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	Chapter One

	 

	Wednesday Evening

	 

	Ami Nakato's bedroom glowed softly in the light from her small TV, creating faint shadows that danced across posters hanging on every wall. Her usually neat room was a hodgepodge of discarded school uniforms and scattered sketchbooks. Her ever-present collection of fashion magazines, which she usually kept on the desk near the window were instead piled haphazardly on the floor in front of Ami's bed.

	A half-finished bowl of popcorn sat forgotten between the two girls as the credits rolled, the cheerful music at odds with the heaviness in the room. Movie nights on a weekday were rare since they'd have to go to school in the morning, but whenever Kinuko asks for a favor, Ami was not about to refuse.

	As an only child, Kin-chan was the closest thing Ami would ever have to a sister. Even though things had become strained between them since her engagement to Kuno-senpai, Ami treated her bestie like gold. Fortunately, her devotion to Kin-chan was still being reciprocated in equal measure, for which she was extremely grateful.

	This evening had started off just like any other sleepover. However, as the night progressed, her friend began acting strangely. Kinuko hadn't cracked a single snide remark throughout the entire film. Nor had she said anything about Ranma or Akane. She didn't even utter a single word about the cheesy leading man's hairstyle.

	Instead, she'd sat on the bed pressed against to Ami, almost desperately close. Dressed down in a loose tank top and shorts with her dark hair resembling a bird's nest in a hurricane, Kinuko almost seemed like a stranger. Her best friend's fingers gripped Ami's hand urgently, as if letting go might cause her to vanish.

	When Ami finally took a moment to pull her attention away from the TV to look at her friend, she was stunned to find Kinuko's face streaked with tears.

	"Kin-chan?!" Ami shouted, panicked as she reached up to brush Kinuko's cheek with a thumb, her heart tightening. "What's wrong?"

	"Oh, Ami!" Kinuko broke down, throwing her arms around her friend with sudden fierceness. She buried her face against Ami's shoulder, sobs shaking her slight frame. "So much has changed! I can't even…" Her words tangled into muffled cries. Alarm pricked Ami's chest as she wrapped her arms around her bestie and hugged her tightly.

	"Kin-chan, did… did Kuno-senpai hurt you?" she muttered, though she dreaded the answer. Kinuko's head snapped up, eyes wide.

	"No, Ami-chan! No, he'd never! If anything… Tatewaki's been kinder to me than ever before. I think —" She cut off and drew a ragged breath, her sniffles loud in the room. It took some time before her friend was able to regain her composure.

	"I think Tatewaki really loves me," Kin-chan admitted softly.

	"Then why are you so upset? This sounds like wonderful news!" Ami blinked in confusion and wanted to ask more, though she squelched that impulse and instead sat patiently to await her friend's answer.

	"Because…" Kinuko's voice cracked. She pulled back enough for Ami to see her trembling lip and a hint of fear in her eyes. "I decided to say goodbye to my parents. Tomorrow morning I'm officially moving into Tatewaki's house. From now on… we'll be living together as if we're truly married." Ami's emerald eyes went wide.

	"You're what?!" she gasped, unable to believe her own ears.

	"He told me that it's for my protection, even though he let me come here and spend the night with you," Kinuko whispered, clinging tighter. "But… I don't know what he's protecting me from. And, Ami —" Her shoulders slumped as her composure completely unraveled.

	"Honestly? I'm scared." Kinuko clung to her friend fiercely and resumed crying. It wasn't the theatrical sort of performance that Ami was used to seeing her bestie perform in front of others. This was genuine, all-out, panic-level, land of utter despair, bawling.

	"Kin-chan…" Ami murmured as she rubbed her bestie's back gently. "If you're so frightened then… why move in with him? Is this something you really have to do, or are you being pressured?"

	"I really have to do this, Ami-chan. I don't think he'd pull me away from my parents just to control me. He knows I'll come to him whenever he calls. This… This just feels different."

	"For real?" Ami whispered. "And you don't know why?"

	"No. All he would say is that he worried about me being away for too long and that he wanted to make sure he'd protect me." Kinuko shrugged sadly and sat back from Ami, wiping her eyes. "He promised to tell me more when he could."

	"So… you're sure he's in love with you and is looking out for you," Ami said as tactfully as possible. "And you're sure you're okay?"

	"Yeah, I do." Kinuko nodded firmly, though tears still streaked her face. "I've asked myself the same questions, Ami-chan. I know I can trust Tatewaki and… since the day we've met he's *so* good to me. I want to be with him always. It's just… it's so sudden. I barely had time to say goodbye last night before I packed and took the limo to Kuno-chan's home."

	"So, technically speaking, you've already moved in with him, right?" Ami swallowed hard and clenched Kin-chan's hands firmly.

	'That fast? No wonder she's shaken!' she kept to herself.

	She reached up and caressed her friend's face, finally understanding the depth of her despair. She was just as worried as her bestie over how drastic these changes were, and how swiftly things had happened. Kinuko sniffled and wiped her eyes again, then seemed to steel herself.

	"I didn't take everything with me when I moved out, though. It would've fit in the limo, but… I decided to leave some things behind anyway. Stuff like my wigs, my makeup… even some of the old outfits I used to tease boys with. It's like… I said goodbye to that part of me."

	"Does this mean I should be calling you Kinuko Kuno now?" Ami asked, only half-joking. Kinuko snorted.

	"Not yet, Ami-chan. We're technically married in everything but name, if you get what I mean." Ami nodded hesitantly to indicate she understood *exactly* what her friend meant. "Right now, he says he won't officially marry me until after I graduate, even though I've already accepted his proposal." She held up her left hand to show off the large diamond ring.

	"Now I understand why you look so frazzled." Ami's worried expression softened. "I'm not used to seeing you in a tank top and shorts instead of your glam-shock wardrobe. It's… different." She reached up and smoothed Kinuko's chaotic hair with her fingers.

	"But I understand why you did it, Kin-chan. Also… you know what? I kinda like it. This feels more like the real you." Kinuko looked at her in shock. "You know, the person that only *I* know?" Ami added with a hint of pride. For the first time that night, Kinuko managed a tremulous smile.

	"Yeah. No one told me to dress like this. I just… put on whatever and let it ride." She looked down at herself and smirked, then shook her shoulders, her braless chest dancing beneath the thin fabric of her undershirt.

	Ami did her best not to gaze enviously at her friend's endowment. Kinuko was obviously doing whatever she could to cope with a crisis, so her own selfish thoughts weren't going to be of any help. Instead of sighing wistfully, she nodded along as if she somehow understood exactly what her bestie was going through.

	"Ami-chan, I realized recently that I don't need to hide behind props anymore. I've already claimed my prize. As far as I'm concerned, I've come out on top, and I don't need to prove anything anymore." She leaned in and pressed a kiss to Ami's cheek, lingering for a moment before pulling back.

	"You've always been so supportive of me. Thanks for not being upset with me for changing as much as I have." Ami touched the spot on her cheek, her heart thudding.

	"Kin-chan, I'll always be on your side. We're sister besties, after all!"

	A laugh bubbled out of Kinuko, this one real and bright. She wiped her face one more time, then flung herself at Ami in another glomp.

	"Yes we are! Thank you, Ami-chan. I needed to hear that so badly!" Kinuko's mood brightened even more.

	"Oh! I almost forgot. You're welcome to come by the Kuno estate to visit me whenever you like. I was told you'll always have an open invitation. Just call ahead, and you can drop by or even sleep over." Kinuko pursed her lips.

	"Seriously?!" Ami blurted out, her eyes wide. Kinuko nodded and smiled almost shyly.

	"I've moved into Tatewaki's bedroom so… my old 'guest room' is now reserved for you."

	Ami blinked, a little dazed by the sudden offer, then nodded. What she'd thought would be another typical night of gossip and movies had instead turned into something life-changing for her best friend, and possibly for herself, too. She smiled and leaned forward, touching her forehead against Kinuko's.

	"I'm happy for you, Kin-chan. Truly. Something tells me you'll be just fine!" Ami sat back and smirked, drawing another reluctant smile from her friend. "And when you miss your parents, all you have to do is call them, or maybe come by for a visit. After all, they're in Nerima, not Scotland!"

	"Oh, you're so good to me, bestie," Kinuko proclaimed. "I love you!" She wrapped her arms tightly around Ami's shoulders.

	Ami's cheeks heated as she returned the hug tentatively at first, then held Kinuko closely to her. It was the first time her bestie had ever said that so plainly and actually meant it.

	"Don't cry anymore, okay?," Ami murmured softly. "Let's have some fun and be silly." Kinuko sighed and nodded, sitting back from the embrace. It looked like a weight had just been lifted from her shoulders.

	"Yeah… silly sounds perfect." She picked up the remote, thumb hovering over the button, then paused.

	"Bestie's choice," Kinuko added with a soft smile before pressing the remote into Ami's hand.

	 

	Chapter Two

	 

	Wednesday Night

	 

	Nabiki yawned and stretched her arms wide as she leaned back in the cramped confines of the tiny desk chair in her bedroom. Wearing her customary tank top and dangerous short shorts, she knew she gave the appearance of a woman at ease. Her mind, however, was in utter turmoil.

	She finished her homework hours ago, and since then she'd been staring numbly at her ledger. Two recent windfalls had left her with more disposable cash than she'd seen in months. The larger one had come from Kodachi following delivery of her report on the Iwamoto family. The other one came from the proceeds of her recent Sato-Ranko pool.

	She found herself tempted by the balance written in black ink at the bottom of the 'current funds' column. Oh, the things she could buy with that much free cash! Alas, with the clarity given to her as a recently recovering alcoholic, she chose the safer option.

	Damn, how she hated to even think of herself like that!

	But the truth was inescapable. As much as it galled her, she invested and banked most of the funds for upcoming household expenses instead of treating herself. It had been a common theme for her ever since she was old enough to raise her first yen.

	'Family before fun…' she thought darkly.

	Years ago, when she was deemed old enough to understand what she was doing, Nabiki assumed the mantle of breadwinner for the family. By hook or by crook, she'd carried the role well enough. It played nicely to her mercenary instincts. Combined with her savvy, her efforts had provided just enough money to keep the home in good repair while still putting food on the table every week.

	Investments she'd made early on with some of Kodachi's 'insider' help, along with other sources, had given them a meager but dependable income. That, combined with her occasional gambling wins, kept them comfortably in the black for the past three years running.

	Nabiki clenched her fists and growled as she eyed the large withdrawal recorded in red ink. Despite all her careful planning and hard work, recent events had completely upended their world and put them on very shaky financial footing. It hurt to admit, even if it was just to herself, that she'd failed to anticipate such an event. Fantastical as it was, such ignorance was almost as damaging to the family as her short bout of drinking had been.

	The combined one-two punch of her father's brawl with Ranma Saotome, followed almost immediately by the attack on their property wall by that purple-haired bitch, had almost blown the budget entirely. Until the insurance check for the wall damage arrived, they were barely keeping their noses above water right now.

	In fact, were it not for those two recent windfalls, Nabiki would've already been forced to sell every investment she had just to keep the lights on through the end of May. She eyed her ledger yet again almost hatefully and fought an urge to throw the damned thing out the window!

	Being that it was still April, their banked funds and the insurance check would only last them through the end of the year. That was the absolute limit, however, and that was using *very* optimistic estimates when forecasting the future. Regardless, barring the introduction of another large and stable source of income, she expected them to be one step away from bankruptcy just before the end of the year.

	More than likely, starting the first week of January, they'd be eating rice with tea for every meal every day just to scrape by. Something had to change soon because her recent gains were due solely to unsustainable strokes of incredible luck. There's no way she could maintain a streak like that over the long haul.

	'Very few people could,' she admitted to herself.

	Groaning, Nabiki stood and bent over to touch her toes, stretching her back and her thighs. Wincing at the pins-and-needles feeling from being seated for too long, she extended the stretch and grit her teeth. She turned her head slightly and her eyes widened when she caught a glimpse of herself in the mirror behind her.

	With a wry grin, she suddenly understood *exactly* why Sato had been staring at her so openly on the day of the dojo repair party. Apparently her shorts were just a bit *too* dangerous and short for casual outdoor wear. Her kitty was practically winking at her through the fabric!

	'I suppose I couldn't really blame him for gawking…' Nabiki thought dryly. Then she snorted and shook her head.

	'Why am I even thinking about that clingy dork?'

	Sato had become an increasingly irritating presence in the back of her mind ever since the day they'd talked in front of the school. That guy probably thought he was doing her a favor the day he accepted the blame for her blow-up at him, even though she knew better.

	Then, right after that, he looked her in the eye and called her beautiful. She knew he'd meant it too because his expression had been earnest instead of conniving. But even as he labeled her thus, she could see there was no heat in his gaze, nor any hint of desire. Sato had only been reciting his opinion, not declaring his intentions.

	Then, almost as a parting blow, he'd shocked her *again* by thanking her for what she'd said to him.

	He thanked her!

	Sato treated it as if she'd done him some kind of huge favor! Of course, she'd felt so much worse about what she'd done after he said that. Whether he knew it or not, Sato kept pouring salt on that open wound by piling on with another bombshell.

	With a straight face, and not a hint of bitterness or heat in his voice, he told her that she never had to worry about him bothering her again. He'd said it plainly and, she had to reluctantly admit, those words had not been without merit. He probably saw it as giving her a sense of relief, but to Nabiki it felt like he was brushing her off and slamming the door in her face.

	After all that, the final insult came, delivered by rumor and indirect contact. The impossible news that Sato was dating Ranko had reached her ears. The first time she heard it, she laughed, expecting it to be a joke or a prank. However, the more she heard it whispered around campus that day, the more she'd been forced to accept the news.

	Almost at once, it was tied to a rent-a-girlfriend rumor that seemed to swoop in on the heels of their dating news. That, at least, had been an easier story to swallow, and on its face it explained the suddenness of their pairing. It did, however, come with one caveat. People would have to believe that Ranko was capable of being bought in such a fashion.

	All the speculation died soon afterward for Nabiki as the truth settled in her mind and, painfully, her heart. From a distance, she'd watched Sato kiss Ranko in front of the entire school during lunch, proving that the dork had somehow worked a miracle. The impossibility of it still grated on her nerves.

	A dork like him winning the heart of one of the prettiest and most popular girls in school? It sounded preposterous!

	What she saw couldn't be denied. What made it worse was that Ranko rejected the popularity status bequeathed her by the bulk of the thirsty young men on campus. She refused their attempts to force her into that role, and her pairing up with Sato seemed to be her way of ending that permanently.

	Just like that, Nabiki found herself pushed back into the shadows of social obscurity. In the past, she had no problem with that since she could conduct business without social obligations or any overt attention from her classmates. But now her isolation bothered the hell out of her. Instead of feeling liberated, Sato discarding her like last week's balance sheets stung, and for the life of her she couldn't figure out why.

	"Bastard!" she muttered bitterly under her breath.

	She *still* couldn't believe that a geek like him had replaced her so… effortlessly, and by a girl that was so obviously out of his league!

	It hurt to be relegated to a mere afterthought in his eyes. Only a few weeks ago, Sato had been absolutely lovesick over *her*. Stupid as it was, he treated her as if she'd been his world. While his smothering attention had been annoying as hell, his interest had been something new to her, and it felt… refreshing.

	'Get a grip!' Nabiki told herself as she growled irritably. Of course, her anger and jealousy had nothing to do with Sato himself! After all, he was… and still is a major nerd *and* a dork. There had to be some other, more logical explanation for her irritation. She just wasn't able to put her finger on it yet because of all these other distractions hanging over her head.

	She stood up quickly and immediately regretted it. Steadying herself with one hand on her desk, a wave of dizziness swept over her at her abrupt shift in posture. Growling in frustration, she ordered herself to put Sato out of her mind and looked back at the ledger.

	She cursed at it once more for giving her a false sense of hope, then turned away with a resigned sigh. Nabiki stared at the floor and debated her options, slim as they were. She plumbed the depths of her mind hoping to come up with something… anything! There had to be some scrap of inspiration lurking *somewhere* that she could harness to fix the family's problems for good. She had to do something while they still had time!

	Nabiki gasped as she realized that mindset may have been the issue all along!

	She shouldn't be doing a damned thing beyond what she'd already done! Hell, as far as she was concerned, she was the only one who'd been doing the heavy lifting for the past three or so years! Nabiki looked in the direction of the dojo and put a finger to her lips thoughtfully.

	"We just refurbished that building at great expense, no matter that the Saotomes contributed labor and parts to the effort," she muttered. "It's high time we put that *asset* to good use instead of leaving it as a relic of the past. It's not doing us any good just sitting around like some kind of museum piece."

	'Daddy's going to need to get his head out of his butt and resume his role as sensei of the Tendo School of Martial Arts for real,' Nabiki told herself firmly. 'No more half-hearted attempts at teaching one or two students per year!'

	She knew the dojo was big enough to handle between twelve and fifteen students per class without things getting too cramped. Plus, they could run two or three sets of classes twice a week if need be. The fees for a single month would eclipse everything she'd earned since January!

	Of course, having that many students on a regular basis would require Akane's help to manage the teaching load and keep the school running smoothly.

	'That's assuming my darling little sister could rip herself away from Ranma long enough to make her own family a priority,' Nabiki thought acidly.

	A door closing downstairs caught her attention, bringing her brainstorming session to an abrupt halt.

	"Well... speak of the devil," she whispered as she opened her bedroom door and stepped into the hallway.

	"Hi sis," Nabiki muttered blandly as her younger sister alighted from the stairs. Akane looked up and favored her with a small smile.

	"Hey, Nabiki," Akane greeted her casually, never breaking stride as she walked to her own bedroom.

	As her sister drew closer, Nabiki caught a whiff of something... familiar. She froze, then arched an eyebrow so pointed it could cut glass.

	"Really?" Nabiki enquired in her droll way. Akane stopped suddenly and turned, giving her a look of wide-eyed innocence.

	"What do you mean, sis?" she asked, not quite meeting her gaze.

	Nabiki closed the distance and inhaled loudly. She made a show of looking her sister over, inspecting for stains, torn clothes, perhaps even physical evidence like a hickey…

	'No, don't go there!' she scolded herself.

	Alas, it was too late, she realized, as the distinct odor from her younger sister hit her fully. That, combined with memories from her time with Hikaru, sent her ravening hunger into overdrive. She could feel her cheeks growing hot and she seethed over her lack of control. With sheer force of will, Nabiki stamped hard on her urges and confronted her younger sister in as mild a voice as she could manage.

	"I seem to recall you telling me that you had to have done a… *specific act* in order to recognize that smell, Akane," Nabiki muttered, her tone a bit harsher than necessary. Her sister's blush gave her away just as easily as the scent had.

	"What?" her sister asked, trying yet failing miserably to look confused.

	"You know… you could've just showered at their place, sis. There was no reason for you to bring *him* home with you!"

	"I already took a shower!" Akane hissed indignantly. She crossed her arms over her chest and shot a defiant glare at Nabiki. "And thank you for not speaking to anyone else about it!"

	"Don't worry about that, baby sis," she replied soothingly, holding up a hand to ward off further angry words from her sister.

	Nabiki's stern gaze softened, knowing full well that Akane's activities were above reproach. Her sister had been through enough over the past year and she had certainly earned the right to enjoy herself.

	"We both have those types of secrets to keep." She put a hand on Akane's shoulder. "I only mentioned it because you probably didn't even realize that the… scent of him was still on you," she finished in a whisper.

	"Thanks. You have point, Nabiki. I had no idea I still smelled like… that."

	"Hold on…" Nabiki began as a thought occurred to her. "Kasumi and Daddy didn't run into you when you got home, did they?" Her sister's eyes bulged.

	"No, Daddy's doing something in the dojo and Kasumi's in the kitchen cooking dinner," Akane said with relief. "It looks like you're the only one who knows." She looked at her room urgently. "I guess I didn't clean myself as well as I thought, so… I'm going to have to take a real soaking bath right away."

	"That's probably wise, sis," Nabiki said with a smirk. She started to turn back toward her room, then stopped, leaning against the doorframe as another thought occurred to her. "By the way, once you're done bathing, we need to have a family meeting."

	"Huh?" Akane asked, worry playing across her features. "About what?" Nabiki shook her head and laughed softly.

	"Don't worry! I'm not talking about anything like that," she assured her sister. "It's been forever since we've talked about the family finances."

	"The finances?" Akane's brows knit together. "Why are you bringing that up all of a sudden, Nabiki?"

	"Why?" she scoffed. "Who else but me has been bringing in money lately to keep us from starving to death, runt?"

	"Uhh," Akane began, then deflated under Nabiki's withering stare. "No one, I guess?"

	"That's exactly right," she shot back irritably. "And after the twin disasters with the dojo and the wall, we're in trouble."

	"Really?" Akane gasped, a hand going to her mouth. "How bad is it?"

	"It's not terrible, yet…" Nabiki admitted reluctantly. It was the truth, but she didn't want any of them thinking they still had the luxury of taking it easy. "But things will have to change before we're forced to start begging for money."

	Akane deflated noticeably, though she was obviously worried. With a sigh and a quick nod, she took another step into her own room, then stopped and faced Nabiki again.

	"Okay... I understand. I don't have much homework today, so I can just wait and do that after the meeting." She stretched her arms, wincing slightly.

	"Umm…" Nabiki's gaze grew suspicious as she stepped close to her sister again. "Why are you in pain, Akane? Was Ranma… rough with you?" Her sister's face darkened and she looked down at the floor.

	"No! Well… not in the way you mean, sis," Akane admitted. Nabiki gasped and quickly covered her mouth in a failed attempt to hide her shock.

	"Honest, Nabiki! Ranma didn't do anything like that to me," Akane added defensively

	"Do tell…" she said dryly as she arched an eyebrow again. "From where I'm standing, sis? Frankly… you look like you got handled pretty roughly."

	"Nabiki, that couldn't be further from the truth!" Akane hissed, then her expression morphed into something a lot more… goofy looking. "Seriously, I haven't felt this loved before in my entire life." Her sister leaned forward and put her hand against Nabiki's ear, whispering. "He made sure I enjoyed *every single second* of it. Damn, that man is good with his hands."

	Nabiki's eyes widened with indignation. 'That… That smug little… brat! She comes home looking completely worn out and sexually satisfied and then has the gall to *brag* about it?!'

	Her jaw dropped both at Akane's audacity and the unapologetic… no… pleased smirk on her face! Nabiki rolled her eyes and growled in frustration. Akane kept talking in a louder voice, seemingly unaware of her sister's displeasure.

	"Ranma treated me *wonderfully* today, and I'm so happy!" She gave a theatrical sigh. "Even this afternoon's drama at school couldn't bring my spirits down."

	Nabiki pinched the bridge of her nose. If Akane got any mushier, the girl would dissolve into syrup right in front of her on the hallway floor. She considered making obnoxious gagging noises at her sister's saccharine behavior, then lurched at the abrupt change in topic. She met her sister's gaze and realized Akane wasn't kidding.

	"Drama? What drama?" Nabiki asked curiously. Akane's expression sobered, all teasing gone.

	"I'm sore from a huge fight that broke out at the school this afternoon," she explained, nodding at Nabiki's shocked expression. "It happened not long after dismissal. Actually, it was less of a fight and more like a riot. I can fill you in on the details later. " She opened the door to her room and put one foot inside.

	"Right now, I need to put down my things and get that bath. I only had time to grab a quick shower with Ranma before I left. We didn't have enough time afterward to get in the tub and relax." Akane made a show of stretching her arms again, wincing. "My muscles are extremely sore, and I think a long soak might do me some good."

	Nabiki stood in the hallway, blinking rapidly. Little Akane took a shower... *with* Ranma? Given her own alcohol-hazed memories of that man's anatomy, her brain supplied a ready-made image, unbidden, of her sister laying with him in the throes of passion.

	'I don't need another mental image fanning my libido into a raging inferno,' Nabiki thought sourly. She pressed her lips together until they thinned to a flat line and thought about bankruptcy and ruin instead.

	"Okay sis, I'll see you downstairs after you're done. Have you eaten already?"

	"Oh yeah, Ranma ordered food earlier so I'm good," Akane replied casually over her shoulder as she disappeared into her room, closing the door behind her.

	"Figures," Nabiki grumbled. 'A rich guy like that could buy dinner for all of Nerima without batting an eyelash...' she added to herself with more than a little envy.

	She returned to her room and grabbed her ledger, then marched straight to the dojo in search of her father. It was time for her to lay down the law before this family either ran her ragged or ran themselves into the ground.

	 

	Chapter Three

	 

	Thursday Morning

	 

	As the first hint of gray touched the night sky to herald the approach of dawn, Subara's eyes snapped open. Just like every morning since the day she arrived here, the ninja found herself taking stock and marking the important events which had occurred recently.

	For starters, today was the nineteenth day since her resignation from clan Kuno and the start of her new life. Moreover, it has now been six days since her renaming ceremony was completed and she became Subara Saotome. Lastly, today marks the fifth day for her as a resident beneath Ranma's roof as a member of his family.

	So much had happened to her within such a slim window of time, and none of it had been insignificant.

	She stifled a small gasp of surprise as a soft thumping echoed lightly in the ninja's right ear, pulling her from her thoughts. The sound, while not unpleasant, alerted her to the fact that her head was resting against someone's chest. As the warmth of her bedmate's skin registered against her cheek, she paid closer attention to her surroundings. At once, she understood that she was resting comfortably on Ranko's bare chest.

	Subara smiled, somewhat regretfully, as she recounted their discussion just before they went upstairs to sleep the night before. It had started off with them spending a very comfortable evening in the common area. While appealing on its face, even something as mundane as that ranked as unfamiliar territory for her.

	For over an hour, it had been just the two of them sitting in silence as the evening wore on. She and Ranko had wrapped each other in a loose embrace with nothing but simple companionship to fill the void. Subara liked the moment far more than she was willing to admit, unsure if such emotional intimacy was permissible given her current situation.

	Things had gone askew right after they'd gotten up from the couch, with Ranko insisting yet again that Subara sleep with her instead of spending the night in the attic. The ninja thought she was being crafty by telling Ranko the truth. In hindsight, however, what happened afterward should have been obvious…

	 

	<*

	 

	"Subara, I hate to think of you all alone up there," Ranko persisted. "You didn't have a problem staying with me last night!"

	"Indeed, I did not have a problem sleeping in your room last night," Subara answered softly. "But keep in mind that the attic is just above your head. It is not as if I am in another building, Ranko. Besides, I have been able to get adequate sleep in that space for several nights already."

	"I know, but..." Ranko challenged, then fell silent when Subara sighed, interrupting her.

	"Allow me a chance to explain why I am resisting your offer. Perhaps then you will understand." She sat on the side of the bed and indicated that Ranko should sit beside her. "It was awkward sleeping with you last night."

	"Really?" Ranko asked abruptly, a hurt look on her face.

	"Not because of you, Ranko," Subara hastened to add, holding up her hands. "Because of this," the ninja said as she pointed to herself. The girl gave her a look that straddled the border between concern and confusion.

	"I don't get it," Ranko said in a tone which clearly conveyed that she didn't get it. Subara smiled indulgently.

	"I prefer to sleep in the nude, Ranko. That is how I slept when I was in the attic, in fact."

	"Huh?" her cousin blurted out, her eyes wide. The ninja nodded solemnly.

	"I developed the habit over a long period of time. At first it was because I had been hauled to the woods as a child while blindfolded and not wearing a stitch of fabric. That was done to force me into survival mode." Subara shrugged nonchalantly.

	"Over the years, I conditioned myself to sleep unclothed. The only exception was when conditions were so raw or restrictive that it was prohibitive to do so. It got to the point where I felt… confined if I slept in anything other than my skin." She pulled a kunai out of her skirt's waistband and twirled the slim blade in her fingers like a baton, her movements fluid and limber.

	"This," she said as she held up the weapon, "is the only thing I sleep with."

	"Oh..." Ranko said, nodding hesitantly as she blushed to her toes. "Well… that's okay then!" she added after a moment's deliberation.

	"Are you certain?" Subara asked in shock.

	"I mean, sure! If… that's what you're comfortable with, then… yeah! I can deal with it," Ranko proclaimed confidently, although her reddened cheeks said otherwise.

	"I do not want you to force yourself -" she began before Ranko interrupted.

	"I mean it, Subara," Ranma's sister insisted as she stood and pointed at her bed. "After our talk yesterday, and sharing my bed with you last night, I feel a whole lot better about you being here with me. You're my cousin and I care about you *and* how you feel. If you need to sleep... naked, then fine! It's okay. That's what you can do!"

	"Are you certain?" Subara asked dubiously.

	"Absolutely!" Ranko vowed with a determined look in her eyes. "I want you to be here with me and I want you to be relaxed while you're here."

	 

	*>

	 

	And just like that, Subara had been trapped. Without further ado, she'd stripped to her skin and slipped into bed. Ranko followed right behind her in her pajamas with a victorious smirk. After that, it was lights-out and Ranko had closed her eyes. At some point after Subara had fallen asleep, however, Ranko had apparently followed her lead.

	A quick peek under the covers told Subara her bedmate was in the same state of undress as she.

	'I have to give her credit,' the ninja thought wryly. 'She is a brave young woman. And she seems very trusting of me, as well.' She opened her eyes again and got a close-up view of Ranko's right breast sitting at eye level.

	'She is also a sneaky little devil,' the ninja thought, suppressing a wry laugh. 'How she undressed and returned to bed without waking me, I will never know. Perhaps I was lulled into a sense of security and peace by her proximity?'

	Whatever the cause, she now had yet one more thing to chew on in addition to her other concerns and questions. First and foremost, she no longer seemed in control of her own situation. What had originally started as an orchestrated effort, with concrete steps leading to a smooth integration into her master's life, had instead been quietly rewritten before the first day ended.

	Ranma literally 'welcoming her home' the morning after her renaming, then treating her as if she always lived here, had pulled the rug out from under her. Subara's plans had been completely worthless since that moment, and she had been 'winging it' and holding on for dear life while trying to make sense of her situation.

	Since then, Ranma had been generous with his compliments, free with his time whenever she needed something, and extremely kind without any sort of prompting. Nor did he seem to be doing things for her out of any sense of duty or obligation. Not that she could tell, anyway. She kept waiting for the other shoe to drop, so to speak, however that metaphorical footwear had yet to appear on the floor.

	Also, she was beginning to understand that Ranma's language was not limited to the spoken word. From the moment he hugged her in the hospital, after he had regained consciousness, to the many times they interacted in private afterward, Ranma's touch had always been a standard component of his vocabulary.

	While she would not accuse him of 'gentling' her, like horse handlers did when bringing in a new colt, she had to admit she was quickly getting used to his touch. An encouraging word was always accompanied by a pat on the back or a quick hand squeeze. If he was proud of her, he would say so while clasping her shoulders and squeezing firmly.

	She found his words meant more to her when he added those literal touches. Subara did not account them to be the same as signs of romantic affection or a prelude to a moment of physical pleasure. Given her years as a courtesan, those sorts of touches were easy to identify and react to accordingly. How Ranma touched her seemed… far less calculating or direct in his intent. There was an aspect of caring behind it that she could not ignore, nor did she necessarily want to.

	And he was not the only one who seemed to employ touch when communicating. Her uncle had hugged her several times and even mussed her hair once or twice, all without any hint of impropriety or malice. He was genuinely a gruff, yet kind man. She could see the similarities between Uncle Genma and Ranma, though she would not voice such observations aloud.

	Even Akane had demonstrated small tokens of appreciation or agreement via touch when they talked in the attic the day of her introduction. And Ranko? Goodness… Ever since that young woman cleared the air with her, she seemed to be making up for lost time by wrapping Subara in an embrace at every opportunity. Just thinking about it made her realize how… different, and how lovely, this new life was starting out for her.

	A small sigh from Ranko brought the ninja's thoughts back to the present. Despite Subara's somewhat awkward position on Ranko's chest, the embrace in which she found herself coaxed a genuine smile.

	'I may never get used to this, but… I would be lying if I said I disliked the idea of being this close to someone. Especially to a person who wishes for nothing more than to treat me like her sister…'

	Ever so softly, Subara wrapped her arm around Ranko's waist and hugged her gently, returning the embrace. The warmth they shared beneath the covers was a strong temptation for Subara to remain exactly where she was. As comfortable as she felt, she knew she could easily fall back to sleep while holding Ranko close.

	Her ninja-honed reflexes, however, refused that option and stubbornly kept her awake.

	She almost flinched when one of Ranko's hands rested on her head, then relaxed as the young woman's fingers became entangled in the wavy strands of Subara's dark tresses. Then she heard her cousin sigh and felt her begin to move. Quickly, the ninja turned to lay on her back. The last thing she wanted was for Ranko to wake up and discover Subara's head mashed against her newfound cousin's breast.

	Instead of awakening, however, Ranko simply turned on her side and… rested her head on Subara's breast.

	The ninja fought the temptation to bark out an ironic laugh and instead sighed softly. Then the young woman's arm slipped casually across Subara's slim waist in a loose embrace before she fell back to sleep. Frankly, she didn't know what she should think about how comfortable Ranko was around her.

	It was dawning on the ninja that they were becoming much closer than mere friends or acquaintances could or should ever be. It was a difficult thing to admit, partly because it was all happening so fast! Moreover, she didn't want to admit that it was happening to *her*, of all people.

	Despite repeatedly reviewing the matter in her own mind, Subara could find nothing truly wrong with her current predicament. Perhaps her willingness to tolerate this sort of unusual behavior stemmed from the young woman's purity, which caused Subara to relax her guard. It was also making Ranko's sisterly overtures from last night easier to accept.

	At least she felt certain that neither her master, nor Ranko, intended any harm. Nor did they seem to be doing this as a ploy to create a false sense of security and ease before truly harsh conditions befell her.

	She rubbed Ranko's back gently and allowed herself to feel a small note of contentment. Perhaps, for the first time in over a decade, she should allow herself the option to believe that life in a happy family was possible?

	Not willing to put a wager on that question just yet, Subara instead turned her head to look at the bedside clock. Seeing that it was ten minutes past five in the morning, she realized she was having something of a late start today.

	'I wonder if I am going soft,' she mused as she stared at the ceiling. A loud yawn captured Subara's attention, and suddenly one of Ranko's legs draped over hers.

	"Good morning, Subara," Ranko murmured in a tired voice. "Did you sleep well?"

	"I… slept quite soundly, cousin," she admitted, though she was surprised to hear herself say it.

	"You know… this is the most comfortable I've ever felt in my bed," the young woman opined. Ranko flexed her arm, tightening her hug of the ninja.

	"You realize you are lying on my chest, correct?" Subara asked, a mixture of warmth and scolding in her voice.

	"Yeah, I know. It's why I'm so comfortable," Ranko replied shamelessly. "You're soooo warm!" Subara snorted softly.

	"So are you, my dear. When I awoke a short time ago, our positions were reversed."

	"See?! I told you it was comfortable!" she quipped with a weak laugh, earning a grudging smirk from Subara.

	'Cheeky devil, indeed!' she thought again, though not unkindly.

	"How are you feeling, Ranko?" Subara queried as her fingers gently roamed the young woman's back.

	"Overall? I'm just dandy. Yesterday was *amazing*!" Ranko replied enthusiastically, then she groaned and shifted her legs beneath the sheets. "although… I think I'm starting to feel a little sore down there."

	"I am not surprised, given everything you did. How many times did you partake with Jeff?"

	"Three," Ranko answered with a loud yawn, though her head never left its resting spot.

	"Three? My goodness! You were more adventurous than I anticipated, Ranko."

	"Yeah, we were…" she admitted with a soft laugh. "We did it the first time in the attic and then two more times in the bathroom. The last time we were both standing in front of the shower. I think that's when it started to hurt." Subara nodded her understanding of the problem and could easily sympathize.

	"That is likely so... Water and intercourse are a poor combination."

	"How long will it hurt?" Ranko asked, a touch of agony shaping her words.

	"It is difficult to say since I do not know how long you two were active in the shower. Half a day, perhaps?" the ninja guessed idly. "Some Tylenol will help with the worst of the ache. I will get up momentarily to procure some for you."

	She reached up and ran her hand through Ranko's hair, the soft strands flowing like silk between her fingers. Her gentle caresses earned a pleased sigh from the girl.

	"Noooo… Not yet, please Subara. I'm too comfy right now." Ranko looked up into the ninja's eyes and winked. "Could we have just a few more minutes like this?" she added with a disturbingly effective pout.

	"That is quite satisfactory, Ranko," Subara said with a subtle nod. "I am also rather 'comfy' at the moment."

	She said nothing further and watched as Ranko's eyelids fluttered, then closed as the girl drifted off to sleep. The ninja continued caressing her hair, enjoying the feel of what she was doing almost as much as Ranko likely was. 'Caring' in this way was new to her, even though she was no stranger to the touch of a woman.

	Subara could've debated the merits of what she was doing until nightfall, yet she doubted she could've reached a conclusion which would've given her solace. The ninja opted to remain where she was in quiet contemplation while her adoptive 'sibling' slept on her chest. A small smile graced Ranko's lips, mirroring the sense of happiness Subara felt in her own heart for the first time in far too long.

	Ten minutes before Ranko's alarm was set to go off, Subara moved to get up. An hour had passed since they last spoke and she found she had to lift her cousin's head and guide it gently to her pillow.

	'She is such a sweet person,' the ninja thought contemplatively. 'Kodachi Kuno never would have appreciated having a moment such as this with someone who felt as close as a sister.'

	She vaulted out of the bed and landed on quiet feet. Ranko didn't even stir as Subara stood to the side and watched the young woman sleep.

	'Subara Saotome, on the other hand, is grateful for what she has now,' she thought as she walked to the end of the bed.

	The ninja's eyebrows rose in surprise as she spotted two piles of neatly folded clothes lying atop the covers. Ranko had mirrored her actions with an amazing level of precision! She even went as far as to duplicate her preferred method of folding and the order in which the garments lay.

	Subara picked up her underwear, including the new bra she'd bought yesterday while out with Ranma, and quietly dressed. Choosing other clothes from her selection of gifts from Ranko, she made herself presentable just as the alarm went off.

	Ranko slapped the alarm with a lazy swipe of her hand, snoozing it.

	"Too early!" she grumbled, even as early rays of sunlight were peeking through her open window.

	"Ranko, I will get some water and the Tylenol as we discussed. I shall return shortly," she announced as she slipped out of the room and descended the stairs without making a noise.

	Filling a glass of water and retrieving the promised medicine, she dashed upstairs and opened the bedroom door to find a bleary-eyed Ranko sitting on the edge of the bed. The girl was still fully nude and seemed to be unsure of what day it was. Normally, Ranko would have been up and dressed for school by now.

	"Thanks," she mumbled as she took the offered pills and downed them quickly with a gulp of water. Subara handed her the other pill from the blister pack hidden in a nearby sock drawer.

	"Down the hatch, my dear," she ordered briskly. "No sense in courting risk unnecessarily."

	Ranko nodded and swallowed the morning-after pill gratefully, draining her glass of water in the process. She looked up at Subara and smiled.

	"You know… I think I really like this, Subara," she said, gesturing vaguely at the bed and herself.

	Subara's eyebrows raised. "I admit to being somewhat surprised. I did not expect you to be the type who would embrace sleeping in the nude so quickly."

	"I wasn't kidding, Subara. It's comfy. I haven't slept that good... ever."

	"Imagine how it would feel when you sleep with Jeff like that," Subara countered with a playful grin. Ranko quirked an eyebrow at her.

	"The problem is that I can imagine it very well and it's making me antsy," Ranko grumbled. "I don't think either of us would get much sleep if he and I were naked and in bed together." Subara's smile was knowing.

	"Be that as it may, if our current arrangement does not bother you, I am… content to continue doing this with you. Although… " She frowned as a practical matter came to mind. "Do not forget that during your time of the month, you will need to be at least partially clothed."

	"Oh crap! Yeah, I didn't even think about that…" Ranko stretched her arms wide then stood from the bed, hissing slightly at the movement. "I'll deal with that when the time comes, which is maybe… two weeks away?" She put her hand on Subara's shoulder.

	"By the way, you made me curious about something, Subara. I want to ask you about it, but…" Ranko paused and chewed on her lower lip. "I think it's really personal, so… you don't have to answer if you don't feel like it."

	"What is it, Ranko?"

	"Have you ever slept with a woman naked… before me, I mean?" Ranko blushed slightly. "I know we're not… *that way* about each other, but you seemed like… it didn't bother you when we got into bed together last night."

	"When you say 'slept with a woman', are you speaking in a carnal or platonic sense?"

	"Well... Uhh, both, I guess," Ranko answered hesitantly. "I'm not judging, just curious." Subara shrugged indifferently.

	"I do not mind answering the question." She looked at Ranko squarely. "Yes, to both." Ranko's eyes widened in surprise.

	"Wow... I guess I assumed last night was your first time sleeping like that with someone." Even though she had no problem speaking matter-of-factly about her past, Subara felt herself blushing.

	"Oh, I do not make a habit of getting intimate with women," she explained quickly. "It has happened a few times over the years, with the most recent encounter occurring a couple of months ago during the course of an assignment. I was under a time crunch and the woman in question was the quickest way for me to get what I needed."

	"Did it bother you when you did it?"

	"It did not please or displease me. Each time, it was simply an action I undertook to complete my assignment." She took Ranko's hand in hers. "I achieved my goal and walked away with no regrets or sense of confusion. Since that last time, I have not touched a woman in that way."

	"That's not to say she will be my last such encounter." Subara gave Ranko a reassuring smile and squeezed her hand. "I am sure it will happen again someday, though only out of necessity. Despite my carnal knowledge of women, I know clearly where my desires lie."

	"Don't worry about me, sis. I think I understand," Ranko told her simply. "I was just wondering if it was the same thing as what I experienced with Jeff." Subara smiled at Ranko's unexpected use of the nickname and how naturally it felt to hear her say it.

	"It was worlds apart, Ranko. Your mind and your heart have to be in it for you to truly appreciate the experience." The ninja sighed. "I could hear how much both of you enjoyed what you did." She smirked knowingly at Ranko's deep blush. "I felt nothing of the sort for the woman with whom I recently had intercourse. It was… analogous to performing a kata, where the objective lies in executing the sequence correctly rather than feeling anything about it."

	"Did she buy it?" Ranko asked with a tired smirk. Subara chuckled and met her smirk with a raised eyebrow.

	"I assume she did. It sounded as though she enjoyed it immensely, in fact."

	"Okay… So, what about platonically?"

	"Oddly enough, no. You were my first ever sleepover moment," Subara said simply as she pointed at Ranko's smirking face. "And yes, my mind and my heart were fully in it."

	"Same for me," Ranko confessed with a blush. She wrapped the ninja in a warm hug and rubbed Subara's back tenderly. "You're a lady of many facets. It means a lot that we get to spend time together as sisters." Subara hugged Ranko tighter and soaked in the moment before responding.

	"I am happy to do so as well, Ranko. I am learning that the term 'sister' has an interesting and appealing ring to it." She stood back and looked at the younger girl critically. "Now, you will need to get dressed and have something to eat soon. If those pills sit on an empty stomach for too long, you will get nauseous." The ninja smirked, a teasing tone entering her voice.

	"Additionally, if Jeff catches you dressed as you are now, you are likely to become more sore before school even starts," she quipped.

	Ranko's laughter was bright, as was the smile she aimed at the ninja. Subara felt herself being buoyed by the young woman's unbridled warmth and wondered if this was part of what being in a family was supposed to feel like.

	 If so, she found she rather liked it.

	 

	Chapter Four

	 

	Noon Thursday

	 

	Sato emerged from the front entrance of the school feeling like he was floating on a cloud. Every part of him felt unbelievably giddy as, throughout the morning, he'd walked through the halls of Furinkan in a daze. Even though almost a full day had passed, he still couldn't wrap his brain around what had changed between him and Ranko.

	Yawning widely, he raised an arm to block the sunlight from his tired eyes. He barely got any sleep at all last night because he'd been so wired. Sato tried to play it cool in front of his mother after he arrived at her home, but that lasted less than six seconds… It hadn't helped that she kept peppering him with embarrassing questions about why he was so happy.

	'I mean, come on! Did mom really have to say "Wow, this is new!" and "What's with the goofy grin, Jeff?" right after I walked through the door?'

	He grumbled as he descended the stairs and turned in the direction of his usual lunch spot. He stopped walking and blinked a few times to give his eyes a chance to adjust to the brightness of the noontime sky.

	It wasn't helping…

	Sato stifled another yawn and shook his head to clear it, then was blindsided by a wave of embarrassment. He'd almost fallen asleep during history class this morning and was absolutely mortified when his head nearly clunked on the desk. Catching himself just in time, he had done his best to make it look like he needed to focus carefully on the page.

	It was at that point when he realized the book was upside down.

	After that incident, he forced himself to focus on the lecture with every ounce of willpower he had. He didn't want to catch the teacher's ire because he loved that class. More than once, he'd resorted to pinching himself beneath his desk to remain awake.

	He had no excuse for it, none that he could give the teacher anyway. Sato smiled inwardly, knowing he shouldn't be mad at himself. After all, the most important moment of his life, as far as he was concerned, happened yesterday.

	Well… maybe it was the second most important moment of his life. Ranko kissing him in the hospital and confessing she loved him would probably always hold first place. But yesterday? Spending those blessed moments with the woman he loved almost edged out that memory for the top spot.

	Perhaps it was a tie, and both moments deserved top billing?

	Last night, as soon as his head hit the pillow, his brain went into theater mode. It replayed their moment in the attic repeatedly, the detail sharp and the sensations visceral. It kept him awake until the wee hours of the morning!

	Particularly stunning had been the visual of Ranko laying beneath him, her arms around his neck. The moment was both vivid and beautiful. Even now, if he was to close his eyes, the memory would come back unbidden.

	Yep! Exactly like that…

	He could easily see her blue eyes, filled with tears of joy, staring at him with unrestrained love and passion. Then came the feeling of them merging, the two of them becoming one physically. *That* memory was what had given him the permanent grin he'd worn on his face yesterday evening.

	Sato laughed at his choice of words. Yeah… it sounded like corny internet rom-com filler material, but that's how he saw their first intimate moment together.

	Honestly? While he could still hear the chorus of angels heralding his spectacular moment, Sato was surprised that Ranko enjoyed the experience at all. Yesterday, he had no idea what he'd been doing. His actions had been a combination of winging it and fumbling around like a blind man in a soccer match.

	He blamed his lizard brain since it had been calling the shots. Sato was never given a playbook for that sort of thing and had no previous experience to lean on, short of their one heavy petting session weeks earlier. Thinking back on the particulars, he was pretty sure most of what he'd done had been flat wrong. Ranko had just been too polite to tell him how bad he was at it.

	What little he knew of doing 'it' came from the same source most of his friends would've used. He'd relied on a combination of images and videos he'd watched online during his 'alone time' while his mom was at work. Also, he'd been an avid reader of erotic stories he found online, in both English and Japanese. While the content of those stories differed *greatly* based on the language and country of origin, he could still lay claim to some knowledge of the 'basics'.

	Those had been his only 'how-to' guides.

	His friends and former friends certainly hadn't been any help. Braggarts like Hikaru and the rest of his geeky circle always professed to know exactly how to behave around girls. Each acted as if they were imparting great wisdom upon the group.

	Until yesterday, Ranma was the only one among them who possessed verified access to a girl. Even though he had done it with Kinuko, Sato had to admit that, at the time, she'd been a real hottie. For some reason, Ranma had always been tight-lipped about the time he'd spent with his ex, so he wouldn't have been any help. Sato hadn't dared ask Ranma about his time with Akane either, as that would've been prying.

	Yesterday afternoon had changed everything. After what Sato had seen, tasted, and touched, it was painfully clear that *none* of those other idiots had ever touched a girl before in their entire lives.

	It was also highly doubtful any girl had ever touched them back.

	Sato grimaced as he realized he'd overlooked one detail. Other than Ranma, Hikaru recently had verified access to a girl as well. That is… unless that jackass been lying about doing it with Nabiki? Chances are, however, that he'd been telling the truth on that fateful day.

	*That* was a different can of worms, and Sato didn't want to be sidetracked by that drama right now.

	With newfound experience to guide him, it was clear that his friends' stories had been as fake as could be. Sato was starting to realize that the people who *truly* knew what happened between girls and guys were the ones who acted differently.

	They were the cool guys who just nodded respectfully and didn't make a fuss or say anything. Their knowing smirks and silent smiles seemed to make a lot more sense to Sato now that he had his own experience to go by.

	Without meaning to, had he somehow managed to join the 'cool guy' club?

	He supposed that was the case since he wasn't going to talk about his time with Ranko. Besides, how could anyone adequately describe what happened between a girl and a guy when they did it? Sato certainly couldn't! He'd been trying to nail it down in his head all morning, but words just kept failing him.

	He knew what he felt inside. What he remembered from yesterday was a wonderful and overwhelming bundle of emotions and sensations. But if someone pushed him to describe it? He'd be a gibbering idiot who made absolutely no sense whatsoever, all while sporting the goofiest grin imaginable. Besides, he was pretty sure no one would believe him if he managed to say anything.

	'I mean, I could talk with Ranko about our first time, of course,' he told himself. 'I guess Subara's safe since she'd already caught us naked together.'

	The more he thought about it, the more he questioned why they ever needed to know. Certainly, he knew his girlfriend would be less than impressed by him if he spoke out about their sex life with a bunch of strangers. Was he willing to risk her ire over a few bragging points?

	That was just stupid!

	However, Sato's beloved lizard brain was never one to employ common sense. It wanted to hire a group of contractors to erect a billboard on campus. It envisioned the thing having "Sato had sex repeatedly with his girlfriend Ranko Saotome yesterday!" emblazoned across it in a big, bold font.

	Just to make sure the sign was noticed, it also wanted the thing surrounded with flashing lights and loud noisemakers. Then it would top everything off with confetti cannons and dancing girls marching in perfect formation while a rousing anthem played.

	He laughed softly at the silly notion. However, part of his rational brain conceded that there was some appeal to the idea. For years, he'd been cast as the lowly dork on campus and acting as the primary target of bullying. Then everything changed for 'Sato the Geek' yesterday when he achieved total legend status by sleeping with his girlfriend.

	That same small part of him wanted to team up with his lizard brain and crow about it obnoxiously so he could bask in the stunned expressions of his detractors. There was a certain level of glee to be had from rubbing his first time in their smug little faces. His ego preened, knowing that *he* was the guy who'd been Ranko's first.

	No one else on planet Earth could lay claim to such a thing. Not now, not ever. He understood it was a selfish, egotistical thought… but that didn't make it any less true.

	Sato loosed a shuddering breath and shook his head in disbelief. He knew better than to talk to anyone about it. The only people who even had a hint about what happened between them yesterday were those who wouldn't speak of it either. It was good that they also happened to be his closest friends.

	Surely, the fact that Ranko kissed him at school every chance she got was enough of a bragging point for him. Even better, nothing had to be said to get that message across! And the anger it stirred in those around him, both boys and girls… He enjoyed seeing their frustrated expressions more than he probably should.

	He felt another surge of love for his girlfriend, and no small amount of heat, as his mind wandered back to those cherished moments. Once again, his brain jumped into theater mode, and he was treated to a vivid moment of Ranko clinging to him passionately in the shower as they went at it for a third time.

	He could feel her fevered kisses while she clung to him desperately, as if it was happening in real time. Then came the sound of Ranko panting in his ear, her arms and legs wrapped around him while he stood in the shower. The sensation of the hot water sluicing down and between their bodies, his hands holding her by her tight…

	He grit his teeth and stopped the memory before it became a runaway train. It could only lead to obvious and embarrassing consequences for him. Clearing his throat roughly, he instead thought of grannies making gyoza while wearing bikinis as he picked up the pace. As his ardor cooled, Sato tucked his wrapped bento under one arm and sighed tiredly.

	Then the image of Ranko's bared breasts came to mind and his desire instantly flared to life again.

	'Oh, come on… The grannies should've worked this time! Gah! Focus on the weather or something, idiot!' he told himself angrily.

	The mental image of him sitting beneath the tree, staring and drooling at Ranko for the entire lunch break snapped him completely out of his theater mode. With grim determination, his rational mind boxed up his lizard brain and put it in time out. He might let it out to play again in Ranko's bedroom, or the attic, assuming her father would be getting home late today.

	A slight gust of wind brought him out of his manic thoughts, the warm spring air soothing his restless soul. He headed in the direction of the lunch tree, which had become *their* spot after weeks of eating lunch there whenever it wasn't raining. Sato smiled in anticipation of seeing his girlfriend for the first time since they'd walked to school this morning.

	A couple of students who were hanging out nearby saw him approach. To his surprise, they waved in a friendly way, then walked past him toward the school. Sato acknowledged them with a confused smile and a nod, not sure why they were being so nice. Had they heard something of what he and Ranko had done?

	Surely not!

	Dismissing it with a shrug, he staked his claim to the tree, turned around and leaned against it while waiting on his girlfriend. A few moments later her pony-tailed visage popped into view. His heart pounded in his chest in anticipation, and he suddenly had no idea what to do with his hands.

	He watched Ranko and Akane approach, though he couldn't make out what they were saying. Sato squinted and saw that Ranko seemed to be in a deep discussion with Akane. Surely Ranma's girlfriend wasn't asking about what everyone had been doing yesterday… He hoped not, anyway.

	Otherwise, that would be *very* embarrassing!

	Her seriousness made him wonder what was going on. As the girls grew nearer, Akane looked rather… frustrated. A frown on her face, she talked animatedly as she held her bento in one hand and a sheaf of papers in the other.

	"I mean, I don't know what I'm maddest about," Sato could finally hear Akane say once they were within earshot. "Probably, it's me having to put up with all of the fake sympathetic looks from people. Everyone keeps yapping about 'the great and wonderful Tatewaki Kuno' who became the 'savior of the school' yesterday."

	She growled and clenched her teeth, her dark eyes flashing. The force of her anger was far more intimidating than Sato would've expected from someone as sweet and kind as Akane.

	He wondered if Ranma was aware of this side of his girlfriend.

	"All the 'do you regret leaving him' questions are driving me up a wall!" Akane added irritably. Clearly exasperated, she shook her head and sighed loudly.

	"On top of that, I'm having a hard time getting anyone to take one of these… damned things," she added as she hefted the sheaf of papers. "I've been wasting my breath all day and no one seems to be interested!"

	"Akane, it'll be okay. First of all, we know *exactly* who the true winner is where you're concerned." Ranko squeezed the older girl's shoulder reassuringly.  "Ranma certainly seems happy to be with you." A smile cracked through Akane's angry visage.

	"Yeah, he certainly does," she admitted.

	"I'm also a winner!" Ranko announced with a brilliant smile as she approached Sato and wrapped her arms around him in a tight hug.

	"Hey handsome!" she added with a playful wink.

	"Hi sweetie." He smiled, bent down and happily kissed his girlfriend on the lips. "I've been looking forward to this since the lunch bell rang," Sato murmured as he caressed her face with a finger. He looked up and gave Akane a bashful smile, suddenly remembering they weren't alone.

	"Uh… Hi Akane." Sato stammered, making sure to nod respectfully to Ranma's girlfriend. Better to further Ranko's goodwill with her than risk making Akane angrier due to an unintended slight. He doubted his best friend would be happy to hear about that.

	"Hey Sato," Akane replied softly. "How're you doing?"

	"I was good before," he said, glancing down at his girlfriend, his smile broadening. "But I'm feeling *much* better now." Ranko giggled into his chest and rubbed a hand across his back before stepping out of the hug.

	"Flattery will get you everywhere, you know," she quipped, flashing a sassy smirk.

	Sato offered one hand to each girl, and they took it before sitting on either side of him beneath the tree. Settling on the grass between them, he considered his situation. If someone told him months ago that he'd be calmly sitting under a tree with a beautiful girl on either side of him, he would've choked on his rice and stared at them as though they'd lost their mind.

	"Ready to eat?" he asked his girlfriend, hefting his bento while winking playfully.

	"I'm starved!" Ranko piped up as she eyed her own lunch hungrily.

	With that, everyone began the important task of unboxing their bentos. Akane shuffled a bit as she stuffed her papers beneath her skirt before popping the top off her lunch.

	"Is something wrong, Akane?" Sato chanced asking when an awkward silence descended upon the group. "Did something happen this morning?" He gestured toward the papers ruffling beneath her hip. Akane snorted loudly, a sound like cloth ripping.

	"I suppose you could call it that. Nabiki called a meeting late yesterday about family finances. It was… rough," she added, cringing slightly.

	"Ouch!" Sato gave her a sympathetic look, knowing firsthand how bad Nabiki could be when she wasn't in a good mood.

	"She said she was tired of us 'freeloading' off her and that it was time other people put in some work to keep the family afloat." She didn't quite slam her bento in her lap before pulling a sheet of paper loose from the stack. She handed it to him and Sato skimmed it quickly.

	"Wow! Your father's reopening the dojo… He's taking on students again?" He lowered the paper to his lap. "That's a great idea, Akane! After all, the dojo's in fantastic shape now."

	'I should know,' he added to himself. 'I spent two days helping to rebuild the damned thing.'

	"Nabiki said the same thing, Sato. In fact, it was almost word for word." She nodded irritably, scowling. "My sister lectured our daddy... *lectured him*… about adult responsibility! She accused him of just sitting comfortably on his... umm… cushion and not doing anything to help with our expenses."

	Sato winced as he heard the unspoken 'his ass' in Akane's recitation.

	"He doesn't want to do it?" Ranko asked.

	"Oh, he does," Akane amended quickly. "He's just never figured out a good way to get the word out about our school. Now that everything's been fixed up, he just assumed the students would start rolling in on their own."

	"Of course, that never happened," Akane sighed and looked despondently at her meal. "So Nabiki came up with a new plan to get the school running like a real business. She's also bullied me into helping."

	"With the recruiting?" Sato ventured.

	"No, with the teaching!" Akane groused. "Nabiki wants us to have a list of forty-five students with… three different hour-long classes, twice a week each." Akane's dour expression got even darker. "That means we either teach three hours twice a week or do classes just about every day of the week after school."

	"Wow… That's a lot, Akane," Sato muttered softly.

	"I know! The girl's a damned slave driver!" Akane balled her hand into a petite fist and slammed it into the turf. "It's why I'm not too eager to recruit students. If we don't hit our goal of forty-five, then there's a chance we wouldn't need three groups of classes."

	"But…" Ranko countered, "I'm guessing that if you don't get at least forty-five students, you won't earn enough money to make ends meet."

	"Yeah, you got it, Ranko," Akane muttered sadly. "For us to make everything work, we have to hit Nabiki's goal. The problem is… if we manage to hit that goal, I won't have any free time to spend with you until the weekends." She gritted her teeth in frustration. "That's assuming I'm not worn out from teaching and unable to go somewhere on my days off."

	"Hey, Akane, it'll be okay." Sato looked to Ranko who subtly nodded her encouragement. He reached out and placed a comforting hand on Akane's arm, then looked her in the eye.

	"Let's step back a minute and take a breather." He smiled reassuringly when she nodded at him.

	"My mom's always told me to tackle a layered problem in a specific way." Sato held his hands out and started moving them like he was stacking objects.

	"The best thing to do in your situation is to use the Elephant Solution."

	"Elephant Solution?" Ranko and Akane chorused.

	"Yeah, that's what my mom calls it. It's a simple idea and it all has to do with this question: How do you eat an elephant?" Sato smiled encouragingly in answer to their confused expressions.

	"She drilled it into me whenever I felt overwhelmed… schoolwork, chores, whatever. She'd always say, 'Sato, even elephants can't scare you if you know how to eat them.'"

	"Why would anyone want to eat an elephant?" Akane asked.

	"Yuck!" Ranko wrinkled her nose. "That's just gross, Sato! Quit joking around."

	"Woah, sweetie! I'm not playing around here. I'm being serious." He held up his hands to ward off another protest. "I don't mean doing that literally. It's a thought experiment," Sato clarified.

	"But why does it have to be an elephant?" Ranko pressed.

	"Just trust me," Sato persisted. "If you had to eat an elephant, for whatever reason, how would you do it?" He quirked an eyebrow at his girlfriend.

	"It's too big to eat, Sato!" Ranko huffed.

	"Precisely! The only way to eat an elephant is ... one bite at a time."

	"Ohh!" the girls chorused.

	"So, we take that approach and apply it to your problem," he explained patiently. "If you stand back and look at your problem from a distance, you'll swear it's too much to handle and it just can't be done."

	"That's exactly how I feel about it, Sato," Akane grumbled. "Nabiki the impossible taskmaster."

	"I think I get what my super smart boyfriend is trying to say." She glanced at him, her blue eyes shining with approval. "Divide and conquer?"

	"Pretty much," he agreed with a smirk. "We take the problem and break it into smaller pieces. Once they're small enough to manage, we pick one and solve it. Then we move to the next, and the next, until eventually there aren't any problems left."

	"Once that happens, the solution becomes obvious," he finished with a smirk. Akane crossed her arms and looked at Sato skeptically.

	"That sounds way too simple, Sato." Then she looked down at the paper in his lap and sighed sadly. "But… maybe simple is what I need right now."

	"Right!" Sato nodded encouragingly. "In your case, Akane, let's not worry about your teaching schedule." He scanned the page again and hummed thoughtfully.

	"It doesn't look like she put an opening date on the paper." His face broke into a grin. "That means you don't have a deadline yet."

	"Okay…" Akane's skepticism was still plain to see on her face, but he could tell she was paying closer attention.

	"So… your concerns about free time aren't even an issue yet." He grew quiet as he mulled things over for a moment. "We need to fix problem 'A' before we even consider problem 'B'. So, let's focus on fixing your recruiting plan and nothing else." He looked to Ranko, who nodded at him subtly.

	"And by 'us', I mean all three of us," he clarified. Akane's expression brightened considerably.

	"Really? You mean it? You're willing to help me?" Ranma's girlfriend asked hopefully.

	"You bet, Akane!" Ranko chimed in as she took the paper from Sato's lap.

	He raised an eyebrow as he felt the slow, deliberate way she slid her hand across his legs with her fingertips brushing against his hips. He cleared his throat nervously at his girlfriend's answering smile. Her expression was confirmation to him that she was deliberately teasing him… again.

	'She's just as bad as my lizard brain!' he barely kept to himself. Then he leaned close to her, his lips within kissing distance of her ear.

	"You might not want to keep that up, beautiful, otherwise *something* might happen."

	'Like my hand 'accidentally' finding its way down your shirt,' his lizard brain shouted from its box.

	Ranko gave him a look of either anticipation or respect; he wasn't sure which. She cleared her throat and held up the paper.

	"We'll be glad to help out, Akane. What're friends for, anyway?" Ranko asked as she held up the flyer and read it.

	She nodded gratefully at them, with Sato hoping that Akane somehow managed to miss their playful exchange.

	"I really appreciate it, guys. This has been bugging me all day long," Akane declared tiredly.

	Ranko put the paper in her lap and picked up her bento. She sighed wistfully and looked out across the quad.

	"It's a shame Subara isn't here. I have a feeling she'd be glad to help us, too."

	"Did someone call my name?" a voice announced from somewhere up in the tree. The girls jumped in surprise when Subara landed on the ground at their feet.

	Sato, surprisingly, had the foresight to grab Akane's and Ranko's bentos before their contents spilled all over the girls' uniforms.

	"That was close!" he muttered under his breath.

	"Subara!" Ranko cheered as she scrambled to her feet and tackled the ninja warmly.

	Sato watched with a grin as Subara hugged Ranko with unusually fierce emotion, a warm smile on her face.

	"I thought you were helping Ranma with the alarm system install today." his girlfriend said as she stood back from Subara with a grin. "Not that I'm complaining or anything."

	Dressed in a tight, sleeveless red top with faded denim jeans, Subara stood proudly. With only a slight amount of makeup on her cheeks and her hair in an efficient bun, Sato thought she had the look of a 'site supervisor' or something similar. The ninja put an arm around Ranko's tiny waist and faced everyone confidently. The gesture looked so natural that Sato barely thought twice about it.

	"Your brother is watching over the house. Plus, I have two trusted associates who are acting as part of the crew. They will make sure my plans are followed to the letter during my absence." Subara looked around the campus and took a long, deep breath.

	"You sure he's able to handle it on his own?" Ranko asked in a teasing voice.

	"I think Ranma-kun's capable of a lot," Akane volunteered almost at once, eager to jump to her boyfriend's defense

	"Indeed, he is most competent." The ninja stepped closer to Sato and Akane while keeping her arm around Ranko. "I needed to take a break. There were far too many people crammed into the house, and I was getting in the way. Had I stayed longer, I would have begun impeding their progress. Since it was approaching lunchtime here, I thought I might pop by for a quick visit."

	Akane nodded her thanks to Sato and took her bento from his hand, placing it on the ground beside her.

	"About what Ranko was just saying… do you think you'd be able to help me out, Subara?" Akane asked tentatively.

	"Absolutely! I shall endeavor to do what I can for you and your family, Akane Tendo." She raised an eyebrow at Sato. "I overheard part of your conversation. Your organizational approach is quite sound." She knelt in front of Akane.

	"Could you spare me three or four of those flyers?"

	"Yes, please! In fact, take the whole damned stack," she grumbled as she handed over the entire sheaf of papers. Subara studied the top sheet carefully, her brow wrinkling in thought.

	"What did you have in mind?" Akane asked.

	"Has anyone taken you up on your offer?" the ninja queried. Akane shook her head miserably.

	"No, everyone was so wrapped up in praising 'Kuno-the-god' this morning that they either looked at me with pity or just ignored me completely. I wouldn't be surprised if Nabiki's getting the same treatment on the other side of campus."

	"It is best that you have recruited no one thus far, Akane Tendo." She held up the paper. "I believe you are pitching this class to the wrong group of people."

	"Really?" Akane gasped in surprise, stunned. "But… students are one of the best types to recruit for martial arts classes. Usually, anyway…" 

	"Sato," the ninja began as she put a finger to her lips. "Tell me if my reasoning is sound." She looked over at Ranko as she knelt beside her. "Sister, do you have a pen?" Ranko's eyebrows lifted to her hairline, though she quickly nodded and pulled one out of her uniform pocket.

	"Here you go, sis," she replied bashfully, beaming as she said the last word.

	"First, and most importantly, your fee is far too low," Subara began as she placed the paper on her thigh and made notes. Sato watched her closely as she worked, nodding along.

	"What about this instead of that?" Sato muttered quietly as he pointed between two items on the flyer.

	"Ah! Good catch!" Subara commented with a firm nod, drawing arrows to show the items would be moved around. "This means that goes here…"

	"Or maybe it could be eliminated?" Sato asked. "Wouldn't it be redundant because of this?"

	"Debatable," Subara conceded. "I would need to think on that, though your point *is* valid." The ninja tapped the paper quietly with a pen, then nodded as if reaching a decision.

	"The school stands a better long-term chance of success if your father runs a class during the daytime, say between noon and one-thirty." She flipped the paper over and roughed out a table on the back, then began filling in the squares as if it was a calendar.

	"He should treat that as the primary teaching window. Then, if necessary, he could augment that with another class or two in the late afternoon." She turned the paper toward Sato. His eyebrows shot up as he read what she'd written.

	"Adult classes?" Sato muttered. "Yeah, that goes beyond the rescheduling I had in mind. But, the more I think about it…" He put a hand to his chin and weighed the options. "Huh… Why didn't I think of that?" He looked at the paper again and whistled when he saw Subara's new pricing list in the corner.

	"Wow… You're right. Charging so little could make the school look cheap." At Akane's irritated glare he explained himself quickly.

	"I'm not saying your school's cheap, Akane," he clarified, holding his hands up in a placating gesture. "I'm talking about the impression you're making on the public, even though that's not what you're intending. I'm just saying that if you do what Subara's suggesting, people will feel like they're getting something of great value."

	"Wait a minute! Why are you two focusing on adults only?" Akane asked, nonplused. "They'll never come, Subara. The people who aren't married to their desk jobs are usually worn out by the end of the day. It's hard to believe a bunch of brain-dead zombies would seriously pursue martial arts." Akane crossed her arms over her chest.

	"Plus, adults aren't as likely to accept discipline from the instructor. Most don't like being corrected. I've seen it when daddy tried to train a few older students before… they'd rather argue than learn."

	Sato held up the paper as inspiration struck. Hurriedly, he motioned for the ninja to come closer.

	"What if we include this as a way to attract more adults to the school?" he muttered as he took the pen from Subara's hand and sketched something on the paper.

	"That is a fascinating idea," she whispered in his ear. "Do you think she would do it?" Sato whispered back eagerly.

	"Kasumi's really good at what she does. I've tasted her food. It could be included for an additional fee." Subara's expression was thoughtful as she examined the notes.

	"Given who I have in mind as the target audience, this idea could work wonderfully!"

	"Who'd you have in mind?" Sato looked at her quizzically as he handed the pen back to her.

	"Leave that to me. I believe I can find interested parties who respect leadership and want to learn." Subara stood up and smiled. "I do not want to mention any group or individual by name, at least not until I can secure some guarantees. It would not do to commit people before they are at least aware of the proposal."

	"What's going on with Kasumi?" Akane asked suspiciously. "I couldn't hear much, but I heard you whispering her name. Are you thinking of having her teach also?"

	"No, Akane. Nothing like that," Sato said, holding back a laugh. "I was thinking she could cook lunch for the students. You could charge extra for it, and they're all probably going to want to eat there after working out during their lunch hour."

	"Oh, I get it!" Akane told him with a reluctant grin. "That's actually… not a bad idea."

	"I shall nudge some of my professional contacts to gather feedback," the ninja murmured. "Some have mentioned in my presence that they were looking for recommendations for long-term professional development courses with a focus on physical fitness." Subara quickly copied the changes and notes down on another flyer, then handed the original back to Akane.

	"Your father's school might be the perfect fit for them," the ninja added with a wink.

	"I hope so! If most of the students are there at lunch, then *I* won't have to work so hard," Akane said, smirking. "If at all…"

	The ninja pulled a phone from her back pocket and sighed.

	"Drat! I must away. One of my contacts needs me back at the house soon. The project is about to hit a critical stage, and I must be there for the next phase. The crew is moving faster than I anticipated..." She tucked the papers under one arm.

	"I will likely be home *very* late this evening, sister." Subara reached over and hugged Ranko tightly, then handed her pen back to her.

	"See you at home, sis!" Ranko said sweetly.

	"Until then!" Subara replied as she walked away with a confident stride. To Sato, it almost looked like a… swagger.

	"Sister?" Akane echoed as the ninja vanished. "She called you that twice, Ranko." 

	"Yeah, we had a long talk last night and again this morning about it," Sato's girlfriend said, beaming. "She may be acting as our cousin to my father, but I told her I always wanted a sister..."

	Sato saw her eyes begin to shimmer with tears and he hurriedly stood. Putting an arm around her, Ranko smiled tremulously at him, sniffling as she rested her head against his chest.

	"Before I got dressed for school this morning, she told me that she liked the idea," Ranko finished in a voice thick with emotion. She turned and hugged Sato fiercely. "Just now was the first time she's ever called me that."

	Akane stood up and embraced both Ranko and Sato in a group hug, resting her head on Ranko's shoulder.

	"I know how good… and how challenging at times… it can be to have a sister, so I understand your feelings." She stood back and put a hand on Ranko's cheek.

	"Do you think she's being sincere?" Akane added.

	"What do you mean?" Ranko asked defensively, pulling back from Akane's touch. Akane held her hands up defensively.

	"I'm not accusing her of anything, Ranko. I'm just pointing out how sudden it is."

	"I get what you're saying, Akane," Sato began. "But whether it's as a 'cousin' or a 'sister', Subara is a member of their family. Because of her debt to Ranma, she's bound to them for life." He looked down at his girlfriend and wiped away her tears with a thumb, earning a loving smile from her.

	"Sudden or not, I don't have any doubts about how genuine Subara's feelings are." He kissed his girlfriend on the forehead and hugged her again. "No one could fake the affection she showed Ranko just now. I don't care how skilled that person is at deception."

	"I think I see your point, Sato." Akane looked to the ground where their lunches sat untouched. "Let's eat before it gets too late and we're hangry for the rest of the day."

	"Amen, Akane," Ranko declared, clearing her throat.

	She stepped back from Sato's embrace then wrapped her arms around his neck. Then in a sudden movement, Ranko's lips met Sato's with a ferocity that vaporized every coherent thought in his head. Acting as though no one else was watching, his girlfriend gave him one of the most passionate French kisses she'd shared with him to date.

	They tuned out the world, until Akane cleared her throat, her face bright red. Ranko finally pulled back with a mischievous grin, then hugged him again.

	"I just wanted my dessert first, Jeff," she whispered into his ear.

	 

	***

	 

	Nabiki growled as another student walked past without even so much as an acknowledgment. The stack of handouts she'd spent so much time creating last night remained clasped uselessly in her hand. Not a single piece of paper had been accepted by anyone, and she was growing tired of being ignored.

	A young woman in jeans and a red shirt, obviously a visitor to the school, walked past her in the direction of the front gates. Nabiki moved quickly to stand in front of her.

	"Hi there," she said, giving the woman a winning smile while offering her one of her flyers. "You look like someone who enjoys a challenge. How would you like to..." Her voice trailed off as the woman's eyes met hers. Nabiki blanched and clutched her papers to her bosom as the woman smiled knowingly.

	"Ko- uhh…" She cut off, eyeing nearby students suspiciously before leaning in closer. "Kodachi, what are you doing here?" she hissed urgently. "People will see you!"

	"It is good to see you again, Nabiki Tendo," the ninja greeted her, flashing her trademark coy smile. "I am rather pressed for time, but our meeting is fortuitous. I do need to speak with you." The ninja stood closer to Nabiki and pointed at the sheaf of papers. "Is your recruiting effort not going well?"

	"I won't try to guess how you already knew what I was doing..." Nabiki grumbled as her face fell. "But to answer your question, no. It's been horrible."

	"I encountered your sister on the other side of the school moments ago. She told me what you are attempting to do." One of her eyebrows quirked in a show of respect. "You are working hard for your family. That is admirable, Nabiki Tendo."

	Nabiki's eyes widened and she swallowed a gasp of alarm. "You… you *talked* to my sister?!" Her head whipped around in the direction where Kodachi had come from, a stricken look on her face. "Is anything going to happen to her because she's seen you?"

	The ninja's eyes widened, then she covered her mouth in a failed attempt to hide a mirthful grin. "I have forgotten how much time has elapsed since we last spoke, Nabiki Tendo. Allow me to bring you up to date." Nabiki's eyes widened as Kodachi... no, 'Subara' spun her tale.

	"You've completely severed ties with Kuno-chan?"

	"Indeed. I am no longer a member of the Kuno family, nor do I serve them in any capacity whatsoever." Subara nodded. "I have taken my place at Ranma's right hand and have adopted a new identity. You may call me Subara. Kodachi Kuno is now well and truly dead. I no longer need to maintain a secret identity. This is why I was able to speak openly with your sister." She spread her arms wide, an unusually *happy* smile on the ninja's face.

	"I have found it quite liberating to start this new life and new role. Living under the constant pressure of maintaining a secret such as mine was soul-crushing, Nabiki Tendo. My new life… suits me rather well."

	"So how long are you going to pretend to be this 'Subara' character?" Nabiki asked suspiciously. Subara's eyes flattened and she fixed Nabiki with a penetrating stare.

	"It is not a pretense, Nabiki Tendo. My one true identity for the rest of my life is Subara Saotome. Address me by the name 'Kodachi' and I will not respond." Nabiki edged back from the ninja, her hands held up defensively.

	"Okay, okay! I get it. No need to get testy."

	"I am not, as you say, testy. I am, however, needed elsewhere. Allow me a moment to brief you on the conversation I just had with your sister," she began as the ninja handed over one of the flyers.

	Nabiki blinked in surprise. Her flyer didn't look like her flyer anymore. This one had been heavily modified in Ko- … Subara's flowing script.

	"Wow!" Nabiki's eyebrows quirked up in admiration as the ninja walked her through the changes. "That could work, Subara. Corporate training, guaranteed contracts, catering fees for the noontime classes..." Carloads of yen signs danced before her eyes. Was she of a mind to do so, Nabiki would have begun capering around the campus with glee!

	"You are an absolute genius, Subara!" The ninja blushed at the praise. *Blushed!*

	"I cannot take all the credit, Nabiki Tendo. Sato was the one who suggested that your sister try a different approach. He and I worked together to flesh out this idea." Nabiki's face fell again.

	"Sato? Ugh! Him again?" She groaned irritably. "Is Mr. Goody Two Shoes really putting his foot in my business?" Her face flushed, though whether from anger or something else, she couldn't say. Subara's expression once again grew cold.

	"Sato is many things, but he is not the irritant you portray him to be. I do not know from where this hostility toward him issues, but it is ill informed and a matter of poor judgement on your part." Nabiki rocked back as if she'd been slapped.

	"Poor judgement?" She crossed her arms over her chest defiantly. "You don't get to tell me what I think of someone. I have my reasons for disliking Sato, and no one gets to question that!"

	If someone pressed her on the subject, however, Nabiki knew she wouldn't be able to give a specific reason. But that didn't matter! She knew herself and understood what she felt inside. Her jaw firmed stubbornly.

	"I will gladly take your advice and assistance regarding the classes," Nabiki ground out, trying not to lose her temper in front of this dangerous woman. "But I insist that you leave my feelings concerning *that person* alone."

	"Fair enough, Nabiki Tendo. Additionally, you have reminded me of a task I was recently asked to complete," Subara sighed as she stepped closer. "I am honor bound to deliver this message to you from Ranko. She requested that I give it to you the next time I saw you. Therefore, I will do so now… word for word."

	The ninja leaned in and began speaking. Her voice was flat, stripped of tone. It was as if she were repeating a spell, not spouting words of anger or spite. Nabiki couldn't tell if Ranko was trying to wound her... or thank her. Either way, the girl's short message was an absolute kick in the teeth. Despite her attempts to control her reaction, a lone tear wound its way down Nabiki's cheek.

	"Is that all?" she asked in a broken voice as she angrily swiped the tear from her face.

	"Indeed, it is." Subara gently took the papers from Nabiki's hand and she gave no resistance. She could only stare numbly in the distance, still rocked by Ranko's sentiments.

	"I shall replace these with ones based on our changes. Expect to receive contact from one or more groups of people soon."

	Nabiki nodded, not trusting herself to speak. Her chin wobbled and her eyes filled with fresh tears. She flinched as Subara put a hand on her shoulder.

	"Until next we meet, Nabiki Tendo," the ninja said as she turned and walked past the front gate of the school.

	'Damn that girl!' Nabiki thought wretchedly. 'How dare Ranko gloat over him?' It was bad enough that Sato dismissed her the way he had, but to have Ranma's sister rub her face in it? What had been latent regret over Sato now graduated into something approaching complete despair.

	The one guy in school who'd shown any genuine interest in her at all had been shoved away by her hatefully. Any opportunity she may have had to make amends had been taken from her forever. The weight of that regret pounded her soul mercilessly and chipped away at her carefully reconstructed control.

	A lump of ice formed in the pit of her stomach. She'd have to do something about this... She had to maintain control of herself and this situation before she lost it completely, crawled back into the bottle and drowned herself in Otokoyama.

	Nabiki absolutely could *not* afford to start drinking again!

	Clenching her hands into fists, she swiped the tears from her eyes furiously. With an angry huff, she turned and stalked into the school, hoping that something would come to her so she could deal with this mess and get her family's future on track.

	 

	Chapter Five

	 

	Thursday Afternoon

	 

	Ranma glowered at the open door which led from the foyer down to the basement. The sound of a hammer drill boring into the concrete had set his teeth on edge and been going non-stop for what felt like hours. He was tempted to simply jump up from his seat in the common area and walk out the front door.

	However, he told Subara it was okay for her to take a quick trip to Furinkan to check in with everyone during the lunch break. Unfortunately, that meant he was stuck having to deal with this… racket. She'd only been gone for five minutes when that drill started doing its thing.

	A loud thud from the second floor caused his head to jerk in surprise. Had someone fallen? He jumped to his feet and took the stairs two at a time. When he arrived on the upstairs landing, his eyes bulged.

	It looked like Ranko's bedroom had thrown up and spewed its contents into the hallway. He dashed to her door just as two men were muscling out a mattress.

	"Hey! What's going on? Did someone get hurt?" Ranma demanded.

	"No one's hurt, sir. We're just cleaning out this room before we begin working on the floor and walls," the closest guy said, bowing politely.

	'The floors?!' he thought in alarm, then quickly pointed at his bedroom door.

	"Has anyone started on that room yet?" he asked quickly.

	"No sir. That one's next," the worker replied. Ranma breathed a quick sigh of relief.

	"Let me get in there real quick. I just need to grab some stuff and then I'll be out of your way."

	"Sure thing, sir," the man said with a nod of agreement as he and his partner resumed dragging Ranko's mattress out into the hallway.

	Ranma deftly skirted all the sharp corners of his sister's furniture as he made his way to his room. Stepping inside, he closed the door swiftly and locked it. Making sure no one was in the closet or hanging out near the window, he knelt over his hiding spot in the floor and retrieved the brooch.

	The object was just as he'd seen it the day he brought Subara in the house, dull and lifeless and looking like a typical piece of cheap plastic jewelry. He tucked the item in his pocket and put the floorboard back in place.

	He retrieved some clothes and emerged from the room, leaving the door open. He held up his hand to show the workers that he had what he needed.

	"Thanks! I'm all set," he announced, holding in a relieved sigh.

	"Sir, we know we have to take care of these two rooms, but what about the other ones on this floor?" he asked as he pointed to the far end of the hall.

	Ranma's brow furrowed, not sure what the guy was talking about. He looked again in the direction the man was pointing and shrugged.

	"Let's stick to Ms. Ozawa's plan," he responded finally, hoping it was the right choice.

	"Yes sir! It should only take us about thirty minutes to finish this room before we go to the next one," the man said as he went downstairs with his coworker.

	Ranma nodded distractedly as he moved past them, then walked to the far end of the hallway. He never had a need to go past the door that went up to the attic and just assumed the other doors led to closets but never bothered to check. Subara's map of the house had shown them, but he'd paid them no mind.

	He opened the first door he came to and saw it was a bedroom the same size as his. Though the floor was mostly barren, the space still held a mix of old magazines, books and a battered steam trunk. Beside that collection of junk was a very old desk and chair. It looked like the room wasn't used much, given all the dust on the floor. He looked up and saw a small white device mounted on the window and assumed it had been installed by the alarm company.

	He went to the next room and was greeted by a pile of empty boxes. He instantly recognized them from the large shipment that arrived while his parents were on their cruise. Next to that was a bunch of luggage piled haphazardly in the corner. This space looked like a really big closet, though it *might* work as another bedroom if they did a lot of cleaning.

	His curiosity satisfied, he stepped into the hallway and descended the stairs. Ranma noticed at once that something was off and halted in the foyer. He tilted his head, listening carefully. Where there had been chaos in the house only a short time ago, it was now completely silent.

	Even that damned hammer drill wasn't running anymore. While he was thankful for that, the rest of it left him feeling a bit uncertain. After all, twenty-six people who'd been crammed like sardines into the house were suddenly gone!

	Trotting down to the basement, he saw a gray haze lingering in the air. Underneath the stairs were several small piles of concrete dust on the floor that were positioned directly beneath neatly drilled holes in the foundation wall. The drills were laying on the floor like a pair of unusual weapons. For a moment, Ranma was tempted to pick them up and hide them outside in the bushes. He stopped himself, however, knowing that he'd only wind up making the workers angry.

	It was almost as if he'd walked in just as they stopped working. The men who had been using them were nowhere to be seen. The spooky part was that it looked like everyone had just… vanished. His skin crawled at the thought.

	Puzzled, he entered the wine cellar and found no one in there either, although it was at least free of dust. Suddenly suspicious, he turned to verify that no one was standing at the door to block him in.

	Satisfied no one was watching, he crossed quickly to the wine racks. Ranma found a void in the corner and slipped the brooch beneath an old bottle of sake. He left his spare clothes on the countertop of the island for the moment and exited the room to continue his examination of the basement.

	Shrugging helplessly over the absent workers, he turned and dashed up the stairs, emerging into the foyer. He was about to open the front door to see if everyone was outside when a voice called out from the stairs.

	"There you are!" Subara announced warmly from the landing of the second floor.

	"Hey there!" Ranma said with a grin as the ninja came down the stairs gracefully. "Where'd everyone go? I went upstairs to see what all the racket was and found them cleaning out Ranko's bedroom. Then when I came back downstairs... Poof!" he added, moving his hands outward to accompany the remark.

	"Ah, they must truly be ahead of schedule," Subara responded, pleased. "Were I to guess, they are taking their lunch break."

	"Huh… They must've been super hungry to leave in such a hurry," Ranma said with a laugh. "By the way, they told me they were going to be tearing my room apart. I made sure to get a change of clothes just in case."

	"Quite prudent, but likely unnecessary, Ranma. I told them to have your rooms completed before three this afternoon. They still have plenty of time to make that deadline." Subara pointed at the stairs. "Shall we adjourn to the attic? I have some items we should discuss and do not want to be interrupted should the workers get back sooner than expected."

	"Sure thing," Ranma told her as he followed her lead. She let him walk past while she closed the door with a muffled thump. As she locked it, he turned around and noticed the door looked a bit different. It was thicker now, as if someone attached padding to it.

	Subara climbed to the top of the stairs and pointed upward. Ranma craned his neck and saw a camera mounted to one of the rafters at the apex of the ceiling. He stared at her in bewilderment, knowing he'd specifically requested no cameras in the attic.

	She quickly put a finger to her lips and motioned for him to join her at the component rack for the AV system. Mounted on the wall was a switch that hadn't been there before. She flicked it with a dainty finger, then pointed at the camera again. This time he could see its red LED was off.

	"As you requested, Ranma. An 'off switch' for the camera to allow for privacy or…  intimate moments." She showed him a satisfied smile, dimples forming on her cheeks along with the hint of a blush. "We could not have gotten away with leaving that camera installation off the plan. Your parents would have noticed it at some point and asked questions." 

	"Thanks for that, Subara," Ranma said, breathing a sigh of relief. "We'll just have to remember to turn it back on whenever we're not using the room."

	He looked around the attic and saw things had been moved about, although the differences were subtle. Most obvious was the floor, which now had wooden plugs inserted into the planks at certain intervals. That one was a head-scratcher.

	"I see other work has been done in here. Are they finished with the attic?" he asked as he wandered the room. Subara nodded, looking pleased.

	"Indeed. I wanted this space completed first in case we needed privacy during construction." She gestured to one of the couches. "Shall we?"

	"Uh… yeah!" Ranma said somewhat unsurely as he walked to the couch she indicated. Once they were seated, she held up a folded sheet of paper.

	"There are a few things we need to discuss, this being one of them."

	"Did something go wrong at the school today?" he chanced asking, his brow furrowing in concern.

	"I… am not certain, Ranma," Subara admitted unsurely as she dropped the paper on the couch. Then she stood and began pacing in front of him.

	"Hey, Subara. If something's happened, let me know and we'll work through it together. Especially if it had to do with that brawl yesterday."

	"That is just it, Ranma. I do not even know if this is something that merits your involvement. It just feels... different from what I am used to," the ninja fretted, which seemed out of character for her.

	"Different good or different bad?" he asked softly.

	"Again, I am unsure." She wrung her hands and stopped pacing. "Perhaps it would be best if I just came out and said it."

	"I slept with Ranko last night," Subara blurted out after hesitating a moment.

	"I know, Subara," Ranma replied with a confused shrug. "You told me before that you spent the night in her room. I assume the same thing happened last night, and I don't have a problem with that."

	"Well, last night was different because I may have introduced a new element to Ranko's routine that I neither anticipated nor intended." Subara cleared her throat and related everything that happened between her and Ranko after Akane left.

	"We did not have intercourse, mind you!" she was quick to add. "But she appears to have fully embraced the practice of sleeping nude." Ranma sat back against the couch and snorted.

	"Well…  I'm not sure what to say. I guess I should thank you for the warning. For sure, I won't be barging into her room anymore." He raised his eyebrows at the ninja, causing her to laugh softly.

	"Well, it is not just that," the ninja cautioned. "The more pressing issue is that Ranko has been emphatic about wanting a sister. She mentioned that to me directly two nights ago."

	Ranma nodded in agreement, recalling her saying something similar to him in the past.

	"I'm not surprised by that either, Subara. I don't see where this is going, though."

	"I fear I may have… presumed too much, Ranma. I know the situation between us is not... standard for people holding and sharing a life debt." She looked up at him, worried.

	"Today I called Ranko my sister. Publicly." Her brow furrowed. "I believe I meant it, too."

	"Really?" Ranma asked, his eyebrows shooting up above his hairline.

	"Yes, it slipped out while I was talking to Ranko, Sato and Akane," Subara continued miserably, guilt etched on her face. "It has barely been a week since my introduction to her yet… she seems to have awakened something in me that I never knew existed." She laughed humorlessly. "I have only known coldness and distance in sibling relationships. If you could even call what I had with Tatewaki a sibling relationship…"

	Ranma could understand that. There was nothing warm at all about the pompous windbag that used to be her brother. Her father, Principal Kuno, was also on the list of people who didn't seem to put a priority on family. Subara reached down and rested her hand on his shoulder, interrupting his thoughts.

	"You and I have a unique bond because of what we have shared in combat, along with my life debt." The ninja smiled despite herself. "However, with Ranko… This is completely different and came on quite suddenly."

	"My sister has a way of getting under your skin and into your heart." Ranma laughed at the ninja's emphatic nod. "I love Ranko more than just about anyone else, except maybe Akane. I know how easy it is to get closer to her. I've watched her do the same thing with Sato."

	"The evening when Ranko gave some of her clothing to me was the start," Subara confessed. "I felt something… important shift within me while I was in her room. The lengthy conversation we had solidified a notion, to my way of thinking, that I never would have considered otherwise. Your sister makes me feel like I truly belong. To her, to you…" She bent down and looked into his eyes, a flicker of panic flashing across her features.

	" I fear I have somehow crossed a line in our relationship, Ranma." Subara sighed sadly and resumed her frantic pacing. "I do not want us to be at odds over this. Nor do I want to lose what I feel is building between you and me." The ninja looked down at the floor as she fidgeted with her hands. "I find myself in a quandary."

	"You haven't crossed a line, Subara," he said softly. He stood from the couch and put his hands on her hips to stop her pacing, then he met her dark eyes and smiled reassuringly. "You belong *with* us. It's not like you're a piece of furniture or something. You're part of our family."

	He wrapped her up in a hug which she returned fully, releasing a relieved sigh.

	"Truly, Ranma?" she asked in a voice filled with wonder.

	"Yes! We're cousins already and that makes you part of the family. If Ranko wants you to be her sister instead and you *want* to be her sister... Well… that's fine with me." He met her gaze and caressed her face. "I was lucky enough to have one awesome sister. Now I'm even luckier because I have two instead."

	Subara's smile brightened the room. She wiped an errant tear from her face, somehow managing not to smudge her makeup.

	"I am most amenable to that, Ranma. But from a practicality perspective… how will we avoid creating confusion?" she asked in concern. "I expect your father would object to hearing someone call me his daughter out of nowhere. I have only recently been introduced to him as his long-lost niece."

	Ranma took Subara's hand and led her back to the couch.

	"I think we can work on that..." he assured her.

	Ranma trailed off and stared at the floor, his hand idly rubbing her back. As he considered what to do, Ranma felt glad that Subara's patience seemed limitless. She sat obediently at his side without comment or criticism, though her expression showed she appreciated his affectionate touch.

	"Wait a minute! When you did all that research for your backstory, did you collect any official papers?" he finally asked.

	"There was almost no documentation whatsoever," the ninja admitted quietly. "The story of the girl's adoption was hearsay at best. No official records exist beyond the fact that your father's distant relative moved to a small village in the distant south years ago. No documents could be found which state that the woman had ever given birth. It is what made my story so easy to fabricate."

	Ranma snapped his fingers, his eyes alight with inspiration.

	"Then maybe it's time we made that mystery baby real instead," he told her in a rush.

	"Beg pardon?" She looked at him, puzzled. "I am not sure I understand what you mean, Ranma."

	"You say you have contacts in the government, right?" She nodded quickly. "Then why can't we create the documents you need?" He paused to let that sink in. "Don't we have the power to make it real?"

	"Perhaps…" she said slowly, drawing the word out. He could almost see the ninja working through the problem in her mind.

	"As soon as you have time, pull everything together," he told her firmly. "Find a way to get the forms created and then have one of your contacts in the government make it official. I bet they could enter your stuff into the system and make you legit!"

	"That way 'Subara Saotome' can really be our cousin!" he declared, smiling victoriously.

	"That sounds like a fabulous idea, Ranma," she concurred. "However, I have concerns. There is a chance that entering my personal information into the government system would make my fingerprints available for searching by multiple law enforcement agencies."

	"Seriously?" He pursed his lips thoughtfully. He hadn't even considered her past, what little he knew of it. "Could it get you in trouble?"

	"Potentially… At the very least it could limit what I do in the future. There is an outside chance my records could provide evidence relevant to a few… unsolved crimes which may or may not have occurred in the past."

	"Are you sure they'll need your fingerprints?" Ranma asked. "If so then I guess we're back to square one."

	"To be honest, I am not sure at all." Subara pursed her lips thoughtfully. "Paperwork from small villages *can* be a bit slipshod. I suppose it would not hurt to make the attempt. I will investigate and get back to you when I have more information." The ninja's look grew more pensive, as though she was embracing the challenge.

	"Perhaps I can convince that person to flag the record as sealed. It would show that my papers are legitimate, but sealing the documents might allow it to lack DNA and fingerprints." She looked up, smiling again.

	"It might work, Ranma."

	"Great!" he said with a smile. "But until it's a done deal, let's keep this between us. No sense in getting Ranko's hopes up before it's complete… Uhh, just in case."

	"That is a wise precaution, Ranma," she said with a nod then cleared her throat. "Time is short and the workers will be back from lunch soon. I have another topic that we should discuss," she said as she picked up the folded piece of paper and offered it to him.

	"Nabiki Tendo and Akane are advertising the reopening of the Tendo School of Martial Arts."

	Ranma blew out a surprised breath as he took hold of the flyer.

	"Wow! Old Man Tendo's putting his dojo to work again? I wasn't expecting that."

	"Ranko volunteered us, me included, in the effort to recruit students for their school."

	Ranma shrugged. "I don't mind that at all. I'd do just about anything to help my girlfriend." The ninja quirked an eyebrow at him, a knowing smirk on her lips.

	"Indeed… I would have been surprised had you said otherwise, Ranma," she quipped. Subara nodded at the paper in his hands.

	"Sato worked with me to put together a plan which could allow the Tendo family to generate an ample income. It should be more than enough to fund their home expenses for the foreseeable future." She pointed at a line on the paper and Ranma squinted to read it.

	"Nabiki's going to use business contracts?" he asked, puzzled.

	"Well… That is mostly correct. I shall be the one to initiate the effort."

	"I don't understand, Subara. Is it her business or yours?"

	"Oh, it will most certainly be Nabiki Tendo's business to run," the ninja assured him. "I will hand it over to her once the contracts are drafted. It is her responsibility to get it fully established and running as its own enterprise. Outside of initial recruitment and possibly acting as an instructor, my overall involvement will be minor. I can use my connections to supply them with all the customers they would ever need." Subara looked into his eyes again, an unreadable expression on her face.

	"You need to know that this will require me to meet directly with most of them in order to seal the deal. I will need this and several other evenings to myself if I am to accomplish this task," she explained. "Perhaps for as long as the next seven to ten days."

	"It's okay, Subara. You don't have to ask for permission whenever you need time away. I'm glad you let me know before you had to go, however. I would've been worried about you, otherwise." The tightness in Subara's face lessened and she sighed with what Ranma took as relief.

	"For tonight, I expect my negotiations will run quite late. There is a chance I might not be back until after midnight."

	"That's fine," he said as he put an arm around her waist. "What time will you need to leave?" Subara pulled out her phone and glanced at it, her brows furrowing.

	"If possible, as soon as the workers have completed their tasks and handed the system over to us. Perhaps around six thirty this evening, if not sooner." She rested her head on his shoulder and put her hand atop his.

	"Take all the time you need," he murmured.

	'Subara's willing to do all this just to help my girlfriend's family,' he mused as he studied her face. 'I really lucked out by having her here with me.' Their eyes met and Subara's face broke out in a shy grin.

	"Thanks for being so good to Akane," Ranma added.

	"It is my honor and my pleasure," she replied, nodding almost formally. "She is a good woman and I really like her. I see us becoming good friends, Ranma."

	They lapsed into silence as they sat together on the old couch. Ranma soaked in their closeness with a fond smile, pleased with how things seemed to be working out for the ninja.

	Having Subara as an adopted sister instead of a distant cousin made sense. The way they acted together seemed more like a close family than distant relatives. Plus, his heart told him it was the right thing to do, for both Subara and Ranko. He could see the tension in the ninja's expression lessen the longer he held her.

	"Are you okay with being our sister?" he asked suddenly. Subara smiled broadly and squeezed his hand.

	"You know, I really like hearing you say that," she admitted.

	"Say what?"

	"Our sister." The ninja looked down at the floor bashfully.

	"I mean… it makes sense. If you're Ranko's sister, then technically that makes you my sister, too," he supplied with a playful smirk.

	"Well," Subara began, a blush rising on her cheeks. "Before you officially declare me one of your siblings, would you indulge me in one thing?" she asked, standing from the couch. Curious, Ranma rose beside her and nodded.

	"Yeah, so… What do you- mmmf!"

	Subara closed the distance between them with a speed that would have impressed a lightning bolt. She kissed him fully on the lips, her arms tightening around him. Ranma set his shock aside and wrapped his arms around her. Neither pushed to deepen the kiss, yet at the same time, neither made a hurried move to break away.

	His pulse pounded loudly in his ears, and he gasped when Subara stepped back a moment later. She stared at him with wide eyes, as if only now realizing what she'd just done. Subara took a step back and quickly turned around, though he could still see her reach up and gingerly touch her fingers to her lips.

	The ninja cleared her throat roughly and spun around again to face him, her cheeks a brilliant hue of red. Then she wiped lipstick from his mouth with her thumb, similar to what his mother did when she sometimes kissed him on the cheek.

	Ranma cleared his throat and focused on her dark eyes. He was just kissed by a woman who, only months ago, had been a ninja bent on his destruction. Further back from that, she'd been a crazed, poison-happy gymnast who pursued him with relentless glee.

	Neither of those women would've been accepted into his arms, nor would he have imagined ever being so close to either version of her.

	Subara, on the other hand, was someone he embraced not as a lover, but as someone he cared for a great deal and trusted completely. He tentatively reached for her hand, and she let him take it without hesitation.

	"Not that I minded that at all, but… what was that about?" he chanced asking.

	The ninja looked away again, her blush intensifying far beyond normal Subara-type levels. Ranma fought the urge to chuckle, not wanting her to think he was mocking her. She squared her shoulders as order reasserted itself, then squeezed his hand as their eyes met.

	"Before we 'officially' get caught in the web of sibling relationships, I had to thank you for treating me so… wonderfully since I came under your roof. Given that brothers and sisters do not typically kiss in such a manner, I had to do that before the curtain dropped, so to speak."

	'Having kissed Ranko like that once, you'd be surprised by what happens to siblings sometimes,' Ranma thought dryly.

	"I apologize if I was too forward," Subara continued in a rush. "However, it felt like that was the most… honest and direct way to convey the sincerity of my gratitude. You and Ranko have changed my life in a profound way. I am forever grateful to both of you." Ranma laughed and pulled her into his arms.

	"You're welcome," he replied warmly. "Keep in mind, I meant what I told you the day I got back from the hospital."

	"Which part was that… brother? We talked a great deal that day." Subara murmured, her head resting against his chest.

	"Welcome home, sis."

	 

	Chapter Six

	 

	Tuesday Afternoon

	 

	Tatewaki Kuno looked out the window of his limousine as it moved smoothly through the streets of Nerima. He took little note of the small businesses that flashed past his window, his mind focused on the task of finding a new head of security for his home. Fortunately, no attempts to breach his estate had happened as yet. He considered himself lucky that he had gone this long without having an expert on hand to manage the estate's safekeeping.

	His father, still consumed with the fallout of the brawl from last week, had left him in charge of domestic affairs. Kuno sighed heavily. The man had become a thorn in his side ever since he announced that Kinuko would be moving in permanently.

	He insisted that Tatewaki wed her on the spot, as insane as that sounded! Ranting at length about impropriety, his father kept shouting that the son of the principal should not be 'shacking up' with another student in his house. It had taken every ounce of his eloquence, along with well-placed comments from his fiancée, to soothe his father's nerves.

	Indeed, his future bride had proven to be quite deft at manipulating his father. Her ability to turn on the charm was a skill Kuno had not expected her to wield with such finesse. In that, he realized that he might have found an adequate replacement for Kodachi. 

	His admiration for Kinuko was growing daily, as was his fondness for her. It seemed he had found someone who willingly and expertly fed his carnal appetites while exhibiting skill, cunning, and beauty. He was very proud of himself for this master stroke.

	Ranma Saotome may have taken two women from him, but at least he managed to take one away from that wretched upstart as well!

	The limo came to a halt in front of a run-down business in an aging section of Nerima's business district. The driver stepped out and opened his door. Kuno looked at his fellow passenger gravely, noting the rigid posture of an initiate desperate to please.

	"Kurosawa, I require that you remain in the vehicle for now. Give me," He consulted the clock on the dash of the car. "…fifteen minutes, then you may join me inside."

	"But senpai, he knows me! I would be honored to help you make your case, sir."

	Kuno allowed himself a small smile, pleased at his initiate's willingness to serve and assist.

	"I understand that trainer cadet Kurosawa, however I want to be able to make my case to him alone. When I need to talk to him about your situation, I will want you with me at that time. Understood?"

	"Uh... Yes, senpai. I will wait here until it is time," Kenji said with a small bow from his seat facing Kuno.

	"Excellent," he replied as his door opened. He stepped out and looked up at the dingy sign of the establishment.

	"Marty Jenkins' Boy's Town Gymnasium," Kuno read aloud before he pushed the door open and stepped through confidently.

	The gym smelled of sweat, chalk, and faintly of old varnish. He stood in the middle of the floor, bokken slung arrogantly across his shoulder. He was freshly pressed even in workout clothes, every inch the proud heir of the Kuno family.

	Behind the front counter, the proprietor didn't even look up from his clipboard when Kuno cleared his throat theatrically.

	"Are you the proprietor of this establishment?" Kuno intoned.

	"The name's on the sign outside," Marty replied flatly, then tapped the English name plate on the counter. The man still would not look at him!

	"What do you want, kid?"

	"I am Tatewaki Kuno, scion of the noble house of Kuno, undefeated master of kendo in Nerima. I have come to—" Marty finally looked up at him sharply, halting his words at once. The aging man's blue eyes narrowed dangerously.

	"Tatewaki Kuno? I've heard your name before from some of the kids who work out here."

	"I -" Kuno began before Marty cut him off abruptly with a dismissive wave of his hand.

	"Save it, kid. You want something from me? You don't get to walk in here spouting titles and expect me to roll out the red carpet. If you want me to take you seriously, you do what every kid in here does."

	"And that is?" Kuno asked with a disapproving frown. Marty jerked his thumb toward the mat, where a stocky man in a plain hakama was tightening his men's kote.

	"You have to spar my house kendo instructor," Marty told him flatly. "No pads either. One of your students told me that's how he was forced to train for two solid weeks." The man's blue eyes bored into him. If Kuno didn't know any better, he would've sworn the man had a… vendetta against him.

	"If you manage to hold up to the same treatment that student went through, I may allow you to talk to me. If you fold, you're going to walk your scrawny ass out of my place. Got it?"

	Kuno's nostrils flared. The man heaped insult upon insult! This would not stand!

	"You dare impugn my ability by suggesting I should prove myself? I am —"

	"—nothing more than a punk with a wooden sword and a crappy attitude!" Marty cut in, voice hard as gravel. "Kid, I don't care if you call yourself the emperor of Mars. In here, the only thing that matters is how you stand when someone's swinging at you. So, are you gonna step on that mat or will you just keep wasting my time flapping your gums?"

	Kuno's eyes tightened as he realized the entire gym had gone quiet. Even the bag work had ceased as everyone looked over, eager to see what was going on. Jaw clenched, Kuno tossed his bokken from one hand to the other, striding onto the mat with stiff dignity.

	"Very well. If a demonstration of my superiority is what you demand, then so be it," he intoned coolly. "Prepare yourself to witness the brilliance of Tatewaki Kuno!"

	The kendo instructor gave a small bow, then raised his weapon in salute and waited on his side of the mats. Marty leaned back in his chair, arms folded.

	"The round starts when I say," the gym owner declared as he swiveled his chair to face the mats. "The rules are simple. As long as you're still standing, you keep swinging. Ready? … Bow!"

	The instructor bowed again, calm and practiced. Kuno returned the gesture half-heartedly, already wearing the smirk of someone convinced he had won the match.

	"Begin!" Marty barked.

	The first exchange was sharp and clean. Wood cracked against wood, both men holding ground. The instructor tested with a short flurry of small strikes which Kuno deflected with almost perfunctory ease, striking back with quick, almost elegant precision. A few murmurs rippled through the gym.

	"Hmm, so at least you're not a complete novice," Marty muttered, though his eyes stayed hard.

	The second exchange was rougher. The instructor feinted and snapped a strike toward Tatewaki's ribs. It landed with a solid thwack that made him suck in his breath. Kuno winced, his teeth flashing. He countered with a slash at the shoulder, harder than necessary.

	The instructor absorbed it, only shifting slightly before resuming a ready stance with a calm expression.

	By the third exchange, Kuno's breath had gone ragged. He roared with each swing, driving the older man back across the mat with sheer aggression. His technique began to fray, replaced by brute speed and force. A wild overhand cut slipped through and slammed against the instructor's forearm.

	The man staggered and cried out in pain, barely raising his bokken in time to catch the next blow. The mood in the gym shifted in that instant. The contest had stopped being a sparring match and had become something more sinister. It was now punishment and Kuno had become its instrument.

	He advanced like a roiling storm, striking again and again, heedless of form, heedless of etiquette. A long sweep caught the instructor's legs and sent him tumbling on his back to the mat. Kuno eyed the man with contempt and swung his bokken back and forth angrily, each slash causing sharp whistling sounds to echo through the silent gym.

	"Get up," Kuno snapped, his eyes like dark coals. "I am not finished!"

	"It's over!" Marty shouted as he leapt from his chair and stood at the edge of the sparring mats.

	"It is over when I say it is," Kuno snarled, leveling his sharp gaze at the instructor. "You wanted to see what I can do? I have not even *begun* to display my prowess." He turned his gaze to Marty, his eyes flashing dangerously. He pointed his bokken at the instructor's face.

	"Stand," Kuno commanded imperiously.

	"I yield!" came a desperate shout from the instructor on the floor.

	"There, you see?" Marty shouted angrily as he stepped onto the mat. "It's over."

	A loud gasp caught Kuno's attention. He turned and saw Kurosawa standing at the edge of the mats, his eyes frozen in shock.

	"Senpai..." the initiate muttered softly.

	Marty was already across the mats, his hand clamping onto Kuno's shoulder with the firm confidence of someone who'd stopped far more dangerous men than him.

	"You may have won this one, kid," Marty conceded reluctantly. "But don't get it twisted… that wasn't skill. That was just a temper tantrum with a wooden sword. One of these days, it's gonna cost you a helluva lot more than bruises."

	The gym was dead quiet, with every eye focused on them. Kuno's chest heaved as he noted every wary glance. Only when Marty's grip bit into his shoulder did Kuno realize his hands were trembling. Slowly, he lowered his weapon. His mouth opened, but no words came. Marty let him go with a shove.

	"Alright. You got my attention! Now go to my office and tell me what the hell you came here for before I decide you're not worth it."

	Kuno bowed stiffly to the man he humiliated, but the gesture lacked conviction. His chest still heaved as he forced dignity back into his posture and followed Marty with his initiate stepping rapidly behind him. The aged gym owner slammed his office door shut, the glass rattling with the force of it.

	"What the *hell* is your problem?" he bellowed, pointing in the direction of the mats, his face almost purple with rage. "Donny's been my kendo instructor for the past eight years. I'll be lucky if I get to keep him after what you just did!"

	"What I did... had to be done," Kuno said calmly. "You issued a challenge and I met it."

	"That wasn't a kendo match, kid!" Marty spat contemptuously. "That was a thug beatdown!"

	"I -"

	"Sit down. Both of you!" Marty flopped down in his swivel office chair, the springs creaking as he reclined. He let his breath out in a huff and calmed himself with visible effort, though a few choice words in English filtered through his mutterings.

	"I do understand you," Kuno told him flatly in English.

	"Do you?" Marty responded in kind. "What kind of fuckhead comes into my shop and tries to murder an instructor just to prove a point? Answer that one, asshole!"

	Kuno's eyebrows swept up in shock. "Murder? There's no need to be melodramatic, Mr. Jenkins."

	"Senpai, what's he saying?" Kurosawa asked, plainly disturbed by the exchange.

	"He is upset that I defeated his instructor so handily," Kuno said placidly in Japanese.

	Marty's snort could've rivaled the sound of a chainsaw in action. "'Defeated' my ass," he continued in English, then pointed at Kuno. "If you don't get yourself under control, you'll kill someone someday, kid. Your talent doesn't do you any good if you use it like a barbarian."

	Once again, Kuno was taken aback by the gym owner's bluntness. With an extreme exercise of will, he forced calm and pushed himself to be diplomatic.

	"If it will help, I will apologize to ... Donny before I leave," Kuno offered. Marty deflated noticeably with that concession.

	"That's a good start, kid. Now, tell me why you've got such a bee in your bonnet."

	"May we switch back to Japanese? Most of what I need to talk to you about concerns my initiate and I would rather he not be ignorant of our conversation. It is why I brought him with me," Kuno said, indicating Kurosawa.

	"Okay, I'll play along," Marty said in Japanese. He looked at Kurosawa and his expression softened. "How're you hanging in there, kid?"

	"I'm getting by, Marty," he said with a slight grin. The boy shuffled under the gym owner's scrutiny, embarrassed.

	"So, what's going on with you two?"

	"Kurosawa, shall I tell this story, or would you prefer to?"

	The boy swallowed audibly and looked down at the floor.

	"Eyes up, Kurosawa!" Kuno snapped.

	The boy looked up reflexively and nodded.

	"Yes, senpai! I will tell him."

	"Very good. You may begin with your fight against Ranko the day I lost my duel, then progress from there. For Mr. Jenkins' sake, please be thorough."

	"Yes, senpai," he said reluctantly as he turned to face Marty.

	Kuno watched the gym owner's expression as his initiate related his tale. Jenkins' face grew darker as the boy went on. He had to admire Kurosawa's willingness to own what he'd done.

	He obviously respected this man and the pain he felt at having to confess everything was obvious. Before he could get to the recruiting incident at the gym, Kuno held up his hand.

	"Now you understand some of my motivation, Mr. Jenkins," Kuno continued smoothly. "I am not barbaric, nor am I capricious with my punishments. After what Kurosawa had done to that girl by leading the kendo club against her in such a fashion, he needed to feel what she felt. Hence the sparring without pads. He offered her no less than that." Jenkins nodded grudgingly and speared Kurosawa with an angry glare.

	"Kenji, if I'd known *half* of what you'd just told me, I would've kicked you out of the gym and banned you for life."

	"Marty, no!" he shouted, his face growing pale. "I love it here!"

	"I don't abide abusing girls, ever!" Marty spat.

	"Mr. Jenkins," Kuno interrupted. "There is a good deal more to the story, but I believe it needs to be told from my perspective since Kurosawa does not recall the details."

	At Marty's nod, Kuno went on to relate everything regarding the Senomiya recruitment and subsequent attempt on Kurosawa's life. He finished by providing details of his own rescue of his initiate from the hospital and the near miss with the thug.

	"Hold on a minute!" Marty cut in, his face paling. "Kid, that was you they found behind my building?" At Kurosawa's timid nod he blew out his breath in a woosh! "I thought it was just some anonymous junkie who passed out in the alley."

	The boy, despite an obvious attempt to contain himself, burst into tears.

	"Yeah, Marty. They tried to kill me."

	"Jesus, Mary and Joseph!" Marty said in English, shaking his head in disbelief. "To think something like that happened on my turf..." He then switched to Japanese.

	"I've seen war. Facing death changes you, kid. I can see it in your eyes now, Kenji. I wondered why you looked so different today."

	"Produce your wrists, Kurosawa," Kuno ordered.

	He nodded and pulled back the sleeves of his uwagi, exposing the scars on his wrists from the thug's poor attempt to make his death look like a suicide. The pale scars caught the fluorescent light. Marty's hand hovered before finally gripping the initiate's wrists, his rough callouses a stark contrast against the boy's smooth skin. The gym owner's jaw tightened.

	"They did this to you?" Marty demanded, the man's face almost purple with rage.

	Kuno noted the odd contrast between how Jenkins had treated him initially and how fond he obviously was of Kurosawa. He hoped this dichotomy would work to his advantage. Perhaps Jenkins' concern for Kurosawa could yet be turned toward the task at hand. It seemed unlikely the gym owner would cooperate with Kuno directly following his own actions just now on the sparring mats.

	"Yeah, Marty. I had no idea what I'd gotten myself into," his initiate admitted softly. Kurosawa cleared his throat roughly and nodded before tucking his arms back in his uniform sleeves and placing his hands in his lap.

	"Kurosawa has been living at my home under my protection since the day he left the hospital. His parents approved of this and have granted temporary guardianship to me, although they do not know the true stakes. They believe the lie that Kurosawa attempted to harm himself," Kuno explained. He sat back in the chair and placed his hands in his lap.

	"Everything we have told you is background to my reason for being here," Kuno finished smoothly. Marty's eyebrows rose in surprise.

	"Well, despite the bullshit you pulled on my kendo mats, you have my respect for what you're doing for Kenji here." He looked at Kurosawa balefully.

	"You took the long hard road to learn a lesson, didn't you son?"

	"Yeah, Marty. If it helps, I've made amends with Ranko. Also, I've been studying under Kuno-senpai while staying with him."

	"I have done all I can to ensure his safety, however this is where I need to enlist your assistance," Kuno said as he leaned forward slightly in his chair.

	"For Kenji? Name it, kid," Marty barked out. "I got no time for people who want to harm one of my kids. If you're helping him, then I'm helping you."

	"I recently lost the director of security at our estate and need to recruit someone who is talented in that aspect. It would be best if that same person was trained in intelligence gathering as well." He paused and cleared his throat, then steepled his hands in front of his face as he considered how much to tell this man.

	"We do not know if Senomiya would try again, but given their wealth and their underworld connections, I would rather be well prepared against anything that might happen," Kuno finished gravely. Marty's eyes widened and he blew out his breath in a rush.

	"Let me think…" He drummed his fingers on his desk and was silent for several minutes. Then his eyes lit up and he sprung out of his chair. Wrenching open his office door, he leaned his head out and yelled.

	"Kona! Meeting!" He left the door open as he resumed his seat with a sigh.

	"I think I have just the person for you. He won't come cheap, though," Marty told them as he jerked his head toward the door. A young man with fine facial features and a bright, open expression entered the room on silent feet. That, on its own, was a very good sign.

	"You wanted to see me, Marty?" the man asked politely. Jenkins pointed at Kuno.

	"This guy says he needs a security expert. I thought you'd be perfect for the job."

	Assuming American traditions held in this place, Kuno stood and extended his hand.

	"Hello, my name is Tatewaki Kuno."

	The young man grinned, but his eyes stayed sharp, assessing as much as greeting as he shook Kuno's hand firmly.

	"Pleased to meet you. I'm Konatsu, but you can call me Kona."

	"You wanted security? You won't find anyone better. Just don't piss this guy off," Marty declared as he closed the office door.

	 

	Chapter Seven

	 

	Thursday Afternoon

	 

	Subara stretched her arms and sighed as she hunched over her new laptop in the confines of her living space in the attic. For her, it had been a hectic week full of afternoon and evening meetings with various clients. It had been quite some time since she was able to engage socially with her coterie of useful gentlemen.

	In short, she had been a busy little ninja!

	Starting with Thursday las week, she had steadily been working through a backlog of 'public relations' interactions, essentially playing 'catch up' after almost a year away from the trade. Her efforts so far had left all her clients smiling and her coffers quite full.

	It was through this large infusion of cash that she had been able to retire 'Frankenstein'. She replaced him yesterday with a high-end laptop which suited her needs most adequately.

	Slipping back into her courtesan role had not been as difficult as she feared. The stitches were removed from her gunshot wound less than two weeks ago and the wound's prominence had diminished significantly since that day. For the few curious men who asked about it, she was able to play it off as a bite from someone's excitable pet.

	Fortunately, most men with whom she had communed had never even noticed. Their single-minded focus had been on what lay between her legs and nothing else. Subara felt gratified that she was able to effortlessly perform the role they wanted her to play. She made sure to leave everyone satisfied to guarantee their continued cooperation and interest.

	Her schedule had been so packed that, on several occasions, she had entertained more than two gentlemen in a single day. Last Saturday, with no other obligations competing for her attention, she had somehow managed four appointments over the course of twelve hours.

	She hoped not to repeat that feat anytime soon.

	But even with her full dance cards throughout the week, she did impose necessary limitations. While she had been asked numerous times, with some of them offering ridiculous amounts of money, Subara never entertained more than one man at the same time. Doing so would spoil the intent of a courtesan's role for a gentleman of great means.

	She went to great pains to practice discretion, ensuring that none of the men were aware of their counterparts. The most important part of the role she portrayed included granting her clients the illusion of exclusivity. Subara felt herself starting to tire of the whole thing, however. As rewarding as the first two nights had been, things quickly settled into a routine that became a chore she could either take or leave.

	Looking at her schedule, Subara saw that she was to entertain clients twenty and twenty-one this evening and soon she would have to stop what she was doing to prepare for them. She frowned when she realized she had only a couple of hours remaining before she met her first 'date' at a swanky restaurant. This meeting had a twofold purpose, since the gentleman was a very promising mark she singled out for Nabiki Tendo's corporate training venture.

	Those two gentlemen, plus two more the next day would give her an additional level of funding which would push the completion of her townhome more than a full month ahead of schedule… with a tidy sum left over. If things went well tomorrow night, she should also have some very good news to bring to the Tendo family this coming weekend.

	The tangible results of her efforts did bring some level of satisfaction.

	She winced as she felt a twinge of soreness down below and decided another therapeutic bath was necessary once she completed her work here. After she'd given her attention to the remaining men on her client list, she vowed to grant her pretty kitty a well-deserved break.

	Every night, once her session with her last client of the evening was over, she would go home and bathe straight away before slipping into bed with Ranko and cuddle up to her. It had gotten to the point where Subara looked forward to being with her adoptive sister so much that it became her motivating factor.

	She pushed through her client list doggedly, pardon the pun, because it was necessary. Both from a financial standpoint as well as a means to obtain future favors. But what drove her to 'do the needful' was her desire to get back home and be with her family.

	Her desire to wake up in Ranko's arms every morning also forced her to make another important change. She made it a point to refuse requests to spend the night with a client. As far as Subara was concerned, they could rent her body for a few hours, but her nights belonged to her sister!

	If any of them decided to get pushy about it, she would make it expensive. She decided to bill them the yen equivalent of twenty-five thousand US dollars for the privilege of keeping their bed warm overnight.

	Surprisingly, she had a taker this week.

	She'd accepted the funds happily and promised herself that she would buy something nice for her sister to make up for her absence last Tuesday. That one night alone was more money than she'd ever made since her days as an oiran.

	The money tempted her to make the offer again… however she knew she would have to increase the fee substantially. Those men would have to pay dearly if they intended to keep her away from her sister for another night. Given how wealthy her last four clients were, there was a risk one of them would pay the fee, even if she increased it by almost double what the last man paid.

	She sighed, knowing she could not possibly refuse if an offer that generous was given to her.

	This hadn't been the longest stretch of continuous lovers she'd maintained during her time as a courtesan, but it was still one of her busier times. Her hectic schedule was starting to wear on her in ways that went beyond the physical, which was a new thing for her. It was the starkest change to her life since she'd shed her past as Kodachi Kuno and assumed her life as Subara Saotome.

	Her time with those men was enjoyable on occasion, however she no longer derived passion from those interactions. Indeed, the lack of affection and the very transactional nature of what she did was starting to make her feel less like a person during the act.

	She wondered if, in addition to her radically altered perspective as a member of the Saotome family, part of it was because every one of her clients was married. They could easily afford her rates, so perhaps they had sufficient funds to lavish money and gifts on their wives to keep them satisfied as well?

	Subara cautioned herself to avoid thinking about those women. It had long been her practice to ignore what their wives may have felt about the things she did with their husbands.

	She harbored no guilt whatsoever about her role as a courtesan. It was part of the game for those who breathed the rarified air found only at that level of society. All of them did it, including some very well-heeled women, but no one ever talked about it. She had become very adept at following the rules and making a quiet yet solid name for herself within their hallowed halls.

	Yet still, she felt a distinct lack of fulfillment with each engagement. She had to remind herself that those moments were only temporary. Her life with the Saotome family was her forever. Every night when she returned home, Subara was greeted with warmth and joy by her sister. That was worth more than all the money she'd earned since last Thursday, which was saying a lot.

	Perhaps it was time to hang up the courtesan cape once and for all?

	The ninja scoffed, knowing that to be a foolish thought. The contacts she cultivated over years of hard work, both on her back and in meeting rooms, demanded she continue engaging with her kept men for the time being.

	Perhaps she should consider being more selective and reduce her pool of men once she solidified her status as a member of the Saotome family? Assuming she achieved full acceptance into the core of the Iwamoto lineage, she would be hard pressed to find more powerful allies anywhere in all of Japan.

	It was that thought which forced Subara to return her attention to the screen. Her brother's question from last week had lingered in her mind day after day. Why shouldn't she try to legitimize her identity as Subara Saotome? After all, Kodachi Kuno had been legally dead for years, so there was no reason for anyone to question her identity.

	Her kept men knew her only by aliases, none of which were the same between any of them, so that was not a hindrance. Last Thursday, before she embarked on her public relations tour, she decided she had delayed working on this problem long enough. The next morning, she'd told herself it was time to act!

	With the help of a proxy, Subara maneuvered through the vital records systems of a small village in Okinawa and began making plans. Some well-placed questions with her sources in the region uncovered that this office was an absolute gold mine for lost paperwork that was miraculously located and processed.

	All she had to do was put together the correct forms and have them printed and 'aged' to appropriate levels. Once that had been completed, all she needed was for her contact to sneak the papers into the inbox of an overworked clerk. That lone person, who handled roughly one hundred records a day, quickly rubber-stamped Subara's documents and entered her information into the system before jumping to the next item in the stack.

	Just like that, she became a legitimate Saotome in the eyes of the Japanese government. It was rather anti-climactic if she was being honest. After the massive amount of research and effort she went through to get to this point, all it took was one mouse click and a routine rubber stamp from a mind-numb bureaucrat to fundamentally change her life.

	Once she'd received verification that she was in the system officially, she sent a request to the vital records office in Nerima for a copy of the forms. When she received them yesterday morning, she'd walked directly to the passport office and held a meeting with one of her kept men that same day.

	He was one of those who fell into the 'no favors' category and would remain a reliable asset for as long as he held his position. It was amazing the leverage one had over another person when one uncovered corruption. With his cooperation, Subara had her application entered into the system. By the time she'd walked out of the office the form had been completed and submitted.

	Scrolling through the pages of the passport tracking website just now, she saw that her request had been expedited. Her photo was there but no other vital records such as fingerprints or DNA samples had been included thanks to an administrative override. With a sigh of contentment, Subara leaned back in the couch and crossed her arms over her chest.

	"Finally," she muttered. "Subara Saotome is as real as anyone else, and she has a home of record." With Ranma's consent she'd put his address as her residence for the passport. She hit 'refresh' and saw it was tentatively scheduled to arrive tomorrow afternoon at the earliest by courier.

	She shut down her laptop and stood, allowing herself a quiet moment of triumph. Before she soaked in the bath and prepared for her first client, she supposed she should give her brother the good news. Subara walked downstairs and found him seated on one of the couches in the common area.

	Ranma stared bleakly at the stack of homework that had been accumulating on the coffee table over the past two weeks. His... no, *their* sister had been diligent in bringing back what assignments she could, with Jeff filling in the missing parts since he and Ranma were in the same classroom.

	"You seem troubled, brother."

	Ranma turned his head. "What? Oh, this? Yeah, this stuff's bugging the shit out of me. The longer it takes before I'm back in school, the worse this is gonna get."

	"Could you not return to school tomorrow?" she queried.

	"I don't know. Maybe? The problem is that they'll expect me to be caught up when I return." He shrugged helplessly and gestured at the mountain of books and papers. "How the hell could I be caught up when I have this paper version of Mt. Fuji sitting here ready to erupt like a nightmare?"

	Subara laughed, her dimples showing as she approached and sat beside him on the couch.

	"If you require my assistance, merely say the word brother." She put an arm around his shoulders in a show of support. Ranma sat back and rested his head against her chest.

	"Nah, you know me. I'm not one to walk away from a fight, sis. I just have to figure out the best way to tackle this."

	"Your mother mentioned a tutor when she talked to you at the hospital as I recall."

	"Yeah, but the tutor's not supposed to be here until next week. Either Tuesday or Wednesday, I think." He loosed a sigh. "It's going to be torture… I can already tell."

	She kissed him loudly on the cheek and mussed his hair, coaxing a reluctant grin from him.

	"I have faith in you, brother." Subara took his hand in hers. "By the way, I have good news," she announced brightly. Ranma turned to look at her.

	"Oh, what's up?"

	"You are looking at your legitimate cousin, now. The paperwork has been accepted and validated. I am officially in the system as Subara Saotome, and my new passport is on the way." Ranma sprang to his feet, elated.

	"Really? That's awesome!" he cheered. Subara smiled and stood, then found herself enveloped in a hug. "Hell, I've known you were my relative for weeks. I'm just glad we can prove it now." He squeezed her tight in his arms.

	"How do you feel?" he murmured into her ear.

	"Like I found home, brother." She felt a strong wave of emotion hit her as she willingly accepted his warm affection. For all the men who had ever claimed to possess her over the years, only the embraces of her brother and sister made her feel owned by choice.

	"Amen sister." He smirked and rubbed her back affectionately. "Ranko will be happy, Subara. I think pop will be, too."

	"Poor sister," she murmured, her smile slipping somewhat. "She needs something to be happy about. I can tell she has been frustrated lately. She was crying in my arms last night because she has been unable to spend any time alone with Sato in over a week."

	"I haven't been able to spend any time alone with Akane, either," Ranma groused. "Pop's work schedule had him coming home early every day." He frowned. "Sitting here with Akane in my lap, or holding her hand is great and all, but it isn't the same."

	"Remember that one time we managed to sneak up to the attic for a quickie?" he asked, rolling his eyes. Subara nodded, recalling the near disaster.

	"When pop entered and saw Akane on her knees in front of me, I freaked out."

	"You did have a moment of genius however," she reminded him.

	"That was just me panicking, Subara," he commented, snickering. "I don't know where it came from but asking her if she 'found it yet' was the only thing I could think of."

	"It was an inspired ad-lib given that she was only seconds from commencing with your… 'quickie'," Subara quipped. "Your question explained your precarious position to your father, especially when Akane instructed you to stand still since you might 'step on it'." She looked at him curiously.

	"Did she ever specify what 'it' was?" the ninja asked, aiming a knowing smirk at him. Ranma laughed and shook his head.

	"She didn't have to. Akane made it look like she found something small, then quickly shoved her hand in her pocket and got up from the floor."

	"Your girlfriend has good improvisational skills as well." Subara smirked playfully and clapped him on the back.

	"Life-saving skills is more like it!" he replied with a smirk of his own. The ninja eyed him closely.

	"Are you still tense?"

	"Not about what happened in the attic. I'm just… I really want to fool around again with Akane. I don't mind you knowing that, Subara." Ranma admitted with a sheepish grin, a blush forming on his cheeks. "Once you've had a taste of it, you want more." He shrugged helplessly. "What else can I say? I really miss having making love to my girlfriend."

	"Who knows? You might get your chance with her this coming weekend if things work out." She put a hand to his face and smiled sympathetically. "Based on my own experiences, I can almost guarantee she misses it just as much as you, brother."

	"Here's hoping. For my sake and for Ranko's, we each need some time alone with our loved ones."

	Subara smiled outwardly, yet inside she cringed. Even though her lust had long since been sated this week, love eluded her still. No official papers or well-heeled gentlemen could fill that void.

	'Perhaps someday?' she asked herself wistfully.

	 

	Chapter Eight

	 

	Saturday Morning

	 

	The incessant chirping of a bird dragged Ranko out of her slumber. Bleary-eyed, she awoke and looked at her alarm clock, growling when she saw it was a quarter past six.

	'It's only six in the morning?! Oh, come on! It's a Saturday!' she groused.

	Lying on her side, she attempted to turn on her back. However, she found her movement blocked by an arm that was wrapped tightly around her waist. A warm breath tickled the back of her neck, causing Ranko to smile. Subara must've gotten home super late last night and snuck into bed with her.

	That must be why her bedroom window was open. Her sister wouldn't have wanted to walk through the front door and attract attention. For Subara, slipping in through Ranko's bedroom window would've been the easier option.

	How her sister managed to do that without setting off the alarm, Ranko couldn't explain. Still, she trusted her sister completely. The ninja had proven that she'd do whatever it took to keep her and the rest of the family safe. The open window must not have been a risk in Subara's eyes.

	She inhaled deeply and loosed a satisfied sigh. The ninja's mysterious late nights over the past week or so had kept Ranko wondering what was going on. At least, except for Thursday night and last Tuesday, she spent the night in Ranko's embrace. Each time, Subara would show up tired and smiling, slipping into bed smelling faintly of jasmine and soap.

	For Ranko, it was quickly becoming the scent of home, family, and reassurance.

	Subara's warmth radiated across her bare back, the ninja's presence both supportive and comforting. She reached down and lifted her sister's arm, then turned so she could lie on her back. Her sister's breathing changed as Ranko moved, causing her to wince.

	'I hope I didn't wake her up,' she thought urgently while studying Subara's face. She sighed in relief as the ninja continued to sleep peacefully. 'She must've pushed herself really hard last night. She's so worn out she barely even moved,' Ranko thought as she put Subara's hand against her hip. Taking great care, she gently moved the ninja's head, sliding it from the pillow to rest on her chest.

	Subara's breathing hitched for just a moment before her normal rhythm resumed. Ranko relaxed and, in what had become a routine for the two of them, began running her fingers through the ninja's hair. A small smile touched the corners of Subara's mouth, her arm tightening around Ranko's waist almost possessively.

	A cool breeze wafted through the open window, the gentle current tickling Ranko's face and raising goosebumps on her exposed chest. It wasn't cold enough to be uncomfortable, but she was still thankful for Subara's warm presence. She reached down and idly caressed the ninja's arm with her other hand, her fingers tracing around the small scar where Subara had been shot while trying to save Kenji's life.

	The stitches were out now, although Ranko had no idea when Subara had that done. The marred skin was starting to look less like a gunshot wound and more like a burn mark or a scar from an accident. Either way, it was the only blemish on an otherwise flawless body.

	Ranko moved to place a tender kiss atop Subara's head, then slid her hand down to rub the ninja's back. At that moment, Subara's breathing shifted again and she knew the ninja was awake.

	"Whatever you do, sister, please do not stop," Subara said with a slight purr in her voice. "That feels magnificent." Ranko's heart skipped a beat at hearing the ninja call her that.

	"Sure thing, sis. We've got hours before we have to get up."

	Subara's hand slid up from Ranko's waist and skimmed across her breast before coming to rest at her neck. The ninja's thumb began a gentle caress of Ranko's cheek, causing her to smile softly.

	"What time is it anyway?" Subara murmured sleepily. Ranko's eyes flicked to her clock.

	"It's almost six thirty."

	"Ah, so I have been asleep for three hours." Subara grunted. "Hmm, that should be sufficient rest for me, however I am having difficulty mustering the energy to leave this spot."

	"Like I've said many times, sis... This is very comfy," Ranko teased.

	"Indeed, it is."

	"How did things go last night?"

	"Well enough, I suppose. I do believe I am done for the foreseeable future." Subara laughed softly, a sound of both release and relief, as she draped one of her legs across Ranko languidly. She propped her head on her other hand to meet her sister's gaze.

	"Would you prefer the summary or all the lurid details?"

	She giggled. "How about somewhere in the middle, sis?"

	"Perhaps that is a wise choice," Subara said dryly as she began her tale. "After I left here, I met with an accounting director from one of the government's bureaus. We dined at an expensive restaurant in the heart of Tokyo, for which he obviously paid. Afterward we... tickled each other's fancy," she said with a wry grin.

	"Tickled your fancy?" Ranko repeated, unfamiliar with the term.

	"It is my euphemism for saying that he and I did the same thing you and Jeff did in the attic over a week ago."

	"Oh, I see! Did the guy treat you okay, sis?"

	"He was more than adequate, Ranko." Subara gave a beleaguered sigh. "Apparently I still needed an outlet and that gentleman was kind enough to oblige."

	"Ohhhh!" Ranko said, blushing slightly. She knew all too well what it felt like to need an outlet for her urges. Her own pent-up desire for Jeff was hitting a frustrating crescendo.

	"Some time later, after we dressed, I asked him if he was still looking for a team building opportunity for his staff. He told me he was, so I showed him a modified flyer for the Tendo school and suggested he send his subordinates there for weeklong seminars. He liked the idea so much he agreed at once, so I provided him with Nabiki Tendo's contact information."

	"Do you think he'll call her?"

	"Perhaps. I expect she will be very surprised to hear how that meeting turned out. It was a rather productive outing, our carnal activities notwithstanding."

	"You must've taken a long time with him, sis. I assume you went longer than Sato did with me because of how late you got home."

	"Oh, it was fulfilling and he was overjoyed at my enthusiasm. However, it only lasted an hour," Subara corrected, although the warmth in her cheeks betrayed how much she enjoyed it. "I had more than one appointment last night and time was short."

	"Multiple appointments? No wonder you were still sleeping when I woke up!"

	"Indeed, it is an indicator of how far I pushed myself over the past week."

	"I take it this second meeting was just that… a meeting?" Ranko ventured.

	"The second stop was with another man in government. This gentleman was an undersecretary of a department. He was a bit boring, but his reach is quite long." Subara snorted softly. "I first recommended the Tendo school program to him Thursday of the previous week. My second time with him last night must have finally convinced him of its necessity."

	"Second time?" The scope of what her sister had been doing during her outings was becoming clearer now and it made her pause. Subara must've noted her discomfort because she hugged Ranko tightly.

	"If my recounting troubles you, I shall stop at once. I do not want you to be upset over my activities, dear sister."

	Ranko shook her head quickly. "No, I'm fine, sis. Honest. Just a bit surprised is all."

	"Are you sure?"

	"Yeah, I'm fine. Keep going. I'm curious how everything turned out." Subara craned her neck and placed a small kiss on Ranko's cheek, then settled down on her chest again as the ninja resumed her story.

	"The scope of the contract he intends to sign with Nabiki Tendo will dwarf the first one by a substantial margin given how many departments he oversees." She smirked, pleased with herself. "She was not the only one who profited substantially from him either. His financial largesse made my dalliance with him… most equitable."

	'Two men in one night?' Ranko thought, startled. Until now, she'd never really considered the sheer number of people her sister had slept with. She'd always assumed there was only one client each night, and that not every meeting became intimate.

	"Hold up! Did the second guy know about the first?"

	"No, dear. I showered in-between, plus I forced each of them to use protection. Had they refused, they never would have been allowed to touch me." She grimaced. "That reminds me. I believe I need to brush my teeth again."

	Ranko muttered a hushed 'wow'. "I'm not asking you to apologize, sis. I'm just…" she hesitated, then held up a hand before the ninja could get upset at her reaction.

	"It is the nature of the beast, Ranko. I admit, however, that I do not typically undertake such a hectic… workload. I had become lax in maintaining my network of contacts over the past nine months and had to make up for lost time." Subara stifled a yawn before continuing.

	"I risked losing some of my assets completely. That would have been far more damaging in the long run given how much effort it took to cultivate them in the first place. It was tiresome and monotonous on occasion, but remarkably beneficial." She patted Ranko's hip reassuringly.

	Ranko was silent for a long time as she digested that. She found herself wondering about Subara's past and what she endured to make her accept such a thing as normal. It drove home the fact that, while she cared deeply for her adoptive sister, she didn't know her as well as she thought. Subara must've been reading her thoughts because the ninja gazed at her meaningfully, then caressed Ranko's cheek.

	"It matters not how I accomplished what I did. Occasionally, my work requires sacrifice. As for the frequency of my encounters? I did not want my appointments to go on for an extended period of time. So, I… toughed it out by accelerating my schedule. Otherwise, I would have been entertaining two men every week for the next twelve weeks."

	Ranko felt tears stinging her eyes and blinked rapidly as Subara continued talking.

	"With that type of schedule, it could have potentially invited repeat engagements with several clients. That would have exacerbated the situation and added even more weeks to the timeline. While that would have been eminently profitable for me, I was loath to encourage it. I could not bear to be away from you for that long, dear sister."

	Ranko felt a wave of guilt crash into her. Subara put herself through all that hell for *her* sake? Now she really felt bad about it! Her sister's work as a courtesan was already known to her, but… diving into the details exposed her to something she hadn't been prepared to deal with.

	How often did Subara do this to herself?

	"You didn't have to push yourself that hard, sis. I would've understood." She cleared her throat. "I mean… How were you able to cope?"

	"Sexually speaking, it had been an *extremely* long dry spell for me, sister," the ninja explained patiently. "I harnessed that frustration and let it fuel the engagements with my clients. My activity provided, as they say, a means of turning lemons into lemonade." Subara huffed a small laugh.

	"I cultivated multiple profitable business relationships over the last week or so, Ranko. My efforts were beneficial in many respects, and several of those moments were… rather fun."

	"Was it all fun for you?" Ranko asked dubiously. "That seems like a lot, sis."

	"Undoubtedly. Perhaps not in the manner you are imagining. A courtesan can use sex as a tool, though it is seldom her primary purpose or method of engagement. The fun comes not solely in the physical interaction, but in understanding how such activities can benefit the client, oneself, and others." Subara propped herself up on one elbow and looked into Ranko's eyes.

	"You have to be one in order to fully grasp the nuances." She took Ranko's hand in hers and brought it to her face, her lips brushing the knuckles briefly.

	"It's… I guess I'm not as familiar with the consequences as I thought, sis," Ranko admitted.

	"Surely you are not considering joining the craft, are you?" Subara sat up and looked at her askance.

	"No! Oh, hell no. I'll never do that." Ranko looked at her intently. "Now, I'm not judging what you do, but I'm also not interested in trying the same thing. I'm just…" She broke off and tried to make sense of her thoughts.

	"Do not concern yourself, dear sister." Subara's smile was now confident and relaxed. She lay down again and brushed a stray hair from Ranko's eyes. "I am here and I am just fine."

	"Well, that's good to know. It's just… very different from what I'm used to."

	"Of that I have no doubt," Subara quipped.

	"You said other people get to benefit from what you do, and you also mentioned Nabiki. I'm guessing that's why you've been doing this?"

	"She is but one of many reasons." The ninja stretched and yawned before placing her hand on Ranko's shoulder again. "The security of this family, no… *our* family is of primary importance to me, and it governs everything I do. No sacrifice is too great to achieve that goal."

	Ranko could feel herself being overcome again and struggled to keep the tears from flowing. Subara cared so much for them!

	"The Tendo family will also benefit greatly from my efforts," Subara continued, seemingly unaware of Ranko's tumultuous state. "Though I ask you to keep that to yourself. I trust you with everything, sister, and hope I will be able to keep your confidence in such matters."

	"Don't worry, Subara," she murmured, clearing her throat roughly. Ranko's frown slowly morphed into a small smile. "I've grown to trust you over the past few weeks, my beautiful sister. I'll always have your back."

	Subara smiled warmly, put her head down on Ranko's chest again, and hugged her fiercely. Ranko blew out a ragged breath and resumed running her fingers through the ninja's hair.

	"So, just how good is the news for the Tendos, anyway?"

	"After last night, I can confidently state that two contracts will be presented to Nabiki Tendo for signing by the end of the day today. The potential exists for three more before the end of the year, depending on budget allocations in differing agencies."

	"Agencies?" Ranko repeated. "Just how big is this thing?"

	"Indeed. I had been hearing whispers of a recent push by members of the Diet to get the agencies to engage in team building exercises. Last Monday, one of my clients explained the rationale to me during pillow talk."

	"Pillow talk? What do you mean by that?" Ranko asked, wrinkling her brow.

	"Essentially what you and I are doing now. A simple conversation in bed which happens during an intimate setting. However, unlike our current case, it typically takes place after intercourse," Subara explained patiently. "Men tend to be more open to talk once they have had their carnal urges sated."

	"Ah… Okay. So, what did he say?"

	"Only that they want better cohesiveness between the departments within each agency. Changing employee mindsets and whatnot." Subara laughed softly. "They eventually want to expand it to improve inter-agency cooperation." She reached out and took Ranko's hand and held it firmly.

	"I think they are being overly ambitious," the ninja confessed. "However, I have no problem setting aside my misgivings in this case. This initiative by the Diet represents an enormous opportunity for the Tendo school and others."

	"Huh. That does sound like a big deal, sis."

	"Hopefully I will not be needed to complete those deals," Subara added, wrinkling her nose. "If Nabiki Tendo's school performs well and builds a solid reputation, her own efforts will win the day without further need of my assistance."

	"That's… actually amazing, sis," Ranko whispered. But before she could say more, Subara's tone changed as the ninja shifted against her chest, her voice quieter.

	"Of course, while it was good business all around, it was only that. None of those men could ever hold me like this," the ninja murmured happily. For a long time, Ranko didn't shift her position or change what she was doing with Subara, afraid it would break the spell and ruin the tender moment.

	"I'll always be glad to hold you like this, sis." Ranko's voice was soft but edged with worry.

	What she had with Jeff was something she knew she couldn't buy with money. She hoped her sister wasn't denying herself the chance to have a similar experience with someone.

	"I hear the concern in your voice, sister," the ninja replied just as softly. "I am … grateful for it." Subara squeezed Ranko's shoulder affectionately. "I can only hope to never endure such a torturous dry spell again." She eyed Ranko closely. "I hope you never have to, either."

	"I don't know how you handled it, sis," Ranko murmured. "Going without making love to my boyfriend for just a week has been pure torture! Also, Jeff is … hungry," Ranko admitted with a reluctant smirk. "I think I woke something in him."

	"You did something far more intense than merely 'wake something' in him. I believe you are partly to blame for his… extreme hunger condition, are you not?" Subara's look wasn't exactly accusatory, but Ranko felt a sudden rush of shame at the question. "How often do you tease poor Jeff without giving him any type of release?"

	"It can't be any worse than what I've been feeling!" Ranko huffed defensively.

	"It is not the same, sister… I believe I must explain some fundamental differences between men and women." The ninja cleared her throat. "When it comes to desire and intimacy for men, it is nowhere close to how you perceive it."

	"How? Desire is desire, right? I mean, I want Jeff and he wants me. That sounds like the same thing, sis."

	"That is something of an… oversimplification, Ranko," Subara countered gently. "In my experience, once you repeatedly arouse a man and bring him to the brink, it often becomes physically uncomfortable and emotionally frustrating for him if he is denied the opportunity to finish."

	Ranko flinched at the intensity of her sister's knowing glance, yet she said nothing.

	"It differs greatly from how women experience desire. That physical… reward is often a substantial part of a man's emotional anchor for a relationship. If you repeatedly provoke him and refuse to follow through on your implied promises, you risk having him lose interest in you."

	"Huh?!" She looked at the ninja incredulously. "You can't be serious! I'm only having a little fun with Jeff."

	"I am not exaggerating in the slightest, sister. What you are doing is a harmful form of conditioning. Harmful for you, to be precise."

	"What do you mean? How could it harm me? Besides, Jeff knows I love him with all my heart."

	"Most assuredly he knows that." Subara nodded, strands of her wavy hair tickling Ranko's chest with her movement. "Knowing and feeling are different things entirely, however. Consider everything you have done to him, but from his perspective. You have had intercourse with him three times already, correct?"

	"Yeah," Ranko answered unsurely.

	"So, Jeff knows you trust him enough to be with you physically. Furthermore, you have affirmed your interest in his touch."

	"Damned right I'm interested in his touch!"

	"However… over the past week you have repeatedly communicated your wish to be intimate with him. If I had to guess, you did that through playful looks, perhaps some suggestive whispers or intimate touches when no one was looking. Then when you had him excited, you left him alone for the rest of the evening. Correct?"

	"Uhh… maybe?" Ranko answered uncomfortably.

	"So…Without fail, you followed that up with a refusal to engage with him sexually. Just how many times have you wound him up and then rejected him?" Subara almost demanded. Ranko hesitated, her cheeks heating under her sister's relentless stare.

	"Uhh… every day since the last time we did it?" she replied weakly. Ranko winced. When Subara put it like that… it sounded a lot worse now than it felt in the moment. The ninja sat up, shock ruling her features.

	"Ranko, no! Please tell me you have not been *that* unaware of your boyfriend's needs!"

	"What do you mean?" Ranko's eyes widened in shock at her sister's vehemence. "I haven't been a bad person to him!"

	"I am not accusing you of wanting to intentionally hurt him. You are, however, getting him accustomed to never following through on your overtures." Ranko gasped sharply, her eyes filling with the beginnings of tears.

	"But!" she choked out, not wanting to believe what she was hearing.

	"This is the conditioning of which I was referring, sister," Subara continued gently. "Continue with that pattern long enough, and you risk teaching Jeff that your touch will not lead anywhere. If that happens, he may eventually stop responding to it." She fixed Ranko with a stern glare.

	"Most assuredly, Jeff would continue to love you. His physical interest in you, however, will disappear." Ranko looked at her, stricken.

	"No! What can I do to fix this?"

	"If an opportunity presents itself this weekend, you need to give him every special moment you can, for as long as you can. Jeff needs to feel that he still has access to your affection physically, as well as emotionally. If you do not make the effort to reforge that bond…" Subara reached a hand up and snapped her fingers, the sound echoing loudly in her bedroom.

	"It will snap as easily as that." Her sister gave Ranko a reproachful look. "Once it has been broken, it is essentially irreparable," Subara concluded.

	"I didn't know!" Ranko covered her mouth with her hand to stifle a sob. Her stomach twisted. For all the joy she'd found with Jeff, she never stopped to think how her teasing might've been affecting him. That ended today!

	"Trust my words, sister. I would not lie to you, nor do I speak from ignorance. I have heard the same lament a hundred times in the dark as I lay in bed with a man." Subara paused and placed her hand against Ranko's heart. "I made it a point to pay attention to them since no one else wanted to. Most often, my clients would wonder when or why their wives stopped wanting them. After a while, you start to see the pattern and understand its cause and effect clearly." Subara rested her head on Ranko's breast and patted her hip gently.

	"Do not let yourself fall into the trap of an unhappy relationship. It is a deceptively easy thing to do, and fixing the problem becomes more difficult the longer you let it languish." Subara's hand slid from Ranko's hip and returned to her chest where it patted Ranko's heart affectionately.

	"You are young, fit, and beautiful," the ninja declared boldly. "And your boyfriend is eager to be with you, sister. Just follow through when you next suggest being with him. Jeff needs to know the fullness of your love."

	"Thanks, sis," Ranko murmured through a cascade of sniffles. "I swear I'll fix this! I always want to be with him."

	"Always…" The ninja fell silent for a long moment, the palm of her hand idly stroking her sister's skin. "If only such certainty were mine to claim," she said wistfully, then cleared her throat. Ranko's heart clenched. She'd never heard that kind of pain from Subara before.

	"You talk older because of your experience, but don't forget we're the same age sis," Ranko reminded her. "You still have loads of time to find someone."

	"We shall see…" the ninja responded noncommittally.

	"Jeff's my everything, sis. I don't just lust after him, I love him completely. I mean it… He's my one and only. I'll do whatever I can to keep him happy and make sure we last forever, sis. " She ran her fingers through Subara's hair again. "I just know it in my heart you'll find a love like that too."

	"Love?" Subara huffed a humorless laugh. "Perhaps I will feel that someday… though sometimes I wonder if emotional involvement with a man is intended for someone like me." The ninja's voice was quiet, but there was an ache behind it Ranko never heard before. It made her wonder just how deep her sister's loneliness ran.

	"It can happen, sis. You just have to let it. In my case, I got lucky with Jeff."

	"Luck plays a large role in everyone's life," Subara commented idly. "I have never truly invested myself emotionally in a man, so I never had to consider such things. The encounters were fun, although I suppose there was the occasional regret as well."

	
"I don't really have any regrets, sis. I guess I'm lucky in that department," Ranko shrugged.

	"Oh? You do not have any regrets about the time you were with Hikaru Gosunkugi?"

	"I regret letting that little idiot get his hands on me," she replied with a derisive snort. "But I don't regret losing him. I found someone much better, and he was right under my nose the whole time. I had to lose Hikaru to realize my best friend was the one who was meant to be my boyfriend."

	The minutes stretched as they lay together in silence, Ranko's hand stroking Subara's head while the ninja's hand caressed Ranko's belly in slow, gentle circles. The urge to drift off was strong, but she fought it.

	Just like the quiet moments she spent lying with Jeff after they finished making love, the time she spent with her sister, though entirely chaste, felt just as meaningful. She loved resting in the comfort of Subara's protective embrace.

	A short time later she turned her head to look at the clock. Almost half an hour had passed since they stopped talking. Even though she was enjoying these shared caresses with her sister and the comfort of their embrace, Ranko was beginning to feel a bit restless.

	"What do you think we'll do today, sis?" she asked, finally breaking the silence.

	"I do not need to bathe as I did that a relatively short time ago. I suppose, after we have breakfast, we should consider going to the Tendo home."

	"Really?" Ranko asked. "I suppose I don't mind going there. In fact, I don't think I've seen the place since the day we helped fix up their dojo, and that was weeks ago."

	"One warning, however..." Subara said with a note of concern.

	"Oh, what's that, sis?"

	"As you instructed, I delivered your message to Nabiki Tendo. I encountered her on my way out of the school grounds the same day we modified their kenpo school program."

	"Huh!" Ranko said in surprise. "I didn't know you'd seen her then. How'd she take it?"

	"Quite poorly," Subara told her, not mincing words. "I did not deliver the message with any intonation that would have communicated malice. I was precise and made the words as neutral as possible." She patted Ranko's belly gently. "I believe you wounded her with your missive."

	Ranko's mouth twitched as if to soften, but her eyes hardened instead. "Good," she said flatly. "I want her wounded. The cruelty she showed Jeff that day was almost criminal. Akane told me exactly what Nabiki said not long after it happened, even though I almost had to force her to say anything about it. What she told me had *me* crying."

	She inhaled deeply and let out a long breath, trying to force some of her frustration to leave with it. "Even if she only felt a bit of pain for the ton of hurt she inflicted on my boyfriend, then I'm glad it happened to her. I consider that fair."

	Ranko tilted her head to look at Subara whose dark eyes were staring straight back at her. What Ranko saw warmed her heart. There was no judgement in that gaze, only affection and that hint of protectiveness.

	"Wait..." she added as a thought occurred to her. "Was Nabiki only sad because of my message, or was she also mad?"

	The ninja seemed to consider the question at length. "Nabiki Tendo is not one to display her emotions openly in front of others. We have conversed frequently and there is a bond of trust which exists between us. Despite that, I do not know her well enough to judge her emotional states accurately." Subara smiled at her and reached up to caress Ranko's cheek.

	"That being said, sister... I could almost swear I saw regret and jealousy in her gaze, not just sadness."

	"Jealousy?" Ranko bristled. No way… Jeff was hers! Nabiki forfeited any claim to him the moment she mocked him publicly. "Like she has any right to feel that!" she scoffed. "What happened to her was something she did to herself. I don't care what caused her to say those things, but I guarantee you no one made her do it. And I wasn't kidding either, Subara. I'm very thankful to her for pushing him away. I never would've had the chance to be with him, otherwise."

	"Goodness! The strength of your love for Jeff Sato is intense!" Subara pinched Ranko's nose playfully, causing her to giggle and swat the hand away gently. "You are fortunate he reciprocates fully and does not take your love for granted. Love that... mature is rare in ones such as the two of you."

	Ranko smiled broadly, knowing what she had with Jeff was special. She finally understood the power behind the looks her parents would give each other when they thought no one else was watching. Jeff had shared some of those same looks with her during their dry spell and the strength of the emotion behind his gaze rocked her all the way to her toes. Subara cleared her throat and looked in the direction of the nightstand.

	"Speaking of Jeff. I expect he will arrive here today before we sojourn to the Tendo home. It would be an easy bet to say he would join us. You know him far better than I. Would you expect there to be any fallout from him being in the same space as Nabiki Tendo?" Subara asked with a raised eyebrow. Ranko paused to consider that.

	"Honestly? I don't think there'll be any, sis. He's put her out of his mind ever since the day we became a couple, so I think he'll be fine. I can't speak for what Nabiki might do, though." She sighed thoughtfully. "I promise to be polite since I don't have a reason to be mad at her any longer. But I'll *never* hide my affection for him."

	It may be petty, but Ranko would make sure Jeff's eyes were on her and no one else the whole time they were there.

	"That is fair," Subara said, nodding gently. "Were I in your position, I suppose I would feel the same." Ranko wrapped her arms around Subara and held her tightly. Then she rotated so the ninja was lying atop her.

	"I'm so glad I have a sister I can talk to about things like this." She declared, her voice bubbling with happiness as she looked up into Subara's eyes. "It's not like I could run to anyone else in the family to go over stuff like this." Subara's arms went underneath Ranko as she returned the hug, her head now resting on her sister's shoulder.

	"I enjoy these chats as well." The ninja released a long, satisfied sigh. "There is one thing we should remain careful of, however."

	"Oh? What's that?"

	"Outside of our immediate group, if we call each other 'sister' it will create confusion. Your father, in particular, would not understand to whom you were speaking." Ranko's eyes bulged in response.

	"Crap! You're right... What should we do? Am I supposed to go back to calling you my cousin? I mean, you are legal and all now so it wouldn't be a lie." Subara propped herself up on her elbows and gazed down into Ranko's eyes warmly.

	"Not at all, baby sister."

	"Baby sister?" Ranko asked, confused.

	"Why, yes. I looked it up yesterday to confirm and, as the calendar goes, I am almost a year older than you," Subara added with a mischievous wink.

	"Well, only technically. We're the same age, though," Ranko said as she stuck her tongue out playfully.

	"True enough. As for how you should address me? When it is just you, Ranma, Sato or Akane, I believe it is fine to use the form of address we have adopted for each other. They understand and know the truth of our bond."

	"Okay. So, I need to make sure I watch my mouth in public." Ranko pulled Subara back down atop her, earning a playful laugh from the ninja. "Hey… if it slips out, I'll just tell them that we're so close you feel like a sister to me, even though I know you're my cousin. That's the truth and it should help with any confusion."

	"That would probably work," Subara said as she touched her forehead to Ranko's. The ninja stared into her eyes for so long it made Ranko wonder what was going through the woman's head.

	"What?" she asked as she reached up and touched Subara's cheek.

	"This," she said, touching her heart and Ranko's with her hand. "It is... amazing."

	"What? Our… uhh… chests?" Ranko asked with a giggle.

	"No, dear. Though I appreciate your optimism. " Subara laughed dryly. "This... bond that has formed between us so rapidly. It is a very powerful thing," she added before scooting down and resting her cheek atop Ranko's heart.

	Ranko rubbed Subara's back softly in the intervening silence. Having the ninja lying atop her was very different from how it felt when Jeff had been in that same position days ago.

	Lying that way with him was loving, carnal, and exciting. The very thought of it caused her heart to race and stirred her loins to the point where she wanted nothing more than to track him down and pin him to her bed.

	With Subara, however, their bare embrace was comforting, caring, blissful and cozy. Comparing his embrace to hers would be like comparing a fun rollercoaster ride to a hug from a warm cloud. The feeling of mutual protectiveness that enveloped her and her sister gave Ranko a sense of peace. Somehow… she knew life would always be good while Subara was around.

	Suddenly, a twinge in her belly ripped Ranko away from her happy thoughts.

	"Dammit! I want to stay here like this, but I think my bladder's telling me it's time to get up." She groaned as Subara quickly moved off her and stood next to the bed. "Nooooo... Not yet!" she groaned. The ninja reached down and offered a hand to Ranko, who took it reluctantly. She stood, facing her sister with a tired smile.

	"Good morning, sister," the ninja said with a smirk.

	"Morning, sis," Ranko echoed with a yawn, stretching. She wrapped her arms around Subara's waist and hugged her loosely. "Do we really have to wake up now?"

	"Alas yes," Subara said as she put a hand on Ranko's head, rubbing her head gently. "We both have need of the bathroom."

	"I suppose..." she muttered as she followed Subara's lead and put on her clothes. "You first or me?"

	"You go first. I can wait to brush my teeth." Her grin was wry. "The taste is hardly pleasant, but nevertheless it is manageable for now."

	Ranko leaned in and kissed Subara on the cheek. "Thanks, sis. Be back in a bit."

	Subara's smirk softened. "Hurry back. I find I rather enjoy spending the mornings with you near."

	Ranko smiled, feeling that same warmth bloom in her chest again. The quiet, steady kind that made her believe family wasn't just something you were born with. It was also something you could choose.

	 

	Chapter Nine

	 

	The scent of broiled fish and miso soup drifted through the house, enveloping the space like a warm blanket. Ranma smirked as he slid the last tamagoyaki onto a serving plate, wiping his hands on a towel tucked into his shorts. He chuckled to himself, surprised at how much he'd grown to like cooking over the last couple of months. Sure, he'd done it occasionally before he'd made the wish which landed him in this life, but it hadn't been something he truly enjoyed.

	He sighed as he remembered why he'd started cooking in the first place. It had been done to show up the original Akane and her horrible cooking, plus it was yet another technique he felt he had to master just to prove he could. So, while he only cooked sometimes, he'd been a quiet student when Kasumi was busy in the kitchen.

	The cooking Ranma did in this life gave him a chance to hone his skills. Ever since the second wish, he found he'd become more… adept at it. It made him wonder if his 'predecessor' had been a passable cook as well.

	Maybe this was one of the unknown extras Roarke warned him about the day he was healed?

	Ranma didn't know what to think. He still believed the whole 'merging personalities' thing was bullshit. However, there were still these occasional nagging oddities that would hit him out of the blue since the day he got home from the hospital.

	The cooking thing was just one of them. Another was what he realized while he and Subara were cleaning the house the same day the riot broke out at school. He'd actually… *enjoyed* the task of cleaning the kitchen!

	He'd never enjoyed cleaning anything before in his life!

	What's worse, he figured out that he was pretty good at it, too! Now the thought of the house being cluttered, messy, or dirty genuinely bugged the hell out of him. It didn't irritate him enough that he'd have a fit or anything like that. Still… he found that being idle when the house needed to be looked after just… bothered the living crap out of him.

	Of course, Subara approved of his discipline and would always jump in to help without batting an eyelash. Apparently the industrious ninja was of the same mindset and didn't want to be loafing around when there were things waiting to be done.

	Dammit, that was another thing! Terms like 'adept', 'industrious', 'nagging oddities' and 'mindset' were just floating around in his head as though he used them on a daily basis. It was a disturbing trend that he…

	'Dammit!' he thought again, more irritably this time. 'Disturbing trend…' He growled to himself. 'I don't talk like that!' He glared sullenly at the stove, unable to reconcile his expanding vocabulary with his known past.

	'Shit! *Reconcile…*' he seethed. Then, reluctantly, he forced himself to accept the truth.

	'Yes you use these words now, and you know what they mean,' he sighed a moment later, surrendering to the inevitable. He'd been feeling something happening to him for weeks now but didn't want to pay attention to it. For sure, he didn't want to wind up looking or acting paranoid.

	'Maybe Roarke's on to something after all,' he conceded. 'Little by little, my mind's been changing. It's been damned sneaky but… Yeah, I can feel myself thinking and acting differently.' He looked at his hands, then turned and stared out the back windows. Ranma shook his head and focused on the area where the lawn was recovering from the hall burning down.

	'I guess change isn't something we can always fight,' he thought sourly. 'The missing training hall was hard proof of that…'

	Girls and relationships were another big sticking point, in his head anyway. The way he acted around Akane felt natural to him. But… if he really stopped himself and thought about it, he knew he was never as considerate toward her in the past.

	Oh, he'd never deny his love for Akane. It was as real as the spoon he held in his hand. But *how* he showed his love for her was… well, it felt a little bit off.

	'Well, maybe 'off' wasn't the right word for it, but… it was certainly unfamiliar!' he amended.

	He knew his sentiments were genuine and Ranma was pretty sure he'd treat her with the respect and kindness she deserved from now on. He'd grown accustomed to getting along with Akane the way they had when they'd reconciled in his hospital room.

	But the way he thought about women in general sometimes freaked him out. Those odd trains of thought only popped up once in a while, but … they tended to send his imagination in strange directions. It just… wasn't *him*! At least, it didn't feel like what he was used to, inside.

	But at the same time, it clearly was him, unless he was getting to a point where he'd deny his own reflection in the mirror.

	'Also, there were a lot of times when, after I made my second wish, I'd have to lie about my past.' Ranma rinsed the spoon off in the sink, then laughed through his nose when he realized he'd just cleaned his cooking spoon.

	'Now I'm beginning to wonder if those really were lies. They come to me without any effort. It's almost like… I'm remembering something instead of just making it up.' He sighed regretfully.

	'I hope these changes don't… completely change me. Like, to the point where I don't do martial arts anymore. I still want to be what I grew up doing and… that's the biggest part of my life! But…' He frowned.

	'Maybe I'm just worrying over nothing? After all, my life's good now. I have two sisters that are the best part of my family, a really good friend in Sato, and a girlfriend that I love more than anything else.' He allowed himself a small smirk. 'Maybe some of these changes aren't so bad after all.'

	As he turned his attention back to the miso soup, he turned the temperature down to prevent it from boiling. Once he was satisfied the flavor wouldn't be damaged by the heat, Ranma dropped in a few small pieces of wakame. Reaching for a knife, he began cutting a block of silken tofu into small chunks.

	Ranma was grateful for the quiet that fell over the kitchen, save for the occasional clatter of utensils and the distant hum of the TV in the common area. He glanced in that direction again and saw his father watching the screen with a blank stare.

	He turned his head when he heard footsteps on the stairs and watched as Ranko and Subara padded into the room, both looking freshly dressed but still carrying the softness of sleep in their eyes.

	"Morning, sleepyheads," he said, forcing a grin. "You're just in time. I figured I'd cook breakfast for everyone." Ranko's eyes lit up.

	"You made breakfast? No wonder it smells so good!" She leaned over and whispered something in Subara's ear. The ninja's eyebrows raised and she gave Ranma a nod of respect. She then faced her uncle and bowed slightly.

	"Good morning, Uncle Genma!" she announced cheerfully. "How'd you sleep?"

	"Oh, good morning, Subara! I slept well. By the way, is Ranko treating you well?" he asked as he eyed his daughter suspiciously. "I know you've been bunking with her lately. I want to make sure she's not hogging the covers."

	"Hey! I don't do that, dad! You know I wouldn't do anything bad to my cousin," Ranko said, sticking out her tongue.

	"Morning, Ranma," Subara said with a light blush as she walked into the kitchen and smiled at him.

	"Morning, sis," he whispered into her ear as he hugged her close. Subara's cheeks pinked slightly as she fell into his arms with a grateful smile.

	"It is a wonderful morning whenever I am here with everyone, brother," she whispered, squeezing him tightly in her embrace. She stepped out of the hug and looked at the food he'd already finished preparing.

	"Do you usually cook?" She took in a deep breath and favored him with an appreciative smile. "It smells wonderful."

	"Only when mom's not here," he replied at once, and again he felt that sense that what he just said wasn't really a lie. The ninja reached up and patted him surreptitiously on his chest.

	"I am looking forward to breakfast, brother," she whispered before turning her attention back to the common area.

	"What're we doing today, uncle?" Subara asked in a chipper voice as she stood near the entrance of the kitchen. Genma stood and placed the remote on the coffee table, then walked toward them.

	"We'll have contractors here most of the day to do more work on the house. Don't worry, it's not supposed to be a zoo like it was last Thursday." Ranma watched as his father sniffed the food appreciatively, followed by a loud rumble from Genma's stomach.

	"I'm sorry you had to put up with that," his father added absently as he rubbed his belly and eyed the tamagoyaki appreciatively. "But I have to admit, the alarm crew did fantastic work."

	"I don't get it, dad," Ranko said as she pinched some fish off one of the plates, earning a reproachful look from Ranma.

	"Hey! At least let me finish setting everything out before you start looting, sis," he growled. She gave him a sassy wink and a grin before she walked away while nibbling on her purloined sanma.

	"I thought all the work was already finished," Ranko added, smirking playfully.

	"Ranko's got a point, pop," he said while giving his sister a flat look. "You didn't tell me what was happening today." Ranma put the pan in the sink and placed platters of food on the counter. "All I heard when you walked in here was that you were expecting a visitor this morning." He turned to Subara and Ranko and nodded at the countertop.

	"Soup's on!" he announced.

	Ranma pulled the towel out of his waistband and placed it near the sink. Stepping out of the kitchen, he stood next to Subara and placed a hand on her shoulder. Genma grabbed a plate and a bowl, then started helping himself to breakfast.

	"A utility company's coming over to upgrade the service in the house. The previous training hall didn't have any electricity run to it and that has to be fixed. They need to run wires outside before the hall arrives tomorrow."

	"Tomorrow?!" Ranma's eyes widened in disbelief as he stared at his father.

	"Yes, son. It should be delivered and completely assembled by tomorrow afternoon. If the weather holds out it could be ready to use before sunset." He glanced at the paperwork covering the dining table, grimaced, and carried his food to the common area instead. With a grunt, he plopped down on one of the couches and used the coffee table.

	"They'll need to bring in a crane to haul the sections of the building over the house," his father explained. "If they aren't able to get the crane in here, they'll have to use a helicopter instead."

	"Woah! That's awesome uncle!" Subara enthused. "Can we watch it, please?" Genma shook his head firmly.

	"No, it won't be safe for any of you to be here while they're working. That means everyone has to be far away from the house while construction's happening. It won't be safe here until that part's done. I'm the only one who'll be here while they're lifting the parts of the new hall into place."

	A chirp in the distance caught everyone's attention. Genma paused his eating long enough to glower in the direction of the foyer.

	"By the way, I still haven't figured out that blasted alarm system. Every time I try to arm it, it beeps at me like I've insulted it." Subara stepped forward and smiled, bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet excitedly.

	"Hey! I'd be glad to help you, uncle! I've been studying the manual, and it doesn't look too hard. I think I might've figured it out." Genma blinked at her in surprise.

	"Well... Subara, if you can make that thing stop yelling at me, I'll be grateful."

	"Will do, uncle!" she said as she walked to the kitchen and gave Ranma a subtle wink. The three of them ate at the kitchen counter while Genma got absorbed in the TV again.

	Just as Subara was taking another sip of her miso soup, the doorbell rang. She put her bowl down and dashed for the front door, making a show of figuring out the alarm console before disarming it. The beep was longer this time. Subara answered it with a satisfied smirk before opening the door. She opened the door and stepped back, allowing Ranma to see a utility tech in a blue jumpsuit, clipboard in hand.

	"Uh, hi there! What'cha need?" she asked cheerfully as she waved at the technician.

	"Good morning. I'm looking for either Nodoka or Genma Saotome. Are they here?" Subara gave him a big smile.

	"Don't worry, you've got the right place," she reassured their guest. "My Uncle Genma's right over there." She stepped out of the foyer as the technician removed his shoes. "Uncle? There's a guy here from the electric company!"

	"Thank you, Subara!" Genma said as he stood from the couch and brought his empty dishes to the sink. He eyed Ranma with frank appreciation.

	"Good work, son! I was getting tired of eating takeout on the way to work every morning. Besides, it's a lot cheaper this way too," he said in a lower voice as he clapped Ranma on the shoulder.

	"Thanks, pop!" He replied before wolfing down another clump of rice. Ranma watched as his father led the technician down the stairs to the basement.

	"I wonder how bad it's going to be today," he muttered to Ranko. Subara rejoined them and put her arms across their shoulders.

	"If I were to guess, brother. There will be a lot of loud drilling, digging and hammering. Based on my uncle description, they must do a fair amount of re-wiring to accomplish their task. Plus, they have to run conduit out of the house to where the new training hall will be placed."

	As she finished, Genma returned with the technician.

	"I have to show him the construction site, kids," he told them quickly as he walked toward the back door.

	"Okay, uncle!" Subara replied jovially, a sunny smile on her face.

	Genma nodded and led him outside. All three youths watched with mild curiosity as they disappeared from view.

	"If that's the case, I don't want to be here once that guy gets started," Ranma grumbled. "I refuse to deal with that noise again."

	"Ranma, we were planning to visit the Tendo house today," Subara supplied as she squeezed his shoulder. Ranko held up a hand.

	"Hold up! Sis, how do you do that?"

	"Do what, sister?" Subara asked, confused.

	"The way you switch how you talk. It *looks* easy, but I'm betting it isn't. When you're around strangers or pop, your voice changes." Subara cleared her throat and covered her mouth with a hand, though Ranma could still see her embarrassed smile.

	"It is purely by reflex. Adaptation and deception were drilled into me until it became second nature," she explained. "I do it without thinking, except to remember which alias I have adopted at the time."

	"You should have seen how awesome she was when she was Ms. Ozawa." Ranma smirked at the ninja as she gave him a fond smile. "She had me fooled, sis!"

	"I do not deserve such praise," Subara protested.

	"Yeah, you do," Ranko responded with a playful smirk.

	"I agree with Ranko." Ranma snickered and put an arm around the ninja's slim waist. Failing to conceal her embarrassment, Subara simply acknowledged their praise with a small nod.

	"Back to what I was saying," the ninja continued crisply. "Nabiki Tendo needs to be apprised of the status of my negotiations over the course of the last week." He looked at Subara curiously. He knew she'd been out late most nights, but little beyond that. Those negotiations must've been extremely involved!

	"Is it good news?" he asked.

	"For them, it's fantastic news, bro," Ranko said with a smirk. "My sister is a certified genius!" Subara ducked her head to hide her rather obvious blush then hugged Ranko close to her.

	"You are no slouch either, baby sister," the ninja replied fondly.

	'Baby sister?' he wondered. Ranma snorted a moment later once he did the math in his head.

	"Hey! That's right, she's younger than you, Subara." He looked at the two of them. "I guess that puts me in the middle, right?"

	"It is a technicality, honestly. Our birthdates are only a few months apart, Ranma," Subara demurred. "We are the same age."

	"Hey, bro! That reminds me. Your birthday's coming up soon. Do you have any plans yet?"

	Ranma shrugged. "Not really. I'm living life one day at a time right now, sis." He singled out Ranko and gave her a meaningful look. "You know I never really did much on my birthdays anyway."

	She rocked back in her seat and blinked, then nodded to herself and took his hand in hers. "Don't worry, bro. We'll think of something." Ranko aimed a conspiratorial wink at Subara.

	Ranma rolled his eyes and changed the subject. "So, what are we gonna do at the Tendo house? I mean, it sounds like you have really good news for them, but… couldn't you just let them know all that stuff over the phone? I think we'd need to have a better reason for coming over uninvited."

	"We? Does this mean you're coming with us, bro?" Ranko favored him with a knowing smirk.

	"There's no way I'm hanging around here today if that hammer drill's going to be blasting away again." He looked at Subara as she tightened her embrace of him and he smiled. "I'd rather be with you two if I'm going to be out of the house for a while."

	"But don't you want to see Akane, bro? I figured that would be a good enough reason to go," Ranko teased.

	Ranma snorted a laugh and nodded. "I might've thought of that, sis. But still… Just showing up out of the blue is kinda rude, isn't it?"

	"Are you quite sure you merely 'thought of it'?" Subara followed up, one of her eyebrows raised questioningly.

	Ranma did his best to hide his discomfort, yet he still squirmed in his seat near the counter.

	"Yeah, yeah... Is it a crime for me to want to see my girlfriend?"

	"Okay then! Since we're all going to their place, you'll need to get ready. We're planning on leaving soon," Ranko explained. "We're already dressed, so as soon as Sato..."

	The doorbell rang and Ranko launched from her seat and dashed for the front door.

	"...arrives," Subara finished with a soft laugh.

	"Hey, handsome!" Ranko cheered as soon as she opened the door. Sato stood in the doorway, a shy smile on his face despite his confident stance.

	"Good morning, beautiful," he said softly as he took hold of her hands and pulled her in for a kiss. She moaned into the kiss and hugged him closely.

	Ranma caught motion at the back door and realized his father was coming back in the house. He turned to look at Subara urgently, but she'd vanished! His head whipped back in the direction of the front door as a squeal of delight caught his attention.

	To his shock, it had been *Subara* who sounded like that!

	"Show off," he muttered under his breath.

	"Yay, it's Sato! Good morning!" Subara sang in a bubbly voice as she opened her arms to hug him. Ranma hid a smirk the moment he caught the startled expression on his friend's face.

	Her eyes wide, Ranko stepped back from her boyfriend just as the door to the backyard opened. Genma entered the house, talking animatedly with the technician.

	"And I really think the higher voltage wire will be needed since we're putting air conditioning in the building on top of the load caused by the lights and the fire system."

	"As you say sir," the technician said politely, bowing. "We'll install whatever you deem appropriate as long as it meets code."

	Seeing the startled expression on Ranko's face, Ranma had to clamp down on his laughter before it escaped. To distract himself, he stepped into the kitchen and began cleaning dishes.

	"Hey pop! After I'm done with this, we're gonna head out for the day. This time you can deal with the noise." His father nodded and sighed.

	"That's fair, son. I'll handle things here today." Then his father frowned and pointed at them. "Whatever you do, don't get into trouble! I don't want to wind up cleaning anyone's mess."

	"Okay," Ranma said as he stowed the last dish and put the leftovers in the fridge.

	"Attic," he whispered to Subara as he put the dish towel on the counter and headed for the stairs.

	A few minutes later they were all ensconced in their top floor sanctuary with the door closed and locked behind them.

	"What's up, bro?" Ranko asked as she lounged against Sato on one of the couches. Ranma took note of how she sprawled across the couch and tugged Sato's arm around her waist almost possessively.

	"I was thinking about the Tendo dojo reopening," Ranma began. "I have some ideas..."

	 

	Chapter Ten

	 

	A short time later, the four of them were walking down the street headed in the direction of Akane's house with Ranma taking the lead. He walked with Subara, her hand nestled comfortably in his, while Ranko and Sato walked behind with their heads close, chatting softly. He rolled his eyes when he saw his sister wearing a hoodie, of all things.

	She'd swapped her worn T-shirt for that just before they left, even though it was supposed to be hot today. He'd chosen to wear his standard Chinese outfit while Subara's outfit was the same one she'd worn the day they'd cleaned the house together. Sato seemed comfortable in sweats and a T-shirt, though Ranma wondered how his friend would feel about wearing those instead of shorts once it got past noon.

	"I meant to announce this in the attic, but we were pressed for time," Subara began, talking loud enough for everyone to hear. "In addition to the alarm installation, I had a separate crew come in and perform additional work in parts of the house. Particularly, the attic and both of your bedrooms have been completely soundproofed. Also, you may have already noticed this, but I had them put a stronger lock on the attic door as well."

	"What?" Ranma and Ranko chorused. Ranma stared in shock. Ranko, however, beamed with pure delight.

	"Wait a minute! I thought that wasn't in the budget, Subara. That's what you told me," Ranma reminded the ninja.

	"Heck, I never even noticed the changes in the attic, and I've been up there plenty of times," Ranko added.

	"I called in a few favors, brother. The work was essentially done for free. Consider it my gift to all of you," Subara replied with an affectionate smile. Ranma leaned close, his lips near her ear.

	"Thank you, sis. You're amazing!" he whispered.

	Subara's light blush was response enough for him. Ranko and Sato gave him a knowing look, with his sister grinning playfully at him.

	"That changes things, doesn't it bro?" Ranko asked, her tone loaded with false innocence. He cleared his throat and eyed his sister challengingly.

	"I'm glad you did that, Subara," Ranma proclaimed loudly as he fixed his sister with a hard stare. "Because last time, Akane and I could clearly hear Ranko's loud noises coming through my bedroom ceiling."

	Ranko stumbled, nearly tripping over a crack in the sidewalk. Meanwhile, Sato merely stared at him, mortified.

	"BRO!" she shouted indignantly, her fists bunched at her sides. He shot her a toothy grin, then avoided a lighthearted swipe Ranko aimed at his back.

	"Subara, honestly…," he continued in a softer voice. "That's the best gift you could've given us. I can't wait to tell Akane." Ranma laughed and squeezed the ninja's hand.

	"I can't wait to try out the attic," Ranko muttered behind him.

	"I heard that!" Ranma said as he eyed his sister suspiciously. Subara chuckled, then pointed to a sportswear store in the distance.

	"May we stop there briefly, brother? I lack proper attire for what you have planned and will need to procure a few things."

	"Ooh, can I go, too?" Ranko enthused. She handed Sato the bag she'd been carrying then moved to stand beside Subara. "I might need to get some things also!"

	"I don't see why not. After all, we're not in a hurry to get there," Ranma agreed. "I only wanted to get out of the house because that guy was already heading to the basement with his stuff." He turned to Subara and smiled. "Besides, the Tendos aren't expecting us, right?"

	"That is correct," Subara replied. "Sister, I welcome your company. You might be able to help me find what I need today."

	"You need any cash, Subara?" Ranma asked as he patted his pocket where the remains of his mother's allowance sat.

	"I... came into money recently, Ranma," she replied evasively as a blush crept onto her cheeks. "I am more than amply funded for the time being," Subara said smoothly. She squeezed his hand again and smiled. "I do thank you for the offer. Your generosity knows no bounds."

	"This is a good place," Ranko commented as they stopped in front of the store. "They have lots of athletic wear to choose from."

	The ninja nodded and let go of Ranma's hand, then put an arm around Ranko's tiny waist.

	"Then let us see what we shall see, sister."

	Ranko nodded and the two dashed inside. He leaned against the storefront window next to Sato. Wordlessly, the two boys watched as the girls meandered through the aisles of the shop. Eventually, Sato turned to look at him.

	"Hey, Ranma. I… wanted to thank you for being cool about... you know... me and Ranko. I mean, I know you're protective of her..." he stammered, then cut off, blushing profusely.

	"Sato, I'm not gonna lie... it's a little weird knowing what you've been doing with my sister," he began awkwardly. Fortunately, Sato had the decency to look abashed.

	Ranma restrained the uncomfortable look that wanted to surface. It wasn't so much that he objected to his sister having sex with the guy. That was a reality he couldn't change, even if he wanted to. Besides, he already went down that road with Ranko when she was dating Gosunkugi. Back then, she'd all but ordered him to stay out of her business. He wasn't about to step on that land mine again!

	Instead of imagining those two going at it, it was the uncomfortable feeling he got from imagining Sato touching Ranma's girl-type self from his previous life. He could almost hear his friend eliciting the same reaction from his former female body, and that freaked him out!

	Those sorts of thoughts *never* would've crossed his mind until the day he unfortunately heard Ranko's cries of ecstasy from the attic. Realizing his sister looked almost exactly like his former girl-type self was bad enough… But knowing his sister also sounded exactly like his girl-type self?

	That *still* rattled him, no matter how hard he tried to ignore it.

	It was that, more than Akane's loudness, which made him so grateful the ninja gave them the gifts of those soundproofed rooms.

	"I guess I can see why you'd feel that way," Sato murmured, his eyes studying his shoes.

	"But… she's old enough to make her own decisions," Ranma continued reluctantly, then looked at Sato and shrugged. "Besides, I really shouldn't be upset about it in the first place. After all, you know I've been doing the same thing with Akane." Sato shuffled his feet awkwardly and nodded.

	"Yeah… I'm glad things are going well between you and her, man," his friend supplied. "You seem so much happier with Akane than you ever were with Kinuko."

	"Ain't that the truth!" Ranma snorted a laugh and shook his head. "Akane's made me a much happier person."

	"Ranko's done the same for me."

	"I could tell. I see how you've been treating Ranko and know you've been really good for her," Ranma added. "I wouldn't have let you get that close with my sister if I didn't trust you. As long as you aren't being too obvious about it in public, you won't hear me complaining about what you do with her." Then he eyed his friend, one eyebrow raised.

	"And whatever you do, *please* don't get her pregnant," Ranma amended as he gave his friend the stink-eye, then laughed. Sato cleared his throat and scratched the back of his head nervously.

	"Thanks, man and don't worry about that. We, uhh… we're being careful. I mean… I love Ranko, obviously. But you're still my bro, Ranma."

	He gave Sato a thumbs-up just as the door opened and the girls spilled out. Both were holding plastic shopping bags and Ranko was giggling madly.

	"That's going to look *awesome* on you, sis!" Ranko enthused.

	Sato stood next to Ranma and waited for the girls to walk past them. Then he leaned closer, a confused look on his face.

	"What's with the brother-sister thing with Subara?" He nodded in the ninja's direction. "I heard Ranko's explanation at school last week, but she never said anything about Subara calling you her brother." Ranma matched Sato's pose and replied in kind as he explained the situation.

	"We're going to treat her like she's our cousin as far as everyone else is concerned. Besides, now that her paperwork is squared away, she's legally part of our family. Subara will call us brother or sister only when you or Akane are around. For the most part, that's how we see each other, anyway."

	"It's cool, Ranma," Sato replied, nodding in understanding. "Since she shares your last name already, it's not a big leap." He watched as the two of them talked animatedly about their shopping venture.

	"She's so happy," Sato commented.

	"Who, Ranko?" Ranma asked. "She's always happy."

	"No, I was talking about Subara. The first time I met her she was more... severe. Distant, even. Uhh… Mission focused." He looked at the ninja appraisingly. "Over the past week or so I've seen a big difference in her. It isn't an act, Ranma. Especially when she's with Ranko, she's... like a person who's really enjoying life."

	Ranma had to agree with his friend. Also, Subara had said as much to him in the attic before that bewildering kiss. The change in her was a good thing and he was glad of it.

	She was a welcome addition to the family, but in spite of the welcome hugs and deep affection they felt for each other, he knew deep down she'd always be a well-trained ninja first. Her terror demonstration against the thug who ambushed them proved just how deadly a fighter she could be when she was pushed.

	"Her life seems to be better and I'm happy for her, Sato," he replied, somewhat evasively. He lifted his nose when he caught a pleasant scent emanating from nearby. His thoughts derailed, Ranma set his mind on a new plan.

	"Now it's my turn to get something," he announced in a louder voice, halting the group. "I'll be right back!" He nodded to Sato, then dashed down the sidewalk and entered a store. He emerged a few minutes later bearing a large container and a victorious smirk.

	"I wondered why you just ran into that Yoshinoya," Ranko muttered, confused. "Seriously, you can't be hungry again. We only ate a couple of hours ago, bro."

	"It's simple, sis. If we're going to show up uninvited, we should at least bring some food with us," he explained as he hefted his prize.

	"What is it?" Sato asked.

	"Donburi platter!" Ranma cheered.

	"Nice!" Sato exclaimed, eyeing the bags of food covetously.

	"That was quite prudent, my brother," Subara said with an approving nod. "However, if you intend to provide food for at least eight people, that might not be enough for everyone."

	He took a moment and tossed that over in his mind, then realized she was right. Heck, Nabiki was *never* shy about satisfying her appetite when someone else was paying for it. Spotting another store in the distance, he grunted in satisfaction and planned his next stop.

	"Sato, could you hold this for me?"

	"Uh, sure thing, man," Sato said as he looked at Ranko. "Could you grab your bag, sweetie? My hands are going to be full." He handed her bag back to her, then faced Ranma and held out his arms.

	Ranma handed over the donburi, then vanished again. Less than twenty minutes later he returned, triumphantly holding a large platter that looked like a plastic-wrapped porcupine.

	"Now I think we're ready!" he announced confidently.

	"Oooh, yakitori!" Ranko cheered, her eyes widening. "That smells so good!"

	"But didn't you just eat a couple of hours ago, sis?" Ranma teased, feeding her own words back to her.

	"Oh hush!" Ranko hissed, punctuating her words by blowing a raspberry. Subara and Sato, meanwhile, stood to the side with matching smirks as the two siblings carried on outside the store.

	"Let's get this stuff to the Tendo house before everything gets cold," Ranma suggested, resuming his walk toward the Tendo home. Sato walked beside him, bearing the donburi effortlessly as he kept pace with Ranma.

	Ranma looked over his shoulder and watched as Subara walked behind them with a confident smile. Ranko had her arm looped through the ninja's and was skipping while she walked, her ponytail bobbing in time with her movements.

	Bright sunlight was spilling over the wall of the Tendo property by the time they arrived. Ranko walked merrily beside Subara, their laughter carrying beyond Ranma and Sato. Stopping at the front gates, Ranma indicated the doors with a nod.

	"Sis, could you get those for us?" he asked quickly.

	"Sure thing, bro!" Ranko replied as she dashed up and pushed open the doors.

	"Please enter, good sirs and lady," she announced in a mock formal voice. She made a show of bowing as she ushered them forward with a wave of her hand. Subara cracked a wry grin and shook her head.

	"Your bow is a bit too low for a servant of your standing, but it would suffice for now," the ninja instructed teasingly. "Elbows straighter next time, baby sister."

	Ranko stuck out her tongue, then trotted to catch up with the group once she closed the doors behind her.

	Ranma shook his head, chuckling at her antics as he headed in the direction of the porch. An odd wave of homesickness hit him the moment his eyes landed on the Tendo home. He'd spent so much time here, well in his previous life, that it earned a special place in his heart. Plus, this had been the first time he'd been here since he was hospitalized.

	In some ways, he really felt like he was coming home, even though he knew his rightful place was with his family. He saw Kasumi emerging from the front door with a broom in hand. She stopped, wide-eyed and waved to them in greeting.

	"Oh my! What a surprise!" she declared pleasantly as she bowed to the group. "Welcome to our home again, Ranma. Ranko." She smiled warmly and stepped to the edge of the porch. "It's good to see you up and around!"

	"We come bearing gifts, Kasumi," Ranma announced as he and Sato hoisted their burdens. "We apologize for showing up without warning, so we decided to bring lunch with us. I hope you don't mind."

	"Oh, that's so thoughtful! And your timing's good, Ranma. I haven't started preparing lunch yet." Kasumi's warm smile intensified his feelings of homesickness, and he had to push back hard on the sensation.

	"Now you don't have to lift a finger," Ranko told her with a smirk. "You can simply relax and enjoy the afternoon."

	"Oh, let me take that from you, Sato." Kasumi offered as she propped the broom against the house and reached out. Sato handed the package over, then stepped back once she had the bundle in her arms.

	Ranko stepped beside him and put her arm around his back. Sato turned and winked at her, slipping his arm around her waist and hugging her tightly to his side.

	"Feeling good, sweetie?" Ranma heard Sato whisper to Ranko as she blushed and giggled.

	"I always feel good with you, handsome!" she replied playfully.

	Ranma nodded to Subara and handed her the yakitori platter just long enough to remove his shoes, then accepted it back from her. They followed Kasumi into the house and gathered near the entrance. Soun Tendo gasped the moment he saw them enter.

	"This is a wonderful surprise, Ranma!" he declared with a pleased smile. Akane's dad jumped to his feet and approached. "You're looking well! I was told you'd been released from the hospital a few weeks ago." Soun's eyes swept him and one of his eyebrows arched in surprise. "Dr. Tofu must have done an amazing job. You look like you don't even have a scratch on you." Ranma bowed to him politely.

	"Thanks, Mr. Tendo. Yeah, he's an amazing doctor."

	"Same for you, Ranko," Soun added as he opened his arms to her. "You look fully healed as well," he said as he clapped his hands on her shoulders. "We'd been so worried about you." She blushed and smiled at him shyly.

	"Thanks Mr. Tendo. I… I never had the chance to thank you for… for being there for us in the hospital when we were recovering," she told him haltingly.

	"Your boyfriend deserves most of the credit, Ranko," he said as he gave Sato a knowing glance. "Word travels, dear," he added at seeing her look of surprise. "Sato remaining by your bedside impressed me." Soun clapped him on the shoulder briskly. "Someone that dedicated to the people he cares about is a true friend, indeed."

	Ranma watched as Ranko looked directly at her boyfriend, tears rimming her eyes.

	"I know. I'm very lucky to have him, Mr. Tendo," she murmured as she stepped forward and hugged Sato openly. He stood in place with a goofy grin as he put a hand on her head.

	"I'm luckier to have you," he said playfully. "I love you, you know."

	"No, I love you more," Ranko declared with a sniffle.

	"No, I love *you* more," Sato replied, his voice soft yet teasing.

	"It's not a competition!" Ranko protested softly amidst giggles.

	Subara stood next to Ranma and put a hand on his shoulder. She gave him a subtle nod then indicated Akane's father with a glance.

	"Uhh… Mr. Tendo? I need to introduce someone you haven't met before," Ranma began as he gestured to the ninja.

	"Oh, who's this?" Soun asked as he eyed the young woman curiously.

	"This is Subara Saotome, our cousin," he explained as he nodded in the ninja's direction.

	"Hello Tendo-sensei! I'm pleased to meet you," Subara piped up in her bubbly voice persona, bowing politely. "My cousins told me so much about you. Until now, I've only met Akane and Nabiki, so it's great to finally meet their father."

	A gasp cut through the room, interrupting the ninja. All eyes turned to the staircase where Akane stood, her expression joyous.

	"Ranma!" she shouted before she bounded down the stairs and ran through the room.

	Akane barreled into his awaiting arms, laughing happily in his ear as she held onto him tightly. He grinned as he felt her warmth radiating against him from his chest all the way down to his toes. With his girlfriend nestled in his embrace, everything felt right in the world.

	A few moments passed before he began to feel self-conscious, suddenly remembering where he was. Clearing his throat awkwardly, he reminded himself to keep his hands from wandering while they were standing in front of her father.

	"Morning, Akane," he murmured as he gently caressed her back. She smelled of soap and a light floral scent that reminded him of lilacs. It was a scent he'd gotten to know as they spent more time unclothed in each other's arms.

	The sound of a throat clearing caught his attention. Soun was looking at them with a bemused expression, a yakitori skewer protruding from his mouth. Ranma almost stepped out of the hug due to self-consciousness. Besides, he thought he should be showing her father a bit more respect in his own home. However, Akane seemed determined to cling to him like Velcro. Clearing his throat, he met Soun's gaze directly.

	"Uhh… Mr. Tendo, I guess it's no surprise now, but… I'm officially dating your daughter," he announced haltingly, then smiled when Akane squeezed him tighter and giggled into his chest. "With your permission, sir."

	"...Of course you have my blessing, Ranma!" Soun said around the skewer that still jutted from his mouth. He then reached out and retrieved another one from the platter.

	"Welcome to the family, son," he added jovially as he devoured the grilled chicken bites. Akane laughed merrily into Ranma's chest.

	"Daddy, we're not getting married yet!" she objected as she released her hold on him and turned to stand beside Ranma. She slipped an arm around his waist and shot a warning glance at her father.

	"We're just *very serious* about being a couple," she clarified, then looked up into Ranma's eyes and smiled happily. "For now, daddy… I think that's all we're looking for." She looked up at Ranma. "Right, Ranma-kun?"

	"Right, Akane," Ranma affirmed, winking at her.

	"Very good, Akane," Soun grinned then turned his attention to their cousin.

	"Young lady, Ranma said your name is Subara. Is that correct?" The ninja bowed slightly, her winsome smile transforming her usually serious expression.

	"Yes, sensei. That's right."

	"How are you related to them?"

	Subara went into her rehearsed explanation, using her bubbly flair to make it sound like she lived those moments instead of just reciting dry facts. Soun gasped when she mentioned who her mother was supposed to be and what happened to her.

	"Truly?" he murmured, suddenly growing a little misty-eyed. "Your Uncle Genma and I grew up together and I met your mother a couple of times when I was very young. I recall her being a kind soul, but sometimes troubled. It's a shame what happened to her, but at least I know she's resting in peace."

	"What's all the fuss?" Nabiki's droll voice called out from the staircase. She cast her gaze about, taking in the scene through bleary eyes as she descended the stairs in her customary tank top and dangerous short shorts.

	"I -"

	She froze halfway down the stairs, one hand tightening on the banister as her eyes moved past Ranma and Akane and halted on Sato and Ranko. Her smile wavered for a moment before she forced herself onward. She took a place at the table near her father and casually reached for a yakitori skewer.

	"What's going on, daddy?" she asked blandly as she focused on him.

	"Hey Nabiki. You're just the person we were looking for!" Ranma supplied as he sat at the table beside Akane.

	Ranko and Sato must've taken that as their cue because they also sat. However, due to the lack of space, Ranko chose to sit in Sato's lap instead of beside him. Pulling his arms around her waist, she craned her neck to look back at him. Then Ranko whispered something that had him blushing.

	"Me? What do you need me for, Ranma?" Nabiki asked with obvious confusion. He could see that she was doing her best to look away from Ranko and Sato as she answered him.

	"Actually, Subara needed to talk to you," Ranma clarified. "We just decided to visit and bring lunch because it's been a while since we were last here. Plus, Ranko and I wanted to thank your family for hanging in there with us at the hospital."

	"Ah," Nabiki nodded numbly as she quickly turned to face the ninja. "What's up?" Subara nodded at Nabiki subtly, then began a very cheerful explanation.

	"I did it, Nabiki! I was able to hand out your flyers in the business district of Tokyo," the ninja enthused.

	"Business district?" Soun and Nabiki echoed, nonplussed.

	"Yeah! I felt kinda proud of myself for being able to go around there on my own," she bragged while hooking a thumb at her chest. "I mean, I haven't been in Tokyo too long. It's so different from Okinawa!"

	Nabiki's eyes widened and Ranma watched as she cast a subtle glance at Sato and Ranko, then turned her head away again sharply.

	"Did anyone express interest in the program?" Nabiki asked after a slight hesitation. The ninja nodded enthusiastically and grinned.

	"Oh, Nabiki! You're gonna be so excited. I had almost sixty people say they wanted to take the course! Isn't that wonderful?"

	Soun spit out his tea and started coughing loudly, prompting Nabiki to pound him on the back.

	"Did you say... sixty students?" he managed to choke out.

	"Are you serious?" Nabiki blurted out as she stared at Subara with wide eyes.

	"Oh yeah!" the ninja replied enthusiastically. "I wouldn't be kidding you about that, Nabiki. You told me how important this was to your family." She blushed slightly. "I'll do whatever I can to help a friend in need!"

	"Sixty students?!" Akane echoed, turning a troubled glance at Ranma. "How can we teach that many, Ranma-kun?"

	"Exactly my point," Soun said, astounded. "I mean, it is a good problem to have but... that's so many students all at once!" He looked at Akane almost helplessly. Ranma could feel his girlfriend start to panic as she squeezed his hand desperately.

	"I don't think I'd be able to teach that many students by myself," he admitted weakly. "It would be a stretch even with Akane's help." Ranma cleared his throat and all eyes turned to him.

	"That's where we come in, Mr. Tendo," he began. "We have the experience and have already passed the tests to become black belts. The problem is that we haven't earned our teaching credits yet." He surveyed his group and they nodded, including Subara.

	"We'd like to volunteer to teach the afternoon classes with you. That way, if you certify our hours, we can truly earn our belts, Mr. Tendo."

	Weepy-eyed, Soun nodded gratefully while Nabiki and Akane both stared at them, stunned.

	"Ranma-kun, are you for real?" Akane whispered in his ear. He squeezed his girlfriend's shoulder and smiled.

	"Yeah, gorgeous. If you want our help, we'll be glad to lend a hand." He looked at Soun and spoke louder. "We'd follow your lead, of course, Mr. Tendo."

	"I must say, that's a smart cousin you have there, Ranma!" Soun proclaimed as he studied the girl. "She was able to recruit so many students where we've had trouble getting even one to join!"

	"Yeah, she's brainy and we love her for it," Ranko declared proudly.

	"After we eat, can I take a look at the dojo, sensei?" Subara asked politely even as she aimed a warm smile at Ranko. "I really want to see it."

	"Absolutely! In fact, it's been recently refurbished, so it's in perfect condition." Soun looked at each of them in turn, including his daughter Akane. "Also, if you don't mind, I'd like to work with everyone to get an idea of your experience levels."

	"I think everyone should eat first, daddy," Kasumi chided lightly. "There's no need for the food to get cold." She walked in bearing bowls of donburi along with several plates.

	"Ooo!" Nabiki chimed in hungrily as she eyed the large amount of food. "Who do we have to thank for this, Kasumi?"

	"Ranma brought the yakitori and Sato brought the donburi. Wasn't that nice of them?" the eldest Tendo sister answered with a placid smile.

	Nabiki frowned at the donburi and reached out for another skewer of grilled chicken.

	"Thanks, Ranma," she muttered as she once again avoided eye contact with Ranko and Sato.

	A short time later Subara stood up and hefted her bag, her eyes clearly focused on Nabiki.

	"Is there a place where I can change my clothes? I'm not dressed for working out." She indicated her casual outfit with an embarrassed shrug.

	"Yeah! Sure thing, Subara. Follow me," Nabiki piped up, standing quickly. Ranma watched them leave and leaned close to Akane.

	"What's going on?," Ranma asked, puzzled. "Nabiki didn't even say a word to Sato or Ranko."

	"I don't know, Ranma-kun." Akane sighed irritably. "She's been like that ever since the day she blew up at him. I swear! That girl needs some sense knocked into her," she growled, her eyes flashing with anger. She quickly kissed him on the cheek.

	"I'll be right back, okay?" she whispered.

	"Sure thing, gorgeous," he answered softly, smiling as she jumped to her feet. He made it a point to *not* stare at his girlfriend's shorts covered posterior as she faced away from him.

	"Daddy, I need to change clothes too," Akane announced before she dashed up the stairs.

	Ranma turned to Ranko and shrugged. She just gave him a puzzled look and squeezed Sato's hand.

	"You should eat up, bro! You don't want it to get cold," Ranko told him. "Besides, Akane will be back soon and then we'll be heading to the dojo." She looked over her shoulder at Sato. "By the way, handsome. I'm going to need to get changed also. Where's my bag?"

	"I think it's right behind me, sweetie," he replied casually, then smiled as she stood and grabbed it.

	"Is it okay if I change in your bathroom, Mr. Tendo?"

	"That's just fine, Ranko," he answered around a mouthful of rice and pork.

	"Okay. I'll be right back." She turned to look at her brother and smirked. "Don't eat it all, bro," Ranko added with a wink.

	Ranma snorted and shook his head, then dug into his bowl, chewing on a piece of fried pork cutlet.

	'Everything seems to be going okay so far. I just hope this whole day doesn't go sideways somehow,' he thought worriedly.

	 

	Chapter Eleven

	 

	Feeling an unusual sense of urgency, Nabiki quickly escorted Subara to her room. As soon as the door closed, she faced the ninja with an expression she knew was just shy of complete panic.

	"Sixty people?! That's insane!" she hissed.

	"I admit… my efforts were far more successful than I anticipated, Nabiki Tendo. Over the past several days, I have been sharing the modified flyers with several of my contacts." Subara dropped her bag on the bed and began removing her clothes. "Two of them loved it and have already agreed to sign on. A third is considering it and may reach out by the end of May once he is back in the country. If those work out, you may have additional contracts from one or two different groups sometime late this fall or next year."

	As she talked, the ninja stripped with the casual efficiency of someone for whom modesty was optional. Unlike weeks ago, when they'd shared a bath late at night, Nabiki barely registered Subara's nudity now. Her mind was already racing over the implications of having so many students. The figures were staggering!

	"The first two are immediate and guaranteed. They know to contact you to formalize the contracts," the ninja continued. "Each of them pressed me for specifics, so I hope you do not mind if I made some educated guesses on your behalf."

	" Subara, you've accomplished more on this project than I ever expected. Believe me when I tell you I trust your judgment." She leaned in close, an eager look on her face as she rushed to pull a notebook from her desk and uncapped her pen.

	"So, what's the deal?" Nabiki asked eagerly.

	"I told them that each contract is intended to guarantee payment for five years, regardless of how many students show up each week." She pointed at Nabiki while holding on to her panties. "It will be up to you to decide whether to include an option for automatic renewal prior to expiration." She folded her clothes with practiced ease and opened her shopping bag.

	"I suggested the rough drafts include provisions for an assumed minimum weekly attendance. Thus, if only half attend, you still get the full weekly fee."

	"That's a good catch, Subara," Nabiki said, nodding along while scribbling notes frantically. "What else should I know?"

	"Each party knows the aggregate student maximum per week is sixty. That is based on a per-seat count, not a per-person count. This means you could easily consume the majority of the weekly seats during your lunchtime classes. Additionally, it is guaranteed you will never have more than sixty seats in any given week."

	"Hang on, let me get this straight…" She wrote some things down and circled an item before looking at Subara again. "I'm going to work through this so I understand the scope," Nabiki began as her hand went up to draw boxes in the air as if she were writing on a whiteboard.

	"If we get fifteen bodies… uhh, people at our school to attend the noon class on a given week," she muttered as she filled in the imaginary boxes, "and they attend four days of classes, that fills the sixty seats for that week?"

	"Precisely, Nabiki Tendo," Subara said with an approving nod. The ninja casually stacked her day clothes in a neat pile then began rummaging through her shopping bag while Nabiki resumed writing frantically.

	"There is no guarantee your school would have the same set of students every day. Each person's attendance would be dependent on his or her work schedules, hence the need for per-seat instead of per-person counting."

	"Right! So… in a worst-case scenario, which I wouldn't recommend, the total number of students over four days could be sixty people if every student only attended one class in a week."

	Nabiki tried to hide how simultaneously overwhelmed and impressed she was. Subara had fundamentally changed the dynamic of her idea. The woman was brilliant!

	"This all sounds amazing, but... when do we have to start teaching?" Nabiki thought to add. Subara acknowledged the question with a slight lift of her chin, then fished out a pair of 'no line' panties from her shopping bag.

	"I strongly suggested that the contracts should include a minimum two-week lead time," the ninja answered as she stepped into her underwear. "That should give you until mid-May before you begin instruction. If they do not mention that during your calls today, you should probably insist on its inclusion. There is no need to have your father's back against the wall with no time to prepare."

	"You're right! Daddy would lay an egg if he had to start teaching without any time at all to prepare," Nabiki quipped. Subara grunted her agreement as she adjusted the waistband so that they sat just below her hip bones, then nodded with satisfaction.

	"Before I forget, Nabiki Tendo… there is a minimum pre-payment that will be made to you the day the contracts are signed. This is not something I arranged… I was informed it is standard in any contract negotiation handled at this level. If you finalize the negotiations today, the transfers will happen almost immediately. They will need your bank information to facilitate this." Nabiki's eyes lit up as soon as she stopped writing.

	"Oh, that part I have covered, Subara. But I still appreciate the heads-up," she assured the ninja confidently. Subara looked at Nabiki levelly.

	"By the way, even though I spent my time in the business district, both contracts are with separate divisions of the Japanese government."

	Nabiki started at the ninja, speechless. She figured she looked like a fish, just standing there with her mouth hanging open.

	"Additionally, the men signing these contracts are senior enough not to quibble over 'small' figures. You must *not* act surprised by the amounts quoted." She smirked knowingly at Nabiki's suddenly giddy expression.

	"You will be expected to set cost amounts for certain add-ons and other services. These incidental costs will be expected and as such I suggest you… aim *very* high."

	Feeling overwhelmed, Nabiki sank into her chair and blew her breath out in a rush.

	"Whew! Government contracts…" she whispered.

	She'll be dealing with groups who had guaranteed budgets. That meant no late payments, no haggling, and very little risk. Her heart did a small economic somersault. She fanned herself and wondered if this was what true ecstasy felt like, Hikaru's wandering hands momentarily forgotten.

	"You've really thought through everything, Subara." She chewed on the end of her pen thoughtfully. "Hmmm… I haven't told Kasumi about the catering bit yet."

	"Do you have a concern that she would not be up to the task?" Subara gave her a concerned look. "I hope I did not waste my time with this venture, Nabiki Tendo."

	"Oh, no! If anything, she'd jump at the chance to act as a hostess," Nabiki said enthusiastically. "Especially for a bunch of educated professional types."

	"Then I do not see the problem. Your reaction implies that you have some concerns about the arrangement." Subara plucked out a black sports bra with violet accent striping and shrugged it on, adjusting the straps mechanically. "If your sister is capable of handling things, then what is the matter?"

	"Logistics surrounding the catering are the big unknown right now. We need to make sure they have a place to sit and eat… and that we have enough food to feed them. Oh, crap…" she continued, snapping her fingers as something else occurred to her. "There's also the uniforms and planning the custom lessons for the noontime class."

	"Ah, is that all?" Subara quipped with a soft laugh. "You are a smart woman, Nabiki Tendo, as you have ably demonstrated in the past. You should have no problem coming up with an appropriate solution for your concerns."

	The ninja retrieved a pair of black yoga pants with a matching stripe of dark violet that ran along the outsides of the legs. Sitting on the bed, she began pulling them on, though her eyes remained focused on Nabiki.

	"Are you worried about the terms?" Subara asked.

	"No, you're right. I'm just overthinking things. We'll find a way to make do with what we have," Nabiki fidgeted. "I could -"

	The door to her room slammed open, cutting Nabiki off. A furious Akane stormed in, sliding the door shut behind her with enough force to make Nabiki jump. Dressed in a plain, white gi with her black belt firmly in place and her hair tied with a sequence of yellow bows, her younger sister looked primed for a fight.

	"Akane, can it wait? I was just talking to Ranma's cousin about the contracts and -"

	"No, it can't wait, Nabiki! Also, I know you're aware of who she really was," Akane bit out as she nodded in Subara's direction.

	"That is the truth of it, Nabiki Tendo," the ninja commented as she stood and pulled up her pants. She stretched her arms and legs to get the fit of her workout clothes just right, then faced the two Tendos impassively.

	"Shall I leave the two of you alone, Akane Tendo?" the ninja asked evenly.

	"No, please stay," Akane replied quickly, putting a hand on the ninja's shoulder and offering her a friendly smile. She then turned and faced Nabiki angrily.

	"What the hell's wrong with you, sis?" she thundered. Nabiki rocked back in her chair at her sister's ire, her eyes wide.

	"What do you mean?" she shot back, bewildered.

	"I mean the fact that you're treating Ranko and Sato like they're diseased!" Akane bit out, just short of yelling. Nabiki's expression clouded and she crossed her arms over her chest defiantly.

	"I'd rather not say," she bit back sullenly.

	"Allow me to provide some clarity," Subara offered. "Do you recall Ranko asking me to deliver a message to Nabiki Tendo the next time I saw her?" The ninja raised an eyebrow at Akane and Nabiki saw her sister's facial muscles tense.

	'So… Akane knew about that message already, huh?' Nabiki thought darkly. 'Why am I not surprised?' She shot her younger sister an accusatory glare. 'Some warning would've been nice, sis,' she kept to herself.

	"Oh Subara… You didn't!" Akane exclaimed, her eyes widening in shock.

	"Of course I did!" the ninja retorted as she crossed her arms over her chest, her gaze unflinching. "I was honor bound to fulfill Ranko's command to the letter, Akane Tendo. I would no more shirk that duty than any other request or order from either Ranma or his sister. It would be anathema for me to do otherwise."

	Nabiki swiped angrily at the tears coursing down her cheeks as she watched the interplay between her sister and the wonder ninja.

	"What she said was mean," Nabiki spat.

	"What *you* said was meaner," Akane shot back. "I was there!"

	"Stop reminding me of that!" she shot back angrily. "I can't undo what's been done."

	"You can learn to live with it," Akane countered testily.

	"Again, if I may," Subara began placidly. "I discussed the matter with Ranko this morning. As far as she is concerned, she considers the matter closed. You hurt her boyfriend and in return you received some form of hurt. She no longer appears to have any problem with you." The ninja shrugged.

	"As for Sato," Subara continued. "He has not mentioned your name once since the day he and Ranko became an official couple."

	Nabiki didn't know why that last sentence hurt so much, but the weight of it hit her so hard she burst into tears.

	"Dammit!" she whimpered as she slammed her fist against her thigh. "Why does that guy have such a hold over me?" She looked up at her sister helplessly. "He isn't even all that hot..."

	Akane's anger vanished. Moving quickly, she crouched beside Nabiki and wrapped her in a hug, which was returned desperately. Akane turned to look at Subara.

	"Hey, I can't leave right now. Could you let Ranma-kun know I'll be down in a bit?"

	"Certainly, Akane Tendo. I will proceed to the dojo at once." The ninja stepped to the door but hesitated before opening it. "Monitor your phone closely, Nabiki Tendo. The men of whom I spoke are always working. Do not be surprised if they call you today to formalize the contracts." With that, Subara left on silent feet, the door sliding shut behind her.

	"Hey sis, what's the matter?" Akane whispered as soon as they were alone. Nabiki shrugged miserably and stood from her chair, wrapping her arms tighter around her younger sister.

	"I don't know! When I see Sato together with Ranko, it hurts!" She stepped back and looked sadly at the floor, unwilling to meet her sister's sympathetic gaze.

	"It's not him I want, at least, that's what it feels like..." Nabiki shrugged helplessly. "What I really want is the way he looks at her. It's like Ranko's his whole world! The devotion he shows her is unreal… I don't even know how to describe it."

	"I mean, no one's ever looked at me like that in my whole life. It felt like… I was being stabbed in the heart when I saw how much they loved each other." She blinked rapidly, her tears threatening to overwhelm her.

	"It was painful seeing them together at the table, especially with her sitting on his lap so… shamelessly! I barely kept it together the entire time I was downstairs." She sniffled loudly and met Akane's gaze. "I swear, it was like Ranko was doing it just to show off in front of me. Like she knew it would hurt me seeing them together."

	"I don't understand what's going on, sis," Akane pushed back as she led Nabiki to her bed and sat beside her. "You never dated Sato at all. Also, you never showed any interest in him. In fact, you did everything you could to keep your distance from him."

	"I think -" she hesitated, wiping her eyes with her arm before her face crumpled miserably again and her weeping resumed. It took a few moments, with Akane rubbing her back soothingly, before she'd regained her composure enough to talk.

	"I think it's because of the way he protected me the day of the attack. I... I felt safe in his arms. It felt *good*… *really good* to have someone act that way toward me."

	"It's almost like…" She looked up at Akane as she realized something. "He's the only guy who ever treated me like a girl instead of the school's gambling queen. Even if he was a little needy, he's the first guy to show any interest in me... ever!" She wiped her eyes again and shook her head.

	"And I pushed him away…" she bit out before she lost control and dissolved into tears again. Nabiki wept softly in Akane's arms, hating the fact that she was reduced to this… a blubbering girl pining over a younger guy that she rejected.

	"Do you regret it?" Akane asked softly.

	"Yeah. Now I do… somewhat," she hesitantly admitted. "When I see the two of them together... Ranko seems so... joyful. It's unreal how happy that girl is when she's with him!" Nabiki choked out a harsh laugh. "I mean, how could a dorky guy like Sato make a girl feel *that* good?" She reached ino her desk drawer and snagged a box of tissues.

	"I've seen them together in private moments, Nabiki," Akane murmured. "It isn't an act, and Sato genuinely seems to make her feel glad they're together."

	"So, you understand where I'm coming from, sis. Whenever I see them together, I see something I could've had." Nabiki's voice grew bitter. "Instead of that, I have memories of my first time with Hikaru Gosunkugi to keep me company."

	"I don't know what to tell you. I mean…" Akane blew out a shuddering breath. "It doesn't sound like you hated your first time."

	"True. It wasn't horrible," Nabiki admitted reluctantly. *Very* reluctantly. Then she grimaced as heated flashes of her time with Hikaru intruded unbidden. The memory softened her misery, though it carried its own regrets.

	"You know some of my past with Tatewaki, but I don't think you know how… bad it truly was." Akane's voice shook, but she pressed on. To Nabiki it seemed like she was forcing the words out like poison.

	"There were days when I felt like I was nothing more than a… toy for him," Akane spat.

	She then went on to detail *everything* she had to do for that… asshole! Some of what happened between them was strange and had Nabiki's eyebrows rising in shock. Other parts were darker and left her grateful she'd never been exposed to that side of him. Nabiki always considered Kuno-chan to be a harmless buffoon, but now? Akane's unvarnished account completely recast her sister's past in a devastating light.

	'No wonder Subara was happy to cut ties with him!' she thought even as Akane continued to spin her tale. Nabiki gaped at her sister, and her stomach lurched as though she'd been struck.

	"Memories of my time with him will always be difficult." Akane swallowed hard and placed a hand on her sister's shoulder. "Honestly Nabiki, all things being equal… I would have *gladly* lost my virginity on the school grounds to Hikaru Gosunkugi rather than everything I went through to please Tatewaki."

	"Count your blessings, sis. You may not have the kind of love life that Ranko has, but at least you never went through what I did," Akane muttered as she looked sadly at her. Nabiki cast her gaze down into her lap, unable to meet her sister's eyes.

	"I had no idea sis…" Nabiki murmured softly.

	"This stays between us, right?" Akane asked as she reached up and brushed a strand of hair out of Nabiki's eyes. "I'll tell Ranma when I feel the time is right, so I'm trusting you to keep quiet about it."

	"Yeah…" Nabiki swallowed hard and nodded. "Yeah, I can do that for you, Akane."

	"Good. Now I think you should stay in your room for a while to give yourself some time to calm down and think about what I told you."

	"I don't know what…" Nabiki began, though she cut off as the right words eluded her.

	"I love you sister, and I want you to be happy." Akane kissed away Nabiki's tears. "As for me, I'm going to head downstairs and spend some time with Ranma. This talk has reminded me of some unhappy moments from my life. Right now… I need to experience good times to remind me that things are different for me now."

	A buzzing sound from Nabiki's desk caused them both to jump.

	"That's probably one of the contacts Subara mentioned," Nabiki said in a rough voice as she cleared her throat again and hurriedly wiped her eyes with a tissue. "I'm going to be busy for a while."

	She picked up her phone and answered it. To Nabiki's immense relief, her voice came out clear and businesslike, belying the rawness still lingering in her chest.

	"Nabiki Tendo, how can I help you?"

	 

	Chapter Twelve

	 

	Noon Saturday

	 

	Akane stepped into the dojo and saw everyone in the room was either stretching or relaxing. The scent of freshly cut wood and a faint hint of incense lingered in the air, even weeks after the repairs had been completed. The sight and scent of the place greeted her like an old friend and banished the gloominess that settled over her following her heart-to-heart with Nabiki.

	She paused at the doorway next to Sato, who was casually leaning against the door frame with his arms folded. He had a quiet smile on his face as he watched Ranko at the other end of the room.

	A small smile flitted across her face and she nodded in his direction, then trotted to where Ranko and Subara were talking. Her boyfriend's sister was now dressed in a red gi with her black belt knotted properly at her waist. Her hair, which had been in a ponytail, now flowed freely past her shoulders.

	Meanwhile, Subara's form-hugging outfit seemed more appropriate for a gym than a dojo. However, on the ninja it looked amazing. She felt sure Subara would have no trouble moving around in it, though that depended on what her father asked them to do.

	"Hey girls! Sorry I'm late," she announced as she approached.

	"It is quite alright," Subara said placidly. "How fares Nabiki Tendo?"

	"I think my sister just realized something really painful and needs to take some time to process it," she replied with a sigh. Ranko frowned and put a hand on Akane's shoulder.

	"Should I go up there and apologize?"

	"There's nothing for you to apologize for, Ranko. Still, it's sweet of you to offer," she replied with a shake of her head. "That tells me you weren't trying to hurt her when you were sitting with Sato at the table." She shrugged and looked at them unsurely.

	"Nah, I wasn't trying to do anything like that. I just really love my boyfriend," Ranko replied with a blush.

	"There's nothing anyone can do for her right now," she added softly. "Nabiki's realized that some actions have lifelong consequences, and I think she's just now coming to terms with that. It'll continue to be painful until she learns to cope with it." Akane's eyebrows raised as she looked first at Subara, then at Ranko.

	"Nabiki Tendo is a capable person," Subara supplied confidently. "I would not expect her to dwell too much on her personal issues. She will figure things out eventually."

	"I hope so, Subara. I love her, but I can't think for her." Akane looked up in the direction of her sister's bedroom. "This is something she has to work out on her own." She reached down and reflexively tightened the knot on her black belt, then looked at Subara again.

	"Also, just before I came down here, Nabiki got a call about one of the contracts and was discussing business when I left. If I know her, she's focusing on what she does best."

	"I assumed a call would be imminent," Subara supplied with a satisfied nod. "Was she composed when she answered the phone?"

	"Yeah, she sounded like a businesswoman," Akane answered with a fleeting smile.

	"Well… I'm glad you're with us, Akane, I could use your help for a minute," Ranko interrupted as she hefted a shopping bag. "Uhh… Can you stand right there for me, please?" She indicated a spot on the floor to the right of Subara with her free hand.

	"Sure thing. What's up?" she asked as she assumed the position her boyfriend's sister indicated.

	"My sister's broadcasting," Ranko hissed with a roll of her eyes. "When she walked in here a moment ago, I noticed it right away." She pointed brazenly at the ninja's chest.

	"Broadcasting? Whatever do you mean, sister?" Subara asked, puzzled as she looked down at herself. "I possess no electronic devices capable of transmission. Additionally, my phone is in Nabiki Tendo's room…"

	"Geez! Do I have to spell it out for you?" Ranko muttered, interrupting her. Without hesitating, she reached up and pinched Subara through her sports bra, eliciting a shocked hiss of pain.

	"You're showing off, you goof!" Ranko added.

	Akane couldn't help noticing two thick points pushing against Subara's sports bra. They were… impossible to miss. No wonder Ranko was mortified.

	"I don't know if you're cold or excited or what," Ranko whispered indignantly. "Regardless, if you don't cover those girls up you're going to have Sato and Ranma drooling at the sight of you!"

	Akane's cheeks heated and she quickly covered her mouth to stifle a giggle. Meanwhile, Subara groaned irritably, a blush blooming on her cheeks.

	"Grand... Even though I am hardly dressed for seduction, I still manage to have young men 'drooling' over me," the ninja ground out. "What do you suggest I do to remedy the problem, sister?"

	"It's a good thing I went ahead and bought these while you were getting your outfit. I thought you might need them," Ranko explained as she handed the bag to Akane. Then she reached in and pulled out a couple of plastic containers holding tan-colored dome shapes.

	"Just stand still," Ranko added as she pulled one out of its packaging. Stepping closer, she quickly tugged on Subara's sports bra, reached in and placed one of the domes over the ninja's right breast.

	"That feels… strange. Also, it is rather cold." Subara eyed her sister suspiciously but didn't interrupt. Ranko repeated the same procedure on the ninja's other breast then stepped back with a satisfied smile.

	"There! That's much better," Ranko told her, nodding in approval. Subara looked down at herself and snorted in surprise.

	"They are starting to feel comfortable. Do they look natural?" the ninja asked.

	"I can't even tell you're wearing them, Subara," Akane responded in a low whisper. "There aren't any obvious lines, and your nipples aren't showing through anymore."

	She was impressed with how effective the things were and suddenly wondered if she needed a pair of the covers as well. Peeking down at the white fabric of her baggy gi, she smirked at how underwhelming her chest looked in the outfit and shook her head.

	'Nope, nothing being given away here,' she verified as she met Ranko's gaze.

	"You look fantastic, sis! I knew that outfit was perfect for you," Ranko added enthusiastically as she took the bag from Akane and put the empty packaging inside. "Do some stretching and hop up and down. The instructions say everything should stay in place." Subara did as instructed and, true to Ranko's word, nothing shifted or bounced oddly.

	"They are comfortable now," the ninja said with a grudging smile as she wrapped Ranko up in a hug. "Thank you… sister. Truly." Ranko returned the hug tightly.

	"You know I'm always here for you, sis," Ranko replied as she placed a quick kiss on the ninja's cheek.

	The sound of a throat clearing caught their attention. Ranko quickly dashed over to Sato and handed him the bag, kissed him quickly on the lips, then trotted back in Subara and Akane's direction.

	Ranma stood near the center, still stretching. The ninja nodded subtly and walked to stand near him, her posture relaxed but precise. Ranko, who was practically bouncing on her toes, chatted animatedly with Subara as she stood between the ninja and her brother.

	After witnessing Ranko being so candid and protective of her 'sister', Akane was beginning to understand why they looked inseparable. They truly behaved like they were real sisters. Ranko leaned in and whispered something that made Subara laugh. The sight sent a flicker of warmth through Akane. The bond between them seemed undeniably strong now.

	She stepped forward and Ranma made room for her on his right. He turned to face her with a grin.

	"Hey, gorgeous. I'm glad you made it!" he said softly. Akane nodded, trying not to show how nervous she felt.

	"Sorry I was a bit late, Ranma-kun. I was tied up talking to Nabiki."

	"No worries," Ranma said confidently. "Looks like we're about to get started." He looked like he wanted to say something else, but when her father clapped his hands from the far end of the room, everyone grew quiet and focused on him.

	"Everyone, take your marks! We'll begin by reviewing basic punches and blocks, then we'll review the first five katas of kenpo. I seriously doubt any of Nabiki's clients would be able to get anywhere close to that point before the end of the next year."

	Akane blinked as she glanced at Subara. She was practically buzzing with excitement. What made the ninja so … giddy?

	"Oh wow!" Subara said, her voice practically bubbling over with happiness. "You're teaching that, sensei? That's incredible!" Soun raised a skeptical eyebrow at the ninja.

	"Are you familiar with it?" he asked curiously. Subara bowed deeply, her tone becoming more respectful.

	"Yes, sir. During my time in Okinawa, that's what I learned. In fact, my instructors told me that when I train, I have to honor the art with my full focus." She looked at Ranma and winked subtly, then turned back to Soun. "Please don't be shocked when I start acting differently."

	Akane watched as Subara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. It wasn't any one thing that she could point to, but the ninja's entire demeanor seemed to shift in that instant. The bubbly cousin veneer disappeared and was replaced by someone sharper, quieter, and intensely focused.

	*This* was the Subara she met that day in Ranma's attic. The woman's stance deepened, her breathing slowed, and her eyes locked forward with a degree of precision that made Akane's skin prickle.

	Ranma smiled and seemed to mirror Subara's posture instinctively. Ranko followed suit, her movements fluid and confident. Akane stepped into the same position. Being that she was months out of practice, she was already feeling like she was behind the rest of the class.

	The Saotomes, including Subara, moved synchronously as if they'd been doing this together for years. The three of them adopted a ready stance and awaited instruction. Akane struggled to match their rhythm, her feet slightly off, though she fought to catch up quickly.

	"I'm so out of practice," she muttered disgustedly under her breath.

	"I have faith in you, Akane," Ranma said as he reached out and put a steadying hand on her shoulder. "I know you're good. Just shake off the nerves and let instinct take over. You'll be great!"

	"I will, Ranma-kun," Akane replied bashfully.

	"Yoi!" Soun barked out in a commanding voice Akane hadn't heard him use in well over a year.

	"Hi-yah!" they shouted in unison as the four of them immediately adopted a horse stance with their fists at their sides touching their belts.

	"On my order, single middle punch!"

	"Ichi!"

	"Hi-yah!" The four of them chorused, their right fists out front. Soun walked past each of them and made slight adjustments to how they held their fists. To her immense surprise, her father only eyed Akane's stance and nodded his approval.

	"Ni!"

	"Hi-yah!" they shouted again in unison. Akane's blood began pumping as her enthusiasm spiked. She'd forgotten how much she enjoyed doing this. Especially great was the fact that she was doing this *with* her boyfriend! The proud smile he had on his face as he looked at her filled her with happiness, yet her focus remained on her father.

	"San!"

	"Hi-yah!"

	The class continued through punches and basic blocks for the first fifteen minutes. When they were done Soun applauded, a pleased smile on his face.

	"Your father has taught you well, Ranma and Ranko. He would be happy to see your level of accuracy. Akane, your father is very proud indeed. You haven't forgotten your lessons." Her chest tightened… she'd missed hearing that from him.

	"It's like riding a bicycle, daddy," Akane demurred, blushing. "Once you've learned how to do it, it's easy to pick it back up."

	"Subara, your form is superb. Your instructors lost an amazing student," Soun said crisply. Subara blushed before bowing to him formally.

	"I thank you, sensei. Your words are too kind. I am but a mere student before the master."

	"Wow!" Soun exclaimed, his eyes widening in shock. "You weren't kidding, Subara! Your battle focus is commendable."

	"Again, I thank you, sensei. When you are forced to grow up on your own at a young age, the ability to defend oneself against aggressors becomes paramount. The happy girl I am when not in training is still inside me, but my focus will keep me on task until you dismiss us, sir," Subara explained, bowing again.

	"What else do you know, Subara? Your physique implies mastery of multiple disciplines."

	"I have some experience in Aikido, Judo and Kenpo. Some Kendo as well, though that does not apply here." She almost took a step back, then hesitated.

	"If I may, sensei?"

	"Please do, Subara," Soun said with a nod, plainly curious.

	Subara backed up until she was near the back wall of the dojo, not far from Sato. She nodded to him, a small smile forming as she adopted a fighting stance with her left foot forward. She took a long breath, then Akane noticed another subtle change in the ninja's eyes, as though she was no longer looking at the dojo at all.

	Then the woman leapt forward with incredible speed.

	"Ha!" she shouted as she executed an outside-in block, immediately followed by a front snap kick.

	"Ha!" she shouted again as she moved forward, ducking as if avoiding an enemy kick, then sprang up and lashed out with a flawless roundhouse kick.

	"Ha!" once again as she took one step forward and launched into a side kick, then the moment she landed she skipped forward and pivoted on her left heel and lashed out with her right foot in a perfect spin kick.

	As she landed she planted both feet firmly on the ground and lashed out with a speed chop using her right hand at an imaginary foe's throat.

	"HAAA!" she shouted loud enough to make everyone wince.

	Akane had watched the entire presentation spellbound and was unsure how much time passed. Subara had moved fluidly from one beat to the next with no hesitation or stumbling, and she'd been so damned fast! Had she blinked, Akane was sure she would've missed the whole thing. The deadly grace the ninja displayed sent shivers down her spine.

	Akane's jaw clenched and she hated herself for how much she envied the woman but… at the same time she couldn't help but admire the ninja all the same. She turned to Ranma and saw his proud smile. Oddly, instead of any feelings of jealousy, Ranma's reaction to Subara's talent warmed Akane's heart. Her boyfriend truly treated the ninja like she was a member of the family.

	"Charyeot!" Subara shouted as she stood at attention.

	Akane's head whipped around to watch the ninja again, then she looked down at Subara's feet and saw that when she stood to attention again, she was planted perfectly on her mark. Then she followed it up with another shout.

	"Kyungnae!" before she bowed to Soun formally which he met with equal measure.

	"Pilsung!" she shouted as she stood again at attention.

	Ranko stared at the ninja open mouthed. She then turned back to Sato who met her eyes and nodded his agreement.

	"Subara, that was amazing!" Sato proclaimed as he stood straighter and smiled broadly. "What was that anyway?"

	"That, Sato," Soun said in frank admiration, "was your girlfriend's cousin taking out five opponents in under seven seconds using Taekwondo." He bowed to her again then applauded, which was mirrored by everyone.

	"It is my specialty, sensei," Subara said with no small amount of pride. "Kenpo is a necessity for learning the basics of defense, however for women, these are our greatest weapons," she said, pointing first at her head then at her legs.

	"Your kicks explain the strength in your stance," Soun said thoughtfully, nodding in agreement with Subara's statement. "How long did you study?"

	"When I was a lot younger, I studied under a Grand Master. That lasted for several years, although I continued self-study past that point, with a heavy focus on Poomsae and… full-contact sparring. I achieved a third Dan black belt years ago, although I… lost track of it during one of my moves."

	"If you wish, you can use your training credits here to get your fourth Dan black belt. There is a dojang nearby and I know the instructor. All you have to do is say the word and I'm sure he'll let you test there."

	Subara blushed, then staggered back as Ranko tackled her in a tight hug.

	"Yes, sensei. Thank you, sensei." She wrapped her arms around Ranko and returned the hug, laughing warmly.

	"Now let us begin reviewing katas," Soun said as he began counting off the movements of the first kata, his voice calm and firm. "Focus on your breathing. Let the motion flow from your center."

	Akane tried to center herself, but her gaze kept drifting past Ranko to focus on Subara. The ninja's movements were just as flawless here as they had been during her Taekwondo demonstration. Each strike of the first kata was crisp, each transition seamless. She wasn't just performing; she was embodying the art. Watching her, Akane felt another strong pang of envy and had to force herself to shake it off and focus.

	'Calm down! This is why we train!' she reminded herself.

	Two hours later they reached the fifth kata, which everyone had to repeat three times before they perfected it. Akane was sweating by the time they stopped, her muscles aching. Subara hadn't broken form once, nor was she even breathing hard.

	That woman's degree of mastery was *insane*!

	Had it not been for her father's patient guidance for all students through the last two katas, Akane wouldn't have had a moment's rest. He took the time to go over the moves of each kata, stressing accuracy in stance and hand placement. Then he also explained the history of each kata and importance behind each movement.

	When Soun finally called for a break, Akane collapsed to her knees, panting.

	"Are you well?" Subara asked as she immediately moved to kneel beside Akane. The ninja's expression softened with sympathy while Akane managed a tired nod, smiling weakly.

	"Yes, barely… I pushed myself a little too hard near the end," Akane confessed with a groan.

	"It takes time to adjust to practicing kenpo at this level after taking an extended break," Subara told her patiently. The ninja sat next to her and rubbed Akane's back softly. "I know how long you have gone without practice. You should be proud of your performance. My brother's advice to you was sound."

	"Thanks. I appreciate it, Subara," Akane replied before taking a deep breath and smiling at the ninja.

	"Your father has taught you well. With more practice, your physique will be back in fighting form." She smiled encouragingly. "Just like Ranma, I too have faith in you."

	Akane nodded, grateful for the unexpected kindness from the ninja, yet she couldn't hold back a despondent sigh.

	"You're amazing, Subara. I didn't realize you were *that* good. You've shown me that I have a long way to go before I'm back to where I used to be."

	"It is not just about being good. It is about being present." The ninja looked down at her chest warily and frowned. "Speaking of being present… is everything still in place?" She rolled her eyes. "While I am not bothered by what is showing or how much, I do not relish another lecture, or pinch, from my sister. That… was painful."

	"Don't worry, you're good!" Akane reassured her as a giggle worked free. She reached out and put her hand on Subara's shoulder, then knelt closer so that their heads touched.

	"Hey. I can see just how different you are from…" Akane began, then broke off and dropped her hand to her lap again. "I mean… you're absolutely nothing like Ta- uhh… your former brother." Subara nodded subtly, her smile warmer now.

	"When I cut ties with the Kuno family, I wanted it to be permanent," she replied, just as quietly. "I live a very different life now, Akane Tendo. What I have now includes moments full of hope, friends and even joy." The ninja sat straighter and watched Ranma and Ranko wrestling on the floor, tickling each other with unmistakable affection.

	"What I have gained is so much better than what I have lost, Akane Tendo. And I would not trade it for anything."

	"It honestly feels like we're both starting fresh, Subara." She inhaled deeply and let out a tired breath then took one of the ninja's hands in hers. "And we have Ranma-kun to thank for that."

	"Indeed, we do," the ninja murmured as she began watching the tickle brawl with mild amusement.

	"By the way, you can just call me Akane. There's no need for us to be formal." She gave the ninja a playful wink. "Although… I wouldn't mind if you were able to call me Akane Saotome someday," she whispered conspiratorially.

	"I understand why, Akane," Subara replied with a knowing smile. "I have grown attached to the name as well."

	 

	Chapter Thirteen

	 

	Sato watched his friends display their skills, unable to suppress a twinge of envy. The small amount of formal training he'd received from his sensei had whetted his appetite for martial arts. However, to see the level of mastery displayed so effortlessly by the four of them left him humbled and feeling it was too big a goal for him to reach. Doing regular PT with his girlfriend was one thing, and it probably helped him a lot, but this?

	Man…

	Having just watched Subara impress the hell out of Akane's dad with her Taekwondo demonstration, he took a step back and leaned against the doorway. Sato observed carefully as they stepped through the first kata almost in lock step. He focused on his girlfriend, her beautiful curves momentarily obscured by her red gi as she moved about the floor with fluid grace. Ranko's movements were like poetry in motion, and she looked like she was having the time of her life.

	Ranko's energy was boundless and her smile spoke of a zest for life that made him feel better just for watching her. She turned and winked at him, then blew him a kiss just after the kata ended.

	Geez… he wanted to just tackle her right there on the floor!

	Fortunately, his lizard brain was easily overruled this time. He had to settle for simply winking back at her and tapping his heart with his hand to imitate a rapid heartbeat. His girlfriend giggled at him before she returned her attention to Akane's dad.

	A hesitant tap on his shoulder caught his attention. Expecting Kasumi, he turned around and was shocked to find himself face to face with Nabiki.

	"Uh, hi there," he murmured as he scratched the back of his neck nervously. She motioned for him to come closer, and he stepped away from the door and followed her to the end of the porch, bringing him fully out of view of anyone in the dojo.

	"I -" she began, looking at the floor and shuffling her feet. "I'm a bit… overwhelmed, Sato," Nabiki stammered in a shuddering breath. "There's a lot going on and... there's some things that I have to clear up… with you… before I go in there."

	"What's going on, Nabiki?" Sato asked, his eyebrows drawing down in concern. Nabiki caught his expression and sighed sadly.

	"See? This is what I mean right here. How do you do that?" she questioned him plaintively.

	"Do what?" he wondered, completely unsure what she was getting at.

	"I saw the concern in your eyes, Sato. It's… it's not something I'm used to seeing," Nabiki admitted, then hastened to add, "except from my sisters." She offered him a brittle smile. "You're in love with Ranko, but somehow you still have time to care for others. Even me," she added in a small voice.

	"Nabiki…" Sato began uncomfortably before she held up her hand. She took a deep breath and seemed to steel herself.

	"I need to apologize to you, Sato," she blurted, then sighed in relief as if she'd just accomplished something enormous. Nabiki smiled with a bit less sadness in her expression.

	"I said some evil things to you that day. I was drunk, and I was miserable, and I was terrified..." her control collapsed at that word and she began weeping. Sato watched in disbelief as she staggered into him, her head resting on his chest. Reflexively he reached out and caught her by her shoulders.

	"It's uhh... It's okay, Nabiki. I forgave you that day at the school when we talked."

	He gasped when her arms went around him in a desperate hug. He could feel her tremble as she clung to him. Reluctantly, Sato folded his arms around her, cradling Nabiki as she wept. His mind was suddenly bombarded with a wave of confusing emotions. Longing stabbed at him as he rubbed his former crush's back stiffly.

	It took an uncomfortably long time before she regained her composure, with him holding her the entire time. Her soft body felt *so* good in his embrace that it shook his devotion to Ranko. In particular, he could feel Nabiki's breasts mashing against his chest.

	The mere notion sent his heartbeat into overdrive. In the back of his mind, he understood that those parts of her were separated from him by scant millimeters of cloth. His lizard brain ached to firm his grasp and hold her tighter so he could immerse himself more in Nabiki's warmth.

	"This is another thing you do..." she said with a sad laugh, unaware of the war being waged in Sato's head. Her warm breath blew against his neck like an angel's caress, only heightening the severity of his internal conflict. "I see now why Ranko loves you so much. You care about people without having an agenda," Nabiki said almost bitterly. "Dammit… If only I hadn't been so *blind* to what you were offering me."

	"Well..." he began, then cut off, unsure of what he could say.

	Nabiki was extending an olive branch while at the same time telling him he *clearly* had a chance with her! His lizard brain whispered that if he suggested they sneak off to her bedroom, she'd drag him there in an instant. Then he'd see for real what he'd only imagined during all those lonely days when he was pining for her. If only circumstances had been different between them…

	It didn't help that this was the second longest time he'd ever held her in his arms. What he felt now was just as good as his fractured memories of that chaotic time during the dojo attack. He was only partly surprised that the temptation caused by holding Nabiki was wearing down his resistance as old longings surged strongly within him.

	Then, in the distance, he heard Ranko and the others shout "Hi-yah!", signaling the end of another kata. His girlfriend's voice tugged at his heart, cutting through the fog and drowning out the latent desire he still had for the woman in his arms.

	Blessedly, Nabiki stepped back from his embrace and studied the wooden planks of the porch.

	"You don't have to say anything, Sato," she murmured as she pulled a tissue out of her pocket and wiped her tears.

	He started to speak, but the words died in his throat. Anything he said would either be a lie or would look like an attempt to wound her, so he simply nodded. At the same time, he forced himself to get his hormones back under control before he did something he'd truly regret.

	"I just wanted you to know that I'll always regret what I did to you."

	That confession spurred him into action.

	"Hey, Nabiki," Sato whispered hoarsely as he tilted her chin up, her eyes brimming with fresh tears. "I honestly don't know what we might have had as a couple. I only know how you looked to me and… how you made me feel that day." He exhaled softly, still fighting the pull he felt toward her. He had to make her understand what he saw in her without her assuming he was hitting on her.

	"You are an unbelievably beautiful woman, Nabiki Tendo," he declared forcefully. "Why other guys don't see that is crazy. Maybe they're just blind." She laughed softly at that.

	"Maybe so…" she conceded sadly. He caressed her face and wiped away more tears.

	"I had a crush on you back then," Sato admitted in a near whisper. "But to be honest, I didn't know you well enough. There's no guarantee I would've fallen in love with you. I mean… I would've tried really hard if you'd been interested…"

	His expression mirrored the conflict he felt inside. How many times had he dreamed of touching her like this? The soft warmth of her cheek was a forbidden indulgence that he regretted even as he continued caressing her. Weeks ago, he would've given almost anything for the chance to do this.

	"But… I don't know if we would've made it as a couple, Nabiki," he forced himself to admit. "Because I had a chance to step back from how I felt about you, I see you're too much like me in some ways."

	"What do you mean?" she asked, puzzled as she put a hand to his cheek hesitantly. "Alike how?"

	The feel of her hand against his face was nice, but he was surprised that her touch now lacked the spark that Ranko's had whenever his girlfriend so much as tapped him on the shoulder. Something seemed to have shifted inside him the moment he clarified how he'd felt about Nabiki in the past.

	"I think we're both really good at concealing our emotions when we need to. I can be cold and withdrawn sometimes. It's one of my biggest flaws," he smiled to take the sting out of that.

	"Me too," Nabiki confessed in a hushed tone. Sato showed her a sad smile.

	"I think you would've acted distant to me, though I'm fairly sure I would've fallen for you if we'd gotten into a relationship," he said as he pointed at his heart.

	"That would've eventually killed our chances to have a relationship, Nabiki. I would have been chasing after you and you probably would've only shown me a tiny amount of the love I felt for you." He paused to clear his throat, the swirl of emotions in his gut causing him to doubt himself for a moment. Then he once again thought of his girlfriend and the love she felt for him.

	"Dating Ranko has taught me what love is and what it means to love someone. I think she's also taught me a few things about myself in the process." He turned his head in the direction of the dojo's doorway. " I know it sounds dramatic, but the most important thing is that she's shown me I crave a love which doesn't hold back. Like… the kind where you never have to wonder if it's real. Or constantly worry if the other person's feelings for you have changed."

	He risked tracing his thumb against her lips, wanting to erase the frown which seemed to be permanently plastered on her otherwise pretty face. Nabiki smiled tentatively, then responded with the ghost of a kiss on his thumb before he slowly withdrew his hand.

	"Think about what that means," he suggested.

	Nabiki shrugged. "I'm not sure what any of that means, Sato. I've never been in a relationship before. I really have no idea at all how I'd react when I'm with someone."

	Sato nodded. "Okay, let's assume things were somehow different and we managed to get together and became a couple."

	"Okay, I'll play along," Nabiki said with an answering nod.

	"Now imagine yourself hugging me every time you see me."

	"So far so good…" Nabiki said slowly.

	"Now imagine clinging to my arm and telling me in every way imaginable just how much you love me." He paused and tried to think of a typical moment he shared with Ranko. "Or… let's say I walk into a room somewhere. The moment you turn around and our eyes meet, you're able to show me how much you love me with a single look."

	He saw the dubious look on Nabiki's face, though she didn't try to correct him. Sato smiled softly as he remembered a sweet conversation he recently had with his girlfriend.

	"I'm the first thing you think of when you wake up in the morning, and the last thing you think of before you go to sleep." When Ranko had confessed that to him during their weeklong drought, his heart had never been so full. It made him truly understand just what he had with her.

	Nabiki's eyebrows rose and she opened her mouth to speak, then clamped it shut. She was clearly struggling with the concept and, based on her skeptical expression, didn't seem to really believe what he was saying.

	"I -" she began a moment later before cutting off again, blushing. Sato raised his eyebrows questioningly as he looked deep into Nabiki's dark eyes.

	"Do you see yourself investing your heart in someone that much?" he asked her earnestly. "Could you honestly do such a thing with me? Or with any other guy?"

	Nabiki hesitated for a good minute before reaching up and gently running her fingers through his hair. To him, it felt like she was trying out the types of gestures he had described. A moment later, her weak smile returned and she shook her head regretfully.

	"I don't think I could ever do that… for anyone, Sato," she said as she put her arms to her sides. "The risk is too great."

	"I had a feeling that's what you'd say," he muttered. "Everything I just described... that's exactly what I get from Ranko." At Nabiki's shocked look, he quickly explained.

	"Hold on… I don't want you to think I demand that kind of stuff from her. I wouldn't even suggest it because I'm not that kind of guy." He nodded in the direction of the dojo. "Ranko does it willingly without being pushed. That's just the type of person she is. It's the only way my girlfriend knows how to love."

	"Seriously?" Nabiki asked, wrinkling her nose.

	He turned his head again as another kata began in the background. He smiled as he heard Ranko's voice clear against the calls of everyone else in the dojo.

	"I know I haven't had much luck with girls," he said as he shot Nabiki a meaningful look. "But I can guarantee you this… I've *never* been loved like that before."

	"Sato," Nabiki began in a deadpan voice tinged with sadness. "I don't think *anyone* is loved like that."

	"I am," Sato replied with a proud grin. "She cares for me in a way no one else ever has." His expression sobered as he saw Nabiki's tear-streaked face. "Because of how Ranko treats me, I've learned to love the same way. I can tell that I've changed, Nabiki. My girlfriend has shown me a kind of love and joy that I didn't even know existed."

	Nabiki looked at him, her eyes almost pleading. It was as if she were silently encouraging him to show her that secret so she could experience it for herself. He took her hand in his and kissed it in a simple romantic gesture, then held it close to his chest.

	"A small act like this can say so much," Sato began, then cleared his throat to squelch the wave of emotion that crashed into him. "Ranko does it without even thinking."

	She shivered as he held her hand, her expression a mixture of sadness and desire. Nabiki stared at her hand still held in his, then looked up at his face, a wry twist to her mouth.

	"I hate that I lost my chance with you," Nabiki sighed. "I should've given you a shot, knowing what I know now. I know it sounds silly, but -" Sato shook his head as he gently released her hand.

	"It's not silly, Nabiki. But I think I need to be blunt. You have to know where my mind was the day I first met you." He paused a moment to gather the courage to speak his mind. "This might sound crass, but… I fell in lust with you at first sight."

	"You say the sweetest things, Sato," she shot back sarcastically. Nabiki snorted a laugh, a smoky glint in her eyes. He smiled reflexively at her, his cheeks heating.

	"I'm not proud of it, but it's true," he admitted, his embarrassed grin still in place. "That day when we were rebuilding the dojo, before all hell broke loose… The moment I laid eyes on you? I was drooling, Nabiki." He glanced at her shorts with a rueful sigh.

	"By the way, those damned things should be banned. You've got the kind of figure that makes heads turn, including mine. No matter how hard I try not to look, your curves demand attention, Nabiki." He nodded emphatically and risked pointing at her breasts, then her hips with a shaky finger.

	"Sato!" Nabiki shouted, her cheeks flushed.

	"I meant every word of that. You don't know your worth or how ho- uhh, gorgeous you are." He put his hands on her shoulders when she looked away suddenly, though he caught the deep blush that rose on her cheeks.

	"Why don't I believe it when you tell me that, Sato?" Nabiki murmured as she stared at the floor.

	He shrugged. "Maybe you just haven't heard it yet from someone who meant it?"

	"Maybe so," she conceded. "But I'm not sure what that means for me. If guys find me good looking, then…" She trailed off and looked up at him again, shrugging her shoulders helplessly.

	"You and I didn't work out, Nabiki. That doesn't mean you won't be able to find someone who'll care about you, love you, and of course drool uncontrollably at the sight of you."

	"As if!" she said, laughing. "Oh, Sato. I was so stupid."

	"No, you are never stupid, Nabiki," Sato countered firmly. "You're probably one of the smartest women I've ever met. I just think you were afraid. But… maybe you've managed to conquer that?"

	"I think I have," she said, nodding firmly. "But… I had to completely lose control. I mean, way worse than the time I yelled at you. Once I hit that point, I – I saw just how bad things had gotten for me."

	"Are you talking about what Hikaru did to you?"

	Nabiki hesitated, then nodded. "Yes, somewhat." She looked into his eyes, her face a mask of determination. "But I need to make something clear. Hikaru didn't 'do something' to me. He never forced or tricked me into having sex with him. We made that choice freely, Sato."

	"I'd been worried about that," he admitted, somewhat sadly.

	Nabiki stood on her tiptoes and kissed Sato on the lips, lingering just enough to send a thrill through him. His heart lurched when she sucked gently on his lower lip. She let her breath out in a rush when their lips parted, her face turning bright red. Taking a half-step back from him, Nabiki quickly covered her chest with her hands and looked at her feet.

	"You're sweet for being concerned... The sake may have helped us along that night, but…" She hesitated, her blush deepening before she continued. "The more I think about it… the more I understand that Hikaru and I both wanted it. For better or worse, we enjoyed those hours we spent together under the stars." She shook her head, a hint of self-loathing in her eyes.

	"The fallout, though... I regret the pain it caused you and Ranko." She sighed in disgust as her hands dropped to her sides. "I hope Ranko's forgiven me for what happened."

	He nodded, though he wasn't fully paying attention to what she said. Her kiss had awakened old desires in him and... for a split second he once again found his devotion to Ranko challenged. His lizard brain urged him to wrap Nabiki in his arms and kiss her deeply.

	Sato's mind pushed that thought away an instant later when the beautiful visage of Ranko's smiling face came to the fore. His heart skipped a beat as he heard her voice echoing in the dojo.

	'Man, I love that girl so much!'

	"I know she's forgiven you, Nabiki," he told her firmly. "What happened with you and Hikaru hurt us both." Sato saw the pained look in her eyes and hurried to continue. "But we don't blame you for that. After all, it gave us the chance we needed to come together." He sighed heavily. "It took her almost dying to get to that point, but regardless… we managed to get there," he added.

	"Huh?" Nabiki gasped, her expression troubled. "What are you talking about, Sato?"

	"Don't you know what happened to Ranko?" he asked, puzzled. Nabiki shook her head.

	"I heard she got hurt when a drunk driver almost hit her while she was crossing the street, but..." Her voice trailed off when Sato looked at her in shock and shook his head emphatically.

	"I hope that's not what everyone's been saying around school," he muttered coolly. "That's not even close to what happened to her."

	He met her gaze levelly and recounted those dark days, starting from the moment Ranko was hit until the day she kissed him in her hospital room. Nabiki's disturbed look told him she'd never known the full extent of his girlfriend's injuries or how completely he'd already given his heart to her.

	"The love story with my girlfriend almost ended before it could even begin, Nabiki," he told her stoically. "Someone who was one of my best friends almost died in my arms. I was going to make damned sure I didn't lose her." He looked into Nabiki's eyes, his gaze softening.

	"In fact, now that I think about it… right after I lost you was when I was threatened with losing Ranko as well." He took a deep breath, steadying himself.

	"If that moment between us had never happened at the school, I probably wouldn't have been as sensitive to what happened with Ranma and Ranko," Sato admitted reluctantly. "In fact, the time I spent in the hospital watching over them might never have happened at all. Or… maybe not to the extent it did. After that, who knows?"

	"When one door closes, another door opens," Nabiki recited in a shuddering breath, nodding at something he couldn't even guess. "Maybe things do happen for a reason, Sato."

	"I think so." He met her gaze and caressed her cheek gently. "So, are you going to be okay?"

	"There you go again," she teased.

	Nabiki showed him a wry grin before pulling him to her and giving him a tight hug. Sato wrapped his arms around her, one of his hands squeezing her back while he ran his other one through her hair. He suppressed a laugh as he detected a hint of honey in her short tresses.

	'Of course she smells like a dessert!' he thought as the hug lingered. Despite being suffused by her warmth, this time it didn't feel like an indulgence. This embrace almost felt… final. This moment felt like he was finally saying goodbye to a sad chapter of his life.

	"I think I'll be okay now," Nabiki said in a more confident tone.

	They parted and he turned around in the direction of the dojo, one of his arms around her shoulders. He heard them give a loud "Hi-yah!", indicating that another kata was complete.

	"Are they done?" Nabiki asked, her eyes clear and her cheeks losing some of their redness.

	"Maybe. I need to check," Sato said with a nod as he disengaged from Nabiki and took a step toward the entrance.

	"You go ahead and join them," she told him. "I'm going to need a while to check my email and gather my thoughts. But if you get a moment, please tell everyone I need to brief them on the contracts."

	"Is it good news?" he asked as he turned to face her again.

	"Oh yeah!" Nabiki said, giving him a genuine smile for the first time since they spoke. "In fact… you and Subara may have set my family up for life." She winked at him. "If so, I'll have to find a way to thank you for that." Sato's eyes widened, then he smirked.

	"Glad I could help, Nabiki."

	"Go be with your girlfriend!" she instructed, making a shooing motion with her hands. "I don't want to cause any more trouble."

	Sato nodded and stepped around the corner, poking his head through the doorway. The group had begun another kata and were deep into it. As Ranko pivoted on her left foot to perform the next step, their eyes met.

	'I love you,' he mouthed to her. She greeted the message with a brilliant smile before she took another step.

	'Love you more,' Ranko responded in kind the moment her eyes landed on him again.

	As the kata came to an end, he and Ranko watched with wide eyes as Ranma tackled her from the side and brought her to the floor.

	"Tickle war!" he shouted as his fingers danced across his sister's ribs. Sato watched with a bemused expression as they wrestled on the floor, their sibling bond as secure as ever.

	The burden he'd been carrying in his heart for over a month seemingly vanished thanks to his conversation with Nabiki. He couldn't say for sure what weighed on him more. Maybe he had lingering regrets over missed chances with Nabiki? Or maybe he'd been blaming himself for Nabiki unloading on him at the end of that horrible week with Yutaka. Either way, it had been unfinished business which was now resolved.

	With that behind him, he now felt like his life was finally going where it was supposed to, and he had Ranko to thank for that.

	 

	Chapter Fourteen

	 

	Saturday Afternoon

	 

	Nabiki gave herself some time to refocus following her eye-opening conversation with Sato. Touching him, holding him, and kissing him had been… oddly healing. The cherry on top had been when he pointed at her physique and declared it 'gorgeous.'

	She wasn't going to lie. Having Sato ogle her curves so openly made her feel wanted. What he said while he was staring at her had felt *really* good to hear. Sato's genuine sentiments went a long way toward helping her cope with what she'd been enduring since the whole school learned of his relationship with Ranko.

	Was she okay now?

	No, not really.

	But she knew she was doing better without the heavy distraction of Sato hanging over her head. She felt good enough that conducting business became easier. In the twenty or so minutes since he'd returned to the dojo, she'd sent the emails that secured the two contracts Subara briefed her on earlier today.

	The family's commitment to the government was now official and binding. Notifications confirming the earnest-money guarantees arrived in her inbox minutes ago, spurring her into action. That good news had almost completely banished what remained of her crappy mood.

	With only a slight case of nerves, Nabiki stepped through the open doorway and strode into the dojo. She stopped just past the entrance and turned her head at the sound of giggling. She watched in disbelief as Ranma and Ranko wrestled on the floor, laughing while trying to tickle each other to death. She rolled her eyes, but the snort that escaped her was equal parts annoyance and amusement.

	Sato was leaning against the wall near the doorway, watching them with that easy smile of his. That brief view of him told Nabiki that while she may have cleared the air with him, his caring words and tender touches only made her more aware of him now.

	Her heart no longer ached when she looked at him, but her body was singing a different tune. The latent heat in her belly told Nabiki her desire for Sato wasn't going anywhere. That damned itch was going to be the death of her if she didn't find a way to deal with it!

	She gave a resigned sigh and kept on walking.

	Putting that aside for now, Nabiki gave him a little wave. She then tipped her chin toward Subara, who was kneeling off to one side in hushed conversation with Akane.

	"You two," she called out briskly, "I need your brains for a minute."

	Subara sprang to her feet and walked in her direction while Sato ambled casually from the doorway. Nabiki crossed the floor and pulled her phone out as they converged.

	"With some minor exceptions, I finalized both contracts a short time ago," she told them in a low voice, scrolling to the relevant notes. "I want to make sure the rollout works and our timeline is realistic. Subara, you've got the business contacts I need. Sato, you've had some really good insights so far."

	"Of course, Nabiki Tendo. If I am able to provide further assistance, I shall," Subara said with a small nod as she eyed Nabiki curiously.

	Omitting the numbers, Nabiki outlined the basics of the class packages, the team building angle and the uniform requirements. Sato listened and nodded along throughout her presentation. When she was done he raised his hand.

	Nabiki had to smother a laugh.

	"You don't have to raise your hand, Sato. We're not in class. Go ahead and speak up."

	He blushed and quickly put his hand down, earning smirks from both Nabiki and Subara. Sato took a deep breath and cleared his throat, then met her gaze.

	"Is that sixty students per contract?" he asked quickly. Nabiki pursed her lips in thought, then shook her head.

	"Good question, but no. Each contract limits that customer's attendance to a maximum of thirty seats to prevent crowding each other out, although that leaves an extra seat each week up for grabs."

	"That is a good stipulation, Nabiki Tendo," Subara commented.

	"Also, for the students' uniforms, I'm thinking they should have a clean, simple logo." He pointed at Akane who was laughing at her boyfriend as he continued to war against his sister. Her back was to them, so her white gi was her most prominent feature. Sato folded his arms, thinking for a second.

	"You'd need something that works on the back of the gi since the chest patch area should be reserved for the names of your students." He pointed to the right side of his chest to demonstrate what he meant. "Also, it would look classier if they were embroidered names instead of iron-on, Nabiki. In fact, I think you should charge double or even more for that customization."

	Nabiki saw Subara's eyebrows sweep up in a silent show of respect for his insight. If the ninja thought his input was that good, she wasn't about to ignore it! Sato continued, unaware of her silent approval.

	"For the logo design…" He hummed thoughtfully and stared at Akane's back for almost a full minute. "I'm thinking you should look at a stylized kanji for 'Tendo' with a circular border, so it reads clearly from a distance. Also put 'Kenpo' in Hiragana in a straight line beneath the circle. It would be best to keep it as a black logo on white fabric, so it stands out more. It would look cool while still being professional."

	Nabiki nodded as she typed away on her phone, now quite glad she'd chosen to make amends with the guy.

	"I have to admit, Sato... Those aren't bad ideas. I'll have a designer mock something up tomorrow while I'm at school," she said, making a note. "Good thinking," she added with a smirk. She finished typing and looked at him again.

	"I know this is a nosy question, but how did you come up with those types of suggestions in the first place? I'm curious how you figured that all out so quickly."

	"Thanks, Nabiki," he said with a slight blush to his cheeks. "My mom works in a corporate department that handles all sorts of legal and marketing stuff, including things like logos, trademarks, design work and so on. I'd listen to her talk about work a lot and act as her sounding board…" He shrugged. "I guess some of mom's experience must've rubbed off on me."

	As he continued talking about his what he picked up from his mom, Nabiki had to remind herself… again… that the growing heat in her belly wasn't part of the contract discussion. With effort, she ignored her desire and focused instead on Subara since she was now speaking to her.

	"For your instructors, Nabiki Tendo, you should have uniforms that look different. They should stand out prominently," Subara noted. "During my training in various schools, the better ones anyway, that was a common theme I noticed." Nabiki resumed typing as she added to her 'to do' list.

	"I assume those would be paid for by the school." She looked at the various outfits worn by Subara, Ranma, Ranko and Akane and could easily see the point the ninja was making. "What you're saying makes sense, Subara. We shouldn't have our instructors looking like they were part of a disorganized rabble. Our government clients might not take us seriously if the staff look mismatched."

	"Indeed. Procuring quality uniforms from a supplier at a decent cost should not be difficult," Subara said, a finger to her lips. "I can provide you with a contact or two so you can compare prices. In fact, I know of a place in Nerima which does embroidery in-house. That should make customizations easier to coordinate. Better yet, I may endeavor to procure a sample uniform soon to test its quality." She moved to look over Nabiki's shoulder and pointed at something on the phone.

	"What about the catering aspect that Sato proposed? We only had a chance to discuss it briefly in your room," Subara added. Nabiki looked over her shoulder and smirked at the ninja.

	"Kasumi would probably just smile and cook twice as much, but I'll make sure she understands how big a deal this is."

	Once they batted around a few more details, Nabiki felt satisfied with her plan now that it seemed properly fleshed out. Sato's uniform idea alone just added another boatload of profit to the venture. She clapped her hands loudly to get everyone's attention.

	"Alright, folks. Let's sit down for a minute. I need to brief everyone on the contracts I just signed."

	Ranma and Ranko flopped down on the floor, winded from their tickle war. Ranma smirked victoriously while Ranko stuck her tongue out and gave him a patently fake glare which promised retribution. Subara sat seiza between Ranma and Ranko and put an arm around the girl affectionately.

	Akane sat next to Ranma and leaned against him, smiling when he put his arm around her waist. Nabiki stood before the group while her father settled beside Akane. She looked at them meaningfully for a moment, then cleared her throat.

	"When I say 'contracts', it means exactly that. We're now committed to providing these services for the next *five* years."

	"Five years?" Soun echoed. "Truly, Nabiki?" She nodded at her father, a pleased smirk growing on her face.

	"Oh yes! Two contracts with government clients, mostly midday classes, with a catered lunch. They'll have uniforms with custom embroidery and a logo on the back. That's the short version," she summed up crisply, her tone almost smug. "I don't want to bore you with the numbers… just know they're *big*. Big enough to keep our family comfortable for years." Soun frowned thoughtfully.

	"A maximum of fifteen students in the noontime class every day? That's a stretch… I'm not sure I can handle that many alone and be effective, Nabiki."

	"I believe I can help with that, Tendo," a voice from the doorway cut in.

	All heads turned to the dojo's entrance. Genma was standing there with his arms crossed over his chest, looking rather pleased with himself. Ranko sprang to her feet in an instant, running to throw her arms around him.

	"Dad! What're you doing here?" Ranko blurted out. He chuckled as he caught her, wrapping his thick arms around his daughter tightly.

	"I got a text a few hours ago from my niece telling me where everyone went," Genma explained. "The utility work was finished at the house a short time ago, so I thought I'd just pop by and see what's going on."

	"Tendo," he added, nodding to Soun.

	"Saotome," Soun replied with a smile. "It's good of you to join us, my friend."

	"I'm happy to," Genma said as he sat beside Soun and shared a mischievous smirk. "It's no problem. I'm tired of taking the opening shift at the gym. Also, my teaching load doesn't start until after the school day's done." He looked at Nabiki and gave her a thumbs-up.

	"Just let me know when you need me to start teaching and I'll tell them to change my schedule," he told Nabiki. "I should be able to help with your class and still make it to my other job with plenty of time to spare."

	"Most kind of you, Mr. Saotome." Nabiki arched a well-shaped brow, eyeing him suspiciously. "And just how much would we need to pay you for the pleasure of your assistance?" Genma waved her question away with a dismissive swipe of his hand.

	"Oh, don't worry about me, Nabiki," he said with a laugh. "If you provide me with lunch, I'll be fine. I know how good Kasumi's cooking is."

	"You've got a deal, Mr. Saotome!" she cheered gratefully.

	It was one less problem she had to deal with. Nabiki wondered for a moment if she'd have to bully her sister into converting to full-time home schooling so Akane could help with the noon class.

	Genma turned to look at Ranma and Ranko.

	"By the way, kids, your mother called while you were out."

	"Really? How's she doing, dad?" Ranko asked, perking up.

	"She's doing fine, just really busy right now. She wanted to let us know she won't be back for a couple of weeks yet." He turned to Ranma. "Your absence from school has been extended, son. She also told me you should expect to meet your tutor at the house this coming Tuesday."

	"That's just great, pop. A mountain of homework for me…" Ranma groaned, earning a chuckle from his father. Genma turned his attention to Subara.

	"Niece, I was finally able to tell Nodoka about your arrival. She's looking forward to meeting you when she returns from Kyoto." Nabiki saw Ranma trade an odd look with Subara before they turned their attention back to Mr. Saotome.

	'*That* should be an interesting conversation,' Nabiki thought wryly.

	"Oh! Before I forget... the training hall delivery was pushed back until tomorrow afternoon because the crane wasn't available. They're going to bring the pieces in by helicopter instead, but the pilot won't be cleared to fly over our neighborhood until after twelve." Soun gave a surprised whistle.

	"You've already arranged a replacement for your training hall, Saotome?" Soun asked. Genma nodded, looking rather pleased with himself.

	"The insurance claim was processed and approved just before Nodoka flew to Kyoto. We got the last of the prep work done an hour ago, so all we need to do now is wait for them to fly in the parts of the building. They told me they'll be finished by tomorrow evening."

	"Awesome!" Ranma and Ranko chorused. Even Sato seemed excited by the news. Subara's face, however, was unreadable. Nabiki's father cleared his throat suddenly and looked at her.

	"Is that everything we needed to know about the contracts, Nabiki?"

	"I think so, daddy. I still need to talk to Kasumi about the catering at some point." Nabiki looked at her phone again. "Honestly, that can wait until Monday. The remaining details are mine to handle." She scanned the room quickly, then nodded in satisfaction. "If I've answered everyone's questions, then I think we're done."

	"Excellent!" Soun enthused as he stood. "Saotome, I do believe I hear the game board calling our name." He raised an eyebrow and smirked as he gestured toward the house.

	"Funny, I think I hear it too, Tendo," Genma commented with a knowing grin as he followed his friend out of the dojo.

	Nabiki watched them depart with narrowed eyes. Ranma's father volunteering to help was great, as long as he didn't spend all his time playing Go and drinking with her father instead of teaching. She shuddered at the thought.

	Her own taste of drunkenness had shown her just how quickly and unpredictably things could spiral out of control. She'd have to ask Kasumi to keep an eye on them to make sure they stayed on task during work hours. Free help isn't really help if they aren't doing any work.

	"Hey, Nabiki," Ranko's voice called out from behind her, derailing her train of thought. She jumped slightly and turned around to face her. "You okay?" Sato's girlfriend asked, concern written all over her face. Nabiki gnawed her lower lip, then nodded.

	"Hey Ranko. Yeah… I think so. Sato and I had a talk outside while you were practicing with daddy. I think we're good now." She staggered as Ranko hit her with a full-force hug.

	"I'm so glad!" Ranko declared as she tightened her embrace. "My brother and I love Akane so much, I'd hate to have anything bad stay between our families." Nabiki's startled look slowly gave way to dry amusement. Putting her phone in her back pocket, Nabiki tentatively wrapped her arms around the girl and returned the embrace.

	"Me too, Ranko," she admitted, sighing.

	"We're thinking of hanging out this evening at our place as a group. Wanna join?" Ranko asked as they walked to the house, lagging behind everyone else.

	She stopped and looked at Ranko in shock, unable to believe the girl would welcome her so quickly. Her suspicious mind warned her to stay away.

	"I, well… I'd like to, Ranko, but these contracts are massive," Nabiki said as she retrieved her phone and unlocked it. She held it up for Ranko to see and pointed to the screen.

	"If I'm lucky, I'll only be working on these until tomorrow afternoon." She blew out a breath, knowing she wasn't really exaggerating the scope of the work awaiting her. She could finish by tomorrow afternoon, or she could tough it out tonight and burn the midnight oil to keep Sunday wide open.

	"Ah, that *does* sound like a whole lot of work." Ranko wrinkled her nose as if she'd smelled something offensive.

	Nabiki looked at her with a wry smirk. "Government contracts are very involved. This is a very big deal for our family, and I don't want to waste this opportunity. If I play my cards right, our family may never have to worry about money again."

	Ranko's eyes widened. "Wow! Well, in that case, I wish you luck!" she said with a thumbs-up. "Subara says you're the right person for the job and I believe her."

	"Oh, she did, huh?" Nabiki said, bemused. "I'll have to thank that woman. She's the one who made this possible."

	"That would be great. I know she went the extra mile for your family," Ranko replied simply, causing Nabiki's brows to draw down in concern. "I'm glad you're taking it seriously." With that she bounded off, catching up with Subara and embracing her from behind with a giggle.

	As the group entered the house, Soun and Genma were already seated near the low table in the corner setting up the Go board. Nabiki turned toward the stairs while the rest of them began gathering their things. She stopped at the foot of the stairs and watched as Akane and Ranma exchanged a look.

	"Daddy? Ranko and Subara have invited me to hang out with them tonight," Akane announced. "I'll probably spend the night over at their place watching anime."

	Soun nodded distractedly. "That's fine with me, dear."

	"Hey pop! There's no need to hurry back," Ranma told his father. "We're gonna order something for dinner later and just hang out." Subara put a hand on Ranma's shoulder, her voice back to its chipper tone.

	"By the way, uncle…" Subara added. "I'll need to arm the alarm before bedtime. If you decide to come home tonight, could you please call me so I can disarm it for you and let you in?"

	"I doubt Genma will be returning any time soon, if at all today, Subara," Soun declared with a snort. "Ranma, you should expect him to return home sometime tomorrow. If I know my friend, he's probably going to stay here tonight," he said, hefting a large jug of sake in one hand and a cup in the other, a broad grin on his face. Genma cleared his throat and nodded sheepishly, already looking a little flushed.

	"Tendo's right. You don't need to wait up for me. I'll be staying here." He put his fists on his hips and eyed them suspiciously. "Also, whatever you do, don't trash the house while I'm away!"

	"Pop! You know better than that. We did okay while you were on that cruise," Ranma snapped, his blue eyes flashing.

	"Yeah!" Ranko chimed in, an indignant look on her face. She took Sato's hand in hers and looked up at him, then whispered in his ear. He raised his eyebrows slightly, then smirked.

	"As soon as Subara's ready, we're gonna head out, dad," she announced, almost bursting at the seams with excitement.

	Nabiki sighed. Watching Sato's loving display with Ranko still stung, but not as bad as it did when they first got here. She cleared her throat to conceal her discomfort.

	"Subara, don't forget you left your stuff in my room," she reminded the ninja as she pointed at the stairs. Subara blinked and her expression brightened.

	"Oh, yeah! Thanks, Nabiki!" she said, her bubbly demeanor returning fully. "I'll be right up!"

	Nabiki quickly ascended the stairs with Subara stepping right behind her. As they entered her room, the ninja's demeanor shifted again. Once the door was closed, Subara began peeling off her athletic gear and piling it on Nabiki's bed.

	"That was quite a briefing, Nabiki Tendo," Subara declared with a smirk. "The calls you had earlier must have gone rather well."

	"Yes, they were *unbelievably* successful, Subara. In fact, Ranko says you worked really hard to win those contracts for us," Nabiki said pointedly, arching an eyebrow at the nearly naked ninja.

	"Oh? What did she tell you?" Subara asked casually as she peeled off one of the nipple covers, grimacing.

	"She didn't give any details. She only said you went the extra mile for us. I got the impression your efforts were the hook that landed the contracts." Nabiki smiled at her. "Whatever you did certainly worked. I owe you even more thanks than I do Sato." Subara's eyebrows raised.

	"Truly? Is that why you had your little tête-à-tête with him while we were impressing your father? You needed to thank him for his efforts?" the ninja asked as she leveled a knowing smirk at her.

	"No, it was more than that." Nabiki blushed. "I took Akane's advice and decided to deal with my past…" she growled. "After what you told me about his earlier contributions, I knew I had to clear the decks, Ko- uhh, Subara." The old name had almost slipped out again. She grimaced even though the ninja's expression never changed.

	"It wasn't until those deposits landed in my account that I understood how important it had been to set aside my past with Sato. Besides, it's good business to cultivate an asset like that," she added defensively

	"You are wise to understand that much, Nabiki Tendo," Subara proclaimed as she tossed the other nipple cover on the bed and reached for her street clothes. The ninja paused and aimed an appraising look at her.

	"You are wiser than I thought," Subara added. "I half expected you to remain up here until everyone departed for home."

	"I was tempted to do that," Nabiki admitted sheepishly. "But I realized it would do more harm than good if I avoided Sato. He's obviously got a mind for this sort of planning. You heard his suggestions for the logo design and the customized uniforms." Subara nodded as she finished putting on her bra.

	"They were brilliant! I needed that type of input." She looked down at the floor and sighed sadly. "And it's yet another reason I regret pushing him away. He may be a dork, but he's really cute, damned smart and a talented dork, too."

	"Sato certainly deserves most of those qualifiers," the ninja quipped. "Your regrets concerning him are understandable, however I believe they are… misplaced." Subara offered her a friendly smile before pulling on her shirt. "Speaking frankly, I have known you long enough to understand that *you* must be the smartest person in any relationship."

	"You're not wrong, Subara," Nabiki snorted, though she could feel her cheeks growing warm at the ninja's frank talk.

	"Had you been successfully courted by Sato, I have no doubt you would have had a lot of fun with him physically… at first."

	"That is one of my biggest regrets," Nabiki admitted.

	"Once the luster of a new relationship had worn off, however, you would have come to resent his intelligence," Subara continued. "Your competitive streak would have raged and eventually sabotaged your relationship." She aimed a pointed glance at Nabiki before straightening her outfit and reaching for her socks. 

	"I think that's one of the reasons why I felt some level of attraction to Hikaru," Nabiki murmured as she sat in her chair and leaned back. "Physically, he's just fine. But… he doesn't seem to have the smarts of Sato." She shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe I'm destined to be alone?"

	"Your… visceral reaction to Sato and your night of passion with Hikaru speak otherwise," Subara said as she shook her head firmly. The ninja pulled her socks on and began packing her workout gear in the shopping bag with efficient movements.

	"Do not forget my earlier advice when we spoke of your... needs. Enjoy yourself but ensure fun and safety are your priorities when choosing a partner." Something flashed in the ninja's eyes and her expression changed.

	"Besides, Nabiki Tendo needs to have some fun once in a while!" she cheered, a playful smile on her face.

	Nabiki looked at the ninja askance. "Uhh... Thanks, Subara. I- I will."

	"I'm glad we had a chance to talk, Nabiki! I really wanna wish you luck with the uniforms. I bet they'll look completely awesome!" Subara said as she opened the door and waved almost cutely.

	Nabiki gaped as her door slid closed, then she shook her head.

	"Damn, that's disturbing!"

	 

	Chapter Fifteen

	 

	Late Saturday Afternoon

	 

	Subara broke into a jog to catch up with the group as they passed through the entryway of the boundary wall and stepped onto the street. She turned and closed the gates, sighing softly. Few would understand the importance of everything that happened today.

	So many lives had been enriched by what she and her siblings accomplished today. Her heart swelling with a sense of pride, she faced the group again as they walked at an unhurried pace toward the Saotome residence.

	She watched from a respectful distance as Ranma walked beside Akane, their heads together as they held hands and whispered softly. Ranko and Jeff walked a short distance behind them, smiling so often at one another that they barely seemed able to keep their eyes on the road.

	Her sister seemed to be brimming with excitement, given the grin on her face. Her hair, now back in a ponytail after she changed back into her street clothes, bounced wildly as if it was reflecting Ranko's nervous energy. Subara laughed ruefully as she looked down at the bags she carried in her hand, one of which contained her own belongings while the other held Ranko's gi.

	'It was a good thing Kasumi caught up to me before I left,' she thought as she watched the loving couple banter a few paces ahead of her.

	Jeff impressed her today, Subara thought as she shifted her focus to the lanky young man. He had taken a suggestion and run with it, providing a nuanced solution to one of Nabiki's questions. Then he followed that up by displaying a moment of genius with the embroidered names for the uniforms.

	In corporate and government settings, such customizations are almost expected. Additionally, the inflated fee he suggested would barely cause their customers to bat an eyelash. Crucially, it would provide Nabiki with an even greater financial cushion.

	What impressed her more, however, had been the frank discussion he had with Nabiki outside of the dojo while everyone else was doing kata. Subara had to strain to hear them, and hadn't caught every word, but she was able to grasp the heart of their discussion. While she could not see what they were doing, she had an idea that Nabiki's intentions went well beyond talking.

	Whatever temptation Jeff may have felt to succumb to Nabiki, he'd fought it valiantly. Ranko had chosen well. The person who loved her was no mere boy. Emotionally speaking, Jeff had the heart of a man almost twice his age beating in his chest.

	It was yet another justification for Subara's own use of 'not bad' to describe him.

	In her 'gleeful niece' persona, she ran up to them and took Jeff's free hand. He stared at the ninja, startled for a second before smiling.

	"Hi there," he said warmly as he squeezed her hand.

	"Hi yourself!" she said coyly, then leaned forward to make eye contact with Ranko. "Heya, sister. How's it going?" she asked, embracing her bubbly personality fully. Ranko aimed a beautiful smile at her.

	"I'm feeling amazing, sis!"

	"Uhh, do you think you forgot something at the Tendo house?" she asked as she hefted Ranko's bag.

	"Oops. Shit! I knew I was missing something."

	"It's okay," the ninja bubbled, winking playfully at her adoptive sister. "I'll carry it. Looks like your hands are full already."

	"Subara!" Ranko complained, her face turning red. Then she giggled and winked at the ninja.

	Shedding her guise, Subara leaned toward Jeff and whispered in his ear.

	"I overheard your conversation with Nabiki Tendo outside of the dojo," she told him matter-of-factly. "I must tell you that I am quite proud of how you handled yourself. You stayed true to Ranko and justified her love for you." Jeff stumbled a half-step, his cheeks heating.

	"Remind me never to whisper in the same country as you," he grumbled softly in English. Subara laughed richly.

	"I am good, but not that good, Jeff," she told him plainly. He leaned over and put his lips to her ear.

	"Nabiki wasn't as big a temptation as you believe." He jerked his head in the direction of his girlfriend, then leaned closer to Subara again. "I've seen Ranko naked, so… I've already found perfection."

	Her eyebrows quirked up at his honest comment. Knowing how Ranko viewed herself made Jeff's assessment far more meaningful.

	"Truly?"

	"Absolutely! Nabiki's okay but... she's just not Ranko." Sato favored her with a playful smirk. "In fact, there's only one person who *might* be a temptation, but it isn't Nabiki." Subara's eyes widened slightly.

	"Oh? And who would that be, if I am allowed to ask?"

	Jeff leaned closer, his voice barely audible.

	"You."

	His eyes sparkled with mischief, and suddenly she wasn't sure if he was baiting her or confessing. Subara barely managed to restrain a gasp before resuming her casual demeanor.

	"You are a bad boy, Jeff," she murmured, a laugh in her voice.

	He snickered and smiled triumphantly as his girlfriend turned to look at them curiously.

	"What's going on over there?" Ranko asked in a playful singsong. Jeff winked at his girlfriend.

	"I'm just giving Subara a hard time. Today she showed me just how good she was, and it made me realize that I have a lot of work to do to catch up to everyone else. *Years and years* of work." He squeezed Subara's hand and she reciprocated, though her sly smile never quite left her face.

	"Hey, handsome, let's swap," Ranko piped up as she dashed around and took Subara's hand from his. "I need to talk with my sister for a bit."

	"Sure thing, beautiful," he said as he bent down and kissed her on the lips. She stopped and let go of Subara's hand, then wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply.

	Jeff reached down and picked her up by grabbing her posterior firmly with both hands. The move earned a delighted squeal from Ranko as he lifted her until they were at eye level, then they resumed kissing unabashedly.

	Ranko melted against him, wrapping her legs around his waist as he held her securely. Subara stood to the side and watched them, bemused, as they seemed to forget she was there.

	'My sister does not hold back whatsoever where Jeff is concerned,' the ninja noted. Even a brazen display like this couldn't embarrass her. Ranko met the world exactly as she wished… and dared it to judge her.

	Subara turned to look at Ranma and scoffed. He and Akane had not even noticed what was going on! They were so caught up in each other that nothing else was registering.

	The ninja turned her attention back to the affectionate duo when Ranko finally broke the kiss.

	"I'd love to have you carry me in your arms, Jeff, but I really do need to talk to my sister." She kissed him again quickly on the lips. "To be continued?" He gave her a satisfied smile combined with a *very* heated gaze.

	"You bet your cute little butt it's going to be continued, my love," Jeff growled just loud enough for Subara to hear.

	"Stop talking like that before I tackle you right here," Ranko shot back in a husky voice, though she punctuated her words with a giggle.

	"Promises, promises," Jeff replied with a smirk. With obvious reluctance, he set her down. Ranko took off her hoodie, revealing a white A-shirt dotted with sweat.

	"Could you carry this for me? For some reason it got hot all of a sudden," she requested, then took Subara's hand and resumed walking.

	"Gee, I wonder why that is," Jeff muttered. He fell in behind them, her top draped over his arm. Ranko looked over her shoulder at him and waved for him to join them.

	"You can walk with us if you want, handsome," she suggested.

	"Oh, I'm perfectly fine, Ranko. The view's *fantastic* back here!" he said airily as he eyed her openly.

	She giggled again and turned forward, adopting an exaggerated sway to her hips as she walked. Subara snickered as she heard Jeff clear his throat roughly.

	"You're not playing fair, sweetie," he chastised from his position directly behind his girlfriend. She hummed happily as she leaned close to Subara.

	"Hey, sis, do you have more of those pills available?" Ranko whispered. "I'm going to need a couple of them tonight."

	"Are you sure?" Subara shot back playfully, though she nodded her assent. She'd anticipated her sister needing more and had set enough pills aside to last another week or two, depending on how often they did it. It should be enough to tide her over until she could resume taking her regular contraception.

	"Oh yeah!" she said in a low purr. Ranko looked over her shoulder in his direction. "Like I told you before, I'm going to make up for all of the teasing I did to him this past week." Subara chuckled, shaking her head as Ranko pressed closer against her arm.

	'What am I going to do with you, baby sister?' she thought, though warmth lingered in her grin.

	"Given the look on Jeff's face, you best be prepared to be mauled as soon as you get home," Subara observed lightly.

	"Yes!" Ranko hissed, pumping her fist in celebration.

	 

	***

	 

	"How're you doing, Akane?" Ranma asked as he kicked a pebble out of his way.

	"Better, Ranma. I was worried about how I'd do in front of daddy." She leaned her head against his shoulder. "Watching you and Ranko doing katas reminded me of what it's like to be in top condition. I was afraid I'd fail him completely, but… I think I did okay."

	"You were better than just 'okay', Akane," Ranma told her firmly.

	He reached over and gently rubbed the top of her head. Akane hummed appreciatively, bringing a feeling of relief to him. He still sometimes wondered how well she would accept familiar touches like that. The Akane from his past life wasn't always okay with that... actually, who was he kidding? Most of the time she'd have smacked his hand away, or worse! Anyway, so far this Akane seemed to like it every time he did it.

	"You fell back on instinct, which was the right thing to do, and your body responded the way you'd been trained." He favored her with a satisfied smile. "I definitely didn't see anything wrong with you."

	"I appreciate it, Ranma, but you're my boyfriend."

	"Could you say that again?"

	"Say what again?" she asked, puzzled.

	"That thing you called me."

	"Oh!" Akane blushed. "You're my boyfriend," she repeated with a shy smile.

	"Hmm, I think I need to hear that one more time," Ranma teased as he put a hand to his ear.

	"You're my boyfriend," she purred in his ear. "My wonderful, hot, beloved, and always awesome boyfriend."

	"Oh, that's good. Just wanted to make sure."

	"You goof!" Akane laughed loudly and smacked him on the arm.

	"What can I say? I like hearing you say it, my gorgeous girlfriend."

	"You're making my point, though. Maybe you're a little biased?" Akane teased.

	"Just a little?"

	"Okay, a lot," Akane clarified with a giggle.

	"I've got good reason to be biased." He put a hand on the back of her neck, bent down and kissed her quickly on the lips. "Because you're my super good-looking, way hotter than I am, even more awesome girlfriend, Akane."

	"Have I told you today that I love you?" she asked in a dreamy tone.

	"You might have, but I always appreciate a reminder," he said with a smirk.

	"You've made me a very happy girl, Ranma," Akane proclaimed as she wrapped an arm around his waist. "You believed in me when I needed it. Also, when you said you'd help with the afternoon classes, that took my breath away!" She raised her eyebrows at him flirtatiously. "You really knew how to make a good impression with my daddy."

	"I didn't do it for that reason," Ranma corrected gently. "I, uhh… I mean… we did it for you."

	Akane blushed. "Ranma, you didn't have to volunteer to teach. Daddy and I could've handled the afternoon class. From what Nabiki said, it sounded like most of the students would be showing up during the noon session."

	"We talked about it this morning before we came over," Ranma explained as he caressed her back. "I proposed it and both Ranko and Subara volunteered to help. We're happy to do it, Akane. Like I told your father, we need the teaching credits to get our belts."

	"That's only a technicality, Ranma-kun," Akane challenged. "Most dojos will award black belts if you take and pass the tests."

	"True, but Ranko, Subara and I want our belts to come with a trainer certification, Akane. I'm sure your father understands what I meant."

	"I see your point, Ranma-kun."

	"Plus, there's always the chance other students will sign up for afternoon classes once word gets out. You'll need help with those students for sure." He looked into her dark eyes and smiled. "Anything I can do for you, I'm glad to do it. Especially if it lets me spend more time with you."

	They lapsed into silence as they walked, holding hands while stealing glances at each other.

	"Ranma-kun… It looks like we're going to have another great night together," Akane said heatedly, her cheeks growing red. "It's been a tough week for you, hasn't it?" He nodded emphatically, coaxing a giggle from her.

	"Is it that obvious, Akane-chan?"

	"Yep," she answered simply, her grin playful and not at all ashamed.

	"It's been really frustrating not being able to sleep with you, Akane. I… I didn't realize how much I would miss it until we weren't able to do it this week." He squeezed her hand and smiled at her, his eyes focused on her face. "But now we have a chance to make up for that."

	"You shouldn't be too upset, Ranma-kun." Akane gave him a wry look. "We wouldn't have been able to go all the way anyway." He looked at her oddly.

	"Oh, why's that?" he asked, frowning.

	"My period started last Sunday," she confessed, blushing. "Don't worry, it ended late on Thursday. So, if you look on the bright side, the wait was a good thing for us. Now we're set for the next three weeks."

	Ranma nodded his understanding. That was one aspect of his girl-type self he'd never had to contend with, thank goodness! But he'd lived around Nabiki, Akane and Kasumi long enough in his original life to know how periods worked. He smiled at her, then gave a start as he remembered what Subara told them on the way to the dojo this morning.

	'Bless her excellent timing!' he thought before he leaned closer to Akane.

	"I forgot to tell you something while we were practicing!"

	"Oh? What's up, handsome?" she asked, wide-eyed. He put his lips to her ear.

	"Subara had our bedrooms soundproofed," Ranma whispered. "It was done the same day the alarm system was installed."

	"Really?" Akane asked, her face lighting up with a mix of shock and joy. "Does that mean what I think it means?"

	"Yeah, and don't worry about the alarm system. I made sure there were no cameras put in the bathrooms or our bedrooms," Ranma hastened to add.

	"Can you tell how excited I am, Ranma-kun?" Akane asked. She took his hand in hers and placed his palm against her chest. He could easily feel her rapid heartbeat and her warmth. Ranma nodded eagerly, his face growing hot.

	"Oh yeah! I feel the same way, Akane."

	They lapsed into silence again, walking side by side without really paying attention to where they were going. He gazed at her and took her in, the sight of her tugging at his heart even when she wore something as unflattering as a gi. She turned her head and caught him staring, then winked playfully. Ranma cleared his throat and looked forward as someone on a bicycle sped past.

	"Hey, Akane. I was thinking… Even if the others decide to watch anime tonight, I don't want to do that." He squeezed her hand and fought down a sudden wave of nervousness.

	"I want us to spend the whole night in my bed, Akane-chan."

	"Ranmaaaa..." She turned to look over her shoulder before continuing. "Yes! I'd love to!" she whispered with a firm nod of her head.

	"Honestly, that'll be a new one for me," he confessed. "We've never been able to spend a long time together like that."

	He looked over his shoulder and saw what she'd noticed. The others were so far behind there was no chance of being overheard.

	"Also, since pop's going to stay at your place tonight and the alarm's going to be armed…" He gazed deeply into her eyes. "Uhh… Do you want to sleep with me tonight?"

	"You really want to be naked with me... all night long?" She searched his face. "You want me to sleep with you? Truly?"

	"Yeh – uhh, I mean… yeah, absolutely. That cuddle we had after our first time… I really liked how your body felt against mine."

	"So did I, Ranma-kun," Akane affirmed. He forced himself to continue, despite his growing case of nerves.

	"I don't just mean us having sex, Akane. I want to go to sleep with you lying beside me in bed." He sighed happily as he imagined it. "That way you'll be the first thing I see when I wake up." Akane looked at him with mild surprise.

	"Seriously, Ranma-kun?" At his nod she sighed happily. "I've never done that before." She gave him a brilliant smile. "I want to feel that. I've always wondered what it's like to fall asleep in someone's arms and wake up while being held." She wrinkled her brow as she sniffed and plucked at her gi.

	"But… I think we may need to do something else together first."

	"What's that, Akane?" he asked as he put his arm around her shoulder and ran his thumb up and down against her neck, making her giggle. She cleared her throat and then turned to him with a smoky gaze.

	"I got kind of sweaty while we were working out in the dojo, so as soon as we get to your house… Do you think you could take me to your bathroom and scrub my back?" She batted her eyelashes at him.

	Ranma felt his brain short-circuit and speaking suddenly became rather difficult.

	"Pretty please?" she added with a devastating pout.

	Ranma had to tamp down hard on that visual to avoid an embarrassing reaction in public. He chanced a look over his shoulder and saw that the others had picked up the pace and were catching up them.

	"Uhh… wow! Yeah, Akane! You got yourself a deal!" He smirked victoriously, his heart pounding like he'd just won a championship. This night was going to be one he'd never forget!

	 

	Author's Notes

	 

	 

	(04/11/13):

	 

	Began cobbling together notes for this part for months before today. However, I did begin putting together the rough outline. Too tired to think of writing anything right now, though… Young kids are great, but man are they exhausting!

	 

	 

	(01/18/26):

	 

	I can tell that my writing has changed a great deal over the last six-plus years. These days I can whip out a scene in an hour or so and, given my tendency toward flowery prose, it can easily be 4000+ words. That's what caused the original parts ten and eleven to be over a hundred thousand words each. I'd already split part ten into two different documents and now I'm faced with doing the same thing again here.

	This document (originally Part Eleven before the earlier split) is now Parts Twelve and Thirteen. I decided to cut things off just past the midway point where the dojo scene ends and everyone's walking home after a day of successes. This allows Nabiki's redemption arc to have its own spotlight.

	Tags will be in place in the next part to delineate those passionate moments so that those with sensitive eyes can scroll past. Yes, I surprised myself by avoiding lemon content in this part, and don't know how I accomplished that.

	I enjoyed writing the confessional moment between Sato and Nabiki near the end of this part. It allowed him to experience a moment of intimacy with her without it sabotaging his relationship with Ranko. For him, he has been gifted a resolution to the 'what if' drama that plagues most people when they wonder how things would've gone if only they'd done something different.

	Rarely are people given a chance to answer that question, I wanted both Sato and Nabiki to have that gift. They know they're incompatible as lovers and significant others, but it turns out that they have a knack for cooperating as business partners. That will continue to be explored over the next few parts as the Tendo school takes shape.

	As for the contracts… The amount of research I had to do to set up a fictional business that had at least a modicum of believability… was unreal. I settled on doing broad strokes for Nabiki's plan with the details staying in her pretty head. It hopefully doesn't strain credulity that she has two contracts with the Japanese government, but honestly? Without Subara's uhh… unique contribution to the effort, those documents never would've been signed.

	And as for Subara being a prostitute, well… She falls into the category of a *very* high end escort. Her reputation is such that she could command the Yen equivalent of $25,000 for an overnight stay with someone. It strains credulity, I know.

	As someone who's never had to spring for that sort of … entertainment, I had to rely on stories of well-heeled gentlemen who use those services. Some of the more outlandish ones included tales of men who could buy a McLaren F1 GTR with petty cash. So, at that level, money was no object. I put Subara in that elite group of escorts since that's where she'd need to be to mingle with the power brokers and build her network.

	However, from her point of view, it should be noted she takes the money because its expected, not strictly because she demands it. The reason she exercises her will, via her pretty lady parts, is because it guarantees continued goodwill with men of very high means whose reach in business and government sectors is unparalleled.

	Of course, Ranko and Ranma are uncomfortable about it, but they accept that it's part of who she is and what she does. Other than her confessional with Ranko, what she does is cloaked in mystery. It's better, for her sake and theirs, that things stay the way they are.

	As for Subara becoming the adopted sibling of both Ranma and Ranko, that had always been my intention. I have mentioned before that my desire was for Kodachi to have a redemptive arc that sees her in a much better place than she was in canon. The relationship she had with Tatewaki was, at best, transactional. At worst it bordered on incestuous bartering for favors. It hadn't come to that, although if Tatewaki hadn't claimed Kinuko's hand as quickly as he had, his desire for Kodachi would've grown and, with a few well-placed commands, he would've gotten what he wanted from her.

	The only justification for his desire of her was due to her absence from their home during her formative years. Kodachi was taken away when she was very young and spent enough time away that Tatewaki grew used to being an only child whose sister had died.

	That means Kuno had never been informed that his sister had been pressed into service as Sasuke's (much more competent) replacement. Their relationship had none of the guardrails that are in place between siblings. When she returned to the home as a ninja, all he saw was a driven, cunning woman who was devastatingly beautiful and would obey (most of) his commands. That she was his sister was something that had to be told to him. He never realized it when he saw her.

	This shows you why Subara is so close to Ranma and Ranko and willingly accepted being a Saotome. Ranma truly rescued her from much more than the training hall fire on that fateful day.

	So now I continue with the second half of this document, which is now on its own as Part Thirteen. We'll pick up where the young lovers return to the Saotome home for a night of carnal bliss which will take up the beginning of the part.

	Once again I'll say it plainly… sex exists in the real world and for many it is the foundation of their relationship, if not a major part of it, especially for first timers. This is where our two couples find themselves now. They're taking advantage while they can because once Nodoka returns from Kyoto, their ability to fool around could be severely limited. So, I let them enjoy themselves (and each other) unabashedly while the opportunity exists.

	See you there!
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	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 ^_^ 
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