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His mother wasn’t in her rooms, so rather than waste time tracking her down, Ranma headed straight for the training grounds; he was positive that’s where he’d find his father.
In that at least, he hadn’t been disappointed. His old man was there, alone, practicing even after all his soldiers had called it a day—even so, Ranma couldn’t bring himself to feel relief at the sight. 

He really wasn’t looking forward to telling him the truth. Knowing they’d all been used by Happosai was bad enough, but having to repeat what had happened to his sister was going to be pure torture. Still, he knew there was no escaping it.
Their revenge against Happosai started now.
“Hey, pops,” he greeted, as he prepared to deliver the most depressing news of his life. “Gotta second?”
Putting down his sword, Genma wiped his brow as he turned towards his son, eyebrow raised. “So back already, are you? I hope you’ve been to see your mother, boy.”
Ranma didn’t waste time with niceties. Striving forward, he told him everything. 

Soon after, Ranma watched as his old man continued to stalk back and forth, quietly brooding; though all things considered, he was actually taking the news surprisingly well. Well, aside from the broken weapons and demolished training dummies now littering the wide expanse of the field. 

Still, much quicker than expected, his old man stopped pacing, and looking grave, addressed Ranma directly. "You sure you're not letting all that history between you and the girl color things, boy? It's one heck of an accusation, and if we're gonna do this, we gotta do it right."

Ranma tried to control his temper, knowing full well that before today, anyone questioning him so bluntly just now, would’ve been on the floor, breathing through a hole in their neck. "You know I wouldn’t make something like this up,” he told him, his voice surprisingly calm despite the steel beneath it. 
Sighing heavily, Genma nodded.
The boy couldn't tell a lie to save his life—of course he believed him. The real question then was what could they do about it? Military might could only do so much against a master of forbidden magic. Not to say, of course, that Happosai wouldn't pay. He'd die alright . . . they just had to figure out how. "Alright then, boy. I believe you. Now tell me, what are we going to do about it?"

Ranma answered with a crack of his knuckles. "Hell, I'm ready to go whenever you are, pops."

Shaking his head, Genma frowned; once again reminded why wisdom was said to come with age and not with the blinding stupidity of the young. “Not yet, you aren’t,” he informed him. “First, we must determine what the master's end-game is, once we know what he has planned, then we’ll be able to—"

"—to do what, exactly?" Ranma demanded, cutting him off. "Who gives a fuck what he has planned! Let's march right in there and kick his ass . He can't do squat if he's dead!"

That deserved a smack upside the head, right there, but realizing a family brawl was the last thing they needed, Genma wisely held himself back. “Men like Happosai don’t operate on blind luck, Ranma,” he reminded him, glasses glinting menacingly. “Rushing in blind against an opponent like Happosai would mean death for us both – or have you learned nothing these past few years?”

“But we can take him,” Ranma insisted.

“And if we can’t?” Genma challenged, his voice harsh. “We underestimated him once, you fool, and it got our family exiled and your sister killed. And what do you suppose he's been doing since then, eh? Twiddling his thumbs while we’ve been here, holed up playing house? I’ll TELL you what he’s been doing—he’s been growing stronger, more powerful, and playing us all like goddamn pieces on his own personal shogi board. If we rush in blind now and he slips away, then none of us are safe—he’ll aim for your mother next, or maybe that girl of yours, and then where will we be? We’ve got ONE shot at this, boy. It HAS to count."

Ranma took a deep, shaky breath, his father’s words finally sinking in. He could risk his own life, sure, no questions asked—but he couldn’t say the same for his mother or Akane. Feeling the weight of their safety, he relented, albeit grudgingly. “Alright, I get it. What do you need me to do?”

Taking a deep breath of his own, Genma gathered his thoughts while quietly considering their options. "For now, lay low and gather up your allies, then start digging up any dirt you can find. Those springs you mentioned sound like a good place to start. In the meantime, I'll see what I can find and start weaning out the men loyal to Happosai. In a week, we should be ready to move."

“A WEEK?” Ranma blurted before he could stop himself. He'd been counting on a day, two days tops—but how the hell was he supposed to keep the tomboy out of trouble for that long? "What about Akane?” he asked, his eyes reflecting his worry. “I can't watch her 24-7, even if I wanted to, and keeping her hidden all that time would just tip the old goat off."

Genma quickly waved his concern aside. "She's not porcelain, boy. If you're that worried, put her in a corner somewhere and let her knit."

Ranma stared at him in disbelief, convinced that age and stress had rotted the old man's brain. Akane had always been a fighter, just like them—he wasn’t even sure she knew how to knit. And even if she did, she’d probably have a klutz-attack, and wrap herself up in the goddamn yarn.

Not that that wouldn’t be helpful, but still. . . 

"Plan or no," he warned, "if that bastard gets within ten feet of her, I won't be able to stop myself from going straight for his throat. Got a contingency plan for that, old man?"

Genma nervously wiped his brow, not doubting his son's temperament or ability to carry through with the threat. "Well then, I suppose pushing the wedding forward a bit wouldn't hurt—even Happosai wouldn't intrude upon a married man and his newly blushing bride, and no one would question you for wanting to keep the girl close."

Ranma, afraid temptation would trump common sense and screw him over yet again, quickly shook his head. "I can't force her to marry me," he replied, suddenly quiet. "If she really was the one who screwed up our lives, it'd be easy . . . she'd deserve to be miserable, and I could do whatever the hell I wanted. But I'm the idiot that dragged her into this mess. If I forced her now, even if it was to protect her, she'd never forgive me. . ." 

"So?" His father replied, appearing unfazed. "All women are fickle, Ranma. Just give her a night to remember and she'll be putty in your hands."

At his words, Ranma’s eyes hardened. "I'm not Happosai," he told him angrily, "I ain't gonna treat her the way that monster treated Ranko and then pat myself on the back; I'm trying to protect her, not scar her for life."

For once, Genma had the decency to look ashamed. He might not show it well, but he’d loved his daughter just as much as his son, and remembering what that perverted old freak had done to her infuriated him all the more. "Well, where do you have Akane holed up now?” he asked, his voice gruff as he attempted to cover up his slight. “Way you talk, seems a bit risky to leave her on her own." 

“She’s not,” Ranma replied immediately, though the words were flippant. "I mean, I couldn’t exactly bring her here, could I? If she learned the truth, she’d want to help and probably get herself killed in the process. I thought it was safer to send her on ahead with Ukyo . . . actually, they should be waiting in my room by now.” Genma stared at him like he'd just lost his mind, and Ranma, forced to defend his decision, snapped in annoyance, “Look, I wouldn’t trust Shampoo and Kodachi as far as I could throw em’, but Ukyo’s alright. She won’t do anything stupid.” 

Genma’s expression didn’t change one iota. “She’s in love with you, isn't she boy?”

“Well, yeah,” Ranma replied. “Most girls are. So?”

Genma released a heavy sigh, ashamed that his own son could be so obtuse. “Come on, you fool. We better go get her.” Without waiting for a response, he began heading towards the East Wing, confident Ranma would be following close behind. 

Ranma did just that, though unlike his old man, he tried to keep his own pace more restrained, not about to let blind fear overtake him. After all, he was sure Akane was fine—he hadn't been gone that long, really, and even an accident prone tomboy like Akane had to take a break now and then. It was like, an unwritten rule of the universe or something.
Still, despite his claims to the contrary, Ranma couldn’t quite shake the feeling that something was wrong. He knew Happosai wasn’t an immediate threat, not after leaving him behind in the throne room so recently, but he could name several jaded females who could give the old perv a run for his money and they weren’t privy to the touch-her-and-die warning Ukyo had been given. 

And there was ONE place they’d surely seek him out. . .
Ranma frowned and immediately quickened his pace. All of a sudden, his bedroom didn't seem any safer than the throne room. 

*
*
*

Much like Genma posited, Akane was fighting for her life. Though not for the reasons he would’ve expected. 
Suddenly faced with a blood-thirsty Nodoka, the young princess had no time to think. As the sword descended, Akane quickly turned and hit the wall, the blade missing her throat by mere inches; but as her cheek kissed the stone, a rush of wind brushed her neck, and her long beautiful hair fell to the floor at her feet, a casualty of the sword's unforgiving blade.
Far from vain, Akane still found herself frozen in place, her eyes fixed upon the butchered locks lying at her feet, hair she’d painstakingly grown for five long years in homage to her friend. Now, seeing it lying on the floor against the flickering candle-light, ridiculously, made her feel cold and empty inside; like she was losing a part of Ranko all over again.
Beside her, Nodoka seemed immune to her distress. Realizing she missed her target, she pulled her arm back to try again . . . only to be stopped this time by Ukyo, her spatula raised and blocking the sword. 

Nodoka momentarily froze, surprised to find the love-sick girl she'd always viewed an ally suddenly barring her way. "Well now," she began, pressing a false smile upon her lips as she faced this latest hindrance. "This is rather unexpected. Have you forgotten our agreement so soon, dear, or has that spiteful girl managed to bewitch you?" 

"No, nothing like that," Ukyo replied, her tone still respectful, despite having drawn her weapon. "But I can't let anything happen to her either. I'll explain everything, I promise . . . but for now—please—go back."

"Go back?" Nodoka countered, the fire in her eyes belying the calmness in her voice. "Don't be foolish, Ukyo. I'm offering you the one thing you've always wanted. I give you my word—Ranma will be yours. All you need do is move."

Ukyo closed her eyes tightly. Even if the princess did fall by his mother's own hand, Ukyo would shoulder the blame for letting it happen—and she couldn't very well snag Ranma’s heart if she was dead. 

"I'm sorry," she said, right before she shoved the sword down with her own weapon, jostling the handle out of the older woman's surprised grip.

Before Nodoka could react, Ukyo kicked it far out of her reach—and Akane, not about to question the shifting of alliances, finally jumped into action, grabbing it up in her stead. Moving quickly, she retreated back behind Ukyo where it was safest. But even with the weapon appropriated, Ukyo didn't relax her stance in the slightest: She knew full well what Ranma's mother was capable of, and only a fool would think the battle was over now that she was unarmed.

Nodoka, as if to prove her point, replied with a chilling smile, "You're going to regret this, Ukyo." And with a fury that made the girl's blood run cold, she launched herself at the spatula like a feral animal attacking its prey; screaming unintelligently as she fought to get past the barrier separating her from Akane. 

Ukyo tried her best to keep the woman at bay, taking several hits herself as Nodoka, heedless of her own safety, slammed directly into her metal defense; every now and then, a hand, a foot, slipping through.

Akane, shocked and scared by the sudden ferocity, clutched the sword tighter and placed herself more firmly against the wall at her back; unable and unwilling to raise a hand against Ranma's own mother. Still, she knew the other girl couldn't hold her off forever—even now, Ukyo's feet were scrambling for purchase against the smooth surface of the floor, her entire body being pushed back by the unwieldy force of Nodoka's madness.

With no other option in sight, Akane was preparing to make a run for it; it was clear that if she stayed much longer someone was going to get hurt. She quickly scanned the hall, trying to determine which direction would be best, when a familiar voice suddenly drifted towards her from out of the darkness, loud and taunting, and so very, very welcome.

"Dammit, old man—move it already! You're not that old!"

"Can it, boy," a gruff voice replied, followed by what Akane could only assume was the thwack of a fist hitting the wall, followed by an angry, muttered curse. 

"Haha! Slow and stupid!"

To Akane’s utter relief, Ranma and his father emerged from the hallway seconds later, looking energized and full of life (and from the looks of General Saotome, extremely well armed). If nothing else, she was certain the two could easily handle Aunt Nodoka. 

Ukyo assumed the same. "A little help here," she ground out as she continued to mount her defense, afraid to let up even a fraction, for despite the interruption, Nodoka continued to press her advantage . . . seemingly unaware of the newest arrivals. 

Akane watched as Ranma finally seemed to notice what was happening and began to run; his face growing pale at the sight of his mother rampaging. 

But rather than pull Auntie away like she'd been expecting, something . . . different happened.

Genma's eyes darkened as he took stock of the situation, and with nary a pause, muttered, "Sorry son," and dumped a canteen of water over Ranma's startled head. Before she knew it, Ranma was gone, and in his place, Ranko stood. Sopping wet, and pissed.

"You dumb bastard!" Ranko shouted suddenly as she turned to glare at her father. "You couldn't let me at least TRY to calm her down first?!" 

Genma didn't miss a beat. "Stop your whining, boy . . . this was the fastest way, and you know it. After all, we're in the middle of a war here—we don't have time for baby steps!"

While all this went on, Akane stood, watching stone-faced as the world around her suddenly slowed to a crawl—Ranko, front and center. Yet somehow, everyone in the hall seemed impervious to the change. Even Nodoka, hearing the familiar sound of Ranko’s voice, stopped mid-attack, a fond smile swallowing her scowl as she turned excitedly to greet her daughter. 

Suddenly, it was as if the last few minutes hadn't happened at all.

"I'm very disappointed in you, young lady," Nodoka chastised, though her voice was sweet. "Where have you been all this time? Surely, you didn't follow your brother to that godforsaken kingdom when I explicitly told you not to."

Ranma’s eyes finally caught Akane’s, and his entire body turned to ice. 
For a moment there, he’d forgotten all about her presence, forgotten that she’d seen him change thanks to his idiot of a father. How was he supposed to handle his mother now with Akane watching—he could already see that her face was pale, her eyes empty, and her hair—her HAIR?! 

What the hell?!

Before he had a chance to start shouting, his mother pulled him in for a hug, stifling all sorts of angry curses which would've done nothing but set her off all over again. "Well, none of that matters now, I suppose," she told her lightly, pulling away to affectionately tap her daughter on the nose. "The important thing is you're home at last, safe and sound. Now . . . where IS that brother of yours? I'm about ready to put a bell on him," she laughed. 

Genma cleared his throat. "The boy's back at our room, No-chan. You made such a fuss 'bout wanting to see him, he headed there straight-away." 

"He did?" Nodoka asked happily. "Well then, I can't keep the poor dear waiting, now, can I?" But despite her words, she paused, her brow wrinkled in worry. "It's silly, I know, but I have the strangest feeling I've forgotten something. . ."

Ukyo knew a cue when she heard one. Turning quickly towards Akane, she reached for her arm, intent on pulling her towards Ranma’s door and out of Nodoka’s line of sight. . . only to stop briefly, surprised to find Akane standing completely rigid behind her. The Princess was watching Ranko. . . looking so bewildered and lost, that Ukyo couldn't help feeling sorry for the girl. 

Ran-chan must not have told her yet. . .

Still, she had a job to do. Ranma, with all the subtlety of a stampeding bull, was shooting warning glares over his mother’s raised shoulder, and Genma, realizing the need for a distraction, lightly grabbed Nodoka’s arm as he began to slowly move them away; like a man leading a cow to pasture. “Come now, dear. . . you know our boy. Leave him waiting too long, and he’ll wander off!”

“Yeah,” Ranko replied, much louder than necessary. “Stupid Ranma. Not the type to hold still for long. Better hurry, ma.” 

To Ukyo’s horror, Akane made a move to step past her—as though afraid they were going to leave her behind without any sort of explanation. Reacting fast, she pushed Akane back against the wall, covering her mouth with her hand to stop her from calling out as she whispered fiercely in her ear, “You Jackass, are you trying to get yourself killed? If she sees you again, we’re toast!” 

If Akane were able, Ukyo was certain she would’ve gladly replied, loudly and stupidly if given the opportunity—but the other girl refused to give it to her. Returning her weapon to its bandolier, Ukyo grabbed the princess by her upper arm and began to physically drag her towards the door, relieved in the knowledge that at least the spatula strapped to her back was affording them some degree of cover, and that Ranma’s room wasn’t far away at all. Luckily, Ranma and his father were doing an excellent job of  distracting Lady Saotome—their loud voices were masking the muffled protests from Akane, who didn’t appreciate having a hand clamped over her mouth one bit.

Having reached the door, Ukyo pushed it open as quietly as possible and shoved Akane inside, silently praying the other girl’s angry shout would go unheard as she uncovered her mouth to close the door behind them. Then, using her entire body to block the exit so Akane couldn’t get back out, she drew her spatula once more, raising it before her like a shield.
As expected, the princess had no intention of staying locked up. With dangerously narrowed eyes, Akane stalked towards her, and in a voice used to being obeyed, commanded firmly, “Move. Now.”

Ukyo held her ground. “Make me,” she shot back, tightening her grip on the spatula, ready for another fight if necessary. For a moment there, she wondered if she was going to have a repeat of the showdown she’d just had with Lady Nodoka. But instead she watched, surprised (and a bit relieved, truth be told) as Akane’s entire body seemed to deflate, the fight seeming to drain right out of her. 
For a moment, Ukyo felt a pang of sympathy; no matter how much she may dislike the princess, learning about Ran-chan’s curse so suddenly couldn’t have been easy. Even now, the mental exhaustion was clear on Akane’s face as she struggled to come to grips with what she had seen. When she finally did speak, her voice was so low that Ukyo had to strain to hear her. 
“What was that back there?” she asked, gesturing to the door and what lay beyond. “Ranma—he, he turned into Ranko, didn’t he? That was Ranma though, wasn’t it?” 

Ukyo swallowed uncomfortably. She definitely didn’t want to be the one having this conversation—it was Ranma’s story to tell, not hers. “That—sorry, but you’ll have to ask him yourself,” she deflected.
Akane’s eyes narrowed once more. “I would,” she replied pointedly, “if you’d move.”

“Not happening.  Not until I know for sure Lady Nodoka’s gone and done trying to cut your head off. Right now you’re my responsibility, and the smart thing to do is to stay put.”

Akane bit her lip, all while secretly considering how hard it would be to fight her way past her. She’d seen what the other girl was capable of, but even so, she couldn’t keep her guard up forever—she’d slip up eventually, and once she did, Akane was sure she could take her.
The real question was THEN what? 
She didn’t know this castle. By the time she got out of here, Ranma (or Ranko, her mind allowed, refusing to rule it out completely) was sure to be gone, and she had no idea where to even begin looking for him, not among the many, twisting corridors that comprised this dark labyrinth. And what if she ran into Happosai or Aunt Nodoka again, or one of the countless others who probably wanted her dead? 
The need for answers was overwhelming . . . but was striking out on her own really a good idea? And was it even necessary?
There was no way Ranma would drop a bombshell like that and then just disappear. If he tried, if he was truly that stupid, then she’d hunt him down and make him tell her. 
She’d gotten very good at waiting over the years, what were a few minutes more? 
Having come to a decision, Akane released a deep breath and felt some of her anxiety and helplessness drain right away. Settling herself on the ground, she placed the family sword carefully beside her and faced the door without a word, ignoring Ukyo’s raised eyebrow and confused look as she turned her attention straight ahead.
Ranma would come.
She just knew it.

So for now, with a confidence she seldom felt for the reckless boy, she waited.

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

THE END
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