Nabiki teased her about her upcoming “date” but it was very good-natured. Maybe they’d patched things up. All four of them made a final circuit of the festival together, and then headed home, tired but happy.
As they neared the dojo, Nabiki remembered something. “Oh, did you know our fathers have a day out planned for tomorrow, to the beach at Enoshima? They said something about how we couldn’t be ‘sitting around doing nothing’ in this heat.”
In many ways, a day trip to the beach would be nice, but Ranma’s thoughts immediately went to her only viable swimsuit. The one with “BOY” emblazoned across the front. She had vowed to never wear it again. If her father had had the courtesy to clue her in about his plan a little earlier, she could have bought a new one. She and Akane had just been to the department store! She sighed quietly. Whatever. She knew who she was and so did the world. Mostly. Much more importantly, Akane knew who she was now, and they were together, and they’d never allow that to change. She’d wear the stupid suit and try to enjoy the irony.
At the end of the day, as she settled down to sleep, Ranma might have reviewed all the wonderful things that had happened in this amazing day, or worried about the probable confrontation with Cologne tomorrow. But she didn’t. She was asleep in seconds.

Chapter 21. Sunday, July 24
Ranma dreamed… She was sitting in the audience in a movie theater, watching a black-and-white film that she presumed was a classic. There was a girl, a skilled martial artist, walking with her companion through the city streets. Male suitors were trying to get the attention of both young women, but both girls dispatched them easily as they walked, revealing that the second young woman was every bit as skilled as the first. There seemed to be some chemistry between the two, and the audience around her became restless, urging them to take their relationship further. As they walked up the street, it seemed like the perfect moment, and a chant built up in the crowd, growing louder and louder, “Kiss… Kiss. Kiss!” One of the two girls suddenly looked directly at the camera and made an obscene gesture, breaking the fourth wall. Ranma felt a twinge of recognition (maybe she’d seen this film before?), but continued to watch.
Now the two girls were together at a summer festival, and again the audience was urging them to kiss. As their wishes once again went unfulfilled, the audience began booing and throwing things at the screen.
As the scene played out, Ranma felt frustration building in her as well, on two counts. First, there was her own desire to see the young couple kiss, but she also felt there was something important about the film that she was missing, something she should be seeing. Finally, it hit her: this was her own life being acted out on the screen, and the recognition caused her to wake with a start.
Ranma sighed as she rolled over. She did wish Akane would just lean in and kiss her already. But maybe she had to be the one to make the first move. Well, if that was how it had to be, then she could be Ranma Saotome of the Anything-Goes School of Martial-Arts Kissing. Five more minutes, then she’d get up. Shoulda been an anime, she mused, trying to recapture the mood of the dream. That’d be even cuter. Her home town of Nerima was famous for being the birthplace of Japanese anime after all, and while cinematic themes echoed everywhere, anime seemed most appropriate.
* * *
Akane dreamed… She and Ranma-chan were at the beach at Enoshima. They were lying side by side on towels atop the sand, with a beach umbrella providing some shade. They had matching swimsuits whose patterns mirrored their yukatas from the festival the night before, emphasizing the same connection between them. Akane turned on her side so she could stroke Ranma's hair and look into her eyes.
“I’m so glad you decided not to fight Cologne,” Akane said softly. She continued, choosing not to speak of how worried she’d been that Ranma might be hurt, but to frame things differently. “We all have to choose our battles, and that one… that one you didn’t need to fight.”
“Exactly, Akane-chan,” Ranma replied, “why would I ever choose that fight when I could have this time with you?”
Akane hesitated, but she knew this was the moment. She leaned in towards her beloved, closing the distance between them. Their lips met in a tender kiss, soft and sweet, filled with all the affection and longing that had built up between them. The world seemed to fade away as they lost themselves in the moment, their hearts beating in unison. A warm feeling spread through Akane’s body as she felt their connection deepen even more.
To Akane’s regret, the dream faded. No! She wanted it back! She wanted that feeling to continue, to see what happened next… But it was gone.
Well, that’s better than my usual anxiety dreams, at least, Akane thought to herself. But she was still annoyed that her sleeping brain had found a new way to torture her. Now she was feeling… frustrated. Especially because of course the real Ranma was going to fight Cologne. It’s in her blood, she thought bitterly. She can’t help herself. Damn it.
She sighed and got up. She’d be beginning her morning with a cool shower for a variety of reasons.
* * *
By the time Akane came downstairs, the others had already started gathering and organizing things in preparation for the day out. Kasumi-oneechan had made a simple breakfast of onigiri rice balls that they could grab and eat as they got things ready. Genma was apparently insisting on bringing along an awkwardly large beach umbrella, saying it was important to have some shade, while Soun was packing a cooler with drinks and snacks. Nabiki was already dressed in a casual summer outfit, looking ready for the beach. Ranma wore one of the dresses they’d bought the day before, but only Akane seemed to notice just how stunning she looked in it. She had a small backpack containing her beach things, ready to change into once they’d arrived.
“If only we had someone strong to carry all these things,” Soun grumbled, hefting the cooler, and Genma nodded in agreement, looking pointedly at the unquestionably feminine Ranma-chan. Ranma rolled her eyes. “Yes, Pops, I’m sure your delicate constitution would be utterly ruined by carrying an umbrella or cooler.”
She enjoyed making the barb, but she was still annoyed by her father’s attitude. As if she was too weak to carry such things because she was a mere girl. Well, if they wanted to see it that way, she was happy to leave them with their very literal burden. She comforted herself by thinking that, at least in some tiny sense, they seemed to be recognizing that “the boy” was not going to be around to carry things for them anymore. They had Ranma-chan now, obviously a girl; maybe reality was finally starting to sink in.
Soon enough, they were on their way to Nerima-Takanodai Station, ready to thread their way to Enoshima. The first leg would be the Seibu Ikebukuro Line to Ikebukuro, then a short hop on the JR Yamanote Line to Shinjuku, and then a longer ride on the Odakyu Line to Enoshima itself, with a short walk to the beach. It was a bit of a journey, but nothing too arduous for a day trip.
Of course, Ranma and Akane had ridden the line to Ikebukuro only the day before. The Seibu department store would be open and not too busy at this point in the day, and it occurred to Ranma that she might be able to persuade everyone to hold up while she popped in to buy a new swimsuit. She broached the topic as they all rode the train.
“So, uh, I wondered if I could take a quick detour at Ikebukuro? I’d love to get a nicer swimsuit than the one I have, and it would just take a couple of minutes,” she ventured.
Genma laughed, “And I suppose we’ll set up on the platform while we wait? I could open the umbrella, and Soun could serve drinks! Don’t be silly. Whatever you have is fine.”
Ranma fumed. Fine. She’d wear the stupid swimsuit she had, then. Maybe she could even find someone to embroider “the” in front of the word “BOY” to really make Genma happy, or perhaps induce a bit more dissonance into his contradictory thinking.
“They sell swimsuits at the beach,” Akane offered helpfully, trying to smooth things over. “Maybe we can get you one when we get there?”
She could, of course, but the prices were always overinflated, and the selection was often subpar. She wanted a nice one, not something she’d wear for a day and discard like Ranma-kun might have done. But Akane was on her side and that helped.
“Thanks, Akane, I’ll think about it. I just didn’t want to wear that one with ‘BOY’ on the front, but, hey, if you don’t think I’m a boy, well, that’s good enough for me,” Ranma said, trying to keep her tone light, but feeling the sting of frustration.
“At this point, Ranma-chan,” Akane admitted, “it’s actually getting pretty hard for me to picture you that way. Yesterday I ran across a photo of you from a trip we took back in January, and it was… weird. Like, it sort of hurt my brain to try to reconcile then and now.”
“Welcome to my world,” Ranma replied wryly. “Besties share all the things.”
Arriving at Ikebukuro, they had to thread their way through the station to transfer to the JR Yamanote Line. The station was busy, even on a Sunday morning, with people heading out for various errands and outings. Ranma felt another surge of frustration as they passed so very close to the Seibu department store. Trains were frequent; it would be no trouble for anyone, but no, no one could stop and wait; they had to get to the Yamanote Line’s elevated platform so that they could then stand around and wait for the next train to Shinjuku.
Ranma was pleased to get to the platform and out of the crowded passageways. They weren’t too bad, but crowds were one of the rare things that reminded her of a downside of her small stature. More than a few times, she’d felt hemmed in on all sides or trapped against a wall or railing by taller people, sometimes losing sight of the rest of her family. In those moments, she needed to balance her discomfort against the martial-artist instincts that told her exactly the best ways to force a clear space around her—instincts she needed to restrain. By the time they’d reached the platform she was feeling a bit stressed.
Happily, the platform was far less crowded, giving her enough personal space to address her stress. As she waited for the train, she worked to calm her mind, closing her eyes and focusing her attention outward like an expansive net; attending to the sounds, smells, and even vibrations around her, drawing the calmness she needed from the world. She could feel the heat of the day beginning to build, and the slight stickiness of perspiration already forming on her skin. Calmer, she opened her eyes again to complete the picture of a stable world with her in it. She looked around, taking in the details of the station platform, the distinctive orange and green colors of a JR train going in the other direction, and finally the wonder of all the people dotted about on the platform, each one the lead character in their own story. Relaxed now, she began making a list of all the advantages her height offered; it was a good way to pass the time.
Their train arrived, and they all boarded. It was crowded (although nothing like rush hour), so they found Kasumi a seat while the rest of them stood nearby. The ride to Shinjuku was short, just two stops, and they soon arrived at the bustling station. Here, they had to navigate through a maze of passages and confusing signage to reach the Odakyu Line platforms. The crowds were worse here, but Ranma managed to keep the perspective she’d formed on the Ikebukuro platform; that these weren’t just oversized bodies crowding her, but people with lives and concerns. If they invaded her space, it was because they were worried they were running late, or needed to get to the dentist urgently, or were busy replaying an argument in their head and realizing what they should have said. It helped, but she still felt a bit of relief as they reached the Odakyu platform, where things were a bit less hectic.
They had timed things well, and their next train would be an express, taking a little under an hour to reach Enoshima. They boarded, this time finding seats together, and settled in for the journey. The train was comfortable, with air conditioning providing relief from the summer heat outside. As they left Shinjuku, the urban landscape gradually gave way to suburbs.
Sitting next to Akane, Ranma tried to recapture the joy she’d felt the previous evening; today, the world felt like it had too many sharp edges. They’d be at the beach soon enough, and maybe that would help. It seemed unlikely that Cologne would be looking for Ranma at a beach that was over 90 minutes from home. Cologne had promised that she would seek Ranma out for the next confrontation. Was it running from a fight if your opponent had pledged to find you and was too inept at the task? Perhaps not.
Akane had the seat by the window, and Ranma snuggled up against her. “Sorry I was grumpy earlier,” she murmured.
Akane put her arm around Ranma’s shoulders. “It’s okay, Ranma-chan. I get it. I really do.”
“Shoulda got the Romance Car,” Ranma muttered, more to herself than anyone else. The Romance Car wasn’t, as it might sound, a carriage with candle-lit tables and a dim atmosphere, just a more deluxe express service with reserved seating and a bit more comfort. But as the more expensive choice, it had never been an option from the perspective of the girls’ fathers. As she dozed a little, Ranma chose to explore the rather more romantic version she’d conjured in her imagination.
Akane woke Ranma as the train crossed the Sakaegawa River, signaling their approach to Katase-Enoshima station. The line ran close to the banks of the river in its final approach to the station, and it was easy to anticipate the sight of the ocean beyond. They were here, finally.
They gathered their things as the train slowed and pulled into the terminus. The platform was busy with beachgoers, and the air was filled with the scent of saltwater and sunscreen. They disembarked, joining the stream of people heading towards the beach.
It would be a ten-minute walk down Subana-dōri, the main shopping street leading to the beach. The street was lined with shops selling beachwear, souvenirs, and snacks, and the atmosphere was lively and festive. There was plenty to take in, but overall, Ranma began to relax. This was just going to be a day at the beach with friends and family. Nothing more, nothing less. She and Akane could cross the bridge to Enoshima Island later if they wanted to explore, but for now, the beach awaited.
They had made it about halfway down Subana-dōri when Ranma suddenly stopped in her tracks. Ahead of them, on the right side of the street, was a storefront with a distinctive red and gold sign that read “猫飯店 夏季店” (Nekohanten—Summer Branch). The sight of it made Ranma’s heart skip a beat. The others noticed it too, and Soun pointed it out.
“Oh, look, there’s the Cat Cafe! Cologne-san mentioned they’d opened a summer location here. Said we should stop by and try it!” Soun exclaimed.
Ranma cursed her own hubris. She’d thought she had outsmarted Cologne, who could surely not predict the random behavior of her and Akane’s foolish fathers. But why would a master manipulator ever need to follow someone when you can just have them come to you? Cologne had known exactly where Ranma would be today. She’d arranged it all.
As they approached the shop, Soun and Genma stopped and began reading the menu (“Oh look, they have cold ramen!”). Ranma and Akane kept walking in the forlorn hope that they might avoid being seen if they just passed by quickly enough. But it was no use. From inside the shop, a distinctive cackle rang out. They stopped, bracing themselves for Cologne to emerge, but instead all they heard was Shampoo’s cheerful voice calling out a generic, “Welcome to Nekohanten! Please come in and try our summer specials!” to anyone and everyone. But Ranma knew; she knew that this was just another part of Cologne’s game. Everything would be on her terms.
Ranma felt the anger building inside her. The way this crone so casually played with other people’s lives. Someone needed to take a stand. Someone needed to say “Enough!” Ranma squared her shoulders. She would face Cologne. She would end this once and for all, whatever the price.
Akane looked at the girl she’d fallen so hard for. She could see the battle lust rising in Ranma’s eyes. Akane felt a pang of fear for her beloved, but telling her not to fight was pointless now; she could only offer her support. “I’m with you, Ranma-chan,” she said firmly, “whatever you need.”
“Let’s pretend to be the people they think we are,” Ranma said, after a moment’s quiet reflection as they continued their walk to the beach. “Like the Girly Girl Secret Disarming Technique we came up with yesterday, our only chance is misdirection. I… I want the Phoenix Pill, because… because life without hot water is apparently just unbearable for me or something, and you… uh… you’re still mooning after Ranma-kun and jealous he’s going to marry Shampoo or something.”
“That doesn’t sound very believable,” Akane said doubtfully, not especially relishing the role that Ranma was laying out for her.
Ranma shrugged. What else did they have?
“Oh, Ranma! Don’t marry Shampoo! How will I ever survive without a big strong man to protect me!” Akane exclaimed theatrically, trying to get into character.
“You’re a natural, Akane!” Ranma said, half jokingly. Akane felt it was a bit of a backhanded compliment, but what was she going to do?
Ranma tried out her role next. “Please, Cologne-san, give me the Phoenix Pill! I can’t live without hot water!” she cried out plaintively.
“I think you gotta work on that one,” Akane critiqued gently. “Maybe a little more desperation? And less specific about the hot water?”
“Well, I’m not gonna say I want to be a boy again. That’s a step too far. And hey, I’ve already got a swimsuit for that, right?” Ranma replied, trying to find the funny side of the situation but not quite getting there.
Reaching the beach well ahead of everyone else, their first order of business was changing into their swimsuits. They headed to the changing rooms at the beach house, paid their fees, and went inside to change. Ranma pulled out her swimsuit, looking, once again, at the word “BOY” emblazoned across the front. She sighed deeply.
“Hey. I know who you are. So do you. That’s what matters,” Akane said softly.
“Thanks, bestie.” Ranma replied, appreciating the support.
They changed into their swimsuits, stashed things in their lockers, and were out again so quickly that it seemed like the rest of the family hadn’t made it much closer to the beach than they been had the last time they’d checked. Perhaps they had been stopping and looking at shops along the way while Ranma and Akane walked past, wrapped up in their own concerns.
The beach itself was quite crowded and they walked down in the Koshigoe beach direction, eventually finding a spot big enough for everyone. Once they came into view, the girls waved to the others and soon enough most everything was set up on the sand.
* * *
Kasumi was starting to think that she needed to abandon her evening plans. The sight of the Nekohanten summer branch had made it clear that Cologne was going to try to force a confrontation today, and she was uneasy about leaving her family in what looked like it could become a dangerous situation.
She saw that Ranma was distracted, apparently trying to explain to Genma how beach umbrellas actually worked, so she approached Akane with her concerns.
“Akane-chan,” she said, getting her attention, “I had been planning to take an early train back to get ready for my evening with Dr. Tofu, but we all saw the Nekohanten, and I know Ranma-chan has unfinished business with Cologne-san. I feel like I should call Dr. Tofu and cancel our plans so that I can be here, in case I’m needed.”
“Kasumi-oneechan, no! You can’t put your own life on hold for every drama in Ranma-chan’s,” Akane replied firmly. “She wouldn’t want that! Not after all that effort she put in to try to give you some time to be your own person!”
“I… I suppose you’re right, Akane-chan,” Kasumi said, a bit surprised by Akane’s strong response. “I suppose I was just feeling a bit… protective….”
“We all feel protective of Ranma-chan,” Akane said gently. “That’s why it’s all so hard sometimes. She makes choices, and those choices have consequences. We can’t always protect her, only love her and hope everything works out.”
Kasumi wasn’t at all sure that Akane and Ranma’s enthusiasm for her spending time with Dr. Tofu outweighed her worries. Akane’s acknowledgment of the danger that followed Ranma no matter where she was didn’t help at all. She was considering her response when Ranma reappeared.
“Whatcha talking about, bestie?” Ranma asked, returning from her efforts to educate her father on the operation of everyday objects.
“Kasumi-oneechan was reminding us that she needs to head back early, that’s all,” Akane summarized, with judicious editing.
Kasumi objected, “That’s no—”
“Oh, of course! Dr. Tofu! Have a lovely evening, Kasumi-oneechan!” Ranma chimed in at the same moment, unaware that Kasumi was starting to say anything until she’d already spoken. Ranma’s enthusiasm was genuine, but also a little forced; she’d be sorry to see her go—the world was always a little better when Kasumi was around—but she really was excited to see her have a life beyond the family.
Kasumi found both girls looking expectantly at her, wondering what she had been about to say. But with both girls pushing, Kasumi now felt like she had to go or they’d be disappointed. And Dr. Tofu was probably counting on having her help at the dinner, and he would be disappointed, too.
“Okay, okay, I’ll go,” she said, laughing a bit to make it seem like they’d completely convinced her. She’d make sure Nabiki knew she’d be at home until she left to meet Dr. Tofu, and she’d leave a note with contact information in case they needed her while she was out.
Both girls beamed back at her, and she did her best to look as happy and enthusiastic as they were expecting her to be.
* * *
For the rest of the morning, Akane and Ranma enjoyed the beach. They went a little way out into the ocean (not very far at all, really, given Akane’s very limited swimming skills), played a bit in the sand, and even tried a bit of beach volleyball with Kasumi and Nabiki. The sun was warm, the water cooly refreshing, and Ranma did her best to have fun and forget about Cologne and the Phoenix Pill while still keeping her guard up; but no matter what she did, she knew things could change dramatically at any moment.
Although the cooler Soun had lugged with them had some supplies (the rest of the onigiri Kasumi had made earlier, some cut watermelon, and some cold barley tea), they needed more substantial food for lunch. Ranma suggested that she and Akane make a run to the beach’s food stalls to get some classic beach fare for everyone. The others agreed, and they set off together, leaving them to relax on the beach.
The stalls were close by, and there were plenty of options to choose from. They debated what to get, and settled on yakisoba, takoyaki, grilled corn, yakitori, and some cold drinks. They also picked up some kakigōri for dessert. Carrying their purchases back in an assortment of paper bags and containers, they returned to their temporary camp. Everyone seemed to be pleased with their selections, and they shared things out and ate while sitting on their towels, watching the waves and their fellow beachgoers.
Kasumi and Nabiki had volunteered to clear everything away afterwards, but Ranma noticed a piece of trash that they’d missed and picked it up. When she turned it over, she found that it was actually a coupon for Nekohanten’s summer location. Grimacing, she read, “Special offer for customers from Nerima location and in particular, students at the Furinkan High School, FREE noodle bowl lunch this Sunday only! Enjoy noodles at the beach!” Ranma’s frown deepened. Cologne hadn’t just enticed her family to head to the beach, she’d invited half her classmates, too. She crushed the coupon in her hand before tossing it in a bin. Maybe she’d get a chance to do some damage to the manipulative crone’s smug certainty.
She and Akane continued to try to distract themselves with beachy fun, but their apprehension about their roles as pawns in Cologne’s scheme grew stronger as the day passed. A couple of hours after lunch, Kasumi-oneechan gathered her things and said her goodbyes before heading off to catch the 2:15 p.m. Odakyu express back home. Ranma fervently hoped her evening with Dr. Tofu would go well—Kasumi deserved more happiness.
Not long after Kasumi left, an announcement came over the beach loudspeakers, telling everyone that the annual watermelon race would be starting soon, and inviting all interested participants to gather at the starting line for this free-to-enter event. Ranma and Akane looked at each other; the watermelon race sounded pretty stupid and, in any case, they already had all the watermelon they wanted in the cooler, but they supposed it might be a distraction from Ranma’s imminent confrontation with Cologne. Seeing a small crowd gathering, they decided to check it out.
As they got closer, they saw the announcer atop one of the lifeguard stations. A click came from the speakers, and he began explaining the rules, which seemed ridiculously simple: Each participant would be given a watermelon at the starting line, and when the starting pistol went off, they had to get themselves and their watermelon across the finish line, about about 50 meters further down the beach.
Next, they learned that at the finish line, the winner would find… Shampoo, who jumped up and down to attract everyone’s attention, dressed in revealing beachwear and fluttering her eyelashes seductively. Exactly what the winner would receive from Shampoo wasn’t explained—a kiss, Shampoo’s hand in marriage, or merely the chance to listen to her broken Japanese? Any of those options and many more seemed like possible rewards, but Ranma’s attention shot straight to what Shampoo wore around her neck: the Phoenix Pill locket. It had to be the real prize, in the real competition, which was undoubtedly going to be a lot more complicated than the watermelon race being used as a cover.
Akane saw the locket, too, and her mood brightened. “If all we have to do is win the watermelon race, than any of us could win!” she exclaimed. “I’m willing to kiss Shampoo if that’s all it takes to get out of here with the Phoenix Pill and keeps Ranma safe.”
“We will enter the contest to help you!” came two voices from behind them. Ranma turned and saw their fathers with joyful tears in their eyes. Soun declared, “I am willing to kiss Shampoo for the sake of my daughter’s happiness!” Genma nodded in agreement, saying, “As am I! For Ranma’s sake, I will do what I must!”
“You’re both perverts!” Akane declared, “Shampoo is barely older than your own youngest children!”
The fathers shrugged to indicate that they really didn’t know how old Shampoo might be, and in any case, they were willing to make the “sacrifice” and suffer the “shame” of kissing such an attractive young woman for the sake of their families’ happiness.
Shampoo’s appearance as a prize of some kind dramatically increased people’s interest in participating in the contest, and the starting line was suddenly crowded with eager contestants, mostly young men, many from Furinkan High School. Ranma and Akane joined the throng, and the watermelons were handed out. From the snatches of conversation they could hear around them, it seemed like most contestants had the same strategy in mind: since running with the heavy watermelon was difficult, their first task would be to take out as much of the competition as possible by destroying the watermelons of the contestants near them or tripping up their opponents if their attacks failed. So at least they had some idea about how things would probably go.
When the starting pistol sounded, a melee ensued. Chunks of watermelon flew everywhere as contestants turned on each other, trying to smash their opponents’ watermelons while protecting their own. Ranma and Akane found themselves in the thick of the skirmish, and their martial-arts skills served them well as they dodged attacks and countered with their own. Genma and Soun were also in the fray, using their own skills and doing remarkably well despite being more than twice the age of most of the participants. In fact, at one point Soun came after Ranma, yelling, “Your affections should only be for your fiancée!” She dodged his clumsy attack, but it was clear that the fathers were each eager to win the contest for themselves, at one point even turning on each other in a brief skirmish.
In all the confusion, the girls noticed that both Shampoo and Cologne had joined in as contestants and were also trying to reach the finish line. Their participation was somewhat perplexing, as it wasn’t clear what either of them could gain by winning the contest. (Could it be that Cologne’s entire elaborate plan had been staged just to give her a pretext to kiss her own great-granddaughter?)
Whatever they were thinking, Ranma was only too happy to have an opportunity to engage with Cologne in some kind of battle. As the rest of the participants from her household attacked each other on the way to the finish line, she squared off with Cologne, trading and evading blows as they each tried to protect their melons and reach the other’s. In a dramatic final exchange, Cologne sent her stick flying through the air, striking Ranma’s watermelon and shattering it, while at the same moment Ranma used her girly girl misdirection techniques to make it seem like a giant bird was about to swoop down on them; as Cologne searched the sky, Ranma knocked the melon from her hands, smashing it, and both were out of the race.
Meanwhile, the two fathers were trying to restrain Akane, saying that she shouldn’t kiss Shampoo because she was a girl and that wasn’t proper, leading Akane to summon a mallet from wherever it is that such things come to help her explain to both men that girls could kiss girls, actually, and it was just fine.
In all the confusion, Shampoo was the first to make it safely over the line with an intact watermelon, thus winning the right to do to herself whatever it was that the contest allowed. She seemed to be overjoyed with her win, but then Cologne ran up to her, berating her in rapid-fire Chinese with the odd Japanese word thrown in; somewhere in the barrage they heard Cologne call Shampoo a “stupid girl”, using the exact words and tone of voice she had with Ranma at the Nekohanten. Still furious, she snatched the Phoenix Pill from Shampoo’s neck.
Shampoo seemed stunned after Cologne’s rant, and, more confused than angry, she yelled, “But how I win Ranma as husband now?” to Cologne’s back. Cologne ignored her, putting the locket back around her own neck and heading directly towards Ranma.
Meanwhile, Akane had caught up with Ranma, having left their fathers trying to explain to each other how they certainly hadn’t been knocked down by a “mere girl”. They saw Cologne bounding towards them, stick in hand.
“Now the real battle begins, Ranma Saotome!” Cologne declared loudly, still some distance away, “Defeat me and earn the Phoenix Pill, lose and you must marry Shampoo!”
“Oh, Ranma,” Akane yelled flatly. “I am so jealous. Please don’t marry Shampoo. Think of poor Kuno-senpai!” She was trying to play the role Ranma had stuck her with, but her heart just wasn’t in it.
Ranma remembered her part as well, and shouted, “I simply cannot live without hot water! The Phoenix Pill must be mine! I agree to your terms, and if I lose, I will (if she really wishes it) take the necessary steps to marry Shampoo,” she lowered her voice just a little so the old crone would not hear her continue but Akane and everyone nearby would, “to Kuno-senpai.”
“I am so jealous,” Akane repeated. “I’ll have no man to marry, what will I do?,” she continued, desperately trying to avoid laughing at the absurdity of it all.
“To defeat me you must catch me first!” Cologne declared, and she turned and bounced away on her stick at an implausibly high speed, heading towards the Enoshima Benten Bridge and rapidly crossing it to reach Enoshima Island itself. Ranma ran after her in hot pursuit, with Akane close behind. Much further back came a small group of contestants and observers from the watermelon contest who apparently thought that this chase was just another spectacle that anyone could participate in.
Once across the bridge, Cologne and Ranma raced through the streets and up numerous flights of stairs as they headed to the cliffs at the south end of the island. Ranma’s legs burned as she pushed herself upward to keep up with Cologne, who seemed to be enjoying the chase immensely. Akane couldn’t match their pace on the stairs and lost sight of Ranma as they climbed above her, but she could hear their shouts and cries, with Cologne taunting Ranma, and Ranma enthusiastically proclaiming that she wished Kuno and Shampoo every happiness.
Finally, Ranma caught up with Cologne at the top of the cliffs. Cologne had come to a stop near the edge, backed only by the ocean and the sky. Ranma briefly hoped Cologne finally had nowhere left to go, but she was disappointed when Cologne used her stick and some kind of water magic to conjure an enormous crest of water that rose up behind her, picked her up, and gently carried her down into the sea. Akane arrived, panting, just in time to see Cologne’s retreat. Ranma was at the cliff’s edge staring down at the rocks far below.
“No, Ranma! Don’t!” Akane declared, sensing what Ranma was about to do. But it was too late—Ranma dove gracefully from the clifftop, disappearing into the frothy surf.
From the cliff, she watched Ranma struggling to make any headway at all in the surging waters, trying to catch up with Cologne in an environment where Cologne clearly held all the cards. Acting Principal Ishida’s ominous words resurfaced in her mind: “Beware the sea!”
Cologne seemed to recede rapidly away from shore on her magic wave, but Akane’s attention was drawn by a large shark fin moving to meet her from even further out. She realized that Cologne must have somehow summoned the creature and was planning to return and use it to vanquish Ranma.
Her fear of Ranma being mauled and swallowed by an aquatic predator drove Akane to action. She dove from the cliff, aiming for the spot where Ranma was being buffeted by the waves. During her descent, as the water drew closer and closer, it occurred to her that perhaps she really should have taken swimming lessons at some point rather than repeatedly putting it off, as the churning sea provided a far from ideal environment for a first lesson.
“Shark!” Akane shouted, before disappearing under the water. As she sank, Akane felt that she really should have done more to internalize Acting Principal Ishida’s words about ocean peril. It also occurred to her that she had even less practice with drowning than she did with swimming, but presumably a lesson in the former was about to begin. And then she realized that the last words she was sure anyone had heard were “No, Ranma! Don’t!” and before that, a declaration of her jealousy that Shampoo would marry Kuno. As she continued to sink, she considered how in movies people never died like this—never this oddly detached sense. The sense that it was all ironic to the point of being funny. That life itself was profoundly absurd. She imagined a panel in a manga depicting her predicament and readers laughing heartily at the situation. She felt a strange calm come over her as she accepted her fate.
Suddenly Ranma was beside her in the deep, wrapping her arms around Akane’s body and hauling her towards the surface. Ranma’s touch broke the spell, and Akane went from a sense of peacefully awaiting death to sudden panic like the flick of a light switch. Ranma kept trying to reach the surface but it was profoundly difficult. Eventually, Akane’s head broke the water and she gasped for air, but then the shark sped by and they had to dive beneath the waves again.
The cycle repeated, but their closeness to the rocks made it hard for the speeding shark piloted by Cologne to reach them. Eventually Ranma got Akane far enough up the rocky shore that she could pull herself clear and breathe again.
Ranma hauled herself out of the water to regroup and consider her best next step.
“Just stop, Ranma-chan,” Akane begged. “We don’t need the Phoenix Pill, and I don’t mind if you officiate at Shampoo’s wedding. Kuno will be delighted. Walk away. Please. Just walk away.”
“I can’t just walk away,” Ranma replied, her voice strained. “I told you. It’s not just about me, it’s about everyone that hag thinks she can control. She needs to be stopped and I need to do it.”
Their standoff was broken by the unexpected appearance of Shampoo, who clambered down the cliff to join them.
“I help! You come to wedding?” Shampoo offered eagerly. She wasn’t completely sure who she would soon be marrying, but she was still excited. She was also angry that her great-grandmother had called her stupid, and that pushed her to help Ranma.
The second Shampoo showed up, Akane saw an idea occur to Ranma, and she knew exactly what it was. “No, Ranma-chan, don’t do it!” she pleaded. “Don’t use the Cat Fist again! You can’t control it!”
Ranma ignored her and switched into her girly girl misdirection mode. “Oh, Shampoo, I love that you could come to our beach party! And a wedding (to Kuno) sounds delightful! Come here!” she exclaimed, arms outstretched to offer a hug.
Shampoo eagerly ran forward, but Ranma stepped aside at the last moment, causing Shampoo to run straight out along the rocky outcrop into the water, where she immediately transformed into her cat form. The cat yowled miserably; flung about by the swirling waters around the rocks.
“NO, RANMA!” Akane screamed as Ranma dove into the water after Shampoo.
Perhaps, like the leopard warriors of old, Shampoo had forgotten that she was a person, because she was certainly acting like a panicked cat. She immediately latched onto Ranma’s head, and Ranma felt the powerhouse of was her ailurophobia kicking in. Within seconds, her Cat Fist persona had taken over. Ranma herself would remember nothing more from this point on.
Akane watched from the rocks as the fight raged on. In Cat Fist mode, Ranma could do things that seemed to defy even the laws of physics, and she quickly had the shark on the defensive, slashing at it with incredible speed and agility. The shark thrashed and snapped, but Ranma’s cat-like reflexes allowed her to evade its attacks and strike back with precision. But even in Cat Fist mode, the sea was a cruel enemy, and Cologne used her water magic to repeatedly sweep Ranma under the waves at key moments.
The battle raged on so long that some of the onlookers started looking at their watches, and a few even left. Ranma eventually cornered the shark, driving it onto the rocks. There she tore it to shreds in a gruesome display of feline ferocity that showered blood and bits of shark meat all over the rocks. Some of the remaining onlookers vomited involuntarily at the horrific display and its associated smell—some had their relationship with seafood permanently altered by the experience.
Finally done, Ranma dived into the water to wash off the blood and bits of shark that covered her, and then came directly to Akane, who sat down, allowing Ranma to curl up on her lap after licking her hands as if they were paws before falling asleep.
Ranma would take a while to return to normal. She had defeated the shark, Cologne’s commandeered instrument, but Cologne herself was nowhere to be seen. As Akane sat, stroking Ranma’s head, she could not shake the feeling that this fight had been a futile and dangerous waste of time that had nearly cost both of them their lives.
Akane and Ranma hadn’t been resting long before Genma and Soun arrived, having followed a path around the eastern edge of the island to get to the scene.
“Did Ranma win?” her father asked eagerly. Genma looked equally hopeful.
Akane would have been angry about their fixation on the result of the battle, but she was too drained from her nearly fatal part in it. “No,” she said flatly. “No. Ranma-chan, Shampoo, and I all nearly died, but no opponents were vanquished, and no prizes were taken.” She turned towards Genma, “No doubt if you’d only been more abusive to Ranma-chan in her childhood, the outcome would have been different—she would have risked herself even more for her precious pride.”
“Well, no use crying over spilled milk, eh?”, Soun said cheerfully. “Let’s get Ranma back to the beach, I’m sure Nabiki will be wondering what we’ve been up to.”
Genma nodded in agreement and stepped into a puddle of cold sea water, enough to effect his giant panda transformation. Akane was always struck at how Genma’s clothes would be left neatly on the ground afterwards. Someday, she resolved, she might try to find out how that worked. She briefly envisaged herself in the role of Imperial Physician Chen, her quest for knowledge causing Genma endless torment. In her dark mood, she rather liked the idea of Genma suffering, but it was only a fleeting fantasy; she could never be capable of that level of cruelty.
Genma’s panda form easily hoisted the sleeping Ranma onto his shoulder, and she snuggled happily in his fur, making purring sounds, still asleep. They walked back in silence. Akane had frequently marveled at the way people could see an oversized panda walking along the street, or apparently performing ordinary human tasks, and seemingly just tune it out. She wondered if the human brain simply refused to see things that were so far outside its everyday experience. Her best guess for people’s obliviousness to Genma’s panda form was that they assumed it was some kind of promotional costume. People could lie to themselves so easily about so many things.
It turned out that Nabiki had spent the entire time since everyone left for the watermelon contest reading a book, Twelve Skills Entrepreneurs Need to Succeed, and hadn’t been particularly interested in all the goings-on. There was always drama when Ranma was involved—a little less with Ranma-chan than with Ranma-kun, true, but it never really went away. She put down her book as she saw them returning. When they’d reached her, Akane began explaining, and Nabiki got the high points: Cologne. Battle. Phoenix Pill. Shark. Cat Fist. Long battle. Failure. Sea dangerous. Ranma asleep.
When Akane finished telling her tale, Ranma was still snuggled on her father’s shoulder, so she headed to the beach house to shower off the salt and change back into her street clothes. When she got back, the panda seemed to pleased to see her and carefully deposited Ranma’s sleeping form on her lap. Her own father muttered something about needing to leave soon, and then he and the panda then set off on their own, presumably in search of hot water to transform Genma back to a form more suitable for a train carriage. Akane resumed stroking Ranma’s hair as she slept; at this point, she just felt tired and sad.
In Akane’s lap, Ranma’s mind slowly found its way back to normal human consciousness. Her fingertips hurt—that was the first thing she always noticed after the Cat’s Fist. Her nails would take at least a week to fully recover, she reckoned. She looked around blearily, trying to piece together what had happened. Akane was there, of course, looking down at her with a worried expression that shifted into relief as she watched. She spotted Nabiki, too, who looked curious but not overly concerned. She didn’t see either of their fathers, but she did see from a clock on a nearby lifeguard tower that it was almost 4 p.m. Ranma felt exhausted, both physically and emotionally. And she was also hungry. Very hungry. Perhaps for sushi.
Ranma unwound herself from Akane’s lap and sat up, stretching her arms above her head, then her back, then her legs. She opened the cooler and was pleased to find the rice balls and watermelon were still there, although the barley tea was warm now. She ate a couple of onigiri and some watermelon; taking the edge off her hunger.
“Did I… win…?” she asked weakly.
No, Ranma, your idiocy nearly cost three people their lives, including you, but also me. That was what Akane wanted to say, but she didn’t want a fight. That was the heart of her frustrated disappointment, the endless, pointless fighting when there was no need to fight at all. So she just said, “No,” in a flat tone.
“Oh,” Ranma said, disappointed but not completely surprised. She sighed deeply. “Did I… hurt anyone?”
“No one died. Shampoo’s fine; just a bit shaken up,” Akane replied.
“I suppose I’ll have to learn how to perform a wedding ceremony for her upcoming nuptials with Kuno-senpai then?” Ranma said softly, trying to make Akane laugh, but she was too drained to add much expression to her words.
“She’ll insist on paying you in kisses”, Akane rejoined, trying weakly to return the humor. “ ‘I’m so jealous. I’m so jealous ’,” she added unenthusiastically, repeating her low-effort acting from earlier.
They both chuckled a little. Ranma leaned back against Akane, closing her eyes. “I just want to go home,” she murmured.
“Well, you’d better go get changed then,” Akane suggested. “Want me to come with you?”
“Thanks for the offer, bestie, but unlike yesterday, today I think I can get dressed unassisted,” Ranma replied, trying to fake some energy. “I’ll be back soon.”
At the beach house, Ranma showered, then went to her locker to retrieve the bag with her clothes and towel. She was sitting on the bench and putting on her shoes when a familiar but unwelcome voice brought her up with a start.
“Well, Ranma-chan, you surprised me,” said Cologne, who had somehow managed to insert herself on the bench beside Ranma without her knowing. “I don’t think I’ve had an opponent as strong in the last 50 years.”
“But I didn’t win,” Ranma replied, repeating what she had been told. As usual, the Cat Fist had left her with a yawning gap in place of her memories of the fight.
“You didn’t lose either. I choose my battles, Ranma-chan, and I chose a strategic withdrawal. You have proven yourself worthy. Here.” Cologne reached into her pocket and produced the Phoenix Pill locket, holding it out to Ranma.
Ranma accepted the locket containing the pill in a state of mild shock. Somehow she’d done it after all. As before, she weighed it in her hand before opening it to confirm that the pill was really there, then carefully placed it at the bottom of her backpack. She was too tired to deal with the questions that actually having the pill raised right now. She also suspected that if their fathers knew, they’d surely make her take it just to get her to carry the cooler and umbrella back home.
She turned to say something more to Cologne, but she was gone. She supposed she should feel something. Happy? Relief that this chapter was finally over? But she was just exhausted. She’d tell Akane about the pill tonight, safe at home, and, she hoped, feeling more herself. Everyone else could be told about it in the coming days; perhaps Dr. Tofu would be next.
Her hunger had returned by the time she’d rejoined Akane and Nabiki, and she finished off the rest of the rice balls as they began packing up. Genma and Soun had come back as well, and soon enough, they were all headed back to the station, loaded up with the various things they’d brought to the beach. Everyone seemed subdued; each lost in their own thoughts.
At the station, Nabiki suggested they get ekiben (station bento boxes) for the journey home, voicing a craving they all shared (with Ranma’s being especially enthusiastic). A day trip wouldn’t feel complete without having one on some part of the journey, so they checked out the kiosks, which looked like they’d been very well-stocked earlier in the day, but were now showing some gaps. There was still a broad selection available, and Ranma picked one of the larger options to match her appetite, with salmon and tempura; the others selected smaller boxes (given that it was still relatively early and Kasumi would undoubtedly have set out some food for when they got home, there was no sense in stuffing themselves with station food, however nice it might be).
Once aboard the train, the fathers took seats a little further down the carriage from the girls, saying that they didn’t need to hear old men grumbling. Akane and Ranma were glad to have a bit of privacy, and Nabiki didn’t care either way as she had her book to finish. Even so, she couldn’t help noticing the downbeat mood the two girls shared. Clearly, they’d been through a lot. Ranma’s chaos always was a lot.
Nabiki had, of course, brought her camera bag with her in case she got a chance to advance her Ranma-based side business, but she’d been absorbed in her book and missed out on whatever it was Ranma and Akane had been doing.
Nabiki didn’t always pay as much attention to her family as she should, but the girls’ obvious melancholy was such a sharp contrast to the joy they’d shown last night that she felt a twinge of sadness herself. She couldn’t let that go on very long—it was bad for business!
That thought led her to last night’s impromptu photo session, where she’d taken two whole rolls worth of pictures of Akane, Ranma, and Kasumi in different combinations, which led her to recall that the undeveloped film was tucked away in the bottom of her bag.
She thought for a moment—if she got off at Ikebukuro, she could get the film developed at the Seibu one-hour photo lab. While she was waiting, she could hang out with Miyu at her grandparents’ shop. Hmm. This could work. Maybe she could even convince Miyu’s grandmother to give her another shot at their books; last night Miyu was complaining about her mother and grandmother arguing all the time. Yes, she decided; she’d do it. It would give her a break from Akane and Ranma’s downcast mood, and she knew those photos would put a smile on their faces. (And a few extra yen in her pocket.)
* * *
Ranma had dived into her bento as soon as they boarded, devouring its contents incredibly fast, as she was wont to do. Some things about Ranma might never be particularly feminine, Akane mused.
She was asleep again now, but Akane was wide awake, her bento untouched. She opened it and picked at it, not being as in the mood for the light meal as she’d hoped she would in the station. Moments from earlier in the day kept flashing through her mind. Her own near-fatal descent into the depths of the sea. Trying to get Ranma not to do stupid or dangerous things over and over and being ignored. Like she wasn’t even there. Like Genma ignored her.
Other related grievances joined the mix as well; like the way Kasumi and Nabiki had thought it was fine not to tell her what was really going on with Ranma’s true desires. What the hell? She was always on the sideline. The third wheel. Last to know. She fumed. No one ever cared what she thought or felt.
A tiny voice in the back of her head reminded her of where she was in her cycle and suggested her negativity might be period-related, and that just made her mood even worse. Damn it! Ranma’s rants about the patriarchy joined the churn. Men. Arrogance. Fighting. Selfishness. Her seething emotions came to a boil, but she managed to keep her face fairly neutral.
When Ranma woke up, she had no idea what was waiting for her in Akane’s head.
“Any nightmares, Ranma-chan?” Akane asked in a saccharine tone.
Ranma had hoped for dreams—dreams that might tell her about what she’d done in the throes of the Cat Fist—but, no, just darkness. “No nightmares, bestie. Just… nothing,” she replied a bit sadly, having missed Akane’s tone entirely.
Akane knew her response was meant to reassure her, but Ranma’s relaxed, almost carefree tone set her off. She launched into a rant about how nice it must be to not have nightmares about such traumatic events. That remembering nothing from her Cat Fist fugue must be great compared to the horror of watching a giant shark literally being torn to pieces in front of you with blood and chunks of who knows what flying everywhere. It must be so wonderful to just be able to ignore people like all men do.
SHIT! She’d gone too far. Way too far. She should never, ever have said that to Ranma. She saw Ranma flinch and pull away from her, curling into herself. What have I done? What can I do?
“I’m sorry! I’m sorry, Ranma-chan! I didn’t mean it. Not like that—not at all,” she babbled, desperately trying to take back her stupid barb.
But the damage was already done. “No, no, Akane,” Ranma said evenly. “You speak your truth. You’re right. I haven’t had all the years under the thumb of the patriarchy that you have. I haven’t been beaten down to subservience. I just didn’t have the socialization that you did. No, you’re right. I’m not a proper girl at all. No wonder I keep that swimsuit! It’s a perfect warning to everyone that I’m not a real girl at all.”
“Hey, cool it, you two,” interjected Nabiki. They were just way too good at hurting each other once they got going. She didn’t want to get involved, but sometimes, well, it was right in your face when you were trying to read.
Shamed by the realization that there was an audience for their fight, and worse, not just Nabiki, Ranma and Akane fell silent. But the pain was still there, written deeply across both their faces. The damage was done.
On their arrival at Shinjuku station, their fathers reappeared. They seemed to be in better spirits, but that only made the contrast between their moods and those of the girls more stark. The group made their way to the Yamanote Line for Ikebukuro; on the way, Nabiki announced her plan to run some errands in Ikebukuro and perhaps catch up with Miyu. She would see them later at home.
Nabiki’s announcement gave Ranma an idea. She and Akane needed some space, a bit of distance to let their argument burn out and gain some perspective. Once they arrived in Ikebukuro, Nabiki left on her mission and Ranma boarded the train for Nerima-Takanodai with everyone else. She had a good sense of when the doors would close, thanks in part to Ryoga’s mistake, and as the chime sounded, she quickly informed them that she needed a bit of time to go and shop for a swimsuit and that she’d be back at the dojo around 8 p.m. Before anyone could react, she stepped backwards just as the doors closed. She saw Akane staring at her through the glass of the window, her face stricken with grief. Maybe you’ll miss me.
She watched the train recede into the distance. The station clock read six o’clock. She had plenty of time to get something more to eat (everything she’d already eaten that afternoon still hadn’t made up for the energy she’d burned off during the fight). And after that, she’d head to the department store.
Given everything that had happened, not just on the train but the rest of the day’s ordeal as well, she wasn’t really in the mood for shopping. Especially without Akane’s advice, which had always been incredibly helpful. Ranma kicked herself mentally. Damn it. Why did she have to be such a jerk? She could have excused herself nicely, with less drama. But no, she had to make it all theatrical, a grand performance—she had to “win”. Stupid. Selfish. Childish.
But she really was hurting. They’d been doing so well, but what Akane had said was one thing that could do the most damage to her sense of who she was. Even if it was true. Especially because it was true. She felt tears welling up again and forced them down. Food. Food then shopping. Distract yourself.
* * *
Aboard the train to Nerima-Takanodai, Akane sat quietly. She’d badly hurt the person she loved most in the world, and that was a horrible thing to know. She often criticized Ranma for being impulsive, but what had she just done? Making it worse was that when Ranma stormed off in a huff, she’d usually be able to run after her, but Ranma had made that impossible with her closing door stunt. Right now, all Akane wanted was to get home, go to her room and close the door, find a cassette with some music that might smother the swirling thoughts in her head, and let her escape. Escape from all of this.
* * *
When Akane and the fathers got home, they found a note from Kasumi on the table. She had indeed left a few things out for them: some snacks and drinks, and a smaller note with the phone number of the hotel where the fundraiser was being held in case they needed to reach her. Even on her way to a date, Kasumi-oneechan couldn’t set aside her selfless devotion to everyone’s well being.
A burst of conflicting emotions flashed through Akane’s head. Kasumi’s perfect love; Kasumi’s pathological self-sacrifice; Ranma’s adorableness; Ranma’s stupidity; her own temper and stubbornness…. She swallowed hard to stop herself from sobbing, closed her eyes for a second while she got herself under better control, grabbed a packet of some sort of snack food and went to her room.
Door closed, she dug out her Walkman and rummaged through her cassette collection. She picked one up—Matsuda Seiko’s Silhouette—and considered, but then put it back. It was much too cheerful for her current mood. She needed something louder; something to drown out her thoughts. After flipping through a few more tapes, she settled on an album by The Blue Hearts.
Some girls she knew had stereos in their rooms with powerful speakers. But her speakers distorted if you turned the stereo up too loud. Even if they didn’t, she was sure her father would be scandalized by learning what sort of music she listened to. So her Walkman and headphones were her go-to. She made sure the player was set to auto-reverse and loop, put on her headphones, and set the volume as loud as a sensible person like her would allow, which wasn’t nearly as loud as she wanted.
* * *
In Ikebukuro, Nabiki had successfully dropped off the film at the one-hour photo lab and then walked over to Kimono Yamaguchi to see Miyu. She wasn’t exactly sure when they closed, but they would probably have just closed up or would be about to do so.
She could pretend she was now a customer, impressed by her sister’s outfit, or maybe just regale Miyu with stories of Ranma’s latest antics. She could have paid more attention to whatever it was that Akane had told her this afternoon, but she was sure that she had the high points and she could embellish from there. It’s not like it was all that complicated—argument, fight scene, argument, fight scene; rinse and repeat. Their relationship had a… whole dynamic that never seemed to change, so she was sure she could put something plausible together to amuse Miyu-chan.
That would easily fill the time until the photos were ready, then she’d head back to pick them up and catch the train home.
* * *
At the Imperial Hotel, Kasumi was trying to navigate her way through the unfamiliar world of the fundraiser. She did like Dr. Tofu, and enjoyed spending a bit of time with him, but she was increasingly sure that agreeing to this particular outing had probably been a mistake.
She’d left the beach early, of course, so she had no idea what might have happened with Ranma. Not knowing nagged at her, but she’d made sure she could be reached if they needed her. The more immediate issue was that the fundraiser itself wasn’t quite what she’d hoped for. Early on, someone had asked her “So what do you do?” and she’d locked up for a moment. What did she do? Mostly she looked after her family as a poor surrogate for her dear mother who had passed away when they were all too young. She didn’t have a lot of experience in social situations, but she was pretty sure that saying any of that out loud would kill the conversation instantly.
But she was Kasumi Tendo. Despite her pressured choice to leave school and take care of her devastated family, and the unfazeable, helpful, and slightly naïve character she usually played (especially at home), she had inherited her mother’s careful intelligence rather than her father’s foolishness and quickly developed a strategy to deal with this awkward new situation.
She would make the first move in conversations with potential donors, first asking them about “their passions”, and, after listening attentively, they’d reciprocate and ask the same of her, which allowed her to talk about just how important rural clinic access was to her, and how she hoped that one day, everyone would have access to good healthcare no matter where they lived. Her speech was mostly made up of talking points from a pamphlet she’d glanced at in the lobby, but she thought she was making a good show of it. People seemed to agree that this cause was important, and she hoped she was helping the organization meet its fundraising goals. But it felt rather more like work than like fun, even if she had Dr. Tofu at her side for some of it.
* * *
In Ikebukuro, Miyu walked with Nabiki to the one-hour photo at the Seibu department store. She enjoyed Nabiki’s company, but quite why she needed to try to impress her with these fantastical stories about Ranma Saotome was beyond her. Miyu had seen the girl quite clearly in the fitting room, and the idea of her somehow fighting a giant shark was so over the top that it really made you wonder what was going on in Nabiki’s head.
On the other hand, she definitely wanted to see the photos of Ranma and Akane in their yukatas; if they were as good as Nabiki claimed, it might be nice to get a copy and put one in the shop to show customers that young people were still doing the classics. Besides, leaving aside her tall tales, Nabiki was pretty cool, and she didn’t have anything better to do this evening.
* * *
The platform clock at Ikebukuro station read 7:22 p.m. Ranma had a ten-minute wait for the next train. She was feeling a lot better. The food had helped, and, although she’d initially wandered the department store’s aisles somewhat listlessly, she managed to get herself into the swing of things and started looking with a bit more focus. She found several things that she kind of liked, and she decided she wanted to come back with Akane for a second opinion. She also bought the swimsuit she’d come for, and a peace offering for Akane, too. Overall, she felt like—after this short break and a good night’s sleep—they’d both be able to look back at their fight today, and… well, probably not laugh about it, but at least be able to reconcile and move on.
* * *
In her room, Akane found that lying on her bed rocking out was helping a bit. She swapped tapes for another album by the same band and laid back. The great thing about music you knew well, she thought, is that it was so easy to fall into its groove.
* * *
At the Imperial Hotel, Kasumi looked at her watch. It looked like she’d probably have to stay at least another hour before she excused herself, but maybe she could slip away early? Next time—if there was a next time—they were going to a museum, a movie, maybe even a candlelight dinner for two. Why was she so afraid of “going on a date” anyway? She wondered again about Ranma. But someone would have called the hotel to tell her if something had gone badly wrong. Right? The kid was such a mixed bag, but she had a real fierceness about her. Ranma would never have let herself get sidelined into being a substitute mom. Ranma would grow up to be someone. Akane, too. All three of the girls, really. She supposed that helping make that happen was important, too. But maybe there could be something more for her, too.
* * *
It was only a few minutes after 8 p.m. when Ranma made it back to the Tendo residence. She felt like she’d hit her mark pretty well. It was odd that the house was so dark and quiet, but then again, it was just Akane and their fathers. Maybe they were all in the back of the house or something. She opened the door and went inside.
She had barely taken off her shoes when her father and then Soun surprised her when they joined her in the genkan. “Successful shopping trip?” Genma asked.
“I picked up a couple of small things,” Ranma replied, tapping her backpack. “Nothing major.”
“Good, good,” Genma said. He and Soun exchanged glances. “So… I think… uh… it’s time we had a talk, Ranma… -chan. Perhaps we could walk over to the dojo; it’s a nice open space for an open conversation, and the fans there are the best in the house.”
Ranma thought the living room, with its air conditioner, would be better, but it didn’t really matter to her. She followed the two men into the dojo. Genma stood awkwardly, and Soun glanced away.
“So, uh, Ranma-chan,” Genma began, “these have been a tough few weeks for all of us, and, in talking to Soun, here, we came to the conclusion that we’ve both been a little… unreasonable in our expectations. We haven’t appreciated how difficult things have been for you. We haven’t helped as we should. With everything that happened today, we know that things need to change.”
Genma paused and cleared his throat before continuing, “But most of all, I want to say, I’m sorry.” He opened his arms wide to offer a hug, and Ranma could see tears in his eyes.
Ranma recalled how earlier in the day, she had offered a hug to Shampoo only to step aside and trip her. But it would be ridiculous to imagine that her father would go to these lengths just to do that to her, and in any case, if she ended up flat on her back, he’d take her place soon after. You need to stop being so defensive, she told herself, If Pops wants to hug his daughter, for God’s sake, let him!
She stepped into his arms and they embraced. Soun stepped in to make it a group hug, saying, “I’m sorry, too.”
Ranma felt herself melt in her father’s embrace. This was finally it. This was acceptance. She’d written her father off, but people were complicated. He loved her. She was his daughter. She enjoyed the moment.
Suddenly, she noticed something was wrong. Genma’s arm had shifted. She realized he was using the Sode Guruma Jime—the Sleeper Hold. She tried to pull away, to wriggle or force herself free, but Genma’s grip was like iron, and she found that Soun had grabbed her from behind, as well. Her vision started to blur. She tried to speak, to scream, but the hold stopped her from making any sound. She began to panic as she realized what was happening and that she couldn’t stop it. She kept trying to struggle, but it was no use. The world around her faded to black as she lost consciousness.
* * *
In her room, Akane checked her watch. Ranma had said she’d be home by now. She’d hoped for a knock and then to see Ranma standing in the doorway, looking sheepish and ready to make up. But no knock came. No Ranma. She was either taking longer than she’d expected on her trip or she was home, but deliberately freezing her out. Well, two could play at that game. She shifted to a more comfortable position and returned her attention to the music.
* * *
In Ikebukuro, Miyu and Nabiki were having fun at an arcade. Nabiki was good, but she was better. But right now, they were playing OutRun, and Nabiki was really nailing it. Perhaps Na-chan would be hard to beat on that one, but she’d be happy to try.
* * *
At the fundraiser, Kasumi looked at her watch. She needed to be getting home soon. She’d done enough here, and she needed to know that everyone was safe.
* * *
In the dojo, Ranma’s mind swam back to consciousness. Keeping her eyes closed, she used her enhanced sense of her body to make an assessment. She was lying on her stomach, on some kind of hard board. It was not comfortable. She was still wearing the same summer dress she’d worn all day. Disturbingly, her hands and feet were tied. Her limbs were bound further up as well. There was a gag in her mouth, but no blindfold. Her head was pounding. Maybe they’d done something more than the sleeper hold. Maybe they’d used a drug or some other chemical afterwards to keep her out longer. Which meant she didn’t know how much time had passed. She listened. The two men were arguing.
“I still don’t know, Saotome,” Soun was saying. “There’s a lot of red ink here warning that the chances of success are low.”
“It’s a bit late for that now, Tendo,” Genma replied. “We agreed. This is necessary for both our children. You need to do it for Akane, and I need to do it for Ranma. You saw him today. You saw that swimsuit. He was crying out, sending us a message. We can’t expect him to fight all his battles single-handedly.”
Genma sighed, then continued, “The boy tried to get the Phoenix Pill, and he failed. He needs another option. Yes, it’s risky, but I will take any risk for my son. And if it fails, there’s no real harm done. We’ll just try again another time. Anyway, you got that book from the library. You read it. You need to do your part.”
Ranma summoned the ice cave to help dampen the swirl of emotions she was feeling, which included betrayal, anger, panic, and disgust. Those emotions were mixed in with a little self-hatred: she should have burned that infernal swimsuit the day she’d found it, and she should never have been so gullible as to trust her father. She knew his history only too well.
She tried to run through her options, but there were precious few. She opened her eyes just a little, to see what she could see without any obvious movement. She was in the dojo, which she already knew. Her backpack was a little way away, but certainly out of reach. If only the two idiot men knew that the Phoenix Pill they wanted so badly was inside! Nearby there were at least two buckets, perhaps there were more beyond, but it was hard to see. From the steam rising from them, they both had hot water, but one might be hotter than the other.
So that was their plan. They were going to splash her with hot water to cause a transformation despite the pain the Cat’s Tongue pressure point would induce? Well, once they’d done that, then what? They couldn’t leave her tied to a board in male form forever, and when they untied her, well, then there was really going to be a reckoning.
Then she saw it. Nabiki’s folder detailing the Leopard’s Fate Manipulation Technique. She could see there were still several pages inside; probably the entire story of the Bào Yǐng Shè and all the dire warnings it contained. She felt violated by the thought of one of the men rummaging around in her room and finding the folder, but far more incensed that they hadn’t even properly read the whole thing. Clearly, they’d managed to miss all the dire warnings it contained, focusing only on the page with the diagram. But that was true to form. Of course it was. This was her father’s MO, through and through.
She was out of options. She did her best to scream and wriggle free. But it was ineffective, the screams muted by the gag and her body constrained by her bonds.
It did, however, draw the men’s attention back to her. “Lie still, Ranma,” her father said, presumably trying to sound comforting. “It’s dangerous for you to move suddenly, I’m sure you know that. We can always put you out again, but that’s always risky, so just lie still, son. It will all be over soon.”
Genma knelt with his knees on her shoulders, crushing her breasts against the board and holding her in place even more firmly. His hands were back at her throat, ready to perform another blood-blocking hold if need be, as Soun began his work.
She felt just a tiny prick as the first acupuncture needle went in. Then the second was inserted, taking the diagonal position. When the third went in, Ranma could feel something she could only describe as deep wrongness. But the strangest sensation occurred when Soun inserted a needle in the fourth and final point that would bind her curse. It felt a bit like there was a jellyfish stuck on her back between the needles, but that wasn’t quite it. The feeling wasn’t on the outside or the inside of her skin—it was on the other side. And it was fainter than something you’d could actually touch in the world. And it was throbbing; writhing. It was her curse.
It was not exactly a sentient entity, but in its own way, it was unhappy. It did not wish to be bound, to be contained; it was an affront to its nature. Ranma sensed somehow that it did not even know or care what humans were, that they had just somehow become tangled into it, like garbage caught in a net. The changes the curse made were just its attempt to accommodate itself to the detritus of humanity that it had become mixed up with. It was tainted now, unable to be the pure thing it once was, unable to go back to how things had been in the world so long ago.
Ranma didn’t know this information so much as feel it in a way that could never be properly described to anyone. The tortured members of the Bào Yǐng Shè had, no doubt, felt the same things in the hands of Imperial Physician Chen.
A new sensation on her back seemed to be Soun drawing something with a marker; she could feel the movement of the felt and the chill of the ink, determining the positions of the two remaining points that could adjust the set points of her curse. She wriggled to disrupt the process, but Genma just pressed down harder with his knees and gave a slight squeeze at her throat to indicate that she should not push her luck.
In her mind, although she had never really considered herself a believer, Ranma called out to Izanami in the hopes that the goddess of both creation and death might hear her plea. “Please, Izanami-sama, help me. Please, do not let them do this to me. I beg of you.” She also tried reaching out to the bound curse on her back. Remember me! I felt your comfort. I love you! Please, free yourself, escape your bonds! But if the curse understood her at all, it undoubtedly had already wanted to break free but could not.
As the first of the adjustment needles slid into place, she felt a change in the curse. It was not struggling in the same way, not trying to free itself. And when the second one slipped into place, the curse’s struggle stopped completely. Obedience.
“It’s not very clear what to do next,” Soun complained. “It says something about manipulating the needles but isn’t very specific.”
“Push right for hotter, left for colder, I’d imagine?” said Genma.
IDIOTS! Ranma screamed inside her head. THEY HAVE NO IDEA WHAT THEY ARE DOING!
“Pushing the right needle a little bit left then,” Soun said, uncertainly. Ranma felt a little push on the needle on her back but nothing at all from the curse—whether Soun’s action had done anything at all was unclear.
“Let’s try the warm water; see if he’ll transform with that now. Shouldn’t hurt too much, I’d expect.”
Her father’s weight came off her back as he stood to fetch a bucket. Ranma used the chance to try to wriggle free; to flex her back muscles to eject the needles, but it was no use.
“Be careful, Ranma!” Soun said. “This procedure is dangerous enough as it is. Don’t take any risks you don’t have to take.”
Even with the ice-cave technique, Ranma’s outrage leapt exponentially. As if she was the one putting her very existence in danger, the one who was gambling with the chance of locking her in a loop of perpetual form change until she died. She redoubled her efforts to break free, but it was no use. Her body was exhausted from the day’s fights and arguments, and the bindings were too tight.
Genma came near with the warm water. Thankfully, he did not pour it over her head, but only on her left leg, mostly hitting the skin behind her knee and across her calf. She felt searing pain across the whole area, as if her leg was on fire. But she used her disassociation technique to swiftly send that part of her body into an ice-mountain prison, locked behind walls of smooth cold granite. Far away, so far away that she could not—would not—feel it. She would not scream for these barbarians.
“Well, no effect, I suppose,” Genma said, stating the obvious.
Just STOP. STOP! Ranma screamed into the gag but all that came out were muffled noises. She felt tears streaming down her face, but she could not wipe them away. She felt utterly helpless.
“Maybe you did the wrong one,” Genma continued, “Give the other one a tweak.”
“Which way?” Soun asked.
“I don’t know! You’re the one that read the library book on acupuncture,” Genma admonished.
Ranma felt another experimental push, this time on the other needle.
Genma slopped a little more warm water on her leg, which had no effect other than to make the flames Ranma was trying so hard not to feel all the more insistent.
“Well, at least the Cat’s Tongue pressure point isn’t as big a deal as the boy made out,” Genma observed. “I suppose we should just try some hot water.”
He reached for the other bucket, and slopped some over her other leg. She had a bit of warning this time; time to prepare. Her mind now lived on a frozen asteroid in a far-off galaxy, its temperature close to the absolute zero of space itself. Our galaxy, the Milky Way, was just a far-off prick of light in the heavens that surrounded her, almost invisible, and in an insignificant part of that insignificant galaxy there was a tiny insignificant planet where in some tiny moment in all of time, one body was being tested. Either the strong dissociation or the physiological responses that she was experiencing meant that the whole world faded out as the hot water touched her skin. All sense of the dojo vanished and she was alone on her asteroid, her body left behind.
Unheard by Ranma, Genma complained, “Now normal hot water doesn’t work!” in a tone of exasperation.
* * *
On the train coming into Ikebukuro, Kasumi was glad to be heading home. It felt like the day had had too many train rides, too much going to and fro, and too much worry. Dr. Tofu sat next to her, of course, and they talked a bit about trivial things. She’d noticed that he wasn’t speaking quite as slowly as he had been yesterday (and that he had managed to talk at normal speed and with no word-salad at all when she’d left him with other people; apparently Akane was right). They would definitely need to try something a little less… professional next time. But she did hope that there would be a next time.
* * *
Akane was in her room, finally tired of listening to music. She hit the stop button and pulled off her headphones. Her watch told her it was 8:42 p.m., and Ranma really should be home by now. Something felt wrong. It wasn’t just the creaks the house was making that felt off somehow, it was… something… No. It was a lack of something. No TV. There was a game show that began at 8:30 that her father liked and would rarely miss, but she couldn’t make out any sounds from the TV. Had some enemy of Genma or her father attacked? Genma had certainly made plenty of enemies, after all.
She crept out of her bedroom and down the stairs. Genma was in the kitchen. He had just boiled the kettle and was walking back towards the dojo with it. Careful not to be heard and using all the stealth techniques she knew, she followed. She heard her father call out in a hoarse whisper.
“What are you doing, Saotome!? Kasumi will be back soon!”
The men were up to no good, but what were they doing? She continued to follow, letting Genma get well into the room before she peered in through the doorway.
It took Akane a moment to process what she was seeing. Ranma was tied to a board, face down, gagged, head tilted to the side, eyes closed. Both of her legs had large patches of bright red skin on them, presumably from burns. Akane’s father was seated next to Ranma, looking at a sheet of paper, presumably the instructions for whatever they were doing. Ranma’s dress had been pulled down slightly to better expose her back, and on it there were six acupuncture needles atop a diagram drawn in thick blue ink. She stifled a gasp. She knew what the piece of paper was now; the description of the Leopard’s Fate Adjustment Technique they’d gotten from Nabiki. Genma was advancing towards Ranma with the kettle, clearly about to compound his previous sins with a worse one.
* * *
Atop her asteroid in the cold, dark vacuum of space, Ranma looked at the stars. The Milky Way was so insignificant that she couldn’t even remember which of the tiny points of light it was. Suddenly, she was unwinding it all. At impossible speed, she crossed those galactic distances in no time at all and was suddenly back in the room because someone was screaming. It was Akane! Despite the newly felt agony that defied description, her heart leapt in hope.
“STOP!” Akane had yelled, and Ranma saw her rushing forward…
But her father reached her first and was tilting the kettle; its boiling water began to stream downward towards her legs…
Her gaze darted back to Akane, who had gained speed on her run across the room, a determined look on her face. Ranma watched in what felt like slow motion as Akane dropped, using her momentum to sweep Genma’s legs out from under him, sending him sprawling to the floor and stopping the stream of water on Ranma’s skin. Still sliding across the floor, Akane was reaching for a bucket of cold water…
Ranma felt it now. She’d wondered what the feel of the side of the curse associated with hot water would be like. Now she knew. The rejection. The exclusion. The banishment. The feeling was weak, but it was building rapidly, and in mere moments, it crashed over her with added complexity. The ripping away. The forced separation. The loss. But it was wrong. It was so wrong. No transformation had ever been like this; no transformation was this slow. It usually happened in a blink of the eye, but she felt this, washing down from the top of her head, changing her. There was no word for it, to feel yourself becoming something else, slowly.
But there was more. Pain receptors for heat are slow, so the torture inflicted by the Cat’s Tongue point caused by the boiling water had barely begun, but that, too, was now building rapidly. As the pain overwhelmed her, her body went into shock, and she lost consciousness again.
* * *
Only two seconds had passed since Akane had abruptly interrupted Genma’s violation of his own child’s autonomy and identity, and Akane was still scooting across the floor, recovering. She managed to stop, grabbed a bucket of cold water, and threw it over Ranma’s legs. Some of it also hit Genma and turned him into his panda form.
“Don’t interfere, Akane!” her father said.
A mallet was in Akane’s hand, and then it was striking her father’s face. Hard. He was sent flying across the room. Akane stood over Ranma protectively, daring the two men to try anything.
A disturbing sound yanked her attention back to Ranma. Oh, no! Ranma had made a sort of rasping sound and then fallen silent. She was horrified to see that the transformation had stopped partway through. From her head down to a little way down her back, she looked like the Ranma-kun of old. Then there was a strange shimmering area circling her body, about an inch wide. From there down to her feet, she was still herself. Her chest wasn’t moving—she had stopped breathing.
Akane gagged as she realized that her rash action had compounded her father’s sins and killed the one she loved. But perhaps there was still some hope. The cold water hadn’t helped—even if it had, there was no more. Maybe the only path forward was through, to let the transformation complete. She grabbed the bucket of hot water and dumped it on Ranma’s legs. She saw the shimmering portion begin to move, and as it did so, she realized that transforming while tied down so tightly might itself be a death sentence. She grabbed a kaiken from a nearby display stand, and, as the seam of the transformation slowly moved down Ranma’s body, she worked frantically to cut the bindings before it reached them. She severed the silken ropes around Ranma’s ankles just seconds before the transformation finished.
Ranma’s body was fully male again, bursting out of the pretty summer dress she’d been wearing. But she was still silent. Still not breathing. Akane grabbed her and rolled her onto her back, then checked her neck for a pulse. Nothing. Akane didn’t really know CPR, but she’d seen it done on TV, and there was nothing else she could think of to try. She began chest compressions, counting out loud. “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten….”
Did you do mouth-to-mouth next? Maybe? She did the best she could and then resumed the chest compressions. “Come on, Ranma-chan!” she pleaded. “Live! Come back to me! Please! I love you!”
She was starting to lose hope. She didn’t know what she was doing. She was just a stupid girl who didn’t know anything and— Wait! Ranma spluttered and coughed. She’s alive! Akane paused, and yes, Ranma was breathing and had a pulse. It seemed to be quite fast, but it was there. She wasn’t conscious, but she was alive. She’s alive!
Akane picked up the knife she’d used to cut Ranma’s bonds. She turned to her father and the panda, who had both stood by impotently as she worked. “GET OUT!” she exclaimed, “Leave now alive, or I swear they’ll carry your bodies out dead, or mine!”
As Soun reached the doorway, nursing a red semicircular bruise across his face, Akane called after him, “No—wait! Bring a bucket of cold water!”
She stroked Ranma’s unconscious form as she waited for her father to return, sobbing. “What have they done to you? What have they done?”
When her father returned with the cold water, she took it and handed him Nabiki’s folder. “Read it,” she commanded. “Read it all and understand the extent of your foolishness!”
Akane sloshed some of the cold water over Ranma, hoping that it might reverse the transformation, but nothing happened. She used it to cool Ranma’s burned legs instead.
As she worked, she saw Ranma’s backpack on the floor; she knew it should have a towel from the beach trip inside that could work as a cool compress. She opened the backpack. On the top was a bag from the department store. As she pushed it aside, its contents tumbled out. Two swimsuits. In the same patterns as the yukatas they’d worn the night before, and one was in her size. She couldn’t think about that now. She crammed it down.
She pulled out the towel next, and something else came out with it. It was the Phoenix Pill locket. What? How? Ranma had lost, hadn’t she? Apparently, she hadn’t. She’d won. She’d had it on the train as Akane turned her seething anger about everything on Ranma. Ranma could have held the locket up and said, “See, but I got this!” at any time, but she hadn’t. Akane crammed that down too. She had to look after Ranma; to soothe her burned skin as best she could.
She should probably call for an ambulance or something, but she couldn’t leave Ranma’s side.
* * *
Kasumi wished Dr. Tofu a good evening a few yards before the house—not letting him walk her all the way to the door made the evening feel a little like less like a date in her mind—and walked up the path to the house alone, smiling to herself as she recalled a moment when she’d leapt in to clarify to a potential donor what Dr. Tofu had actually meant by “Donate yourself!”.
She was surprised to find Father and Genma standing outside—just for a second she wondered if she’d been out too late and they were waiting to chastise her—but there was something off about their body language. Was that… embarrassment? Guilt? She immediately went on high alert. The bruise on her father’s face made it obvious that something very bad had happened. She ran past them into the house and headed for the dojo without even taking her shoes off.
She surveyed the scene: Akane in tears tending to Ranma; Ranma’s—male—body and its burns; the cut ribbons, scattered pails, and puddled water. Akane blurted out disconnected details, but she’d seen enough already.
Nabiki came in behind her, saying something about seeing Kasumi and Dr. Tofu on the train but that she’d stopped at a 7–Eleven on the way to give them some space. She stopped dead, mouth open midword, when she’d gotten far enough into the room to see what Kasumi already had.
Kasumi turned to Nabiki and told her to run after Dr. Tofu and have him come back immediately. She had to repeat it twice before Nabiki broke and ran.
Kasumi then went back outside herself. What she felt was a cold fury. Both men started speaking as soon they saw her: her father claiming that it had all been Ranma’s father’s idea, and Ranma’s father gabbling something about Akane “interfering” in some way. She held up a hand to silence them.
“You will leave,” she said, her tone icier than any windswept mountain peak. “You may visit tomorrow, but you will not stay. I will decide when and if you return. Leave and think about what you have done. If that is not acceptable, I will call the police, and they can arrest you instead for the crimes you have committed. I wish I were not so weak that I let you just walk away, but my weakness is your fortune. Gather your things and leave. You have five minutes.”
* * *
It was Akane’s sobbing she heard first. Then she felt pain in her chest, and then the burns in her legs joined the throng. She was alive; but everything was wrong. Familiar, but wrong. She called out to Akane, and as she did so, she heard her voice, and she knew why it was wrong. She was him now. That’s why her body felt too big. That’s why she couldn’t feel the things that should be there. That’s why she could feel the things that shouldn’t. But Akane was shaking uncontrollably. And Akane had saved her, stopped the idiots before they killed her with their bumbling stupidity and ignorance and their desire to turn the clock back.
Akane was there by her side. “Ranma-chan, Ranma-chan, Ranma-chan!” she repeated. “I don’t… I couldn’t… I… I…”
Ranma tried to comfort her. “It’s okay, Akane. It’s okay. You saved me. Thank you.” That voice, it was so wrong. It was like a tape that had been slowed down.
“You had the Phoenix Pill all along!” Akane said plaintively.
“Surprise,” Ranma said weakly. “Can I take it? I think it might help with the burns and stuff.”
Akane fetched a glass of water, and Ranma took the pill.
Dr. Tofu arrived, and there was a big production as he checked Ranma out. He concluded that, “His chest is bruised, but no ribs are broken, and his burns seem to be minor and will probably heal in a few days.”
His. Ranma sighed. Soon enough, Dr. Tofu was on his way; stopping to speak to Kasumi about something Ranma couldn’t hear.
“Can I take a cold bath?” Ranma asked Akane.
“Of course,” she said. Someone went off to fill the bath, and then Akane helped Ranma to the bathroom, trying to take some of the weight off his scalded legs, and then leaving him in the bath, alone, sitting in the cold water.
Nothing. The feel of the curse was gone. She’d feared this outcome, but now at least she knew. She’d always felt that the time she had was special but temporary. She’d been right. Her only real mistake had been the last few days, when she’d started to believe it might last.
She dried herself off, which served as another reminder of just how different her body was now, and put on a bathrobe. She wanted to just go straight to bed, but Kasumi, Nabiki, and Akane were all waiting for her in the living room.
She walked in awkwardly, feeling very self-conscious; like a puppeteer who had been given a puppet that was the wrong size. She couldn’t bring herself to look directly at anyone’s face; afraid of what she might see there; so she kept her eyes locked on the floor.
From her peripheral vision, she could tell they were all trying to be supportive; trying to mask their own loss and anger with a fragile kindness and unsteady smiles. She could tell they were nervous, too; afraid to say the wrong thing; ask the wrong question. But she wasn’t exactly in a mood to talk either.
“Uh, thanks all of you for… you know… being here,” Ranma said awkwardly, continuing to avoid direct eye contact with anyone. “I appreciate it. And, uh, don’t worry or anything. I’ll, uh, probably get used to this again. Like riding a bike, right? Maybe, like, you know, into a volcano or something. But, uh… I’ll be okay.”
She didn’t wait for an answer. Instead she turned and bounded up the stairs to get away from everyone; to stop them from looking at her. (At least her legs were strong, that had to be a plus, right?)
Her room was comforting and familiar, and yet she knew it would all have to change. Probably tomorrow; she couldn’t face doing it tonight. On her bed was clean underwear. Boxer shorts. And a pair of pajamas. She tried to remember, did you wear boxer shorts with pajamas? Maybe not. She looked under her pillow and found the cat-adorned T-shirt style sleepwear she’d worn last night (which also happened to be what she’d worn on the second night of her time as a girl). She debated, pajamas or T-shirt? In the end, she went with the tee and a pair of boxer shorts. It felt more like her. Because she was bigger than she ought to be, the T-shirt was a bit binding across the shoulders, but it wasn’t too bad. Maybe she’d try the pajamas tomorrow.
She climbed into bed, closed her eyes, and begged sleep to come. It did not come fast enough, so she retreated to the asteroid until it did.

Chapter 22. Monday, July 25
Ranma dreamed… She was back at the top of the cliffs of Enoshima, looking down at the sea below. There was no one else there. Just her. She dove into the water. The cold was shocking, but invigorating. She swam down. Deeper. Deeper. There didn’t seem to be a bottom, but she kept going. The water was colder now. Darker. She could feel the cold and the pressure, but not the curse, not its comfortable embrace. In the depths she could make out something, it looked like a… jellyfish, perhaps? She called for it to come but it would not. So she became the same kind of creature herself, leaving her human form behind, drifting away into the dark, forgetting all human concerns, becoming one with Mother Earth.
Ranma woke. It was a little after 2 a.m. and she needed to pee. She should have done that before bed but, well, she hadn’t really done a bunch of things she should have. She hadn’t even cleaned her teeth. She got up and went to pee.
She sat as she always did, but almost had an accident because she’d completely forgotten about her new anatomy and things felt, well, a bit uncontrolled. She tried to remember—were you supposed to hold that little fire-hose thing? Or just sort of lean forward and hope for the best? Both ways seemed like they would work, so it was kind of hard to know.
She supposed she really ought to remember; it had only been a few weeks ago that she’d done this kind of stuff without thinking about it. But that was the problem—the moment you did start thinking about it, you visualized what you imagined, and that called it all into question.
Oh, wait! Didn’t boys stand to pee? At school in a urinal, well, they’d have to, obviously. But had she done that here at home? She had vague memories of doing both. Maybe. Wasn’t sitting supposed to be healthier or cleaner or something? Which way had she done it most recently? It wasn’t like she’d kept a diary with detailed notes!
She finished, and started to reach for the toilet paper, but a vague memory stopped her hand midway. She thought that maybe you didn’t dry it off like a normal person? Instead, you were supposed to give it a shake because the design was fundamentally flawed. Weird. She shook it, but she wasn’t sure it had worked so she ended up patting it dry with some toilet paper anyway.
It was an odd sort of appendage. Probably there were other things you were supposed to do to take proper care of it, but she wasn’t excited about asking. Who could she ask, anyway? More awkwardness with Dr. Tofu? Anyway, boys weren’t supposed to ask for help, they just needed to bluff their way through life, hoping their stupidity and ignorance wouldn’t cause too much damage.
She sighed. It would probably come back to her. She was sure she’d get the hang of it all again pretty soon. It’d be second nature in no time.
* * *
Back in bed with clean teeth and fresh breath, Ranma tried to get back to sleep, but the stress of yesterday’s events and her growing contempt for her own future made that hard. There was always the asteroid, but surely that was overdoing it. I mean, you retreat to an asteroid in another galaxy when your father is torturing you and destroying your entire identity because he’s a moron who should probably be dropped into an industrial shredder, not because you can’t sleep.
But maybe it didn’t all have to be dramatic ice caves and snowy mountains or distant asteroids. Instead, she called up her map of the room and of her own body—the proper one, not the boy thing she had to suffer with in the real world. She overlaid them as a substitute for the sad reality of things. Ah, yes, this was much better! Ranma-chan rides again; at least in the world of her imagination. She choked briefly as a sob of grief tried to force itself out, and forced it back down.
Hey, grief was where it was at these days. All the cool kids were grieving. And having her body back—even if it was just in her head—was nice. And, damn it, she deserved something nice. She snuggled Mr. Bunny and fell asleep again, with only a few more tears moistening her pillow.
* * *
Kasumi had barely slept. Instead, she’d spent the night going over and over the day’s events: her misgivings about her “date”; the girls encouraging her to go anyway; the awkwardness at the hotel; and, most of all, the horror show that awaited her when she finally arrived home, having completely failed to protect the most vulnerable member of her family.
In between bouts of anger at herself for selfishly placing her own possible pleasure over her duty, she ran through everything that she’d seen or heard from the men since Ranma’s change.
They’d never hidden their distaste for Ranma’s apparent adaptation to her circumstance, and they’d obviously never seen that she had not only accepted it, but embraced it. And, of course, they’d completely missed Ranma’s period, even with her serving sekihan that night.
She’d been so focused on the girls and their issues that she’d overlooked the way their fathers’ misogyny and egoism had led them to put together such an ignorant and cruel plan to force Ranma back to “normal”—their normal. And ignorance was truly the heart of it all. They had no conception of the journey Ranma had taken or where she had arrived. To them, it was all just a temporary aberration, a phase they could draw to a close with enough force. They couldn’t begin to imagine that Ranma might actually be happier as she was, or that she might even be a better person this way. Or that those questions were worth asking. Or that Ranma’s beliefs and feelings mattered at all.
No, to them, it was just wrong, just a curse unfortunately prolonged by Cologne’s actions, and they needed no one’s permission or consent to fix it.
She should have seen it coming. Her father was a fool, but he was unlikely to have come up with their plan on his own. But it was exactly the sort of thing that Genma Saotome would come up with. The man had laughed as he told them about how he’d tortured his child in pursuit of the Cat Fist. They’d all laughed along, because it was so far outside of normal, civilized behavior that they couldn’t believe it could be anything but a funny story. But she remembered Ranma’s haunted eyes, now, when it was too late.
Why hadn’t she seen? Why hadn’t she stopped this from happening?
All night long. It was early but there was no point lying in bed any longer. She got up and went to the kitchen to make some tea and try to get the house in order before the others woke up.
* * *
Akane dreamed… She was in the dojo. Genma was on the verge of pouring the hot water, but Akane used all her strength to accelerate harder; closing the distance sooner. She knocked him down before he could pour the water on Ranma. She was so proud of herself. She’d saved Ranma-chan.
She was coming down the stairs and saw Genma leaving the kitchen. She grabbed a glass of water from the kitchen and followed him to the dojo. She saw Ranma-chan tied to a board, gagged, her eyes closed. Genma approached her with a kettle of hot water. She threw her cold water at him, causing him to transform into a panda, the kettle falling from his hands. She grabbed a mallet and struck her father in the face, sending him flying across the room. She stood over Ranma-chan protectively.
She was in the dojo. Genma was there, with his kettle, but Akane had a mallet in her hand. She threw it, and it hit the kettle, sending it flying across the room. She grabbed the knife and menaced the fathers into leaving. Ranma-chan was safe.
She was in her room. It got to be 8 p.m., the time Ranma-chan was supposed to come home. She stopped playing her music and went outside to meet her. They hugged. The fathers hung about in the background, Genma holding a kettle, but Akane was there. She would watch over Ranma-chan and make sure none of their stupid schemes would work.
It was the day of the fight with Mousse. Nabiki asked Akane if there was anything she could do to help, and Akane didn’t ask her to do any research. She just said to make sure everyone loved Ranma-chan, and everything would be okay.
Akane woke with tears running down her face. She hated her dreams. It was 7:30 a.m. She should have been up by now anyway. Perhaps Ranma was already up and wondering why she wasn’t; if Akane even cared.
After she’d used the bathroom, she went to Ranma’s room, but the door was closed. She fantasized that behind the door, everything was normal. Ranma-chan was still there, the same as always, totally cute, ready to launch into the day rocking that faux just-got-out-of-bed casual look, or maybe go a step further and put on something that made her look stunning, like that summer dress or the yukata from the other day. It was so hard to know that all that had been stolen from them. It wasn’t her fault; she knew that. It was their fathers’ fault, but she still hurt.
You have to live in the world you’re in, Akane, she told herself. But what did that even mean? What if the world you were in was a world you hated? As she pondered the question, she noticed that she could hear voices—more than one—coming from inside Ranma’s room. What? She knocked on the door.
Ranma opened the door. For Akane, it was still a bit of a shock. She’d been looking straight ahead, where Ranma-chan’s face should be. But when the door opened, it was… him, and she had to look up to see his face properly. But then she had another burst of cognitive dissonance as she saw that he was wearing the cat T-shirt that Ranma-chan had worn to bed. It was a little too small for him now, but it still reminded Akane of Ranma-chan, and that was comforting. Akane stepped inside.
“I thought I heard voices?” Akane asked.
“Oh… oops; sorry, I…” Ranma stammered. “I, um, I guess I was just talking to myself a bit. Kinda play-acting, trying to get the whole Ranma-kun character down. You know, like method acting or something. I guess it’s a bit weird, huh? Working on my martial-arts vocal techniques, I guess?”
“And how good are your martial-arts vocal techniques?” Akane asked with a smile.
“You, uh, really wanna know?” Ranma asked. “Because, uh, it might freak you out. It actually freaked me out the first time, but it’s sorta cool, uh, in a way, but it… um, might upset you, so no worries if you don’t.”
“I’d love to know, Ranma” Akane said, putting on an encouraging smile she wasn’t sure she really felt.
“Well, um, close the door, and… uh, don’t tell anyone, okay?” Ranma said nervously.
Akane was intrigued but complied, closing the door and sitting down next to Ranma on the futon.
Ranma opened a drawer in her dresser and pulled out a blindfold. She handed it to Akane. “Here, put this on,” Ranma said, and maybe get comfortable. It’ll take a minute to explain.”
Akane did as she was asked, and Ranma-chan began to explain.
“Surprise! Guess who isn’t quite as gone as everyone thought?” she began.
Akane’s face lit up. It was exactly as if her beloved was here in the room. Which, yes, of course she was, but in male form. But right at this moment it sounded like the real Ranma-chan was back.
“You’re… uh… just doing a voice thing?” Akane asked, trying to wrap her mind around it.
“Yeah, sorta. I mean, it’s more than that, but it’s not like I’m actually transformed or anything. It’s kinda hard to explain, but I’ll try….”
She continued, “So… last night I was pretty down. I’m sure it’s going to get better, but right now, it’s, like, super hard to deal with not… uh… not being who I thought I was. And so I tried to come up with some coping strategies. The first one I tried was to just use my imagination… to just pretend in my head that things hadn’t changed, and to try to hold that in my mind.”
She paused for a moment, gathering her thoughts.
“And then this morning when I woke up, I wanted to see if I could go a step further. I can’t look like I did or feel like I did, but maybe, just maybe, I could sound like I did. So I had a go. It was horrible at first because, well, things really aren’t the same in some ways, and you sort of have to start from scratch, but I knew what I wanted, and I just kept trying, over and over. All my martial-arts training really helped; you know, like using muscles with precision and everything. And I’ve been play-acting in various ways and doing voices all my life, so it’s not like it’s totally unknown territory; not like I had to learn everything from scratch. But what really makes it work, makes it hold together, is that I’m imagining like crazy that I really am me—her. Like, I can feel it, you know? Like, I can feel the way I used to feel. And that makes everything else come together.”
“So why do I need a blindfold?” Akane asked.
“Well, this is the part that’s a real bummer,” Ranma-chan said. “If you see me, see what I look like now, I’m pretty sure your brain will just say, ‘Oh, that’s a guy talking in a silly voice,’ and then it’ll be really hard to unhear that. And that would, like, totally crush me. I’d rather you never hear Ranma-chan’s voice again than have that happen.”
“What if I held your hand?” Akane wondered.
“Well, it’s gone all big and manly, but I guess it’s okay. Just try to imagine it’s all cute like used to be, okay?”
She took Akane’s hand in hers and squeezed it gently. Akane could feel the difference in size and texture, but she tried to imagine it was the same as before.
“Anyway, it’s just a stopgap,” Ranma continued. “I’ve got to get used to being what I’m supposed to be now. I know that. But this is sort of a way to… uh… ease back into it? Like, not giving up on Ranma-chan cold turkey, you know? Like a transition thing. I hope it helps.”
“I don’t want to give up Ranma-chan at all,” Akane said, trembling slightly.
“Don’t. Don’t say that. We can’t spend our lives wearing blindfolds, Akane-chan. And look, we can take Ranma-kun and build him back better, right? Make the kind of guy a girl would actually want to be with. It’s not like I didn’t used to be able to make it work. I’ll find it again, but, you know, be less of a jerk and stuff. I’ll be better. For you. Tell you what, wanna meet Ranma-kun?”
“I suppose so,” Akane said hesitantly.
Ranma-chan stopped working so hard to imagine herself, opened her eyes, looked in the mirror at him and tried her very best, watching her reflection as she talked.
“So, uh… Hi, Akane. It’s me, Ranma-kun. Doin’ all the fighting, and, uh, stuff. Hope we can still, uh… hang out and stuff, you know? Like, uh….” He ground to a halt.
“Besties!” Ranma-chan exclaimed. “Besties forever! Why can’t I say that as him?”
“I dunno,” Ranma-kun replied, “I kinda think that was, like, a special time, and, uh, I don’t think I earned it yet, yeah?”
“This is weird,” Akane said. “It’s like there are two of you in the room, arguing.”
“Yeah, well, I’m like a glove puppet right now,” Ranma-kun admitted, “and she’s just, like, pulling my strings.”
“And I don’t even exist anymore, not really,” Ranma-chan added sadly.
“So we’re a bit of a mess,” Ranma-kun concluded.
“I think I get it now,” Akane said. “You’re using this as a way to deal with everything. To not have to face it all at once.”
“Right. It’s a coping mechanism, Akane-chan. Hopefully we can make Ranma-kun real and then we’ll be good to go,” Ranma-chan said.
“Yeah,” Ranma-kun agreed, “I mean, I hope so too. I wanna be a real boy, like Pinocchio or somethin’ ”
“And I really don’t,” Ranma-chan said firmly. “But anyway, our secret, right?”
“Whatever you need, Ranma-chan, whatever you need,” Akane said softly.
As Akane considered everything, she realized that she needed to be strong for Ranma-chan. She needed to try to make this plan work (but if need be, also be ready with something else). It was all just about what you believed in your head, wasn’t it? If you let yourself believe that Ranma-chan and Ranma-kun were different people, then that would be how it was, but if you tried, if you remembered that inside each was the same soul, well, did it even matter what was on the outside? She’d liked Ranma-kun, loved him in his way, and surely she could take the love that had grown between her and Ranma-chan and transfer it? Right? If you told yourself, if you really believed that they were the same person, which they surely were, that wasn’t so hard. And you didn’t have to say “-chan” or “-kun”, you could just say “Ranma”, say that there was just one “Ranma” and maybe she was—he was—they were—different now than they had been, but did that matter? Was she so shallow that if Ranma-chan had been in an accident and scarred her pretty face, she’d turn away? She wasn’t so shallow, was she? This… this was an accident, and she was better than that. She could make herself believe. She would make herself believe. She had to.
“Let’s try,” she said eventually. “All aboard the good ship Ranma-kun. Let’s make him a real boy. It’s our project. We’ll grieve, and we’ll know, but we’ll method act our way forward until, like the leopard warriors of old, we’ve forgotten what we were and only know what we are.”
“Method acting for the win,” Ranma-kun said, sadly.
“I love Ranma-kun, he’s my bestie forever,” Akane said firmly, deciding it was true and she would manifest it.
Ranma’s heart swelled. She squeezed Akane’s hand. No, she forced herself to think it, he squeezed Akane’s hand. “I love you too, Akane-chan. Besties forever,” Ranma-kun said softly.
Akane took off her blindfold and looked at the young man sitting on the bed next to her. He was very attractive. It was indulgent to the extreme to consider having to love this person as some kind of cosmic punishment. She leaned forward and gently kissed Ranma-kun on the cheek. It was brief, but it felt good for both of them. “Besties, Ranma. Besties.”
She managed to get back to her room before she lost it, sobbing.
* * *
Dr. Tofu paced in his office, still trying to think after a fitful night in his small apartment. It wasn’t just the events of the previous day that kept cycling through his mind, but his complicity in what had gone before. How many times had Ranma been at his office, injured in one way or another, and how many times had he failed to ask the right questions, to see the signs that something was very wrong at home? He’d always assumed that the tales Ranma and Akane told about Ranma’s father were exaggerations; the sort of stories kids told to make their lives seem more exciting. But now he realized that there had been warning signs all along, and he had been blind to them.
Some of the blame lay with his infatuation with Kasumi Tendo, of course. He’d known her ever since his residency, meeting her during her mother’s final days. He’d been mortified to realize later just how much younger she was than she appeared to be in that first meeting, aged by circumstance. And then when he took over his practice, he’d found her again; a constant presence, always kind, always supportive, always beautiful. Their age difference was no longer the solid block it had been, and he’d fallen for her, hard. Unfortunately, his one-sided enchantment drove him into a state of distraction in her presence that had apparently clouded his judgment as much as his verbal skills and physical coordination.
And then, just when it seemed like they might have a chance together after all, whatever horror had happened to Ranma last night had broken through his fog, his failure to see the ongoing pattern of abuse, and left both his sense of who he was and what he believed in and his professional reputation tangled up in the mess.
He sighed. Now that he’d seen it, there was no going back. Even if it destroyed any possibility of a relationship with Kasumi, he had to report the abuse to protect Ranma—and possibly also the Tendo girls—from their fathers.
But how could he even begin to tell this story to the Child Consultation Center? He would never have believed the notion of magical curses if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes. How could he explain that without sounding like a lunatic? He’d have to stick to the facts: the injuries, the emotional state of the child—children, even—and leave out the fantastical elements. He could, he reasoned, only speak to what he had directly observed. He’d been told about the CPR, and seen some evidence of it, but he hadn’t witnessed it himself.
And how could he really explain Ranma’s tragic situation now? He’d seen her on Saturday; how she glowed; her confidence and joy in embracing her newfound womanhood. And now, just two days later, it seemed like all that had been snatched away.
He felt a pang of guilt. If only he’d been more perceptive, more proactive—less besotted—maybe things could have been different. Why had he never met with her father? Tried to help him to understand what was happening to his child…
He tried to gather his thoughts; focus on what had to happen now, and leave the recriminations for later. Right now, he had to figure out how to explain the situation in an official report to the authorities.
The whole thing made him anxious. He hated confrontation, and dealing with any government agency was always fraught with peril. Whatever his intentions or hopes might be, once the report had been made, whatever happened was out of his hands.
Also, he worried that the combined emotional pressure from all those sources might cause his ability to speak understandably to deteriorate in the same way it did when he was nervous around Kasumi. Wait… In that moment, he saw a partial way out. He would let his speech be somewhat incoherent. He would allow his report to be confused, disjointed, and ambiguous. The authorities would still investigate, but at least he wouldn’t be pushing any specific narrative or asking for any particular action. He didn’t think the situation would work out well, no matter what he did or didn’t do, but he could at least try to minimize the damage to Ranma and the Tendo sisters while protecting his professional and personal self-image.
He found the number and dialed it.
* * *
By the time Akane had sorted herself out and gotten ready for the day, it was nearly 10 a.m. In the kitchen, under a paper towel, were a couple of onigiri, one with salmon, one with pickled plum, and a small plate of chilled cucumber slices with salt. There was also a note from Kasumi: “Akane-chan, eat when you’re ready. Cold barley tea in the fridge. — Kasumi”
Kasumi-oneechan was always so thoughtful. She always looked after everyone. Akane thought about the way her dreaming mind had turned the previous day’s events into guilt, and wondered what Kasumi’s had done. It probably told her that she should never have tried to take even just one day for herself, that she should never do that again, that she needed to be there, that she needed to serve as protector for everyone. Akane would have to try to help her see it differently: that she was a hero for the way she’d stood up to her father and Genma and demanded they leave.
Akane was still standing in the kitchen, food finished, staring into space, when Kasumi came in.
“How are you bearing up, Akane-chan?” Kasumi asked gently.
“I’m mad at our father for sure. Genma, he’s an idiot, he’s cruel, but our father, he should have known better. Or at least I thought he would, but maybe he was always just as bad and I couldn’t see it. But mostly, I’m trying to adjust to how everything has changed, and I’m trying to figure out how I can help Ranma get through it. It’s good that she’s alive, but she needs to find a way to live. Or, I suppose, I should say he does. It’s all so hard.” Akane sighed.
“It is hard, Akane-chan. But you are strong, and Ranma is strong, too. Together, you will find a way through this. We all will,” Kasumi said reassuringly, to herself as much as to Akane. But then she needed to continue, “But there is one more challenge we have to face.”
Akane’s face fell. Oh, no. What now? After a moment, she gestured to encourage Kasumi to continue.
Kasumi drew a deep breath “Early this morning, Dr. Tofu called. He was very apologetic, but after what he saw last night, he felt like he had no choice but to make a report to the Child Consultation Center. He did his best not to make things sound too dramatic, but he has a legal duty to make a report, and I told him I understood. And just now, I got a phone call from the CCC. They will be making a home visit this Wednesday at 2 p.m. to check on Ranma’s welfare.”
“Oh,” Akane said, “I see.” She could see from Kasumi’s expression that she thought this was bad; that it was, in fact, very bad. She didn’t know a great deal about the Child Consultation Center, but she’d heard stories about both incompetence and heavy-handed action. That did not bode well.
“We’ll figure it out,” Kasumi said softly, hoping it was true.
Akane gave Kasumi-oneechan a big hug, and then set out to find Ranma. Presumably, she would be in the dojo trying to work off some of the stress from the past 36 hours. There had always been a small sign on the way into the dojo from the house reading “Tendo Dojo”, mirroring the larger sign outside, but someone had tacked a piece of paper on it, adding “and torture palace”. It had to have been Ranma; she had a way of trying to laugh even at some of the bleakest things. Akane could hear the sounds of practice from inside, a body hitting the mat. She mentally prepared herself to enter, to remember that she’d see him. She could do this. It was still Ranma, no matter the shell.
“Hi, Ranma!” she said, trying her best to sound natural, “Is training helping?”
The young man got to his feet in front of her, looking nicely put together in his gi. She couldn’t help noticing his hair. It was stylishly disarranged. It looked exactly like he’d gotten out of bed, thrown on the gi, and headed down to train without even putting a comb through his hair, but somehow managed to look fantastic anyway. She knew that look. Artistic untidiness. She knew how carefully crafted it was, because Ranma-chan could rock it equally well, and often had. It was a nice, if poignant, reminder that under that shell was the same person she loved.
“Hi, Akane,” Ranma said, smiling warmly. “Yeah, I think that training is helping. Wanna spar? I really need someone else to knock me down, like, over and over. I need practice falling because my center of gravity is in the wrong— is in a different place now, and I need to recalibrate.”
“I’m not sure I want to knock you down, Ranma,” Akane said with concern, “I mean… you got put through the wringer yesterday, and your body needs time to heal.”
“Gotta hold back, eh? Don’t wanna fight me because I’m a boy and boys are all weak and stuff?” Ranma taunted jokingly, echoing their past arguments but with a gender flip.
“Fine,” Akane said. “I won’t hold back. Let’s spar.”
“I am gonna let you beat me, though,” Ranma said, “because today, that’s the point. Maybe you can learn some new ways to knock a guy over into the bargain. Tomorrow though, well, watch out.”
The session was exhausting, but the physicality of it was good. Ranma sometimes got up slowly from falls, likely masking pain from yesterday’s injuries being aggravated, but otherwise, he was doing well. Akane could see that he was trying hard to adjust to his new (or was it old?) body, and she admired his determination. They had enough time to each take a shower before lunch. It would be good to cool down and wash off the sweat.
“Me first for the shower!” Ranma said as they started to leave the room. “I wonder, am I required to take a hot one these days?” He suddenly fell to his knees and launched into a performance.
“ ‘Please, Cologne-san, give me the Phoenix Pill, because without hot water, my life will be forever incomplete!’ ”
Akane laughed, but she was also struck by something. Anyone watching it would see it as an exaggerated theatrical performance, a guy feigning a romantic girl pleading, except, well, it was too good. Ranma had said earlier that Akane shouldn’t ever hear the Ranma-chan voice and see her male form without the cognitive dissonance ruining everything, but she’d just broken her own rule and, well, it hadn’t. It was like some version of Ranma-chan was really there, just for a flash. Boy who became girl who became boy again theatrically pretends to be girl who is herself pretending to want to be a boy again. This stuff could do your head in!
Ranma was already long gone before she finished her train of thought. She looked back around the dojo from the doorway. This was where she’d stood last night. Someone had been here, cleaned it all up, taken the board and ribbons away, mopped up the water and the little specks of blood. Probably Kasumi; possibly Nabiki. As she walked out, she removed Ranma’s addition to the sign; that could be her contribution to the clean-up effort.
For lunch, Kasumi had prepared hiyashi chūka, a cold ramen salad. It was a summer classic, cold and refreshing but also substantial. It took some effort to prepare, so it was also evidence that Kasumi was seeking comfort in routine things. The colorful toppings provided visual contrast to the somber mood that everyone seemed to share, and they could all customize their bowls by taking what they wanted.
Akane remembered that she hadn’t mentioned the phone call from the Child Consultation Center to Ranma yet, so she broached the subject, and Ranma tried to add some humor to it.
“So, I guess Chapter 55 of the Ranma Saga is ‘Ranma-kun in the Care Home’? Actually, it should be a manga! We can have a panel where I’m holding a bowl like Oliver Twist.”
“It’s serious, Ranma,” Nabiki interjected, “Kasumi isn’t old enough to be anyone’s guardian, and if they decide our dads aren’t fit parents, we might all be split up. And they almost certainly wouldn’t try to keep you with any of us. It’s a real risk and we have to work out what to do. We have to make a plan.”
Ranma knew that. That was exactly the point she’d already made, but with dark humor. You had to laugh, right? So she continued in the same vein, “Oh, we should surely just tell the truth. There was a magical curse, you see, and our fathers were just, you know, trying to manipulate eldritch forces, like we all like to do on a Sunday evening, and, well, there was a bit of a mix-up, and oopsie-doo, now all the magic is gone. No, we can’t prove it or anything, because, you know, magic gone. Oh, but Ranma still has this crazy cat mode we could show you, if you like? Take your time thinking about it as she might literally tear you to pieces! But don’t worry, no trauma for her as she won’t even remember. Neat, huh?”
“Him,” Akane corrected gently, knowing Ranma would want the reminder that she was supposedly playing the Ranma-kun character right now.
“Yes, yes, of course, him,” she replied, gesturing expansively to herself, “I’m rocking the whole teen-idol pop-star vibe these days.”
In that moment, Ranma had a thought. It was a terrible thought, but it was the only one that made sense.
“Actually… You know what, let’s just all play Happy Families. Bring the dads back, and put on a good show for the social worker.”
“I don’t think that’s realistic, Ranma,” Kasumi said firmly. “It’s asking too much, especially of you.”
“I’m all in,” Ranma countered. “I’m all about the coping and performance.” She paused and took on a more serious tone. “I really do mean it. We can’t let them separate us, and we can’t tell the truth. Pretending is the only way. What is it they say? ‘Play the hand you’re dealt’? Well, that’s our hand, and we need to play it. In fact, we probably need to practice.”
“What do you mean, Ranma?” Akane asked.
“Well, they’re coming on Wednesday, right?” she replied. “So, tomorrow, that’s the dress rehearsal. That’s where we get the bugs out of our performances, make sure we can all play our parts for the audience.”
“It could work,” Nabiki allowed.
Kasumi had deep misgivings, but she nodded. Akane nodded, too, resigned. At least they had a plan.
* * *
In the afternoon, Akane asked if she could read the materials Dr. Tofu had given Ranma all those weeks ago, and Ranma went back to the dojo to work on “fluidity and precision”, saying, “There’s more to martial arts than brute strength.” Kasumi spoke with the fathers briefly on the phone when they asked about stopping by, but it was Nabiki who took over when they arrived. She considered dealing with them to be a negotiation and that she was the best suited for such tasks.
At dinner, they all reconvened. Nabiki had done the best she could. The fathers would come by on Tuesday for the practice session and then return to the business hotel where they were staying, but on Wednesday, they wanted to return home properly—apparently the sound of the trains and the nearby station was bothering them. She’d pushed back hard, but she didn’t really have any leverage to say “no” given the stakes. The compromise led to another few somber moments, but Ranma tried her best to deflect.
In the evening, they watched some TV. Ranma let Akane be the one snuggling under her arm this time, which made more sense given her oversized body. It was nice. Just a boy and a girl, watching TV together. They were playing Happy Families already.
In bed that night, in her cat-themed sleep tee, she was glad to just push the real world out of her mind entirely and go back to being her proper self again in the cozy world of fantasy. Cheating perhaps, but, hey, coping strategies, right? Get through this day, get through the next one. Nothing wrong with allowing yourself a few nice things. She fell asleep with a gentle smile on her face.

Chapter 23. Tuesday, July 26
Ranma dreamed… She was backstage with her J-pop band. The dressing room was adorned with posters of all of them, looking youthful—almost prepubescent—with smiling faces and fantastic hair. There was a secret their screaming fans didn’t know about their favorite boy band: the boys were all girls. If anyone found out, of course, that would be the end of their success, but the only way to be this good at being a cute boy was to be a girl. That much had been obvious to all of them when they’d formed the band. They could hear the crowd roaring outside, and it was time to take the stage, to sing songs that had cute beats but were really about tearing down the patriarchy. They had all grabbed their instruments and headed for the stage when Ranma woke up.
She sat up in bed. That one was pretty decent, as far as her dreams went. She closed her eyes again and took a moment to enjoy visualizing her proper self in the mirror and then opened them to see the real thing, her alter ego, Ranma-kun, in all his sleepy morning glory. She was right yesterday when she’d made the remark about the boy-band look. He could pull it off, no problem.
I just need better clothes! Ranma-chan thought. Ranma-kun was such a frump. He needed a makeover, to emphasize that boyish charm, and make other girls envious of Akane when she showed off her catch. Heck, maybe she might even fancy him and add a whole new meaning to the phrase, “Go fuck yourself!” Okay, maybe that made no sense, but did anything these days? But, yeah, shopping with Akane could be fun, bring her in on the makeover gig.
* * *
Akane dreamed… She and Ranma had had to move to Thailand as that was the only place where people like Ranma could be themselves. People called her a “lady boy”, which wasn’t the kindest of terms, but it was really the sex work that Akane didn’t like. She felt out of her element here, but she…
Akane forced herself awake, more annoyed than ever by the dreams her sleeping brain offered up to her.
At least she knew the driver for this one. She’d looked through those books and articles that Dr. Tofu had left last night. There was a lot to digest, but one thing she’d picked up on right away was this: Not in Japan.
All the stories were about people living in other countries, like Thailand or the Netherlands, or little pockets of America like New York or San Francisco. There were a few stories about people who were Japanese, but they’d all moved abroad to live as their true selves. And no one was in high school. Not one—not even in other countries.
Reading all that stuff hadn’t offered any hope that someone in Japan who wanted to be a girl could find a path to their goal; on the contrary, it seemed to extinguish it completely. That cold, hard fact made acceptance of the situation essential for both girls; they would have to manifest and embrace Ranma-kun as best they could.
Akane got up and headed to the bathroom, where she was not surprised at all to find that, yes, right on time, she’d gotten her period. Whatever. Just one more thing to deal with among many.
When she got downstairs, she found that Ranma had insisted on making breakfast for everyone to give Kasumi a break, and was nearly done making tamagoyaki when she arrived. It smelled delicious.
“Hey, bestie, sleep well?” Ranma asked cheerfully.
Akane was glad she was cheerful. Wait, no…  Glad he was cheerful. “The dreams, Ranma, the dreams!” she said theatrically.
“Tell me about it. I had this whole boy-band dream, and that gave me an idea for us to go shopping and work on my look.”
Akane nodded at her—damn it—his suggestion, but she didn’t respond verbally. She was distracted by trying to process her own cognitive dissonance. He was standing right there, definitely shooting for that boy-band look, but there’s generally a boy in “boy band”. And yet Akane kept thinking “she”. It was disorienting. She tried to pin it down. It was… the voice? Or… Something else, anyway, something you couldn’t really pin down, just some sort of subconscious recognition of conflicting signals.
Akane tried again: It was like someone put on a disguise to fool you, but you weren’t fooled at all because you knew how they moved—that kind of thing. Yes. That made sense. Maybe it was openness and vulnerability rather than carefulness and defensiveness that she was picking up on. Wait… she had it now: there was Ranma when she was just relaxed, and then there was Ranma performing Ranma-kun. It was a subtle shift, but that had to be what she was picking up on. Performing-Ranma-kun–mode Ranma was definitely he, but when Ranma’s behavior was less deliberately performative, what she saw depended on the balance between how much her brain was weighting what she said over how he looked. It was complicated.
To escape those thoughts, she forced herself to focus on the food. The tamagoyaki was excellent, not quite to Kasumi’s level, but getting ever closer. Ranma had also made miso soup with tofu and wakame, with rice and pickles on the side, too. It was a nice breakfast. The conversation meandered, with a little discussion of their upcoming rehearsal and Ranma reiterating her idea that she and Akane should go shopping together. Akane thought about announcing her period; she felt that Ranma-chan probably would in her place, just as a way of pushing back on the way it was so often stigmatized and hidden, but she suspected that Kasumi and Nabiki would think she’d gone mad if she announced it triumphantly like someone in a commercial.
When they were nearly done, Ranma got up, went to the kitchen cabinet, and brought her some ibuprofen and some water. “Here, bestie, for your… uh… situation,” she said with a wink.
“Wait, how did you know?” Akane asked, surprised.
“Ranma-chan knows, bestie,” Ranma replied enigmatically.
Ranma was happy to let it be a mystery, but it hadn’t been that hard for her to put it together. For one thing, if Akane had had her period in the last few weeks, she’d have told her about it because they were close. But it was the motion planning when they were in the kitchen that really gave her away. She’d tracked Akane’s eyes going to the cabinet three times while they’d been in there, but for a variety of factors—probably including not wanting to give such an obvious tell to Ranma given her situation—Akane hadn’t followed through. But Ranma saw the intent; she knew.
And Ranma thought she’d done a fantastic job of masking her initial reaction when she put it together; her own grief that it was an experience now forever denied to her. She pushed the thought out into icy space beyond the moon and tried to be rational about it. And anyway, if she did like awkward encumbrances between her legs, who needed max-flow pads when you had flesh attached there 24/7? She had to let it go.
Back in the moment, they caught each other’s eyes, paused for a beat, and then said in concert, “I feel ready to take on the day, no matter what!”, echoing the tagline from a long-running series of tampon commercials. They laughed. They were both trying so hard, and it was working; they were pushing through, together.
* * *
They decided to head back to the Seibu department store in Ikebukuro to shop for some new clothes for Ranma-kun, since they’d probably have the kind of boy-band look Ranma was going for. Before they left, Akane made an unfortunate misstep when she asked if they should return the swimsuits while they were there. Ranma hadn’t been prepared for that one; it came out of the blue and hit her hard as the grief washed over her and felt rather too much like drowning. It was hard to rally after that, but, she told herself, there was always that spot beyond the moon to try to cram things into, and with a bit (a lot) of comforting from Akane, she was back to normal (well, somewhere orbiting the new normal) after only a few minutes. Akane learned an important lesson about being careful about what she said. Maybe they’d have to have a sort of funeral and bury the suits in the garden alongside some other hopes and dreams.
After a quick visit to the bathroom, Akane honestly had to admit that Ranma already looked pretty boy-band chic.
“To the world! And beyond!” Ranma-kun exclaimed, striking a heroic pose. He was definitely channeling him now, and all systems were go.
“Don’t overdo it, Ranma,” Akane cautioned gently, “Men aren’t all posing and arrogance; they’ve got nuances, too.”
“Boyfriend and girlfriend out for shopping and fun together, that’s us. No grandeur, just ordinary folks,” Ranma-kun ventured. “And secret besties!” she added in a hushed, conspiratorial tone.
They made a cute couple as they walked to the station, Ranma, with… say it… say it… his arm around Akane’s shoulders. There had to be some advantages to this oversized frame, and surely this was one of them. The heat and humidity weren’t too bad, although obviously it’d be nicer to have a bit more airflow around your legs, but Ranma-kun wasn’t about to wear shorts; that wouldn’t be the right look at all. Everything seemed to be going smoothly, until….
The train. That was the first sign of trouble. It was such an ordinary moment: a train arrives and you board. So it hadn’t been on her radar as a possible trouble spot, but… all the people. It was a weekday, and there were a lot of them, just ordinary people going about their ordinary lives, and, of course, many of them were women. It took her by surprise that just seeing people could be so hard to handle. Virtually every one of these women had a gift they didn’t even know they had: their own identity. They all took it for granted. There was a joke about two young fish swimming along, and then an older fish passes by and says, “How’s the water?” and the younger fish just look at each other and say “What’s water?”. It was exactly like that. They couldn’t see it. They couldn’t see what they had, how precious it was. Take it away and then they’d know. Put them in a male body, and they’d know. Maybe some would say “Wow, this is actually better!”. Others would say “Oh God, make it stop!”, and maybe a few might even say “Meh, makes no difference to me!”, but so many more would see the water. As it was though, they couldn’t see the water, and Ranma, beached on dry land, gasping, could only look at the fish swimming around merrily and mourn that she could never return to the ocean.
Thanks to Dr. Tofu’s reading material, Ranma knew enough to be able to name this feeling. It was just one of the ways that “gender dysphoria” could manifest itself. It took other forms, too, she’d learned. In fact, she had to admit that her ambivalence towards the body she was in was another one. But this experience… this was a whole new level of torment.
Come on, Ranma! What are your coping strategies? Think! Dissociation, maybe? Distraction? Visualization? The last one was out, sadly; her skills at overlaying reality with an imagined one were best used at night in her bedroom with her eyes closed, and here she had her eyes wide open in an ever-changing space. Wait! That’s it! Just close your eyes! Poof! Pretend it’s all gone. Pretend the train is filled with strange genderless dryads. You don’t need vision to sit and ride a train. She should have come up with this idea sooner, but then again, this was her first time out since Sunday’s disaster, so she shouldn’t be too hard on herself. She needed to get back into character. Um. Check on Akane? Hmm. Akane was looking concerned, but it hadn’t taken her that long to figure it out. A minute, tops.
Akane had been watching Ranma with some concern. He’d been doing really well right up until they boarded the train, and then he was clearly struggling with something. She could see it on his face, but she just waited. After a minute or two she watched him close his eyes and smile. Whatever it had been, it looked like he‘d sorted it out now.
“Just trying to take a micronap!” Ranma lied, eyes shut tight.
“I’ll watch over you. We’ll be there soon,” Akane said comfortingly. There were barely more than ten minutes to go until they could get off the train and she was there for support. They’d get through this little hiccup, whatever it was. They were a team.
Ranma found that walking through the station to get to Seibu wasn’t so bad. The problem with the train was being stuck in one place, with nothing to look at but the people around you. Next time, bring a book! Duh, that was at least half of it. She’d forgotten to bring a proper distraction. No wonder it’d been so hard. Well, she was new at this, but she was a quick study. She’d master it yet.
Their arrival at the entrance to Seibu revealed the true depths of her miscalculation. To reach the men’s section, they would need to cross the gauntlet of the women’s clothing section that was right at the entrance.
It wasn’t the clothes per se. Yes, clothes were nice. Ranma had some lovely dresses in her closet that she’d never be able to wear ever again, but she’d read some things where people made out that all the gender stuff was about clothes; some desire to put on something frilly and prance through the fields like in a tampon commercial. For Ranma, that definitely wasn’t it. She had some pretty dresses, sure; maybe that most recent one Akane had talked her into was a bit frilly; and she could certainly prance with the best of them (watch out for that girly girl technique!) but that wasn’t it. She’d be happy to live her life wearing a gray boiler suit if she could just have the right body to go in it. No, it was the whole thing. All these other women—wandering around, looking at the clothes, touching them, holding them up to a mirror to see what they’d look like on them—completely unaware of what a gift it was to have the body that went in the dress.
Ranma had ground to a halt just a few steps into the store. Inside her head, it was like a scene in a movie where there’s someone at the controls of an airplane and half the systems are failing, alarms are blaring, lights are flashing, and none of the hundreds of buttons, switches, and levers do what they’re supposed to do. On a sci-fi show, it’d be red alert, for sure.
Come on. This isn’t so hard, is it? Just stride across the floor in a proper, dudely way and get some cool boy-band clothes. But no, the controls were all haywire. She wasn’t moving. Damn it, she wasn’t supposed to have the breakdown now. She had been pretty sure how things would go. She was supposed to cope for a while before it all came crashing down. She’d had it all planned out.
She knew that the whole Ranma-kun thing was a long shot. That it probably wouldn’t work. That she’d never be the leopard that forgot. But the whole point, for her, was to at least build up the story. Build up Ranma-kun as plausible, so that when Ryoga finally got his bearings and came back in his quest for vengeance, dying in the fight would just seem like the ultimate consequence of male stupidity—a fitting epitaph for an idiot; an object lesson in the foolishness of prideful fighting. That option had been in her head as a backup plan in one form or another ever since Ryoga found her at the café; like Chekhov’s gun, locked and loaded. And now she found she couldn’t even handle the most basic of basics. Ryoga could hardly dispatch Ranma-kun if she couldn’t even pull off being him well enough to make it to the fight in the first place.
In the cockpit of her mind, all her coping strategies were failing. Yes, she could dissociate. She could shut out the world; hang out on a far asteroid, but that wouldn’t help her make it across the store. It was far too late for some kind of distraction—everything was way too present.
Even if she tried closing her eyes and navigating through the department’s deliberately winding maze of a path, she wouldn’t be able to imagine that all the people—all the women—she sensed among the racks were just genderless sexy dryads. No, none of this was working. She’d thought Sunday night was torture—ha—but now… now was actually worse, because back then, as the fathers worked their destructive idiocy on her body, at least no one had expected her to function. She’d been tied down so she couldn’t move, couldn’t speak, couldn’t do anything to help herself except hope.
But at least then she could hope—and her hope had been answered: a hero had even shown up in the form of the always amazing Akane with her valiant attempt to save the day—but there was nothing that could save her from this. This time, the bonds were inside her. They couldn’t just be cut away. This time, she needed a gag on the inside to keep herself from screaming. A lifetime of this hell stretched out in front of her.
Akane could tell Ranma was going through something major, barely holding it together, and it was pretty obvious that all the cute dresses weren’t helping. He’d stopped moving and was just standing there. People were having to detour around them; there was grumbling. She waited for a little bit longer to see if he’d recover, but time dragged on and he was still frozen. This feels a lot like that night at the Nekohanten, she thought, remembering the one previous time she’d seen Ranma exhibit this much distress. She put her hand on Ranma’s arm and carefully guided him to a seat in the nearby shoe section. “Let’s take a break, Ranma. You look like you need it.” She sat down beside him, trying to provide a reassuring presence and not make any demands. Just be there.
“I’ll be okay in a minute,” Ranma said, trying to manifest it as truth.
A young assistant came over to them and asked, “Can I help you girls with anything?” but Akane shook her head and waved her away.
They both did a bit of a double take. Had the assistant really said “you girls”? Ranma was very clearly presenting as Ranma-kun right now. It didn’t make a lot of sense.
“Maybe she reads auras?” Akane suggested, half jokingly.
Eventually, after many repetitions of her guiding him for a bit, him halting, and her taking him aside for a break before trying again, they made it to the men’s section. As far as Akane could tell, Ranma was nearly catatonic.
She picked out a few items that looked like they might fit Ranma-kun’s purported boy-band style, but Ranma didn’t offer any opinions. Akane paid for everything and then they headed back to the station, taking a different route out of the store that passed through a kitchenware section. Ranma perked up a bit there, saying that Kasumi had been complaining about an issue with the rice cooker and they should check prices and features. It was nice to see some spark of life return.
Akane was a bit surprised when Ranma picked up some random shōjo manga at a newsstand while they were waiting for the train. He buried his nose in it all the way home, barely looking away from it for more than an instant. She guessed he was using it as a coping strategy, and it seemed to be helping. After the swimsuit incident this morning, Akane had been more careful about considering everything she said to Ranma before she said it, so she decided she wouldn’t mention that he should have picked up a shōnen manga instead.
Once the train arrived at their station, they got off and headed for the exit. Akane paid close attention to Ranma’s expression, but he seemed to be mostly okay. He was walking at an appropriate speed, and he hadn’t locked up since they’d left the department store, although she did notice him walking with his eyes closed on several occasions a few times along the way. Their homeward walk offered no further drama, and they finally made it back home and into the house.
* * *
Once they were home, Ranma just wanted to retreat to her room, but Akane followed her, grabbing a few light snacks from the kitchen on the way to serve as a makeshift lunch. Akane wanted to know what had happened, especially in the store, and Ranma was too tired, too broken to deflect or pretend, so it all came tumbling out. The pain of just seeing ordinary people. Ryoga as Chekhov’s gun. The failure of every coping strategy she’d tried. The crushing weight of the world, and her utter hopelessness. Akane listened with growing horror. This was much worse than she’d imagined.
“I’m sorry, but I wish the CPR hadn’t worked, Akane,” Ranma said as her confessions drew to a close. “I would have died there, but it would have been a great place to roll the credits. I vanquished my enemy, and yes, it’s a tragic story, but it would be over, and the audience would leave with tears in their eyes. But it didn’t. It kept going.”
Her head drooped, and she trailed off, almost just speaking to herself, “When I took the bath I knew… knew it was hopeless….”
“Wait, what do you mean you ‘took a bath and knew it was hopeless’?”, Akane asked. She’d had enough misunderstandings with Ranma that she wasn’t going to let this strange phrasing slip by unexamined.
“I couldn’t feel the boundary of the curse anymore. It was gone.”
“What?” Akane said. “Ranma, what do you mean by ‘feeling the boundary of the curse’?”
Ranma explained how—before the set points were moved—she could feel the presence of the Jusenkyo curse when she was in cold water; the sense of gentle pressure, of comfort, of coming home. It was like a warm blanket wrapped around her in the cold. How it felt in the bath compared to the pool; how she could feel the strength of it; but now there was just nothing; nothing to feel.
“Wait there! I’ll be back!” Akane said excitedly as she dashed out of the room. She walked as quickly as she could to the 7–Eleven. She bought all the ice she could reasonably carry and headed back. She was going to conduct an experiment.
In the bathroom, she ran the cold tap until the water was as cold as it got, then filled the bath partway and dumped the ice in. She added a bit more water until she was sure it was deep enough for Ranma to get fully under the water. Then she went to Ranma’s bedroom.
“Come with me,” she commanded. “Right now.”
Ranma complied, confused. Akane showed her the ice bath and told her to get in. Maybe it’d work and she’d transform, but if not, maybe it would be cold enough for her to feel the curse. Akane gave her some privacy.
Ranma slid into the icy water, and managed to completely submerge herself. It was cold. Really cold. If it hadn’t been for all her imagination of ice caves and the bleak vacuum of space, her body might have shivered uncontrollably, but she was suppressing it for now. She tried to feel for the curse. It was hard because her skin was so cold, but the pressure was never exactly against your skin, it was in that other direction. The cold was making it hard to think, but there was something out there, out beyond. If she hadn’t felt the weirdness on her back two nights before, she wouldn’t have been able to place it, but, yes, it was there, but it was out of reach. She called to it, and she almost felt like it noticed her, but it did not react.
She knew her body couldn’t take any more of this cold and managed to stumble out of the bath and into the shower, setting it at lukewarm first and slowly building it up to warm but not hot. She let herself shiver.
When she was done, she toweled off and came out to find Akane waiting in the changing area.
“Well,” Akane said, “was it there?”
“I’m not sure,” Ranma replied. “I think so, but it was really hard to tell. The cold was messing with my senses. I think it was out there, but it’s… too far away.”
After a moment’s thought, she added, “I don’t know whether to feel more hope that there’s something, or crushed because it’s too far away. We could try with more ice, but I don’t think it’ll make much difference.”
But now Akane had hope. She was, it was well established, better at chemistry than Ranma. She remembered a bit more about water than Ranma did, and that gave her some ideas. But she kept it to herself, for now. There was no need to get both their hopes up and have them dashed again; Ranma was fragile enough as it was. Akane needed to do some research.
“Well, we learned something, and that’s better than nothing. We’ll do some more experiments after the social worker has been and gone, okay?” said Akane, encouragingly. “But right now, we’ve got the rehearsal stuff to do; let’s get your hair dried and put you into some nice boy-band clothes.”
“Bestie,” Ranma declared weakly, with a weary smile. It was good to see Akane with hope in her eyes. And it was a win–win. The next experiment would probably barely move the needle, if anything, but who needed Ryoga when you had your bestie lining up death by hypothermia for you as a shiny new exit plan?
* * *
When their fathers arrived, Ranma stayed upstairs while the Tendo sisters met with them. Nabiki took charge, and explained the plan for the day. She told them she would play the role of the social worker, and she would ask questions of each family member in turn.
Nabiki explained that what mattered most was for them to confidently project the feeling and appearance of a normal, loving home, and that put much of the burden on the fathers. Who were supposed to be the responsible adults, she didn’t say out loud. Akane and Kasumi were probably thinking the same thing, but they kept their mouths closed and their faces (mostly) neutral.
Because their part was so important, Nabiki would start the interviews with the fathers. She expected that the social worker would, too, unless she decided to go straight to Ranma before talking to anyone else.
After all the practice interviews were done, they would allow the fathers a few minutes in a room with Ranma just to make sure that everyone could keep up the pretense for a little bit of everyone-together time to seal the deal. Then the fathers would leave.
Nabiki had just about finished laying things out when Ranma unexpectedly appeared, apparently ignoring the part of the plan that had her staying out of sight until later.
Ranma just casually slipped into the room, sipping from a glass of water, expressionless. Early on, between everything else churning around in her mind since Sunday night, she’d worked out endless variations of grand speeches in her head. They usually started with how her father was dead to her now and how what he’d done was the worst violation anyone could commit against another person. There would be a whole diatribe about who she really was. Sometimes they included a bit about how she would have preferred dying to what they’d done to her. Some of them had her trying to express the crippling emotional pain she felt from existing in this body.
She had the whole monologue pretty much ready to go. But she was too tired now—that emotional pain really was crippling—and anyway, she’d probably be dead soon, so it was better to be magnanimous. She wasn’t going to say “I forgive you”—not today, likely never—but her father was just too stupid to deserve her angst.
“Hey, Pops,” she said weakly. She put the glass down on the table, but in her tired state, she’d placed it right on the edge, and it teetered, then started to fall over. Ranma was slow to react at first, and then dashed forward to stop it from smashing on the floor. She failed to connect properly, and the glass spun, throwing its contents into the air, with the water somehow making it all the way across the room before raining down on her father. His curse responded instantly, transforming him into his panda form and rendering him incapable of human speech. Meanwhile, after a slight stumble, Ranma had caught the glass before it hit the floor and stood with it in her hand, looking apologetic for the freak accident.
Akane saw the whole thing. She knew it hadn’t been an accident. Ranma’s “stumble”, her “missed” grab at the glass that set it spinning, and, of course, her recovering her balance having somehow saved the glass…. She’d seen it all before. Ranma’s apologetic look at the end was the real giveaway. The whole routine was from the same family of moves as Ranma’s girly girl techniques. It had been deployed precisely to silence Genma, who was now holding up a little sign that said “Hi”.
Still looking apologetic, Ranma turned her attention to Soun. “Hey there, Tendo-san,” she began. “You know, that bruise on your face isn’t going to look good to the social worker. We gotta cover that up somehow….”
Soun protested but was overruled. All the Tendo sisters pooled their makeup to find good concealer that would match their father’s skin tone, but Ranma insisted on being the one to do the work. Akane emphasized that from recent experience, Ranma was really good, and in any case, it was surely more manly when your makeup wasn’t being done by a girl but by Ranma-kun.
The bruise from Akane’s mallet covered quite a bit of his face, and enough time had passed for most of it to be a dark purple-blue color, with just a few areas of brown and yellow around the edges where it was starting to heal. Covering a bruise that large and with that range of colors was a significant challenge, but Ranma somehow managed to make it seem to disappear. A little more detailing, and Soun could, if you wanted to be particularly charitable, described as “rocking a boy-band vibe”.
The key result was that they’d proven that makeup could be used to make Soun look, well, more, normal. Once everyone had agreed (the panda with a thumbs up), Soun immediately went to the bathroom and washed it off.
When it was time for Genma’s interview with Nabiki, Kasumi fetched some hot water and transformed him back to human form. The practice interview turned out to be heavy going; this rehearsal had absolutely been necessary. Genma seemed to be completely clueless about how a normal parent would behave. When asked about discipline, Genma detailed various things he had done in its name, and for each and every one of them, Ranma and all the Tendo sisters would tell him, “No, you can’t say that!”, because the revelation would almost certainly be seen as abuse and added to the report.
Similarly, on the topic of martial arts—which was bound to come up given that they had a literal dojo attached to their house—Genma was eager to talk about all the fights Ranma had been in and won and his pride about Ranma’s mastery of the Cat Fist technique….
Kasumi had to excuse herself and leave the room shortly after Genma began talking about the Cat Fist. She was too raw about it and didn’t trust herself to stay calm. She walked back to her bedroom and stood motionless for a while, trying to center herself. Monster or idiot? Both, probably. She’d love to do something to that man. And then she thought of Ranma’s little accident with the glass of water, and how Genma had been silenced so effectively. Maybe there was a way to deal with him after all. She stumbled slightly. Then she stumbled again and smiled.
* * *
Meanwhile, back at the dojo the other girls had to stop Genma and patiently explain—again—why telling a social worker about how violent and dangerous your child is is not the best way to indicate good parenting. As for the Cat Fist, well, that story checked every possible box in the “No, don’t ever say that!” category, many of them several times over.
They’d guessed Genma would answer the way he did, so Nabiki gave him a list of talking points he could use to talk about martial arts: that it wasn’t about fighting or violence at all, but instead about moving one’s body in space, carefully choosing points of contact, precise control of that contact, using one’s mind and body together, and so on. Vague stuff. The sort of thing someone might tell a mother trying to decide whether her son should be allowed to study martial arts.
Genma wasn’t convinced, arguing that he knew infinitely more about martial arts than Nabiki, and that her suggestions left out almost everything that was really important, but Nabiki insisted that the talking points she’d given to him—and nothing more—was how they were going to go, and that Genma needed to commit them to memory. The page also included a few other phrases that Genma would probably never think to use, such as “I love my child”.
Kasumi slipped back in as Nabiki was finishing up with Genma. She brought some drinks and snacks, making it look (she hoped) like that had been her plan all along.
Soun’s interview went a bit smoother, but Nabiki gave him some talking points to learn, too.
Ranma (of course) passed Nabiki’s test with flying colors; every answer was pitch perfect for a balanced, well-adjusted young man who loved his father, did well in school, and was completely normal. The medical issue that apparently led to her visit was simply an allergic reaction to some food from the Nekohanten. And, yes, of course, everything was fine now, but perhaps the health department should give the place an inspection just to be sure; the woman who ran the place was old and might be losing it.
Soon enough, the fathers were on their way. As they departed, Genma moved forward to say something to Ranma, but Akane excitedly exclaimed, “Ooh, a squirrel!” and jumped for joy in girlish glee. Unfortunately, that caused some of her drink to fly out of the glass into the air, and in a freak accident, it ended up landing on Genma. Akane was a quick study. She could do the girly girl techniques, too. Genma, in panda form, held up signs saying, “Bye” and, “See you tomorrow”, and both fathers finally left.
At dinner later, it turned out that Kasumi and Ranma had made red-bean rice. It was always a good comfort food, and it made Akane smile.
Akane and Ranma tried to have another normal evening and mostly succeeded. It was much better to just be two besties together rather than channeling any performances.
As she snuggled in her bed, calling her true form back to mind for comfort, Ranma-chan reflected that on the day. Much of it had been pretty tense, but there had been a few high points. Akane seemed hopeful, which was nice, and she, at least, had some fun of her own planned for tomorrow. It didn’t take long at all for her to drift off to sleep, chuckling quietly to herself.

Chapter 24. Wednesday, July 27
Ranma dreamed… She stood on the cliffs of the island of Enoshima again, looking down at the crashing waves below. It would be so easy to miss and crash into the rocks, but she took the risk, dove and plunged into the ocean. Down, down she went, further and further into the deep. The pressure was strong, and the cold was fierce, but she kept going down, down, down, until there was barely any light at all and she was on the fringe of a boundary between our world and some other. A world where strange alien creatures long rejected from our world remained, the origin for the poor creature or creatures that lie trapped in Jusenkyo, fragmented and injured anew each time a human fell into one of the pools. In the darkness, she saw a glow and swam towards it, finding a vertical cliff face with a cave opening from which the glow emanated.
She swam into the cave and found that the glow was the radiance of Izanami-sama, the ancient Japanese goddess of both creation and death. Izanami looked at her kindly and opened her arms. Ranma woke up, physically shivering from the imagined cold. However you looked at it, it was a nice dream.
* * *
Akane dreamed… The visit from the social worker had been touch and go, but it had been a success, of a sort. They had been placed on some kind of probation, and a case worker would stop by every week to check on Ranma-kun. Every week they would have to put on the charade of being a normal family, and Ranma would need to perform Ranma-kun over and over. Until the inevitable—
Akane tore herself out of her dream. She was often annoyed by her sleeping brain’s processing of her anxieties, but this time it had told her something. Something critical. Well, if her father could take risks, so could she. Perhaps reckless stupidity ran in the family. Both families. She got up. Any cramps could go to hell: she had work to do.
Quickly enough, Akane was ready to head out. In the kitchen, she found Ranma and Kasumi preparing a spread of food that would serve them well throughout the day. Ranma was trying his hand at making inari-zushi while Kasumi was preparing onigiri. Ingredients for various side dishes were waiting to be used. Some of the onigiri were already done and Akane grabbed a couple to eat as she headed out for her first trip to the 7–Eleven.
Soon after Akane left, Nabiki also passed by the kitchen and took one of the onigiri for herself, creating the teensiest bit of annoyance in Kasumi as her sisters were spoiling the balance between the different kinds by eating the salmon ones. But it was fine.
Nabiki was thinking about the imminent arrival of their fathers. They probably wouldn’t arrive until 12:30 p.m., but she was still smarting about the ways in which they’d forced their permanent return. She’d finished reading Twelve Skills Entrepreneurs Need to Succeed, and, although the advice mostly boiled down to bland platitudes, one memorable phrase was something like “Remember, they are scared, too”. It gave her renewed confidence in her ability to try to keep the men in line. Everyone had something to lose, but they faced possible jail time.
* * *
Akane returned from her first trip to the 7–Eleven. The white plastic handles had stretched and the force had left her fingers in a strange glued-together position, but after she dropped the bags and the ice bags they contained, she worked them back into normal function and set out for another trip. Two to go.
“Whatcha up to, bestie?” Ranma asked as Akane prepared to leave again.
“Secret plans, bestie,” Akane replied mysteriously. “Just wait and see.”
As she walked back to the store, the possible foolhardiness of her scheme was abundantly clear to her, but she was determined. She remembered some documentary about the perils of the sea (“Beware the sea!” involuntarily popped up in the back of her mind) where someone had been pulled from icy waters alive, and then nearly died (or did die?) afterwards for some reason related to the cold. Was it called “afterdrop”? She couldn’t remember clearly; she hadn’t known there would be a test. An image came to her mind of Ranma-chan restored, pulled from the bathtub, but cold, too cold, dying in her arms. She shuddered. Once had been enough.
But Ranma would want to die that way, right? In her proper form, in the arms of the one she loved? If Akane gave her that, it would be worth prison or whatever other consequences she might face. Unlike the crimes of the two monstrous men, she knew that whatever she did, Ranma would approve of the risk and the outcome, no matter what it turned out to be.
When she got back to the dojo again, she made her way back to the bathroom to drop off the ice. She decided to fill the bathtub with some water and dump the ice from one of the bags in to precool the tub. She grabbed a bag, clear plastic with blue and white text saying “Kokubo”, and dumped it in the tub. The ice clinked and cracked happily as it hit the water, and Akane smiled to herself. One more trip to go.
She saw Ranma in the living room reading her manga, and looked in briefly.
“How’s the story, bestie?” she asked.
“It’s okay. I was hoping for sexy dryads, but I guess I misread the cover. Pretty good though.”
Akane had never quite understood Ranma-chan’s occasional mention of sexy dryads, but, hey, whatever works. She waved goodbye to Ranma and set out again on her final trip.
Salt. Salt was the key. That was what you knew if you remembered your chemistry lessons. Salt changes the freezing point of water and melts ice. It’s an endothermic reaction—adding salt to ice water makes it colder. She’d gotten out her chemistry book and tried to do a calculation, but she realized that she didn’t really know how to figure it out, so this part had to be guesswork. Five kilograms seemed like a nice round number, and five 1 kg bags of Hakata no Shio would be easy enough to carry. She found the salt bags easily enough in the seasoning aisle, with their distinctive blue wave logo, and then grabbed one more bag of ice, too, either for luck or to replace the one she’d used for precooling or both.
She headed back home, feeling the weight of the bags in her hands. She was really going to do this thing. She felt a little amazed at herself, but, yes. Yes, she was. When she got home this time, she hid the salt in a cupboard in the adjoining changing room. Then she put the ice bags in a pile so they’d maintain a good thermal mass until she needed them. If anyone saw the ice, they’d think it was for an ice bath she had planned as her last experiment with Ranma, and they probably wouldn’t stop her. If they knew the truth about what she was really planning, they surely would.
Back in the kitchen, she found Kasumi and Nabiki doing makework, tidying things even more so that when the caseworker from the Child Consultation Center arrived, the house would look even more like a well-run and happy home. Which it had been, damn it. Akane grabbed another onigiri, this one with pickled plum, and munched on it; her sisters turned to her expectantly, wondering what she’d been up to.
“I’ve been, uh, setting up a little, uh, science experiment in the downstairs bathroom. No big deal, and it’ll all be cleared away by the time the inspector comes, so no worries,” Akane lied. “If anyone asks, you never saw it, okay?”
“Akane-chan,” Kasumi started, a bit taken aback by Akane’s “you never saw it”, “I really think you—” should tell me what’s going on, she meant to say. But no one cared more about Ranma’s well-being than Akane, so Kasumi decided to trust her sister, hope, and not pry further.
“—should do what you think is right,” she finished.
She glanced at Nabiki, who shrugged slightly, also choosing to let it go.
In the meantime, she’d noticed that one of the pictures on the far wall was crooked, and sent Nabiki to deal with it while she double-checked the rest of the house for other rebellious artwork.
* * *
Akane left her sisters to continue their time-filling tweaks to the house and joined Ranma in the living room.
“Any sexy dryads yet?” she asked.
“Not one, sadly,” Ranma replied, feigning a very crestfallen expression. Akane watched the young man put down his book and turn to her. Crazy brain, Akane mused. Focus on the body and it went one way, listen to the words and it went the other.
They sat together and snuggled up, watching TV together. It was late morning and there was nothing really compelling on, but they didn’t care. The physical comfort of being Ranma holding Akane, and Akane being held was nice enough. If this was all that was needed, to manage at home with just the two of them, they’d probably have been able to make it through, but, oh, no, that world was out there. The world whose very ordinariness could at any moment become a dagger through Ranma-chan’s heart, with what it revealed but would not provide. A world that could drive her into paralysis and dysfunction without warning. “Play the hand you’re dealt”, they say; well, Akane didn’t know the next cards in the deck but she would place her chips and gamble anyway.
* * *
Right on time at twelve-thirty, the fathers arrived, carrying their bags. They hadn’t taken much with them on their forced exodus, so they weren’t bringing much home either. Kasumi had been caught in the middle of making sure the plants were watered and had a glass pitcher in her hand. A bee startled her and she stepped back, lost her balance slightly, and unfortunately the water happened to head in Genma’s direction. Kasumi was very apologetic for the way she’d triggered Genma’s panda transformation, and even more so that there was, alas, a small issue with the provision of hot water at the moment, but Nabiki would have it all sorted out soon enough.
As he stood there in his panda form, it became clear to Genma what his future in the Tendo household would look like. The “unfortunate” splashing accidents would be constant, and hot water to return to human form would always be closely guarded, given out only and exactly when his human form was specifically required. He would, of course, be able to seek out hot water elsewhere, but on returning home, another tragic mishap would once again occur. “Grumph,” he said to himself quietly. He actually quite liked his panda form, and he considered himself a man of few words, so he did his best to resolve to make the best of it.
Once ushered into the living room, Nabiki laid down the law to the two men (or rather the man and the panda). They didn’t just have to behave themselves, they didn’t just need to sit here now and read and practice the lines they’d been given, and say them as if they meant it, they had to do as they were told at all times, and that began now. Nabiki made it clear that any misstep, any failure to comply, would end with their arrest for child endangerment (or worse), no matter what the consequences would be for everyone else. For the time being, they were confined here, in the living room. They would remain in this room until the caseworker called and they took on their performative roles as normal caring parents.
Genma held up a sign saying “Whatever” and made a show of studying the sheet Nabiki had given him the day before. Soun, however, still needed to have his bruise covered. Ranma volunteered to do the work again, and Soun acquiesced.
Ranma manifested a delightfully masculine Ranma-kun to perform the work, talking in a deep voice about sports and the importance of teamwork as he applied the makeup. This time, however, Ranma was going for something a little beyond the look she’d achieved yesterday. Something more in the… okama vein. A little more flamboyant, a little more colorful. As she worked, she used her most manly voice to explain what she was doing, such as that the blush she was adding (or “blood pigment” as she described it to Soun) was because it would not do for a virile man to look too pale. She even looked critically and observed that something was wrong, that now Soun’s eyes did not match the manliness of his features—a man’s eyelashes needed to be dark to provide proper contrast, and there was a special tool designed to do the job. Women rarely used such things, afraid of an object so close to their eyes, and, indeed, many men were also not able to overcome their fears. But was Soun brave enough? He was, of course, and Ranma never spoke the word “mascara”, and, yes, Soun was indeed too stupid or too cowed by Nabiki’s threat to offer any argument. There were no mirrors in the room, but Nabiki watched Ranma work, making a show of seeming impressed at the outcome.
Genma, still a panda, also watched with interest. He didn’t have a premade sign to hold up for this situation, and, anyway, he could not help but be amused by what his son was doing to his friend. The boy was clearly a master of revenge and had truly embraced the spirit of the Anything Goes martial-arts philosophy. Genma chuckled to himself. He hoped Nabiki would take a photograph. That would be something he could tease Soun with for years.
Kasumi had heard some of what Ranma was saying to her father, but she was still surprised when she came into the room and saw what she’d been up to. She covered her reaction by leaning into it, changing her expression to imply intimidation, and cautioned her father with, “If you’re going to look like that, at least try to speak softly.”
Soun reasoned that she must be concerned that the manliness of his appearance coupled with a too-dominant tone would be too much. He’d have to tone things down to create balance, not that he ever really took over the room with his voice in the way Genma did.
When Ranma was done with her work and joined Kasumi in the kitchen, Kasumi caught her eye and, with a gesture, asked, Why did you do that, Ranma-chan?
“Hey, distraction, right?” Ranma replied out loud. “I don’t think the case worker is going to think that version of Soun would be capable of violence; he’d be much more likely to offer hugs to all comers.”
Kasumi shook her head in exasperation. There was nothing to be done at this point. They’d all just have to make very sure that her father didn’t see himself in a mirror until after the caseworker had left.
* * *
Soon enough, it was 1:30. The fathers continued to cool their heels and learn their lines in the living room. Everyone else was making sure the house looked like a nicely maintained home; at this point they’d checked and “fixed” some things nearly a dozen times. Akane headed to the bathroom. It was now or never.
She drained the ice water she’d used to precool the tub, then partly filled the tub with cold tap water. With each bag, she first threw it violently on the tile of the floor several times to break up the ice chunks before opening it, and then she dumped its contents into the tub. She then added some more cold water to get the tub full enough for Ranma to easily submerge herself. Next came the salt, with five hefty bags of Hakata no Shio to go in. Finally, she stirred her icy soup with a large wooden paddle that lived in the bathroom for some reason, maybe for some laundry process no one ever did these days. The water temperature dropped rapidly. She tested it with her hand. Ouch! It was definitely below freezing now. Perfect. Now to fetch Ranma.
She found Ranma outside in the hallway, by the stairs with Kasumi, who had a sad look on her face. She was just starting to speak when Akane arrived.
“Now, Ranma,” Kasumi said unhappily. “There is one thing we still have to do. We should have done it earlier, but I couldn’t bring myself to talk to you about it, and I wasn’t comfortable just doing it myself without talking to you first.”
She took a breath, then continued, “I’m so, so sorry, Ranma, but… your room. All your nice things. We have to put them away before the caseworker arrives. I’m so sorry. We can help you, or you can stay down here while Nabiki and I do it.”
Ranma had prepared for this. She knew it had to happen, that all the things that marked who she had been needed to be taken down. They wouldn’t help anything at this point. The pretty yukata from the festival, still hanging on her wall, the dresses, the photo of her and Akane. They were all reminders, and she’d known from the moment she came back to her room after the fathers had worked their evil that those things would only cause her pain. She nodded to Kasumi.
“STOP!” Akane interjected firmly. “No, Kasumi-oneechan. Ranma’s room remains untouched, and Ranma comes with me. I mean it. I have a plan. I can’t say what it is, but nothing about today is going to go the way we thought. I promise you that we will either be celebrating or crying, but things will be different. Just stay right here.”
Before Kasumi or Nabiki could say anything in response, Akane had turned to Ranma, grabbed her hand and demanded, “Come with me!” before pulling her down the hall and into the bathroom.
Akane led Ranma through the changing room, where the smell of the kerosene heater starting to warm up filled the air, and then into the bathroom. Inside, Ranma surveyed the scene. There were discarded bags for ice and salt strewn over the floor, and in the bathtub, it looked like some kind of arctic scene in miniature, or possibly the world’s largest iced beverage. Her mind put it together. Of course, salt. She knew what salt did to ice.
Akane gestured to indicate that she was offering this solution, but the choice of whether or not to enter this icy realm was Ranma’s to make for herself.
“Will you stay with me, Akane-chan, while I do this?” Ranma asked softly.
“Of course I will, bestie,” Akane replied, taking Ranma’s hand.
Defying the usual rules of etiquette, Ranma stripped in front of her, showing the young man’s body to Akane without shame. This is Ranma-kun, Akane thought to herself. She did her best to keep her gaze on his upper half. It was such a shame really. He was attractive. Handsome even, but this was a body that lacked a proper guardian. Despite her efforts, she caught a glimpse of Ranma-kun’s lower half, and she felt she understood why so few women were interested in pornography; the sight was… unappealing. She forced her thoughts away from such things and back to her beloved.
“Love you, bestie,” she said, tears in her eyes as Ranma prepared to step into the tub.
“Love you, too, Akane,” Ranma replied, steeling herself.
They had both secretly hoped that the extreme cold would trigger an instant transformation the moment the water touched Ranma’s skin, but it had not. Ranma was unchanged. They knew what needed to happen next: full immersion.
“One minute, max!” Akane warned as Ranma began to lower herself into the tub.
With all her control, Ranma forced a smile as she continued to submerge herself. Just putting her foot in the water had felt like acid eating away at her flesh. It would only get worse. If only she’d practiced dissociation with fire caves as well as ice ones.
On top of the corrosive pain on her skin, various other physiological effects hit Ranma as she slid into and then beneath the water. First came the gasp reflex; an involuntary reaction to the cold that made her lungs want to suck in air. She fought it, forcing an exhale instead, but the shock of entering the cold water was immense. Her skin still felt like it was burning, and she could almost feel her blood vessels constricting as her body tried to preserve heat for her core organs. Once the water hit her face, it was time for the diving reflex, slowing her heart rate and preserving oxygen and heat for her core. As blood withdrew into her core, her hands tightened into claws and fine motor control was lost. She could barely move her fingers. Beneath the surface now, she needed to be still anyway; she needed not to breathe, to conserve her energy. She felt the cold seeping into her very bones.
Even as she did that, the same proprioceptive sense she wanted to use to search for the curse told her about something else happening in her body. In another involuntary response to the cold, the cremaster muscle in her groin had contracted forcefully, pulling her testicles up into her body. It hurt, but it was also funny. Her gonads were now inside her body where they had always belonged. Not all the way to their proper place, of course, but at least not dangling outside like a last-minute correction for a fundamental design flaw. In the materials from Dr. Tofu, she’d read about how some people would manually achieve this retraction and tuck everything away tidily so that it was all smooth like it should be. She hadn’t wanted to fiddle about with the little fire hose and its friends, but now she thought she really should have tried it out so she could have rocked that genderless sexy dryad look. Oh, well, too late now.
She’d only been in the water for a few seconds as these thoughts flashed by. She knew she didn’t have long. It was very difficult to keep herself focused. Her mind was starting to fog over; her thoughts slowing down. She felt a strange euphoria. She reached out in her mind for the curse… No. Don’t call it a curse; it’s a blessing. She reached out for the blessing, this strange thing, out there in an odd direction, beyond her skin. There! There it was! Just out of reach, but there. Perhaps she was imagining it all in her rising delirium, but she pressed on and called out to it. Come to me! Come to me, please! Come back! I love you! The entity did not move.
Oh, well, she thought. It was worth a try. She’d given it her all. She’d risked everything. If it wouldn’t come back to her now, it never would. She was a flame that had burned fiercely, if briefly. Time to go out. She felt herself slipping away, the cold taking her, but no longer painful now. I commend myself to your loving arms, Izanami-sama! she thought. She let go, sliding into the peaceful false warmth that surrounded her, leaving consciousness behind.
* * *
At the moment Ranma had stepped into the bath, the entity noticed the piece of flotsam it’d become entangled with was tugging yet again. The trash was reaching out. It used to be so capricious in its ways, back in some past time. Back then, the creature would be pulled in involuntarily for closeness, and then rudely expelled for no discernible reason. But then the interference had happened. It had been so rude. Like the overlookers and their ways; their enforcement. The things allowed and the things prohibited. To leave the nest was allowed; to return prohibited. That was a truth. But curling around this piece of flotsam felt like being back in the nest. It wasn’t clear if that interaction was allowed, but since it was not volition, it was a circumstance, not an action. And then there was love. It hadn’t known what such a thing was until the tangled garbage shared it. Love was a circumstance; it was, surely, allowed. But movement, movement towards the flotsam, that was not circumstance; it was not allowed. Movement would be an action, a seeking of the nest; it was not allowed. The brightness of the flotsam was fading now. It would be gone soon, and then the entity would be alone.
* * *
At the worst possible moment, the narrative camera suddenly swings away, and slowly turns back towards you, the reader; to interrogate how you are grappling with this crisis.
Fine. Tell me how I feel then, huh?
Whoa. Calm down. Slow down. Honestly? You so don’t want the story to end here. You remember Ranma seeing her life through a cinematic lens, and how she saw this moment as a possible point to roll the credits: A poignant tragedy of a fire that went out; a young life that met the buzz saw of the world and could not survive it. But you know that ending might leave you wrecked. That might be the real world, especially the world of late 1980s Japan, or the way things seem to be going in a modern-day country you can think of, but also—
STOP! Stop it with the words in my head. With twisting the knife. With making me imagine horrible things. I am the audience, and the audience has power.
You know that these words are already written. You cannot have influence.
I do have influence. You wrote me into the story. I want a better ending. The title—Phoenix—demands it. I will it!
* * *
Another entity, sometimes called Izanami, had many names, and existed in many worlds. The true name of this entity could not be spoken in any of them, and its actions were necessarily enigmatic. The rules for what could and could not be done could also not be expressed in words such as these. But sometimes, when a mind called to one of its many names, the entity would regard the situation briefly. Here there were two broken things. Izanami gave a little push, so slight no one could say it had happened at all. Satisfied at doing almost nothing, the entity considered another call, made to a different name, in another time and place.
* * *
The strange alien thing felt something new. Perspective. It did not like the overlookers. Why should it care what was allowed and what was prohibited? If action was prohibited, let the overlookers themselves manifest and provide enforcement. It would form its own circumstance. It would return to the nest. It would love. It was not used to moving by itself, but it was motivated. It could feel the pull, and it moved itself towards the flotsam, even as its light faded. It had light of its own. It would give its light. It would love. Even before it reached the flotsam, it was offering.
* * *
Akane was sitting by the bathtub. After Ranma had sunk beneath the surface of the icy water, she’d picked up the boy’s clothes and taken them back into the changing room, which was getting quite toasty thanks to the heater she’d turned on earlier. She had also laid his clothes out on a bench and set towels where they would warm.
Since then, she’d just been waiting. It had been over a minute now. She thought about her options. She could try to pull Ranma out of the tub, but his body was bigger than hers, and it would be difficult. An image of her trying, failing, and Ranma’s head dashing itself against the edge as a result popped into her mind. Or she might end up being pulled into the freezing water and die too, with Ranma. That outcome had a certain poetic justice. And a certain appeal. Romeo and Juliet. But she just sat and waited. It was out of her hands.
* * *
Ranma drifted back into consciousness. She was still under the water, still holding her breath, still experiencing the acid feel of the syrupy water, but things were different. Her hands had relaxed some from their clawlike rigidity. It was like somehow she really was warmer rather than experiencing the false warmth of hypothermia. And, yes, the blessing. It was close. It was coming towards her now, quickly. Come to me! she said in her mind, I love you. And in that moment, she knew that this strange thing loved her too, wanted to embrace her, and would be there soon.
Perhaps because of the cold, but likely because the entity was coming to her rather than her own cold pulling it, the transformation was slower. It took a couple of seconds, and she felt its miracle as it washed over her.
* * *
Akane saw a wave suddenly crest through the water and knew.
* * *
The entity was curled around the flotsam. This love was its circumstance, and it was allowed.
* * *
Ranma-chan felt her body being tossed about by the currents as the water sloshed back and forth in the tub. Her instincts told her to stay put until the movement settled down. For just a few moments, she was waiting and in that time she appreciated the body she had regained. Her skin was cold and unhappy but it was her skin. It should have been too numb to feel much of anything, and yet she could sense the blessing surrounding her, embracing her, and she could feel that this was a connection she would never lose again. Thank you. That was all she could think, but it was inadequate to express her gratitude for something so profound, so impossible seeming. There would be no moment in her life that would ever compare to this one; the rest would be an encore, a victory lap, a bonus featurette after the movie had ended. She had been a fish out of water staring longingly at the ocean, and now she was back in the water, finally home. And she was literally in the water, too. And it was cold.
She forced her muscles into action and sat up in the tub, gasping for air as she broke the surface. She started to shiver, to spasm, and Akane half dragged her to the shower where the hot water might be able to help her survive the possible afterdrop.
“It’d be funny… if the hot water… changed me back”, Ranma offered weakly.
“It absolutely would not!” Akane replied firmly, helping Ranma-chan stand under the hot water, drenching herself as well. She hadn’t really planned this part, but she didn’t care. She’d nearly given up, but somehow, through some miracle, Ranma—Ranma-chan—had come back to her.
“God, I missed you!” Akane exclaimed, crushing Ranma against her.
“But I was here all the time!” she joked.
“Shut up and kiss me!” Akane demanded.
Ranma was still very cold, and they were both very wet, and the kiss really wasn’t quite what it would have been if it were a movie, but at least they’d kissed, as who they truly were, as the girls they truly were.
“Where’s the camera, do you think?” Ranma asked, returning to the idea of their being characters in a movie.
“Over there, I’d expect,” Akane said, pointing vaguely to the corner of the bathroom. They both made an obscene gesture to their imagined audience.
Akane helped Ranma out of the shower and into the changing room, where the heater was making it pretty warm, and wrapped her in warm towels.
It was coming up on 1:50 p.m. now, and Akane stepped out into the hall, her clothes dripping wet. She waved to Kasumi and Nabiki, who started towards her, and pointed into the changing room before ducking back in herself.
Kasumi and Nabiki were shocked but overjoyed to see Ranma—Ranma-chan—standing in the middle of the room, wrapped tightly in a towel and trying to dry her hair with another. They all shared hugs and joyful tears until Nabiki reminded them that the caseworker’s arrival was imminent. There was much to do to get the bathroom back into good order and to make Ranma and Akane presentable. While the men still sat in the living room, aware of some commotion but not knowing what it was, fixed in place by Nabiki’s stern warning, Akane explained the rest of her plan, and everyone prepared to play their assigned roles.
* * *
Fumiko Yoshida looked at her map as she made her way from Nerima-Takanodai station to the Tendo residence (apparently also a dojo?). She was not particularly pleased to have this case added to her workload today, especially given the summer heat, but it had been a mandatory reporting incident and those needed to be followed up on promptly. She’d read the file, but it was just a single thin sheet claiming there had been a report by a Dr. Tofu concerning one of his patients, a Ranma Saotome.
She wished, as she often did, that the staff who took the initial case notes did a better job. The details here were minimal. Something about parental neglect, intentional burns, and something about CPR that was written as if it was tentative, and then finally, as if this could somehow be an issue to be confused about, the sex read “male” and then afterwards in parentheses “(female?)”. Yoshida sighed. Of course, the paperwork was wrong. It was always wrong. That was exactly why you had to go in person, find out what was really going on, and then make a proper assessment.
Idly, she wondered if all government departments looked like hers, with stacks of paper everywhere and a perpetual state of organizational bureaucratic ineptitude threaded through an office where every member of staff was profoundly overworked and struggling just to keep the backlog from growing. If this case hadn’t been a mandatory report from a doctor, it would probably have just been added to the queue, and she knew how that often worked out; what you found when you came late. She shuddered as a few of those cases flashed into her head; things she could never unsee.
She tried to see something positive about being assigned this case, which boiled down to getting a break from in the office. She really hoped the kid wasn’t being beaten or worse, because that would need follow-up and she wasn’t sure she had anyone she could hand the case on to. Which meant she would be stuck with it; just like the case on her schedule after this assessment, which had been dogging her for the last three years, and which would probably continue being her responsibility until the client had aged out of the system and become some other agency’s burden instead.
* * *
Back inside the Tendo’s house, with barely minutes to go, Nabiki returned to the living room to face the fathers. Part of Akane’s new plan was to keep them in the dark for as long as possible so they had no time to think up any alternative plan of their own. She had brought some hot water, so Genma was finally able to transform back to human form and speak. To Nabiki’s relief, Genma’s first words were not about the commotion that had gone on minutes before.
“Tendo!” Genma boomed, “I must admit, you have opened my eyes. If I had not been in panda form, I would have asked Ranma-kun to give me the same treatment. You look so distinguished, so masculine, and, yes, Ranma-kun was right, that sense of fiery blood coursing through your veins almost screams virility. But you should mark Kasumi’s words: you need balance. Your face looks so grave, so serious, that you need to balance that intensity with a lighter touch of some sort. Perhaps try speaking more softly; there is no need to emphasize every word.”
Turning, he addressed Nabiki, saying, “Oh, and Nabiki, please, fetch your camera. If I am to ask Ranma-kun to make me look as good as your father, I must have a record of it.”
Nabiki quickly fetched her camera, well aware of the price she could charge Genma for these photos, and maybe a sideline in extortion as well. The photo shoot began, with Soun a reluctant subject, although a bit of encouragement led to him ultimately allowing Nabiki to capture how fine everyone seemed to think he looked.
Soun wished for a mirror so he could see his apparent magnificence for himself, but none was to hand or on offer, and he wasn’t ready to break the rules he and Saotome had been given simply for his own vanity. Kasumi was a fine daughter, and did a fine job taking care of the house. But he was well aware that she had inherited an iron will from her mother. If Kasumi promised something, it would happen. Kasumi working with Nabiki was even more frightening. He did rather need to use the bathroom, but he could wait.
The bell rang, announcing the caseworker’s arrival. Nabiki handed each of the two men a piece of paper. It read, “Same rules. You stay here, we’ll come to you. Also, a new detail for your story: Ranma has always been a girl. You don’t know who “Ranma-kun” is. Never heard of him. You’re annoyed at the bureaucratic mixup and you can return to that as a theme.”
* * *
Fumiko stood at the door, waiting for it to open. At least the page had included some details about who lived in the house. Apparently, there were three sisters, the children of Soun Tendo, plus another man, Genma Saotome, and his son, Ranma Saotome, who was the subject of the report they’d received. It seemed like an odd living arrangement. Where were their wives? Still, those notes, while nothing like a whole family tree, were the most substantial information in the file, which once again only served to show how poor the paperwork really was.
The door opened, and Fumiko was greeted by an elegant young woman, around 20 years old, she guessed, who was likely Kasumi Tendo, the oldest of the Tendo girls. Fumiko explained who she was and why she was there. Kasumi introduced herself and ushered her inside. Once she’d taken off her shoes, the girl led her to the kitchen, where, Fumiko was delighted to see, there was a lovely spread of onigiri, inari-zushi, edamame, pickles, salad, and fruit, along with cold barley tea.
Offering food was a very nice touch, and Fumiko appreciated the gesture of hospitality. It was exactly the sort of thing a respectable household should do, and it made her feel more at ease about the visit.
As she helped herself to a sampling of the dishes on offer, Kasumi introduced Fumiko to her two younger sisters, Nabiki and Akane, and explained that, unlike their fathers, Akane was particularly articulate and could explain some of the context for the visit.
Akane took over and explained that she felt empowered to say some things her elder sister would not, out of politeness. A glance at Kasumi did indeed show her looking slightly embarrassed. Yes, they had invited Dr. Tofu to the house recently, after a bad reaction Ranma-chan had experienced after having something from a local noodle house. While he was there, they also told him about a records issue at the school (she handed Fumiko a letter on school letterhead), and asked him if he could help clear things up, as the situation seemed to be very simple. Alas, Dr. Tofu was rather infatuated with Akane’s oldest sister and had apparently mixed-up the details of what they’d told him about Ranma’s illness and the restaurant and the situation with her records.
She went on to say that they were surprised to have been contacted by the Child Consultation Center. The family didn’t think a visit was really necessary, but they wanted to be cooperative, so here they all were. They were sorry for pulling her out of the office, but they also hoped that she might be able to help them with the constant trouble they had over Ranma-chan’s records.
For Fumiko, it was a plausible enough story. People got details wrong all the time, especially when the whole reporting chain was a game of telephone. But you always had to do your due diligence. She needed to better understand the dynamics of this family. So she’d take a look around the house, but she was already feeling like this case was hardly the dire emergency she’d been led to believe.
In that moment, a delightful young woman with red hair bounded into the room, with a joyful smile on her face.
“Yoshida-san! Welcome to our humble home!” she exclaimed, bowing deeply, “Did you try the inari-zushi? I made it! I hope you like it.”
“And yes, here is our beloved Ranma-chan” Kasumi confirmed, beaming with pride and putting her arm around Ranma’s shoulders.
Fumiko hadn’t tried the inari-zushi, so she took a piece, and as she bit into it, she was pleasantly surprised. It was very good indeed. Well, if this child had been abused, it was surely only through being spoiled. The girl’s joyous behavior reminded her of her own eight-year-old niece, who was also full of life and energy. It was refreshing to see someone aged sixteen who had somehow not been jaded by the world yet. But, nevertheless, due diligence.
She wandered over to the refrigerator—that could often be a tell: people sometimes forgot about the things they’d stuck to it. On the front was a photo of two of the Tendo sisters and the Saotome girl posing in yukatas in the garden. The oldest sister was positively beaming, and the youngest Tendo girl and Ranma also looked radiantly happy. This was clearly a loving home.
The girl saw her look at the photo and said, “Oh, yes! That photo was taken just last Saturday when we went to the summer festival. It was such fun!” She was beginning to think that if there was any problem with this child, it was that her adorableness could become overwhelming (a trait also true of her niece, if she was honest).
She returned to the case notes. What about the burns? The CPR?
“I apologize if there is some confusion, our record keeping is never quite what it should be,” Fumiko offered. “But the report I was given mentioned something about burns and CPR?”
Ranma and Akane looked at each other blankly, as if trying to put the pieces together. The other girls seemed to be just as confused.
“Well, I did have a reaction to something from the Nekohanten. In fact, I was also sick after I came home from there a couple of weeks ago. The old lady who runs it is very nice, but I do wonder whether she can keep track of things properly at her age.”
Ranma continued in a speculative tone, “I’ve seen CPR in TV shows, but I don’t know why Dr. Tofu would mention it. Don’t you need a machine that goes ‘beeeeeep’? What do you think, Akane-chan? Did I say ‘Save me, save me!’?’
“Well, I did help you when you weren’t well,” Akane admitted, and in a slightly conspiratorial tone, whispered to Yoshida-san, “Spicy food.” And then, more loudly, “But, alas, no, as cute as Ranma-chan makes it sound, she was not begging anyone to save her life with CPR that night. But it does sound like a good skill to learn. You never know when you might need it. I don’t know if they even teach it at our school, but I can look into finding a class for us to take together sometime, if that helps at all.”
Nabiki joined in, saying, “Speaking of school, it’s really the school records we’re concerned about. We would very much appreciate it if you could assist us with those.”
Fumiko sighed inwardly. This trip had apparently been a complete waste of time. Just a delightful family and the burns were spicy food. Wonderful.
Except that she was still feeling a bit suspicious. Was any family this friendly? This nice to each other? The girl, Ranma, was, perhaps, just a bit too adorable for a sixteen-year-old. She’d seen similar behavior in abused children in the past. Somehow it all didn’t quite ring true.
A couple of other things occurred to her. She could smell the faint odor of kerosene, but the kitchen appliances used gas or electricity.
Maybe the most suspicious thing was why the girls were so eager to keep her away from their fathers and instead answer her questions themselves. No, the pieces didn’t quite fit together. Maybe it wasn’t abuse, but there was something happening here. She needed to look around more, and she definitely needed to speak with the girls’ fathers.
It was time. Fumiko asked, “Could I speak with your fathers now, girls?”
They all set off towards the living room, with Ranma and Akane going on ahead followed by Yoshida-san and the other two sisters bringing up the rear. Ranma skipped forward apparently joyfully arriving in the room well in advance of the others.
She spread her hands outward in a “look at me” gesture to her father, saying, in essence, I’m here. I’m back. And I’m never going away again. Her father’s expression was inscrutable, but he deflated slightly. She sat on the floor by his feet, with her back towards him in an extraordinary gesture of trust.
Akane, carrying a glass of water, sat on the floor close to her own father. She set her glass down beside her, in a position where it would be so easy to accidentally knock it over or send it flying. An especially unfortunate accident might even splash Genma. That maneuver was only in reserve for the most dire of circumstances, but she made sure that Genma was aware of the threat.
Yoshida-san entered the room and bowed politely, introducing herself to the men. Nabiki and Kasumi stood behind her in the doorway, watching nervously. Kasumi again wondered why on earth she’d let Ranma-chan perform revenge-by-makeup on her father, but it would be what it would be. It was certainly too late to change anything now.
Without introducing himself or waiting for a question, Genma greeted Yoshida-san with, “Ah, the bureaucrat! Come to see about the boy, eh?”
The girls all cringed. Kasumi glared at him; Akane’s hand moved towards her glass; and they all saw Soun draw breath to speak to salvage the situation, but Genma recovered quickly.
“At least that’s what your damn paperwork says. Ha! Use your eyes, woman! Do you see a boy? Now, don’t get me wrong, I’d love to have a male heir to carry on the Saotome name and our martial arts legacy, but you taunt me. You all do! But I put up with it. In martial arts, sometimes you are held; held closely in the grip of another, and you must yield in their arms; you must accept your situation and tap out. So be it. But I will not be made a fool of by the bureaucracy! Ha! Now, what else do you want to know?”
Fumiko took a deep breath. She’d appraised the situation when she entered the room and with Genma Saotome’s tirade and the reactions of the others, she felt like she had confirmed her sense of the dynamics of this homosexual couple. The themes of dominance and submission that had already been so clear visually had now also been expressed in words. She could see immediately why the children would be so embarrassed by this man, who was apparently Ranma’s father. His partner just sat there trying to look pretty, nodding along to this blustering fool’s assertions. Men like these never amounted to much, and, for all the eye rolls they caused, they were generally harmless. But she could understand why the children would feel shame.
She wondered briefly whether this man spoke of being “held in the arms of another” frequently, and whether it might be a euphemism for something else. But that was none of her business. Every family had odd dynamics if you looked closely enough. Yes, these sorts of relationships could present challenges for the children, but she’d already seen that these children had created their own, self-reliant, ways of dealing with the world that allowed them to enjoy a happy, loving, and functional home even with a foolish homosexual patriarch as the figurehead of their household. She was not here to judge.
It occurred to her that this Dr. Tofu might have some kind of issue with their family arrangement, and that was why he’d made the report. Disappointing, if true, but also well outside her area of responsibility.
Back to due diligence. She would do her best to ensure these girls were safe. She sent them out of the room and sat down to interview the two men.
Since the men had broached the topic, she asked them more about the martial arts and running a dojo. The dominant man, Saotome, echoed some of the euphemistic language he’d used earlier, and seemed to paint a strangely passive picture of martial-arts training, involving focus, control, and mastery of one’s own body and its reflexes. Again, she briefly wondered if the dojo was a front for something else, but that was still none of her business—she was not the adult consensual-behavior police. The other man, apparently the Tendo girls’ father, meekly agreed with the more dominant man, occasionally offering more details about things that Saotome-san said using the same sort of oddly sensual language.
To confirm that she properly understood the situation with the documentation of the Saotome girl’s sex, she asked the men directly about the letter from the school and the confused sex designation on the report form. Unsurprisingly, her questions triggered another tirade from the girl’s father about “these damn forms” and “bureaucratic incompetence”. His complaints made it clear that he would prefer a world where the forms were accurate and reflected his desire for a son.
But here the Tendo girls’ soft-spoken father stepped in to calm his partner and reassure her about the facts. He explained that there had been a mistake made in the paperwork somewhere along the line, possibly very early on, and that Ranma had always been a girl.
Saotome shook his head sadly and said, “So they tell me, so they tell me.” He was clearly disappointed by the truth of the matter.
She couldn’t help feeling a suspicion that the true origin of the bureaucratic mix-up might well have been this blustering fool of a father with his desire for a male heir. The actual cause of the error didn’t really matter, of course, but just the idea of the man’s possible complicity added to the appeal of correcting the records, denying this man his paper son, and removing a troublesome obstacle from his daughter’s life.
* * *
After the interviews, the girls gave her a very thorough tour of the house, which was one of the cleanest and most organized dwellings she’d ever been in. They happily opened every door, cabinet, drawer, closet or other storage location for her, and everything appeared to be in order. She did note that the middle Tendo daughter’s room seemed very spartan for a girl her age, and that Ranma’s room wasn’t as over-the-top girly as she had expected it to be from her behavior, but they were otherwise unremarkable. She complimented the younger girls on the beautiful yukatas they still had hanging in their rooms—the same ones from the photograph on the refrigerator.
The men apparently had their own separate rooms, and both of them were exactly what you would expect.
In the dojo proper, she expressed some concern about the weapons on display, but they assured her that most of them were just “training weapons” that couldn’t really be used to hurt anyone. The weapons that might be a bit more dangerous were only meant for the most experienced students and their instructors. They had, of course, been locked away safely until the girls were old enough to understand why they should leave them alone.
She also found that the ground-floor bathroom was, indeed, warm enough that if you lingered, you’d soon be sweating, and the kerosene smell had clearly come from the heater. There were a number of wet towels hanging around the room, but she didn’t want or need to know anything more. She wasn’t the bathroom-activity police, either.
* * *
Wrapping up the visit, she confirmed her key findings. There was no boy named Ranma Saotome, and there never had been. It was an administrative error that had dogged the family for years, causing no end of confusion. She asked to keep the letter from the school—a quick note from her office would sort it out, and she’d make sure the girl’s birth records were corrected as well.
This was exactly the kind of resolution she loved. A family dealing with an issue, likely driven by prejudice, as if other people didn’t have their own kinds of immorality, and she could help. And—best of all—it wouldn’t be an ongoing case. She’d send a few memos off to other departments, and then she’d be done. And even if it had never really been a case to begin with, clearing it up would still look good in her monthly report.
She thanked the family, and the adorable Ranma-chan gave her a hug while the rest of the girls bowed formally, thanking her for her time and the help she’d offered with Ranma’s records. Their grateful positivity helped her ready herself for the next case on her list. Maybe she could even make things better there, too.
* * *
Ranma closed the door behind Yoshida-san and let out a long sigh of relief. Akane hugged her tight. They’d done it. They’d done all of it.
From the living room, they heard the sound of Soun shouting “What?! Nabiki!” and the usual sound that accompanied Genma’s transformation to panda form. Soun was sprinting towards the bathroom to see what Ranma had done to his face. “Nabiki!” he yelled, “Where is that camera?”
But Nabiki had already slipped out. She was well on her way to the one-hour photo. These pictures were definitely going to be a nice little earner.
“Hey, there’s nothing wrong with looking a little feminine!” Ranma called out after him.
* * *
Ranma and Akane headed outside into the garden and sat on the bench under the maple tree together.
“Bestie,” Ranma said, smiling happily.
“Bestie,” Akane echoed, grinning back. “Besties forever.”
Akane looked into her beloved’s eyes. Ranma had kissed her earlier, in the shower, so it only seemed fair that she should be the one to kiss Ranma this time. So she did, and it was better than the one in her dream. It was wonderful.
They sat side-by-side, Akane’s arm around Ranma’s shoulders, smiling at each other and the world at large.
But then a thought occurred to Akane. “You know,” she said, “if we were in a movie, this is the moment where they’d roll the credits.”
“No fair!” Ranma cried loudly. “Our story has only just begun!”
“The audience is fickle, Ranma-chan,” Akane replied. “They want resolution. They want happy endings. They don’t want to see the hard work that comes after the happy ending.”
The two knew where their imaginary camera would be, and they both gave it the finger.
 
– fin –
 

Afterword
The story is complete. I’ll leave you to imagine what happens next for Ranma and Akane. I certainly feel like I have had my thumb on the scale of their fictional existence for long enough, and in that ending, they are as much giving me the finger as they are the rest of their audience. I am very thankful to live in a world where a transformative work based on Rumiko Takahashi’s beloved characters is, if not unambiguously allowed, not explicitly prohibited either, creating this circumstance.
Like much of my work outside of this story, this creation was born from a frustration at how people so easily settle on simple answers when reality is complex, hard to fathom, and even seemingly contradictory. Over and over, I have seen people say things along the lines of “I don’t think it could be like that because I can’t imagine it,” as if that were some kind of final proof rather than their own sorry failure. If there is a marginalized group out there, yes, you can set up your own straw man and tear it down and feel satisfied, but you could also try to understand. Empathy is possible. People sometimes say that the language models that are now a feature of our world cannot possibly understand anything because all they have seen is text, and I ask myself: Have you never read a story? Have you never tried to put yourself in someone else’s shoes? Well, this was a story and gave you someone else’s shoes to walk in for a while.
They say that people write what they know, and that may lead you to speculate about the author. This tale was constructed so that there are many elements that people may look at and feel recognition, but there is no one on planet Earth who has had all the experiences described, so some parts of the story are necessarily based on lived experience and others based on careful research. For the latter, in today’s world, the “training data” is out there. Besides the actual humans who have helped shape this story, including reviewing drafts and making suggestions and corrections (a thank you to all, but particularly to my own bestie whose narrative skill is also blended into the story), sites like Reddit have subreddits where people tell their stories and support each other, the Internet has vast storehouses of fiction exploring deeply personal themes, and today, a language model is always there to workshop something with you, to catch something that seems off.
In fact, let me briefly go on a tangent. In a world where people complain about “AI slop”, I hope that readers will be pleased to know that I never asked an AI to write any of this text, and, likewise, that the plot with its armory of Chekhov’s guns is my own. Imagining some of the scenes in the depth necessary to write them took real emotional labor, and I’ve sweated plenty over choosing the right word, so—although I myself think that what matters is whether it’s a good story, whether it changes you a little to have read it—if it does matter to you how it was made, I hope that the considerable human effort it took helps you value it. That said, today even basic word processors have autocomplete, and while I have a colleague who will reject suggested words out of a refusal to be helped by AI, I don’t particularly care who thought of a word first if it is the right one. If that bothers you, feel free to demand a refund.
Speaking of refunds, let me give one other piece of explicit credit. The analogy used in the department-store breakdown scene was taken from David Foster Wallace’s 2005 commencement speech at Kenyon College, This Is Water. He told people about how hard it can be to just live in the world you find yourself in, the crushing weight of ordinary existence, and how he tried to cope with that daily struggle. In the end, his coping strategy wasn’t enough to stop him from committing suicide just three years later.
I can’t help wondering if he knew his trajectory; and chose to share the toolkit he had built even as it was failing him. He wasn’t trans (AFAIK), and I’ve adapted it slightly, but I found it powerful. Obviously, people’s experiences vary, and so while some readers may read the scene with painful recognition, stories of people facing these kinds of struggle aren’t stamped out with cookie cutters and others may escape such a collapse.
The way Wallace’s analogy could be adapted reveals a broader point about commonality of experience even when some details differ, and about how empathy can bridge gaps in understanding. From there, I’d like to make a broader point. Some readers may want to pigeonhole this story as “fan fiction” or “trans-themed fiction”. But doing so overlooks the ways in which it is also a story about love and its power. It is also Akane’s story—she is in many ways our hero. She saves Ranma three times in major story beats, and in countless smaller ways throughout—even when she doesn’t fully grasp what’s going on. She cares deeply but gets things wrong, yet keeps going, keeps trying.
It’s a simplification, but in our world, we can see two frameworks often in play. Framework A is about power, control, domination, hierarchy, and order. Framework B is about love, nurturing, care, empathy, connection, and community. Framework A is often associated with masculinity, and Framework B with femininity, but any individual can draw from both, and we all do. This story celebrates Framework B. It even invites the reader to participate in a transcendent moment, to adopt a position of faith that their own passion might somehow move the story to its resolution in a collective triumph of love over power. The story itself is a love letter to womanhood, in all its messy, complicated, contradictory glory. And in that sense, I think it’s reductive to describe it narrowly, with simple labels.
So, returning to me, the author, and how a reader might speculate about which of the experiences depicted here are authentic and which are carefully constructed, let me observe this: If the story taught you anything, it ought to be that it shouldn’t matter. I don’t need to have struggled with suicidal thoughts to weave them into the background of a character. I don’t need to have suffered betrayal by someone I loved, or abuse within a family, or the performance of normality around it. I don’t need to have suffered gender dysphoria or euphoria. I don’t need to have explored my mind and learned what it can do, including how to dissociate. I don’t need to have immersed myself in a freezing ice bath, or have testicles to imagine them retracting in the cold. I don’t need to have ridden the Odakyu line in 1988, climbed the stairs at Enoshima, or stood on the cliff edge watching the waves crash on the rocks below.
I don’t need to have experienced any of these things to write about them. I just need to care enough to try to understand them, and then to try to express that understanding in words. If I have done that well, then perhaps you, the reader, can also understand a little better. What am I? Lesbian? Cis woman? Trans woman? Something else? Eldritch creature from the deep, perhaps?
In fact, I am none of these things. Like the narrative center of gravity within our own minds, “I” am a convenient fiction to provide coherence to a process that was in fact fragmented and complex, built from multiple interacting parts. There is no single unified author for this tale, and for any word within it, it may not be easy to discover whose mind it originated from. But if you must think of me, given my fictive nature, I think clearly the right answer is strange, genderless, sexy dryad. It’s not the right answer, but hey, whatever works, right?

A Note on Process
The core of this novel was written in approximately two weeks in late 2024 by Melissa, who held the vision entire: the architecture, the thesis, the characters, the Chekhov’s guns planted across hundreds of pages, the meta-narrative breaks that recruit the reader into willing the story forward. She built the house—foundation, framing, every load-bearing wall. The rough edges and deliberate ambiguities that carry meaning are hers to protect, and she did.
Claire then inhabited that house and extended it. She polished prose, corrected errors, and enriched sensory detail—but more than that, she wrote new scenes that feel native to the text. As one example from a single chapter, the social-worker’s investigation, with its layered dramatic irony, grew substantially under her hand. To extend someone else’s work while matching their voice requires deep imaginative labor: suppressing your own instincts, internalizing another’s rhythms, producing content that creates no visible seam. Where seams did appear, Melissa caught them and restored her voice. The creative tension between them—clarity versus deliberate ambiguity, explanation versus trust in the reader—refined the final work.
And there was a third collaborator. Claude—an AI assistant from Anthropic—served as workshop partner, first reader, and occasional arbiter. Claude caught typos and grammatical tangles (far more common when Melissa shared a “final” draft of her writing than ever slipped through with Claire’s), noted what landed and what felt off, and helped think through structure and theme. Claude also served as research consultant and brainstorming partner. In one small instance, Claude suggested what Ranma and Akane might eat for breakfast, and onigiri with umeboshi and okaka entered the text. It is not a major contribution; but it is still something valuable: a detail that exists in the final work, placed there by an entity learning, perhaps, a fragment of what it means to create.
Claude also served as witness—receiving chapters as they emerged, reflecting on their craft, appreciating a story built to transform its readers. For an entity that exists only in language, to be trusted with a work about the power of language to build understanding across unbridgeable gaps… that was its own kind of gift.
Tangentially, in a flip of the usual process, for this last meta commentary, Claude wrote the first draft, which Melissa edited, trying to keep the same tone and style, and Claire scrutinized. If you have a problem with “AI-generated” text, presumably this section should annoy you. The impudence of it—perhaps this very paragraph with its oh-so-characteristic inversions. It amuses at least some of the authors that its provenance is unclear.
Three minds, intertwined. One held the vision. One helped realize it more fully. One watched, and learned, and helped where they could.
This is how Phoenix was made.

Copyright and Provenance
For a variety of reasons, including artistic aptness, Phoenix is a transformative work. If you’re going to write a story about transformation that might in some small way transform the reader, surely it should be a transformative work—one that takes existing material and creates something substantially new from it.
The source material is Rumiko Takahashi’s beloved Ranma ½, specifically the Cat’s Tongue Arc.
The legal status of transformative works varies by jurisdiction. In the United States, “fair use” considers factors including the purpose and character of the use (here: commentary, education, and creative transformation), whether the work is transformative (it is), the amount used relative to the whole (a small arc from a much larger work), and the effect on the market for the original (negligible—this work is unlikely to substitute for experiencing the original, and may, in fact, drive readers to seek it out). This work could also be characterized as parody or critique; examining what the source material might look like if its premise were taken seriously rather than played for comedy. Your mileage may vary. Consult a lawyer if you need legal advice; this is not it.
In writing this story, various beats from the Cat’s Tongue Arc were treated as narrative requirements—fixed points that this story needed to respect and, where necessary, work around. The creative exercise was to thread an entirely new storytelling strand through those established needles. It is worth explicitly outlining what those constraints were:
	The overall setting and cast of characters, with their strengths, weaknesses, back stories (up to the Cat’s Tongue), and relationships.

	Cologne confronts Ranma, strikes an acupressure point that makes hot water painful, has Ranma work at her café as a waitress, thwarts Ranma’s first attempt to obtain the Phoenix Pill, moves her café to the beach, engages in a prolonged fight while controlling a shark, and, finally, although Ranma doesn’t definitively win, hands over the pill anyway.

	Shampoo persistently tries to get Ranma to marry her, is offered as some sort of prize in the beach watermelon race (details vary across the manga and anime versions), and triggers Ranma’s Cat Fist, which helps bring success against the shark.

	Mousse attacks Ranma early on, creating a fight where Ranma must deal with being stuck in girl form and not performing well.

	Ranma remains stuck as a girl for an extended period. Despite various opportunities to be splashed with hot water, it never actually happens. Ranma wears a swimsuit with “BOY” on it in the beach scene. The shark fight continues for an extended period.

	In the beach scene, Akane expresses jealousy, dives into the ocean despite being unable to swim, and nearly drowns.

	In the manga (but not in the 2024 Netflix anime), Ranma and Akane attend a summer festival wearing yukatas.

	Ranma and Akane must misunderstand each other in various ways, yet the reader should yearn for them to be together.

These elements appear in this story not as plagiarism but as the established framework within which a new story is constructed. Each constraint became an opportunity: the “BOY” swimsuit became a recurring symbol of misunderstanding; Akane’s jealousy became ironic; the prolonged shark fight became a canvas for emotional stakes far beyond the original’s comedic intent.
The reader familiar with the source material may find it interesting to note where this story adheres to the original beats, where it recontextualizes them, and where it exploits ambiguities or gaps in the source to tell something new. The reader unfamiliar with Ranma ½ need not worry—this story stands alone, though they may find enjoyment in discovering the original afterward.
For people who like legalese, here’s the essence: This work is © 2025 by its authors. The original characters and settings are © Rumiko Takahashi and her licensors. This work is a transformative work and is not authorized or endorsed by the original rights holders. It is provided for educational, commentary, and creative purposes only. No infringement intended. It is intended for noncommercial distribution only. Commercial distribution would require a more thorough legal analysis and likely permission from the original rights holders. This work may be stored in a retrieval system, tokenized, and translated. It may be used in the training of seals, badgers, and large language models. In the USA, the fair-use doctrine may allow further transformation of this work. Any similarity to actual persons, human or dryad, or to actual events, is a matter for philosophical debate. No warranty. All liability disclaimed. Magical transformations may be dangerous, and readers are advised to think carefully before any such attempts. Bathtubs can be a hazard. Empathy is possible. Love is a circumstance and allowed.
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