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	Chapter One

	 

	Saturday Evening

	 

	Subara stretched out nude atop the beanbag pile in the attic and sighed with immense satisfaction. It was ten at night, the alarm had been armed hours ago, and she was surrounded by pure, blissful silence. She laughed softly as she recalled having to stop the eager lovers from sprinting upstairs the moment they'd walked through the front door and taken off their shoes.

	She’d told them to take a moment to get something to eat and drink as they'd need the energy. While they dined on leftovers, she'd dashed upstairs and rigged covers for the cameras posted on either end of the hallway to watch over their bedrooms and the staircase landing. Ensuring their privacy was protected, she’d given her brother a wink and told him to have as much fun as he could stand.

	She had no doubt he was keeping Akane busy in his room, having overheard their plans to make love until late at night and then sleep together. As vocal as Akane had proven to be in the past, the windows should be rattling in their casements right now. Fortunately, the crew who handled the soundproofing had done their jobs masterfully.

	Not a peep was heard from either Ranma or his girlfriend. It allowed them to have a sweet moment together without feeling self-conscious about ‘entertaining’ an unwilling audience. Subara cared enough about her pseudo-adoptive brother to help him make the most of this night.

	That brought to mind her sister. How easily that word came to her now, and how wonderful it made her feel! Ranko Saotome, more than anyone else, was at the core of her rebirth. She hadn't said it aloud to anyone yet, but Subara loved that feisty girl and would do anything she could for her. That included making sure Jeff and her sister were able to safely engage in the same activity as Ranma was with Akane.

	She snickered at the memory of Ranko's giddy smile when she handed over two of the pills with the admonition that her sister swallow one of them immediately so she wouldn't forget in all the excitement with Jeff. She'd then handed over a towel, promising Ranko that if she and Jeff were to sleep together tonight they would need it. Her suggestion had been met with a skeptical glance from the eager younger woman.

	Subara sighed and shook her head ruefully. Ranko would learn one way or another about the dynamics of sleeping together with someone after concluding intimacy. Especially when it was two young adults crammed together on a twin mattress built to accommodate a much younger person.

	Akane apparently learned that lesson already, as she'd walked from the bathroom with Ranma on one arm and a fresh towel on the other. The girl had strolled down the hallway without showing any concern over being caught wearing next to nothing. That had been a refreshing revelation, which reminded Subara once again that Akane was far bolder than the timid girl she'd witnessed on occasion at the Kuno mansion.

	Shrugging that off for the moment, the ninja tucked her hands behind her head and crossed her legs, feeling more than a little pleased with herself. She was finally able to give back to those who had already given her so much. Not simply in a material fashion, like with the soundproofing, but also returning the favor in a more profound and emotional sense.

	Had she known ahead of time this sort of happiness awaited her on the other side of her many years of brutal training followed by thankless servitude in the Kuno home, she would not have been so resentful of everything she endured. The reward was certainly worth the cost!

	Feeling thirsty, and wanting to double-check security, Subara vaulted to a standing position and made her way downstairs. Stepping into the hallway just outside the attic door, she paused and nodded in satisfaction as silence reigned. She could imagine the sighs, gasps, grunts and whatnot echoing in the bedrooms just a few paces away, even though no sound filtered out into the hallway.

	Walking to the first floor barefoot, her bare skin pebbled as the cooler air washed over her. Suppressing a shiver, she checked the locks on the front and back doors and read the status on the alarm panel. Verifying it was armed, she slipped into the kitchen. Grabbing a drink from the refrigerator, Subara headed upstairs again, then decided to answer a call of nature before returning to the attic. Reaching out with her free hand, Subara made a quick detour.

	 

	***

	 

	[Lemon Grove]

	 

	Bleary-eyed, Sato dried his hands on a towel and reached for the door eager to return to Ranko's room where she was already fast asleep. Before he could grab the handle, the door opened and he suddenly found himself chest to chest with Subara. His shocked expression mirrored hers as they collided, her drink falling from her hand to land with a clatter on the countertop.

	Reflexively, Sato reached out and grabbed her shoulders to keep her from stumbling backward. The soft skin of her breasts brushed against his chest like a silken caress, the sensation causing his arousal to spike. Three things registered for him in that moment. First, both were completely naked. Second, Subara's hands had gone around his waist the instant they'd collided.

	Third, and most importantly, his erection, which had not flagged even after he and Ranko finally decided to stop for the night, slipped easily between Subara’s legs. It snagged on something tight before momentum sent it sliding upward inside the ninja. Sato's shocked gasp echoed loudly in the confines of the bathroom.

	Subara's eyes bulged as she registered the intrusion. Neither dared move, and for a long moment they could only stare open-mouthed at each other.

	"Oh my God! Are we -" Sato hissed, then cut off, clearing his throat. "I mean… Are you okay, Subara?" he whispered in English. Subara looked down and blushed the color of an autumn sunset.

	"I am… unharmed, Jeff," she replied in a husky whisper. "Nor am I upset by -" she cut off, swallowing urgently.

	Sato groaned when the ninja flexed her hips slightly, a moaned escaping her. Her actions confirmed what he'd suspected about their relative positions and where he was. Subara's heat and tightness easily rivaled Ranko's, though their similarities ended there.

	One quick glance told him they were well and truly merged. The ninja's large nipples, which contrasted sharply against her small breasts, were as hard as diamonds. Her breathing was ragged, and her skin was flushed a bright red hue.

	"Do you want me to… back up?" Sato asked hesitantly. Subara shook her head emphatically.

	"Attempt no movement, Jeff. I believe you will need to calm down first, otherwise..."

	"I can't calm down because of where my… *thing* is right now!" Sato muttered, his voice something close to panic. "It's just that... Crap! I didn't mean for this to happen."

	"Neither did I, Jeff." Subara put a hand on his chest in an attempt to soothe him. The gesture had the opposite effect, however. "You didn't do anything wrong. We didn't plan this..." She tried to move back again and the electric thrill of moving inside her brought him closer to the brink. He gave her a panic-stricken look.

	"I know we didn't plan this, but -" he bit out urgently. Fixing him with a determined gaze, Subara moved closer to him again, a short gasp coming from her as her body trembled.

	"I know, Jeff," she murmured, her embrace of him tightening.

	That last motion sent him over the edge. Unable to stop it, he chose to surrender instead. Jeff wrapped his arms around her tightly and let it happen. Minutes passed before he subsided, his ragged breaths loud in her ear. He rested his head on her shoulder and hugged her almost apologetically. As soon as he'd softened, she stepped back and put a hand between her legs.

	 

	[Lemonade]

	 

	"Damn," he whispered even as he leaned forward and placed a kiss on her neck.

	"Damn, indeed, Jeff," Subara echoed, although her voice wasn't one of regret or resignation. Somehow, she almost sounded… pleased.

	"I was planning on bathing anyway. This just cements my decision," she quipped.

	"Ranko will be upset! At both of us…" Sato bit out with rising panic. Subara shook her head.

	"Jeff, you must listen to me carefully. You did nothing wrong." She put her other hand on his face and forced him to look at her. "Think about what happened. We literally bumped into each other, shared an awkward ten seconds where we did nothing more than stare at each other, then we stepped back."

	"But I was inside your -" He cut off as she put her hand over his mouth.

	"Did you mean to do what you did?" she asked firmly. Sato shook his head.

	"No, I was just in here to pee, then wash my hands and face before going to bed with Ranko. Oh, what am I going to do?" He put his hands on his head. "I don't want to lose her!"

	"Jeff, stop it! You will not lose her, and neither will I. If it will make you feel any better, we will talk to her right now. It's not too late to deal with this, though we must face it head-on." Subara put her free hand on her forehead. "It would be worse if we were seen to be hiding what happened." Sato's eyes grew even wider at the suggestion, a fresh wave of panic hitting him.

	"But she'll be mad!"

	"I am not so sure about that. If I know my sister, she would laugh herself silly at the image." Subara looked down to where her drink landed. "I will need to take one of my pills, just in case. Though chances are extremely unlikely in my case, there is no need to risk having a little Jeff running around at our age."

	Sato's expression went through about five different reactions before he blushed and turned away. "Are you mad at me, Subara?" he asked in a small voice.

	"Not at all, Jeff. Shocked? Absolutely yes. Pleased? Between you and me, most certainly yes." She placed her hand against his cheek and made him face her again. "Do I regret it?" She looked where her other hand remained since the moment they parted, then met his eyes again. "Not on your life." Sato blushed anew at her brazen affection.

	"I don't know what I feel. I love Ranko with all my heart, but..."

	"But what, Jeff?"

	"But I can't deny what just happened. You look and feel incredible, Subara! I wasn’t joking about what I said to you earlier." He blew out his breath. "I can't believe we did it in the bathroom," he whispered, his expression warring between awe and despair.

	"Get this clear in your head, Jeff. We. Did. Not. Have. Sexual. Intercourse!" she hissed, glaring at him. "I, better than anyone else in this house, know exactly what sex is. Furthermore, I know you just did it with my sister for quite a long time. So, tell me… was our collision anything like what you experienced with Ranko?"

	Sato gave her a tight-lipped shake of his head and said nothing. Subara reached down between her legs, then held up her hand and examined her glistening fingertips.

	"This was an unfortunate, but natural byproduct of our accidental encounter," she stated emphatically as she held her hand up in front of his face.

	His heart hammered in his chest, panic still raging inside him even as his brain started to accept the undeniable truth of what Subara was telling him.

	"It may be true, Subara, but something tells me Ranko's still going to kick me out of her life for this!" he said miserably.

	"Intent is the key, Jeff," the ninja continued doggedly. "We did not intend to do this. It was simply an accident. There was no way to predict something like this would happen."

	Subara sounded like she was trying to convince herself just as much as she was trying to convince him. She stepped to the sink and washed her hands with quick and efficient movements, then she pointed down at his waist.

	"You might as well wash that off before we talk to her," she suggested dryly.

	Resigned to the inevitable, Sato did as she suggested and cleaned up. Before she turned to leave the bathroom, he put a hand on her shoulder.

	"Hey… uhh, whatever happens next, Subara… I hope we can still be friends." The ninja's features relaxed and she gave him a fond smile.

	"Jeff, I doubt I could ever be mad at you, or stop being your friend."

	"I'm glad," he replied, breathing a little easier. He offered her a bashful smile before he began cleaning himself.

	Subara nodded and waited for him to finish. Once they were ready, she turned off the bathroom light, shrouding them in darkness. Taking his hand, the ninja led him confidently to Ranko's room.

	A few minutes later, Sato found himself propped against the wall next to Ranko's nightstand, a sick feeling growing in the pit of his stomach. He watched warily as Subara turned on the reading lamp and knelt by the bed.

	"Sister?" the ninja murmured softly, touching Ranko’s bare shoulder. His girlfriend's eyelashes fluttered open, then she smiled at seeing Subara kneeling beside her.

	"Hey, sis. What's going on?" She woke up more and stretched her arms, then looked at her bed. "Hold on. Where's Jeff?"

	"I'm right here, sweetie," he said in a voice whose strength and calm surprised them both.

	"Wait a minute!" Ranko muttered, her eyebrows crashing together. "You're both naked... What the heck's going on?"

	Sato barely managed to keep his face from crumpling in anguish, but as they had agreed, he remained quiet while Subara did all the talking. The ninja explained everything without exaggerating or even hiding any facts. True to her word, Ranko started laughing after Subara was done speaking.

	"That has to be the craziest thing I ever heard, sis." Ranko turned to look at Jeff. The expression on her face was no longer merry, and her gaze was laced with suspicion.

	"I'm going to ask you this just once, Jeff. Did you have sex with my sister?" Sato's eyes widened and he swallowed nervously.

	"No! Honestly, all we did was bump into each other. We- I-" He blushed, mortified at having to talk about any part of what happened. Ranko's nostrils flared and she turned an enraged glare on Subara.

	"I knew it! You went behind my back and screwed him! How could you?" Tears welled in Ranko's eyes. "I loved you like a sister and you betrayed me by taking my boyfriend away from me. I HATE YOU!"

	Subara flinched as the words cut deep, her heart breaking as she felt the loss of her sister as if it were something physical. A tear ran down her cheek and her lower lip trembled. She shook as Ranko stood up from the bed and pointed at the door, her own tears streaming down her face.

	"Get out!" her sister growled in anguish. Ranko held a hand up, stopping Sato in his tracks. "Not you! I'm not done with you yet, Jeff. I'm only talking about her!" She glared at Subara, her hands on her hips as she bared her teeth in a snarl. "Get. Out. Now. And never talk to me again, you cheating bitch."

	 

	***

	 

	"NO!" Subara bellowed. With a gasp, she sat up from her perch on one of the beanbags, sweat pouring down her body. She looked down and saw one of her hands nestled firmly between her legs while her unopened drink sat on the floor beside her.

	"Shit!" she yelled. "It was just a dream!"

	Her heart hammering in her chest, Subara used one of her breathing techniques to calm herself. It took several agonizing moments before her pulse returned to normal and she finally had the wherewithal to assess her surroundings. She was alone in the attic and could hear nothing nearby.

	Subara closed her eyes and pieced together what she could remember of the last few hours. She remembered going downstairs and getting a drink after performing a security sweep. However, she was certain she never went to the bathroom before returning to the attic.

	Her eyes snapped open and she glanced at the AV equipment stack in the far corner of the room to check the time. Her body quivered, whether from an orgasm or the adrenaline caused by her dream, she wasn't sure.

	"It is one on the morning… I must have fallen asleep immediately after sitting down on the beanbag," the ninja muttered to herself. She put a hand to her head then yanked it back, eyeing it with alarm when she saw how badly it was trembling. Subara pulled her legs up and rested her forehead against her knees, then blew out an exasperated sigh.

	'It would appear Nabiki Tendo is not the only person suffering from an unhealthy attraction to Jeff Sato,' she thought dryly. Subara shook her head, a mirthless chuckle working free. 'I knew he was teasing me when we walked home from the Tendo dojo, but still... it seemed there was something beyond playful humor in the way he looked at me during our walk home...'

	"You truly *are* a naughty boy, Jeff Sato," Subara muttered grimly.

	She stood slowly, grimacing as her sweat-soaked skin peeled away from the pleather surface of the beanbag, producing an uncomfortable sensation.

	"Now I really must take a shower," she grumbled irritably.

	She regretted not being able to sleep in her sister's bed, preferably with Ranko. It surprised her how much she missed sharing the evening with her, even in the tight confines of that twin bed.

	Ranko’s overnight session with Jeff pointed out an interesting logistical challenge for Subara. Where she had been more than comfortable with sleeping in the attic the first few nights since she’d arrived at the Saotome home, now it no longer suited her.

	Walking out of the attic on quiet feet, Subara approached the bathroom door suspiciously. Echoes of her erotic nightmare still fresh in her mind, the ninja extended her senses, listening for any hint of movement or breathing on the other side. Hearing none, she opened it and turned on the bathroom light. Finding the room empty, she heaved a sigh of relief and quickly stepped in. Raising her eyebrow suspiciously, Subara closed the door carefully and made sure to lock it.

	With that out of the way, she washed herself off. She indulged in the warm stream of water spraying against her body from the shower wand. Gratefully, she cleaned away sweat and… other evidence caused by her chaotic dream. The simple act of bathing worked to relieve the stress from that singular moment.

	While the imagined moment with Jeff was most… pleasurable, what had followed left her feeling empty inside. Ranko’s rejection, even though it was only imagined, had stung her deeply. It had been such a realistic and heart-wrenching moment that she had to remind herself *several times* it had only been a dream.

	Deciding not to take the indulgence too far by soaking in the bathtub, the ninja turned off the water and stood motionless in the middle of the tiled floor. Subara let the water drip from her body and embraced the shock of the cool air against her damp skin. It had the effect of sharpening her focus and tamping down on any lingering feelings of desire the first half of the dream prompted within her.

	The ninja toweled herself dry after several more moments of quiet had passed. During that time, she’d closed her eyes and performed controlled breathing exercises. Subara wiped her face and studied her reflection in the mirror.

	To the untrained eye, the bright pink spots on her cheeks were the only outward indicators of how bothered she was by her nightmare. For someone like her who knew enough to look closer, her dilated pupils spoke loudly of her harried state. It was damning evidence, yet Subara doubted it mattered at this time of night.

	Shaking her head dismissively, she wrapped her hair with her towel and opened the door. A gasp caught her attention and she froze in place. Slowly, Subara turned to look at the source of the noise and her mouth fell open. Her eyes almost fell out of their sockets as she realized what she was seeing.

	Standing at the bathroom door were Jeff and Ranko. They too were frozen in place, holding hands while staring at her in shock.

	"Oops! Sorry sis. We should've realized someone was in there," Ranko said sheepishly, a blush forming on her face. Subara instantly focused on Jeff, whose eyes were as big as saucers as he stared at her openly.

	"Think nothing of it. The... error is mine," the ninja replied dismissively, though she could feel her blush deepening as powerful moments from the dream began replaying in her mind. "I neglected to put the ‘occupied’ sign on the door before I began bathing. I apologize profusely for the oversight, my dearest sister."

	Ranko stepped away from her boyfriend and hugged the ninja tightly. Subara returned the embrace gratefully, eager to put Jeff out of her mind if only for a moment so she could enjoy this moment with her sister.

	"Don't apologize, sis. It was our mistake," Ranko murmured softly as she rubbed Subara’s back.

	Subara could feel herself growing calmer as she surrendered to her sister’s loving hug. Once they parted, the ninja had to resist the urge to cover up, instead forcing herself to leave her arms casually at her sides. The damage was already done, and Jeff had been given quite the eyeful of her physique by now.

	Choosing to display an immense level of confidence, she instead stepped past the couple and walked to the attic door at an unhurried pace. She only hesitated when Jeff’s voice rang out in the hallway just behind her.

	"Hey Subara?" he called out, a playful smirk on his lips.

	Ranko and Subara both turned to look at him, a quizzical expression on the ninja's face. He raised an eyebrow as he nodded in Subara's direction.

	"Not bad."

	‘Why that cheeky… man!’ Subara thought indignantly before the humor of the moment caught up with her. The ninja began to laugh. It was deep and rich as she and Ranko both succumbed to the well-timed jibe, their mirth ringing in the hallway. Her tension melted away in that moment and her answering smirk matched his.

	"Why thank you for noticing, Jeff," she retorted mildly as she curtsied before him.

	As she resumed her relaxed stance she quirked an eyebrow, acknowledging his response to her own 'not bad' jibe aimed at him over a week ago. Subara reached out to open the attic door then paused, watching curiously as Jeff whispered something in Ranko's ear.

	Her sister's face turned bright red and a stunned giggle worked free. An instant later, Ranko was tugging his arm, dragging him back to her bedroom insistently. The door closed behind them with a decisive click and silence reclaimed the space, leaving Subara alone with her thoughts.

	She ascended the stairs again and this time chose a fabric-covered beanbag from the pile and dropped it in front of the projection wall. Drying her hair quickly, she placed the towel atop the beanbag and reclined on it. Cracking open her drink, she took a long sip and sighed contentedly.

	The excitement had vanished along with most of her dream. Ranko's reassuring hug seemed to have cured whatever anxiety she held on to following that nightmare, with snippets of the most vivid parts remaining. She shook her head, a bemused chuckle working free.

	"Those two looked so comfortable together. It was as if they had been together for years instead of weeks," she muttered, pleased. "As happy as they are, I hope they make the most of this night."

	Once their mother returned from Kyoto, carnal escapades with Ranma and Ranko's respective loves would be restricted, if not stopped outright. At least… until construction on her townhome was complete. That was a problem for another day, however.

	Her body, tired from the rigors of her dream and its aftermath, started to feel sluggish. Her eyelids grew heavy and she allowed sleep to take her away again.

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	Sunday Morning

	 

	A soft breeze brushed across Sato’s chest, tugging him out of an incredible dream. He’d been at Ranko’s house, and they’d finally made love after a *very* long and frustrating week of doing without. Oddly, Subara had made an appearance, too. The ninja was uniquely beautiful in an exotic way, but she wasn't someone he usually thought of like that.

	Still…

	Damn…

	The detail his mind had given that woman's body was… insane.

	He reached up to scratch his nose, or… tried to, when he felt something soft slide from his chest all the way down past his belly. He froze and tried to take stock of the situation. He was in his bed at his mom's home, right? If so, who the heck was touching him?

	His mind was still untangling his dreams from his half-wakened state when he was distracted by yet another warm breeze caressing his skin. Shocked, he turned his head and found his face buried in a spill of raven hair. He inhaled on instinct and recognized the scent at once.

	Ranko.

	Wait… what?! He’d slept with Ranko for real? It wasn't a dream?!

	Fingertips that weren't his answered that question as they slid around his skin below his navel.

	'Holy crap! I DID! I… spent the night with- with Ranko!' he thought incredulously as his eyes opened fully.

	It was at that moment when Sato registered the warmth and softness of his girlfriend's bare skin pressed against him. She was obviously naked and… Ranko seemed completely at ease with the arrangement. He checked his impulse to sit up and gawk at her while she slept.

	The last thing he wanted to do was wake her up and ruin this amazing moment. If anything, now that he knew this was really happening, he wanted time to slow down as much as possible so he could savor the moment.

	Employing a monumental level of self-control, he remained still and shifted his gaze downward. He tentatively lifted the sheet and was greeted with the beautiful sight of his girlfriend curled up against him, her legs intertwined with his and her head resting on his shoulder.

	And yes, Ranko wasn’t wearing a stitch of clothing.

	'What a way to wake up in the morning!' his lizard brain cheered.

	"I'm so glad it *wasn’t* a dream!" he muttered to himself quietly, agreeing with his awestruck libido.

	Sato blinked rapidly as his eyes adjusted to the bright sunlight pouring in from the window over the bed. Turning to the side, he glanced at the clock and saw it wasn't even eight in the morning. He stared at the ceiling as memories from last night crashed home, flooding his mind with vivid, breath-stealing flashes that made his *first* time with Ranko feel like innocent experimentation by comparison.

	With that came an understanding of why he felt so damned weary. Sato was surprised he was awake given how late it was when exhaustion finally claimed them. He should’ve been sleeping instead of staring bug-eyed at the ceiling while Ranko clung to him. Leave it to him to wake up early on a weekend instead of indulging in a longer sleep.

	'Some habits are hard to break,' he supposed, suppressing a groan. Still, he wasn’t surprised or even upset that his girlfriend remained passed out beside him. After all, they’d outdone themselves with the sheer intensity of their physical activities.

	Also, Sato realized with a start that *none* of what he was remembering had been a dream. That meant the vivid image of Subara’s nudity had been real! He'd been so astonished by the ninja’s insane physique that he whispered some extremely naughty ideas into his girlfriend’s ear.

	Ranko had responded with a look hot enough to melt steel. She'd hauled him back to her room with single-minded purpose. Then she’d taken great delight in pouncing on him and ravishing him with abandon.

	He smirked as he recalled those last hours of carnal activity. Before that awkwardness outside the bathroom, he'd only been making love to Ranko slowly and tenderly, and they had both enjoyed every second of it. Following the encounter with Subara, however, they’d gone wild. Far from tender, it had been base and raw.

	Their actions had been… animalistic, intense and selfish at times. Except… it hadn’t felt all that selfish in the moment. Ranko *wanted* it to be rough and hurried. She’d matched him move for move with that expectant, playful grin of hers firmly in place. She kept daring him to go further as she ramped up the intensity with gusto.

	By the time they'd surrendered the battle, there wasn't an ounce of energy or… anything else left in Sato's body. Fortunately, Ranko must've hit her limit at the same time and collapsed atop him with a pleased grin. After that it had been a quick 'I love you, Jeff' and a kiss on his lips before she'd curled up against him and fallen asleep.

	Well, she actually passed out, if he was being honest with himself. She’d barely finished saying his name before a soft snore escaped her lips. Sato was then forced to deal with an odd logistical situation.

	He’d never slept with anyone before. His daydreams about sharing a bed with Ranko had been… inspiring. The reality, however, was a lot more cramped. Her bed simply wasn’t built for two people, especially when they were tangled together the way he and Ranko were.

	They lay on their sides with her facing the wall and his back almost hanging over the edge of the bed. Her back pressed against his chest firmly, her body heat almost uncomfortably warm even though he’d loved the feel of her.

	It had taken some gentle persuasion on his part, but he managed to scoot Ranko forward enough so that he was no longer in danger of tumbling out of bed. He'd fallen asleep like that, spooning with their legs tangled and her head resting on one of his arms while his other arm wrapped around her waist.

	Their positions were different now. Sato was lying on his back staring at the ceiling while Ranko was on her side with her head resting on his chest and one of her hands now... holding *him* with a determined grip. He was baffled by what his girlfriend was doing while his lizard brain expressed its gratitude for the attention Ranko was giving it.

	Sato told it to be quiet and behave while he adjusted the sheet, making sure everyone was covered properly. He brushed a lock of hair from her face and watched her, Ranko's expression peaceful with the hint of a smile gracing her lips. Even while sleeping, her love for him shone through.

	This perfectly illustrated the point he was trying to make to Nabiki yesterday. That girl, no matter how hot she was, would never have been able to give him *this*. No matter how hard she tried or how amazing the sex was, he could never envision Nabiki clinging to him with the same level of devotion or love.

	The certainty of Ranko’s feelings for him filled Sato with joy and a sense of belonging. Those were two things he'd always lacked in his life, even where his family was concerned. His mom did what she could to show how much she cared, he knew. He couldn’t fault her for being away as much as she was and would never dare try. Her job was what kept them in her house. It was the price they had to pay for stability.

	Sato put that disruptive thought aside and focused on the here and now. He caressed Ranko's back gently and smiled as he watched her sleep. He knew just how rare moments like these were, especially given how difficult it had been for them to find time together over the past week. He sincerely hoped this wouldn’t be the only time this month, or even this week, they awoke in each other’s arms.

	Well… technically it occurred once before. They'd slept together in the attic the first time they’d ever made out. He’d awakened to find them in an embrace similar to this. But… he told himself, that had been a nap on a cold attic floor and hadn’t been planned. It just… happened.

	This moment was a deliberate choice which set a new standard for them as a couple. The act of making love to Ranko, or even just having a moment of raw, unbridled passion with her, was rewarding on its own. But waking up next to her, he thought as he kissed her softly, was what he always wanted to have with her.

	He knew that down to his bones.

	"Hi," Ranko whispered in a soft, almost childlike voice as she squeezed him lightly, causing his eyebrow to twitch.

	"Hi beautiful," Sato whispered back. Ranko’s petite fingers squeezed again and he felt himself responding.

	"How'd you sleep, Jeff?" she asked as she placed a soft kiss on his chest.

	"It was… the *best* sleep of my life, sweetie," he confessed. He cleared his throat roughly when she switched from simple squeezing to… something more deliberate.

	"How about you, Ranko?"

	"I didn't want to believe it, but she was right," she replied with a cute yawn. "Sleeping with you is better than sleeping with Subara. I mean, she’s warm and cuddly and I always enjoy waking up with her. But still… she isn't exactly my type." Sato's eyebrows shot up in surprise.

	"I didn’t know you were sleeping together, beautiful."

	 Ranko nodded, the movement causing her raven hair to tickle his chest.

	"Yeah, I told her I'd rather share my bed with her than make her stay by herself in the attic." She placed a quick kiss on his chest. "Just so you won't be surprised, I sleep naked with her also, Jeff."

	"Really?" he murmured, his mind flashing back to that one vivid image of the ninja unclothed. His lizard brain responded appropriately, because of course it would… Ranko laughed softly as she felt his reaction.

	"Yeah. And get your mind out of the gutter, handsome," she added with a giggle. "She and I don't fool around or anything like that. The only thing Subara did was teach me that sleeping naked feels amazing! I do it all the time, now."

	Now he understood what she meant… and honestly it made a certain amount of sense. Given the depth of trust between them, he could easily see them being that close. Besides, there's no way she was being intimate with her adoptive sister. Ranko didn’t seem like the type of girl who’d want such a thing, anyway. She yawned again and gently ran her thumb back and forth, causing Sato to grit his teeth to restrain himself.

	"It feels good to have Subara with me, but… she never came equipped with one of these, Jeff." Sato laughed despite the incessant attention his girlfriend was paying to him with her hand.

	'Stop laughing!' his lizard brain complained. 'She's performing a vital public service.'

	'Oh hush, you one-track-mind monster,' Sato grumbled, though he did not stop himself from enjoying Ranko's gentle touch.

	"Uhh… When it comes to sleeping partners, you might’ve had something to compare me to, buh - but this was my first time," he told her, doing his best to sound coherent. "I didn’t know waking up with you in my arms could feel so... right." He groaned softly as she was making it increasingly difficult for him to focus on what he wanted to say.

	"I hope it's always like this for us, sweetie," he managed to get out.

	"Me too, Jeff." She angled her head up to look at him then moved forward to capture his lips with hers, her hand never ceasing what it was doing.

	"What are we going to do today?" he asked once their lips parted. Ranko giggled as she sat up and straddled him. The bedsheet fell from her shoulders, giving him a better view of her beautiful shape.

	"Right now… I think I'm going to spend some more time with my boyfriend. You make waking up fun, you handsome devil," she declared, her gaze now smoky.

	He reached up and brushed her hair over her shoulders, exposing her chest fully. Ranko eased down gently, both releasing a pleased sigh as she sat firmly in his lap.

	"You're not so bad yourself," he replied with a wink. "I love you, Ranko Saotome."

	"I love you more, Jeff Sato. Now… I want you to lay back and enjoy your breakfast," she purred as she leaned forward.

	If this was what people meant by breakfast in bed, his lizard brain was already sold on the idea. Now it was insisting that he subscribe to the daily meal plan!

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	Ranma’s first thought when he awoke was that he needed a bigger bed. A *much* bigger bed. Even if he had to sweep dojo floors or fix roofs to pay for it, he *would* make it happen! Besides, his bedroom could certainly hold a much larger one. The kid-sized frame of this bed was already struggling to keep up with him, much less him and his girlfriend.

	Akane was a fantastic and cuddly handful, and it felt amazing having her sleep against him. The problem was that he'd almost fallen out of bed three different times. He’d barely managed to awaken quickly enough to stop himself from tumbling out and taking her with him.

	Her plush body took up most of the bed by herself, and she was still a skinny girl despite her magnificent curves! When you piled the two of them on the bed at the same time, it was almost an impossible feat. It showed that any plan could be defeated by the simplest and most innocent of circumstances.

	The only way they’d accomplished sleeping together was to have her lie atop him. At first it felt just as wonderful as he'd hoped, with her soft skin against his and her head resting on his shoulder. Eventually, however, having her lying atop him, even partially, had become uncomfortable.

	He was beginning to rethink the whole ‘sleep together’ idea and move to a couch downstairs when he'd finally drifted off. Somehow, in their slumber, they'd found a position where they finally fit together snugly and slept without issue for the rest of the night.

	The other big revelation was how well Subara's gift had worked. Akane, knowing the sound barrier was in place, held nothing back. Her passion was at an all-time high and she'd let it rip with glee. Through it all, the ninja hadn't once knocked on his bedroom door. He'd asked her to do that as a signal in case Akane's wanton cries had somehow made it past his bedroom.

	That meant the work on Ranko's bedroom must've been just as effective. Blessedly, this time he'd heard nothing from his sister’s room at any point during the night. He didn’t want a fresh reminder of how much Ranko sounded like his girl-type self…

	Ranma forced himself to ignore the uncomfortable reality of his sister's carnal activity and instead focused on how happy she'd been since she started dating Sato. He was truly grateful to his best friend for hanging in there with them while they'd been in the hospital. While Ranma knew it had been his second wish which saved his sister's life, he had no doubts that Sato had saved her mind and her heart, and possibly even her soul. Those two fit together seamlessly like pieces of a puzzle.

	"Ranko and Sato", or its opposite, came naturally to him now.

	"Ranma and Akane" had a similar ring to his ears, although there was still that slight hesitation he felt in accepting it. Months of conditioning were hard to ignore, after all…

	Take now for example. When he looked down and saw her lying naked against him, with the covers kicked down to their feet, he felt a mixture of emotions. Chief among them was love and a healthy dose of lust. At this moment, Akane's physical presence felt almost too good for words. Knowing that he held a prominent place in her heart made him feel happy to be alive.

	But at the same time, there was that knee-jerk reaction from his old life which clung bitterly to him. That tiny part of him wanted to run somewhere and hide before she woke up and… got angry.

	In the past, if her bare breasts had been pressing against his chest and her face was nestled against his neck, that would’ve been bad enough to warrant a beatdown from her original version. But to also have her leg resting against his bare masculinity?

	Pfft! The original Akane would've immediately begun filleting him with an unsharpened pencil…

	By contrast, this version of Akane wanted that sort of closeness. She also expected it and obviously enjoyed everything they did last night. It was becoming clearer to him that part of the reason she loved him was that he *enjoyed* being intimate with her, plus he made sure to give as good as he got.

	Ranma hated that he had to remind himself almost daily that this girl was not *that* girl. He hoped he would get over his reflexive fear of ‘abusive Akane’ so he could simply love this girl as much as she loved him. The more rational part of his brain, probably the part that came from his ‘other self’, told him that this time he and Akane started off on the right foot.

	He shouldn’t have any reason at all to fear a beatdown from this beautiful woman. This Akane was the only one who mattered now. His past was just that… remnants of a bad life he’d left behind. The woman in his arms was now one of the most important people in his life.

	In fact, Akane, Ranko and Subara served as anchors which tethered him to this life that he had willingly chosen. While this may not have started out as his world, it was undoubtedly *his* world now.

	He’d fight tooth and nail to protect what he’d gotten from those wishes.

	That was the key, honestly. He would’ve been more likely to fight *with* ‘old Akane’ than anything else, and probably for the rest of his life. Here, he was far more likely to fight *for* this Akane and the promise of a happy life that stood before them.

	"I would give everything I have for you, Akane Tendo," he muttered softly, feeling the weight of the vow settling upon his mind and his heart.

	"I would give everything I have for you too, Ranma-kun," Akane murmured, her voice thick with sleep though her tone was affectionate. Her hand moved slowly from his side to caress his face.

	Ranma's eyes widened. He hadn’t meant to say that aloud!

	"Uhh- Good morning, Akane!" he said with a bashful smile.

	"Did you mean that, Ranma?" she asked as she kissed his cheek before resting her head on his chest.

	Ranma hesitated, then forced his mind to reboot after he tried a knee-jerk denial. He shouldn’t deny the truth of his words. Not to this woman!

	"Yeah… Akane. I did. Every word."

	"So did I," she said with a smile in her voice. "Every word."

	She sat up for a moment and kissed him on the lips. Ranma turned on his side so their bodies pressed together, chest to chest. The kiss was as much a soft reassurance of her presence as it was his affirmation of the vow he'd just spoken.

	"Hey, gorgeous." He pressed his forehead to hers and smiled. 

	"Hi yourself, you magnificent stallion," she replied with a cheeky grin. "How's the handsomest man in Nerima doing this morning?"

	"I dunno. I'll have to ask Sato when I see him," he answered with a smirk.

	Akane snorted a dry laugh and swatted his arm playfully before hugging herself tightly to him.

	"I was talking about you, goof!"

	"Oh, well I'm feeling fantastic, Akane," he answered with a playful grin.

	"Was last night everything you hoped it would be?" she asked. Not waiting for an answer, Akane began nipping his face with tiny kisses, her lips tickling his skin with every touch.

	"Sleeping with you? Yes! It beat my imagination... by a *lot*." He turned to look over his shoulder and saw the floor looming, plus he could feel his ass hanging over the side of the bed.

	"I'm going to have to replace this bed, though," he growled.

	"Oh, why's that, Ranma?" she asked, one of her eyebrows lifting inquisitively. "Did we break it last night?"

	"No, we weren't that rough, gorgeous," he laughed as he gestured behind him with his head. "Take a look."

	Akane craned her neck and gasped, then wrapped her arms around him tightly and pulled him away from the edge of the bed. Ranma laughed helplessly as he was woman-handled by Akane. He found himself laying on his back with his girlfriend sitting atop him in a very familiar position.

	"Is this better?" she asked with a knowing smirk.

	"I… think I can deal with this," he said in a teasing voice, answering her smirk with a playful smile as he reached up and touched her breasts with his dexterous fingers.

	"Are you ready to get out of bed, Ranma-kun?" Akane asked, smirking expectantly at his expert touch. He shook his head, his eyes lingering on her almost hungrily.

	"Nah… I think I’m going to conduct an experiment," Ranma said offhandedly as he played with her, eliciting the reaction from her that he loved to hear. She looked at him unsurely.

	"Experiment? Wh- What do you mean - ah! - Ranma-kun," she bit out, then began gnawing on her lower lip.

	"Let's do one more test of the soundproofing. What do you say, Akane?"

	Her giggle was music to his ears as she reached back and eased herself atop him.

	"I think I should go all out, then," she declared simply, though her expression was one of pure joy. Akane's breath hitched as she settled onto his hips fully.

	"A- All out?" His eyebrows jumped. "You were holding back last night, Akane-chan?"

	"There's only one way to find out…" she purred as she bent down and kissed him deeply.

	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	Kona walked at a measured pace to Mr. Kuno's sitting room, ready to give his initial report. He fought off an acute case of restlessness as he was determined to make a good first impression. Usually, he was not so… excitable, but the scope of this new job had shaken even his calm. Granted, his anxiety was not due to nerves but to his enthusiasm.

	This job came with perks he'd never anticipated or thought he would desire. The Kuno mansion was opulent beyond his wildest expectations. He’d enjoyed spending his first night in a real home, eating really good food and sleeping in a plush bed that no one in his former family could’ve afforded in their lifetime.

	His predecessor's room had obviously been built to satisfy a woman's needs, but that served him just as well. While he hadn't needed to embark on a mission using his kunoichi aspect in some time, having surroundings which catered to both his masculine aspect as well as his undercover female side was perhaps the biggest benefit of this place. The years of training hadn’t left him. He still knew how to weaponize a glance and let people underestimate him. But those tricks were tools now, not shackles.

	Marty had done more than anyone else to help Konatsu embrace his masculine side. His mind flashed back to that fateful day and what had happened to cause such a monumental shift in his life.

	A chance encounter over a year ago with the grizzled gym owner led to an invitation to work out at his place. Marty had sensed right away that there was something in Kona he respected, but he had also caught on to how troubled the ninja was.

	His brutal family life had left him raw, emotionally vulnerable and quick to snap at people. Marty told him on that first day that 'Konatsu' was heading down the path of either becoming a mass murderer or taking his own life if he didn't get a grip on himself.

	The intervention that was staged to help him gain control of his life had been brutal. Some of Marty's more dangerous friends had been recruited for the effort, and they hadn't played nice. The strange group of men tried to impress upon Konatsu's family that they were to leave him alone... permanently. If they didn’t, his stepmother and stepsisters could wind up someplace where no one would ever find them. Well, pieces of them might be located, but never the whole person.

	Konatsu's entire family had been harried non-stop for weeks, but they never caved. During that time, the young kunoichi had been exposed to abuse unlike anything she'd ever felt before. She despaired of ever experiencing the freedom Marty had hinted at and was about to give up.

	Then came that fateful late-night ride over the ocean which finally turned things around. Marty and his gang had followed through on their threats by kidnapping her stepmother and taking both her and Konatsu someplace extremely remote.

	Of the three women in Konatsu's life, her stepmother had been the one who was the most defiant and had dealt the most vicious punishments against Konatsu for Marty's actions.

	She’d even spat in Marty’s face the day she was kidnapped!

	Hours later she’d found herself naked and 'hog tied', as Marty called it, in an undignified heap on the floor of a helicopter. Men from various nations stood around her, laughing and drinking beer and treating her like a piece of furniture. One guy even propped his feet up on her bare behind, declaring her stepmother to be a 'comfortable Ottoman' even if it was thirty years out of style.

	Oh, she’d screamed vile threats promising retribution for that one. Oddly, the only thing that did was cause the men to laugh at her mockingly and pour beer on her.

	Konatsu never forgot the callous sneer another of Marty's subordinates leveled on his stepmom. The guy told her the odds of surviving in those winter waters somewhere north of Hokkaido were slim to none. If she didn't wise up, she'd be an 'ugly ass ice cube' waiting to become a snack for a very desperate shark.

	During the whole exchange, Marty had just stood next to Konatsu impassively. His blue eyes had glinted as he watched her struggle futilely. He regarded her as nothing more than an insect writhing on the floor. When he told her she had ten seconds to make up her mind before being dropped into the Pacific for her ‘baptism of ice’, she’d finally gone quiet. Yet still, she’d remained defiant with her eyes staring daggers at the grizzled gym owner.

	Marty's casual 'oh well' followed by a kick to her back sent his stepmother tumbling out of the aircraft. From there they had her dangling from the helicopter just two meters above the ocean surface. For about five minutes she swayed in the pitch black of night. When she finally screamed that she'd agree to their terms, they’d waited almost another minute before hauling her back into the aircraft.

	They hauled her up very slowly and sometimes let the rope slip.

	Marty smirked victoriously at that moment and took his seat at the copilot's station. Then he'd said nothing further and simply turned back to give Konatsu a nod and a thumbs-up before putting on his helmet and barking orders at the pilot.

	His stepmother had been hauled aboard after another couple minutes, her skin blue and shivering uncontrollably. One of the crewmen stood her on her feet and slapped her face so hard her head rocked back. Konatsu wasn't sure why the guy did that, though her stepmother had been unusually silent for a few minutes beforehand.

	After the slap, the evil woman blinked and opened her eyes. When they fell on Konatsu, she started weeping. Then another man came forward and branded her shoulder with something that Konatsu couldn't see. She must have been too cold to feel the pain because she never cried out.

	They’d sat her down in one of the rear seats and strapped her in but had refused to cover her. Shame ruled her features and she’d turned away from her stepson. Never had Konatsu seen her so... humbled before. It had been violent and rough, yet not even one drop of blood had been shed the whole time.

	A short time later, they landed somewhere near Aomori. Three of his men picked her up and hauled her off to an awaiting cargo van. He’d heard Marty's instructions that they had to keep her alive. Hi stepmother was living proof of the message they intended to send to the rest of the family, especially his stepsisters.

	 Konatsu was a free person, and he was never to be contacted again. Otherwise, everyone else in the family would suffer the same fate.

	The brand they’d put on her shoulder couldn’t be denied, even if her ordeal would sound to them like the ravings of a madwoman. Marty had also told them to take the 'long way home' so she could get used to life without her stepson. Then he added "food is optional but make sure that fat ass wench gets watered."

	At the time Konatsu had been unsure whether to weep with joy or attack Marty for what he'd done. Fortunately, that choice was taken away when the grizzled vet walked up and wrapped him in a firm hug.

	"You're gonna be okay, kid," Marty told him softly as his calloused hands pounded his back reassuringly. "We did this because you deserve to have a normal life. No kid under my watch is gonna be abused, ever! You won’t be an errand boy or slave for those nasty people any longer." The man had looked into his eyes with an earnest expression and held his gaze.

	"I'm just sorry we weren't able to help you sooner, kid." He'd looked over his shoulder in the direction of the cargo van. "This is the first time my pals and I ever had to take things this far to get our point across. She was a tough nut to crack, but I think we got through to her."

	He and Marty had waited until the van drove out of sight, then they'd taken a quick jet ride back to Narita airport and a trip by car to what Marty called his 'safe house'. From that followed months of intensive therapy with a friend of Marty's who dealt with special cases of abuse and combat exhaustion.

	Konatsu had never thought anything was wrong with him. Indeed, he had no reason to question why things were the way they were. They just *were*… Which is why he'd been so confused by the strange questions they kept asking. Being raised as both a ninja and a girl had seemed natural since it was all he'd ever known.

	Marty's friend, who Konatsu had only referred to as 'Doctor', had rooted around and dug up some of the most painful parts of his life. At the same time, he’d begun pointing out things that Konatsu had never heard of or even considered. Granted, they were things he took for granted now, but the concepts had been completely alien at the time.

	The first week or two had been rough and involved a lot of screaming and fist pounding. In fact, the first day had seen him revert to his girl aspect so strongly that she'd tossed her deadly needle weapons indiscriminately, embedding them in furniture, walls and the ceiling. She'd run out of steam as soon as she'd shattered the windows of the office and passed out on the floor.

	Throughout her frantic meltdown, the doctor never even flinched, although Kona had later learned that the man had sustained several wounds that required stitching. Still, Marty and the doctor had persisted with their treatment. They knew Konatsu was someone worthy of healing and having a chance at a better life, the doctor had told him. At the time, he had absolutely no idea what they were talking about.

	During the course of his therapy, the doctor hadn’t tried to erase the kunoichi inside him. Instead, he had shown Konatsu that he didn’t have to live there full time and could choose when to use it. That had been the first tiny step in mending his psyche and integrating his kunoichi with his physical masculinity.

	That choice, terrifying as it was, had been the first taste of freedom for him. Being given any choice at all had been daunting, as was their insistence that he live according to how he'd been born. He had been forced by his stepfamily to think of himself as a girl for so long that, other than baths and the obvious needs of urination and whatnot, he was never allowed to acknowledge his masculine aspect.

	By the time they were done, the doctor and Marty had opened Konatsu’s eyes to a vastly different way to live, should he want it. He finally understood that he had a choice. Indentured servitude was not the pinnacle of his life, nor was it his only option.

	The doctor suggested that Konatsu 'begin anew' and embrace his masculine self, including spending time living openly as a man so he could finally experience the part of himself he'd never been allowed to explore. Marty urged him to choose a different name for himself so he could start fresh. Unwilling to abandon his identity, however, Konatsu instead suggested that he adopt a nickname, which is how he became 'Kona.'

	From that day onward, he either lived in one of the rooms above the gym or would spend weeks camping in the woods far beyond Tokyo to allow himself time to center and focus on his wellbeing. That nature therapy had turned out to be the most important aspect of his recovery.

	Kona wore a wry grin. Now, more than a full year after his liberation from his stepfamily, he had never felt so free… or so frightened. This was his first real test of living on his own and earning a living. Not wanting to experience failure when he was only starting to spread his wings as an adult, Kona promised himself that this job would be a grand success.

	So only his best effort would do.

	He nodded to the butler as he approached the door to Mr. Kuno's sitting room.

	"Good morning, Kei," Kona said politely. "Is Mr. Kuno available?"

	"Indeed, Mr. Kona. He has just finished breakfasting and has retired to the sitting room for coffee and his morning status review."

	Kona had known as much, having already memorized his boss' schedule, along with that of the staff and Mr. Kuno's father. So far, so good, he thought as he gestured to the door with a nod. He was right on time.

	"May I speak with him?"

	The butler nodded and knocked on the door. At Kuno's brusque "Enter!" the butler opened the door and announced Kona.

	"Ah, Kona! I was hoping to get a chance to speak with you this morning," Kuno proclaimed as he stood from his office chair. "Do you require coffee or some other form of refreshment?"

	"I thank you, Mr. Kuno," he replied, smiling politely. "I have already been well fed by your excellent staff earlier this morning. Chef Thierry prepared a fantastic breakfast." Kona stood and waited until Kuno resumed his seat, then he began discussing the status of the estate's security setup.

	The briefing did not take long and had gone better than expected. Kuno had listened with his usual theatrical intensity, but his flair hadn’t drowned out the substance.

	Kona stood at ease, hands folded behind his back, as he concluded his report.

	"My predecessor did a commendable job with site security," he said, tone measured. "Not much needs to be changed to accommodate your wishes, which is for the best. Intelligence gathering will consume most of my time. I’m grateful for the notes you provided. They’ve given me a clear foundation from which to proceed."

	Kuno nodded gravely, as though receiving a commendation from a sovereign. Kona almost smiled at the sight... eccentric though the man was, Mr. Kuno’s instincts were sharper than most gave him credit for. That trust mattered.

	"My predecessor…" Kona ventured, "may I ask her current status?"

	"She has... moved on to another calling," Kuno supplied easily. "She is a most worthy warrior. We knew her by the codename ‘Kurobara’."

	Kona’s composure held, but inside his pulse jumped. Kurobara... The Black Rose! He’d heard the name whispered in the gym’s locker rooms, in shadowed bars where the occasional shinobi whispered over drinks. Her name had even been mentioned among some well-placed individuals within business and government!

	'Kurobara' was someone with a reputation for precision and elegance, the kind of operative that made other shinobi sharpen their blades twice before acting. Whoever she had been, her legend had teeth. The realization that he was standing in her old position left him equal parts humbled and driven.

	"I see," Kona said simply, bowing with respect. "Then I have much to live up to." Kuno’s eyes lit at the answer.

	"Indeed. I expect great things from you," he said as he dismissed him with a flourish.

	Kona turned and exited the sitting room, offering Kei a small yet polite bow as he made his way back to his office. His mind was already mapping surveillance routes. He vowed to cross-check personnel rosters to root out any recent hires who may be plants from the Senomiya family enclave.

	Kona also began planning his first probes into potential weak points of that family's disparate business interests. His overactive mind hummed with a laundry list of actions he was required to take. It contrasted sharply with how still and quiet it was in the hallway until a soft gasp made him look up in surprise.

	Shocked at being caught unawares, Kona stopped short to avoid colliding with a young woman who'd just rounded the corner. She was a vibrant sprite, but obviously she wasn't Mr. Kuno's fiancée. Kinuko looked nothing at all like this fair maiden.

	She was slight, to the point where her build almost matched his own, were it not for the difference in height. Something about her presence called out to him in a way that transcended attractiveness. Though, he was quick to add, she possessed that in abundance as well. In mere moments he found himself under her spell and… that bothered him. Even though she hadn't uttered a single word, he could not say how or why she accomplished what no other woman ever could.

	Distracting him completely from his thoughts and his work.

	"Oh! I —I’m sorry. I was looking for the bathroom." She blinked up at him, startled, her cheeks flushed a deep red to contrast sharply with her very pale complexion.

	Kona softened his stance to lower the weight of his presence. "You’re close," he replied gently, a polite smile gracing his lips. "Second door on the left, just past the stairwell." He raised an eyebrow curiously. "Might I know your name, Miss?"

	"Ami..." She said quickly, her blush somehow intensifying. "Ami Nakato. I'm spending the night with my bestie Kinuko." She smiled hesitantly but didn’t make a move to walk away. Instead, her gaze lingered on his face a beat too long, then flicked to his hand. Without thinking, he extended it as a simple courtesy.

	Her hand slipped into his, warm and trembling... but the tremor didn’t feel like fear. He wasn't sure he could identify what the young woman was feeling, although it was certainly non-threatening. Ami held on to him a fraction longer than what would be considered polite, yet he found that he did not mind. When her eyes rose to meet his again, they were wide and unguarded.

	"Thank you… sir," she whispered.

	Kona felt his own face warm. He cleared his throat, but he didn’t pull away until she did.

	Ami turned and hurried down the hall, almost skipping. He watched her go and realized belatedly that he'd been so distracted by those glittering green eyes of hers that he’d forgotten to bow.

	A rookie mistake!

	He glanced at his hand which tingled faintly from her contact, the ghost of her dainty fingers still registering against his palm.

	"Well. That was unexpected," he muttered, a quiet chuckle escaping him. "But what does it mean?"

	Straightening his posture, Kona shrugged and resumed walking. Though he looked confident and focused, his thoughts had shifted away from the mission. Ami had surprised him... not just with her presence, but with the simple sincerity in her eyes. It was disarming in a way nothing else had ever been.

	Kona wasn’t sure what it meant yet. He would have to puzzle over this new sensation for a few days. Perhaps, over time, he could figure out why she'd been so… disarming.

	Knowing that she was a best friend of Miss Amagi set off warning bells in Kona's mind. It meant there was a good chance he'd be seeing her frequently... Without a doubt, he felt sure every encounter with Miss Ami Nakato would prove to be far more distracting than any aspect of his duty.

	 

	Chapter Five

	 

	Once Ranko had finished giving Sato an extended 'breakfast in bed', he’d succumbed to exhaustion and fallen asleep. Taking advantage of the opportunity, she quickly showered and didn’t even bother putting on her clothes. Wearing nothing but a smirk, she sneaked into the attic, leaving the door open so she could still hear Jeff if he called out for her.

	Ranko envisioned her sister greeting her with a wry grin or perhaps curled up on one of the couches awaiting her arrival. Her smile promptly vanished, however, as she saw Subara near the projection wall sprawled across a beanbag. The ninja was sleeping nude as usual, but her head was canted back past the edge in a grotesque parody of comfortable sleep. Her sister’s mouth hung open, adding to the indignity of her pose.

	Ranko felt terrible for leaving her sister to sleep alone up here. Her instincts had been right! The longer she looked, the more guilt gnawed at her. Poor Subara's sleeping conditions had been far worse than she'd imagined. Ranko promised herself right then to never let her sister sleep like this again. She’d find a way to negotiate sleeping arrangements between herself, Jeff and Subara. She had to.

	Spying a bed sheet laying on one of the couches, she quickly unfolded it and walked to the beanbag. As quietly as possible, she lay next to Subara and put the sheet over both of them. With as much care as she could manage, she moved her sister's head from its precarious perch and soon had it resting comfortably on Ranko's chest. Automatically, Subara's arms went around her in a now-familiar embrace.

	Both young women sighed in satisfaction as Ranko settled down and relaxed in the warmth of her sister’s presence. Over the past week, she'd gotten used to sleeping like this and now took it for granted. She reached up and ran her fingers through Subara’s wavy hair, the act soothing her as much as it likely did her sister.

	She laughed as a whimsical thought flitted through her mind.

	‘It’s a shame I can’t just sleep with both of them in the same bed. That way I wouldn’t have to worry about either person.’ She yawned and stretched her free arm, then reached up to caress Subara’s face, coaxing a small smile from the ninja even in her slumber.

	Then, without meaning to, Ranko felt herself surrender to the call of sleep as she held her sister close.

	"Sister?" a voice called out a short time later. "Are you awake?"

	Ranko's eyes slowly crept open, and she saw Subara on her hands and knees, hovering over her with the sheet draped over the ninja’s back. She reached up and caressed her sister’s face, giving her a pleased smile.

	"Morning, sis," Ranko greeted warmly as she stretched.

	"How did you get here?" Subara asked with frank astonishment.

	"I walked," she replied with a wink.

	"I mean... never mind," Subara muttered, looking distinctly flustered.

	The ninja sat on Ranko's hips and rested her hands on the young woman's shoulders. Ranko watched as the sheet cascaded down Subara’s back like water splashing down a smooth cliff face.

	"How’d you sleep, Subara?" Ranko asked around a yawn.

	"Well, and indulgently it would seem." The ninja looked over her shoulder at the AV rack and frowned. "It is a quarter after ten. How long has it been since you joined me?"

	"Oh, wow! That means I slept for almost two hours," Ranko said as she looked up into Subara's dark, almost violet eyes. "After I took a bath, I came up here to check on you and saw you lying down on the beanbag. The way you were sleeping looked really uncomfortable, sis." She wrinkled her nose to demonstrate how much she’d disliked what she saw.

	"Since Jeff’s asleep in my bed I decided to join you and make you feel better."

	"You did just that," the ninja proclaimed, smiling pleasantly. Subara resumed lying next to Ranko with her head on her sister's chest. "What would I do without you, sister?"

	"I should be the one asking *you* that. I couldn't have had my night with Jeff if it weren't for you, sis." Subara draped her arm over Ranko’s waist. She smiled and began caressing the ninja’s arm idly.

	"So, am I to assume things went well?" Subara asked playfully.

	"Yes, they did. I could tell he had a lot of stored up energy last night," Ranko replied earnestly. "And thanks to you, I’ve learned my lesson! I won’t ever tease my boyfriend like that again." Subara hugged Ranko tightly, her face a perfect representation of satisfied smugness.

	"I am glad to hear you say that. Teasing has its place, but only if you intend on following through soon." The ninja sat up to look into her eyes. "Was he inspired to… great heights due to your week of slow, unrelenting torture?" Ranko giggled, then covered her mouth with a hand as she blushed.

	"Oh, my goodness yes! We even went into overtime." She reached down and rubbed her sister’s back. "I loved all of it, sis. It was as good as our first time." She bent down and kissed the ninja on the top of her head. "I wanted you to know that you made last night super special for me. Only someone who really cared about me would've gone so far."

	"I do care about you, sister," Subara proclaimed as she moved to lie atop Ranko and wrapped her in a tight hug. She giggled as the ninja turned so they were lying on their sides, facing each other.

	"I would do anything within my power for you and Ranma." Subara placed a gentle kiss on Ranko’s forehead. "Given the amount of time we have spent together, I now see the care I have for you goes far beyond mere duty."

	"I'm glad you're finally realizing that you're part of our family, sis." Ranko's embrace intensified as she poured all her affection into it, then she kissed Subara's cheek. "You know I had a feeling about you early on. I know you've been through a lot, and had to do some bad things in the past..." She pushed back a bit so she could put her hand gently over the ninja's heart. "But I know the kind of person you are now. I will *always* trust you, sis."

	"Yes, sister. Always," Subara said as she half-laughed, half-cried. The ninja turned so that she lay on her back and her sister’s head rested on her chest.

	Ranko sighed happily as the ninja performed a lazy caress of her back, occasionally winding her fingers into her hair and rubbing her scalp, mirroring what she'd done to the ninja earlier. To Ranko, this was natural and it was *good*. Right now, with everything she’d shared with Jeff and Subara over the past week, her heart was full.

	"Sister…" Subara began, breaking the momentary silence. "I need to ask you something. Were you disturbed by what happened last night?"

	"No! I was okay with *everything*, sis. It was a perfect night and a great wake up," Ranko said, her joy obvious in her tone.

	She dragged her fingers softly across Subara's belly, hoping to elicit a few giggles from her reserved sister. When the ninja didn’t flinch at her ticklish touch, Ranko began tracing the crisp outline of Subara's abdominal muscles through her skin just as Jeff had done to her weeks ago.

	"But when I…" Subara cleared her throat. "…exposed myself to Jeff in the hallway, I was not sure if it had… disrupted your night," she admitted softly, almost hesitantly. "I would never want to cause you any pain or anxiety, even by accident."

	"Oh, that?" Ranko chortled. "Don't worry, sis! I don’t care about that at all." She reached up and caressed the ninja's face affectionately. "You know… after he saw you, Jeff said the naughtiest thing I'd ever heard from him in my life."

	"Do tell…" Subara’s raised eyebrow encouraged her to continue. Ranko giggled at the memory, though she wouldn’t tell the ninja what Jeff said. It involved her sister indirectly and was *so* raunchy! She intended to keep that little moment to herself, so she settled for giving her sister a coy smile.

	"I thought Jeff was done for the night," Ranko instead told her. "That’s why we decided to go to the bathroom for a quick shower. I mean… I wasn't ready to stop yet, but I wasn't going to push him to keep going if he wasn't willing."

	"Indeed. I too thought you had already pushed yourselves to the point of exhaustion when I saw you in the hallway, baby sister."

	Ranko patted Subara’s belly and let her hand trail upward briefly to rest on the ninja’s shoulder.

	"You’d think so, but one look at you and Jeff was suddenly full of energy again!" She smirked and squeezed Subara’s shoulder appreciatively. Her boyfriend’s tender caresses from before had been replaced by bold, forceful action after seeing the ninja.

	Ranko had never been so turned on before in her life!

	"What?!" the ninja blurted. Subara froze, her eyes going wide. When her voice returned, it cracked in disbelief. "Seriously?!"

	The ninja colored so fiercely it tinted her skin all the way down to her knees… an impressive feat even for her! Ranko laughed softly at her sister's stunned expression.

	"It’s fine, Subara," she reassured the ninja. "You're my sister and I trust you. He's my boyfriend and I love him." She patted Subara’s chest affectionately. "If Jeff gets inspiration from you and uses that on me... that's just a fantastic bonus."

	"I… do not know... That is..." Subara's heartbeat suddenly thundered in Ranko's ear, which piqued her curiosity.

	"Wait! Are you surprised that Jeff thinks you’re hot?" Ranko piped up suddenly, genuinely curious. Subara cleared her throat and took a deep breath.

	"At the risk of sounding vain," the ninja began, smiling nervously. "I am not surprised by my attractiveness to someone of the opposite sex. I worked hard to cultivate my appearance, and it is intentionally provocative." She sighed softly. "My appearance isn’t what surprises me, sister. I… never expected you to greet his interest in me with love or… appreciation. I anticipated anger, jealousy or resentment instead."

	"Huh?!" Her sister’s admission had Ranko confused. She could never imagine a time when she’d behave like *that* toward Subara. The ninja resumed running her fingers through Ranko's hair, earning an appreciative hum from her.

	"To be frank, I assumed you would have been furious with me for disrupting your special night with my nudity. At the very least, I assumed seeing me like that would have been most unwelcome."

	"I wouldn’t get mad at you for that, sis!" Ranko insisted. She popped up and planted a quick kiss on the ninja’s lips, hoping to reassure her. She looked into Subara’s eyes for a long moment.

	"I couldn’t be mad at you for that. Honest! I’m not upset about it. It wasn’t *anyone’s* fault. It just… happened," she said softly, without judgment. Ranko rested her head on her sister’s chest again and released a sigh. "Whatever you do, don’t worry. Also, don’t feel guilty about it, please?"

	"I understand," Subara said, sighing in what sounded like relief. "I will put the incident from my mind. I do thank you for allaying my concerns." She rubbed Ranko’s back gently. Ranko hesitated slightly as a different issue from yesterday began nagging at her.

	"By the way, Subara… last night, before Jeff and I went to take that shower, he told me everything he said to Nabiki yesterday. He said you overheard it, too."

	"Yes, I did hear most of it, even though we were engaged in katas at the time," the ninja admitted, somewhat proudly. "It was fortunate the walls of the dojo were not overly thick."

	Ranko’s expression changed in an instant. She sat up and practically bounced on her knees with excitement.

	"Ooh, tell me! Tell me! Did he really roast Nabiki?" she practically begged, smiling eagerly. Subara looked at her in shock, then her expression softened and grew pensive.

	"Yes… in a sense, I suppose he did. In truth, what he delivered to Nabiki Tendo was something more… poetic than a simple ‘roast’ as you termed it. To me, it was something else entirely…" She paused and put a finger to her lips in thought. "If I had to assess it honestly, what Jeff gave her was the most delicate dismissal I have heard in years. It was not so much modern diplomacy as it was an iron fist in a velvet glove."

	"What do you mean, sis?" Ranko asked, her brow wrinkling.

	"Allow me to elucidate," Subara continued with a smirk. She began recounting the exchange in vivid detail. Ranko’s eyes grew wider as the ninja laid it all out for her. Her boyfriend had not just roasted that girl; he’d pretty much slammed the door on her without ever raising his voice.

	"I see you understand the gravity of what Jeff did. He did not just tell Nabiki Tendo 'no' when she implied that he could have her," she finished. "He told her every way in which she was *unsuitable* for him. He pointed out all the strengths of your relationship with him as the example by which she was being compared."

	"For real?" Ranko blew out a measured breath.

	"Oh yes." The ninja’s expression reflected just how much respect she had for him. "Without saying it directly, your boyfriend made it obvious to Nabiki Tendo that he was just as devoted to you as you are to him," Subara concluded. Ranko nodded and wiped happy tears from her eyes.

	"That's pretty close to what he told me. But… the way you said it made it sound more serious." She looked into Subara’s eyes. "Did my Jeff really do that to her?"

	"Indeed, sister," Subara said simply. "I honestly did not think he had it in him to be so… forceful, even though he was kind the entire time."

	"Wow… Now I understand why you praised Jeff the way you did, sis." If Ranko hadn't already loved her boyfriend as much as she did, *this* would've put it over the top. Subara snorted a laugh.

	"I am surprised he divulged that. I did not expect him to make much of the comment. It was merely a… small commendation, if you will." She put a hand on Ranko’s knee in a calming gesture. "I merely wanted him to know that I was proud of him for remaining steadfast to you." She reached out and pinched her sister’s chin playfully at the last word, causing Ranko to giggle.

	"Sis, even though he forgave her for what she said that day at school, I can tell he’s still hurt by it. He’s been keeping it bottled up for my sake." Ranko frowned thoughtfully. "I know I promised myself to make peace with her because I didn't want to cause drama for Ranma and Akane, but still… The fact that she even hinted at doing something with Jeff… It pisses me off!"

	"I do not think it was something so direct, sister."

	"What do you mean? With all the hugging and kissing, it sounded like she was one step from sticking her hand down his pants."

	"Nabiki Tendo is a businesswoman and an opportunist. I grant you, she does have the strength of character to take risks. However, I do not see her being that brazen." Subara shook her head. "Nor do I see Jeff accepting such an invitation, even if Nabiki Tendo’s hand was… entertaining his masculinity with an expert level of skill," she finished dryly.

	"Well… I honestly don’t think he’d ever cheat on me with Nabiki even if she stripped naked in front of him," Ranko admitted. "I’m just upset that she seemed willing to try."

	"She sounded too… injured, emotionally to have made such a direct overture. Her admission that she could never love him the way you do was a testament to her boundaries." The ninja took Ranko’s hand in her and brushed her lips against the girl’s knuckles. "Your first instinct is the correct one. You should accept that she intends no harm to your relationship, nor does Jeff pine for her."

	"You don’t think he would’ve said yes to her? Even if she got down on her knees in front of him and started tugging his pants down?" Ranko’s look darkened. "Based on how you described it, that’s where it sounded like things were headed."

	"Not as such. I expect that he might have shouted in utter shock had Nabiki Tendo done that." The ninja laughed at the image. "While I had initially been concerned that he might capitulate to her unspoken overtures, he remained resistant. In fact, I daresay his love for you may have grown because of his conversation with her. Jeff may have learned as much from their talk as she did." Subara paused and looked up at the ceiling as if in thought.

	"Yes… I believe that is the right of it. It was this aspect of what he did which made me want to praise him. He reasoned out the situation and made a firm conclusion. Yet at the same time he did no intentional harm to Nabiki Tendo." She put a hand on Ranko's knee.

	"You have bound your heart to a good man, sister."

	"Yeah, I suppose you’re right. He’s my man," Ranko replied with a cheeky grin as she resumed her place beside Subara, resting her head on her sister’s chest once again. "And you’re the only other woman I’d trust with him."

	Subara sat up for a moment, her cheeks pinking as she stared wide-eyed at Ranko. She opened her mouth as if she was going to say something but closed it just as quickly, shrugging her shoulders casually. They lay together again on the attic floor, embracing the silence as the ninja’s hand worked magic on Ranko's scalp.

	She draped one of her legs over Subara’s and resumed tracing the musculature of her abdomen with a fingertip. Ranko let out a frustrated laugh after a few moments of getting no response at all from her sister.

	"Aren’t you ticklish, Subara? Jeff did this to me once and I had to push his hand away."

	"If it is ticklish, I would not say."

	"You’re no fun!" Ranko stuck her tongue out, prompting the ninja to laugh softly.

	"Perhaps I enjoy what you are doing and see no reason to complain."

	"I’m enjoying it too, sis." Ranko’s look turned crafty. "Still… I *will* find your tickle spots someday." She hated losing, even at something this silly.

	"You may try, sister." Subara’s gaze grew fond and she ran her thumb along Ranko’s cheek. "But I do not guarantee success."

	"Meanie!" she replied, although without heat.

	The ninja laughed softly, then sighed and kissed the top of Ranko's head.

	"We shall see who is ticklish," Subara murmured as her fingers teased the back of Ranko’s neck playfully, eliciting more giggles. "You are correct, this is most certainly fun and enjoyable," the ninja added with a grin.

	Ranko shook her head and laughed, then she fell still. Subara’s admission triggered something deep inside her. While she couldn’t quite put her finger on it, the sensation gave her a profound sense of peace. It felt like puzzle pieces were starting to click into place. The only problem was that she didn’t understand what she was trying to solve.

	Ranko let her fingers trail one last time over Subara’s stomach, then they stilled as her thoughts caught up with her feelings. She placed a hand on the ninja's chest, looked into her dark eyes and let her heart guide her words.

	"Sis, changing subjects… there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you..." Ranko chewed on her lower lip thoughtfully. "What are your plans for the rest of your life? I’m talking about stuff like your hopes and dreams."

	"I have never given it much thought," Subara shrugged nonchalantly. "My life belongs to your brother, and he may shape it as he wills. I am not one to imagine marriage, nor have a family of my own. Even if such things were possible for me, I am physically incapable of having children. With such limitations in place, I devote myself to helping him and you in whatever way best serves your needs."

	"Subara…" Ranko’s voice caught as she looked up at her sister with teary eyes. "I want you to be happy! That's what meets my needs. If you really believe that we are sisters..."

	"I do, Ranko," Subara interrupted quickly. "Believe me, despite only knowing each other a short time, I feel it in my heart." She reached down and put a hand to Ranko's cheek. "In all ways that matter to me… you are my sister and Ranma is my brother, regardless of my past or what others might think." Subara looked at her quizzically.

	"What brought all this on? My future was never a concern to anyone before."

	"I don’t know, sis," Ranko shrugged. "Honest, it’s just… We’ve become close and I really like that. I was just making sure you’d be around for a while. You know what I’m saying?"

	"I believe I understand," Subara said as she rested her hand on Ranko’s shoulder. "I will be here for as long as your brother is here, that is a guarantee. Also, while you are older than you look, sister, you have a somewhat… limited amount of experience. You should spend your time enjoying your remaining youth and letting your heart grow at its own pace."

	"Yeah…" Ranko said unsurely. She sighed, knowing that she still had a lot of thinking to do. Her heart felt like it had already made its decision. If only her mind could figure out *what* that decision was… Subara must've sensed her turmoil because she hugged Ranko close.

	"Do not trouble yourself. We have plenty of time before considering the future. That, Ranko, is many years from now," she said reasonably.

	"My future is less of a concern than my present," the ninja continued. "Do not forget that there is the issue of your mother to navigate." Subara raised her eyebrows, underscoring the importance of what she was saying. "She has not even met me, and there is no guarantee that she will allow me to continue to live with you under this roof. My status as your father's niece, legitimate as it is in the eyes of the Japanese government, may not suffice for her."

	"I forgot about that," Ranko said, frowning. "Mom's reaction isn’t something I can predict." She sat up and crossed her arms over her chest defiantly. "We'll just have to deal with it, whatever mom says."

	"Indeed. I-" Subara sat up and looked at the AV stack, her eyes widening in shock. "It is almost eleven! We should continue this discussion at a later time," the ninja said briskly as she sprang to her feet. "Your father will be home any moment. We must dress and tidy things up before…"

	A loud banging on the front door echoed all the way up the stairs, causing both of them to freeze in place.

	"It's dad!" Ranko shouted. She then leapt to her feet, a look of total panic on her face. "Oh shit! Jeff's naked and he’s still in my bed!" She sprinted for the stairs.

	"Don't forget to take your pill and change your bedsheets, sister!" Subara's voice called from behind as Ranko flew from the attic.

	 

	Chapter Six

	 

	Kasumi fretted as she stood outside Nabiki's bedroom door, unsure of what to think or do since her sister was *still* not awake. It was eerily similar to how she behaved shortly after the attack on the house. The last thing Nabiki needed was any sort of relapse. It would kill Kasumi inside if her younger sister had started drinking again!

	It had been two months since she'd discovered that empty sake bottle in her younger sister's bookbag and she'd worried of finding more every day since. It had taken every bit of courage Kasumi could muster to call Ono and all but demand that he come over discreetly to talk to her sister. She'd felt *so* guilty about doing that, even though it seemed to have been the right thing to do.

	Nabiki never yelled at her for it, nor had she gone out of her way to avoid her afterward. Except for that strange three-day absence right after the Saotomes were put in the hospital, her middle sister seemed to bounce back from whatever had been plaguing her. On the surface at least, Nabiki was back to her normal self.

	When her middle sister had taken a more direct role in shoring up the family's financial situation recently, Kasumi considered that to be a wonderful development. Nabiki was always the best one in the family with a head for figures, plus she had a talent for getting the best deals she could for the family.

	While Kasumi didn't know all the details, she knew something major broke in the family's favor yesterday. It made her father giddy in a way she hadn't seen since the reconciliation between him and the Saotomes months ago. Much as she tried to be patient, not knowing what had happened left her quietly anxious.

	It made her eager to talk to her sister, despite her worries. She could hear Nabiki snoring softly on the other side of the door, even though it was already past eleven. She prayed her sister had merely overslept... and not returned to the bottle. Kasumi kept that secret from her father with the understanding from Ono that Nabiki was dealing with it and seeking treatment.

	If that turned out not to be the case, she was willing to break her confidence and talk to her father about it. She'd do whatever it took to keep her younger sister from spiraling into a life of dependency and pain. Kasumi stopped herself a moment later, realizing she had to understand what was going on before she drew any conclusions or did anything rash.

	Frowning, she sighed and slid Nabiki's bedroom door open quietly. Stepping inside, she closed the door behind her, then crept to her sister's bedside. Kasumi sat on the edge of the mattress and placed the back of her hand against her sister's forehead. Nabiki awoke at her touch with a start.

	"Sis!" she almost shouted as she blinked bleary eyes at her. "What's going on?"

	"It's eleven, sleepyhead," Kasumi told her, maintaining her pleasant smile despite her concerns. "I was checking to see if you were okay."

	"Crap, it's already eleven?" Nabiki asked with a yawn. She sat up and reached for her phone, squinting as she focused on the screen. "Yeah, it sure is." She put the phone down and cleared her throat. "Is everything okay, Kasumi?"

	"That's what I was trying to ask you. This is the first time you've slept this late since..." She looked down at the floor, not willing to meet her sister's eyes. "Well, in weeks." Nabiki reached out and hugged Kasumi from the side.

	"I'm okay sis. I'm not drinking anymore, I promise!" Nabiki reassured her. "I don't like the person I became when I was drunk."

	Kasumi accepted the hug gratefully then pulled back. Her younger sister's smile seemed genuine, and she didn't have the worn look she'd carried for days following the attack on their home. That on its own was a good sign.

	"Honestly, it's been a great weekend so far," Nabiki continued, her smile growing. "The contracts have been signed so we're going to get the school running at full tilt with regular attendance. Also, my last pregnancy test came back negative, so that's a relie-" Nabiki's mouth clamped shut and her cheeks turned red.

	"Last… pregnancy... test...?" Kasumi repeated in a shocked stammer, looking at her sister in disbelief, her eyes widening in stunned disbelief.

	'Just how many pregnancy tests did Nabiki need, anyway? And why did she need them in the first place?' Kasumi barely manage to keep to herself.

	"Uhh…" Nabiki muttered distractedly as she focused on a spot on the far wall.

	"Nabiki, did you really just say what I think you said?" Kasumi tried to look her sister's in the eyes, but the girl refused to meet her gaze. "What happened to you?"

	"Oh man! I can't believe that just slipped out..." Nabiki ground out irritably. "I'm not usually so careless with my words!"

	"Neither can I," Kasumi said breathlessly. "How long have you had a boyfriend, sis?"

	"I'm not sure I should -"

	"Nabiki!" Kasumi almost shouted. "It's just us in the house right now. Daddy's out running errands and won't be back until this afternoon. Akane's not here because she spent the night with Ranko and Subara." She reached out and put her hand on her younger sister's shoulder. "I promise I'm not going to talk to anyone else about this. I just want to know the truth."

	"Know the truth?" Nabiki shot back defensively, her sister's eyes meeting her own almost defiantly. She seemed to catch herself and the anger drained slowly from her face. "I'm sorry, sis. I just - I wasn't expecting anyone else to find out."

	'Who knows about this, excepting possibly for Ono?' Kasumi wondered.

	She fidgeted in place at Nabiki's side and wondered what could've happened to her sister that she'd be so reckless! But… first thing's first. She had to know if Nabiki did it with someone they knew. She fervently hoped it was someone close to her age and not some 'elder statesman' type with a large sum of money and lots of free time on his hands.

	"Who is he?" she pressed gently.

	"You promise you won't laugh?" Nabiki mumbled, shame ruling her features.

	"Of course I won't."

	"Hikaru Gosunkugi," she muttered, grimacing.

	"Who?" Kasumi asked, blinking.

	"He… came over to help us the first day when daddy organized the dojo repair party. You know, on the day of the attack?" Kasumi nodded and encouraged her to continue. "He's Ranma and Sato's friend." Nabiki shrugged and gave a general description of him. "It just sort of… happened."

	"Oh, I see..." Recognition dawned as the young man's face came to mind. He was handsome in a youthful sort of way, she guessed. Kasumi put her hand under Nabiki's chin. "Did you know he's younger than you, sis?"

	"Yeah, I knew," Nabiki said with a dry laugh which was met by a reproachful look from Kasumi. "I should probably tell you what happened before you jump to the wrong conclusion."

	She listened with mild alarm as her middle sister's story unfolded. Nabiki had drunken sex in an open field? Kasumi could certainly appreciate the romantic notion of making love with someone under the stars with no one else around. However, what Nabiki told her sounded less like romance and more like... recklessness on steroids!

	"Hold on! That's the real reason why you had grass in your hair that night!" Kasumi blurted out. "You didn't fall and hurt yourself after all, did you?"

	"Yeah, that's right..." Nabiki admitted sheepishly. "It was the best answer I could give you at the time." Nabiki winced as Kasumi almost glared at her. "Hold on, sis! I knew I couldn't just tell you the truth. How would you have reacted if you learned I'd just had sex out in the open with someone for over four hours that night?"

	"Four hours," Kasumi repeated in a shocked whisper. "No wonder you were worried about getting pregnant!"

	"Well, it was my first time," Nabiki added lamely. "*And* so far it's been my only time."

	"*Is* he your boyfriend?" Kasumi pressed. Nabiki shook her head though it wasn't emphatic, she noticed. If she was to guess, her sister's expression was uncertain.

	"No, he's not my boyfriend. He just happened to be available at the time and we just... did it. Also, I haven't spoken to him at all since that day, Kasumi."

	"Was he bad to you, sis?" she asked, fearing the answer.

	"No. It felt wonderful, Kasumi," Nabiki replied quickly with a small smile. "The problem is that other students treat him like a loser at school." She shrugged unsurely. "Besides, like you said, he's a year younger than me. I wouldn't normally consider dating a younger guy under any circumstances, even if he had a fantastic reputation."

	"That's not for me to say…" Kasumi muttered uncomfortably, her cheeks pinking.

	"Well," Nabiki added, smirking suddenly. "If he had a fantastic bank account? Maybe…" she added with a snort, then looked down at the floor again. Kasumi shook her head ruefully, a chuckle working free.

	"It isn't the young man's age that bothers me, sis." She put a hand to Nabiki's cheek, encouraging her to meet her gaze. "It's that you didn't trust me enough to tell me the truth the first time."

	"I was afraid you'd be ashamed of me!" Nabiki blurted out, a tear running down her face. "I couldn't stand it if you were, Kasumi."

	"Nabiki, I'd never be ashamed of you! Not even for something like that," Kasumi replied indignantly. "You're a grown woman, after all. If you're having sex, that's - well, that's just your business. As long as you aren't being reckless about it, anyway." Kasumi gave her sister a reassuring hug.

	"Akane's been sexually active for the past year," Kasumi continued. "I never once chastised her for it. It wouldn't be fair for me to treat you any differently than I have her."

	"Wait a minute!" Nabiki said, sitting back and wiping her eyes with the sleeve of her pajama top. "You've known that Akane was having sex?"

	"Yep," Kasumi said simply, nodding her head. "I found evidence right after the school year started. After Akane got engaged, she started washing her own underwear whenever she spent the weekend with her ex-fiancé. However, there was one weekend where she forgot." She showed Nabiki a sad look.

	"I may not have… done 'it' with anyone yet, but I could put the pieces together. So, I went to her room and told her what I found. Then I told her it was okay and that I loved her." Kasumi's smile was brittle. "Our baby sister's a lot stronger than either of us would've imagined, Nabiki. Akane had the same fear you did, so I told her what I just told you."

	"How'd she take it?" Nabiki asked.

	"She was embarrassed that her secret was out, but grateful that I wasn't ashamed of her. She seemed to relax after that." She wrapped her arms around herself, as if warding off a chill. "Akane didn't give me much detail, except to confirm that she had been… active with Kuno for weeks, perhaps even longer." Kasumi sighed sadly. "Who knows how long our baby sister had been walking around bearing that burden?"

	"It was too long if you ask me, Kasumi," Nabiki ground out. "I hate that she was forced to live through that."

	"And how about you, sis? How long have you been dealing with your first time?" Kasumi pressed gently.

	"Well… I'm…" Nabiki shrugged. "To be honest? I'm not sure. I mean, I haven't gone out on a spree where I'd just sleep with anyone, or anything like that. Although… I did take the advice of a close friend and got on the pill recently, just in case."

	"Oh my…" Kasumi said, putting a hand to her mouth. "So, that means you're planning on doing it again?"

	"*If* it ever happens again," Nabiki scoffed. "It felt good, Kasumi. *Really* good. I know I'm not going to be able to stay away from it forever. It's just… I'm not planning for action right now. I'm taking the pill just to prevent disaster *if* I do it with someone again someday." She frowned at the floor.

	"That's a *very* big if," Nabiki added in a low mutter.

	"If it's bothering you, I hope you're able to find a way to deal with it, Nabiki. After all, Akane seems to have found a way to deal with her past," Kasumi added. "In fact, I've never seen her so… happy before. Even before her engagement, our sister was never so…"

	"Joyful?" Nabiki completed with a sardonic grin. "Her relationship with Ranma really changed her."

	"Are they…?" Kasumi began, then trailed off, putting a hand to her mouth.

	"I can't confirm something like that, sis," Nabiki replied sharply, shaking her head. "If you want to know what's going on between them, you'll need to ask her yourself." She raised a pointed eyebrow at Kasumi. "I've never seen anything like that going on between them, just to be clear."

	"Well… that's fair I suppose." She put her hands in her lap and huffed a humorless laugh. "So here we are. Akane's blissfully happy with Ranma and you've had an unforgettable experience of your own with a young man." Kasumi's expression became regretful. "Life has a strange sense of humor sometimes, sis."

	"What's strange about it, Kasumi?" Nabiki asked, confused.

	"I'm the oldest sister in the family and as of now I'm the only one who's still a virgin." She sighed softly, lamenting the fact that time seemed to be passing her by. "In a way, it's really sad, too. In only a few short years, I'll officially be Christmas Cake, Nabiki."

	"As if!" she snorted as she gave Kasumi a look of patent disbelief. "Modern women don't think that way anymore, sis! Besides, Dr. Tofu wants you so badly, I think the whole neighborhood knows."

	"Everyone knows except for him," Kasumi grumbled dryly, rolling her eyes. "That man needs to speak up. I'm not getting any younger."

	"I can tell him for you," Nabiki offered. "Surely -"

	"No!" Kasumi shouted, her eyes wide with shock. "I won't pressure him, even though my time's running out. And I won't have you pressuring him for me, either."

	"Kasumi, you're still in your early twenties. Your time isn't running out!" Nabiki said with a sharp laugh. "You have plenty of time to get married and have a house full of kids."

	"That's my dream, sis," Kasumi said with a soft laugh. "But only when the time is right."

	"Do you want my honest opinion? I mean, we're talking frankly here, and this is something you need to hear." Nabiki shifted on her bed, so she was sitting cross-legged with her back against the headboard. She met Kasumi's eyes levelly. "You have to be the one to make the first move, sis."

	"But I can't!" Kasumi protested, mortified. "That's so... forward!"

	"Tofu is an *amazing* doctor and a very kind man. But even I can see that he's way too shy to approach you." Nabiki crossed her arms over her chest and scowled. "If I had to guess, he sees that you're busy here with the house and taking care of us and daddy. He probably thinks he'd be a burden or a distraction."

	"Huh… I suppose that's true," Kasumi admitted in a low voice as she gave out a tired sigh. "My responsibilities here at the house don't give me much time to get out and do things on my own. I'm sure he sees that easily."

	"Exactly!" Nabiki said, snapping her fingers. Kasumi blinked at her middle sister's sudden forcefulness. "You know it's more acceptable these days for the girl to make the first move, right Kasumi? That's why I suggested you tell him." Nabiki leaned in closer. "You do like him, don't you?"

	"Well, yes…" Kasumi admitted with only a slight hesitation. "I've felt something special for him for years, sis."

	"Then we should set up a moment so you can tell him. You have to make sure he knows *exactly* how much you want to be with him."

	"I don't know..." Kasumi hedged, her gaze falling to her feet as her own cheeks turned red. "What if he doesn't like me that way?"

	"We both know that's not true, sis," she said with a snort.

	Uncharacteristically, Nabiki reached out and pulled Kasumi to her. She then wrapped her arms around Kasumi in a hug from behind with her chin resting on her shoulder. Kasumi smiled and put a hand on Nabiki's arms.

	"If Doc's stupid enough to not like someone as amazing as you, there'll be a bunch of men coming through our dojo in the next few months who'd LOVE the chance to ask you out on a date," she whispered. "At the very least, you should put Dr. Tofu on notice. You snooze; you lose after all."

	"Huh?!" Kasumi asked as she stood on her feet and spun to face her sister. "What are you talking about?" Nabiki stood as well and walked over to her desk, her phone in hand.

	"I've been meaning to talk to you about this for a while. You remember everyone talking yesterday about teaching students at the dojo, right?"

	"Yes, I remember," Kasumi said, nodding earnestly. "I heard everyone talking about it after the Saotomes brought us lunch."

	"Right." Nabiki opened her business app on her phone and scrolled through her copious notes. "You should probably sit back down on my bed sis. This is important, and I don't want to rush through it."

	"Goodness, this does sound important," Kasumi muttered as she took a seat on Nabiki's bed while her sister sat at her desk. "I was assuming, based on what was said yesterday, that your plan to recruit a bunch of students from high school must've worked out."

	"Not quite, sis," Nabiki said with a wry smirk. "That plan was a bad one. With the help of Ranma's cousin Subara and Ranko's boyfriend Sato, we made a lot of changes." Her sister then went on to brief her on the school and its clients.

	'Adult businessmen and women, mostly from government agencies?' Kasumi's jaw almost hit the floor. Never in her years had she expected that their humble little home would soon become host to so many people. And she was expected to cook for all of them?! How could her little kitchen sustain that kind of workload on top of everything else she had to do around the house? She felt herself growing faint and had to put a hand to her forehead.

	"Woah, hold on sis!" Nabiki said as she reached out to put a steadying hand on Kasumi's shoulder. "I assumed you'd be able to handle fifteen people a day."

	"It's not impossible, Nabiki," Kasumi admitted. "After all, it's not like I'm cooking for sixty people every day." She blew out a breath, feeling overwhelmed. "I believe I can handle it, but… I'm pretty sure our kitchen won't be able to."

	"Huh?!" Nabiki blurted out, her eyes bulging. "I thought our kitchen was big enough to handle a meal for up to twenty people at a time."

	"That's only when we cook for special occasions," Kasumi explained patiently. "You're talking about something much bigger and more involved, Nabiki. It would be like hosting a special event every day of the week."

	"Well, probably only Mondays through Thursdays," Nabiki corrected weakly.

	"Still! We'll need a lot more storage than what we already have. Without that, we would be making daily runs to the store for groceries and that could take a lot of time." Kasumi put a finger to her lips in thought as she embraced the challenge. "There's no backing out of this since you say contracts are involved."

	"Backing out? Now you're worrying me sis!" Nabiki said with rising alarm.

	"Hold on a moment and let me think," Kasumi chided softly as she began pacing in Nabiki's room. "We don't need a bigger kitchen so much as... Yes, I think that could work."

	"What could work?"

	"I'm absolutely certain we'll need to buy another refrigerator and freezer to store enough ingredients to last at least a week. We probably need to build out some cabinets or shelves to hold dry ingredients as well. Probably an extra wok or two. Utensils, plates or maybe bento boxes, disposable cups, a whole lot of chopsticks, extra trash cans. Oh, the list just keeps growing!"

	"Do you know how much all this stuff might cost?" Nabiki asked wide-eyed as she began to turn pale.

	"I don't have any idea at all, sis. I'm trying to put together something in my mind that would let me have enough supplies to last a full week, possibly even two. Plus, there would be menus to plan for at least a month in advance. Oh! And where would we put the additional equipment? It certainly wouldn't fit in the kitchen. That space is crammed full already!"

	"Woah woah woah!" Nabiki said, holding out a hand for a moment before she began typing rapid-fire into her phone. "I need to note all this stuff down. We have two weeks at most before the school's set to open and you've just pointed out a massive flaw in my plan." She stopped typing and looked at her critically. "Holy crap!" she muttered as her typing continued. "I'm already looking at two pages of new notes!"

	"Is that… bad?" Kasumi asked, blinking in confusion.

	"It's probably not bad, but… I need to know something right now, Kasumi. If I bought all this stuff today, are you certain you could cook the meals on your own when the school opens? I mean, could you handle the load without any outside help?"

	"On my own? Yes," Kasumi said confidently. If she prepared some bulk items in advance, she'd be able to cook enough food for twenty or so people, with some leftovers every day. She could share those items for dinner with her family. "I'd need a week to be sure." She frowned thoughtfully.

	"A week? That's cutting it a bit close, sis," Nabiki fretted as she resumed typing, her thumbs a blur. "I suppose we could order out for the first week if we need more time…" she added unsurely.

	"Once we get the equipment in, we'll need to buy a lot of groceries." She looked at Nabiki seriously. "Will we have the money available to buy what we need? This is starting to sound pretty expensive, Nabiki."

	"I believe so," her middle sister assured her as she gnawed her lower lip thoughtfully. "I'll be able to verify that soon. The contracts I signed included an advance which we could use to buy the items you're talking about."

	"That's a relief," Kasumi sighed. Then she stood up and headed for the door. "I should probably get a count of what we have so we'll know what we're starting with."

	"That's not a bad idea, sis," Nabiki said as she put her phone on the desk and stood. "I'll work through more details here and then do some window shopping for equipment. I won't buy anything today, but I can at least get an idea of cost." She blew out a ragged breath then turned her head and stared at her phone as it vibrated. "Sorry. I'm going to need to take care of that, sis."

	"Okay, Nabiki. I'll get to work on the inventory and menu options. We can talk again later tonight if you like," Kasumi said with a smile. As soon as she was out of her sister's bedroom with the door closed, she leaned against the wall in the hallway and put a hand to her chest.

	'Goodness! So many people visiting our home every day...' She sighed. 'No wonder Nabiki said I'd be able to meet a bunch of young, educated men...' Her cheeks colored even darker now. The possibilities were… difficult to imagine.

	"Oh my!" she said as she stood up and hurried to the kitchen. She had so much work to do now.

	 

	Chapter Seven

	 

	Late Sunday Morning

	 

	Sato stood in front of one of the couches in the attic and stared at the projection wall, completely embarrassed. Less than five minutes ago Ranko had stormed into her bedroom in an absolute panic and ripped the sheet off the bed, waking him from a wonderfully deep sleep.

	She then hauled him out and marched him to the attic door, explaining in her haste that her father was at the front door waiting to be let in. Energized by the panic that news induced in him, he hadn’t argued when she'd pushed him onto the attic stairs and slammed the door behind him.

	Grumbling that his girlfriend left him stranded with no clothes, nor even a towel, he'd ascended the stairs in a daze and hoped she would return soon. He was in desperate need of a shower and was afraid to sit on anything, so as he crested the stairs he'd expected that he would just stand around and wait on her return. That's when he saw Subara standing near the projection wall.

	She had been naked... again...

	They stood in place, just staring at each other before Subara took the initiative and walked to him, putting a comforting hand on his shoulder. She'd told him not to worry and that Ranko would be back soon. She'd also told him not to be embarrassed, as she saw nothing wrong with him.

	Sato had seen absolutely nothing wrong with her! Plus, this extended exposure to the ninja verified that he'd imagined nothing about last night. It had been one hundred percent real.

	While he loved his girlfriend dearly, Subara's build drew his eye in a way few women ever could have. His lizard brain had apparently grabbed control of his head because his gaze roamed every bit of Subara’s muscled figure almost gleefully. Then, without even trying, he found himself comparing her to his girlfriend.

	Right off the bat, the most noticeable difference was that Ranko seemed to be a little bit shorter than the ninja and her frame was more compact. However, his girlfriend possessed much larger breasts than Subara's and Ranko's skin was far lighter than the ninja's.

	When Subara had been standing near the projection wall when he first walked in, her feet had been together, yet he could still see light between her legs. With his girlfriend, there was no gap to speak of. He'd seen pictures of women online and most looked like Ranko, so was a surprise to see a woman's lower body which looked like that!

	The differences he’d identified between Ranko and Subara didn’t detract from either person, but they stood out. Also, he could acknowledge that each woman was beautiful in her own way, but Ranko was his and that was that.

	Sato then frowned inwardly and chided his lizard brain for ogling the ninja so brazenly. With effort he’d fixed his gaze on Subara’s face and was grateful for the awkwardness of the situation. It prevented him from reacting in an embarrassing way.

	The attic door opened and closed quickly, stilling his thoughts. A smile gracing his lips, Sato sighed in relief. Standing next to Subara, he turned expectantly, hoping Ranko remembered to bring his clothes with her.

	That’s when Akane Tendo scrambled up the stairs in a panicked rush, looking over her shoulder as she ascended. He and Subara issued twin gasps of surprise as she’d come into view, causing Akane to turn her head around to face them.

	She screamed and put a hand to her chest. Her *bare* chest.

	Her shouted "Why is everyone naked?" hadn’t helped matters any. Then time simply stopped as they stared at each other openly.

	Sato was too shocked to think of covering himself.

	Subara was, well… Subara.

	Akane looked like someone hit pause during a replay. Her mouth was open mid-scream. Her arms were spread apart, her hands pointing at him and Subara while her eyes were wide with shock.

	Once again, Sato's dedicated lizard brain took the reins and drank in the sight of Akane. He couldn’t help but notice how… *nice* she looked, which was a big problem.

	For a couple of reasons, her nudity bothered him far worse than Subara's. First, he was seeing his best friend's girlfriend fully exposed. In his heart, he felt like that was a betrayal of Ranma. Witnessing Akane’s exposure made him feel like he was participating in a forbidden act.

	Second, given their similarities, it was no longer a mystery how Nabiki looked when she was nude. That assumption was confirmed the moment Akane spun around and bent down to shout something at the attic door. That had given him an unobstructed view of her nicely appointed rear and all points in-between.

	'If Akane ever slapped on a pair of Nabiki’s shorts…' his lizard brain drooled. He forced the thought away, shame ruling his features as he ripped his gaze from Akane's femininity. Without thinking, he picked up a towel he spotted on the floor and handed it wordlessly to Ranma's girlfriend, then stepped back.

	'What's wrong with me? I can't be thinking about either of them at a time like this!' he shouted indignantly at his lizard brain. It said nothing, but he swore he could feel it smirking triumphantly at him.

	Subara seemed to sense his unease and moved close enough to him that their hips touched. He groaned and absently put a hand on her shoulder. The fingers of his other hand pinched the bridge of his nose as he released a tired sigh.

	"A year ago, I could count the number of times I saw a girl nude, in real life, on one hand and still have five fingers left over," he muttered to himself in English. "How is this even possible?"

	'Now I've seen Motoko, Ranko, Subara and Akane naked in the span of a few months, although the first one probably shouldn't count,' he kept to himself.

	"Jeff, your guess is as good as mine," the ninja replied with a sigh. "Were this whole situation not so embarrassing, it would be utterly hilarious."

	"I suppose it would be, but really..." He looked over at her and saw she had the beginnings of a smirk on her lips.

	"You did the gentlemanly thing, Jeff. There was only one towel up here and you let Akane take it. I certainly did not need it." She nodded in the direction of Ranma’s girlfriend as she stood near the projection wall, facing them but not making eye contact.

	Wrapped in the towel now, her chest was covered but it didn't quite make it all the way down to her hips. Sato's cheeks flamed anew as he saw wispy raven hair peeking from below the hem of the towel.

	"How is it that in the span of one hour I have now seen every girl in this house naked?" He rolled his eyes, having finally gotten past his self-consciousness. "I thought in your case your clothes would have been stashed up here with your gear," he added as he looked at the ninja again.

	"I did not have the chance to bring them up," Subara informed him, shaking her head. "Ranko suggested I keep everything in her room because she had the space for it and I was sharing her bed anyway." Subara put one of her well-toned arms across his bare shoulders. "It would seem that was something of a... short-sighted decision on my part," she added dryly.

	"You seem to be okay with this, at least," he ventured, noting how casually she stood next to him. He certainly welcomed her familiar gesture as her gentle touch soothed his frazzled nerves. "Being naked out in the open, I mean."

	"It does not bother me in the slightest. I could spend all day like this and be perfectly at ease. You seem to have adapted to it as well, Jeff," she quipped as she indicated his flaccid state with a subtle nod of her head. "Either that or your self-control is redoubtable."

	"I can't let myself get an erection here, Subara. Especially not in front of Ranma's girlfriend!" He let out a beleaguered sigh while his lizard brain laughed behind his back. "After my talk with Ranko last night, I doubt she'd be upset that either of you saw me like this, or that I saw both of you unclothed." He shrugged helplessly.

	"My problem's with Ranma," he added darkly.

	"Ranma?" she repeated, her brows knit. "Why?"

	"He's my best friend in the world, Subara. I respect him completely so this," he waved his hands around to indicate the three of them, "feels like a violation. I don't want him or anyone else to get the idea that I'd be so... vulgar in front of his girlfriend." He laughed, despite himself. "It'd be disrespectful, don't you think, Subara?"

	"Your sentiment is laudable, Jeff," she replied softly. "However, you should not concern yourself with whatever hypothetical fallout awaits." Subara rubbed his shoulder. "Let us not dwell on what we cannot change and keep our minds in the present."

	"Yeah… I guess so," he muttered, a note of defeat entering his voice. He knew some kind of reckoning would have to take place with his friend. He just hoped Ranma would understand how unavoidable it had all been.

	"On another subject…," the ninja continued smoothly. "My sister told me the two of you enjoyed a remarkable time last night." He nodded, grateful at the change in topic. Sato grinned bashfully at Subara.

	"Yeah, that's an understatement," he said, barking a quick laugh.

	Without hesitation, he put an arm around her slim waist, then froze as he realized what he was doing. He was about to pull back when he noticed that, for some reason, the ninja welcomed his touch. Understanding this, Sato left his hand on her hip and leaned against her.

	"I never knew what to expect this morning," he admitted. "But, having her lying beside me when I woke up was... perfect."

	"An answer that is both poetic and succinct, Jeff," Subara declared, laughing softly as she rubbed his back. Their eyes met and she winked at him. "I told her she was dating a good man. I meant that in all aspects."

	Sato shifted uncomfortably at her praise. He distracted himself by looking at her again, taking his time to examine her from head to toe. This time, his lizard brain stayed put and he looked at her with curiosity instead of lust. She was unlike any woman he'd ever seen either online or in person.

	"You probably get this a lot, but how did you get this fit?" he queried as he looked at the ninja's abs, which were even more insanely chiseled than Ranko's. "Was it the Taekwondo?" Subara smiled self-consciously, showing dimples as she held his gaze unflinchingly.

	"You are correct. That question has come up frequently of late. I have let Ranko know the details and she is free to tell you everything. It gets boring in the retelling," she sighed. Subara put her hand on his shoulder again and rubbed the back of his neck with her thumb.

	"Fair enough," Sato nodded. "If you don’t mind, I'd really like to learn from you, Subara. That is, if you want to teach me." The ninja's eyebrows shot up, and she gave him a brilliant smile.

	"You would want to learn Poomsae from me?"

	"Yeah, of course!" he replied enthusiastically. "I loved watching your demonstration yesterday! Your movements weren't just... precise. They were beautiful."

	"I… thank you for noticing, Jeff," she murmured in a near whisper, her cheeks turning red.

	"I'm being honest with you, Subara. While you were doing Taekwondo, there was a… poetry to your motions."

	Her blush deepened and she was suddenly staring down at the floor.

	"I got excited watching you and it made me curious about Taekwondo." He returned her smile when she looked at him again. "It'd be great if I could learn to be as coordinated as you."

	"I would be happy to teach you, Jeff." The ninja's expression became more businesslike as she eyed his body critically for several seconds, though he found he no longer minded the scrutiny.

	"When you took kenpo lessons from Ranko’s father, what did you wear?" Subara asked.

	"I usually only wore my school uniform pants, sometimes with a t-shirt, sometimes bare chested," Sato replied with a shrug.

	"That will not do, Jeff," the ninja chided as she shook her head. "You must procure either a gi or a dobok so your legs will not be restrained, especially when you are performing kicks." She stared into the distance, almost as if she could see through the walls of the house.

	"If you like, I will accompany you to a nearby martial arts supply store, assuming we are able to leave this room any time in the near future," she commented dryly. "I would be glad to help you get the gear you need. Either outfit would suffice for training."

	"Sure thing, Subara," he said as he embraced her from the side, her body warm against his flank. "I’d like that." The ninja rested her head on his shoulder.

	"Do not thank me yet," she murmured, a note of warning in her voice. "Your first few weeks will leave you sore and weak. It is unavoidable."

	"To be anywhere near as good as you are? That's a price worth paying!" He sighed loudly and turned to see Akane staring at the floor, looking lost. Not wanting her to feel left out, Sato switched back to Japanese.

	"Speaking of getting out of here... I wonder how long it'll be before they remember we're up here…" Akane's head turned at his query, her cheeks going red the moment her eyes landed on his midsection.

	"I… don't know, Sato," Akane answered hesitantly. "It may be a while. They were both scrambling around in a panic before I got up here."

	She let out a sigh, which dislodged her towel, causing it to fall to the floor. Sato wondered if his face was going to become permanently red as Akane's curves came into full view again. She scrambled to pick up the towel, then sighed in disgust and left it where it was.

	"Screw it, they've already seen me," she muttered darkly.

	"It's okay, Akane. We're all in the same boat now." He looked around. "Well, the same attic…"

	"Thanks, Sato," Akane said with a wry laugh. "I didn't mean to come in here dressed like this," she said as she spread her arms and bowed slightly in a self-deprecating gesture. "Ranma and I were asleep when Ranko pounded on the door and stuck her head in." She shook her head regretfully at the memory.

	"She barely had enough time to let Ranma-kun know their father was at the front door before she disappeared again." Akane put a hand to her face and chuckled. "Poor Ranma-kun… He was in such a panic when he jumped out of bed. He told me to find a place to hide while he got dressed." She giggled. "The last thing I remember was him running down the stairs while trying to pull on his shirt."

	"Hey Akane, did he rush you up here like Ranko did for me?" Sato asked, curious. Ranma's girlfriend shook her head in reply.

	"No, I’m afraid that was my doing, Sato. I thought about running to the bathroom but realized Ranma or Ranko might need to use it, so I came up here instead thinking everyone else was already downstairs." She rolled her eyes. "This wasn’t my finest hour."

	Subara squeezed Sato's shoulder gently and nodded in the direction of the AV cabinet.

	"It has been several minutes since their father knocked on the door, assuming that was him." She rubbed Sato's back softly, her hand moving from his shoulder to his belt line.

	Sato nodded his thanks at her soothing touch, returning the favor by caressing her back softly. As his fingers traversed her back, he took note of how differently Subara's and Ranko felt, committing the sensations to memory.

	"Perhaps someone will come up soon?" the ninja ventured, her caresses continuing unabated.

	A few more minutes elapsed in silence before the door finally opened. Sato stared at it warily, concerned for a moment that his girlfriend’s dad would see the three of them naked and toss him out on the street.

	"Hey, it's me!" Ranko announced in a hushed voice, much to his relief. She trudged up the stairs wearing a short denim skirt and a tight red T-shirt that did wonders for her chest.

	"Sorry for -" She cut off and gaped at them as they stood together in front of the projection wall.

	Sato smirked as he imagined how surreal their presence was. The three of them shifted their positions and were now standing together, arms crossed over their chests. Their poses probably looked like nude models hanging out in an art class or something.

	"Akane!" she said in a strangled voice. "How -?"

	"Where are my clothes?" Sato and Subara shouted in unison, interrupting her. Ranko's face colored.

	"Shit! I forgot to get them. Hold on, I'll be right back." She headed to the stairs, then turned back and offered them an apologetic smile.

	"Get mine too, please!" Akane shouted before Ranko disappeared down the staircase.

	As soon as the door closed, Sato put his arm around Subara's waist again, his thumb rubbing idly against her prominent hip bone.

	"I won’t lie, Subara… this was awkward," he confessed. "But it was also… comfortable in a strange way. It's hard to hide anything when you're dressed like this." The ninja laughed richly.

	"You get used to it after a while," she said as she resumed rubbing his back softly.

	"Hey Akane, are we okay?" Sato asked as he faced her, taking one last lingering look at her bared breasts. "I mean, I don't just go around dressed like this."

	"Yeah, we’re okay," Akane said with a nod and a slight giggle, only a faint blush on her cheeks now. "I mean, you're not the second or even the third man I've seen naked. Although..." At her hesitation, Sato looked at her in surprise.

	"What?" he looked down at himself quickly. "Is something wrong with me?"

	"It's not that. It's just... are you … fully Japanese, Sato?" she blurted out. His eyes widened as he tried to figure out how she could tell just by looking at him. He thought he easily passed as just another Japanese guy.

	"I don't understand, Akane," he replied unsurely. She blushed and pointed at his crotch with a wavering hand.

	"You don’t look like any other boy I’ve ever seen. I mean, your… it -" She cut off, her blush deepening until she could barely meet his eyes. "It looks different."

	"Huh?" he said in shock as he wondered if he looked like a mutant or something.

	"Do not fret, Jeff. We will discuss the matter shortly," Subara whispered, patting him on the back reassuringly.

	At that moment the door opened and slammed shut again. Ranko sprinted up the stairs hauling a large bundle of clothes in her arms. She dumped her burden on a couch then ran straight to him.

	"J- uhh, Sato, I'm sooo sorry!" she said before she barreled into him and hugged him tightly. "I had no idea."

	"It's okay, beautiful," he said as he wrapped his arms around her and hugged her. "Looking *really* good, sweetie," he whispered in her ear, placing a kiss on the hollow of her neck. Ranko stepped back and her expression was somewhat… hungry.

	"I wore the skirt for easy access, Jeff," she teased in a low voice. He blushed as his girlfriend gave him an obviously appraising look and a wink.

	"I would've preferred to shower before dressing, but I don't really have a choice right now," he sighed.

	Moving quickly, to avoid having anyone see his sudden arousal, he walked to the pile and pulled out his underwear. Thanks to his girlfriend’s proximity, he was now having one hell of a time putting on his boxers. Ranko’s staring and gnawing on her lower lip didn’t help one bit.

	His lizard brain, meanwhile, was telling him to drop the boxers and have a second breakfast!

	"Don’t worry. I don’t think the smell's that obvious," she whispered, then quickly kissed him on the lips. "You look good enough to eat, Jeff," she added, winking again.

	His lizard brain shouted for joy and ramped up his arousal accordingly. Sato could just see Akane in his peripheral vision. She must’ve seen his reaction to Ranko because Ranma’s girlfriend gasped, her eyes widening as she stared suddenly at the floor.

	‘Nothing I can do about it now,’ he told himself as he began stepping into his boxers.

	'Heh heh heh,' his lizard brain chortled. 'How could you not react when surrounded by all this beauty?'

	'Shut up!' Sato snarled internally.

	"You’re such a tease, but I love you anyway, Ranko," he instead whispered to his girlfriend, blushing profusely.

	"Love you more!" she said in a louder voice, punctuating it with a sassy grin.

	Everyone dressed unselfconsciously, with Jeff taking the longest time since he had to face away and calm himself down before his shorts would slip on comfortably. Once everyone was properly attired, Akane walked up to them with a shy smile.

	"Thanks for not making it weird between us, you two," she murmured.

	"There is nothing about which you should feel awkward, Akane," Subara said mildly. "You handled the situation in the best way possible."

	"I'm going to head downstairs and join Ranma," Akane announced as she walked to the stairs.

	"Me too!" Ranko said. "Plus, at some point I’m going to have to strip my bed."

	"We shall be right behind you, sister," Subara said cheerfully as she put a hand on Sato's shoulder. As soon as the door closed, she turned to look at him.

	"You seem troubled. Are you okay with what just happened, Jeff?" she asked in English.

	"Yeah, I guess so. I think Akane saw my erection while Ranko was teasing me, but… I’m not sure." He glanced at Subara and met her eyes. "Also… last night when I saw you in the bathroom, it was a bit of a shocker. But spending so much time with you here made me a lot more comfortable with what happened. For sure, I don’t have to worry about Ranko’s reaction anymore." He smiled.

	"I admit to being more comfortable around you as well, Jeff," Subara quipped, winking at him.

	"I have to know something," Sato added. "What was Akane talking about when she asked about me not being completely Japanese? Is it that obvious?"

	"Ah, yes. Well, the simplest answer to your question is that you are circumcised, Jeff."

	"Yeah, so what?"

	"That is extremely uncommon here."

	"Really? I wouldn’t have known… I don’t exactly compare myself to other guys, Subara."

	Akane’s admission that she had seen men, plural, naked before him had been something of a shock. This despite the rumor mill at the school already establishing that as a possibility.

	"I believe there is more to it than just that. However, now is neither the time nor the place to discuss it." The ninja moved to step in front of him. "I do have one serious question to ask you before we join the others."

	"What is it, Subara?"

	"Yesterday during the walk home, you indicated that I was the only person who would tempt you to stray from Ranko. Were you merely joking or… were you confessing your desire to me, Jeff?" Sato's eyes widened and a blush crept onto his cheeks for the millionth time this morning.

	"Well…" he began uncomfortably. "No, I wasn’t completely joking. I'm not saying I would cheat on Ranko, but..." His eyes raked across her now-clothed form. "Honestly? After standing here with you naked for who knows how long? I’d be lying if I said the thought never crossed my mind. You’re… absolutely breathtaking, Subara."

	Having spent a good amount of time with her this morning, he could easily see this woman as a courtesan. When Subara had been in her ninja uniform the day they first met, the idea seemed laughable. But now? Her shape and her mere presence were enough to give him pause. Sato wondered exactly how much a man would've been willing to pay to spend some time with that woman.

	'A hell of a lot,' his lizard brain chimed in. For once, Sato was inclined to agree with it.

	"Thank you, Jeff," she said in a husky whisper, her eyes not meeting his. Sato put a hand on her shoulder to try to reassure her.

	"You should know me well enough to see that I’d never cross a line which would hurt Ranko." He looked into her eyes. "I hope you aren't mad at me for speaking my mind."

	Two red spots bloomed on Subara’s face, although her eyes held a glint of something different… fear or concern maybe? Her hand twitched as if she meant to reach for him, then stilled at her side. He couldn't tell for sure what was wrong and put a hand to her face.

	"Are *you* okay?" he asked, worried that he overstepped.

	"I appreciate your honesty, Jeff." She reached up and put her hand over his, then gently tugged it down and away from her. Subara gave him a quick nod, her voice a shade too steady.

	"Now, let us go downstairs and see if Ranma and Ranko need our help."

	"Uh, yeah, Subara. Sure thing…" he replied softly as he watched her descend the stairs. His heart, which had been so full of love for Ranko just a moment ago, now ached at the thought that he might have hurt the ninja with his words. He certainly hoped that wasn't the case. He would just have to wait and see, he guessed.

	 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	Ranma's father looked like he was already preparing to pound on the door again when Ranma finally turned the lock and opened it. His father's arms dropped to his sides and a faint scowl tugged at his face. The old man’s voice carried that mix of irritation and theatrical disappointment he’d perfected over the years.

	"What took you so long?" he snapped irritably. "Boy, a martial artist never leaves his father standing out in the cold!"

	"Sorry, pop. We were in the attic watching shows. If Subara hadn't heard you, we'd all still be up there." He shrugged helplessly. "Also, I had to get help figuring out the alarm system so I could disable it... It’s a good thing you didn’t open the door or it would’ve gone off."

	"But I was out there for over ten minutes, boy! That’s inexcusable," he growled, eyeing Ranma with a hint of suspicion. "There was no reason to make me wait outside for so long."

	"Pop, if you would’ve called ahead like Subara asked yesterday, we could’ve made sure someone was downstairs waiting on you when you got home," Ranma shot back, now irritated at his father’s bluster. "Don’t get mad at us because we couldn’t magically guess when you were going to show up at the front door."

	From the corner of his eye, Ranma caught movement in the distance. Everyone was making their way down, each step measured, as if they were gauging the mood in the room before committing to it. Subara’s gaze flicked to him briefly. She gave the barest nod, signaling she'd read the situation. By the time she and Ranko stepped fully into view at the stairs, the ninja's whole demeanor had shifted into something lighter.

	"Dad, we’re sorry! We didn’t mean to make you wait," Ranko replied apologetically before Ranma could continue, her voice pitched just right for contrition. She practically ran from the staircase, arms open. Her expression melted into the kind of wide-eyed pout that could’ve sold sand to a village in the desert.

	"It won’t happen again. Promise!" she added with a brilliant smile.

	"Oh, it’s okay, Ranko," Genma said, irritation bleeding out of his tone as he folded her into a hug. "So, what went on here last night while I was at Tendo’s?" Ranko stepped back and was joined by both Subara and Sato.

	"After we were done watching anime last night, the girls camped out in the attic," Ranma volunteered as he made eye contact with them. "Sato crashed on Ranko's bed and I stayed in my room. I -" He broke off as his girlfriend approached.

	"Morning, Ranma!" Akane’s voice was bright as she announced her presence. Crossing the last few steps in a rush, she wrapped her arms around him without hesitation, right there in front of his father! She placed a quick kiss on his cheek, causing Ranma’s brain to blank out for a moment. Akane really just did that… in front of everyone… without hesitating! Before he could reply, she stepped back and turned to his father with a sweet smile.

	"Hello, Mr. Saotome," she greeted him warmly, punctuating it with a small bow. "I wanted to thank you again for helping me and my daddy with the school. It means *so* much to us!"

	Before Genma could respond, she turned that same affection on him, hugging him as well. The old man’s face softened further, his earlier bluster dissolving under the combined assault of charm and sincerity.

	"Anything for an old friend, Akane. Your father and I did a lot of catching up last night." He winced slightly, pressing a hand to his temple. "My head's still pounding as a result."

	Subara, ever the efficient one, was already moving. She slipped past the group and glided into the kitchen, the sound of a cupboard opening and the faint clink of glass following a moment later. She returned with a cup of water in one hand and a Tylenol in the other.

	"I believe these should help —" she began in her usual clinical tone, then caught herself and smiled instead, her bubbly persona now front and center. "Uncle... I read somewhere that water's good for headaches." She pressed the pill into his palm. "This’ll help too." She nodded approvingly as Genma took the pill with a pained smile.

	"Bottoms up!" she added, her tone bright.

	Ranma seized the moment to steer the conversation to something else. "Uh, pop. About my bed..."

	"What is it?" Genma grumbled irritably as he downed the pill and polished off the water.

	"Can I get a new one? I'm tired of my feet hanging over the edge and it's getting harder to sleep on it. I never really thought much about it until Sato told me this morning that he'd almost fallen out of Ranko’s bed last night." Ranma caught Sato's eye and fixed him with a not-too-subtle look, urging him to catch on to what he was doing and lend support.

	"Did you hurt yourself, Sato?" Genma asked as he looked at the startled youth with surprise.

	"Uhh… No, I was lucky, sensei," he replied genially as he shook his head. "It was a bit cramped, and I had a couple of close calls, but… I somehow managed to make do."

	"I think it's all the time I spent in that hospital bed," Ranma chimed in again. "That's what helped me make my mind up, pop. It was a lot bigger than my bed is."

	"He’s right, dad," Ranko nodded in agreement. "I feel the same way about my own bed."

	"We don't have to get rid of my old bed if you’re worried about that," Ranma added at seeing doubt on his father's face. "We could put it in that spare room on the other end of the hall."

	"But we turned those rooms into our storage area after you took over the attic, Ranma," Genma muttered as he looked at him unsurely. "I don't think your bed would fit in either one with all the clutter that's in there."

	"I took a look while the alarm people were here. We can fit everything in one room, pop. The desk can stay where it is and my bed can be moved in there in case we need the extra space for guests or something."

	"Honestly, I think it's past time for us to replace both of your beds," Genma admitted, nodding slowly. He rubbed his temples with his hands and winced. "You’ve had them since you were six years old after all."

	"What will we do with mine, dad?" Ranko piped up from her spot beside Subara. Sato raised his hand slightly as if volunteering in class.

	"Maybe you could donate the beds, sensei?" Sato suggested, earning an approving nod from both Ranma and Ranko. "Or if they do an exchange, you could ‘trade up’ to bigger ones. That is if you don’t want to put them in that spare room, sensei."

	"Those were originally supposed to be bunk beds, so we could stack them in the spare room Ranma was talking about. If we decide to keep them, that is." Genma sighed. "There’s still so much to do around here…"

	"Ooh! Uncle, I’d be glad to help you with that. Please?" Subara’s voice was bright and almost sing-song. "It sounds like fun!" She flashed an eager grin with Ranko, who returned it in kind. Genma gave Subara an appreciative smile.

	"Sure thing, niece. I’ll be glad to have your help. We’ll talk about it later." Ranko's facial features changed as if she'd remembered something.

	"Dad, that reminds me. Since Sato slept in my room last night, I'm going to have to change the sheets. Really, I should have done that before he slept in there last night." She turned to her boyfriend with a sheepish look. "That’s my fault, Sato."

	"It’s okay, Ranko," he said smoothly, waving it off. "I was so tired last night, I pretty much passed out once we were done… watching anime. I think I drooled on your pillow, though." He shrugged helplessly. "Sorry…"

	Ranko’s exaggerated grimace drew a snort from Ranma. His sister was in rare acting form today! Genma cleared his throat, reclaiming the room.

	"Ranko, go ahead and take care of your room now. Also, Ranma, if the attic needs to be cleaned up after your anime party last night, get that done, too."

	"I want everyone to finish whatever it is they have to do and be downstairs before one o’clock," Genma announced as he looked at each person in turn. "That’s when the crew's due to arrive with the first module." He aimed a gratified smile at Subara. "Niece, your offer was helpful. I'm feeling a little better now, thank you."

	"Yay!" the ninja responded with a soft cheer. She smiled playfully and gave her fist a celebratory pump.

	"What time do we need to leave, pop?" Ranma asked, rolling his eyes at everyone’s ‘acting ability’.

	"Oh, yes… That's right. I'll talk with the crew chief and I'll let you know, son. Right now, I'm going to heat up something and eat. Everyone, get your chores done so we aren't scrambling around at the last minute." He surveyed the common room critically. "It looks like you kept everything neat and tidy in here. Well done, kids."

	"Told you!" Ranko said teasingly to her father as she subtly motioned for Sato to follow her. "We’ll take care of the attic, bro!" Ranma watched them suspiciously as they disappeared up the stairs.

	Subara winked at Ranma then strode into the kitchen behind Genma. "Uncle, how about you let me make you a nice hot breakfast? I’m a good cook!"

	Genma looked at her in relief and nodded gratefully. "Subara, you are a credit to the Saotome name. I'd love that."

	The ninja blushed with what Ranma realized was genuine sentiment. She bowed her head, smiling softly.

	"Sure thing!" she piped up as she began pulling ingredients from the refrigerator. Ranma put a hand on Subara’s shoulder and gave her a silent nod of thanks.

	"Hey pop, I'm going upstairs now to clean up," he announced as he stepped away from the kitchen.

	"That's fine, son. I'm staying right here until my head calms down," Genma said as he sat on one of the couches and turned on the TV.

	Ranma took Akane's hand and led her quickly up the stairs. He glanced at the floor and saw Ranko had already piled her linens next to her bedroom door. Akane sniffed loudly then wrinkled her nose.

	"Oh wow!" she whispered, not quite able to stifle a cough. "It smells like a brothel up here!"

	"Is it really that noticeable?" His eyes widened in surprise. "I didn't smell anything strong."

	"It is for me. I think this should help," Akane said as she stepped into Ranko's room and opened the window. "I think you should do the same thing."

	He nodded and hurried to his room, opening the window while Akane propped Ranko's door open on her way out. She immediately helped him remake his bed, tackling the pillowcase while he stripped the sheets. As frequently as he'd changed the linens over the past few days, he'd become well versed in the practice and was done quickly.

	"Did you have time to bathe yet?" she asked while they worked. Ranma shook his head. "Neither have I," she said with a sigh. "We should take care of that before we go back downstairs. It's a shame we can't bathe together again, Ranma-kun," Akane added with a pout as she looked at the open door. "Do you think Ranko would mind if I borrowed clothes from her again? I only have my gi with me and it stinks."

	"I don’t think she’d mind at all, Akane," Ranma said with a shake of his head. "She's got so much stuff she probably doesn’t know what all of it is anymore."

	"Thanks, Ranma-kun," Akane murmured then looked at him unsurely. "By the way..."

	"Yeah, what is it, gorgeous?" He asked as he put his hands on her hips and kissed her lightly. Akane smiled shyly and gnawed on her lower lip.

	"I need to tell you what happened before we came downstairs. It was during all the chaos, right after Ranko let us know your father was here. It's not bad, but… it was a little strange."

	She began narrating, a worried look on her face. Ranma sank down on his bed as she spoke, his wadded sheets forgotten in his hands.

	"You saw Sato walking around the attic naked with Subara?" he asked incredulously, his expression darkening instantly. "I thought he was a good guy!" he shouted, his hands curling into fists. Akane whipped her hands out and held them up in alarm.

	"No, Ranma-kun! Nothing like that. Let me finish explaining!"

	His expression grew even darker when he heard that Sato and Akane had seen each other without their clothes. Then, slowly, the humor of the moment started to sink in as she explained why he was even up there.

	"For real?! Ranko just… shoved him into the attic without any clothes? Geez, I don’t know whether to feel bad for him or not…" Ranma said with a snort.

	"Well… it’s my fault he saw me. But I swear I didn't *mean* for it to happen." Akane looked down at the floor, her fingers twiddling nervously. "Are you upset with me, Ranma-kun?"

	"No! Don't worry about it, Akane. You said he treated you with respect?"

	"Yes he did, Ranma-kun," Akane responded with an emphatic nod. "He never laid a finger on me or said one word about my body. He and Subara just stood together talking in English most of the time. I didn't even understand what was going on, but they never looked at me or mentioned my name. It almost sounded like..."

	"Like what, Akane?"

	"Like they were discussing Taekwondo. I heard Subara saying some words in Korean, including that one, while they talked."

	"Huh!" he said in genuine surprise. "Yeah… he was probably asking her about that demonstration yesterday." Ranma's eyebrows swept up in a show of respect. "If that guy could stand around in front of two naked girls and talk about martial arts... that takes some serious concentration, Akane." He laughed softly and shook his head. "Poor guy probably had no idea where to look, come to think of it. That makes me trust him even more."

	Akane walked over and took the bundle from Ranma's hands. Carelessly she tossed it to the floor and moved quickly to lock the door. With a slow smile, she sat in Ranma's lap and wrapped an arm around his neck.

	"Thanks for not being mad... and for last night, handsome."

	"Thank you for this morning, gorgeous," he replied as he wrapped his arms around her and placed another soft kiss on her lips. "By the way…"

	"What is it, Ranma-kun?"

	"Are you wearing anything under that gi, gorgeous?" he whispered in her ear.

	"Well…" she murmured, then leaned in close enough for her lips to touch his ear. "I'm only wearing my gi and what you gave me earlier this morning… Ranma-kun," she purred.

	'Oh, that's *not* fair!' he shouted in the confines of his head.

	"I deserved that," Ranma bit out, gritting his teeth as he fought to compose himself.

	"Maybe we'll pick up that discussion later?" Akane whispered before nibbling on his earlobe. "Hmmmm?"

	Ranma sat back and cleared his throat roughly. His heart pounded in his chest and for a moment he debated removing the gi from the equation and picking up where they left off before Ranko interrupted them. The chance of his father discovering them stayed his hands, literally. Instead, he smiled and caressed Akane's face.

	"Once we get the new bed, maybe we can break it in when we have time?" he said with a wink and a hopeful look.

	"When *we* get the new bed?" she echoed, causing him to blush. "I like the sound of that Ranma-kun. I suppose it'll be our first bed together," she added with a wink. She gave a giddy laugh and winked at him. "Then it’s settled. Our first bed… our first date in it."

	Ranma's answering smile made her look away shyly. He put a hand underneath her chin and turned her face to look at him. As he kissed her again he knew he would always enjoy making time for his girlfriend.

	 

	***

	 

	"What's going on, Ranko?" Sato asked as he stood in the hallway outside of her bedroom. "Wait! I can help you with that." He moved to step inside, but Ranko halted him with a raised hand and a smile.

	"Go on up to the attic, Jeff," she whispered. "We'll need to double-check that everything’s clean and put away after I'm done stripping my bed, okay? Don’t worry, I’ll be quick!"

	"Sure thing, beautiful." He smirked, loving the way she looked in that skirt. Her coltish legs were well displayed, and they led to a place he'd come to know and love. Ranko's answering blush and playful smile tugged at his heart, as well as his desire. Knowing how lucky he was, Sato quickly turned and headed for the attic.

	He'd just reached the projection wall when the door slammed. He picked up the beanbag at his feet and held it in his hands right as Ranko crested the stairs, her cheeks still flushed.

	Without saying a word, she moved to the beanbag pile and tossed three of them down the stairs. Sato followed suit by tossing the one in his hands atop the others. She then stood in front of him and wrapped her arms around his neck.

	"Hey Jeff," she murmured with a satisfied smile.

	"Hey Ranko," he replied, a questioning eyebrow raised as he looked into her bright, blue eyes.

	"Are you mad at me?" she asked softly.

	"Mad? For what, sweetie?"

	"For leaving you up here naked with Subara," she explained. Sato laughed softly, then shook his head.

	"It was awkward for about five minutes, but we got used to it. But Akane? *That* was a surprise."

	He then told her everything he'd seen, said and done. He left nothing out either, sticking to the promise they'd made to each other in this very spot. They would never hide anything from each other, especially things that could jeopardize their relationship.

	"So, yeah... Seeing Akane like that gave me an idea of what Nabiki might've looked like when she was naked, but..." He looked at her openly, failing miserably to hide his desire for her. "It also proved that I've already found someone much better." He put his lips to her ear.

	"By the way…" he began in a conspiratorial whisper. "Don’t tell Akane I said that. She might get mad." Ranko grinned up at him and giggled.

	"I don’t mind telling you, Jeff… You're not wrong about Nabiki. I've bathed with both of them and... outside of their faces, they pretty much look the same." She smiled as her eyes locked on him again. "But I *love* hearing you say that I'm better," Ranko purred. Sato traced his fingers along her jawline.

	"I *know* I found someone better," he corrected as he kissed her on the lips. Ranko moaned happily as she melted into his arms. He let the kiss linger, breaking it long enough to whisper.

	"No... I found the absolute best!"

	Ranko kissed him again, although this time her passion was far more intense. Her tongue quickly darted into his mouth and her fingers tangled in his hair. His heartbeat sped up as their passion flamed anew. He willingly surrendered control of his body to his lizard brain which cheered like it just won the lottery.

	Sato reached down and slipped his hands under her skirt to take hold of her. When his hands met with bare flesh instead of panties, his head jerked back in shock. He squeezed his hands to make sure he was really feeling what he thought he’d felt. Ranko answered his questioning glance with a coy smile.

	"I told you it was for easy access, Jeff." She looked down at his shorts, then back into his eyes eagerly. "What do you say?"

	'She was walking around downstairs with no panties on?!' he thought incredulously, though his lizard brain took that moment to hit the turbo button on his libido. Then his head swiveled to look at the staircase. 'That's why she tossed the beanbags down the stairs!' Still, worry gnawed at him.

	"What about your father?"

	"The attic's soundproofed, Jeff. The door's locked and those beanbags will block anyone who tries to force their way in." Her gaze became heated. "I already wanted you again before I came upstairs. But when you told me you hung around Subara *and* Akane naked and you still thought of me..." She almost growled with desire. "That turned me on so much!" She kissed him quickly and wiggled free of his grasp.

	"Take off those shorts, Jeff," Ranko commanded as she tugged up desperately on her shirt. She didn’t raise her voice, but honestly she didn’t need to. "We've got unfinished business." Sato, his arousal now painfully constrained, gladly did as she wanted.

	"We'll always have unfinished business, sweetie!" he quipped as his shorts dropped to the floor. Ranko's playful giggle was music to his ears as they fell to the couch and embraced once more.

	 

	***

	 

	A long time later, Ranko was sprawled on the couch with a dazed look that spoke of weariness mixed with utter satisfaction. With almost drunken coordination, she tugged her bra and shirt back down to cover her chest. She craned her neck then lazily motioned toward the towel that Akane left lying on the floor.

	"Could you please hand that to me, Jeff?"

	Using one corner of it to wipe himself off, he folded that section before offering it to her. Sato then dressed while watching her take care of herself.

	"I should probably bathe again, but..." Ranko muttered as she wiped herself, grimacing slightly.

	"But what?" he asked while looking at her.

	Even looking completely disheveled, Ranko was radiant. He had to be addicted to his girlfriend. It was the only thing that could explain why he never got enough of her.

	'That's my lizard brain, and he approves that message,' Sato thought wryly.

	"But I don't want to!" She looked at him boldly, smirking now. "In fact… You know what? I don't want to wash away what we just did! I feel really good right now, Jeff. I think I'm just going to let it be." She whipped her panties out of her skirt pocket and slipped them on. "Now I get to walk around in front of everyone with a naughty little secret."

	His eyebrows rose as he quickly straightened his shorts and T-shirt. Sato then offered his hand to her, which she took with a small smile. With a contented groan, she stood and stretched her arms.

	"Oh, this was such a good weekend, Jeff." She wrapped her arms around his waist and rested her head on his chest. "I love you."

	"Love you more, Ranko," he said as he tightened his embrace. "We'll do this again, I'm sure."

	"We should probably wait a few minutes, though," Ranko murmured with a laugh, cuddling into his chest.

	"Sure thing, sweetie. No sense in rushing," he quipped.

	 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	Noon Sunday

	 

	Nabiki Tendo walked along the crowded sidewalk in Nerima's shopping district and hummed a happy tune. If she was making a spectacle of herself in front of so many people, she didn't really give a damn. She'd left her home a short time ago after checking her bank account following her panic-inducing conversation with Kasumi.

	In there was the earnest money deposit from both contracts. There was more than enough cash to pre-order uniforms in various sizes for *all* students. It could also easily pay for the school’s equipment and operational expenses for the first few months, plus plenty of money left over if she budgeted properly.

	She had to pick herself up off the floor after reading the amount. During her phone calls, she’d taken Subara’s advice and run with it, making sure to reach for the sky. Neither client had even blinked at the ambitiously inflated course rate she’d quoted over the phone yesterday. She’d expected some haggling on the terms, but … Damn! They just said yes and that was that. Maybe she should’ve reached for the moon instead of the sky!

	Twelve million yen had been deposited overnight. She savored that figure, rolling it over in her mind as one might roll a decadent morsel from an expensive dessert over the tongue.

	*Twelve* *Million* *Yen*…

	Imagining that much money was one thing, but to actually have it sitting in *her* account was something entirely different!

	The kicker was that the money was non-refundable as well, so she got to keep it regardless of whatever else happened. That deposit, when added to the money she already placed in the account last Friday, put her net worth somewhere close to fifteen million yen! That had completely blunted the stunning analysis Kasumi had given her regarding everything they'd need to buy to make the kitchen usable.

	She'd logged out of her account after she’d collected her wits and traipsed downstairs. Nabiki had to force herself to school her features to avoid giving away anything. Saying a quick goodbye to her family, she told them she had to do some research based on the kitchen requirements and would probably be back very late.

	Before she even left the house, she'd already decided to call today "Nabiki Day" as a celebration of her success. While she'd given everyone the impression that she was faced with a full day of tasks and chores related to the contracts, in fact she had absolutely *nothing* to do today.

	The kitchen equipment window shopping could wait until tomorrow. Besides, she'd want to run that by Subara and Sato before she acted on anything. Something told her they might have something useful to say about it.

	Faced with an empty schedule and a hungry belly, Nabiki intended to gorge herself on every sticky dessert and treat she’d denied herself for the past year. Then movies would come later, regardless of how selfish it made her seem.

	She spun around as she debated which treat shop she'd raid first when she accidentally backed into someone.

	"Oh, sorry!" she and her unintended target blurted out at the same time. The unknown figure turned around and they froze.

	Hikaru Gosunkugi's eyes widened as he saw her.

	"Oh! Hi… Hikaru," Nabiki stammered in disbelief.

	"Hey... uhh, Nabiki," Hikaru replied hesitantly. His hand, which had shot out to steady her as they'd collided, remained on her shoulder. She looked over at it, then at him before quirking an eyebrow, a half-smile on her lips. He jerked his hand away, his cheeks reddening.

	"Sorry again. I was on the way to pick up some Pokémon cards and an Elfen Lied box set. I didn't mean -"

	She startled him into silence by taking his hand in hers. In the blink of an eye, a plan flashed into her head. The movies could wait. In fact, maybe "Nabiki Day" should be about something more important than indulging in sweets, though that part remained non-negotiable.

	She'd just been presented with a chance to deal with the other big thing still hanging over her head. She wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass by, as uncomfortable as it was going to be.

	"Before things get strange out here in the middle of the sidewalk, Hikaru, I have a proposal…"

	"Uhh, what's that?" he asked unsurely as his other hand immediately slipped into his front pocket. She narrowed her eyes at the gesture.

	"Don't get your panties in a wad, Hikaru. I’m just asking you to listen to what I’m offering," she said somewhat gruffly. "We haven't talked at all since... that day. All I'm asking for is thirty minutes of your time."

	"Uhh… I’m not-" he began, then cut off as he swallowed nervously. Hikaru’s head darted back and forth as if he was looking for an avenue of escape. Despite his agitation, however, his feet remained planted right where they were. If she was reading him correctly, he was intrigued.

	"I want to be able to talk with you honestly and ask questions," Nabiki continued, unruffled. "You get to do the same thing with me. No topic is off-limits. After we’re done, I'll treat you to an early dinner. What do you say?"

	His brows knit and she wondered what he was thinking.

	'He probably still thinks I'm trying to hustle him. I suppose I earned that reputation. If only he knew what I was really up to...' she thought wryly.

	"Uh, throw in a couple packs of cards and you’ve got yourself a deal!" Hikaru said boldly.

	Nabiki shrugged. Pokémon for honesty? It was a cheap price to pay to guarantee his compliance.

	"Yeah, that seems reasonable."

	"Umm… Sure thing, Nabiki. What'd you have in mind?" he asked cautiously.

	Not even hesitating, she pulled him by the hand and led him down the sidewalk. Locating the place she wanted, Nabiki entered the building and pulled out her bank card before she'd even made it to the counter.

	"Two hours, please," she said.

	Hikaru stared at their surroundings in stunned silence. He apparently had some idea of what this place was and what it represented, but he didn't voice his thoughts aloud. As soon as she had the card key in hand, she led him to the elevators.

	They arrived on the top floor, and she walked out of the elevator with a purpose. She found the room she needed and slotted the key card. The moment the lock flashed a green light, she pushed the door open.

	Tugging Hikaru's hand, she led him into the room, then closed the door behind them and locked it. Tossing the key card on a nearby countertop, she stepped further into the room, her hand still holding his.

	"Okay, Nabiki. What the hell's going on?" he demanded, winded from their rapid trip from the front desk to this room.

	"That's a good first question," she replied with a smirk. She gestured to a round table at the end of the room where two chairs were positioned on opposite ends. "Sit down and I'll be glad to talk, okay?" She held up her hands to placate him, though inside she was an absolute bundle of nerves.

	She did her best to conceal her anxiety. She *would* maintain control of the situation! Her talk with Akane yesterday still echoed loudly in her mind. She agreed with the premise that she had to find a way to live with her mistakes if she wanted any peace.

	But in this case… she had to find out if her first encounter with Hikaru had even been a mistake to begin with.

	"I don’t know…" he grumbled, eyeing the chairs suspiciously.

	"Honestly! You're not in any trouble and I'm not going to hurt you or anything like that," Nabiki assured him, barely keeping her exasperation from showing. "This is just a way for us both to clear the air." She walked over and pulled the chair out for him. "Have I ever hurt you before?"

	"Well... " He hesitated for a moment, then nodded. "Okay, Nabiki. That’s a fair point." He sat down and looked at her, a faint smile on his lips. "It's been a while."

	"Yeah, it has," she replied, a blush forming on her cheeks as he scrutinized her openly. "A lot's happened since the last time we saw each other. I expect most of our questions will be used to fill in the blanks. But there's a ground rule. You can't refuse to answer a question, and neither can I."

	"I guess I can live with that," Hikaru said, his posture relaxing as he settled into the chair.

	"So, to your first question. Indeed, what the hell's going on? That's been floating around in my head for weeks now. The simple answer is 'I don't know' which is why I wanted to talk to you. I would've spoken to you about this at school, but you transferred out." She looked to the door and then back at him.

	"By the way… we agreed to thirty minutes, but I asked for two hours in case you wanted to keep talking."

	"We’ll see how it goes," Hikaru replied unsurely.

	"Now, for my first question," she began as she sat down in the chair opposite him and crossed her arms over her chest. "Did you rape Ranko Saotome?"

	Hikaru’s face twisted with fury and he shot out of his chair. "Oh, come on! I knew this was a setup! Did your sister's boyfriend put you up to this? Or maybe it was that traitor Sato!" He stormed toward the door.

	Nabiki, seeing her chance slipping away, dashed ahead of him and put her hand on his chest.

	"Get out of my way, Nabiki!" Hikaru yelled hotly.

	"You promised to give me thirty minutes! I'll hold you to that," she shouted, looking him in the eyes while desperation ruled her features. "If it makes you feel any better, I promise not to tell anyone what we discussed. I will even sign papers guaranteeing that if you want!"

	"Oh, come on! I don't buy that bullshit!" he shouted as he attempted to get around her. "What… are they hiding in the next room? Hey, if you assholes can hear me, I can call the cops faster than you can get in here!" he shouted defiantly at the walls.

	"Hikaru!" Nabiki screamed, startling both of them. Then, inexplicably, her eyes shimmered with tears. She couldn't be losing control already!

	"Please?" she choked out, barely containing a sob.

	"Nabiki..." Hikaru murmured softly as he reached out and touched her face. He took a half-step back, shocked. "Are you okay?"

	She nodded weakly and, despite her hesitance, stepped toward him. She rested her head on his shoulder and started weeping. She had been so close! To lose control now at the beginning was horrible! Her tears intensified as she felt the weight of her shame. She flinched when he wrapped his arms around her hesitantly.

	"Dammit!" she shouted even as she returned the embrace and hugged herself to him tightly, shivering.

	Her frayed nerves and her raw emotions had left her feeling vulnerable and exposed and she *hated* herself for it. She’d promised herself that things would be different now. She was firmly on the way to becoming a successful businesswoman and absolute control was essential! So why was she falling apart like silken tofu?

	Unexpectedly, Hikaru began rubbing her back slowly and murmuring in her ear that she was going to be okay. The warmth of him pressing against her soothed Nabiki in a way she hadn't expected. Ever so slowly she found herself calming down.

	"Hey..." he started softly as he guided her to the bed in the center of the room. "Let’s sit down for a minute, Nabiki." They both sat on the edge of the soft mattress, the springs squeaking as they sank onto it. He took a deep breath, then put a hand on her back.

	"No," he whispered.

	"No?" she repeated amidst sniffles, confused.

	"I didn't rape Ranko. I never even took off my clothes or really touched her."

	"But… you thought about it?" she asked hesitantly, almost afraid of the answer. Again, he paused for a long time, his gaze locked on the floor before he finally spoke up.

	"At the time... yeah, I did. Sato caught me before I could… get that far and… he beat the crap out of me."

	"He what?!" she shouted as her head turned to stare at him. At the mention of Sato, her erstwhile business partner and boyfriend of Ranko Saotome, her emotional control began to reassert itself. She'd just cleared the air with that person and didn’t want *anything* to happen which would disrupt the common ground they'd established between them.

	On the other hand, she knew this moment with Hikaru remained incomplete. It would not be an exaggeration to say that this meeting was the most important thing in her life right now. How this young man played into her future was yet to be determined, but she *had* to figure it out.

	Hikaru nodded sadly. "Yeah... I feel like I deserved it, too."

	Nabiki arched a skeptical eyebrow at his frank admission. She was expecting him to admit doing it and have been proud of the attempt. Or worse, he would’ve just lied about it and never owned up to it. This answer, however, completely blindsided her.

	She wiped her eyes with the tail of her tank top and blew out a shocked breath. She wasn't sure what surprised her more. Was it the fact that Sato beat the crap out of him? O was it that Hikaru knew he deserved to be punished for what he tried to do to Ranko?

	It made her feel a bit better about being around him. However, the jury was still out on whether she could trust him. At the very least, it was a step in the right direction if Nabiki was going to reconcile her previous activities with him.

	"Were you hurt?" she murmured softly as she turned to look at him closely.

	Hikaru nodded. "Yeah, Sato hurt me really bad, Nabiki. I had two bruised ribs, a loose tooth and a concussion. The asshole kicked me in the head and almost knocked me out! I managed to leave the school before Ranma or someone else could come back to hurt me worse."

	He sighed loudly. "That's why I didn't go back to Furinkan after that. My mom rushed me to the hospital and they held me there overnight. After that I stayed at home and avoided everyone. I told her that a gang of kids beat me up and I was afraid to go back to that school. She was the one who pushed for the transfer to my new school."

	"How about now?" Nabiki asked. "Are you still hurt?"

	She hesitantly reached up and brushed the unruly mop of raven hair from his eyes. She saw no bruises or bandages on his forehead and temples, though those probably would've only been used for a couple of days. There wasn't any sign that he'd been injured to the point of being scarred, fortunately.

	"Well…" he mumbled hesitantly.

	"But are you okay?" she pressed, then realized she was still touching his forehead and dropped her hands into her lap.

	"Yeah, I'm doing okay now, Nabiki." He admitted as he rubbed her back gently. "Thanks for asking." He cleared his throat, pausing his backrub long enough to wipe his own eyes.

	"If it matters, I… learned something that day," he murmured as he stared at the floor.

	"What's that?" she asked, puzzled. Nabiki didn’t know what to think anymore. This meeting wasn’t going the way she'd expected at all!

	"I learned that it's dangerous to obsess over someone, Nabiki." He gave a tired sigh and met her eyes. She found herself nodding her agreement, her recent obsession with Sato still fresh in her mind. "It can make you do crazy shit like what we just talked about. Also… when I found out Sato was dating Ranko, I lost it again." He shrugged at her surprised gasp then continued speaking.

	"Yeah… I even confronted him outside his house almost a month ago," he added, shaking his head and sighing.

	"Hikaru! You went after him?" she asked in disbelief.

	"Yeah, I was really pissed off and wanted to tell him what I thought of him." Hikaru looked at her regretfully, then stared down at the floor. "I got in his face and told him he broke the code."

	"Code?" she asked, her brows knit in confusion. "What code?"

	"Don't worry about it, Nabiki. It was stupid," Hikaru said, waving the question off dismissively. "We yelled at each other on the sidewalk for a few minutes. Then he told me that Ranko was almost killed outside the school weeks ago…" He cut off and loosed a shuddering breath, then wiped his eyes again.

	"That’s what woke me up," he admitted sadly. "I saw how much of an idiot I’d been during that whole time." He laughed through his tears. "I should’ve known better…"

	Nabiki's eyes widened when he cupped her chin and looked directly at her, his remorseful expression seeming quite sincere.

	"I won't ever do anything like that again!" he vowed, his eyes shimmering with more tears. "I promise you that. I... I don't know why, but it feels important to me that you know it, Nabiki." He put his hands in his lap.

	"When I took a step back and paid attention to what I’d been doing… I didn’t like what I saw. I mean… I’m a carefree guy. All I want to do is hang out, have fun and do stuff with my friends." He frowned, a tear running down his face as he continued speaking in a tone steeped with regret.

	"I wound up losing a lot of friends because of what I did," Hikaru muttered. "One choice can destroy so much…"

	'That's the story of my life, until recently,' she kept to herself.

	"Thanks, Hikaru. I… appreciate you being honest with me."

	She surprised herself by nodding her acceptance and standing from the bed. Nabiki realized that she'd needed to hear him say what he did. Also, more than anyone else, she knew that people deserved a chance at redemption. Hikaru certainly deserved no less, especially given how badly this affected him.

	"I think I’ve answered your question. Haven't I, Nabiki?" Hikaru asked as he looked at her uncertainly. "What happens now?"

	He stood beside her and she reached out to put a hand against his chest again. This time, she paid close attention to what she was doing and feeling. His heart pounded in his chest, strong enough for her to feel with her palm. His warmth radiated through his Evangelion Rei T shirt and burned white-hot against her fingertips. It was a stark reminder that he really was here, and they truly were having this conversation.

	She told herself to ignore his reputation and her own bias and just looked at him. His complexion was clear and so were his eyes, even though he was still upset. Nabiki admired his build as her gaze swept across him. Hikaru was remarkably clean and neat given his laid-back, geeky persona. His clothes weren’t frayed or stained in a way which might suggest he never looked after himself or… failed to bathe.

	He wasn’t built like Ranma, or even Sato now that he’d begun working out and doing martial arts. Hikaru’s frame was tall and lanky, but he didn’t look like he was underfed. Essentially, he was built like about ninety percent of any high school aged guy that she'd bumped into over the past couple of years.

	She hadn’t seen him often since school started this year, before everything went to shit, anyway. First years typically existed to be ignored and nothing more than that. What she did remember of him was fragmented. He was a typical high school guy who was always darting around in the halls and cracking dumb jokes that he thought were funnier or cooler than they really were.

	She did recall, mostly from the day he’d helped with the dojo repairs, that Hikaru’s dark eyes would usually sparkle with mischief when he smiled. He’d wear a smirk that was a cross between cocky and fun-loving. Hikaru’s gait had something of a swagger to it the day he'd been at her home. His attitude hinted at an inner confidence that overshadowed his build and made him stand out amongst his peers.

	But all of that contrasted vividly with the broken guy standing in front of her now. He looked so vulnerable and lost…

	"Now?" she responded briskly, breaking the silence as she slowly withdrew her hand. "We'll sit down at the table and keep talking. You’ve earned my trust, Hikaru." She favored him with a small smile. "Now I need to earn yours."

	"Uh… yeah. That’s fair," he agreed hesitantly as he resumed his seat, wiping his eyes with his hands.

	"I've been asking you a lot of questions. So..." Nabiki sat across from him, flouncing in her chair and clearing her throat loudly, somewhat concerned about the amount of power she was about to hand over to this guy. "Now it's your turn… Ask me anything you like."

	He cleared his throat and was silent for a moment. Then he looked at her with a gaze that was partly curiosity and partly challenge.

	"Was I your first time, Nabiki?"

	"Yes, you were my first and *only* time," Nabiki said without hesitation.

	However, the moment she stopped speaking a blush bloomed on her face and, try as she might, she couldn’t conceal a shy smile. She fidgeted in her seat and decided to be bold. Nabiki leaned forward to rest her elbows on the table. She propped her chin on her hands and looked at him curiously. It was strange how disarming his shy smile was now that he wasn't upset.

	"Was I your first time also?" she asked.

	"Yeah, same here," he said with a nod. "You were my first *and* my only, Nabiki." He crossed his arms over his chest.

	"Do you regret it?" he asked suddenly.

	She hesitated, then forced herself to continue since she'd promised honesty.

	"Initially, yes," she muttered.

	His face fell so fast it made her stomach twist. For a second, she realized she could crush him with a single word, and that realization scared her almost as much as it thrilled her.

	"Hold on! You need to understand why. I promise I'm not trying to be mean," she said as she held her hands out quickly. She blew out a ragged breath, the embarrassment of her irresponsibility harder to acknowledge to him than it was to herself.

	"I had a lot of crap I was dealing with that day, Hikaru. That was back when I was still doing a lot of drinking." She met his eyes. "Do I regret it now?" She shrugged. His eyes widened in surprise at her explanation yet doubt still shone in them.

	"So does this mean you wouldn't have had sex with me if you’d been sober?" he asked, almost angrily.

	"Honestly? I don't know," she said with a casual shrug. "I mean, I never thought about having sex with *anyone* Hikaru... ever," she said.

	She made it a point to ignore her memory of her very close encounter with Ranma's… exposure the morning after the attack on the dojo. What she'd seen had certainly excited her but… she hadn't been chasing a fling with him that day even though she'd almost bumped into it accidentally.

	"It's nothing to do with you, Hikaru. I just… never made it a priority. Sex was always something other people did. I had family finances to manage and money I needed to earn to keep us from becoming homeless. I just… never thought something like that would ever be part of my life." She mirrored his earlier posture and stared at the table unsurely.

	"This is embarrassing to admit, Hikaru. Something changed in me after I had sex with you." Nabiki gnawed on her lower lip nervously, unsure if she should admit this. "It's going to sound terrible, but I promised to be open and honest with you. It's almost like…"

	She stopped and took a breath. It was *so* difficult for her to talk about her urges with anyone. But to say it plainly to someone who shared that moment with her? It seemed even more difficult saying it to him!

	"Fucking you is only thing I ever think about anymore!" she blurted out, her expression one of utter helplessness.

	"Yes!" he shouted, startling her. "Man, I know *exactly* what you’re talking about, Nabiki!" He stared at her for a good five seconds, the intensity of his gaze setting her heart racing.

	‘Has he been going through the same thing as me?’ she wondered.

	"I mean, I'm just as horny as the next guy, but… it never took over my mind the way it has since we hooked up," he explained almost desperately. "I feel the same way you do! All I have to do is close my eyes and there you are, all hot and naked and sitting on me. It’s been driving me absolutely crazy for weeks, Nabiki!"

	He looked down at the table and blew out an exasperated breath, completely missing the shocked look on her face. Nabiki’s gnawing hunger, which had been on a low simmer ever since she closed the door to this room, now raged with an infernal heat following his admission.

	
"It's like... I don’t know… a switch flipped in my head or something," Hikaru continued. He looked at her with something that seemed like appreciation or… understanding?

	"Nabiki, I thought I was going insane! I was afraid I was the only person going through this."

	'I have to know whether it was the drinking or us,' she thought urgently. She almost had to force herself to ask her next question.

	"Do… Do you regret having sex with me?"

	Hikaru hesitated. He opened and closed his mouth twice and then paused again for so long that she feared he wouldn't answer her. Eventually he shook his head.

	"No, Nabiki. I don’t regret it. Now… I admit I was shocked that it happened. Also, at the time I was stupid enough to think that I still had a chance with Ranko." He looked at her apologetically.

	"The morning after we fooled around… I never really thought about you or what we did. I only thought about how it affected my future with Ranko." He sighed sadly. "I should've realized before then that things wouldn't work with her. Ranko's cute, but she's too..." He shrugged. "I don't know."

	"Assertive? Bubbly? Extremely cheerful? Highly energetic? Very loud?" Nabiki supplied with a smirk. Hikaru's laugh was soft but it seemed tinged with regret.

	"Yeah, something like that." He leaned back in his chair and put his arms behind his head. "I ignored a lot of annoying stuff about her just because I thought she looked really good... I should've realized she wasn't my type."

	"Just what is your type?" she asked curiously. He seemed to mull that one over.

	"I don't know, Nabiki. If I'm being completely honest? I want someone down to earth, I suppose. Pretty face. Nice curves. Brainy. Not annoying. Huh…" He gave her a surprised grunt as he slowly looked her up and down. "Come to think of it, I'm describing someone who’s kinda like you."

	Nabiki eyed him suspiciously even as her heart lurched. Her mind was calling ‘bullshit’ but her heart heard what it had been longing for.

	"You're pulling my leg…"

	"No, I wouldn’t do that to you. Not about this. I’m not just talking out of my ass," Hikaru said as he met her gaze evenly. He looked over her shoulder at the clock on the bedside table.

	"Uhh… by the way. You said we only had thirty minutes to talk. Our time's almost up, but… I wouldn't mind if we kept on going. How about you?"

	"We'll go as long as you like," Nabiki said with a nod. She kicked back in her chair also. "I need to go back to an earlier question you asked. Did I regret doing it with you?" She shook her head. "If I wasn't clear before, I'll make sure I am now." She took a deep breath and met his gaze.

	"The more I thought about it over the past few weeks, the more I came to realize that I don't regret what we did, Hikaru… At. All."

	"For real?" His grin widened slightly and the sparkle she'd seen the day of the dojo repair party came slowly into his eyes. He now had the same cocky look she’d seen when they first met.

	"Oh yes! In fact, I enjoyed it. Every. Single. Hour of it." She smirked knowingly at his shocked expression. "It's hard to believe, but it's been two full months since we had sex at Furinkan. I've had a lot of time since then to think about everything while I was recovering from my drinking and getting myself back on track. Just like in your case... my regrets had nothing to do with you. It was about how everything happened between us."

	Her cheeks pinked as she realized she was stepping well out of her comfort zone. Akane told her yesterday to count her blessings, and Nabiki guessed this was her attempt to do just that. Also, her words to Subara yesterday afternoon echoed in her mind, and she found herself wanting to confess to him. If she could be attracted to Sato, then maybe...?

	"Honestly? I think you're… kinda cute, Hikaru." He smiled bashfully and she found herself grinning. "I had to look past your anime fixation to see it, but yeah… I guess it’s been there the whole time."

	"What changed your mind about me?" he asked softly, although his expression was one of… hope?

	"It was more like a major thing I changed about *myself*. I forced myself to get sober," she said flatly. "I don't know if the amount we drank at school was typical for you, but for me... that was my worst moment ever. Not regarding the sex, but the loss of control. I surrendered completely to the alcohol that evening and almost ruined my family because of it." She barely managed to hold herself together as she continued her explanation.

	"I never even gave a thought about consequences like STDs… even though I was fairly sure we were both virgins." She nodded to him. "Thank you for confirming that, by the way." He nodded his acceptance and urged her to continue.

	"I spent three very long weeks terrified that I might have gotten pregnant," she confessed. Just saying it felt like a burden was being lifted from her.

	Hikaru's eyes widened in terror. "Really? Are you about to tell me you're expecting a baby, Nabiki?" His whole body seemed to lock up, as if she’d just pulled the rug from under him.

	"No, I’m not. Don't worry about that," she said softly as she reached forward and touched his arm briefly with her fingertips. "We got lucky, Hikaru. All my tests came back clean for STDs and negative for pregnancy. It was a very good thing since I wasn’t ready to be a mom."

	"Oh, thank God!" Hikaru said as he breathed a huge sigh of relief.

	"But that shows just how out of control I was that night," she added as she crossed her arms over her chest again. "I know being drunk doesn't excuse my actions, but it does explain why things happened the way they did." Nabiki shook her head sadly. "I’ll never touch a drop of alcohol again. It’s too risky and irresponsible. I don’t like myself when I’m drunk."

	"Hey, I'm glad you're not pregnant and I'm also glad you're okay," Hikaru said as he stood up. He leaned forward, the table being small enough that he was able to reach out and briefly touch her face. She flashed a brief smile, welcoming his touch, then nodded her thanks and continued.

	"All the sake did that night was make it easier for us to try things we normally wouldn't have. But…" she stressed, "*nothing* would have happened if we didn’t find each other attractive to begin with."

	‘And thank you Subara for that bit of wisdom. I hated it at the time when you said it, but as usual… you were right,’ she added to herself.

	"Do you really believe that?" Hikaru blurted in surprise as he resumed his seat.

	"Absolutely!" she said emphatically. "I already told you that you’re cute. It’s the truth and I don’t have a problem admitting that." 

	Part of her felt that she really meant it, too. It wasn’t just her trying to butter him up as part of a negotiation. Though… that wasn't out of the realm of possibility since such behavior was second nature to her. In this case, even though he was just a first year student, he’d somehow managed to get under her skin… just a little bit.

	"Really?" he asked with a laugh.

	"Yeah, really." She smiled at him softly. "I mean… outside of our night at Furinkan, this is the longest the two of us have ever been in the same room together when it was just us. I’ve never had the chance to sit down with you or even look at you for more than five minutes." She leaned forward and scrutinized him. "Yeah, I… I think you look good."

	"Thanks," he said, somewhat shyly. "I appreciate it, Nabiki."

	"So, what about your case?" she asked as she sat back in her chair again. "Do you really see yourself getting drunk and sleeping with someone you’d find ugly? Be honest when you answer that question."

	"No way! I wouldn't do something like that, no matter how drunk or desperate I was," Hikaru said without hesitation. "I'd avoid doing it with someone I either didn't like or wasn't attracted to." He leaned forward. "You didn't ask this, but I'll answer it anyway. I enjoyed having sex with you, Nabiki. The two of us getting together was unreal, but it was a great time."

	"So, we agree on that," she said, barking a quick laugh.

	A sudden case of nerves struck her. The conversation had yielded better results than she'd expected and had progressed to a point where she was ready to make the next move. Until now, she’d only expected maybe a five percent chance of anything else happening once they were done talking.

	"I have a confession to make," Nabiki told him as she got out of her chair and stood by his side.

	"What's that?" he asked as he looked up at her.

	"The last time we were face-to-face, we were in the process of getting stone drunk. We never had a chance to talk about fooling around with each other until now. I… I have to know something, and I need your help to figure it out. Would you be willing to help me?"

	"Sure thing, Nabiki. This conversation's been really good for me so far. If I can help you, I'd -"

	With a swift motion, Nabiki pulled off her tank top and laid it on the table, earning a shocked gasp from him.

	Her eyes never leaving his, Nabiki reached back and unhooked her bra. It too landed on the table, her breasts swaying gently. Hikaru stared open-mouthed at her, his eyes also clearly showing his desire as they locked onto her exposed chest.

	Nabiki took his hand and urged him to stand up. He did so without resisting, then his breath caught when she placed his hand on her left breast.

	"The last time we did this we were just two clumsy drunks hiding behind a bunch of shrubs," she said in an almost breathless voice.

	She reached down and tugged her dangerous short shorts past her hips, letting them slide down her legs to land at her feet. With unhurried motions she stepped out of them and picked them up with her toes. She took the shorts and panties in hand and placed them atop her other clothes on the table.

	Nabiki stood in front of him proudly, completely nude and encouraging him to look. She put her hands on her hips and issued a challenge with her eyes.

	"This is one of my last questions, Hikaru," she said in a breathy voice. He swallowed nervously as he cupped her breast, his gaze rapt.

	"What is it, Nabiki?" he asked absently.

	"Would you like to have sex with me again?" She raised a questioning eyebrow at him.

	"Seriously?" he blurted, his eyes temporarily leaving her bare breasts to stare at her face. "Am I dreaming?" Nabiki smiled gently at him, then moaned as his fingers began exploring.

	"I'm completely serious, Hikaru. I want... no, I *need* to know if the alcohol helped make that night special. I'm hoping that's not the case because I'd rather think there was a connection between us which made it so good."

	"Yes, Nabiki! Yes… I really want to," he said earnestly as he reached up with both hands and began playing with her. The act sent jolts of pleasure arcing through her body and a gasp worked free. She gnawed on her lower lip and her gaze turned smoky.

	"Then hurry up and take off your clothes Hikaru," she said with a smirk before she pointed over her shoulder in the direction of the clock.

	"Time's a-wasting. Tick Tick!" she pressed.

	Nabiki watched with mild amusement as he frantically pulled his T-shirt off and threw it on the floor, exposing his pale torso. Her desire went from an inferno to the intensity of the sun at the sight of his bare skin.

	Flashes of their first time together crowded her mind unbidden, and the reality of that repeating was standing before her right now. This fairly cute guy was getting naked in front of her and her long dry spell was *finally* coming to an end.

	"By the way, I've been on the pill for weeks now," she added in a rush. "So, if you're sure I'm the only one you've ever had sex with..."

	"Believe me, you are!" he shouted as he desperately kicked off his shoes and fumbled with his belt.

	"Then we'll go bare. There's no need for you to wear any protection," she said, her voice now carrying a sultry edge.

	With an irritated grunt, his pants landed on the floor in an undignified heap. He then ripped off his socks and tossed them absently over his shoulders, and stood before her naked, grinning expectantly.
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	She noted with no small amount of satisfaction that he was at full mast. A pleased smile broke out on her face as she pointed at his erection.

	"Is that because of me?" she asked, echoing the question she’d asked Ranma the morning after the attack.

	"Hell yes! Even without the sake, I can tell a hot girl from a not-hot girl." He did a slow, deliberate sweep of her body with his eyes. "You're insanely hot right now, Nabiki!"

	"You're not so bad yourself, Hikaru," she commented, an approving smirk on her face as she reached out and caressed the head of his masculinity with her fingertips. His sharp gasp echoed loudly in the room, and it further stoked the flames of her desire.

	"If you last as long as our first time together, I'm going to have to call the front desk and ask for an extension."

	"You won't hear me complaining!" he blurted out, giddy. She put her hands on his hips and turned him around so they were facing each other at the end of the bed. The head of his penis brushed against her belly, sending another intense jolt of warmth coursing through her.

	"Hopefully the only thing we will hear for the rest of the day is us enjoying the hell out of each other," she growled as she embraced him tightly. She ran her fingers through his hair, then moaned as his hands found her ass and squeezed her lewdly. Her arousal spiking, she kissed him soundly on the lips, which he returned with equal vigor.

	With a giggle she put her hands on his chest and shoved him backward, where he landed on the bed with a surprised yelp. Smirking, he quickly scrambled back to rest his head on a pillow as he looked at her expectantly.

	Nabiki crawled onto the bed slowly, enjoying his anticipation as she prowled toward him on all fours. Her breasts brushed softly against his legs, his hips, and then his chest before she sat up and straddled him.

	Her arousal was plain by how easily her body welcomed him. After weeks of frustration, she was *finally* going to satisfy the craving that had gnawed at her since that night.

	"Let's have some fun, Hikaru."

	Their relieved sighs echoed throughout the room as Nabiki seated herself on him fully. As he slid into her, a shiver coursed through her and her breath came out in a halting gasp. She welcomed his intrusion as one would welcome a long-lost friend.

	"You feel so damned good inside me, Hikaru!"

	He arched his hips upward, eliciting a pleased yelp from her. He smirked at her as their eyes met.

	"You know… it feels really good being inside you, Nabiki," he shot back with a roguish grin.

	Giving him a naughty smile, she bent down to kiss him again, lingering on his lips. His hands went past her hips and took firm hold of her butt. She could feel him tracing the edge of her sex with his fingers as he remained embedded in her. The moment his fingers found her little nubbin at the top of her sex, her orgasm hit hard and her mind rejoiced.

	Her body finally found what it had been craving for so long!

	 

	[Lemonade]

	 

	With this act she felt herself begin to regain control of her desires and her life and truly felt free. Free of her guilt, her regrets and her unquenched desire. For once, finally, this was her choice, her timing, her rules. As she began moving in time with Hikaru, she promised herself that, however long this moment lasted, she was going to enjoy herself.

	 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	Sunday Afternoon

	 

	Ranma breathed a sigh of relief as he saw his friend and Ranko quickly descend the stairs. ‘Man, they almost got caught!’ he thought irritably as he fixed his sister with a harsh glare.

	Ranko answered him with a smug grin and she even *curtsied* to him as she came down from the last step. For a moment, he thought his sister would do a pirouette!

	"Ah there you are," Genma said from his position at the back door as Sato and Ranko approached from the stairs. They halted suddenly, looking as if he'd startled them. "I was about to go upstairs and look for you."

	Ranko's eyes widened and she muttered a quick "Sorry, Dad!" as they walked into the common area. Sato shrugged and gave them a sheepish look.

	"Uhh… My apologies sensei. I was helping Ranko clean the attic and we must’ve lost track of time. It took longer than we thought to finish, but we managed to get everything done."

	Genma nodded. "Good work, you two. You're just in time. They're about to start working on the hall. If you're willing to stay inside, it should be safe for you to watch them assemble the structure from here. They promised me they wouldn't be flying over our house."

	"Yes!" Ranko enthused as she took a seat across from Ranma.

	"Remember to stay inside! Don’t go outside until I tell you it's safe," Genma ordered before opening the back door and stepping outside.

	Ranma closed the door and watched his father inspect the site, which was being cleared and graded by several men bearing shovels and rakes. Another man, wearing a hard hat and a safety vest, approached his father and started talking.

	Ranko looked around, puzzled before she turned to Ranma. "Where’s Akane?" she asked, scanning the room again.

	"She went upstairs a few minutes ago while you were still in the attic ‘cleaning’ with Sato," he replied dryly.

	"We got the job done, bro." Ranko rolled her eyes and met her brother’s knowing gaze with a defiant look of her own. "We were very thorough is all." Sato’s sudden snort caused Ranko to break out in a fit of giggles.

	"I bet…" Ranma cut off as Subara approached them and sat between Ranko and Sato on the couch opposite Ranma.

	"Whatever, bro." Ranko said as she hugged Subara tightly. "Why’s Akane upstairs anyway?"

	"She brought up the cleaned bed sheets from the laundry. She’s either in my room or yours," Ranma replied quickly. He focused on the ninja and saw how… perturbed she was.

	"What’s going on, Subara?" he asked, his brow wrinkling.

	"Sister, you left a towel at the foot of the stairs," Subara announced as she eyed Ranko critically. "Be glad I was the one who discovered it."

	"Oops?" Ranko offered her a sheepish grin and a casual shrug. "What did you do with it?"

	"It is in the clothes washer." The ninja made a face. "It is a good thing I was wearing gloves…"

	"But…" Sato protested, his eyes bulging.

	"Relax, Sato," Ranko shot back quickly as she held up a hand. "She’s just teasing."

	Ranma just did manage to hold back his laughter. His ‘older’ sister appeared to be a master at teasing people. "You shouldn’t have found any surprises like that in my room."

	"Indeed not. Either you or Akane managed to take care of any incriminating evidence beforehand." Ranma showed Ranko a smug grin.

	"That was me," he proclaimed proudly. "There’s no way I was going to leave anything around that would make pop suspicious."

	"Thanks for looking out for us, sis," Ranko told the ninja earnestly before sticking her tongue out at Ranma. Laughing when he leveled an indignant look at her, she turned and gave Subara a quick hug.

	"It is what I do, sister." Subara held up a small booklet and flipped it over to show Ranma the cover. "I wanted to talk to everyone about this before my uncle comes back inside." Ranma glanced at the booklet and immediately recognized it as a Japanese passport.

	"Is that what I think it is?" he asked excitedly.

	"Indeed, it is. I received notification yesterday that the delivery of this would be delayed. They provided no known arrival date, so I was not expecting it today." Subara thumbed through the pages idly before placing it carefully in her lap. "It must have been delivered a short time ago because I found the envelope containing it sitting on the kitchen counter just now. Perhaps it arrived while we were upstairs cleaning."

	"I had no clue it was there, sis. Maybe pop signed for it and left it on the counter for you?" Ranma shook his head to let her know he’d not known about it. "Have you looked at it yet?"

	"Not as yet. I wanted to share the moment with everyone." The ninja put the booklet on the coffee table and opened it.

	"Wow! Even I don’t have a passport!" Ranko exclaimed as she oohed and aahed over the booklet. "Look at my sister! She’s got such a pretty smile." Subara blushed as Ranko held the booklet up next to the ninja's face. "Yep, that’s you!"

	"It is indeed," she replied, laughing softly. "It feels good to finally have legitimacy for my name."

	"I’m happy for you, sis." Ranma showed her a proud smirk. "Does this mean you’ll be traveling somewhere now?"

	"It has been a couple of years since I made a long trip. The furthest I have sojourned in the last six months was China, but that was strictly business." She pursed her lips thoughtfully. "I would like to return to the United States someday, but only after my townhome is complete and you are able to join me."

	"That means we'll have to get passports, too," Ranko commented as she looked to Ranma. "You think we’ll be able to, bro?" At his nod she turned to her boyfriend. "What about you, Jeh- uhh… Sato?"

	"I have mine already, sweetie," he volunteered. "Mom made sure of that when I was a little kid." Sato held out his hand. "May I look at it?" Subara nodded and handed it over. "I take it this is the real deal?" He examined the booklet closely and held the identification page up to the light.

	"Indeed, it is not a forgery. I had the paperwork on hand to prove the authenticity of my claim. They were able to get me into the system and process it rather swiftly. As far as Japan is concerned, I am fully a member of the Saotome family."

	"YES! I’m so happy for you!" Ranko cheered as she climbed into the ninja’s lap and hugged her. "You’re officially our cousin! But you’ll always be my sister." Subara accepted the passport back from Sato with a nod of thanks then held it up briefly.

	"Now that this has been fully sorted, I still have one small order of business to complete regarding my identity."

	"What’s that?" Ranma asked, puzzled. Subara placed the booklet on the coffee table and stared at it.

	"I must retire my current ninja codename. Its legacy ties me to my past as a ninja in the service of the Kuno family. Seeing as how I have severed ties with them permanently, continuing with that codename is highly inappropriate." She shrugged. "I have been attempting to come up with an alternative for several days now."

	"What’s your current one, if it’s okay to ask?" Sato asked as he leaned forward.

	"I do not mind," the ninja responded easily. "The day I transitioned from initiate to master, my assigned code name was 'Kurobara no Mayonaka'."

	"Black Rose of Midnight?" Sato murmured. "Wow!"

	"It is a mouthful, as ninja codenames tend to be," Subara explained, nodding to him. "We typically use a shorthand reference for casual communications."

	"So, they'd just call you 'Kurobara' instead?" Ranma guessed. She nodded to him subtly.

	"Correct. But as I said, I knew I was going to have to choose a new one eventually. My oath to you mandates a complete break from my old life." Subara sighed. "I have had difficulty coming up with something to better reflect my new life and priorities."

	"Ohh!" Ranko's eyes lit up. "I think I have an idea! Will you let me give it a try?" she asked, looking at Subara expectantly.

	"Yes, by all means, sister." Subara smiled. "You may succeed where I have failed."

	Ranko scrambled off Subara’s lap and dashed to the kitchen. She pulled out a slip of paper from a drawer along with a pen and quickly wrote something down. Hurrying back to the couch, she hesitated suddenly, clutching the paper to her chest. At an encouraging nod from the ninja, Ranko handed it over.

	"It's the first thing I think of when I think of you, sis," she said, almost bashfully. Subara gasped, then teared up and put a hand to her mouth.

	"Sister! It is beautiful… You would give this to me?" She glanced repeatedly at the paper, as if she couldn't believe what was written on it, then clasped it to her heart.

	"Of course I'll give it to you! Does this mean you like it?" Ranko asked cautiously.

	"What a beautiful gift!" Subara exclaimed in a hoarse whisper before choking back a sob. "I love it, Ranko."

	"What is it?" Ranma asked, half-smiling at the exchange between his sisters. Subara flipped the paper around and held it up for everyone to see.

	"Shirobara no Ai..." she recited in a haunted whisper.

	"The White Rose of Love?" Ranma read, his eyebrows rising. "Huh... I'm impressed, Ranko. I never would’ve thought of something like that!"

	"Thanks, bro!" Ranko said as she hugged him tightly. "It came to me in a flash." She looked back at Subara and put a hand to the ninja's cheek, brushing away tears. "Hey, you okay, sis?"

	"Yes!" The ninja sprang to her feet and picked Ranko up, hugging her tightly and spinning her around, laughing. "It suits my new name and my new life so well!" She looked at Ranko, then kissed her soundly on the cheek. "It also allows me to retain my sigil. It is perfect and I would be honored to make this my codename." Ranko giggled from her perch in Subara's arms.

	"It's not just your codename, it's what you have in here," Ranko amended as she put a hand over Subara's heart. "I see that in you, sis."

	Ranma cleared his throat the moment he caught his father waving at them before he started walking back to the house. Subara must've seen it too, because she hurriedly put Ranko down and wiped her eyes with her hands.

	"I must compose myself. Please tell your father I went to get something from my room and will return in a moment," she told them quickly. The ninja retrieved Ranko's gift and dashed up the stairs.

	Ranma immediately understood the enormity of what just happened. Whether she realized it or not, Ranko cemented Subara's new identity with that codename. Ranma felt it carried the same weight as the ninja’s recent paper chase which confirmed her identity as a member of the Saotome family.

	He agreed with Subara. This moment had to happen. Her old codename was the last link to her past with Kuno, and he was glad she was able to rid herself of it. With his sister's simple gesture, Subara was set free of her past and could truly begin her new life with them.

	Seconds later, Akane descended the stairs wearing another pair of Ranko's blue jeans and a white T-shirt. Once again, the clothes fit her like a glove and accentuated her curves, commanding his attention in a way nothing else could. Akane must've noticed his lingering gaze because she was smiling broadly as she trotted over to Ranma and put an arm around his waist.

	"Hey, Ranma-kun," she said, kissing him quickly on the lips. "How much longer before we have to leave?" Ranma hugged her close and explained the situation.

	"This means you can stay right here if you like," he finished, nodding at the rear windows.

	"Ooo!" Akane cheered as they sat together on the couch facing the rear windows. "This should be neat!"

	"I can't wait to use it!" Ranko enthused as she quickly dashed around the coffee table and squeezed in next to Akane on the couch. At that moment, Genma entered the house in a rush.

	"Is everyone inside? They should be here -" He stopped and looked over his shoulder as a strident thumping could be heard from outside. As the seconds passed it started to grow louder. "It sounds like the show's about to start. I'm going to be standing just outside so I can talk to the crew leader."

	"All of you," he said as he pointed at the lot of them, including Subara who was now standing in the kitchen, "must stay inside! Also, the electricians are supposed to be here to wire the training hall after it’s been assembled. They'll be knocking on the front door, so someone needs to pay attention."

	"Don't worry about that, uncle!" Subara said cheerfully. "We'll keep an ear out for 'em!"

	"Very good, niece! Thank you," Genma replied with a smirk. Ranma watched as his father left the house and shut the back door firmly. He chuckled when his pop had to raise his hands to block the sudden gust of wind buffeting his face.

	"Hey, handsome," Ranko said as she looked up at Sato. "Come on over here so you can see!"

	"I’d love to sweetie but the couch is full." Sato pointed over his shoulder with a thumb. "Don’t worry about it. I can see just fine from here."

	Ranma laughed softly as Ranko stood up and stepped around the coffee table to pull Sato to his feet. "I have the perfect fix for that."

	Unable to resist Ranko when she was so determined, Sato scrambled to his feet and followed her lead. Ranko raised an eyebrow at him then pointed at the empty spot on the couch.

	"Sit!" she commanded.

	His friend cleared his throat and gave Akane an apologetic shrug before sinking into the spot recently vacated by Ranko. As soon as he was seated, Ranko hopped into Sato’s lap.

	"Ah! Now I understand," he said with a smirk. Ranko giggled and mussed his hair.

	"Good boy!" she added playfully, as if she was rewarding a pet. Akane and Ranma both laughed, though their expressions held a tinge of disbelief.

	"He’s not a dog, sis," Ranma chided.

	"Umm… arf arf?" Sato responded, smirking good-naturedly.

	Ranko’s giggles transformed into full-blown laughter as she reached out and pinched his cheek.

	"I love it!" Then her expression changed into something more... heated. "And I love you."

	Ranma turned his head just as Sato leaned in to kiss Ranko. He looked at Akane, who was snickering at his side.

	"What?" Ranma asked defensively.

	"There's no need to be uncomfortable around them. They love each other." She said it in a soft voice with her lips against his ear which easily overrode his lingering discomfort with his sister's overt affection toward Sato. Sighing, he put an arm around Akane's shoulder and kissed her on the cheek.

	"Yeah, I know…  I’m still getting used to it," he whispered.

	"Just don't give them a hard time," Akane continued. "If you're going to give someone a hard time, it can be me." She gave him a wink as she squeezed his hand firmly. Ranma smirked as an idea came to mind.

	"Hey, I've got an idea Akane! Let's watch the construction from the window in my room. What do you say?" he suggested in a soft voice, punctuating his question with a sly wink. Akane blushed but made no move to argue.

	"This might be our last chance today, Ranma-kun." She got to her feet and held her hand out to him. "I’ve already showered, but who cares? Let’s make this one count!"

	Ranma stopped paying attention to his sister and Sato as he took Akane’s hand and stood from the couch. Those two could cuddle as much as they wanted because he was going to enjoy his own moment upstairs with Akane. His eyes were fixed solidly on her swaying rear as she ascended the stairs in front of him. One thought rang loud and clear in his mind.

	'Thank goodness for soundproofing!'

	 

	Chapter Eleven

	 

	"Thank you, Kei," Kinuko sighed softly as the door to her fiancé's sitting room closed. She sat down in Tatewaki's chair, which formed the apex of a diamond-shaped gathering of seats that surrounded a low table. Their butler reappeared a moment later and placed a tea service on it, then poured a cup for her and bowed before leaving. On the remaining chairs sat some of Furinkan's most elite girls.

	At least that's how important they considered themselves to be.

	They referred to themselves as "The Clique". Kinuko laughed to herself and resisted the urge to shake her head. As if that foreign term somehow made them special! In her mind, just as it was for most students on campus, she'd always thought of them as "The Coven."

	The three visiting her now were a subset of the five main girls who made up the leadership of the group. Mizuki, the ringleader and 'head bitch' smiled, then nodded at Kinuko before taking her seat. Following her in a predictable order were Sayuri and Rika, the 'number two' and 'number three' of the group's loose organization.

	All girls were dressed immaculately in variations of the same thing, spring outerwear with their hair done up in carefully styled ponytails, though Mizuki's wavy hair stood out from the others. The other two simply had flat black hair, albeit with a bright sheen which was combed to perfection.

	Rika cleared her throat before taking a sip from her teacup, catching Kinuko's attention.

	"I appreciate you taking the time to see us on a Sunday," the girl began with a nod as she placed her cup on the table.

	"I admit…" Kinuko responded flatly as she held her own cup in her hands, steam from the warm liquid teasing her nose with its fragrant aroma, "I was a bit surprised when our butler told me you were visiting today. What's the occasion?"

	"A lot's changed at the school recently, Kinuko," Mizuki chimed in, wielding an absurd level of charm. The girl was a true demon, but she was so disarming in her approach it was no wonder she commanded this group.

	"I'm not referring to your engagement to Kuno-senpai. Congratulations, by the way," she added with a warm smile while raising her teacup in an informal toast. "More particularly, there have been a few nuisance-level distractions recently which have… disrupted the hierarchy."

	"She's more than a distraction, Mizuki," Sayuri added coldly. "That girl's an irritant."

	"You mean she's a bully!" Rika piled on with a growl.

	"I hope you didn't come here simply to insult me," Kinuko murmured calmly, though her eyes narrowed to slits.

	"No! We do not refer to you in any way, Kinuko," Mizuki was quick to respond, holding up a hand to placate her. "They're talking about Ranko Saotome. She's been... overplaying her hand recently."

	'Ah, that was unexpected,' Kinuko mused as she took in their expressions. Whatever Ranko did, it must've really pissed them off.

	"The bitch needs to be knocked down a peg or two," Rika spat, putting her cup down and crossing her arms over her chest.

	"Ranko's never been a typical girl," Kinuko began cautiously. "What exactly has she done? I mean, I have my own problems with her following the stunt she pulled the day she returned to school."

	"That's the thing," Sayuri added. "Since that day, she's been growing in popularity. Not just in a general sense either."

	"I don't understand what you're getting at," she murmured softly as she looked at each Coven member in turn.

	"Kinuko, a lot of boys have been heard recently talking about how much they envy Sato," Sayuri explained. "There's even talk of some of them issuing challenges for Ranko's hand." She brushed imaginary lint from her tennis skirt then took another sip of her tea. "That girl's acting like she's magically become the queen bee of the school."

	"That is a position she has not earned, nor will she ever be allowed to have," Mizuki declared flatly.

	"That butch thug doesn't have the right to walk in our shadow, much less act like she owns the place," Rika snapped, her face darkening. Kinuko's eyebrows lifted slightly when she saw the girl put a hand to her right cheek.

	Kinuko crossed her legs and eyed the three girls suspiciously. They used to give her so much grief when she first started at Furinkan High last year. Then, the moment the engagement to Tatewaki had been announced this year, they'd begun attaching themselves to her like a school of lamprey.

	Avoiding them had been one struggle after another, and her fiancé hadn't been any help. The man treated them like irritants, which they were. But he also considered them inconsequential, which they most certainly were not. They weren't called mean girls without reason, after all.

	"You seem awfully angry at her. Has she done something to one of you? Also, what does any of this have to do with me?" Kinuko prodded.

	"Second question first," Mizuki replied with a small smile, putting her teacup on the table and reclining regally in her chair. "Before your... fortunate engagement to Kuno-senpai, you used to date Ranko's brother, correct?"

	"Yes..." Kinuko replied, nodding stiffly. "But what -"

	"What do you know about Ranko?" Rika blurted out suddenly. "Surely you had to deal with her during the time you dated Ranma. There's got to be some… dirt or something -"

	"What my friend here is trying to say," Mizuki cut in smoothly, stopping Rika with a raised hand. "Is that Ranko Saotome has become a much bigger problem. We must deal with it, by any means possible."

	Kinuko put a finger to her lips in thought. Ranma's sister was always a butch girl and something of a bully, but she never treated Kinuko badly while she was dating Ranma. The girl preferred to take a hands-off approach, in fact.

	The passion Kinuko shared with Ranma back then, while enjoyable, was limited to the two of them. He never brought her in close contact with any member of his family, especially his sister. In fact, there was a good chance she'd wind up disappointing The Coven with this news. That wasn't necessarily a bad thing, but then again… their focus on Ranko intrigued her. Kinuko shrugged and reached out for her tea, taking another sip.

	"I only dated Ranma for a few months. During that time, he didn't get along with his sister because she was deep into martial arts. Back then, I never saw him do anything remotely violent. Also, he acted like he didn't even want to think about it." She pursed her lips.

	"Another thing… I honestly thought he hated Ranko. They certainly behaved more like enemies than family back before we broke up."

	"I've never seen her fight directly, although I've heard rumors that she knows how to use her fists," Sayuri conceded.

	"There were those fights that happened after Ranma challenged Kuno-senpai," Mizuki reminded them. "She was injured pretty badly, as I recall."

	"Yes!" Rika agreed, nodding her head vigorously. "See? That shows us she was pretending to know martial arts. Sure, she might know some basics but... the girl's more of a bully and a showoff than anything else." Again, the girl put her hand against her right cheek, her face flush with either anger or embarrassment. Kinuko now found herself *very* intrigued.

	"Something happened to one of you, didn't it?" she asked pointedly. "I mean, even though I agree she's a bully, Ranko pretty much keeps to herself unless she's pushed."

	"Pushed... interesting choice of words, Kinuko," Sayuri supplied with a sly grin.

	"Now now," Mizuki chided her friend gently, yet her eyes sparkled with mirth. Both girls turned to look at their friend Rika.

	"What?" the angry girl snapped, her cheeks heating even more. "Oh, alright! Fine!" She put her feet on the floor and looked directly at Kinuko, sighing.

	"Ranko's been stepping into the spotlight too much recently. Plus, she's been dating that complete loser Sato." Rika made a disgusted face and wrapped her arms around herself. "Fine... I admit the girl's pretty enough to attract guys of good upbringing. So why did she choose that... chump instead of someone… worthy?"

	"I don't know why she chose Sato," Kinuko replied. "He was always kind to me and polite as well. I mean, he's Ranma's best friend and the three of them have a history together." She shrugged. "Maybe it was something that was bound to happen anyway?"

	"Her choice of boyfriend is the main issue," Mizuki declared. "By holding the status level she possesses at the school, Ranko is normalizing relationships with the… poors of the student body."

	"How long will it be before some random loser walks up to me and asks me out just because Sato managed to become Ranko's boyfriend?" Sayuri added, shivering uncomfortably. She reached for her cup and held it tightly in her hands. "The very idea disgusts me!"

	Kinuko considered their point carefully. After all, Ranma fit neatly into that 'loser' bracket as well just a few months ago. Had it not been for their mutual interest in band, she never would've talked to him in the first place.

	Even though their relationship fizzled and died, she did enjoy the time she'd spent with him. Perhaps Sato was offering the same type of thing to Ranko that she used to get from Ranma? To their specific point about dating down, the example Ranko and Sato set would pose a risk to many girls at the school. It would allow some of the more gross types of boys to become emboldened and step too far outside their 'station.'

	Kinuko was so glad that she'd pulled herself off the market permanently! She'd already had her fun with a large section of the popular guys at school, especially during that last band retreat after she broke up with Ranma. That gave her the chance to settle down with her fiancé with no regrets.

	If she hadn't already been engaged to Tatewaki, she could easily imagine a parade of geeks, losers and hentais chasing after her. They'd probably feel justified in wanting their shot at her 'prize'.

	Still… This seemed more personal than they were making it out to be. No way they'd be this concerned about the female population in general. At least one of the girls seemed to have a stake in this. She couldn't honestly object to Ranko being taken down a peg or two.

	This sounded more like a vendetta than anything else. She faced Rika and pointed at her knowingly.

	"What does any of this have to do with you, though?" Kinuko asked plainly. "Did some chump ask one of you out?"

	"Ack! No, fortunately!" Rika answered quickly, blanching. "A couple of weeks back I was fed up watching those two kissing in the open. They do it all the time, and it's always so... brazen! I swear it's like they're making a spectacle of themselves just so they could be seen." Rika crossed her arms over her chest and smirked proudly.

	'Tatewaki and I do that daily,' Kinuko kept to herself. 'However, she makes a point. If we keep doing that while Ranko and Sato are doing the same thing, we'd begin to appear as equals.' She frowned as only one viable solution came to mind. 'I think it's time I suggested that we end our morning shows of affection.'

	"Their behavior has become just a little too overt for me," Mizuki concurred. She quickly turned to Kinuko and smiled diffidently. "I don't mean to imply what you and Kuno-senpai do is the same thing. Someone of his station can do what he likes with his fiancée. We would never object to your open courtship with your future husband, Kinuko." Her mouth wrinkled with distaste. "Ranko and Sato's exhibitionism is… simply too much, however."

	'Bullshit,' Kinuko thought acidly. 'We definitely need to stop.' She sighed internally, regretting the decision. She really enjoyed kissing him in public.

	"Don't you mean gross?" Sayuri asked. "I mean, who likes to watch a geek kiss anyone, even a poser like Ranko?"

	"Especially that loser!" Rika spat. "That's my point entirely! I got tired of having it shoved in my face every day so… I shoved Sato hard enough that he lost his balance and tripped on the stairs." Her grin became savage. "Then I pulled backward on Ranko's bookbag and told her to know her betters."

	"You did what?" Kinuko exclaimed, her eyes wide with shock. "I heard about that incident!"

	"It felt good to watch that... little nobody tumbling backward down the stairs," Rika added with immense satisfaction.

	"The incident wasn't public enough, though," Mizuki continued. "It happened at the start of the school day, so only those in the stairwell saw what happened."

	"Still, she bumped her ugly little head on the stairs, then smacked hard on the landing," Rika crowed gleefully. "It looked like a few people stepped on her too. I was really hoping she would've just cracked her head open and died on the spot..."

	"Rika!" Sayuri shouted incredulously. Yet while her tone was chiding, her small smile was still evident.

	"Well, it looked bad enough that it could've happened." Rika put a finger to her lips in thought. "In fact, it looked like she'd broken one of her legs. I mean, it was lying at a crooked angle. But people surrounded her so quickly that it was hard for me to get close enough to make sure."

	'Yeah, this is exactly why they're called "The Coven" around school,' Kinuko thought.

	She felt a moment of shock at the glee the girls exhibited over the potential damage to her ex's sister. She covered her discomfort with another quick sip of her tea. She looked at them and realized they were all waiting for her to make a comment or, perhaps, to join in on their silent celebration.

	"From what I remember, it sounded like nothing was broken. Ranko simply got up and dusted herself off like it hadn't been any big deal," Kinuko added quickly. "I mean, I know she went to the nurse's office, but from what I heard, she wasn't injured." She took another sip of tea. "She's been walking around the school just fine every day since."

	"That's the unfortunate part," Sayuri grumbled as she took a cookie from a plate and nibbled on it. "There's a lesson that Ranko should've been learned that day, yet… she, as you said, dusted herself off and continued to act the same without any regret or hesitation."

	"Yeah," Rika said dejectedly. "The only one who got hurt was Sato." She hugged herself and shivered. "I can't prove this next part, but..."

	"Go on," Mizuki prodded gently when her friend fell silent. "Kinuko deserves to know what happened next."

	"Ugh!" Rika huffed, clenching her fists in her lap. "Later the same day, I was in the bathroom when someone grabbed me from behind." Some of the color drained from her face. "I couldn't see who it was because the lights had been turned off. I didn't even have a chance to scream before I was slapped in the face *very* hard." Yet again the girl put a hand to her right cheek. "Whoever hit me did it so strongly it left a handprint."

	"As I recall, the mark stayed on your face for the rest of the day," Sayuri supplied blithely. "I'm surprised you didn't go home after that."

	"And let that bitch win?" Rika hissed angrily.

	"How do you know it was her?" Kinuko asked.

	"Because whoever hit me didn't stop there. I was turned around and shoved against the wall. That person happened to be really strong because I was pinned against the concrete and couldn't move." Rika cleared her throat and shook her head slightly.

	"You never told me that!" Sayuri gasped in shock.

	"I knew about it," Mizuki said quietly. "I assumed all our friends were aware of the details."

	"I was told that if I ever did anything like 'the stunt I pulled on the stairs' again, I'd be as bald as Kenji Kurosawa and twice as ugly." She shivered and reached out quickly for her tea, taking a fortifying pull from the cup. "I didn't recognize the voice because it was so raspy, but I'd bet my Ugg boots it was that uppity bitch!"

	Kinuko winced at hearing Kenji's name. Her fiancé's initiate, who was now living in the bedroom wing of the estate just down the hallway, had recounted the harrowing tale of that vicious fight. He'd been forced to get his head shaved after Ranko yanked out two big fistfuls of hair. That occurred on the same day her ex succeeded in challenging Tatewaki at the school.

	Even now, months later, Kenji's hair still wasn't growing correctly. He'd been forced to keep a severe crewcut ever since. There was also a chance his hair would never grow back properly after what she did to him. Still, despite all that violence, he wasn't as mad at her as he should've been.

	Following the recent riot on campus, he actually had... nice things to say about her. He'd blathered for a long time about how Ranko saved the kendo initiates from being stabbed by gang members.

	It didn't make sense! What Kenji told her privately was contradicted by the official record. The kendo initiates were the ones who protected the school that day without any outside help. She didn't understand why he'd spoken like that, but she'd made note of it.

	"It sounds like something she might do," Kinuko was forced to admit. "But again, I don't know what this has to do with me." She looked around at the chairs arrayed before her. "I've completely cut ties with the Saotome family."

	"But you still don't like Ranko, right?" Rika pressed.

	"I don't see how anyone could like her," Kinuko admitted. "She's mean!"

	"Amen," Mizuki replied with a smile. "So, we see things the same way."

	"Well, yes we see things the same way, but... I don't see how I can do anything except pile on," Kinuko confessed. She put down her teacup and ran her fingers through her short, smartly coiffed hair. "Ranko's someone who likes to hurt others. That's not a big secret to anyone with common sense."

	"There's common sense and then there's common knowledge," Sayuri replied sagely. "Most students at Furinkan only possess the latter."

	"That's exactly the point, Sayuri. There's something to be said for working together when dealing with ignorance," Mizuki suggested mildly. "Sometimes what a group of people knows is not what they witness or hear directly, but what they're told."

	"The enemy of my enemy is my friend." Sayuri lifted her teacup in a salute. "We could work together, Kinuko."

	"Work together how?" she pressed. "Ranko's not a weakling and she can definitely fight. Even if you don't believe she's a martial arts master or anything like that, if any of you tried to fight her -"

	"We would lose," Mizuki completed smoothly. "We understand that. There is, however, something to be said for the use of soft power." She nodded at Kinuko. "You wield that at an immense level thanks to your engagement."

	"Again, I'm missing something," Kinuko said unsurely.

	"A whisper campaign," Sayuri volunteered. "That's one thing the top-heavy bully can't fight back against. Once people start believing the worst about her, she won't be able to fight back against it."

	A light bulb went off, and Kinuko had to stifle a gasp. These girls wanted to leverage her position with her fiancé to destroy Ranko's reputation! She wasn't sure they understood how difficult such a thing would be. The girl's been elevated to sainthood in the eyes of most students thanks to that terrible accident.

	"You know she's a very popular person at the school, right? I mean, look at the facts. She gets hit by a car and survives that." Kinuko then pointed at Rika. "Then she falls down a flight of stairs in an 'accident'," she used air quotes to emphasize that point, "and she came out of that looking indestructible. That only added to her legend and made her a bigger standout at Furinkan."

	Mizuki put her cup down again and ran her fingers over her head, straightening hair that didn't need to be straightened. She nodded, conceding Kinuko's point, though she appeared reluctant to do even that.

	"Yes, Rika's stunt backfired and made the girl even more popular as a result," Mizuki muttered softly. "So, our best option is to choose a different target."

	"What? Wait! Do you mean you're going after -" She broke off as all three girls nodded in unison.

	"Sato," Sayuri said. "He's the weak link. We damage his reputation by either digging for dirt or making stuff up out of whole cloth. If it works, she gets dragged down into obscurity with him."

	"Hold on! I doubt you'd be able to break them up by doing this."

	"We don't want to break them up," Mizuki chimed in. "In fact, we hope the campaign keeps them together. Closeness through adversity and other such nonsense." She looked at each of her friends in turn, then directed her attention to Kinuko. "As Sayuri says, he'll drag her down with him."

	"Into the dirt where that mouthy brat belongs," Rika said with satisfaction. "But we need your help to get things started."

	"Why me?" Kinuko asked.

	"We attempted this once already," Mizuki volunteered. "And it only met with limited success."

	"What do you mean?" Kinuko asked, her brow furrowing. She didn't remember any rumors that stood out. A lot of people have been saying stuff about them for weeks, but nothing's ever stuck to them.

	"Do you remember the rumors that went around about Sato paying Ranko to date him?"

	"Wait! That came from *you*?" Kinuko asked sharply.

	"Guilty as charged," Sayuri said with a proud smirk as she held up her hand. "It had legs and a good chance at success. Unfortunately, Ranko was able to use violence to suppress it."

	"It was only partially successful because Ranko was able to fight back against the accusation," Mizuki confirmed. "It told us that we needed to adjust our approach. Instead of focusing on the illegitimacy of their relationship, we need to concentrate on highlighting the illegitimacy of Sato himself. Ruining his character is the wisest course of action, and one she wouldn't be able to combat easily."

	Kinuko found herself both surprised and interested as the girls began to lay out their plan. It wouldn't be any direct assault on Ranko, thank goodness! As they talked, she realized that if she played her cards right, nothing could ever be traced back to her.

	As the full scope of the plan was laid bare, she realized these girls were playing a *very* long game. It might be as late as mid-fall before their scheme bore fruit. But still, if she could get back at Ranko for the stunt she pulled the day, it would be worth it.

	"Ladies, I'm in! But I have a few ideas," Kinuko told them, smiling. Grabbing cookies, they munched away cheerfully as she made a few suggestions about improvements which, much to her surprise, were greeted with enthusiasm by Mizuki.

	This could be a really good way to cement her place in the hierarchy of the student body at school. Plus, she could already imagine how her efforts would add to her fiancé’s legacy by removing social climbers from around him.

	This was her first opportunity to make her mark as Tatewaki's future wife. She wasn't about to let it pass.

	 

	Chapter Twelve

	 

	Sunday Evening

	 

	"Have a good night, sensei," Sato told Genma tiredly as he bent down and struggled to put on his shoes.

	"You did fantastic work today, Sato. I can tell you’ve been working hard on improving your stamina," Genma proclaimed proudly. He turned to Subara, placing a hand gently on her shoulder.

	"Niece, your expertise in Taekwondo is impressive! I'm happy to let you use the training hall to teach everyone. Expertise in different disciplines is a good thing. We should discuss a schedule so that kenpo and Taekwondo can both be taught."

	"That's awesome, uncle!" Subara enthused, dressed in her skintight black-and-violet yoga pants from yesterday along with a cutoff shirt and denim jacket. Sato was baffled by how she could look so polished and fresh after running them through the wringer for an hour. Even her beret was perfectly placed! The only thing that looked unkempt was her hair, but to his mind that seemed intentional.

	"The new training hall is amazing, uncle," the ninja enthused. "I’m so glad they finished everything early enough for us to try it out. I'd *love* to teach in there with you!" she finished by clasping her hands together and grinning broadly.

	Sato suppressed a smirk and wondered if he should check his blood sugar following that sweet display from the ninja. Sometimes Subara was way *too* good at portraying her aliases.

	"Thank you, niece!" Genma replied, beaming. "I'm proud of it, too. Nodoka and I spent a lot of time choosing just the right one. I think it suits our needs perfectly." He looked down to his daughter who was eyeing him impatiently, her hands on her hips.

	"Okay, Ranko… Go ahead and kiss him goodnight, I know you want to," her father teased.

	"Dad, I *want* to walk home with him," Ranko huffed, a very cute pout on her lips. "It won’t take very long. After all, he walks here every day to go to school with me!" She crossed her arms over her chest, the very image of a petulant child even though Sato knew better. His girlfriend was undeniably a woman in full bloom and emotionally far more mature than she let on.

	"You'll come back inside the house after you're done and take a bath before getting ready for bed. It’s a school night, young lady. Plus, you're the one who’s supposed to be ordering dinner for us, so we'll be waiting on you." He looked again at Subara, nodding.

	"Call me if something comes up, okay niece?"

	"Okay uncle!" she responded, beaming as she held up her cell phone and waved. She opened the door, and Sato jumped slightly at a beep that came from the nearby alarm panel. "Don't worry about that noise, uncle. It's just letting you know the door's open. I'll arm the system once everyone's in bed."

	"Thank you, Subara," Genma said. He ushered the three of them outside and closed the door.

	"Oh, that does get tiring after a while," Subara groaned softly.

	"What's that, sis?" Ranko asked.

	"Being the always cheerful niece," Subara clarified, stifling a yawn. "It is... rather difficult to maintain that level of positive energy for so long."

	"You do it so well, though..." Sato quipped, earning a giggle from Ranko. He reached out and hugged his girlfriend tightly.

	"I love you, beautiful."

	"I love you more, Jeff," she said softly. Ranko squealed in delight when he reached down and grabbed her firmly by her taut derriere, lifting her up to his eye level. "I also love it when you do *that*, handsome," she growled. Smiling happily, she closed the distance and engaged him in a passionate French kiss.

	Sato closed his eyes and immersed himself in the love of his girlfriend as she tangled her fingers wantonly in his hair. Her warmth against him was a wonderful reminder of their loving weekend spent together. He took it all in… her scent, the feel of her in his arms, and the deep affection she so obviously had for him.

	If he could figure out a way to do it, he’d gladly stay the night at her house. Although… he knew the temptation to sneak into Ranko's room would be too hard to ignore. The last thing he wanted was to create a situation where he’d be banned from their home!

	A short time later a loud thump on the door jolted them out of their moment.

	"Dad's waiting inside for me, Jeff," Ranko grumbled. He gently set her down, his lizard brain bidding a temporary farewell to those lovely handfuls of well-shaped athletic posterior. He caressed his girlfriend's cheek and winked at her before stepping back. Subara quickly filled the void, hugging Ranko tightly.

	"I will be back as soon as I can, sister," she said softly. "I am looking forward to our sleep this evening."

	"Soon we'll have bigger beds!" Ranko said, perking up slightly. "That means we’ll be able to stretch out."

	"It would also better justify you sharing your bed with me. Outside of our close circle, it would be scandalous for us to always be that close in such a small bed. It invites... unwelcome speculation."

	"Yeah, I know." Ranko looked at both of them. "Be safe and look out for each other, okay?" she asked as she opened the door and put one foot inside.

	"Sure thing, sweetie," Sato replied while Subara merely inclined her head and smiled.

	"Wait up for me, Ranko! I’ll be back soon!" Subara said in her bubbly mode as she waved to her uncle.

	Ranko giggled and shook her head at Subara's silly display. Sato's heart skipped a beat as Ranko blew them both a kiss before closing the door.

	"Let us partake of the road, Jeff," Subara announced in English.

	"Indeed, my fair lady," he replied in kind. He showed her a cheeky grin as they walked to the sidewalk and began the long trek to his mother's house. "Allow us to sally forth," he added, prompting a soft laugh from the ninja.

	They walked together in silence for a few minutes before he tentatively reached out to take her hand. To his surprise, she blushed slightly yet did not shy away when their hands met.

	"Hey, Subara. How- how did I do today?" he forced himself to say, unexpectedly nervous all of a sudden.

	"You acquitted yourself admirably today, Jeff," the ninja told him as she squeezed his hand, an approving smile on her lips.

	"So..." he began unsurely. "Does this mean I have a chance?"

	"A chance to what?" she pressed, nodding encouragingly.

	"A chance to be good at martial arts. I mean... I wasn't expecting- Agghh!" he yelled as he collapsed to the pavement and landed roughly on his ass. He grabbed his right leg with both hands and cried out in pain.

	"Ow shit! It hurts! What the hell's happening?" he shouted through gritted teeth.

	Subara bent down and quickly looped one of his arms over her shoulders, then dragged him to a nearby bench as if he weighed nothing! He hissed in pain a moment later when she carefully straightened his leg, which had drawn up tightly toward his thigh.

	"You are having a leg cramp, Jeff," she explained in a rush. "There is no easy way to deal with this. Bear with me… this will not be pleasant."

	She knelt in front of him and examined his bare leg, then touched it firmly. Her warm hands felt amazing against the knotted muscles of his calf until she started kneading it with her thumbs.

	"OW!" Sato shouted. He almost stood up due to the pain, however a stern look from her glued him to his spot. The pain threatened to overwhelm him and his nausea was starting to build. Then, just as suddenly as it began, it stopped hurting.

	"The muscle is starting to relax. Is this feeling better?" she asked as she continued working on it.

	Were his leg not so damned sore, he was certain this would've been the most amazing thing he'd ever felt from a woman. Well, maybe it was close to fooling around with Ranko, though nothing in the world could ever beat that.

	"Yeah," he said, wincing. He leaned forward and put a hand on her shoulder. "Thanks, Subara. I owe you one for taking care of me like this."

	"Think nothing of it," she said softly, although the blush on her cheeks grew redder in the waning light of day. "I am… happy to do this for you." She glanced at him and raised an eyebrow when their eyes met. "After all, as late as it is, neither Ranko nor I wanted you walking home by yourself." She indicated his leg with a nod. "It is a good thing I came with you. Otherwise, I would have been unable to render aid."

	"Ohhh… You're awesome!" he said as he gingerly stretched both legs.

	"You are… not so bad either, Jeff," the ninja confessed, her eyes not quite meeting his.

	"I’m sorry my leg went crazy." He stopped talking and groaned appreciatively as she kneaded the tortured muscle slowly. "I should've been paying attention to how much water I was drinking during your class."

	"You did yourself no favors by depleting yourself with my sister for hours on end and forgetting to rehydrate, Jeff. Losing sweat, semen and sperm in those amounts comes at a physical cost, as you just learned." She eyed him critically.

	"Have you eaten anything today?" Subara asked, a clear scold in her voice.

	He grinned, yet remained silent.

	"Besides the obvious?" she added in a perfect deadpan, failing to conceal a smirk.

	"Now that I think about it... No, I haven't had any food since yesterday when we got back from the Tendo's house."

	"I thought as much." She shook her head in disbelief and muttered something he couldn't make out as she sat next to him on the bench. "Twenty hours without nourishment," the ninja muttered, eyeing him critically.

	"But I -"

	"Hush, Jeff. I am not referring to spiritual or sexual nourishment."

	"I know," he replied with a smirk. Subara gave a beleaguered sigh and shook her head, then answered his smirk with one of her own.

	"Be glad I always keep an emergency ration on hand for situations such as this," she chided, pulling a candy bar from her jacket pocket. "Here you go, dear Jeff. Eat it slowly, as I did not think to bring water with me."

	"Thanks, Subara. I appreciate it," he said as he ripped off the top of the wrapper and bit off a chunk.

	"Share?" he asked with a raised eyebrow, holding out the candy.

	She cleared her throat and accepted the candy bar from him wordlessly. Subara nibbled a piece then held it out, resting her hand on his thigh so the snack was between them. Sato reached out and touched her hand to get her attention.

	"Hmm?" she asked softly.

	"So… About what we were discussing before my leg went nuts... I'm a bit overwhelmed, Subara."

	"I am not surprised at all by that, Jeff. You have only started training with me tonight, so everything is new and likely a bit daunting." The ninja's eyes swept across him, as if she was assessing him. He'd lost count of the number of times she'd looked at him that way recently.

	"I can tell you have the capacity to be a good martial artist. The only challenge you face is that you are starting at an age where many students have already attained their black belts." She softened her remarks with a lopsided grin. "We cannot control time, however. Your willingness to learn, for now, is more than sufficient."

	She took another bite from the candy bar, then held up the treat to him. He bent his head down and bit off a small piece, smiling playfully before taking the bar from her hand and holding it between them.

	"There are students older than me that are starting either kenpo or Taekwondo, right?" he asked.

	"There are," Subara assured him, cuffing his shoulder lightly. "However, before we delve into the specifics of martial arts training, or student ages, we must establish one immutable fact."

	"What’s that?"

	"You need to be pursuing martial arts for the right reason, Jeff," she told him firmly. "If you are doing this as a means to impress Ranko, you will fail."

	"I… suppose I understand what you mean, Subara." Sato blushed and looked down at his feet. "I promise I’m not… doing this to impress my girlfriend. I really want to learn."

	"That is wise." Subara’s look softened. "We both know, without a doubt, that my sister loves you very much and is completely devoted to you. Do not fear losing her simply because you are a novice at this stage."

	"You know me better than I thought," he admitted with a sigh. "I've been worrying about that, Subara. Honestly... What you said the day we met in the attic has been bugging me ever since."

	"To which part of the conversation are you referring?"

	"The part where you said I needed to train hard so I could fight off all the idiots who'd be challenging me for Ranko’s heart." Sato laughed darkly. "Right now, I know I wouldn't stand much of a chance against another guy. The brawl at the school kinda proved that."

	"Jeff, you should not be so hard on yourself. Even I would have had difficulty fending off eight attackers!" She put an arm across his shoulders comfortingly. "Just like with your appearance, it is clear you do not comprehend the full breadth and scope of your innate talents."

	"For real?" Sato asked hopefully. He grinned bashfully as she met his gaze and nodded.

	"I do not know how much of your physique comes from the American side of your family, but I can tell that your body is transforming. I saw it clearly today when we were together in the attic compared to what I saw two weeks ago."

	"You know, I keep forgetting how many times you’ve seen me with my clothes off, Subara," Sato admitted, laughing nervously. Her eyes danced with mirth as she held his gaze.

	"Outside of your… occasional dalliances with my sister, in what types of physical activity have you engaged since your first class with my uncle?"

	"If those times with Ranko count as exercise, I want to do that every day." He huffed a laugh. "It's for my health, after all! I'm sure Ranko would understand." Subara laughed richly, her dimples showing.

	"For as long as the two of you engaged in it this weekend… it most certainly counted as exercise, Jeff." Sato smirked proudly and his lizard brain told him to organize a training schedule as soon as possible.

	"Besides that, Ranko and I have been working out together, starting with her therapy sessions. We still do that every chance we get, even though she completed her therapy weeks ago."

	"That is a good start," she said encouragingly. "Are you still following those therapy regimens completely?"

	"For the most part, yeah. I’ve also been doing drills at home that Ranma and Ranko showed me when I was training in kenpo." He shrugged. "Mostly just blocks and stretching, though."

	"Have you been doing any running?"

	"No, I never did any hard running. Even when we were on the treadmills at the hospital, we'd only ever do a fast walk." He shrugged and showed the ninja an embarrassed grin. "Honestly, I only run when I’m being chased, Subara."

	"How recently have you been chased?" she quipped. His grin slipped and was replaced by a thoughtful frown.

	"I haven’t run a long distance since the night I had to take Motoko to the hospital."

	"I will not recommend it today since you are malnourished and have already experienced a severe leg cramp," the ninja murmured, her expression pensive. "However, from now on you should be running every day from our home to yours." Sato sighed in resignation, yet he nodded his acceptance.

	"I suppose I could, but… sensei said he could tell that my stamina was improving!"

	"We both know the real reason why that is, Jeff," Subara quipped, snorting loudly. He blushed at the ninja’s knowing smile. "You have laid a good foundation, pardon the pun, however you must now build upon that and be serious about it."

	"Okay… but the distance between your place and my mom’s house isn’t very long. Would that be enough?" She paused to consider the question.

	"Perhaps you could take a more circuitous route to get home?" Subara suggested. "If you are truly serious about improving your fitness and pursuing martial arts, you should be running at a constant pace for a minimum of thirty minutes every day, Jeff."

	"I am serious about it, Subara," Sato affirmed, nodding grimly. He wasn’t exactly looking forward to doing it, but he wouldn't argue with her since she clearly knew what she was talking about.

	"I’ll start tomorrow. I think I can find a way to make the trip to mom’s house last thirty minutes, although I may pass the same place a few times while doing it." His expression lightened and he offered her a small grin.

	"One other thing," Subara interjected, her tone shifting slightly. "It may be none of my business, but you have aroused my curiosity." She squeezed his shoulder again. "You always refer to your home as your ‘mom’s place’ when it is mentioned. Why is that?"

	"It's her place," he answered with a shrug.

	"Do you not consider it your place as well?"

	"No, I don’t." Sato shook his head emphatically, then looked down at his hands. "I am a *resident* there, but I am not an owner. Years ago, mom worked her ass off to get us out of that nasty apartment. She did that by herself and she earned it."

	"You contribute to the household, correct?"

	"I’ll tell you what I told Ranko," Sato began as he met her eyes. "I do simple things like keeping the clothes washed, making sure mom’s home is clean, and a lot of times I'll cook food for her because she’s always working late. This has especially been the case for the past two months. Beyond that, I don’t do much there except take up space."

	"I daresay you do more than take up space, Jeff." Subara's eyebrows drew down in concern. "With everything you just listed, that would normally give someone a sense of ownership, would it not?" He shook his head emphatically and loosed a sigh.

	"I suppose it may pay some kind of weird rent, but I don’t see it that way. I do what I can to help mom so she doesn't have to worry about losing what she worked so hard for." He smiled thinly and cleared his throat. "I… always knew she had it tough as a single mom. I wouldn't dare take anything from her by claiming that her place is also mine. It just wouldn't feel right, Subara."

	"Again, you show wisdom beyond your years, Jeff Sato." Subara leaned into him and rubbed his back softly. "Are you sure you are only eighteen?" Sato laughed and rested his head on her shoulder for a moment.

	"Sometimes I feel like I’m twelve, honestly." He patted her thigh in a friendly gesture and left it there, the corded muscles of her leg easily discernable through the thin fabric of her yoga pants. "But… I did a lot of growing up the day Ranko was hit by that car. Life had only been a silly game before then." She put her hand atop his and interlaced their fingers.

	"Jeff, I would have been surprised if you had *not* experienced a significant level of growth in that moment." Their eyes met again. "You were exactly the person Ranko needed when she needed it. You have rightfully earned your place in her heart."

	"I hear what you’re saying, Subara. I know she loves me like crazy, but she’s so… perfect! I’m just me!" He showed her a puzzled look. "It’s one of the reasons why I wanted to learn from you. Not just to get in better shape and to defend against whatever idiotic challengers come after me. I need to make sure I’ll measure up over the long run."

	"I assure you that your worries are unfounded, Jeff. I have already told you my sister is devoted to you." Subara squeezed his hand gently.

	"Yeah she is. For now…" He frowned.

	"For now?" she repeated, her eyes narrowing slightly. Sato caught the expression and hurried to continue.

	"The reason I'm so concerned has to do with something she told me the day we officially became a couple." Sato cleared his throat and tried to tamp down on his emotions.

	"Go ahead, Jeff. Tell me what troubles you. You will get no judgement from me," Subara pressed, looking at him expectantly. He blew out a measured breath and nodded, knowing deep down that he could trust her as much as he could Ranko.

	"She said her mother was afraid I'd be treated as a rebound relationship after Ranko's breakup with Hikaru. Once her heart was mended she'd let me go and move on to someone else." He said that last part with a quaver in his voice. "God, I hope that isn't true! It would ruin me if she did that."

	"I do not think she is of a mind to do that, Jeff." The ninja stretched her legs and sighed. "My sister is impulsive and never does anything in half measures."

	"This is true," Sato agreed, huffing a small laugh.

	"This means that when she loves you, she gives you every ounce of it and does not change her heart." She chuckled. "That insatiable little girl surprised me with how much she cares for you. Her energy and her affection are… boundless."

	"I suppose it’s the curse of being teenagers," he said, barking a laugh.

	"I feel it is more than that," Subara countered. "I honestly believe that Ranko loves differently from other people. It is almost as if..."

	She paused and sat in silence for a long time. Sato watched her as she seemed to reason out something.

	"Penny for your thoughts?" he eventually chanced asking.

	"From what I can see, from the outside at least, my sister has made room in her heart for both you and me." A warm smile slowly broke out on her face. "I can tell she loves me, even though she has not yet said it. It is what gives me some level of empathy with you in this regard."

	"You think she loves both of us equally?" he asked unsurely. "But it can't be the same."

	"It is not the same, yet it is similar," Subara clarified. "I feel the love she has for me, and I see it in how she looks at me in unguarded moments." The ninja poked him in the shoulder with a finger, winking at him. "I see her look at you the same way, Jeff. Also, you have the added benefit of her confession of love for you. After all, she has repeatedly said that she loves you. Her demonstration of it, both physical and emotional, is the truth of the matter."

	"I love her more than anything, Subara." Sato nodded his head slowly in agreement. "After what you just said, I should probably stop second-guessing myself. I guess she'll always love me the same way I love her." He turned to look at her when something occurred to him.

	"So… does this mean that… you love Ranko?" he asked hesitantly.

	"I do," she admitted after a lengthy pause. Subara clutched her hands to her breast in an unprecedented show of emotion. "I know the truth of what I feel in here, even though such demonstrations of affection are difficult for me to convey." Her conflicted expression transformed into something joyous.

	"Bless that beautiful ball of affection and energy… I do love her!" She pulled a slip of paper out of her pocket. "The codename she assigned to me today… It was the most beautiful gift she could have ever given me. It showed true understanding of what I have become as well as the depth of her love for me, all in one simple phrase."

	"The White Rose of Love..." Sato read aloud, then looked up at her. "I have to say… that's really intense, Subara. But… she has a point. It fits you now."

	"I believe it does, Jeff." She folded the paper and slipped it back in her jacket, then put her hand over the pocket almost reverently.

	Sato took another big bite of the candy bar and handed the remainder to her. She accepted it and polished it off, putting the wrapper in her other jacket pocket. Sato suppressed a snort of surprise as he realized he'd just shared at least two indirect kisses with the ninja courtesy of a Crunky Bar.

	'Geez, what a time to think of something like that!' he thought with a laugh. Subara cleared her throat and gave his hand a gentle pinch, grabbing his attention.

	"We should continue walking to your mother’s home. How is your leg feeling?" the ninja reminded him as she stood. Sato reached his hand out to her and she pulled him easily to his feet.

	"I may need some help walking for a bit. It's sore now, but at least it's no longer cramping." He winced as he put weight on his leg. It supported him, but not without complaining. "By the way, you weren't kidding about the effect of your poomsae workouts, Subara!"

	"Worry not. I will guide you on your walk," she said, patting him on the back firmly. He looked at her askance as her words caught up with his brain.

	"Wait... Guide me? I thought I was showing you how to get to mom’s place. You know where I live?" he asked incredulously.

	"Of course!" the ninja proclaimed proudly, a crafty smirk on her lips. "A thorough researcher researches thoroughly."

	Sato chuckled and resumed walking, one of his arms across Subara's shoulders. He studied her face as they walked in silence and realized her expression had lost most of its humor. The longer they walked, the more it seemed that something was seriously bothering the ninja. Subara must have sensed his scrutiny because she met his gaze and wrapped an arm around his waist, embracing him tightly from the side.

	"When I arrive home I will endeavor to discuss things further with my sister, assuming she is still awake. I suspect she will simply affirm my beliefs that she has no intent of leaving you for someone else."

	"I hope so, Subara."

	"In regard to my sister and what happened this weekend between you and I…" She rested her head on his shoulder for a moment. "… have a confession, Jeff."

	"What’s wrong?" Sato asked, sensing her sudden unease. He slid a hand under her jacket and began rubbing her back just as he'd done in the attic during their odd ‘nude meeting’.

	"Before our accidental encounter, when you first saw me unclothed…" she broke off and cleared her throat roughly.

	"Yeah, I remember," he murmured softly.

	'Hell, how could I possibly forget that? Ranko and I both benefited from that!' he thought dryly.

	"Shortly before that moment, I had awakened from a nightmare, Jeff." She stopped and turned to face him. "I dreamed we encountered each other in a situation similar to what actually happened outside the bathroom." She barked a laugh. "The irony of that does not escape me, by the way."

	"How bad was it?"

	"Jeff… I have no other way to describe it except to tell it outright," she said in a tone that almost sounded like a warning.

	Subara then described, in graphic detail, everything that happened in her dream. Sato stood before her, stunned at the recalled moments and colored deeply at the notion of being *inside* the ninja, even accidentally! His exhaustion and his sore leg were the only things keeping him from reacting to Subara’s very detailed recollection. This despite the fact his lizard brain was giving him a definitive thumbs up of encouragement.

	"In the dream, when I confessed to Ranko what happened between us in the bathroom, she looked at me with eyes like ice and essentially told me I was dead to her." Subara suddenly looked at him with something akin to panic. "It felt so real, especially at the point where she threw me out of her life." She clenched his arms almost desperately, her grip so firm it was cutting off the circulation to his hands.

	"This morning, it took every ounce of self-control I could muster. It was the only way I could stand in front of her and pretend calm when she saw us together in the attic, Jeff." She bit her lip and her eyes started to water. "I was *terrified* the entire time I was standing next to you."

	"Hey, it’s okay, Subara!" Alarmed, Sato hurriedly wrapped her in his arms and held her tight, one of his hands supporting the back of her head as she rested her cheek on his shoulder. To his utter astonishment, the ninja began to weep softly.

	"I… I understand. I’d feel the same way if she said the same thing to me." Subara embraced him almost desperately as her own hand went up to cradle his head, matching his affectionate gesture.

	"I have been trained to face all sorts of difficulties and have laughed in the face of death numerous times. Emotional control is at the *core* of who I am, but… I was completely unprepared for this." She sniffled loudly and gasped, then cleared her throat roughly.

	"But losing Ranko? The mere prospect of it was agonizing. I never considered it before… and I would do everything in my power to keep it from happening!" She stepped away from him and met his eyes, her cheeks slick with tears. "The pain of it was… indescribable, Jeff."

	Sato reached up and cupped her face, wiping away her tears with his thumbs just as he'd done for Ranko before. Man, how he hated to see a girl cry. What made it even worse was that this typically cool and stoic ninja had been rocked to her core by a bad dream, and it had reduced her to tears. If he'd ever harbored any doubts about the love those two women had for each other, this moment removed them completely.

	"So, I guess you understand my predicament," the ninja admitted around a cascade of sniffles. "Our mutual nudity this morning was both intriguing… and terrifying."

	"But you looked so calm the whole time we were up there, Subara," Sato pointed out. "I saw you looking at me this morning and I didn’t mind at all. But you honestly didn’t look *scared* to me. All I saw was your confidence…" He blushed profusely. "And your beauty," he added as he pointed at her.

	"I must confess," she said with a dry laugh. "I used my undisguised scrutiny of your nudity as a means to cope."

	"I'm having a hard time believing that. After all, it was only me you were looking at," he quipped.

	"I will have you know that looking at your physique was a… rather nice distraction," she admitted, gnawing on her lower lip. "I used that to allow me to regain control of my emotions."

	He snorted in disbelief. Here's a woman who was *not* his girlfriend. She’d willingly stared at his naked body, admitted that she liked it, and used that as a means to distract herself? He never had anyone say anything close to that about him, ever!

	Subara was definitely a… unique woman.

	"Which is why," she continued, "in the face of my nightmare, her acceptance of what happened between us in the attic completely unnerved me." She clasped her hands in front of her and looked at him almost desperately. "Ranko almost seemed… *pleased* that we were together like that."

	"It’s going to be okay," he assured the ninja softly.

	He had also taken note of Ranko's reaction and had been concerned, initially. However, since the whole situation had been caused by his girlfriend in the first place, he hadn't dwelled on it.

	Oddly enough, Sato believed that Akane being with them and equally naked had helped the situation. No one could've done anything without witnesses present, so it prevented him from being paranoid about how others perceived his closeness with the ninja.

	"Our Ranko is a mystery, sometimes," Sato told her, smiling as she covered his hand with hers. "But she’s still *our* Ranko." Subara laughed through her tears.

	"Yes, thank goodness, she is still ours." She wiped her eyes and cleared her throat, then put his arm across her shoulders again. With the mood much lighter now, they walked in the direction of his mother’s house without another word spoken between them.

	Sato sighed in relief as the ache in his leg dulled enough that he could walk without assistance. By the time they reached the front door of the townhome, he turned to face Subara and took her hands in his.

	"I'd love for you to come inside, but it would probably confuse my mom. She'll assume you're Ranko."

	"I understand, Jeff."

	"Before you go…" he began, then faltered.

	"What is it?"

	He stepped forward and embraced her tightly. Subara didn't hesitate as she returned the hug with full force. To Sato, this felt different from when he tried to comfort her. Now he was embracing her simply because he enjoyed being with her, and he had to admit she felt really nice in his arms.

	"I’m very happy for you. Your new codename and your passport are huge. I know how big a deal they are. Also, I’m glad you’ve found a real home with Ranko and Ranma," he said into her ear.

	"Yes indeed. And I need to thank you as well," she said softly as she rubbed his back.

	"What for?" he asked.

	"For loving my sister and treating us both so wonderfully," the ninja whispered into his ear.

	"You take care, Subara. Hopefully I'll see you at the lunch tree tomorrow," Sato told her with a smirk as they separated.

	"You will." She grinned in response. "When I come by, I shall bring a treat for each of you." He nodded then took a step back, looking at her seriously.

	"Charyot!" he announced suddenly.

	They both sprang to attention with their arms at their sides.

	"Kyungnae!" she said forcefully, but not loudly.

	"Pilsung!" they echoed, bowing to each other on the sidewalk.

	"Someone has been studying," Subara said appreciatively as she quirked an eyebrow at him.

	"I might have watched a video or two since your demonstration," he admitted, smirking playfully.

	"Kamsahamnida!" they chanted as one, then did a fist bump.

	"Until tomorrow, Jeff" she said, offering him a pleased smile.

	"See you then, Subara," Sato replied with a satisfied grin. He offered her a final wave before opening the door and stepping inside.

	 

	Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Hikaru shambled into his room tiredly, barely able to keep his eyes open even though his mind was running at light speed. Still having a hard time absorbing what happened today, he closed the bedroom door and stared at the far wall blankly.

	He'd headed out late this morning to stop by his favorite hobby shop. All Hikaru had expected to do was score a collectable DVD set and a few packs of Pokémon cards, then maybe hang out with the owner for a while and shoot the breeze. Since his favorite restaurant shut down over a month ago, he'd also considered stopping somewhere new to get something to eat once he was done.

	In other words, it was supposed to be a fairly typical weekend where his highest priorities included avoiding his parents and loafing around town for a few hours. Instead, he'd spent an entire afternoon and part of the evening in the cozy embrace of Nabiki Tendo.

	Nabiki Tendo!

	For the second time in his life, he'd been ambushed by an older woman whom he'd always feared strictly because of her reputation. Well, he should be honest with himself. He didn't fear her anymore, and he enjoyed the hell out of what they'd done today.

	Nabiki had become, ironically enough, the highlight of his day, and possibly the entire weekend.

	He snorted a dry laugh as his eyes roamed his bedroom aimlessly. The item he'd purchased after parting ways with her now sat on his desk, still tucked in a shopping bag and completely forgotten. His priorities had shifted for obvious reasons, and he had to push himself to buy even one packet of cards before he went home. That was simply to justify his extended absence to his parents. If he'd come back empty-handed, they would've begun asking him a lot of questions.

	He grimaced as his stomach issued another sharp protest. He put a hand on his belly to steady it and prayed he'd be able to burp soon. He felt so full that it hurt to even walk. Having to run to the bathroom to throw up would be a shitty way to end the evening.

	He'd been forced to have dinner with his parents, per usual for a Sunday evening. They were a stickler for formalities, and he couldn't get away with just pretending to eat dinner with them. So, he'd dug into his sukiyaki without any complaints. At least they hadn't questioned him when he didn’t ask for seconds.

	Hikaru had already eaten a large meal with Nabiki after they'd left the hotel. Following almost five hours of rampant mating, he'd been starving in an entirely different way. However, as hungry as he thought he'd been when they placed their orders at the ramen shop, Nabiki's appetite completely dwarfed his!

	He'd watched in mute horror as she tackled her meal with gusto and was glad she'd been the one who was paying. Hikaru never knew until now that her appetite for food had matched her appetite for him. If they ever went on a real date, he'd have to make sure he'd saved up enough money.

	Maybe he'd need a month or so advance warning, just in case?

	Well, anyway, he was stuck with that memory to end the evening. It also seemed that he was possibly stuck with Nabiki. But maybe that wasn't such a bad thing?

	He winced as a gurgling sound issued from deep in his belly. Patting his chest twice, he let rip with one of the loudest belches he'd been able to summon in months.

	'Oh! That felt *so* good!' he thought, relieved.

	Smirking, Hikaru felt rather proud of himself and regretted not recording the moment. His belly *finally* settled down and his ache melted away, leaving him feeling a lot more relaxed. That is until his eyes landed on a picture he kept on the side of his desk. It was a glossy print of him standing with Ranma, Ranko and Sato. His mood turned bittersweet as he picked up the photo and studied it.

	His arm was across Ranko's shoulders, and they were leaning against each other, their heads touching. The shit-eating grin he wore told the story of how he'd felt that day. He laughed softly at the memory. In that moment, Ranko had given him rabbit ears while sticking her tongue out at the person taking the picture. Sato had been in the middle and Ranma was keeping as much distance from his sister as he could while somehow remaining in frame.

	It was an image which captured a time with the gang back when everything had been wonderful. It was almost a storybook moment where Ranma was still participating in band and had just started dating Kinuko. Sato was nothing more than their goofy tagalong who followed behind harmlessly and kept out of everyone's way.

	As for Hikaru himself, he'd been on top of the world. Ranko was his newly declared girlfriend, school had settled into a comfortable routine, and anime weekends were the norm at Ranma's place. Their futures seemed planned out and the road ahead promised nothing but fun times ahead.

	'What a load of crap that turned out to be,' he thought dryly. He focused on the picture again and scoffed. It had a hole in it where Sato's face used to be. He'd burned it away with a match the same day he'd had a fight outside that asshole's place.

	He'd gone there hoping to teach his former friend a lesson about doing the right thing, even after the guy had previously beaten the shit out of him and put him in the hospital. Instead, Hikaru managed to get that exact lesson thrown in his face when Sato detailed Ranko's horrible injuries from the incident at the school. Each part had hit Hikaru like a slap in the face.

	That had been a brutal moment.

	Tossing the framed picture back on the desk, it landed face down amidst a chaotic stack of manga. He scoffed dismissively and flopped on his bed to stare up at the ceiling. Forcing calm, he reminded himself that those people weren't part of his life any longer.

	His meeting today with Nabiki, before they had sex, had cleared up a lot of things that had been weighing him down. Sato had been right, damn him!

	Hikaru understood that he'd been a selfish asshole and almost did something unthinkable to his ex-girlfriend. He'd refused to see the truth of it until Nabiki confronted him. Those large brown eyes of hers drilled into the depths of his mind and heart and extracted the truth.

	He'd just… started talking. In fact, he'd found himself saying things to her that he'd long denied about himself, including some painfully evil things that he'd avoided admitting for weeks. She'd wrung him dry of all his secrets over the course of a full hour.

	Just when he figured she'd gotten enough info from him to blackmail him for life, she'd instead told him that she understood. Then Nabiki surprised him by accepting his pledge that he'd changed. That was the moment when he'd felt himself begin to let go of the past.

	One thing he'd noted was how different his reaction to her was compared to Ranko. Nabiki was a very imposing and commanding woman, and when she wanted something, she clearly got it. He knew in his mind that he wasn't in love with her, but when she'd wept openly in front of him, it had short-circuited something in his brain. It showed him that, for whatever reason, he cared about her. If not that, he at least cared what she thought of him.

	Heck, it would've been simpler if she'd been mad at him for hours. He could've dealt with that easily because people got pissed at him all the time. Just look at his parents! But Nabiki hadn't gotten angry at him, not even once. She'd only shouted his name one time after asking that question about Ranko, and even then he saw that she was hurting instead of angry.

	Seeing Nabiki Tendo, of all people, broken and in tears because of him changed something. He never wanted to see her like that ever again if he could help it. He doubted she was using tears as a way to manipulate him. Although, if Nabiki was manipulating him, she'd done a fantastic job of it.

	No… Her tears felt genuine, as had her openness. It's what caused him to accept the situation for what it was. That's when he cleared the decks and unloaded the baggage that had been tying him down.

	She'd seen his suffering and he sure as hell saw hers. It was eye-opening and… extremely painful. But what had come from all that talking? He still wasn't sure, though in retrospect it felt necessary. What followed their conversation been an unexpected reward after so much guilt and regret.

	When Nabiki had lain atop him, spent after their first coupling on that squeaky bed, she'd said nothing and simply gasped for breath in his ear. He'd wrapped his arms around her bare back and held her to him, one of his hands running through her brown hair. Unlike the first time they'd fooled around, when his memories had been dulled by drinking too much sake, his memories of today were crystal clear.

	For whatever reason, it was that simple moment which did something to him. As he held her close, something passed through him in a flash and it almost felt like… surrender. A sense of peace washed over him immediately afterward, along with what felt like a removal of guilt.

	That was something he hadn't even realized he'd been carrying around until it wasn't there anymore. His conscience felt clear for the first time in weeks, and that was a liberating sensation. All the fooling around they did, while it had been fantastic, had not sparked the same reaction in him that their closeness did.

	The moment passed quickly and was replaced by Nabiki stirring atop him. That's when he realized he was still inside her. She'd asked him if he was ready to go again and his answering smirk had been the encouragement she needed.

	That was when their marathon had truly began.

	'Damn, that girl really knows how to make a guy feel wanted,' he thought as he relived the time they spent together in his mind. 'I never would've guessed that *Nabiki* of all people would be so… giving. Or so much fun -'

	His cellphone vibrated, cutting off his thoughts and he reached out for it. The number wasn't one he recognized, but it wasn't flagged as spam either. Maybe Nabiki was calling him? Pressing the answer button absently, he put the phone to his ear, stifling a yawn.

	"Hello?"

	"Hi, is this Hikaru Gosunkugi?" a familiar voice asked. It sure as hell wasn't Nabiki, however… He sat up in shock as the identity of his caller registered.

	"Uhh. Kin-chan? Is that you?"

	"Well, duh! Who else could it be?" she asked tartly, although there was no venom in her tone. She almost sounded… eager to talk to him. "So, what's up with you?"

	"Well, nothing… much," he stammered, wondering why the hell she'd call him. He thought she hated him! "I've been settling in at my new school over the past few weeks. Other than that, it's been pretty much the same-ole, same-ole. You know?"

	"That's one of the big reasons I've been wanting to talk to you, Hikaru. I was surprised to hear you transferred away from Furinkan. Are you okay?"

	This was so strange! First Nabiki popped up out of nowhere and completely rearranged his weekend plans, and now Kinuko Amagi calls him out of the blue? Two very different girls just happened to be seeking *him* out on the same day? Nabiki's interest he could understand, maybe… but Kinuko? Hah! Fat chance. Something was up.

	He could *possibly* believe idle curiosity drove Ranma's ex to call him on a whim. Still, it was a bit suspicious that one of the prettiest girls at his former school happened to single him out hours after he'd fooled around with Nabiki.

	'What the hell is going on anyway? Surely -'

	"Hello? Are you there?" her voice came over the speaker anxiously.

	"Oh! Uhh, yeah! Sorry, Kin-chan. I was thinking about something." He jumped into storytelling mode and gave her the story he'd told his mom about being ganged up on then described transferring out of Furinkan. There's no way in hell he'd tell this girl what he told Nabiki. He fervently hoped that what he'd told his lover would remain just between them!

	"Oh, that sucks, Hikaru," she said with a sympathetic edge to her voice. "I never even knew you were in the hospital."

	"Yeah, but I'm doing a lot better now," he assured her.

	"Doing better, huh? Does that mean you have a new girlfriend?" she asked with a sly tone.

	Hikaru almost choked on his spit. Was that girl a mind reader? Or worse… had she been following him?

	"Well…" he hedged.

	"That's good!" she cheered. "I'm happily engaged to Tatewaki Kuno." She sighed wistfully. "It sounds like we both bounced back from a bad place, doesn't it?"

	"Yeah, I guess that's true," he admitted, relaxing somewhat. Given how chummy Kinuko tried to be with Ranma after he started chasing Nabiki's sister, Hikaru assumed Kinuko was pissed off at Ranma for tossing her away.

	"Is it anyone I know?" she asked in her patented gossipy voice.

	"No, I don't think you've ever met her, Kin-chan," he lied.

	When they left the hotel, Nabiki asked him to keep their time together a secret. If he betrayed that woman, he knew he'd never see the inside of her panties again. He didn't want to risk that happening, especially not on the same day when they reconnected. As far as the world was concerned, he was celibate and only dating anonymous girls casually.

	"Oh, well, anyway… there's something else I needed to talk to you about. Is it okay if I speak plainly, Hikaru?" Kinuko asked sweetly.

	"Uh, sure. Go ahead, I'm all ears."

	"So, I've cut ties with Ranma, Ranko and Sato after the breakup. It was… painful." The girl began sniffling over the phone. "Don’t' worry, I'm not going to ask how any of them are doing. I just…" She loosed a forlorn sigh and sniffled again. "I wanted to let you know why I haven't been around any of the old gang lately."

	"Oh, that's no problem at all, Kin-chan," he replied soothingly. "I don't hang out with them anymore either."

	"Really?" she said in a small voice. "For the same reason as me?"

	"Pretty much. When Ranko and I broke up, she started dating Sato almost immediately. I've hated his guts from that moment on and never wanted to see him again. I also stopped talking to Ranma because he's gotten kinda dangerous, if you know what I mean."

	"I know exactly what you mean!" she piped up earnestly. "Oh, Hikaru. I was so worried! I thought I was the only one who felt that way."

	"Yeah, getting betrayed sucks, doesn't it?"

	"It certainly does, Hikaru," she muttered, a hint of bitterness in her voice. "But… hearing about Sato. I had no idea he'd… stoop to something that low! I mean, he's dating your ex? That's deplorable!"

	"Yeah, it is. At least you understand. You and the girl I've been talking to are the only ones who seem to get me."

	"I'm right here if you want to talk about him," Kinuko assured him. "I mean, sometimes it helps to talk it out when bad things happen. Especially in your case given what Sato's done to you."

	"Well, if you really think so, Kin-chan," he replied unsurely.

	"Sure thing, Hikaru! It sounds like you have a lot on your mind," she murmured sympathetically. "I'm always happy to make time for an old friend."

	That's how he found himself spending almost an hour on the phone giving her a profanity-laced tirade. With her encouragement, he unleashed every bad thing he could say about Sato. She kept saying it would help him heal if he let it all out. He surprised himself by going dark and spilling everything he knew about the jerk's broken family and first name.

	That last fact was something almost no one else in the school knew.

	He no longer felt any loyalty to that asshole. Sato's secrets were open to the public as far as he was concerned and he would not be their gatekeeper any longer. That's why he felt no reluctance sharing everything with Kinuko and snickered when she'd reacted so loudly to his former friend's first name. He'd only known about it because "Jeffrey's" mom had said it in front of him one day when he'd come over to watch anime.

	He ran out of breath and suddenly realized he had nothing left to say. Hikaru pulled his phone away to look at the screen and stared at the time in shock. This was the longest he'd ever talked to this girl in his life! They'd never said anything awkward or strange. It had just been… a really intense and cathartic moment between them.

	"Oh, shit! I'm sorry, Kin-chan. I just kept talking and didn't let you speak much. Also, I didn't realize how late it was!"

	"It's okay. I bet you feel better now, don't you?" she asked with a small laugh.

	"Yeah, I do. Honestly, I'd never expected to hear from you, but you've made my evening. I appreciate the time."

	"You're welcome, Hikaru. I'm glad I could help."

	"My best wishes to you and your fiancé, Kinuko," Hikaru added sincerely.

	"Oh, thanks Hikaru! Talk to you again soon!"

	"Bye Kin-chan!"

	"Byeee!"

	'Well, that felt good!' he admitted to himself once the call ended.

	Hikaru put his phone down and stood from the bed. Being able to vent about Sato had allowed him a chance to purge a truckload of anger over his former friend. He still utterly despised that guy, but he no longer wanted to pull the jerk away from Ranko.

	The two of them could rot together for all he cared!

	Feeling indulgent, he fished Nabiki's panties out of his secret hiding place and lay down on his bed again. The underwear, an unintentional souvenir from their first time at Furinkan, had stayed with him since that night. Nabiki knew about them and even said he was welcome to keep them. She'd hinted at future gifts like that the next time they got together.

	He brought the plain white cotton garment up to his nose and inhaled deeply. He grinned like an idiot and felt a sense of longing and desire that eclipsed anything he'd ever felt for Ranko.

	'Yep, that's *exactly* what Nabiki smells like,' he thought victoriously. The scent triggered his memories from this afternoon and his mind replayed moments of their time together. Hikaru realized he'd learned something today while making love to her.

	'Yeah, it wasn't just doing it with her… there was something more to it this time,' he told himself.

	The woman he held in his arms today was a whole lot better and far more *real* than the imagined moments he'd been hoping for with Ranko. Until now, he'd been clinging to fantasies of Ranma's sister and had put that girl on a pedestal. Yes, Ranko had sweet tits and yes, she was a horny little thing, but she'd never given him anything as meaningful as what Nabiki had done for him.

	He decided right then and there to stop pining over Ranko.

	There was a chance he could have a good time with Nabiki whenever they got together. Heck, there wasn't a limit on it as far as he knew. She'd even dropped hints about that between the kisses they'd shared as they'd walked arm-in-arm to the ramen shop. He really hoped things would keep going between them the way they did today.

	He dropped her panties to the side and reached for his phone. Sending a couple of texts to her, he smirked and placed the phone back on his bedside table.

	Was Nabiki his girlfriend? Following his soul-cleansing conversation with Kinuko, his mind had begun sorting through his confused thoughts and emotions. He'd gone back and forth about it several times. One minute he was sure they were becoming a thing. The next minute he'd swear that he wasn't in love with her.

	The honest answer was… he didn't have a clue.

	What he did know for sure was that she was interested in what he had to offer. Plus, Nabiki was available and didn't seem to be looking for anyone. That was the perfect setup for him.

	He looked down at himself, still dressed in his Eva T-shirt and jeans, and realized he needed to get ready for bed. Was he going to shower? He'd washed off so many times at that love hotel that he should still be squeaky clean. Shrugging, he pulled the shirt to his nose for a quick sniff.

	As the scent hit him, his heart began to race.

	Instead of the sweat and typical body odor he expected, delicate notes of Nabiki came through. He wasn't smelling her naughty essence on his clothes either, but it was just the smell of *her*. It was something his nose detected when they'd dozed off together halfway through their time together today.

	They'd been spooning and he'd nuzzled Nabiki's neck while she was in his embrace. She'd smelled sweet, almost like honey. On top of that had been something else that was indescribable.

	'I'll take the shirt off and wear it again after school tomorrow so I can keep the smell of her nearby,' he told himself. 'In a way, it's a shame we showered before we left the hotel. It might've been nice to keep that part of her on me all day tomorrow.'

	"Naah, that's gross," he told himself with a laugh. "I think the scent on my shirt's good enough."

	Making sure to put Nabiki's panties back in their spot next to her undershirt, he undressed and turned off the light. Tomorrow was the start of a new school week and, after everything he'd done with Nabiki today, he was completely worn out. Sleep crashed over him just as he'd settled beneath the covers.

	 

	Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Sunday Night

	 

	Ranko walked out of the house wearing her pajama top and a pair of running shorts, the cool evening air a gentle caress on her face and bare legs. The PJs were a nod to decency when around her father but served no purpose beyond that. As soon as she was in bed, those items were going to sit atop her sheets and she was sleeping in her skin.

	She had her sister to thank for that revelation. The comfort of sleeping unclothed was rivaled only by the joy of sleeping in either Jeff's or Subara's arms. She adored them for giving so much of themselves so freely. Awakening in the embrace of either one made her feel loved in a way that nothing else could.

	If only Subara would get home in time before she was forced to go to bed alone! She missed having the ninja nearby, especially when Jeff was also absent. Ranma was good company, but he just wasn’t those two wonderful people. She smiled at the thought of her sister walking her boyfriend home. It felt good knowing they were getting along so well, and that hinted at a bright future ahead with both Subara and Jeff.

	She approached the open doors of the new training hall and stepped inside. The building was massive compared to the old one. If her parents hadn’t owned a large lot on the far side of Nerima, it never would’ve fit. Where the old one was cozy and meant for just three or four people, this hall was certainly bigger than the Tendo dojo!

	Her parents must’ve paid a ton of money to get the delivery and set up completed so quickly, and on a Sunday as well. She couldn't even guess how many people were here when she'd watched the workers. They were swarming over the backyard like ants on a kicked anthill.

	The building itself was done in what felt like a couple of hours, then other crews arrived to wire the place with electricity and get the AC units installed on the walls. It looked like complete chaos while everything was happening, but the results were amazing.

	She saw her brother at the far side of the hall organizing some of the training gear and cleaning up after Subara's class. He turned and smiled when she entered.

	"Hey sis. You already bathed?" Ranma asked as he put the last item on a shelf.

	"Yeah, bro. I'm just waiting for Subara to get home before I go to bed."

	"You think it'll be much longer? I didn't think Sato lived that far away."

	Ranko shrugged. If she had to guess, they were taking their time and talking with each other, which was a good thing.

	"Who knows? Sis worked him pretty hard. After all, he doesn't have our experience, bro," Ranko reminded him. "Sato looked like a rag doll when I kissed him goodnight at the front door."

	Ranma chuckled. "Yeah. The form... 'chun ji' or whatever it's called? It seemed pretty basic until Subara started hammering us on foot placements and stuff like that. The leg drills..." He winced. "I felt the burn after a while."

	"Ah, it wasn’t so bad…" Ranko declared, giving him a toothy grin. "That's the kind of workout my legs have needed for a long time." She stretched her arms and legs and yawned exaggeratedly. "I made myself a promise that I'd get in the same shape as Subara. I’ll do whatever it takes to get there, too!"

	"I'm surprised you had the energy," Ranma teased. "You and Sato had already done a lot of working out this weekend." He gave her a playful smirk.

	"Really?!" she huffed indignantly, aiming a raised eyebrow at him. She crossed her arms over her chest and adopted a lecturing stance. "Is Mr. 'Let's watch the construction from my bedroom window, Akane' really going to give me a hard time about that?"

	Ranma's answering blush was all she needed to see.

	"Hah! I thought so! Do you think the helicopter pilot was able to watch through your bedroom window while you two were doing… whatever?" She eyed him critically as he blanched.

	"Uhh…" he mumbled uncomfortably.

	"Were you even watching what was happening outside?" she pressed. Ranma avoided her gaze, his cheeks burning.

	"Well, Akane may have been watching..." he muttered lamely.

	Ranko's eyes widened as she put the pieces together in her head. She looked down at the floor, muttering "wow!" under her breath. If Akane could see things out the window but he couldn't... That's something she hadn't tried with Jeff! She looked back at him and balked at the flat stare he was giving her. Ranko quickly walked over to him and placed a comforting hand on his arm, realizing all at once that she was pushing things a bit too far.

	"Hey! I was just teasing, bro. Don't worry about it. We're both guilty of doing that… a lot." She squeezed his shoulder affectionately. "But, honestly? We're only guilty of having a good time with the people we love. I won't make a big deal about it if you won't."

	"You're right, sis. I'm sorry," he said, sighing as his expression softened. He turned and wrapped Ranko in a hug which she returned happily. That only lasted a few seconds before something tickled her nose. She sniffed audibly and gasped.

	"Wow, bro! You need a bath." She wrinkled her nose as she stepped back from him in haste.

	"Really?" He lifted his arms and sniffed. "I didn't think I’d sweat all that much, Ranko. The AC in this place is amazing!"

	"It's not that!" she said, pointing below his navel. "Did you wash yourself after you and Akane finished 'watching the construction'?" He grimaced then clapped a hand over his mouth, shaking his head in disbelief.

	"Ugh, no..." He looked down at himself, then at her. "Is it that obvious?" he asked in a soft voice.

	"Only when I'm right next to you. Standing in front of you like this?" she said, indicating the relatively short distance between them. "I don't smell anything."

	"Fine, I'll bathe in a bit." He looked over Ranko’s shoulder in the direction of the house. "By the way… Our new beds are going to be delivered tomorrow while you're at school. Subara told me she'd ordered them while the construction was going on... that was pop's idea. I figured you'd want to know so you wouldn’t be shocked when you got home."

	"Seriously?" Ranko asked, elated. "I wasn't expecting them until either the end of the week or maybe on your birthday."

	"My birthday…" Ranma frowned, his laugh either dismissive or bitter, she couldn't tell which. "I keep forgetting about that. May fifth never meant that much to me. We were always training or on the run in my old life so… I never really celebrated it. It’s just not that important to me." He rolled his eyes and looked at the ceiling. "In fact, I had to look up the date just so I could remember when it was." Ranko frowned and moved to stand beside him, rubbing his back soothingly.

	"If you don't want a party, you need to let us know," she murmured softly, though she regretted saying it. She loved birthday parties! "There's no sense in us going to the trouble of throwing one if you're just going to sit in the corner and be miserable."

	"Thanks for asking, sis. I really don't want one," Ranma said firmly. "And I hate surprise parties, just to clear that up right away."

	"Oh," Ranko said softly, disappointment ruling her features. "Okay, bro. I just- I thought that you’d want to celebrate anyway since you’re ‘officially’ turning eighteen on Saturday." She emphasized the word with air quotes. "It’s your big birthday this year, after all."

	"Huh?" Ranma asked, looking at her quizzically, his eyes narrowing in confusion. "Ranko, what the heck are you talking about? I’ll be turning sixteen on Saturday," he declared firmly. She reached out and put a hand against his forehead.

	"Are you okay? What makes you think you’re younger than you really are?" She gestured to both of them with her hand. "We both turned eighteen back on January first, remember?"

	Ranma’s mouth worked and the expression on his face showed that he wasn’t just confused, he was completely lost!

	"Uhh, sis… how long was I unconscious in the hospital?"

	"Only a few weeks," she replied with a laugh. "What’s going on?"

	"Sis… Where I came from," he began in a low voice, then paused as he looked around suspiciously. "In my original life I was fifteen when I started high school with Akane. How could I have magically gotten two years older -" He cut off with a groan as he shook his head slowly.

	"Fifteen?!" Ranko repeated incredulously in a strangled gasp.

	"Magically… Shit, this is all because of the wish!" he hissed, ignoring her question. Ranko’s eyes bulged. This was the strangest thing her brother could've told her just now. Everyone knows about birthdays in Japan! It's… it's just common sense!

	"What do you mean, bro?" she asked him. "How could it be any different here than where you came from?" Ranma held up his hands and began pacing. Then he began muttering to himself softly, although she couldn't hear a word he was saying. Eventually he stopped right in front of her and put a hand on her shoulder.

	"Ranko, I need to take a load off and think about this for a minute." He pointed at the far wall and walked to it. "Let's sit down over there, okay?"

	"Okay…" she hesitantly agreed as they both walked to the wall. She sat down and propped her back against the solid timbers with him following suit at her side. She took his hand and looked at him expectantly.

	"So, what's up?" she asked, hoping she didn't sound as concerned as she felt.

	"That’s what I want to know," he said. "What did you mean when you said I was eighteen? That makes me an adult!" Ranko gave him a ‘duh, you should already know this!’ look and rolled her eyes.

	"Bro, it’s the law! We had to learn this back in elementary school. It’s part of the post-war constitution." She went on to explain the law that was instituted after the end of the Second World War.

	"Huh?! What do you mean? How could I have been a year old at birth?" Ranma looked at her strangely. "How does that even happen?"

	"Duh! Everyone is bro. It’s the way things have been for decades." She shrugged her shoulders. "If you don’t believe me, look it up in your history book. You’re taking modern history this year, so it should be in there."

	"Sis, I’m not saying that you’re lying or crazy or anything like that, okay?" Ranma shook his head. "It may have happened here, but for sure that *never* happened where I came from."

	"What… so you weren’t kidding? Are you telling me that you’re not the same age as me, Sato and Subara?" She looked at him askance.

	"That’s not what I’m saying." He shook his head. "I'm almost the same age as all of you, physically. At least, I think so because I feel the same inside. According to this law you mentioned… they just started counting our ages differently than where I came from." He looked at her. "When were you born, sis?"

	"Like I told you a long time ago, I was born in the same year as you. My birthday is December twenty-eighth," she said by rote. "I was a preemie, according to mom." She looked down at the floor, a little disheartened that he didn’t know something as basic as her birthday. "Sometimes I forget about your past, bro."

	"I’m sorry, sis. This is all on me. I just… I have to work it out in my head," he said distractedly.

	Ranko watched impatiently as he counted with his fingers, his lips moving even though he remained silent. It took him awhile, but he seemed to make up his mind or… whatever.

	"So… if I understand it correctly, it means that you, me, Akane, Subara and Sato are *all* the same age?"

	"That’s right bro. We all turned eighteen on the same day," Ranko affirmed.

	"Right… Wow, all the same ages! And we all turn nineteen this coming New Year’s Day?"

	"Yes…" she affirmed with strained patience. Suddenly it was like she was talking to a first grader! Ranma’s brow furrowed.

	"If that’s the case, then why are we celebrating my birthday on May fifth? According to you, I’ve been eighteen for at least four months already." Ranko relaxed and smiled. At least that question made a bit more sense!

	"Because even though everyone’s ages change on the same day, we still recognize the day of our birth. We do parties, cakes and the whole shebang. It’s a big deal here just like it is everywhere else in the world." She eyed him strangely. "How could you not know about any of this?"

	"This is heavy, sis. I had no idea…" Ranma put a hand to his head and groaned.

	"Now I get it!" Ranko snapped her fingers. "That’s why you said I was Subara’s baby sister. You were taking it literally. You honestly thought I was younger than her." She rolled her eyes. "I know she was teasing me when she said it, but you… you truly believed it!"

	"Hey! There’s no need to hammer me on this, sis. I didn’t know about it because it never existed where I came from!" Ranma’s tone was petulant and defensive. Ranko took one long look at her brother and could tell she was once again pushing him too far. Especially over a matter as trivial as this.

	"It’s a simple system," she demurred. "The Koreans do it also, if I remember correctly. I think you’ll get used to it, bro." she put a hand on his knee. "It doesn’t change who you are, Ranma. You may be my older brother on the calendar, but we’re the same age on paper. It’ll always be that way."

	"I’m not mad it’s just… It’s the strangest thing to come out of the wish, sis."

	"Do you feel two years older now?" she quipped.

	"Some days I feel a lot older, sis," he said with a wry grin. "I’ll have to look up that law like you said. I wonder what else is different…" He sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose with his fingers.

	"It's no big deal, bro. Whatever’s different, I’m sure you’ll figure it out and find a way to handle it." Ranko told him distractedly. 

	'Now’s as good a time as any since pop's already in bed,' she thought as she moved closer to him and put a hand on his shoulder.

	"Anyway, enough of that. I need to talk to you about something more important than birthdays."

	Ranma met her gaze and his expression morphed from confused to concerned.

	"What's wrong? Did Sato do something?"

	"No, he didn't!" She looked at him crossly. "This isn't about him, and don't go jumping to conclusions like that. He's never done a bad thing to me in his whole life. You of all people should know that!"

	"Yeah, but the look on your face," he countered firmly. "Something pretty big is up, Ranko. As worried as you look… only him or someone else who was really close to you could’ve made you this upset." Ranma crossed his arms over his chest and looked at her expectantly.

	"Well… It’s a couple of things, bro, but they're both about Subara. The first one deals with mom." Ranma's eyebrows shot up.

	"What brought this on?"

	"You heard dad yesterday at the Tendo dojo. He told mom about Subara over the phone… and then said that mom 'can't wait to meet her'. I'm really worried." She pulled her legs up to her chest and rested her chin on her knees.

	"Bro, what if..." Her throat closed up and her words dissolved into tears.

	"'What if' what, sis?" Ranma asked as he put his arm around her shoulders. "Mom won't do anything to her." Ranko cleared her throat and looked at him in disbelief.

	"Huh? How can you be so sure?"

	"Ranko… You know Subara's tied to me forever. I literally hold her life in my hands." He looked at her firmly, his jaw set. "I made a promise that I'd protect her life and treat her like family. If mom tries to throw Subara out of the house... I’ll leave with her and never come back."

	"NO!" Ranko shouted. "I can't lose her *and* you!" Tears flowed freely down her face, her worst fears seemingly realized.

	"The thought of leaving mom… it tears me up, sis. But I’d still do it in a heartbeat. It shouldn’t come to that, though," he promised her. Ranma pulled her onto his lap and kissed the top of her head, then began rubbing her back gently. "Honestly. Do you really see mom accepting that I’d walk away from her forever? Especially after you just told me that I’m legally an adult."

	"Well…" she began reluctantly. She leaned against his chest and sighed softly, grateful for his soothing touch.

	"I could leave and she wouldn’t be able to stop me, sis," he stated emphatically. "The law gives me that right, unless that’s different here too. At least it should make her stop and think if she decides to get pushy."

	"You'd do that for Subara?"

	"Ranko, if I didn't do that for her I'd be sentencing her to death. Of course I'd do that for her!" Ranma put a finger under her chin and turned her head, so they were looking directly at each other. "She means as much to me as she does to you. I'll care for her the same way I care for you."

	"I'm glad to hear that, bro!" Ranko declared, hugging herself to him tightly. "Really. Losing her would..."

	"It would hurt a lot. I know..." Ranma concluded softly. Ranko nodded and wiped tears from her eyes with the sleeve of her pajama top.

	"That brings me to the other thing I needed to talk about." She looked up at him, her cheeks heating. "You know I share my bed with Subara, right?"

	"Yeah, sis," he said with a nod. "She told me you sleep together every night. Nothing naughty, I know. But I'm aware that you're both sleeping naked."

	"She told you that much?" she hissed in surprise. Ranma showed Ranko a patient smile.

	"Subara is loyal to you, Ranko but she'll always treat me like her boss. She tells me everything that goes on, even if I don't ask her to." He chuckled, despite the grimace that showed on his face.

	"I didn't realize you two talked that much," she admitted, her blush deepening.

	"Oh, trust me. We talk all the time, sis!" he said with a laugh. "Because we're always confiding in each other, it means I can trust her completely. But still… sometimes I’ll hear things that I don’t necessarily need to know," he clarified. "I think she's afraid of doing something that would make me mad and I'd have to order her to stop, or something like that…"

	"Bro, I'm afraid of that too," Ranko confessed, looking at him meaningfully.

	"Huh?!" Ranma’s brows furrowed in confusion. "Ranko… What makes you think I’d do something like that?"

	"It’s nothing, really…" she replied, somewhat evasively. "I just… I want you to promise me something."

	"Uh... Promise what, sis?"

	"I want you to promise me that you won't send Subara on some kind of mission where she’d be away from us for years. Or worse, order her to stay away from me, or Akane or Sato." Ranko wiped her eyes again with her pajama sleeves and forced herself to smile. "I can feel like we've become closer as a group… We’re like an extended family now."

	"Sis?" he began softly. "What’s going on?"

	"Bro, I can tell Subara's been healing ever since you brought her into our home. She's changed so much already!" She put her hands on her hips. "I want your word that you won't tell her to stop talking to anyone in our group. Especially not to me!"

	"Now wait just a -" Ranma began indignantly before she cut him off.

	"Your *word*, bro!" Ranko insisted. "She's my sister. The difference in blood doesn't matter to me one bit. We’ve been growing closer... I can feel it. It would hurt me in ways you can’t imagine if you took her away from me."

	"Ranko... I wouldn't -" he protested defensively before she interrupted him again.

	"Please?!" she begged. "I want you to make it a promise! I need to hear it in here." Ranko pointed at her heart. "Sato is my love and my life, but Subara is like... she’s become a part of me. I can't lose what I've found with her!" Ranma's eyes went wide.

	"Okay sis! I promise! I won't give her any orders to stay away when it comes to you, Sato or Akane." He put his hand on her shoulder. "I didn't realize she meant that much to you."

	"She absolutely does!" Ranko declared emphatically. She straddled her brother and hugged him tightly, happy tears streaming down her face. "Oh, you’ve no idea how good I feel right now." She kissed his cheek. "I love you, bro!"

	"I love you too, sis," he proclaimed as he hugged her again. "Honestly, why were you worried that I'd do that? You know I’m not that kind of person, Ranko."

	"Subara and I were talking about a lot of stuff this weekend, and it made me think… Mom’s not the only person who could send her away, even accidentally." She said as she looked at him meaningfully, then Ranko laughed through her tears. "I mean… dad might try, but Subara already has him wrapped around her little finger. I don't think he'd get very far before she pouted her way back into his heart." Ranma's laughter reverberated against her cheek as she held onto him tightly.

	"Yeah. I think pop’s become really protective of her. It's like he feels that she's truly his niece." He put his lips to her ear. "Who knew that a former Kuno would be such a good fit for our family?" he whispered.

	"She's nothing like Tatewaki, for one," Ranko replied just as softly, wiping her tears once more. "For another, you gave her a good beginning, bro. Subara's changed because you allowed her to. Yeah, she's always going to be a damned good ninja. Beyond that, she's nothing like what she used to be. She's learning that love isn’t a bad thing." She frowned. "Subara's always served others, mostly because she was ordered to."

	"This is true. And now we serve her." Ranma smiled. "I like how she's changed, too. Your gift today is an example of that."

	"Shirobara no Ai," Ranko chanted proudly. "It’s her true self. I only stated the obvious."

	"For her it was a huge deal. Don't treat it like it's something small," he chided. "She might feel insulted."

	"Oh, I won't," she assured him. "I'm just saying I didn't have to make a big leap to get from Kurobara to who she is now."

	"Yeah, I get what you're saying," Ranma murmured as he rubbed her head affectionately.

	They lapsed into silence while Ranko held onto him. This was the first time in days she had a tender moment like this with her brother. Her heart and her mind had been so consumed with Jeff over past couple of weeks that she'd unintentionally put Ranma to the side.

	She looked up and saw him smiling down at her, his love for her obvious in his expression. Ranko answered his smile with one of her own, then she turned her head slightly and kissed him softly on the lips.

	"You've done so much for her, and for me," she declared softly once their lips parted.

	An odd look suddenly clouded Ranma's face.

	"What?" Ranko asked, eyeing him suspiciously. Ranma smiled quickly and shook his head.

	"It… It's nothing, sis. I was just thinking about Subara and how much she's changed. Especially since she got her paperwork done and officially became one of us." He blew his breath out in a rush.

	"Oh, I see," Ranko replied simply. "I agree… so much has changed in such a short amount of time."

	"I just hope she's happy," Ranma added as he brushed a lock of damp hair from her eyes.

	"Trust me Ranma, she is most certainly happy!" Subara's voice rang out from the entryway of the training hall. Ranko scrambled out of Ranma’s lap and leapt to her feet, beaming.

	"Sis? Yay!" she said as she ran to the ninja and jumped into her arms. "How's Jeh- uhh, Sato? Did he make it home okay?"

	"He is doing well, sister," Subara laughed and put her down, placing a hand on Ranko’s head as they walked to the wall. With a nod she sat beside Ranma.

	"Hey sis," he said warmly as he put a hand on her knee. "Good job in class today."

	"Thank you, brother," Subara said, flashing him a dazzling smile as she hooked an arm around his neck and put her head against his in a quick embrace. She then turned to Ranko who was now seated on her other side.

	"Our journey took longer than anticipated," the ninja explained. "He collapsed with a bad leg cramp and had to sit for a while before he could walk again."

	"Oh no!" Ranko's eyes went wide. "That poor guy! It must've hurt him really bad if it took that long to recover."

	"It was his fault, sister," Subara stated simply, eyeing Ranko knowingly. "He did not drink much today, nor had he eaten any food *at all* since yesterday. I had to give him my emergency candy bar during our walk home."

	Ranko blushed, knowing the only thing Jeff had eaten today was... Her gaze shifted to the floor, and she cleared her throat nervously, refusing to meet anyone's eyes.

	"I think that... maybe... that might be my fault? I probably kept him distracted." She looked up at her and smiled sheepishly.

	"‘Distracted’ is it?" Subara asked dryly, raising her eyebrow. Ranma's snickers weren't helping Ranko's embarrassment any.

	"Bro... you can stop now. You’ve already made your point." she growled. Subara cleared her throat as she caressed Ranko's face, eliciting a smile.

	"I had to take care of the calf muscle. It took about twenty minutes or so before he was able to walk again. We only started moving once I was certain he was okay," she assured Ranko. "He made it home without further issue. As it was a clear evening, I decided to take my time walking back so I could reflect on the weekend and everything we accomplished."

	"So that's what took you so long," Ranko said with a pout, though she couldn't be angry at her sister. Subara had done exactly what she'd hoped for by looking out for Jeff. She wasn't about to complain about waiting for a few extra minutes.

	"I take it you were able to escort Akane back to her home safely?" Subara asked while patting Ranko on the head playfully.

	"Oh yeah," Ranma proclaimed, pleased. "We couldn’t have asked for a better evening. Like you, we took our time getting there." He held up his hand. "All we did was walk and hold hands. Who knew something like that could mean so much?" He laughed softly.

	"I would've stayed there longer because I was enjoying hanging out with Akane, but Nabiki... That girl was in a strange mood," Ranma added, his expression shifting. "Even Akane was creeped out by it. She said her sister looked really ‘mellow’."

	"Huh?" Ranko and Subara chorused.

	"What's that about, bro?" Ranko added curiously.

	"I dunno, sis," Ranma shrugged. "I'd never seen Nabiki look so... happy before." He turned to Subara and showed her a confused look.

	"By the way, Subara… did Nabiki look like she had a rash when you saw her yesterday?"

	"No, brother. I saw no indications of such. Why?"

	"I overheard her whispering to Akane that she was feeling a lot better because she was finally able to scratch her itch." Ranma shrugged again. "It must've been a hard-to-reach spot on her back or something. Wherever it was, she was super happy that she finally got it. Maybe she had to ask Kasumi or someone else for help?"

	Subara's all-too-innocent look appeared suddenly and almost caused Ranko to crack up. The ninja’s lips twitched as though she had to bite back a comment. Whatever it was regarding Nabiki, Ranko resolved to ask about it later.

	"It would be unwise for me to speculate upon her condition," the ninja replied smoothly. "While we do not know what it may have been, you say she seemed pleased now?"

	"Yeah, she looked like someone who just won a big prize in the lottery," Ranma mentioned, then his eyes lit with sudden comprehension. "Maybe it had something to do with those contracts she was talking about yesterday!"

	"That is most likely it, brother," Subara agreed. "She may have been speaking in metaphor regarding the itch. Perhaps the term was referencing Nabiki Tendo securing her happiness or the family's future."

	"Yeah, that sounds just like her…" Ranma said dryly. The ninja stood and stretched her arms wide.

	"I would love to continue our chat in this amazing building, but the hour grows late and I must bathe before joining Ranko for bed." She looked down at her sister. "Will you wait for me in your room? I shall not take long."

	"Sure thing, sis," Ranko said as she stood and took Subara’s hand, squeezing it affectionately. She was feeling much better now about the whole situation with her brother and the ninja. "I'll be right behind you."

	"I see what you mean now," Ranma commented as Subara trotted out of the hall. He stood and put his arm across Ranko's shoulders.

	"What are you seeing?" Ranko asked, watching Subara’s departing form with wide eyes, unsure what she might have missed.

	"Subara’s not just happy. She's *comfortable* here. Maybe it's because she knows she's finally found a real home with us."

	 

	Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Ranko sat at her desk chair and stared at the open door. Ranma was still in the new training hall doing whatever he was doing and she was completely, unbelievably, painfully… bored. It was almost eight in the evening, and she wasn't anywhere close to being tired.

	The emotional rollercoaster of this weekend had left her riding a tremendous high. Once Subara got out of the bath and climbed into bed with her, Ranko expected to be overwhelmed with joy and love. This meant she’d be wide awake and staring at the ceiling for hours before sleep finally claimed her.

	As if thinking of her sister had summoned her, Subara strode in wearing a broad smile and a towel on her head.

	"Good evening, my sister," she announced jovially. Ranko smiled, the ninja’s good mood being quite infectious.

	"Hey there. You just walked like that from the bathroom?"

	"I am accustomed to lurking in the shadows, dear sister," Subara reminded her. "I went unnoticed in the hallway. Also, I made sure no one was walking about while I was downstairs."

	"But wait… Ranma’s still outside, isn't he?" Ranko wondered with raised eyebrows. Subara shook her head.

	"He was already inside. I passed him in the bathroom just now, and he is cleaning himself as we speak." Ranko made a strangled sound.

	"Hold up! You saw him naked?!"

	"Ranko, as I said, he is our brother, and more importantly… he is my master, regardless of what anyone says. While he does have a... most admirable physique, I simply acknowledged him as my sibling. No fuss, no discomfiture. It was just a moment like any other, only without clothes." She shrugged her shoulders dismissively.

	"How…"

	"We merely spent a few moments together in the bath. It was a time saver," Subara interjected. "I bade him good night and then went downstairs to arm the alarm after checking the locks. We are secure for the night."

	"But..."

	"He told me that you have seen him naked on more than one occasion within the past three months." Subara raised a well-manicured eyebrow. "Were you of a mind to do more than just walk past him?"

	Ranko blushed deep scarlet as she remembered vividly the *one* time when she would have been tempted to do a hell of a lot more than just walk past him. But her confusion about who her brother was had long since been settled and she no longer thought of him in that way. Jeff had easily occupied that role in her life and left no room for debate.

	"But... he's my brother! I cou - couldn't do that with him!" Ranko stammered defensively.

	Subara crossed her toned arms over her chest and stood before Ranko challengingly, but not threateningly.

	"Do you not consider me to be his sister?" the ninja asked simply. Ranko's hand flew to her mouth as the meaning behind her words struck home.

	"I'm sorry, Subara! You know I didn't mean it like that. You're *our* sister. We've told you that and it’ll never change!"

	"Then it would stand to reason that if you can handle being around him unclothed, I can as well." The ninja smiled pleasantly, instead of looking irritated or upset.

	"Granted, this was an… unscheduled test of our sibling boundaries," she conceded. "However, I believe I passed without issue." Subara winked at that last statement.

	"You got me, sis. And you're right." She stood up and closed her bedroom door, then turned the lock and walked to her bed. "Now *I* feel overdressed," she said with a sigh. "If you don’t mind, I’m going to get comfortable." Ranko said as she stretched, then slowly began removing her clothes.

	"Seeing as it is approaching bedtime, I agree with your reasoning," Subara said dryly.

	"So... You said that you did some thinking while you were walking back from Jeff's house." Ranko folded her pajamas and neatly stacked them at the end of her bed. She sat cross-legged on the mattress and eyed her sister expectantly.

	"I had a great deal to consider," Subara murmured as she searched through her jacket which was hanging in Ranko's closet. She removed a piece of paper and held it to her chest.

	"My search for answers began several days ago but intensified within the last twenty-four hours. For me… this was the tipping point," she said as she held up the piece of paper.

	Subara knelt and placed it face-up on Ranko's bare thigh. Ranko picked up the paper and smiled while Subara stepped back and removed the towel from her head.

	"I'm proud of this, you know," Ranko proclaimed as she held up the paper. "You're our Shirobara."

	Subara began tackling her hair with the towel, yet Ranko could still see her sister’s cheeks pinking.

	"You do not know how much that means to me. It is so much more than just a codename... It is a defining moment in my life," Subara declared in a voice suddenly thick with emotion.

	The ninja sat beside her and put the towel on the bed. Suddenly she took one of Ranko's hands in hers, with the paper held between them. Ranko looked into the ninja’s eyes and saw they were filled with tears!

	"Know this as truth and hear it clearly from my heart, my sister."

	"What is it?" Ranko asked, concerned.

	"I love you!" Subara blurted out, then her eyes widened and her mouth clamped shut.

	Ranko gasped, then, with a laugh of pure joy, she wrapped her arms around the ninja and hugged her close.

	"I love you, too, sis!" she responded earnestly, smiling through her tears.

	Ranko's heart skipped a beat at hearing Subara’s happy, almost giddy laugh.

	"I had thought long and hard about this," the ninja stated as she pulled Ranko into her lap. She cleared her throat and hesitated for a heartbeat. "Since the day we first talked, when you gave me some of your clothes, I had been unsure what I was feeling inside." She wiped tears with the back of her hand and kissed Ranko on the cheek. "It was your beautiful gift which pulled my emotions into focus."

	"Really?" Ranko asked, surprised.

	"Yes! I have never said ‘I love you’ before in my life," the ninja declared, then blushed. "Well, said it and meant it…"

	"I needed to hear it, sis," Ranko said with a tear-filled smile as she snuggled into Subara's warm embrace. "I was afraid that... that you wouldn't feel the same way I do about you."

	"You know I came from a home where love was punished or mocked. I have spoken of it before and will not belabor the point," Subara said with a sigh as she smoothed Ranko's hair. "For me to admit my feelings to you... You do not know how hard I had to push myself to say it." She placed a light kiss on Ranko's temple. "But I meant every word, Ranko."

	"'The White Rose of Love' was a key which unlocked something inside me," Subara whispered. "It opened a door to part of myself which had long been shut off. It is that which allows me to express myself so openly now."

	"Ranma and I both love you, sis," Ranko murmured softly as she reached up and ran her fingers through the ninja's damp hair. "We always will!"

	"And I love you both. Ranma was right… I am quite comfortable here. *This*," she said, hugging Ranko tightly to her chest. "… is home for me."

	Ranko looked into the ninja’s dark eyes and saw the depth of her love in them. The solution her heart had been looking for now seemed much closer. She sighed with satisfaction, then kissed Subara quickly on the lips. Ranko giggled at the stunned look on Subara’s face before she hugged herself to her sister once again.

	"I'm so happy, Subara!" she whispered into the ninja's chest.

	"So am I, Ranko. So am I," Subara declared as she caressed Ranko's back gently.

	They lapsed into silence and Ranko smiled as she heard the strident beating of her sister's heart. She took Subara's free hand, which still clutched the paper with her codename on it, and held it tightly. As the time ticked by, she started to feel restless, even in the ninja's loving embrace. She sat up and ran her fingers through Subara's hair once again.

	"Wow... I love how your hair curls so naturally, sis. Mine's flat as a piece of paper." The ninja cleared her throat, then snorted a laugh.

	"If we are going to change the subject, my beautiful baby sister, let us not focus on each other's hair," Subara declared with a wry grin.

	"I’m not changing the subject, sis. I’m just envious. I really like it!" She looked down at her lap. "But… I did want to ask about what Ranma mentioned in the training hall earlier. What did he mean?" Ranko pressed while aiming a questioning look at Subara.

	"Which part?" she asked. "When I walked in, you were both discussing me, so I may have missed some key points."

	"I'm talking about Nabiki being itchy." She smiled at the too-innocent expression her sister once again had on her face. "Really! Our brother was completely clueless!" Subara’s full-throated laughter rang out, startling Ranko.

	"Oh, it is a good thing I had this room soundproofed."

	"Why is it so funny, though?" Ranko asked, still smirking. "I have a guess as to what it really meant, but…"

	"I cannot betray a confidence, sister. I made a promise to Nabiki Tendo, and I will abide by it. All I can say is... there is a slight chance she may have engaged in… certain physical activities of immense import," the ninja replied evasively, though the wink she added told Ranko the truth of the matter. "If you see her tomorrow, look closely at her expression. It should tell the tale without me having to divulge anything."

	Subara pressed two fingers to her lips, mimed zipping them shut, and tossed the invisible key away with a smirk.

	Ranko, who'd gotten a pretty good idea of what she meant, had a hard time holding her tongue. She was dying to know *who* slept with Nabiki, just for the sake of gossip if nothing else. It certainly wasn't Jeff! She knew exactly where he was during that time.

	Her breath caught when she felt herself being lifted as Subara effortlessly moved her to sit on the bed again. The ninja reached back and grabbed her towel before standing up. She put Ranko's gift on the nearby desk then began attacking her hair again.

	"Back to the primary topic at hand, and I do not refer to my hair," the ninja quipped. Ranko stuck her tongue out and giggled.

	"Earlier you had mentioned the reflection I undertook during my sojourn back as well as what was talked about on the walk to his mother's place," her sister began. "The earlier discussion was as much about you and Jeff as it was about the formalization of my identity." Ranko nodded as a feeling of satisfaction came over her.

	"I was thinking the two of you would have a chance to talk, Subara. I hoped that would happen."

	"Oh, we talked all right," Subara said dryly. "You were the focus of our thoughts and our words for a majority of the walk."

	"That much?" Ranko felt dread start to form in the pit of her belly. "Was it… bad?"

	"No, my baby sister. It was not bad at all. It was mostly regarding Jeff and how he sees his standing with you." Subara carelessly tossed the towel over one of her shoulders. Ranko smiled unsurely as her sister knelt in front of her and placed her hands on her knees. She smiled at the gentle contact.

	"It was a very revealing conversation," Subara said simply.

	"What do you mean?" Ranko asked, her brow furrowing.

	"While I was making recommendations to Jeff regarding his training, I attempted to divine his intent," Subara began. "I had to ensure he was not going through training simply as a means to impress you. He loves you a great deal, but I warned him that your approval should not be his sole motivating factor."

	"I didn’t think he was doing it to impress me." Ranko looked at her sister unsurely. "Was he?" Subara moved to sit next to her on the bed and put her arm around Ranko. With measured words her sister recounted their conversation.

	"I had to reassure him that your love was solid," Subara concluded. "He still sees himself as unworthy of you. I expect that has more to do with his past than how you have been treating him."

	"Well… I'd been teasing him a lot last week. I hope that wasn’t part of the reason he has doubts," Ranko wondered as she frowned thoughtfully.

	"I do not believe so, sister. His confidence has begun to grow since he has been with you, although it seems as though it could still be easily bruised at this stage," the ninja explained patiently. "Our demonstration with Tendo-sensei yesterday is a prime example." Ranko ‘ohh’ed and nodded her understanding.

	"Jeff realizes that we trained for years to get as good as we are, right Subara?"

	"From a cognitive perspective, yes he is well aware. Emotionally? He sees us demonstrating our abilities and believes it to be effortless on our part."

	"He never saw the struggles we went through to bring us to that level," Ranko surmised.

	"Correct. Simply because he did not witness it, the effort we applied to attain our level of mastery is absent from his perspective. It would be as if we just appeared out of nowhere and were suddenly experts in our craft." Subara snorted derisively. "If only such a thing were possible."

	Ranko bit her tongue to keep from pointing out that her brother had done that very thing. That was a secret even the ninja did not need to know.

	"We just need to show Jeff that it can be done," Ranko instead told her sister. "Sure, it might take three or so years of hard work on his part, but he can do it. I have faith in him."

	"He will need to hear you say it, sister. My assurances can only go so far because I am nowhere as close to him as you are." She blushed slightly. "Our shared attic moment from this morning notwithstanding." Ranko snickered and rolled her eyes. Her panic had caused that whole crazy situation to happen. At least it hadn't ended with Jeff or Subara being mad at her.

	"It’s my fault that he was trapped up there with you. I never even imagined something like that would happen." She gazed into Subara’s eyes. "By the way, don’t worry about that. I don’t mind that you two saw each other naked. It’s not the first time, after all." Ranko smirked. "I know I can always trust you with him, Subara." Her sister's eyebrows rose slightly, her surprise evident from her expression.

	"I am touched to hear you say that. Frankly, I was concerned and mentioned that to Jeff as well. Your assurance is… most welcome." Subara put a hand on Ranko’s shoulder.

	"It’s true. It’s pretty much you and no-one else," Ranko proclaimed, smiling at the ninja reassuringly. "I mean, maybe Akane. She’s nice to him and is super gaga over my brother. I don’t think she’d hurt Jeff or tease him either." She snorted. "And yeah… she’s also seen him naked, come to think of it."

	"Speaking of Jeff’s nudity…" Subara interrupted, winking. Ranko gave her a sassy grin in reply.

	"It’s one of my favorite subjects, sis," Ranko replied, her eyes sparkling with humor.

	"Since I have seen the entirety of your boyfriend's physique twice in the span of weeks, I can say with certainty that Jeff’s build has changed in fundamental ways." Ranko’s demeanor shifted from joking to curious.

	"Really?! How?"

	"I would have expected you to notice as well. After all, you see him a lot more frequently than I do," Subara quipped. Ranko giggled nervously and could feel her cheeks warming.

	"Well… when I’m in the middle of fooling around I’m only thinking about how good he feels inside me. That and how much I love being with him, of course. I’m not spending time analyzing his muscles."

	"Then it appears I have noticed a great deal more than you," Subara quipped. She held up a hand, using her own body as a guide as she pointed at muscles on her bare torso.

	"His chest shows firm definition along this area now. His arms and shoulders are getting bigger as well. The same goes for his thighs." The ninja drew her legs up against her chest and rested her chin on her knees, then pointed from her hip to her knee.

	"Given his age and his rising testosterone levels, Jeff is entering a critical phase of physical development, sister. He can quickly and easily build muscle and develop good tone." She raised her eyebrows at Ranko. "He should endeavor to push himself as hard as possible, but not to injurious extremes. Jeff should be taking advantage of this opportunity to fully reshape his body and improve his fitness."

	"Huh!" Ranko exclaimed as she considered Subara's words.

	She thought back to this morning in the attic when Jeff had been atop her on the couch. He'd looked amazing, as always, but once her boyfriend had joined with her body, her mind decided to kick back and take a vacation while her lower half ran the show.

	The only thing she did at that point was surrender to his touch and enjoy the hell out of herself. She’d never really focused on details of how he looked. She already loved him deeply and never considered doing an inventory of his muscles.

	Leave it to Subara to be so detail-oriented that she picked up on every part of his body.

	"That is my honest assessment, free of any bias or emotional interpretation," the ninja reassured her as she stood and put a hand on Ranko's shoulder. "I told him he needed to get proper training and do routine exercises to encourage further development." Subara shook her head irritably. "I also reiterated that he get a gi or a dobok. He badly needs one, even if he did perform adequately while wearing simple shorts and a T-shirt this evening."

	"Does that mean he’ll be back tomorrow after school for training?" 

	"Oh, indeed!" the ninja said with a decisive nod. "I expect he will come back every single day as long as it affords him the opportunity to see you," she teased.

	"Good!" Ranko said with a smirk. "Because I want him here every day." She cupped Subara’s face with a hand. "How about you? Are you going to be here every day this week, too?" Subara nodded as she put her hand atop Ranko’s.

	"I believe I have completed my… work for a good while, sister. I see no need to engage in further outings at this point," the ninja told her simply.

	"Okay, that's fair," Ranko admitted with a hint of reluctance. She hated the thought of what her sister put herself through, but her trust in Subara was stronger than her discomfort. Besides, they'd already discussed the matter and she didn't want to be accused of beating a dead horse.

	"As long as you stay safe, that’s really all I’m worried about." Ranko said firmly.

	"Of course I shall," Subara said with a confident smile. "Be not afraid, Ranko. I take no unnecessary risks where my family is concerned."

	"Awesome! So that’s really the only thing I had on my mind. Although…" She stepped back from Subara and looked at her critically, a smirk appearing on her lips. "We probably need to sort out sleeping arrangements the next time Jeff's able to spend the night with me."

	"I do not see how we could do anything different from what happened this weekend, Ranko."

	"I can’t have you sleeping up there again, sis!" Ranko declared. "That looked super uncomfortable."

	"I did not mind spending the night in the attic, sister. I am made of sterner stuff than you might think. I had no ill reaction to sleeping on a beanbag."

	"But you have to admit, you slept better when I was with you, right?" Ranko pressed.

	"I readily concede that point, Ranko. Realistically, however, I could not do so when you are… engaged with Jeff, correct?" Subara supplied. Ranko shifted uncomfortably on the bed, a bashful smile on her youthful face.

	"Okay, okay. I admit there's still a few details I have to figure out. Maybe something can be done which works for all of us? I know I’m right I just… I have to think on it some more."

	"I doubt Jeff would be particularly interested in having a spectator present when you are… in the throes of ecstasy," Subara commented with a playful grin. "Especially if I were inclined to provide commentary, for example."

	"Sis! That’s not what I meant!" Ranko’s cheeks flamed. "I told you I’m still trying to figure it out!" Subara’s smirk grew.

	"I mean, I witnessed your tongue duel at the front door not two hours ago. It may have been torrid, but it was also quite sweet." She smirked at Ranko's deep blush. "If I were to stumble upon you two in the most intimate of moments, rest assured it would not affect me adversely. Embarrass you? Perhaps... Amuse me? Almost certainly! But it would hardly unsettle me."

	"Subara!" Ranko shouted, her cheeks feeling like they were warm enough to ignite paper. "I don't need my sister laughing at me while I'm fooling around with my boyfriend!"

	"Do not worry. I will endeavor to keep quiet should I walk in on such a… momentous event," she said, her eyes dancing with mirth. "I am capable of maintaining a professional demeanor, even when presented with the most… challenging of positions."

	"Okay, I'm gonna declare a tickle war if you keep teasing me like that," Ranko said with a smirk as she flexed her fingers.

	"Game on, sister!" Subara said brightly as she tackled Ranko to the bed, causing her to squeal with delight. With a look of earnest concentration, they began tickling each other’s ribs mercilessly.

	Ranko’s peals of laughter echoed along the walls of her room. Barely able to fight back against the skilled ninja's assault, she just lay there and laughed. But then again, she didn't really want to fight back against Subara. She may lose the tickle war, but she won the bigger fight.

	She had everything she wanted.

	A wonderful brother.

	A devoted boyfriend.

	A sister who lit up her world.

	Life was good and her future was secure. For now, she would laugh and live each day as it came… building her future with those she loved most.
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	(04/11/13):

	 

	Began writing down notes for Part Thirteen. Man, I'm getting soooo rusty. No clue if this will ever see the light of day, but oh well. Still, better to take notes than forget plot points that pop into your head at 3 in the morning while you're dealing with a screaming baby girl.

	Still, she and my son are my pride and joy. And, never to be forgotten, so is my wife.

	Yeah, I have it good…

	 

	 

	(10/17/22):

	 

	Man, when I went through my archived notes for the initial draft of this part, I’d forgotten how ambitious I’d been with the direction things would go for the dynamic trio. Granted, I had to dial things back a bit since Ranko’s mature outlook on life with her boyfriend and her adoptive sister seemed out of character. As I worked through the scenes and developed my premise more fully, things finally settled into place in the storyline. Events will continue to move in interesting directions over the next few parts for Ranko, Sato, Subara and even Ranma.

	Also, as someone who still owns Nabiki.com, my favorite canon character remains that cunning young woman that I grew to adore back in the early 90s. (Subara remains my favorite OC, even though she is based loosely on Kodachi Kuno.) Why did I inflict Hikaru on Nabiki a second time? Well, let’s be honest… she inflicted herself on him. She found him cute, but not some drool-worthy guy. Also, and more importantly, Nabiki had her first time with him. As I've learned through personal experience… for better or worse, your first time sticks with you for life.

	I wanted her in control, not only of herself and her desire, but of him. It allowed her to reclaim her agency and learn whether her craving was for him, the alcohol, or just the physical experience of no-holds-barred sex.

	I was smiling while I wrote the scene, mostly because I could see through her eyes just how badly she wanted him to be better than she thought he was. When he showed even a glimmer of redemption and willingness to improve, it was a big ‘green light’ for her.

	The next biggest item tackled near the end of this part has to do with the aging system I’d implemented in the alternate universe. I made some oblique hints about it in earlier parts, but unfortunately I hadn't stuck to the particulars very well and inserted incorrect ages for the characters in many of the parts prior to nine. I had to retcon those to ensure consistency. Therefore, whenever I choose to release the newest parts, the entirety of the story will need to be submitted to an online archive/site for distribution.

	[Editor's note: By now, Nabiki.com has gone live again. Careful Destiny is back home on its original website, and I've also gotten bougie by creating sorta-nice EPUB covers for each released part, including this one.]

	As for where I got the idea for streamlining the characters’ ages, that was rather straightforward. I copied the South Korean aging model, which essentially uses the method Ranko explains to Ranma in the new training hall. In this system, everyone’s a year old at birth instead of zero. Babies then become a year older on the following January 1st, regardless of their actual birth date.

	I later discovered that Japan had a similar aging system in place a very long time ago. 'Kazoe-doshi' remained common even after Japan legally adopted modern age reckoning in 1902, with postwar reforms in 1950 further pushing society toward the modern system. Given that this is an AU, however, the exact dates in 'our' world don't really matter. But I was intrigued by this bit of history. Essentially, it means that, in my world, Japan went back to its roots.

	I integrated this into the story as part of postwar reform in Japan since it seemed more appropriate than trying to shoehorn it in at some arbitrary date close to the births of Ranma and Ranko. Having it be an enduring part of Japanese society, it was a long-accepted practice by the time the story takes place, making Ranma the oddball who's struggling to catch up.

	Birthdays are still celebrated as family milestones, but they do not determine legal/social age. It's essentially an excuse to have a party, nothing more.

	This also explains the "Irish twin" closeness between Ranma and Ranko. Ranma’s birthdate was never formally established (that I know of) in the Ranma ½ canon. Thus, I set his birthday on Boy’s Day, May 5th. Also, since I already established in Part Nine that Ranko was a premature baby, I set her birthday on December 28th of the same year. As such, she aged up just days later on January 1st, making her the same age as Ranma in official records despite the gap in their actual birth dates. I even went through the entire exercise of putting together a 'historical' document to explain the law, complete with backstory, to solidify the aging system.

	Also, so that Ranma’s age better lines up with his eighteenth birthday, my AU also instituted a law which states that the school year starts on the first Monday after New Year’s in January instead of starting in May as I’ve read happens for real in Nerima. That allows me to have months of schoolwork under Ranma’s belt before he’s incapacitated near the beginning of Part Nine. Hence the need for the tutor in an upcoming part.

	It also hints at the engagement between Akane and Kuno happening sometime around Christmas or shortly before. For her, there'll be some baggage about that holiday as a result.

	Oh, and before I forget, there’s a pretty big nitpick for my AU versus canon/real life in Japan. I deliberately misinterpreted Ranma’s age in canon since his birthday had not been established. Since most people acknowledge that Ranma Saotome is 16 during the timeline of the anime, that had to be dealt with. In Japan, most first year students in high school are 15 years old at the start of the school year and they age up to 16 before the end of the school year.

	Since I assumed Ranma, Ranko, Sato, Hikaru and Akane to be first-year high schoolers, that played a part in establishing my timeline. This means that I set Ranma as 15 years old (pre-wish) during the start of the school year and his next birthday would have seen him turn 16. That’s what was in Ranma’s mind during his argument with Ranko in the new training hall.

	With the aging laws in effect for kids before starting school, it establishes the two-year difference in age between my AU and canon. Thus, for example, first years in elementary school are typically 9 years old by the counting of the AU aging system and high school seniors are all 20 years old when they graduate (barring failure and retention). In our story Ranma is 18 when school starts for his first year instead of 15 in ‘canon’.

	Why did I even bother with all this background development in the first place? Well, that should be obvious to anyone who's had to deal with accusations of underage sexual content in literature, especially in today’s society.

	I used a real-world and fully believable example of aging in Korea and applied it to my alternate universe. Thus, every high school participant in any adult scene in Careful Destiny is documented to be at least eighteen years of age and is legally an adult. It was the only way to have the characters be in high school at the grades they were in while participating in adult activities.

	After all, we know that no one under the age of 18 has ever engaged in intimate relations in real life… *eyeroll*

	This aging system also allows me to pursue interesting developments in emancipation and autonomy for our characters in future parts, which was another necessary theme that I will be exploring going forward. It also means that, given the year in which this story occurs, our happy couples could legally marry if they wanted. It would be completely binding as they all meet the age of consent for that.

	Part fourteen is next, and I’ve been wondering how well I’d handle the assembly of it compared to my notes. It may include a moment with Nodoka, depending on how long it takes me to get to that point. It might also include a small jump forward in time to the Tendo School’s contract start. If there’s room, it may possibly include a return visit from some VIPs.

	Nodoka’s return will change the dynamics in ways I’ve been waiting to write for years. We’ll also see how the Tendo contract tests the group’s new equilibrium. I suppose we’ll find out together.

	Until then!

	 

	 

	Acknowledgments:

	 

	To the late James Oliver Rigney, AKA Robert Jordan. I have learned to appreciate writing simply due to the sheer output of his work. The worldbuilding alone was a monumental feat and I know I could never even come close to how well he had written WOT.

	His life was tragically cut short before I had stopped writing Careful Destiny part nine. While Brandon Sanderson had done an admirable job of completing the Wheel of Time series, I lament the lost opportunity of the ‘outrigger’ novels that would have explored a post-Last Battle world.

	Thanks for the memories, Jim! Rest in peace.

	 

	Thank You <yes you, the one staring at the monitor> for tolerating my unusual style of writing. I’ll get better, I promise ^_^ 


cover.jpeg
g@» Tendo Nabiki Enterprises, Incorporated Presents: 45%%
oo

- A Ranma Y5 Fanfic side-story

=1 Careful
2
* estiny

~ Part Thirteen - “The First Taste of Freedom
- by: Todd Hill

%}\ Inspired by Rumiko Takahashi’s Ranma % /ﬁ
> A d






