This ain’t no self-insert fic.

This ain’t no slash fic neither.

This is Top Dog.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Unlike me

You’re gonna run away

Unlike me

You’ll see another day

Unlike me

Out on the highway I will ride so far

I’ll probably never make it there

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

It was raining heavily; spray lifted from the soaked concrete in an endless curtain, rising to join the sheet of water that was pouring off the fuel station’s roof. A bright green truck swept past, throwing another sheet of water onto the forecourt as it passed; inside the building, Gordon McKinnock sat there and was glad he wasn’t outside. When Scotland decides to water its population, the result would make a good dictionary definition of ‘torrential’.

With a rumble, a vehicle emerged from the downpour. It was a large ungainly black motorbike that seemed to be constructed from random parts randomly shoved together in any old random order, absolutely festooned in luggage, being ridden by an utterly drenched young Asian man who wasn’t wearing a crash helmet.

He remained seated on his battered machine as he fuelled up. Gordon watched in detached bemusement and wondered what kind of nutter rode in this kind of weather (and wasn’t it illegal to not wear a helmet?) as the bike drank down fuel; nearly sixty pounds worth of gas went into the vehicle’s massive tank before the rider replaced the hose.

Then the biker did something that instantly made Gordon call the police; he kickstarted his machine and roared off into the rain.

The cops never found hide nor hair of him.

After all, Ryoga Hibiki was a continent away by the time they started looking.

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

Disclaimer: Down is obligatory. Sorry about that.
----------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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Chapter 5: Birds of a Feather.
(In which Nabiki tries to get some answers, and we meet a few of Akane’s friends)

Micheru Saotome surfaced slowly.

Out of the twins, she’d always been the deeper sleeper. Ranma was inevitably up before her – he was an incredibly active guy. When he wasn’t training in the marital arts he was sure to be repairing or modifying motorbikes, running, drawing designs, or just bouncing on the spot. He was a bit like a large extremely energetic dog.

Micheru, on the other hand, was a much more introverted person. She thought each movement through before she made it, and never wasted the slightest bit of energy. They were like night and day.

Today, something was pulling at her. Something indistinct.

A voice, singing.

Micheru lived for music. Music made her come alive, and this person was doing a superb job of singing an old Runrig standard, familiar from the Saotome family’s time in Scotland.

(Which was entirely Genma’s fault.)

For the universe and stars are around you now

But the healer in your heart is only a breath away

For there’s silence and there’s blindness in a raging world

But the healer in your heart is only a moment away

That was Xian Pu’s voice.

What was Xian Pu doing singing a weird Scots folk-rock song?

Micheru dragged her eyes open. Blinking the crap out, she found herself with a prime view of the pale-skinned purple-haired beauty.

The Amazon, dressed only in the Ranma-sized T-shirt she used as a nightdress (yes, it really was one of Ranma’s T-shirts) was cradling an unfamiliar and obviously upset dark-haired girl.

What in the fuck?

Micheru made her usual I’ve-just-woken-up noise.

“EeeeEaaallllrrrrggggggaaaaeeeellllleeelllleeee…”

Xian Pu sighed as Micheru’s awakening gurgle wrecked half an hour’s work.

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

Ranma was finishing disassembly of his bike’s gearbox when Akane arrived in the living room. He’d got a load of newspaper spread out on the patio and was carefully extracting bits of trashed gear from the oil channels; the gearbox was in a hell of a state.

“You really messed that up.” Akane said.

Ranma shrugged. “Shit happens. Musta run it a bit too hard; guess I better scrounge up some tougher metal.” He held up a chunk of shattered tooth. “This wuz cheap shit. Man, no wonder th’ poor bloody thing was makin’ a racket in second, I’ve ripped half a’ th’ gear ta bits!”

“Ya done a real number on that ‘un.” Genma remarked, walking past with a bucket in his hand.

“Yeah. Aw what th’ hell, it’s just metal.” Ranma resumed picking bits out of the gearbox. “Hey Akane, ya know anywhere I can get titanium?”

“Sure I do.” Akane said, helping herself to breakfast. “Why’s that?”

“Cuz I’m gonna rebuild th’ gearbox in titanium.” Ranma said. “I’m sick a’ havin’ ta replace gears every few weeks.”

“What’ve you got in that thing that you’ve gotta replace gears every few weeks, man? Like rocket fuel?” Kasumi asked.

“Sixteen monkeys on peroxide.” Ranma offhandedly replied. “She’s a Suzuki GSXR1100R bored out ta 1300cc an’ gasflowed. She’s got short-throw conrods, performance pistons, twenty ball race bearins on her crankshaft, a supercharger givin’ a boost a’ fifty brake horse, NOS fer another thirty, K&N air filters, outsize carbs… all in she’s puttin’ out just over three hundred an’ sixty brake horse at th’ back wheel.”

All that didn’t mean much to Akane.

“Wow, man. That thing’s got like serious grunt, man.” Kasumi murmured. Apparently it meant something to her.

“Yeah, she’s a fuckin’ rocketship. Problem is she’s sensitive as Hell, she’s always holein’ pistons an’ smashin’ up her gearbox. Hell, she’s eaten six cylinder heads over th’ years, and mangled any number a’ valves. One time she shot her number two piston through th’ bottom a’ the crankcase… I sometimes wonder if I’ve pushed th’ performance envelope too far, but hell, it’s worth it.”

“Too right, man.” Kasumi agreed, coming over and critically examining the damaged gearbox. “You don’t like tune up an engine because you need to, you tune it up because you can.”

“Fuckin’ A-1.” Ranma said, nodding.

Kasumi nodded and started helping him fish smashed up bits of gear out the box; her slender fingers worked somewhat better than his meaty paws.

“My car’s needing like new NOS jets, man.” She remarked.

“Yeah? What’s th’ problem?” Ranma asked, handing her the tweezers.

“Like too small calibre, man. I like rebored the engine, right man, and now the nitrous boost’s all gone squiffy.”

“I gotcha. Hey, I’ll rig ya a set up, huh?”

“Like thanks, man. You like get some breakfast, I’ve eaten, I’ll like get the rest of this out your like gearbox, man.” Kasumi instructed.

Ranma grinned.

“Thanks.” He said, standing up.

“Like no sweat, man.” Kasumi said, completely focused on the gearbox.

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

All that was why, a bit later, Akane and Ranma were slouching down the high street side-by-side.

 “So these guys are good, huh?” Ranma asked.

Akane nodded enthusiastically.

“Yeah, they stock the best materials and tools you can get in Japan. Hell, they import a lot of stuff from the EU or the States – their gear’s absolutely top-of-the-line.”

“Cool. Ya need decent tools ta do quality work.” Ranma grunted

“HOLD, KNAVE!” the last voice Akane had wanted to hear bellowed.

“Aw shit. Kuno.” She muttered.

Ranma was taking absolutely zero notice; he probably hadn’t even registered the yell was directed his way as he slouched towards the industrial supplies centre that, coincidentally, was right across the street from Tokyo’s foremost martial arts suppliers.

“Ranma!” she warned as Kuno came barging across the street waving a bokken.

“Wot?” Ranma said, turning round. He blinked, utterly confused, as the demented kendoka arrived in front of him.

“Who art thou, that makes familiar with the beauteous Akane Tendo?”

Ranma cocked his head.

“D’ya know this guy?” he asked Akane.

“His name’s Tatewaki Kuno.” Akane said with a heavy sigh. “He’s in Nabiki’s year at school. He’s obsessed with me, to the point of attacking my friends.”

Ranma didn’t miss the way her hand had gone into her jacket.

He turned back to Kuno.

“My name’s Ranma Jaku Saotome.” He said. “I’m th’ heir ta th’ Saotome school o’ Anythin’ Goes. Ya know that abandoned lot behind Akane’s house? Our house usta be there, had Dad’s bike shop as th’ lower floor, only it got burnt down by arsonists while we wuz at a bike rally about thirteen years back. We’re stayin’ wiv Akane’s family while we’re rebuildin’, my dad an’ Akane’s dad go way back.”

“Staying under the same roof as Akane? I forbid it! No man could resist the temptation to prey upon her dark beauty for long!” Kuno ranted.

“Gimme a fuckin’ break.” Ranma told him, having a root around in his pocket and finally coming out with a battered old wallet; he flipped it open and gave Kuno a look at the photo of Xian Pu he had inside.

“And she might be?” Kuno asked, puzzled.

“Her name’s Xian Pu O’Conner.” Ranma explained. “She’s half-Irish, half-Chinese, a heavy metal rock singer-songwriter-guitarist, six weeks pregnant and me wife.”

“Pah! A trifle! No true man could hold some gaijin trash over-“

Ranma hauled out his P7 and shoved the loud end in Kuno’s face.

“Smile when you call her that, motherfucker.” He spat.

Kuno froze. The 9mm bore of the compact handgun seemed to completely eclipse his vision with it’s rifled maw.

“You…” he said.

“I’m only gonna say this once, so listen up and listen real good.” Ranma snarled. “You can call me what the fuck you want, you can give me shit, you can get in my face, you can start fights, but if you badmouth my wife one more time I am going to blow your fucking head clean off. Got me?”

Kuno tried to stare the gun barrel down. Sweat stood out on his forehead; a damp stain appeared around his crotch, and he gracelessly passed out from the strain.

Ranma sighed and put the gun away.

“Fucktard.” He said.

“Kuno was not what I needed today.” Akane grumbled, stomping around a bit.

“Ya just stepped in somethin’ unpleasant.” Ranma pointed out, indicating the fact the heel of her boot was now firmly in Kuno’s groin.

Akane ground her foot in a bit, then sighed.

“C’mon, let’s go get that titanium.” She said.

Ranma nodded and followed her into the industrial suppliers with the mental equivalent of a shrug.

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

Six bikers were sat outside the bar. All of them were members of the Hellhounds MCC, and on this hot dry day they were taking a break from the long ride to Daytona and having a beer at the edge of Death Valley.

When the roar of another bike came echoing across the desert they all looked up, then blinked in astonishment at what they saw.

The bike was a dog-ugly jumble of parts, being ridden by an Asian guy, and it was soaked. In the middle of a desert, it was downright saturated. This did of course mean it was steaming (which Pigbog privately thought looked kinda cool) as well as dripping.

“How?” Bubba Fatass said.

“Dunno.” Greaser muttered as the rat hove to.

“Interestin’ machine you got there, son.” Toecutter remarked, standing up. “How’d it get so wet?”

The ungainly machine’s rider pushed his goggles up, glanced around, and looked faintly puzzled.

“It was raining.” He said in a lightly-accented voice.

“Raining? This is the fucking desert you stupid fucking Nip!” Mutt complained, standing up. The Asian guy seemed not to take any offence; he just grinned slightly and wrung his long hair out. The water hissed as it hit the sun-baked tarmac.

That just incensed Mutt even more; he took a swing at the Asian, who ducked under the punch and pulled something off his back; that something was the biggest monkey wrench any of the six had ever seen. He whirled it round and slammed the end into the road with such force it shattered the tarmac.

“I’m not interested in a fight.” He said.

Mutt considered that for a long moment. The kid had just driven that wrench six inches into solid tarmac – strong didn’t start to describe it.
“Back off, Mutt.” Toecutter instructed.

Mutt backed off. The Asian smiled and returned his monkey wrench to its sheath.

“So, what kind of machine is that anyway?” Bubba Fatass asked.

The Asian slapped his bike’s fuel tank.

“Piece from here, piece from there.” He said. “My brother built it. The engine’s from a Triumph Speed Triple. Frame’s half Yamaha, half Ducati. Fuel tank’s just the biggest old tank we could find. The rest of it’s junk – back wheel from a van, downpipes made from wheelbarrow handlebars, forks made from an old metal gate – but hey, whatever works.”

“How much’d it cost you?” Greaser asked, sounding a bit doubtful at the thought of a bike that wasn’t made by Harley-Davidson. He would have sounded disgusted if it wasn’t for the fact that the Asian’s bike seemed to be a thoroughly impressive piece of engineering.

“Nothing.” Came the reply. “We steal parts from scrapyards.”

The six Hellhounds stopped trying to maintain their hard-man mask and looked faintly impressed.

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

Arriving at the checkout with a suitable hunk of metal slung over his shoulder (causing several people to go a bit pop-eyed) Ranma deposited it on the desk (causing said desk to creak) and said, “How much?”

The reaction of the unfortunate clerk was of course entertaining, as was the reaction when Ranma hauled out a fat roll of banknotes to pay for the sizeable chunk of titanium, but the staff abruptly relaxed when they figured he was with Akane.

“I just gotta get something.” She told him. “Wait here, couldja?”

“Sure.” Ranma said, standing the lump of titanium on one end and leaning on it.

“Guess you know the Tendos?” the clerk asked.

Ranma shrugged.

“Barely. Dad an’ her dad go way back. We’re stayin’ at their place till we get th’ bike shop back tagether.” He said.

“Ah.” The clerk said, nodding. “You’d be Genma’s son, right?”

“Right.” Ranma grunted, not really interested.

“Be careful around Akane.” The clerk said. “She’s a nice girl, but she carries a big gun.”

Ranma chuckled.

“I know.” He said. “It’s a real pain she’s gay, ya know. Short, intense, attitude like a shotgun blast, smart, an’ she’s an engineer… she’d have trouble gettin’ much more attractive.”

Akane came wandering over with a large square plastic hardcase in her hands, with which she was obviously inordinately pleased; she hefted it onto her shoulder and the two slouched out, Ranma casually toting the whacking great slab of titanium like it weighed nothing.

Halfway back, Ranma’s eyes started flicking to the wing mirrors of parked cars. His expression turned into a frown.

 “Don’t look now.” He said.

“What at?” Akane asked.

“Guy two blocks back. Think he’s followin’ us.” Ranma grunted. Akane realised he was using the wing mirrors to check out behind them.

“He’s probably a raver or a trendy who thinks since I’m not with any of my normal crew he might be able to jump me.” she said.

“Ain’t so sure about that.” Ranma said. “He’s walkin’ kinda funny an’ there’s somethin’ seriously wrong wiv his ki.”

“You what?” Akane asked, thrown off track.

Ranma grunted. “Dad’s taught me some pretty advanced techniques, includin’ sensin’ ki. That guy back there, his ki ain’t th’ right sort. It’s… brown. People got yellow ki. He’s about five two, mebbe much as five four. Trilby hat, wrapround sunnies, scarf pulled up over his face, long dark coat.”

“Okay, definitely not a trendy, might be a raver but it’s not likely.” Akane said.

“We turn inta th’ next side street.” Ranma said, then very shortly thereafter put action to word. About ten feet in, he stopped and turned round.

The two waited in silence until the man shambled past, then relaxed slightly.

Ranma glanced at Akane. “Did ya see what I just saw?”

Akane nodded. “His proportions were all wrong, weren’t they?”

“Yeah. Too much limb, not enough body, an’ his joints in th’ wrong places.”

They stepped back into the street, and stopped dead in their tracks, astonished.

There was absolutely no sign of the man.

“What in the fuck?” Ranma asked.

Several sets of eyes peered out of under the lip of a manhole as Akane and Ranma bemusedly walked away.

“See you pal, are they bigjobs offski?” a voice asked.

“Shuttit or I’ll kick yer heed in yeh whee skoyt!”

“Stitch this pal!” Thud. Splash! “Och crivvens, I’m aw covert in jobbies!”

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

As he rolled down the highway with his six new friends, Ryoga contemplated how odd life could be. The Hellhounds styled themselves ‘outlaw bikers’, but all of them had steady jobs and lived in a nice district; Bubba Fatass was also know as Jason Lewis, and he worked as a forklift driver, for example. When the six realised they were dealing with a very real nomad biker – someone who lived in the saddle, foraged to eat, stole fuel, and got parts from scrapyards – they’d been mightily impressed.

He and the six were now a touch drunk and on their way to Daytona for Bike Week. Ryoga hadn’t planned on going (he rarely planned on anything) but he’d long since learned to accept wherever the tides of his life decided to take him. If his wandering fate was directing him to America’s biggest bike rally, it was probably doing it for a reason, and even if it wasn’t – hell, it was directing him to a biker party, he wasn’t going to complain about that.

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

“Kuno’s why I started carrying a gun.” Akane suddenly said.

Ranma grunted. The two of them had been back for about an hour, and he was currently marking out the gears on his hunk of titanium in preparation to begin cutting.

“I came out when I was eleven.” Akane continued, flopping back on the sofa. “He’s been fixated on me since we were little… he was bugging me all the way through grade school, then when I started going out with Hanako he went berserk. He stood up in front of the whole school and came out with this rant about how I was possessed, and they had to beat the demon out of me… The next day, about thirty guys attacked me when I walked into the schoolyard. My friend Kaori pulled me out… I was in hospital for three weeks, and didn’t go back to school until I’d made a half reliable gun. The next time they came at me I pulled it out and threatened to shoot anyone who got too close… I still can’t figure if I was bluffing or not.”

Ranma put his scribe down.

“D’ya want me ta help?” he asked.

“Help? Help with what?”

“Well, it’s obvious yer stuck on what ta do about them pricks, right?”

“… yeeees.”

“So, ya want me ta see if I can come up wiv anythin’?”

“I don’t see why not.” Akane said with a shrug. “It can’t hurt.”

Ranma nodded, picked his scribe back up, and resumed making careful marks on the metal.

“Nah. It ain’t th’ first time I’ve dealt wiv bigots.”

“Huh? How so?” Akane checked.

Ranma sighed.

“Ryoga came out when he wuz thirteen. We were livin’ next door ta this reform school; real rough place. Anyway, Ryoga got tagether wiv onea th’ guys from th’ reform school, right, an’ anyway th’ rest a’ ‘em found out. Next thing we know Ryoga an’ Yoshi gotten jumped. Yoshi got th’ shit kicked outta him real bad; that wuz five years ago an’ he’s still inna coma. Ryoga hospitalised like thirty guys before me an’ Michie an’ Dad heard th’ racket an’ gotten involved. Good thing too, they managed ta drag Ryoga down right about when we came round th’ corner. He’s strong as an entire team a’ oxen, but there wuz like fifty guys on him, mosta ‘em wiv knives an’ nailguns an’ stuff. Dad went ape-shit, ripped a street sign outta th’ ground an’ laid inta ‘em. Next day we stormed that goddamn reform school an’ beat th’ ever-livin’ crap outta everyone what wuz parta th’ gang what nearly killed Ryoga’s boyfriend. I later found out we killed six a’ ‘em.”

“Oh.” Akane said. “You’re a pretty intense guy, you know that? Does everything turn that intense with you?”

Ranma shrugged.

“Nah, but when it gets intense it gets real intense, ya know?”

Akane nodded gloomily, thinking about her life.

“I know the feeling.” She said.

“Good afternoon, boss-lady.” a cynical voice remarked from the direction of the patio. This voice belonged to a tall, very handsome, oddly noble-looking guy with short black hair that stuck straight up, dressed in a black leather trenchcoat, small circular mirrorshades, and lumpy great rock boots.

“Aha, Satoshi.” Akane said. “Come on in.”

Satoshi nodded and slouched into the living room, clinically examining the partially-disassembled bike and the screwed-up gearbox. He then turned a mirrored glare on Ranma.

“I don’t know you.” He said. “Who are you?”

“Name’s Ranma Saotome.” Ranma grunted.

An eyebrow appeared from behind the mirrorshades.

“Interesting. As in, the son of Genma Saotome and Nodoka Moroboshi?”

“Yup, that’s me. Why? There more’n one Ranma Saotome runnin’ around?” Ranma asked, pausing in his marking-out

Satoshi smirked.

“So the game is afoot.” He said. “Call me Satoshi.”

Ranma put his scribe down.

“If yer tryin’ ta creep me out, give it up.” He stated, annoyed.

Satoshi made a placating gesture.

“Oh, don’t sweat it.” He said. “Under the shades and the trench I’m a complete and utter coward. I quail from threats. I flee from any hint of-”

“Oh shut the fuck up already, Satoshi.” Akane complained.

Satoshi shrugged.

“So, anyway. No sign of the others yet, huh? We expecting anyone?”

“Gos, Kaori, Dai, Roshi, and my girls.” Akane said. “No sign of any of them yet, though. I’m starting to wonder-”

“Well, talk about not taking notice of your surroundings. You’re slipping, gorgeous.” A rich contralto voice said, as a short stocky shaven-headed guy came sauntering up to the house.

“Hey, Kaori.” Akane said. “Was thinking about something else.”

“Okay, fair enough.” The boy with the female voice said, sauntering over. “Anyway, I know Gos is on his way, but he had to dodge his brother. Dunno about Dai and Roshi, I think Dai said he was picking the car up today. Your pets are about a block behind me.” He settled himself on the second sofa and critically examined Ranma; Ranma critically examined him back. The boy named Kaori was short, stocky, had half a millimetre of blonde hair and was dressed in a black suit fit for a funeral.

‘He’ also had slight but noticeable breasts.

Kaori suddenly smiled as Ranma figured out what gender this person was.

“Kaori Sonoda.” She said.

“Ranma Saotome.” Ranma replied.

“Beer.” Satoshi stated, passing Kaori a can.

“So who are you, apart from Ranma Saotome?” Kaori asked.

“He’s the son of this mad old biker who’s an old friend of Dad’s.” Akane said.

“We’re th’ ones who usta live other side o’ that wall.” Ranma said, jerking his thumb towards the back of the house as he set the slab of metal down with his other hand; the marking-out was done.

“What happened to that bike?” Kaori asked, nodding at Ranma’s bike.

“Too much power fer steel ta handle.” Ranma said with a shrug. “Second gear basically disintegrated, so I’m rebuildin’ th’ gearbox in titanium.”

“Aha, another engineer.” Satoshi said with a nod, proffering a beer. “Hey, have you seen Akane’s siege engines yet?”

“Nah.” Ranma grunted, accepting the beer and grinning as he saw Xian Pu enter the room; she had Rei in her arms. She set the listless raven-haired girl down in an armchair then came bouncing over to Ranma.

“{Top of the morning to yeh!}” she said. Ranma caught her by the shoulder and pulled her into a sitting position beside him.

“It’s too fuckin’ early in th’ day fer them acrobatics.” He grumbled, noting another pair of people entering the garden. These two were very obviously female, and were identically dressed; black denim jeans, subdued black pullovers, rock boots, studded belts, long hair, and dog collars. Aside from their apparel they were significantly different; one was tall and graceful with skin even paler than Xian Pu’s and hair as black as midnight, the other short and stocky with deeply suntanned skin, green eyes and electric blue hair. They headed straight in through the French windows and seated themselves on the floor each side of Akane’s feet.

“Damnit, where the fuck are Dai and Roshi? Where the fuck is Gos?”

“Gos is right here. I sometimes have to wonder, am I invisible or are you simply too busy staring at your girlfriends breasts?” a scrawny, pallid apparition in an Alienware T-shirt, trenchcoat, bifocals and trashed jeans remarked, sloping in round the corner of the window. He ensconced himself beside a power point, pulled a laptop that matched his T-shirt out of his pack, plugged it in and switched on.

“I’ve got that new Apoptygma Berzerk album, Satoshi.” He continued, appearing a CD-Rom in jewel case and handing it to said luminary, who cackled gleefully and unearthed a personal CD player; Akane made a warning noise, Satoshi handed the CD over, and she put it into the stereo. Gos looked smug, then looked at Ranma and Xian Pu.

“Unfamiliar life-forms detected.” He stated. “Who or what are they?”

Ranma chuckled, deciding he liked this guy.

“I’m Ranma Jaku Saotome; th’ bike’s mine, an’ th’ purple-haired chick’s also mine.” He said.

“Name be Xian Pu.” Xian Pu said. “Sorry no speak Japanese so good. Xian Pu still learning.”

Akane smirked.

“You two, this is master-hacker Hikaru Gosunkugi; he refuses to acknowledge his first name, so call him Gos.” She rested a hand on the blue-haired girl’s head. “This is my girlfriend, Sayuri Mishima.” She rested her hand on the dark-haired girl’s head. “This is my girlfriend, Yuka Takayama. We’re expecting our friends Daisuke Shinohara and Hiroshi Kishino, but apparently they’re collecting a car.”

“Th’ car wouldn’t happen ta be a black Subaru Impreza, would it?” Ranma asked.

“I’ve got no idea. Why?” Akane checked.

“Coz one just pulled up outside.” Ranma said, shrugging. 

“Figures Dai gets a nice car.” Kaori remarked. “Bloody rich kids.”

“Oi.” Akane said, glaring at her. “Hey Dai, hey Roshi, c’mon in.”

The two boys the Impreza had disgorged were dressed in the usual trenchcoats, but were otherwise dissimilar. One was tall and thin with sandy blonde hair in spikes, the other was short and a bit tubby with long brown hair in a ponytail. The blonde one gestured towards the car.

“Aaaand the Dai-ster scores again!” he declared. “As Grandpa promised, a black Subaru RS Impreza Turbo and it’s aaaallll mine! I am now going to be pulling aaaalll the chicks out of under the boy racers snot-dripping noses. Whatcha think, crew?”

“Nice car.” Satoshi said.

“What dickhead said.” Kaori remarked. Ranma noted that Satoshi seemed to have absolutely no objection to the boyish girl calling him a dickhead.

“Let’s have a look.” Akane said, standing up; everyone trooped out to the car along with her, with Ranma and Xian Pu trailing along behind.

It was indeed a black Subaru Impreza. Ranma found himself feeling distinctly underwhelmed as he considered the car and everyone else admired it.

“Bleah.” He said. “Pop th’ hood.”

“Huh?” Daisuke asked.

“Pop th’ hood. Ya know, gimme a look at th’ motor.”

“Do you know about engines, then?” Hiroshi asked. Ranma smirked.

“Built th’ bike what’s got th’ gearbox off.” He said. “When I wuz nine.”

“… I guess you do know about engines then.” Hiroshi said. Daisuke popped the hood, allowing Ranma to critically examine the engine.

“Hmm.” He said.

“Ranma, what are you plotting?” Akane asked.

“Well, I wuz thinkin’ a rebore oughtta give ya another 200cc capacity.” He said. “Then ya could fit a twin-turbo setup, mebbe gasflow th’ heads, short-throw crank, since it gotten electronic fuel injection ya can superchip it an’ ya wanna remap th’ ECU ta give more low-end grunt, mebbe drop th’ suspension about four inches, NOS ta give another mebbe fifty brake horse, make sure ya ditch th’ rev limiter, mess wiv th’ ignition ta squeeze out another couple ponies… yeah, I reckon ya could turn this motor inta somethin’ wiv real balls.”

“Ponies…?” Sayuri asked, puzzled.

“He’s not talking about us.” Yuka told her.

“Uh, you could do all that?” Daisuke asked; the words Ranma had been throwing around obviously meant something to him.

“Well, I ain’t got th’ gear ta mess round wiv engine computers, but if ya can get holda that, then yeah.” Ranma told him. “Simplest thing ya could do though, is drillin’ th’ airbox.”

“Um, how do you do that?” Daisuke asked.

“Kay. Th’ airbox, that’s this, is where yer air filter sits, right? Well, it’s got this tiny little hole fer air ta flow through. What ya do is, ya take th’ top offa it, ya lift th’ air filter out, then ya cut a bloody great hole innit. That means yer engine can draw more air, an’ bingo, more power fer bugger all. Ya gotta make sure th’ air filter still fits an’ is still between yer air intake an’ th’ outside world or yer gonna fill yer fuel injectors wiv crap, but apart from that it’s piss-easy. It’s th’ cheap an’ simple equivalent o’ an induction kit.”

Daisuke slowly nodded.

“Uh, no offence, but, well, let’s just say this car’s seriously powerful anyway, right? I passed my driving test a week ago today, so I think it’d be best if I got used to driving the car the way it came out the factory before I start hotting it up.” He said. “Truth is, it’s awesome and scares the crap outta me.”

Ranma chuckled.

“Fair enough.” He said. “It’s a standin’ offer, messin’ around wiv engines is me fave hobby an’ a nice engine like that deserves some balls.”

“In short, nice car Dai.” Akane said. Everyone then trooped back inside.

“Dai, Roshi – Ranma and Xian Pu. Ranma, Xian Pu – Dai and Roshi.” Akane introduced, getting bored with the act of introduction. The four exchanged yos as everyone resumed sprawling.

“So, anyone got any business?” Satoshi asked.

“Nah. Just a very nice car.” Daisuke said.

“Nothing much.” Hiroshi said.

“Not me. It’s business as usual.” Kaori said with a shrug.

“Anyone who wants a copy of the new APB album, gimme two hundred Yen for the blank and I’ll get the copy to you ASAP.” Gos said. “And don’t worry about the band’s cut – I’ve been working on a certain nightclub propertier, and it looks like she’ll be organising some European cybergoth bands to come across for gigs.”

“Awesome.” Akane said. “Keep everyone posted, huh?”

“Roger, willco.” Gos said, typing something.

“Some new demo tapes just came off the duper.” Sayuri said. “A couple of new bands are on the circuits, and I think you’ll like them. I’ve got copies for everyone. These guys are strictly underground, so no albums yet, but they’ve got real potential and I think we’ll be seeing Gos getting listings soon.”

“I think the new people need a proper introduction to what they’re getting themselves into.” Yuka said, earning herself a light slap from Akane.

“I was getting there.” Akane said. “But then, now’s as good a time as any.”
“So what’s yer girlfriend mean?” Ranma asked.

Akane sighed.

 “Like I told you yesterday, Nerima has a higher concentration of freaks than anywhere else in Japan.” She said. “The freaks are divided into certain cliques, right? It can be over anything; a hobby, a style of dress, taste in music – whatever.”

“It is almost to the level of gang warfare.” Satoshi remarked.

“But not quite.” Akane continued, shooting a quelling look Satoshi’s way. “It’s more… gang cold-war. I hear there’s been some fistfights between the punks and the ravers in the last couple months, and whenever the cosplayers run into the skaters things get a bit tense, and it’s not exactly a secret that we try to dry-gulch the kendo club every chance we get, but aside from that it’s been only a bit jumpy since the Trebuchet Incident.”

“It was really bad before the Trebuchet Incident.” Kaori said. “That kinda brought everything into the open.”

“A lot of the bigger groups, like the skaters and the ravers, were treating it as a game when they were seriously hurting people.” Akane remarked. “When we flung the principle’s car through the side of the building, it was a big reality implant for a lot of people.”

“Where’s all this leadin’?” Ranma asked.

“Each clique has a leader.” Akane said. “The kendo club’s leader’s Kuno. Nabiki’s ziabatsu are basically another clique. Gos leads the geeks, in as much as the geeks are a clique – they’re more a bunch of loners who occasionally group together for something. I’m the leader of the goths.”

Ranma slowly nodded.

“We have to be pretty careful since we’re one of the smaller cliques, but we’re the only clique with access to guns.” Akane continued. “Thanks to Gos, we’re in tight with the geeks; thanks to me and Kaori, we’re in tight with the gays. We get on pretty good with the punks, the moshers, and the metallers. We really do not get on with the ravers or the trendies, and the kendo club are our sworn enemies.”

“We like to lead those bastards into a quiet corner and beat the snot out of them, and not just for the fun of it.” Hiroshi quietly stated.

“So what sorta numbers are we talkin’?” Ranma asked.

“Well, us eight are the core of the goths.” Akane said. “There’s about thirty fringe goths, and a couple hundred part-time goths. Maybe another two or three hundred wannabes who might become goth given enough time.”

“It’s only a matter of time before it goes to bits.” Kaori said. “Things get more tense every week – someone’s going to get killed before long.”

“Which makes it my job to keep all my people alive.” Akane said.

“Is there a biker clique?” Ranma asked. Akane nodded.

“Oh yeah. Kaneda’s crew. They’re allright, most of them are metallers too, but some of them are arseholes.”

“They don’t have bikes like yours.” Hiroshi said. “They ride like racing bikes and stuff, not black beast machines.”

Ranma snorted.

“Sportsbikers.” He muttered. “Right. I’ll sound things out. But…” He held up one of the not-so-damaged gears. “See this? Solid steel.” He closed his hand, then opened it, revealing that he’d crushed the gear.

“Anyone hurts onea my friend’s people, they just bought themselves a whole heapin’ shitload a’ trouble.” He said.

“Why Akane leader?” Xian Pu remarked, standing up. Ranma sighed, but nobody took any notice of that. “OK, so Akane gunsmith. Leader need be able fight, no just able make shooter.”

Akane likewise stood up, and fixed the half-Chinese girl with a glare.

“How about you come over here and ask that with you fists?” she checked.

Xian Pu nodded. “Xian Pu cool with that.” She unfastened her belt and handed the holstered gun to Ranma.

“Akane cool with no bring guns into?” she checked.

Akane nodded, unfastened her shoulder holster, and handed Frankengun 11 to Yuka, who squeaked.

“Bring it on.”

Xian Pu smirked, and sprang at Akane, who wheeled round, slammed a hand down on the flying Amazon’s back, and tugged something off her belt; there was a double click as said something impacted Xian Pu’s wrist then ankle, another item came off Akane’s belt as the Amazon hit the floor, and there was another double click.

Xian Pu landed face-down on the floor with her wrists handcuffed to her ankles behind her back.

“There’s a fucking reason I’m these people’s leader.” Akane hissed.

Xian Pu said something poignant, exceptionally rude, and decidedly Irish.

Akane straightened up, then realised what she’d done, and more importantly who to and who in front of.

She’d just used two pairs of handcuffs to hogtie Xian Pu…

… in front of Ranma…

… who happened to be the half-Chinese girl’s husband…

… and who was now laughing his arse off.

OK, unexpected reaction.

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

The telephone brought Nabiki gradually back to awareness.

She groaned and rolled over, then frowned.

The last thing she knew, she’d been in front of her computer talking to Akane, and had shut her eyes just for a moment. She was now in bed.

She raised her head and looked around. Right enough, she was in her bedroom and her telephone was ringing.

Her telephone!

She grabbed it off it’s stand.

“Nabiki here.” She said.

“It’s Jitsuyama.” Came the reply.

Nabiki smiled slightly. Koji Jitsuyama was her main contact in Tokyo Metropolitan Police Department.

“What’ve you got for me?” Nabiki asked.

“I need to meet you at the Seven Sisters Café on ninth, at four o’clock sharp.” Jitsuyama said.

Nabiki glanced at the clock. She had roughly an hour to get there.

“I’ll see you there and then.” She said.

“Good.” Jitsuyama replied, and hung up.

Nabiki gave the phone a funny look. Odd; Jitsuyama wasn’t usually that curt.

---End Chapter---
