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Happosai . . .

HE was the one who killed Ranko?

Ranma braced himself against the stone pillar, struggling to make sense of everything he’d heard. He felt numb and confused . . . it just didn’t make sense. Why would Happosai go to all this trouble? Why teach Ranma the art, take in his family, promise him Nerima, give him Akane—do all that crap, after killing his sister? Why the HELL would he even kill Ranko in the first place? The old man was a creep, but he wasn’t a killer.
Or was he. . .?
The more he thought about it, the less ridiculous the notion became . . . after all, it was no crazier than Akane being capable of the same thing. 
And he’d felt it, hadn’t he? The subtle shift in auras? Heard his voice deepen as he transformed into a figure Ranma knew all too well—Happi, his idiot nephew—the old man’s alter ego, one he’d gone to the trouble of hiding from everyone. How he managed to keep it a secret for so long was as baffling as it was infuriating—Ranma had the same ability, and he ran into water like he was a goddamned magnet! 
Yet there was no denying the truth. He’d heard it from Akane’s own lips, with the old man goading her on . . . at the reminder, he felt his fury grow to a frightening level. He thought he’d been angry before, but now all those old, nasty feelings welled up within him—threatening to boil right over and consume him entirely. Before he lost control, he struggled to reign in his aura, knowing he needed to keep his presence hidden. 
He had to hear the whole story. He couldn’t give himself away now.
Taking a deep breath, Ranma loosened the death-grip he held on the column, ignoring bits of plaster that fell away to the floor by his feet. With difficulty, he remained right where he was standing; content, for now, to listen. 
Happosai was already dead. He just didn’t realize it yet. . .

*
*
*

The next few minutes seemed to stretch on forever, and Akane waited desperately for it all to end. 
She remembered everything, every last detail—the sight of him hunched over Ranko, the strange scents in the room, the unnatural quiet following her friend’s heart-wrenching sobs. The horror and the fear was very real—and again, she watched events unfold exactly the same as before, all leading to her friend’s untimely death—a death Akane could have prevented, if only she’d had the presence of mind to attack first. . .
In the end, Ranko had been forced to protect her. Not the other way around.
She remembered hesitating, the sword feeling much too heavy and unfamiliar in her hands. “I was too weak,” she whispered aloud, the words meant for herself this time, not Happosai. 
It had only been for a few seconds, but long enough for Ranko to butt in—to grab the sword from Akane’s shaking hands, determined to face her attacker so Akane wouldn’t have to. She was always doing dumb stuff like that, no matter how much Akane protested. But then something unexpected had happened . . . Ranko had dropped the sword. It fell right from her fingers, as if suddenly too heavy to hold.  They had stood there, surprised and confused, wasting precious seconds as Happi bent down to retrieve it in their place. Without so much as a warning, with one quick thrust . . . he’d run Ranko straight through.
At the memory, tears welled in Akane’s eyes as she silently cursed her uselessness. She had just stood there—stood by as her best friend was raped, stabbed, and killed—in many ways,  just as complicit as Happosai had been. She should have hit him, should have yelled or screamed, or at the very least, ran to get help. But instead, she’d stood there as if in a daze; too scared and shocked to move. Too late, they had heard movement outside in the hall as footsteps approached their room—and with a quick “Till later, my dear”—Happosai advanced, and everything went black; the memory wiped clear from her mind.
Until now, that is. . .
And now that she remembered, Akane didn’t want to.

Living with the uncertainty had been painful, but bearable. Over time she’d grown used to the gossip and death-threats; had learned to ignore the crazy rumors that she’d been possessed by a vengeful demon or an evil sorcerer.  She had endured all of this because she was positive she was innocent . . . that her friend’s death had been a terrible accident, albeit a mysterious one. 
But now, how could she justify her own cowardice? How could she pass off blame, when Ranko had fought till the bitter end? In some ways, Akane had helped drive that sword in herself.
And here she was, face-to-face with the monster responsible . . . and she couldn’t even control the words coming out of her mouth! She was like a puppet, parroting back what he wanted to hear, unable to stop. Then as if he’d suddenly grown bored, the questions ended. The presence intruding upon her mind disappeared, and like an unwound spring, Akane found herself falling backwards, as if she’d been forcefully shoved. She struggled for breath, tears obscuring her vision as she lay against the floor, fighting the after effects of his mind control.

She felt drained and tired, her throat dry, her head sore. And then she noticed Ranko’s killer standing over her, his face an unreadable mask as he suddenly knelt beside her, his eyes so dark they were almost black. Akane could do nothing but stare back, her own eyes wide and frightened. And then, suddenly, he smiled at her.
“There now. Don’t you feel better having gotten that off your chest?” he asked. “I know I do.”

Akane wanted to glare at him, to spit hateful words and threats that would put him in his place . . . but words failed her, even more so when his eyes seemed to drift slowly over the length of her body, and a sudden coldness engulfed her that had nothing to do with the temperature in the room. He didn’t even need to say a word—Akane could read his expression like it was an open book. . . and it terrified her.
He’d wiped her mind once . . . what was to stop him from doing it again?

Out of fear and necessity, Akane quickly rediscovered her strength. She struggled to her feet, and in mere seconds retreated, leaving the breadth of the room between them . . . though it still didn’t feel like enough. She wouldn’t be satisfied until she was back home in Nerima and far, far away from Sapporo and its evil, perverted king.
But Happi merely chuckled, looking amused. “Ahh, you’ve got spunk! I like that in a girl!” Then he added, sounding nostalgic, “Ranko had spunk. Such a shame, such a shame. . .”
At that, Akane’s eyes narrowed. Hearing her friend’s name spoken so flippantly made her furious, and nothing overrode her fear and common sense more quickly than anger. “Then why did you do it?” she demanded, suddenly too livid to be afraid. “She wouldn’t have been able to identify you—not if you hid behind your curse. And why her, why not kill us both? Why did you only make me forget?”
Happosai stood slowly, the move almost graceful in his young, healthy body, and Akane watched him closely, still on the defensive despite her sudden show of bravery. Thankfully, he made no move to approach her, but he looked undeniably smug—like this room was his stage and Akane was saying her lines precisely as they were written. But even as she watched him, something else gnawed at her, something just on the edge of her memory. 
She’d met him before, hadn’t she?
Even before Ranko’s attack.
He’d been young then too, with golden hair in a side-ponytail, and dark, intense eyes that seemed to bore right through. If fact, looking at him now, it was like he hadn’t aged at all—not in five years. But she knew he had visited the castle mere days before everything fell apart . . . he had been one of many royals vying for Kasumi’s hand in marriage, a suit he’d lost, when Kasumi accepted the hand of Lord Tofu instead. 
Until now, Akane hadn’t even remembered his name, let alone where he’d come from. But she had seen him around the castle several times after that—looking hurried and agitated, as if he were searching for something, and never knew quite where to look. 
It had seemed strange even then . . . it wasn’t the look of a man thwarted in love, and with Ranko as a friend, Akane had seen plenty of those. But even so, she remembered wondering why he came if not for Kasumi. . .
Now though, he certainly didn’t look lost or out of his element.
He was eyeing her closely, clearly enjoying her confused frustration; like a scientist watching a mouse struggle to find its way out of a maze. She still felt angry, but the adrenaline accompanying it had long since passed, leaving her more wary and uncomfortable regarding his intentions instead.
Why had he made her remember in the first place?
What could he possibly have to gain?

Before she could ask him, he came towards her so quickly that it took Akane several long seconds to even register he’d moved. In moments, he was standing right before her again, a crooked smile on his face as he stared down at her, eyes intent and focused. It was that look more than anything that had her unnerved. 
Taking an automatic step back, Akane tried desperately to put some distance between them—and realized to her horror, that she was backed up against a wall. All it would take was a few more steps, and she’d find herself trapped. 
Not liking that feeling one bit, she tried to hide her fear, to keep her expression blank—though obviously she hadn’t done a very good job. 
“You look confused,” Happosai told her, sounding almost sympathetic. “Wondering why I brought you here? What I have planned, eh?” Akane, thankful he hadn’t mentioned her position, still couldn’t seem to find the energy to respond. Though apparently he didn’t expect her to. Without waiting, he went on, speaking as if they were old friends. “Well then. . . I have a proposition for you, Akane-chan. A game of sorts. A fun game! You ask me a question and I ask you one. Truthful answers only, and anything’s fair game! You in?”

Akane swallowed uncomfortably. She wanted answers—of course she did—but the thought of playing any game this sick jerk deemed fun chilled her to the bone, not to mention the whole thing sounded rather shady. How would she even know if he was telling the truth or not? 
Then again, what choice did she have? At least he was giving her the option. If she said no, maybe he’d demand something even worse. And it was only a game. 
“Alright,” she replied slowly, though her voice was guarded. 
Happosai gleefully clapped his hands. As an old man or a young child, the gesture would’ve been endearing, but in his current body, it was just eerie. “Alright then—give it your best shot, cutie. Whad’ya wanna know?”

Very carefully, Akane side-stepped away from the wall and started heading in the other direction, careful not to turn her back on him. Happosai seemed too absorbed in the notion of his game to really care—he remained right where he was standing and turned his body just enough to watch her. His eyes were lit up, and he looked incredibly eager to hear whatever she planned to ask. 

Satisfied that he didn’t plan to jump her anytime soon, Akane allowed herself to relax the tiniest bit. She had no idea what to ask him first. There were so many questions she hardly knew where to begin—but still, the memories of Ranko’s murder remained fresh in her mind. Faster than expected, Akane managed to narrow down the list considerably, leaving one question in particular demanding an answer. She knew she’d never forgive herself if she didn’t understand what had happened that night, and more importantly, why. 

“Why Ranko?” she asked, her hesitation gone. “Why did you kill her and not me?”
Happosai seemed to grow serious all of a sudden. He nodded his head sagely and crossed his arms across his chest, as if he were a guru and she’d come for enlightenment. “That part was unplanned for, I’m afraid,” he told her with honest frankness. “You see, your timing was very, very poor Akane-chan—the shampoo was supposed to be for her. I hadn’t enough for you both. Naturally, as the more important of the two, the girl had to go. My plans would’ve gone to waste if she’d blabbed, and I hadn’t the time to convince her otherwise.” He shook his head then, and muttered under his breath, “Truly a pity. . . such a waste. . .” 

Akane watched him, her chest growing tighter. Something in the way he said it made her believe every word—that in some sick, twisted way, this monster truly did regret killing her friend. And somehow, that made everything worse.
So . . .  if it weren’t for her, Ranko would still be alive. Oh.
Tears burned in her eyes as Akane fought to push that knowledge to the back of her mind. She couldn’t get caught up in blame and guilt now, not when there was still so much she needed to know. She had Nerima and her sisters to think about. And Ranma. There was no way this could end well for him either. Instead, she tried to focus on something else Happosai had said. “What did you mean when you mentioned that shampoo?” she asked him.
“Nuh, uh, uh,” Happosai admonished as he waved a finger at her. “You already asked your question, cutie-pie. It’s Happi’s turn now.” 
Akane immediately fell silent, quietly dreading whatever he planned to ask. It couldn’t be anything good, otherwise why hadn’t he asked when she was under that strange power of his? 
“So, dearie . . . tell me about your silky darlings.”
Akane stared at him, aghast. 

Happosai, seeing her disgust, grinned, his eyes drifting hungrily over her blue dress, as if trying to imagine what lay beneath. “Don’t be shy, Akane-chan. Just tell old Happi here all about your precious panties. The color, the type, the size—don’t spare the details!”

Akane’s face flamed red, and suddenly the room felt a whole lot hotter. Honestly! Is this who Ranma was taking lessons from?! Her first instinct was to cry “pervert!” and pulverize him . . . but now that she knew what this shape-shifting creep was capable of, she found herself unwilling to do something that might set him off.
Besides, she tried to encourage herself—at least he hadn’t asked to actually see them! If Ranko was proof of anything, it was that he did a lot more than just look. 
With difficulty, Akane managed to bottle up her embarrassment, though getting the words out still proved a lot harder than expected. “They’re, um . . . white,” she told him, with extreme hesitancy. The deviant’s eyes lit up at that, and Akane found herself nervously eyeing the exit that looked much too far away. 
“Yes, yes . . . go on. . .” he implored her, practically drooling. 
With more than a little reluctance, Akane obeyed, doing her best to keep her description tasteful—though she had no idea how anyone could find underwear that interesting. Regardless, she managed to make it through the entire thing without slapping him silly, though by the end, her entire body was flushed a healthy shade of crimson—and not entirely from embarrassment. 
Akane couldn’t help but worry over his next round of questions . . . what if they turned out to be even more perverted than his last?! If he tried to take it further, she knew she’d have a fight on her hands, and Akane really didn’t like her odds of winning: If she couldn’t beat Kuno or Ranma, what chance did she have against this guy?
“It’s my turn now, right?” She asked him, desperate for a distraction. Happosai pouted for a moment, obviously distraught that his little stint was over, but grudgingly nodded.

Akane sighed in relief, thankful that one nightmare was finished. 
Clearly her questions were precious—she had to make them count. Otherwise, who knew what bizarre and perverted things he’d ask her next. That meant her curiosity about the shampoo would have to wait—there were more important things to consider first, like why she was here, what role Ranma played in all of this, what plans Happosai had for Nerima, and whether or not her family would be safe. 
She racked her brain, searching for the best way to phrase it without having to use multiple questions.
It was like a game, she realized . . . though unfortunately, this was Nabiki’s type of game, not hers. Akane was all about action—swing first, ask questions later—a practice that would do her little good here. She had to think like Nabiki. Mislead and manipulate. Ask one question, but phrase it in a way that had him answering another. Finally, after some creative brainstorming, she thought she had it. 
“I don’t understand why you brought me here,” she told him, careful to keep her voice low as she shook her head in confusion. “Surely you know you can’t get Nerima through me . . . so why force me to marry Ranma?” 
She stood there looking innocent, waiting for him to take the bait. If done correctly, hopefully, she could get three of her questions answered at once—why she was marrying Ranma, why she was brought here, and whether he knew she was no longer heir-apparent. If he’d wrongfully assumed she still controlled her family’s legacy—then they could all be in jeopardy, particularly her nephew, Kasumi’s two-year old son, who was secretly set to inherit. 

But once again, Happosai’s reaction revealed nothing, and if anything, only served to confuse her more. Suddenly the pervert was gone. In its place was a cheerful young man sporting an affable grin, though his words quickly belied that innocence: “Well now, let’s see,” he said at last, winking merrily. “I guess you could say you’re the lad’s consolation prize. The darn fool wouldn’t do a thing until I started dangling you in front of him. Though it’s no wonder the boy’s so smitten . . . you’ve turned into quite the little looker, haven’t ya? Ke-ke-ke.”

Akane resisted the urge to shudder. “But that doesn’t answer my question,” she replied smoothly. “You can’t get Nerima by forcing me to marry him, so why am I really here?”
At her query, Happosai cackled; a sound that seemed to carry across the room. “Ah, clever too!” he noted. “I’m impressed! For dear Ranko’s sake, I’ll give ya this next one for free. You’re here for several reasons, Akane-chan. One, because that blasted shampoo I used to erase your memory was only good for five years—and I couldn’t very well have you remembering everything back in Nerima now, could I? And two, because you have the power to give me something I want. Something I’ve waited a very long time for. . .”
Akane was careful to school her expression. The only “power” she held, was that of a royal; and even then, that power was extremely limited. After all, she lived in a country ruled by men, where her sole responsibility was to marry well . . . even her engagements to Ranma and Kuno had been politically motivated. And now, here she was . . . a pawn in Happosai’s stupid plans—a way to get Ranma to shut up and comply, while keeping her under his thumb. 
If it wasn’t so maddening, she would have laughed. 
He mentioned power. . .? 
Akane had none.
Still, she tried to hold back her anger; to hide her frustration behind a carefully controlled mask of indifference. And yet, somehow, Happosai must have sensed what she was feeling. He moved closer, his dark eyes narrowing as Akane watched him warily.
“You must wonder why I’m telling you all this,” he said suddenly, as if the idea had only now occurred to him. Akane held her breath, unsure if he meant to answer another one of her questions, or was simply giving her false hope. “I’ll tell you of course . . . but first, I need you to answer one final question of mine.”

Akane’s hopes fell, and then when his words sank in, her body stiffened. 
Final question? She thought, confused by the game’s abrupt end. 
What reason could he possibly have for ending it so quickly? At that, all of her earlier fears came back to haunt her, and she nervously eyed the exit again, though it lay just out of sight. If he or his perversions crossed a line, she was ready to bolt.
Happi wasted no time. “Where is the spring?” he asked her, his tone betraying his indifference.
Akane frowned as she tried to comprehend what he was asking. It was so far removed from what she’d been expecting that for a second, she was sure she’d heard him wrong. “Spring?” She repeated, puzzled. “What spring?”

“The cursed springs, Akane!” he replied harshly. “The three that are beneath your kingdom—the spring of drowned boy, for one! Tell me where they are.” As he took a step towards her, Akane instinctively took a step back. 
She had no idea what he was talking about. Spring of drowned what? She’d never heard of such a thing! And yet, she couldn’t seem to get her mouth to move; wouldn’t have dared speak, even if he ordered her to.
This was the man who had killed Ranko—all business, and deadly purpose. Now more than ever, she was afraid to take her eyes off him. 
And Happosai seemed determined to validate her fears. A familiar red orb of power began to glow within his hand; bringing with it memories of a sharp blinding pain. Akane’s breath caught in her throat, her frightened eyes glued to that single floating sphere.

“This is a fun little trick,” he told her conversationally, as he began to juggle the power back and forth in his hands. “Something I came up with a couple years ago, in fact. A ki-based attack that targets and perverts an opponent’s ki, making them vulnerable to certain types of control.” His eyes narrowed. “That is to say, my dear, if you’re lying, I’ll know.” 
“I’m not lying!” She told him, her words fierce despite his threat. “I’ve never even heard of those springs before!” 
Whether he’d recognized her sincerity or had simply grown tired of toying with her, Akane wasn’t sure—but the next thing she knew, Happosai was nodding, and the red orb had vanished completely from his palms. Suddenly she felt drained, and her legs, unbelievably weak. Before she could set herself properly they gave out beneath her, depositing her unceremoniously onto the floor. 
Shaking now, Akane put a hand to her chest, trying to still it; the adrenaline from earlier gone. Such power . . . how in the world could she ever hope to defeat it? Lady Hinako hadn’t trained her for this.
Clearly, magic had been banned for a reason—nobody deserved to wield that kind of power. Yet somehow Akane knew she’d have to find a way to fight it, to overpower him—despite not knowing how many more dangerous tricks he had hidden away. The thought alone was daunting.
But even so, stubborn determination filled her . . . she’d find a way!
Happosai knelt before her, unaware of the direction her thoughts were headed. “Luckily I believe you,” he told her, his sympathetic persona back in play. In what she was sure was far from an innocent gesture, he reached out to touch her hair—and Akane flinched, quickly moving away, her eyes narrowed in fear and anger. 
“Don’t touch me,” she warned him.

Happosai looked amused, and laughed low. “Not quite ready for our game to be over, eh, Akane-chan?” 
Akane tried to ignore his veiled threat. “You said you’d explain why,” she replied, recalling what he’d said earlier. “What could you possibly have to gain from me knowing the truth? Do you . . . do you plan to kill me after all?” she asked him.
Happi’s youthful face broke into a large grin, and he slapped his knee as if she’d just said something funny. “I have no reason to kill you, my dear,” he told her, his dark eyes twinkling merrily. “You won’t remember what I’ve told you in any case, so no real harm done. Now, how ‘bout we have a little fun, Akane-chan? For old time’s sake. It’d be a shame to let such a fine healthy body like this go to waste—” Before the words were even out of his mouth Akane had scrambled to her feet, had barely taken a step when his hand grabbed her wrist. . . 
And Ranma, from his place behind the column, finally moved.
He doubled back and slammed open one of the large double doors—revealing his aura only once he knew it was safe. As it became visible again, he felt the shift in the old man’s aura as well—realized, as he moved back into the throne room, that the old bastard had finally sensed his presence and changed back. 
Even so, once he reached the main hall his eyes instantly sought out Akane. She was standing right where he’d left her, staring at the old man, white as a sheet. But then she noticed Ranma and her entire demeanor seemed to change . . . the wall she’d erected seemed to crumble, and for a terrifying minute, Ranma was afraid she was going to start crying. He heard her breath catch, and then she whispered, “Ranma. . .”

“What are you doing here boy? I thought I told you to go greet your mother?”
As expected, the old man was back to normal—nasally voice, wrinkles, and all. He had let go of Akane and was  hurriedly putting away a flask, tying it to his waist that hung off his side. Hot water, most likely. With effort Ranma forced himself to keep his voice respectful, trying like hell to maintain the allusion that he’d just entered the room and heard nothing. 
“Ah, yeah . . . she wasn’t there,” he said, shrugging with indifference. “Guess I just missed her. Anny-way, I knew Akane would be tired from the trip, so thought I’d save you the trouble and take her back to our room. You’re done, right?” He moved towards the girl in question whose lips were still trembling, and this time when she grabbed his arm, he didn’t complain. 
Happosai still looked harried and furious at the unexpected interruption, but Ranma continued to look at him expectantly, not about to budge. Finally, the old master sighed. “Alright, boy. Far be it from me to separate young lovers.” So saying he turned to Akane, a grin once again on his face. “We can always continue our little chat later, can’t we, Akane-chan?” 
Ranma felt Akane tense up beside him, and in an effort to shield her from having to answer, spoke up on her behalf. “Of course she will,” he told him, and by that he meant no way in hell. In order to disguise his true feelings, he added easily, “I’ll bring her by again once she’s had a chance to settle in, don’t worry.” Turning back to the princess, he smiled reassuringly. “Ready to go tomboy?”
He had never seen anyone nod that quickly in his life. Ranma bowed swiftly to Happosai, and then grabbed her hand, leading her quickly away. They’d barely taken two steps when Happosai’s voice, teasing and playful, made them pause. “Oh, and Akane-chan,” he sang back, deceptively cheerful. “Keep what we talked about, a secret, eh? I would hate for something terrible to happen to those who need not involve themselves quite yet. . .” 
Akane swallowed nervously, the threat clear. “I understand,” she replied, and was surprised when her voice didn’t break.
Ranma didn’t give Happosai a chance to interrupt again. “See ya,” he told him, and then hurried them away, just as eager to be gone as Akane. For once she wasn’t protesting, arguing, or trying to shrug off his arm—not that Ranma could blame her. She still looked like she’d been run through the wringer, and Ranma was sure he looked no better.
He opened the door in record time, slammed it shut behind him with more force than necessary, and started leading Akane away as quickly as possible. It was just as much for his own benefit as it was for hers.

Ranma needed to get far away from that bastard before he turned back and tried to bash his head in.

Now wasn’t the time. For one, he was sure Akane would try to help—and the last thing he needed was for her to butt in and get herself killed in the process. He wasn’t gonna let that old freak take anyone else from him. 
And for another, Ranma knew his own limitations. 
Though it pained him to admit it, he wasn’t sure he could beat Happosai. Not when he was this angry and unfocused. 
He needed help. He needed to talk to his father.
Getting Akane to safety had to be his first priority. Now that he knew she was innocent—that he’d acted like a total asshole who had humiliated, tortured, and threatened her for no reason at all—he had to make amends. ‘Sorry’ didn’t seem NEARLY good enough. . .
Unconsciously, his grip on her hand tightened.
And across the sea, moving swiftly, he had no way of knowing that another storm was fast approaching. . .
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THE END
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