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Ranma watched her warily.

For much longer than necessary Akane had been lying on his bed, her eyes raised to the ceiling, awake at last, but silent. During that time, Ranma had been standing before her, all male—watching her with a patience barely held in check.
Still, waiting was hard. . .
Here she was, right in front of him. . . his to question, to torment, to avenge. . . to answer for every wrong his family had been forced to endure. Having to stand there, waiting for her to open her damn mouth and speak was maddening. Their little “talk” had been her idea in the first place, hadn’t it? So why was she choosing now, of all times, to start acting like a damn mute. . .?! 

What could possibly be taking her so long?

As far as Ranma was concerned, five years was plenty of time to figure out whatever it was she wanted to say. Hell, he could start the entire conversation right now, with one simple question.  

Hey, Akane . . . did you kill my sister? 

See? Easy. 

Either way, Ranma had no intention of waiting forever. He had brought her here to get this whole mess cleared up—and by the end of the night, come hell or high water, it would be. After all, there was only so much of this fuming-in-silence crap Ranma could stand, and he had no intention of waiting here all night. 
Maybe a friendly shove in the right direction was what she needed to help loosen her tongue . . . and if not, Ranma knew far more pleasurable ways to get a girl to talk. 

Feeling better now that his mind was made up, he moved towards her, walking with sudden purpose. If nothing else, at least his captive finally seemed aware of his presence—she turned her head towards him, suddenly watchful.

Ranma returned the favor.

His eyes swept casually over her body, taking in her water-logged appearance—from the pale face and long tangled hair, to the torn dress, now completely soaked through. At some point the sea must have swallowed her cloak. She was clutching a blanket in her small fists, looking very much like she’d just been dragged from the sea and dropped carelessly onto his bed. Oh, that’s right, he thought sardonically, she had.

Still, he tried his best to make his smile look reassuring, not wanting to set her on edge quite yet. 

Apparently though he wasn’t doing a very good job—Akane’s body grew rigid as he moved closer, trepidation filling her gaze as she watched him. But Ranma didn’t falter, and his gaze never wavered.  

“I just want the truth,” he told her, placing his hands up before him in a placating gesture. “Tell me everything, Akane. About Ranko, my family, Kuno—” he paused then, and his tone took on a hint of warning before continuing, “this is the only chance you’re gonna get. After this, I’m through being nice.”  

Finally her body seemed to relax, the fear disappearing to be replaced by a resolve Ranma found all too familiar. Still, he noticed she was shaking—though from the cold or her nerves, he wasn’t sure. “Alright,” she began in a surprisingly firm voice. “Where do you want me to start?”  

Ranma opened his mouth to respond, and then stopped . . . suddenly at a loss. 

Where DID he want her to start. . .?

There were the BIG questions of course . . . but he was afraid if he started with any of those, her replies might have him throttling her before the interrogation was even complete. And Ranma wanted to know everything, no matter how silly or trivial it may seem—he’d waited five years for this moment. He was determined to make the most of it. 

Yet, with her sitting there . . . her hair slightly damp, her body still shivering, only one question immediately jumped to mind. It may not be pressing, but it was bugging the hell out of him just the same. 

So when Ranma finally opened his mouth to speak, the words just kinda tumbled out, sounding much harsher than necessary. “How about starting with what the hell you were doing topside? I told you to stay here, you stupid, fucking idiot! You could’ve died!”
He wasn’t even gonna touch why she’d thrown herself overboard—they’d be discussing that one later. 
But Akane, surprised by his tone, sputtered for a moment and growing angry herself, shot back with just as much venom, “The door opened on its own, you stupid jerk—it’s not MY fault your ship is old and falling apart—and just what was I supposed to do? Sit there and STARE at it!? Besides, I. . .” she paused then, her mind growing fuzzy. 
Why had she been topside anyway? She could remember the door opening, and checking the hall . . . but not much after that. And though she tried to remember what had led up to those crucial moments before hitting the water, Ranma was in no mood to be patient. “You just what?” he demanded, watching her expectantly.

Akane frowned, suddenly torn over what to tell him. 
Everything was so confusing and wrong. Not to mention losing her memory once was already stretching the bounds of reason—claiming it twice would only destroy what little credibility she had left. She didn’t want to lie to him, but at the moment she really didn’t see any other choice. “I, I just felt useless sitting around,” she finished lamely. “You said there was a storm coming, so I thought you could use my help.”
“Your help?” Ranma repeated, torn between disbelief and aggravation. “Why would I need help from a klutzy moron like you who can’t even swim? I’ve been captaining my own ship for four years, you dummy—did you really think I couldn’t handle a bit of rain?!” 

“And how was I supposed to know what you’ve been up to?” she demanded, the blanket falling from nerveless fingers as righteous fury propelled her to her feet. “You’ve refused to talk to me since I got here—and now, when you’re actually willing, all you do is start YELLING at me!” 

“Well, gee, Akane—you just make it so easy!” 

“Ooh—stop being such a jerk, Ranma! Grow up already!” 

Glaring heatedly at each other, they stood; both breathing hard, neither side willing to bend. Eventually, the adrenaline from their fight began to ebb away as their rigid stances weakened. Ranma broke eye contact first, silently berating himself for being drawn in so easily. If they couldn’t handle a simple question like this, how were they gonna handle the big stuff? 

And yet, the other thing she said worried him. He hadn’t left the door unlocked—that was for damn sure—and doors didn’t just pop open on their own, especially his. And even if they did, that still didn’t explain why she’d suddenly tried to throw herself overboard—he couldn’t reconcile the Akane he had left sitting in his room, eager to talk to him, to the manic girl he’d seen wandering around on deck, determined to drown herself. She may be clumsy, but it took more than two left feet to accidentally trip and fall over those railings; and there hadn’t been anything “accidental” about it. 
Whatever the reason, Ranma didn’t have time to dwell on it further. The next thing he knew, Akane released a sharp breath that shattered his thoughts—causing him to turn back to her quickly. 

Her hands were trembling at her sides, her anger suddenly gone as she looked around the room, frantically searching for something. Before Ranma could even begin to ask her what it was, she turned to him—her eyes wide and haunted, her face, if it were possible, even more pale. 

“Ranko . . .” she said softly, her voice a pained whisper. “I know I saw her, Ranma—where did she go?” All at once his body grew stiff, and Ranma frowned, looking haunted himself.  

“Ranko’s dead, Akane,” he told her, in a voice that brooked no argument.  

But Akane seemed determined to argue it anyway.  
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “No, I saw her—I know I did!” 

“No,” Ranma repeated again, a dangerous edge to his voice, “you DIDN’T.” Before Akane could open her mouth to argue further, he shot her down with a look—his eyes dark with warning, his entire expression strained. He added bluntly, in short, clipped tones, “You swallowed a lot of seawater, Akane . . . you probably imagined it. If she were alive, don’t you think I’d know?” 

For a long moment, Akane didn’t say a word . . . but the bed creaked under her weight as she slowly sat back down, disappointment and shame clear on her face. “Yes, of course,” she said at last, “it just . . . seemed so real. I’m sorry.” 

Ranma ignored the apology, too busy trying to regain control, to bury the fury that memories of Ranko always ignited. It wasn’t every day one had to argue that a dead sister really was dead—though for him, it happened much more frequently than most. 

But now that she’d brought up Ranko, another question tugged at the back of his memory, reminding him of what he’d heard up on deck. “You, uh . . . said a lot of interesting things when I fished you out of the sea,” he told her, watching her carefully. “You kept—apologizing—saying stuff like it’s all your fault. Any reason why. . .?” 

Right away he noticed a change come over her. Her eyes widened ever-so-slightly and her mouth fell open without a word. It was obvious his question struck a chord—but for whatever reason, Akane wasn’t saying why. Finally, the force of his gaze proved too much to handle, and she looked away, her grip on the blanket visibly tightening. “I don’t know,” she said at last, shrugging helplessly. “Maybe you were right—all that seawater. I was probably talking nonsense. I mean, I must not have been thinking very clearly if I thought I saw . . . well, you know,” she finished lamely. 

She was lying—Ranma could tell. “Yeah,” he dismissed. “I figured that’s what you’d say.” 

“What does that mean?” she grit out, her face burning with the insult. 

With effort, Ranma pushed back his own anger, biting back a scathing reply. His voice when he spoke was cool and calm, “Well, come on Akane—your word means squat. First you lie about Ranko—then Kuno—and then you can’t even keep your word about staying in a locked room. How am I supposed to believe anything you say now?” 

His words drew a reaction from her all right—though it definitely wasn’t the one he’d been expecting. Before his eyes, Akane seemed to deflate. She hung her head and lowered her eyes, looking aggrieved. “So all of this is pointless then? Is that what you’re saying?” she asked him, fighting back the tears she could feel threatening to escape. “What’s the point of even having this conversation if you‘re determined to doubt me no matter what I say?”

“I have no reason to trust you, Akane,” he told her honestly. “I want to hear what you have to say—but even then, I don’t know if I’m going to believe it.” 

“Then why—”

“Because,” he told her, cutting her off, his voice suddenly raw. “I need to know. I can’t keep listening to all these people telling me what happened—telling me who to blame, when you—the one who was actually there and saw it, hides away without a damn word. You were supposed to be my friend, Akane—you were my fiancée for crying out loud!”

Again, her reaction surprised him. He’d expected her to look chastened and cowed, or in the very least, guilty—instead, she seemed genuinely puzzled. Oh, what Ranma wouldn’t give to read her aura right now! 
“That’s not fair, Ranma,” she replied, returning his accusing glare with one of her own. “I wrote to you! I kept in contact for three years. YOU were the one who wouldn’t reply to my letters—who refused to tell me where you were—who told me to stop writing—” She shook her head, so angry now she was practically trembling. “You kidnap me—drag me who knows where—and accuse ME of not being a good friend?! Of HIDING away?! Honestly! Jerk doesn’t even BEGIN to describe you!”  

“You KILLED my sister, you idiot! That pretty much negates any wrongdoing on my part!” 

“I didn’t kill her!”

“And I don’t believe you!”

Again their eyes locked—both too stubborn to yield or look away. Finally, after a very uncomfortable silence, Ranma spoke up, tired of finding themselves constantly locked in some dumb battle of wills. “Look, Akane—we’re not going to get anywhere if we keep fighting over every single thing like this. So for now, you talk, and I’ll listen, ‘K?” Once he got all his answers from her, THEN they could fight like mad.

Akane, looking relieved, nodded her head in agreement. “Now then,” Ranma went on,  going back to what she’d said earlier, “you said something about some letters, right? What’s that all about?”

Akane frowned, not liking the easy, casual way in which he’d said it. He was joking, right? “You know. . .” she began very carefully. “My letters . . . the ones I wrote you. You even replied once, dummy.” 

Ranma stared at her blankly. “No,” he returned, just as slowly. “I didn’t.”  

“Yes,” she hissed back, “you did.” 

Somehow, Ranma stopped himself from snapping right then and there. “Akane,” he told her, struggling to keep his voice calm, “I’m serious—I never got any damn letters.” 

Immediately her protests ceased—instead, she tried to ignore the feeling that she’d just been sucker-punched in the gut. “But Sasuke,” she went on, his name an angry accusation, “he assured me you got them. . . he said he watched you read them!”  

Ranma’s brow suddenly furrowed. “Uh, Akane. . .” 

She raised a hand to stop him, her mind spinning. The reality of the situation was quickly sinking in—the weight of the truth dragging her down right along with it. And yet, she was trying desperately to find some explanation, some loop-hole that would allow all of this to make some sort of sense. 

Everything had been poured into those letters . . . just the thought that he’d never read them. . .  

But why would Ranma lie?

Slowly, she looked up. He was staring at her with varying degrees of concern—like an unwanted pet had just gotten sick, and he wasn’t sure if he should wait to see if it would get better, or be rid of the hassle and put it down. But that frank, honest confusion–no, he couldn’t fake that.

“You never got them? Any of them?” she asked at last, her voice pained. 

Ranma slowly shook his head. “We lost all our servants when we were banished, Akane. A lot of my father’s soldiers came with us when we left, but I haven’t seen Sasuke in five years.” 

Akane frowned. Of course he never got her letters—what else could explain his open hostility—his hatred. He hadn’t known any of it. . .  about her memory loss, her confession, her forced engagement. For all he knew, she really had killed Ranko, abandoned him, and leapt at the chance to marry Kuno. All this time, she had been under the mistaken impression that he was just bitter—that after their family’s banishment and Ranko’s death, he just couldn’t bring himself to face her again.

Now she learned it was much worse than that. . .

“Akane,” Ranma said again, trying to get her attention. “Mind clueing me in on what’s goin’ on here?” 

“I. . .” Again, words failed her. How could she possibly tell him the truth now? The letters hadn’t only been for his benefit, they had been for hers as well. And now, to have to explain in words what she could barely understand herself . . . he’d never believe her. Sometimes she suspected her own family didn’t believe her. 

And yet, still, after everything he’d done to her, he deserved to know the truth. Whatever it was. 

Even now, the vision she’d had in the cold darkness of the water kept replaying in her mind, contradicting everything she’d spent the last five years believing. 

What if she really had killed Ranko. . .? 

Quickly she shook her head, unwilling to accept that, and noticed that Ranma was watching her rather intently, growing impatient. If she didn’t say something soon, she was afraid he was going to start forcing the truth out of her. And there were certain things she just wasn’t ready to tell. . .

Gathering her courage, Akane took a deep breath. Now or never, she silently ordered. 

“My memory of what happened that night is gone, Ranma. I can remember playing hide-and-seek in the east wing when it was being renovated—Ranko and I were supposed to hide, and you were supposed to try and find us—I remember that much, but after I entered the castle, looking for a good spot—there’s nothing. My memory from that point on is missing. . . I’m sorry,” she added, and hated how trivial the words sounded in the suddenly quiet room.
“That’s it?” Ranma asked with difficulty, taking the smallest of steps towards her. “THAT’S what you have to say in your defense? That you forgot?” 

Akane refused to look at him, her eyes focused intently on the blanket still clutched tightly in her hands. “It’s the truth,” she told him, her own voice trembling. “I woke up two days later, and couldn’t remember a thing. Nobody would tell me what happened. I only know that Kasumi found me with Ranko’s body, and that—that your mother heard the commotion and came to check. I guess she accused me of killing Ranko, because the next thing I knew your family had been banished, and my father said it was for my own protection. He told me that our engagement was cancelled, and that I should forget about your family completely.” 

At last she looked up from the blanket, a small fire alight in her eyes. “But I didn’t kill her, Ranma,” she told him, her voice assured. “I don’t recall anything from that night—it’s like there’s some sort of wall there, and I just can’t remember—but I know I didn’t kill her.” And suddenly, with the words spoken aloud, she believed it—Ranko’s scream and the sword be damned.

Ranma didn’t look so certain. “There was nobody else in that room, Akane—if there WAS, somebody would have seen them—there were guards crawling all over the place. Or are you trying to say that whoever did this disappeared into thin air?!”

“Of course not!”

“Then WHAT, Akane? Mom and Kasumi both said you were alone—and YOU—you were sitting there with the goddamn sword that killed her right in your bloody hand! How in the hell do you explain that then, huh?!” 

“I—I can’t,” she said at last, shaking her head. “But I loved Ranko—she was my best friend! What reason could I POSSIBLY have for wanting her dead?” 

Ranma’s eyes grew dark. “Easy,” he said. “Tatewaki Kuno.” 

Akane stared blankly at him for a moment, uncomprehending. She’d heard the rumors of course, but in all honesty, she never expected anyone to actually believe them.  Least of all Ranma. But he was staring at her in a way that made it very clear he did, and nothing she said would ever make him change his mind. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she told him, doing her very best to try. “I can’t stand him, and you know it.” 

“Do I now?”

For some reason, Akane felt her blood boiling at that. Of all the reasons she could possibly have to kill her best friend, he thought Kuno Tatewaki—idiot extraordinaire—was among them?! “What, exactly, does THAT mean?” she demanded, finding nothing funny in the accusation. 

“Well, seems a little convenient, don’t you think?” he asked her, his arms crossed arrogantly across his chest, his eyes belying his calmness. “Ranko dies, the Saotomes lose everything, and then, barely a month later, you’re suddenly engaged to him?!” 

“I didn’t have a choice,” she gritted out. “After your family was banished, you took most of our military power with you, then that stupid idiot Kuno threatened to withdraw his kingdom’s support unless my father agreed to a marriage alliance. Nerima had already lost one of its greatest assets—we couldn’t lose another!” 

“Well, sorry to throw a kink in your kingdom’s little alliance. But it ends here.” 

“Ends?” Akane repeated, bewildered. She stared back at him, waiting for him to elaborate . . . but Ranma never did. So instead her mind spun with the possibilities. 

Were he and his father planning to attack Nerima? And if so, were they going to kill her in order to spark the war? 
She looked intently at Ranma, searching his face for answers. . . but his expression was a mask, giving nothing away. 

Finally, something in Akane snapped. Honestly—the least he could do was tell her what he had planned for her! It wasn’t like she was going anywhere. Besides, despite being kidnapped, attacked, and nearly drowning, she had answered all of HIS questions, hadn’t she?!

Akane stood then, her eyes narrowed as she confronted her captor at last. “Alright, Ranma,” she ordered, determined not to let him leave this room until she had her answer. To show how serious she was, she took a couple of steps towards him, trying her best to look intimidating. “What is it you’re planning? And what could it possibly have to do with me?”

Ranma looked much more amused than he had a right to. He smiled at her, though very little of it was genuine, and even less of it was warm. “You want to know what I have planned for you?” he asked her, taking a step forward, forcing her to back up against the bed until the back of her knees struck its wooden frame. “Really?”

Somehow Akane remained standing, refusing to give into his scare tactics. She glared up at him, in no mood for his stupid mind games. “Yes,” she returned flatly, exasperated. “I answered all of your questions—now answer mine.”

“Alright,” he replied simply, looking aggravatingly self-assured. “But first, there’s one more thing I need to know.”

Akane was sick and tired of being yanked around by an invisible chain, but she nodded and said irritably, “Fine.” Nothing was worse than what they’d been discussing already.

Ranma leaned forward, looking almost conspiratorial as he whispered in her ear, “Kuno hasn’t fucked you yet, has he?”

All at once, Akane’s face grew red—mimicking her name-sake quite nicely. She was so shocked, she found herself fumbling for a reply, mortified by his audacity. “And what right do you have to ask that?!” she managed at last, outraged. “That’s none of your business, Ranma!”

Ranma straightened. “Actually it IS,” he told her as his eyes narrowed dangerously. “Now answer the question Akane, or I swear, I’ll find out for myself.”

Akane was almost certain he wasn’t joking. “No!” she said quickly, very firmly. “Of course he hasn’t, stupid! Every time he tries to touch me, I send him flying across the room!” For some reason, Ranma seemed to relax at that, the dangerous glint in his eyes vanishing.

He nodded, and looked at her. “Good,” he told her, the cockiness back.  “Because you’re going to be my wife.”

Akane blinked, startled. That . . . was not at all what she expected. “Your . . . wife?” she repeated, unable to wrap her mind around the concept. In all honesty, at this point, torture and death had seemed much more likely. 

“It’s simple, really,” Ranma explained, seeming to enjoy the astonished look on her face as she continued to stare at him, looking confused. Again, he leaned towards her, his blue eyes dark. “I’m taking back everything that was stolen from me, Akane. Everything,” he told her, “starting with you.” 

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

THE END

Chapter 9

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