Prologue


	Ranma sat down in the tram. He had a long wait ahead of him. The vehicle was moving forward slowly- he should have been on it twenty minutes ago. 





Location: A converted missile Silo on the slopes of Mount Fuji





	The PA on the tram came to life, and Ranma listened to it absently as he watched the scenery roll by. "Welcome to the UDEC transportation system. This vehicle is: Inbound, from: Level Three dormitories to: Sector Seven Radiation Testing Labs."





Subject: Male, 23 





	Ranma caught sight of an unmanned transport mech trudging by on six legs, a barrel held in the manipulators. His eyes followed it as it walked by and deposited the barrel next a grouping of several more barrels, then lost interest. 


	The PA continued it's monologue. "Do you know a family member or a friend that would make a valuable addition to the UDEC research team? Applicationsare taken: Fridays, at noon. Please ensure that all applications have resumes and education records included."





Name: Saotome, Ranma





	An opening in the side of the mountain  revealed a gorge with a flat bottom- the helo landing pand. Down on the pad was a military chopper with people scurrying around like ants, but Ranma couldn't make out enough details of who was there or what was going on.


	"UDEC is a safe and friendly environment to work. If you feel you have come into contact with toxic or radioactive materials, please report this to your supervisor and see the medical staff in your department without delay."





Position: Research Scientist





	The side of the mountain encroached on his field of vision again, and Ranma found himself staring at the inside of a tunnel, lighted only by the light coming from the tram's internal flourescent tubes.


	"Just a friendly reminder, all UDEC personel are required to have frequent and regular radioactive and chemical screenings. These tests are required for continued employment at the Mount Fuji facility, so ensure that all scheduled appointments are met promptly and faithfully."





Security Clearance: Level 3





	The tram pulled to a halt, and Ranma peered down as best he could. External lights were coming on, and the tram was lowering down to a different level. An observation window in passing revealed a scientist being read the Riot act by Nabiki, the Fuji Mountain facility Director. Poor bastard, Ranma thought to himself with a wry grin. Nabiki was known for her causticity when she was angry.


	"Remember that all security clearance paperwork must be turned in by Teusday to receive your security clearance scans. Tardiness will result in inability to use retinal scanners in accordance with your current level of security." 


	Ranma scowled as he remembered that this time he was going to have to get that done, so that he could use the retinal scanners himself, instead of being forced to rely on whichever other members of the facility were present to get into a door. 





Disaster Response Priority: Discretionary





	"Now arriving at Sector Seven test labs. Please search the tram for any personal belongings which may have been left behind. Have a safe- and Productive- Day."


	Ranma waited impatiently for the security guard to open the tram door, shifting nervously from foot to foot. Time to get moving.
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Sample Analysis





	Ranma scowled as he dashed down the hallways to the locker room, ignoring scientists who frowned on his hurry and tardiness. He skidded through the door, narrowly missing one of his colleagues, and headed over to the activation panel, tapping his entry code and password to open the HAZMAT suit case. After a few seconds, the coding confirmed and the glass case slid slowly up. 


	Ranma cursed silently, chafing at the delay- he was badly late for the test as it was. As soon as there was enough space for the suit to clear the glass, he snatched it, pulling it on hastily and only stopping long enough to grab the spare battery from his locker- it was a routine spectrographic sample analysis, but it never hurt to be prepared. Some of the scientists were muttering things about resonance cascades and how the equipment was beyond tolerances as it was without the high level of output they were planning for this morning. 


Still, Nabiki was ordering this little operation, and Ranma didn’t think it necessary or prudent to cross paths with her. She was never one to throw away money on anything less than a sure bet. 


Ranma glanced over the primary and secondary readouts as the Mark V hazardous materials suit primed its Chi sensors and gave him a readout of his chi levels and overall health. A sharp, sudden pain in the back of his left hand marked the I.V. path leading into his wrist coupler making contact with the suit feed, providing a quick passageway for nano-mechanical bioagents to be introduced to his bloodstream should he suffer injuries. The feed allowed the suit to respond to injuries and keep him alive and in working order, a vital necessity for the hazardous environments it was intended for. The feed led to a distributor pump which governed internal stores of Primer- a gel-like substance consisting primarily of amino acids, complex sugars, minerals, and other raw building blocks to repair damaged tissues as well as nano tech machines which would make the repairs. The nano machines would cannibalize one another for energy and self repairs when their minute parts broke down, and catalyzing molecular converters allowed excess parts to be converted to raw electricity, to be held in their internal batteries until needed. 


Because of their cannibalistic design, they tended to be used up rather quickly when making high-speed repairs to human tissues, so every med pack and emergency medical station carried its own internal stores of Primer. 


He knew this because his father had been the designer of the Mark V HAZMAT suit. Count on Pop to be brilliant in designing something to keep his cowardly butt alive, Ranma thought scornfully. 


The suit battery led to an electrostatic field generator. The field, when it had power, projected an ionized field about the suit, minimizing damage to the suit and its wearer by forcing back solid objects, blunting impacts, and dulling electrical paths by its own electrical charge. The field ate huge amounts of power but only activated when something actually had damaging force. He had seen someone unload a 12-gauge shotgun point blank at a suit with a fully charged field, and the suit came out completely unharmed. 


The machine was a marvel of engineering, and the poster child for the Unlimited Designs Engineering Corporation. His father was Chief Engineer at the facility. 


Ranma allowed the suit to finish its start up cycle, then took off at a reckless dash down the hallway, heedless of papers, guards, and scientists alike.


After several more minutes of timely transit, he finally arrived at the test chamber. 


“Ah, Saotome, good to see you finally made it.” A white haired woman said. “I was beginning to worry.”


“Now, Cologne, we should have more faith in the boy! He wouldn’t be late without a good reason- WOULD you, boy?” Said her black mustached companion, looking Ranma dead in the eye. 


“No way, Doctor Tendo- I wouldn’t miss this for anything.” He replied firmly. 


“Are you sure we should be doing this?” Cologne pressed, looking at Soun intently. “The sample has a level of purity unmatched by any of our previous samples. And what little impurities it DOES have- we haven’t been able to identify them-“


“That’s what the analysis is for!” Soun replied smugly. “We may be the first to identify the long theorized but never proven shadow elements! We could be on the threshold of discovering the sources of chi itself!” 


As the Tendo patriarch- not to mention the owner of the largest block of voting stock in the UDE Corp- began chortling his glee at his own brilliance, Cologne sidled up slyly to Ranma. 


“Are you really sure you want your children to be carrying the genes of this man as their grandfather?” She muttered softly. “My great grand-daughter can run circles in the test labs around him OR his daughter-“


“That ain’t decided yet, you old medical lab reject!” Ranma hissed. “Besides, who says I would WANT to get married in the first place?”


Cologne eyed him with a smirk. “Are you SURE you’re not gay?”


Before their hushed conversation went any further, the daughter in question walked through the door. “Great grandmother!” She said spryly. “We have initial simulation results come back.”


“Let me see them.” The group huddled around the small stack of sheets intently, and Shampoo took advantage of being as close as she was to Ranma by sticking her tongue in his ear. He recoiled and glared at her, a look she answered with a sultry smile and a wink. 


	“I saw that, Ranma!” growled a woman’s voice. From the upper window where the chemical labs were- Ranma shuddered, every time she tried to prove her theoretical formulas there was an explosion or a caustic gas or- like the last time- a new species tried to establish the chem. labs as their new natural habitat. Her theories were sound, it was just that she had trouble telling hydrogen peroxide from ammonia- or for that matter, hydrogen peroxide from sodium chloride. 


	“You see!” Said Soun triumphantly. “There is no indication of any risk of a cascade resonance!”


	“Well,” Cologne said grudgingly, “I will admit that any cascade resonance is highly remote under even the worst of circumstances, but those unidentifiable impurities still bother me. I have a very bad feeling about this-“


	“Now, now, the boy doesn’t need to hear all this. The test will go off without a hitch.” Soun said with finality. 


Cologne shrugged, and said, “I suppose you may be right. Very well then, I give my hesitant and misgiving agreement to this.”


Ranma shrugged- looked like the test was on. A security guard walked over to the microscope and looked into it, when Cologne flung a notebook at him with pinpoint accuracy. “Blockhead! The retinal scanner is over there!” She snapped. 


Mousse glared in her general direction- by sound, as his sight rendered her a white coated blur amongst several such blurs- then went in the correct direction, muttering “mackerel jerky” under his breath and receiving a second notebook in his ear for his trouble. After activating the retinal scanner (“Isn’t THAT a disaster waiting to happen,” Ranma said softly to himself) Mousse stepped back to let Ranma pass. 


Mousse’s quietly spoken “Womanizer” in passing received an equally quiet “Bite me” in reply, and Ranma stepped through the doorway into the test chamber. 


Nowhere in the facility was the mad scientist feel so profound as here, in the test chamber, where strange radiation emitters and gyros would whirl their mad dances in an orgy of organized chaos. 


“Can you hear me Ranma?” Asked Soun from the PA system. Ranma replied with a thumbs up. “Today we’re going to be performing the Alpha sequence. Execute sequence Shi Ne Ichi San San Ke Ri Ni I E Shi.”


Ignoring the ladder, Ranma leaped up to the activation platform and keyed the emitter activation sequence. His thumb poised on the activation switch for a long second before he finally flicked it. 


“Give it a minute to hit speed before you go down there- if something goes wrong I want you to be able to shut it down.”


Ranma waited, listening. "Primary emitters are online. Awaiting secondary tool up."


He watched from his perch as the primary and secondary emitters activated and spooled up to speed for a moment, before starting down the ladder. He paused halfway down the ladder when Cologne's voice came over the PA. "It's probably not a problem... Probably, but, I'm seeing some irregularities in... No, it's well within tolerance. Go ahead Ranma." 


Ranma looked up towards the observation windows for a second before sliding the rest of the way down and walking down to the safety cage where the sample was waiting


“Ranma, it looks like we’re going to do a manual insertion. Just roll the cart with the sample down to the platform and get back fast.”


Ranma felt a sense of foreboding as he approached the cart. Something about it felt very- Well, alien. Like it didn’t belong here, or anywhere for that matter. 


“Ranma? Are you okay?” This was Nabiki's voice. After a moment, Ranma gave a thumbs up again. “Get that sample under the emitter. We’re spending budget on the power right now. Get a move on.”


He firmly forced himself to grab the handles and push the cart forward, his foreboding having given way to a growing fear, as he got closer to the emitter. With a visible force of will he shoved the cart under the beam. 


Things began happening very fast. A sound like a low, throaty buzz nearly deafened him, and all the glass in the observation windows shattered. A low explosion from the sample cart flung him back, and he heard the electrostatic field discharge almost completely deplete the charge battery on his HAZMAT suit. As he landed, a huge greenish flash nearly blinded him. In his stunned state, he could hear Cologne shouting, “Secondary emitters harmonized with primary- field dissonance has been compromised!”


“Sample substructure is fracturing! Getting multiple substructures of similar size and weight variance!” Shouted Soun. “Hit the emitter dampers!”


“It’s no good! Beam emitters are fused from the feedback!! Fracture is cascading through the whole sample!”


“Cut power! Cut pow-“


A buzzing screech and a flash cut off all other sensory input for a split second, and Ranma found himself sitting in a horrible landscape. Strange creatures whirled to face him, things that couldn’t exist, and his mind recoiled at what he saw. The screech and flash again, and he was surrounded by a group of- well, surprised was the closest he could come to the reaction they gave him, and as to what they were, a green skinned group of odd humanoids was the single best classification he could give. The screech and flash again, and he lost sight and sound for a short while. 





When Ranma came to, he was laying on his back in the test chamber. Emergency lights flickered and dimmed, main power was apparently off. Electrical discharges snapped and hissed, and alarms blared desperately. A crackle of electricity jarred loose a girder from the ceiling, and Ranma barely ducked out of the way to avoid becoming a hazmat suit full of goo. 


The entry to the chamber had been jarred open at an ugly angle. Ranma managed to squeeze between the heavy ferro-titanium blast doors and almost tripped over-


As he looked down, Ranma had to suppress the urge to vomit as the smell of electrical fried flesh met his nose. Mousse lay on the floor, seared black in places and vacant eyes staring skyward. The heavy dosing of electricity coupled with the intense Electro-Magnetic Pulse had cataracted the security guard’s eyes to almost complete opacity. And the retinal security panel hung askew on the wall by the door. 


A sixth sense warned him and Ranma ducked to the left at top speed, as a bolt of electricity arced hotly into the spot where he had been. The EMP caused his suit’s systems to activate the field generator, and the last of his suit’s battery power drained like water. The electrostatic field generator was, for the time being, dead. 


Ranma ran over to the closed door and kicked it, a heavy clang and a mild dent being the only reward. He was about to kick again when a voice shouted, “Bakusai Kentetsu!”


The metal door disintegrated almost explosively, and Ranma brought his suited arms up to guard against the shrapnel. In the doorway stood a bloodied and only partially coherent Cologne. “We have to get to the surface before the air circulators fail,” she said. “Get … help.” and her legs failed her, dumping her to the floor. Ranma knelt down as Shampoo ran over from where Soun lay, rushing to check her great grandmother. “She not breathing!” Shampoo yelled, starting CPR immediately. 


With Soun laying unconscious but breathing against the far wall, Ranma was the ranking person in charge. He made a snap decision. There were far more people down here in this section of the compound than just the ones who were in this room. 


He would have the best chance of getting help for all of them if he went alone. “Shampoo, stay here. Take care of these two, get them to a safer section of the compound, and wait for help to get here.”


Without waiting for her reply, he took off at a mad dash. 





Rounding the corner where the door lay shattered in a crumple of metal and glass, Ranma saw something in glass tubes, sample tubes where prior samples had sat. Several something’s, in fact, that looked like horrors from some sort of alien movie. One of them scrabbled with clawed feet at the glass, trying to get at him, and he shuddered at its enthusiasm. A sudden movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention just in time for him to swat a similar creature from its leap at him, a leap that vaguely reminded him of the combat style of the Unlimited Design Engineering Corporation’s founder, Happosai. The thing skidded across the floor before it managed to right itself, and prepared for another leap. 


It launched itself at him with almost no warning, and in spite of his preparation, Ranma was almost caught off guard. His kick sent the ugly little thing flying into one of the glass pods, sending shattering glass everywhere. The former occupant shook the dusting of glass off itself, then formed ranks with its only slightly damaged companion and instrument of its freedom, before the two began advancing on Ranma with a deadly purpose. 


Ranma ran like hell. 





Ranma saw a bokken laying on the floor next to its former owner, another one of the guards on duty here at the facility.  A creature like the others was perched on his head, working very actively, as the guard’s body twitched and convulsed. Ranma, repulsed by the sight, snatched up the bokken and beat the thing until it stopped moving. 


Ranma looked over the bokken. It was unharmed, if a little splattered with greenish ooze, and it had dispatched the little bastard quite handily. 


Yes, this would come in very useful. 





End Chapter 1








Ranma One Half Life: Chapter 2


	Unforeseen Consequences 





	Ranma was still testing the heft of the bokken when the two bug heads- or so he had named them in his head- that had been chasing him caught up. 


	“Yeah, let’s go!” He yelled at them. “Batter up, you little bastards!”


	The pair leaped at him in tandem. Ranma sidestepped and cut the one out of the air, but the second one- the one which first attacked him, judging by the minor scrapes- managed to lash a claw across his face in its flight. 


	“Kusou!” Ranma hissed, readying the weapon. As suddenly as it attacked, it fled the way it came. Ranma glared suspiciously, then shook his head. The HAZMAT suit hissed lightly, and he felt the nano agents healing his superficial cut in seconds. After a moment he took off down the hall to get out. 


	A sizzling sound and a high whine assaulted his ears as he opened the next door, and he saw what looked like ambient light from a welding tool from around the corner. As he peered around it cautiously, he noticed two things. 


	The first was that this section of hallway had not been spared the structural damage he had so far seen everywhere.


	The second was the fractured rotating distributor junction for the fiber-optic laser tubing. 


	He got out of the way only just in time. 


	The laser cut its black path across the floor, traveling a path at a steady pace determined by the still functioning rotator assembly on the distributor junction, and cut cleanly through the body of a security guard on the floor. As he watched in horror, it proceeded to do the same to an emergency storage cabinet, which detonated as the volatile chemicals in the case came in sudden contact with one another. He flinched back from the explosion and hid behind the wall to consider his options. The walls and floors were laser resistant in case of just such an occurrence, so the integrity of this corridor wasn’t going to be any further compromised by the laser, but traversing it was going to be a problem. Still, the rotator assembly moving in a completely circular motion, at a steady pace, so there had to be a pattern. 


	Ranma smiled to himself and began looking for the scorch marks in the floor. 


	What he learned made him frown a bit. Because of the damage, the only viable path he could walk (run, his mind amended hastily. Run very fast) took him directly into the path of the laser’s tracks. And because the laser was following a counter clockwise path and the only safe route was on the left side of the corridor, he had a very small window of error to make it down the length of hallway. If he crouched, he could start sooner, but the time he gained in the early start would be lost in the slower moving crouch. 


	No two ways about it- gotta run. 


	Ranma watched the beam, outlining itself in the dust from the collapsed structures… wait… wait… NOW.


	Ranma took off, threading his way past the debris, dodging bits of wire that could snag him up. Even at his increased pace, the lazy crawl of the laser seemed to have sped to a dash along the long corridor. 


	He made it just in time- the beam lazed the ground 3 centimeters from his heel. 


	After that incident, the closed door past the turn was nothing. Ranma didn’t bother trying to open the door. He just smashed the glass with the bokken, shoving little bits of glass aside, until all that remained was the frame, which he crawled through. 


	He heard a chirping sound in front of him, and what met his sight horrified him. Two bodies wearing lab coats but with heads that looked like the Bug-Heads were walking towards him with a zombie-like gait, their chests ripped open in an ugly red weal as though their sternums had been torn from their bodies. 


	Ranma suddenly had an idea why the Bug-Heads went for his face. 


	He gripped the bokken tightly as the zombies shambled closer, when the flat report of -Crack-Crack- of a 9mm echoed behind him. The lead zombie staggered a bit as the bullets found home in its torso, but Ranma took advantage of the slight delay in its reactions. 


	The thing had a swing like a No-Dachi. He could feel the power and weight behind the swipe, and had no doubt it could take his head off if it connected. But it telegraphed its attacks so clearly its attempts to hit him were almost laughable. He sidestepped and duck both swings and stuck the bokken clean through the Bug-Head on top. The Zombie twitched and fell. 


	Ranma backed away from the second one, which shook and shuddered as bullets hit home. Finally, the thing fell, bleeding its greenish blood onto the linoleum floor. 


	Ranma turned and looked at the guard behind him. “Thanks, man.”


	“No problem, sugar.” Ukyo holstered her pistol after slipping in a fresh clip. “Those things are everywhere. Why are they wearing lab uniforms? What did they do to the techs?”


	Ranma hung his head a moment. “Ukyo- they ARE the lab techs.” As she stared at him in mute horror, he nodded. “Those things on their heads- they’re crawling everywhere. They jump at your face. So whatever you do, don’t let ‘em catch you.” 


	Ukyo nodded quietly. “If those things are all over, then you’re gonna need some firepower, sugar.” Ranma started to protest that the bokken was all he needed when she cut him off. “Take this.” She took out the gun and handed it to him grip first, followed by a clip. “I have another in my locker, but you don’t have time to come back with me if you’re gonna go all the way to the surface. Get moving, soldier.”


	Ranma looked at her a moment before accepting the gun and clip. “Thanks, Ucchan. And, hey, Ukyo?”


	“Yeah?” She said, looking back at him. 


	“Good luck.”


	She smiled and headed back to the locker area. 


	Ranma turned and examined the entryway- the doors were power doors, and main power was down. He was going to have to take a few ducts to get out of here. Climbing through the small air access panel at the base of the wall, he found himself unable to maneuver when the Bug-Head saw him. 


	The gun came up of its own volition as the little horror closed in on him, and the 9mm spoke twice, kicking somewhat in his hands. The Bug-Head flew back in a greenish spray of its blood, but two more came up behind it. The Hazmat suit display suddenly flickered a number in the lower left corner of his sight with the holo display, and he realized that every time he pulled the trigger, the number dropped. 


	Pop evidently added an ammo monitor feature after he added the chi gauge; that would be useful to remember, he noted absently as the last Bug-Head fell back, twitched, and lay still. The gauge read 5/17/0  bullets. Ranma frowned, removed the clip, and the number vanished. As the new clip slid into place, the gauge popped back up, this time reading 17/5/0. 


	More useful info. The gun went back into the leg holster on the suit as he picked and threaded his way between fallen shelves and computer terminals. A man thrashed and twisted in his chair as a Bug-Head attached itself to his face. Ranma pried it off partway.


	What he found underneath, he had no words to describe, and no wish to dwell on long enough to find words to do so with. But he swore he’d never try it again. 





	Climbing through an elevator shaft yielded access to the next level, but no higher. Three floor maximum for any of the elevators was mandatory due to security reasons, and while it kept the facility safe from external incursions, exfiltration was another matter. Ranma remembered the route he took to work this morning and sighed- just from the dorms to the main lab entrance took 20 minutes by tram, and that was an almost straight shot. From the lab to the surface, on foot, through ducts, ladders, and stairs? 


	It was going to be a long journey. 


	Ranma found himself in a setup similar to a tiered warehouse. He’d never personally seen the maintenance section, but the bumpy metal plates everywhere bespoke the military nature of the facility. 


	Ranma wondered vaguely just where he would go from here.


	His thoughts were interrupted by a chirping “yeeeeaaAHRR’! yeeAHRR’AHR’!”


	What the hell is that? He wondered. Never heard anything like that before…


	Peering cautiously around the corner, he caught sight of yet another ugly. They bore four legged, almost conical bodies, wide end forward, with a large, yellowish eye whose pupil blinked obscenely. Yet in spite of its alien unfamiliarity, they were sort of… well, cute. Ranma watched them mill about for a moment, then one caught sight of him. It bounded forward eagerly, reminding Ranma of a puppy. 


	The comparison lasted exactly as long as it took for the thing to REALLY chirp. 


	The sudden blast of semi- audible sound made him dizzy and evoked an instant headache. He felt the trickle of blood come from his nose and his ears rang. Through the ringing he could hear the faint hiss of the injectors pumping Primer into him, and the Primer gauge on the lower right was reading low to critical levels. Even as he staggered back, he pulled the 9mm and fired four times. 


	With a despairing yelp that sounded like a whimpering dog, it fell in a green pool. 


	Ranma didn’t delay in gunning down the other two as they ran off. 


	The light click of the nano injector running dry told him more clearly about his predicament than any number could have. These things were dangerous, established. And unlike a human opponent, he couldn’t take them down fast enough to keep them from nicking and scratching him to death. They were just too unfamiliar. 


	“Uuuu uhh uaaAHHH! KEEP AWAY!”


	Ranma's head popped up at the sound of the terrified yell- sounded like someone else was in trouble with these things. 


	Ranma arrived just in time to see a janitorial dumpster lid slam shut, and several bug heads slam against the trash receptacle almost the same instant. And the largest of the three bore-


	"Not YOU again!" Ranma exclaimed. The trio whirled to face him, and sure enough, the scrapes had healed but left their mark- that first one that he had ever seen was unmistakable. Evidently it remembered him as well, since it hunkered down at the sight of him, ready to spring. 


	One of the other two jumped first, and Ranma brought the gun up by reflex. A pair of shots rang out, and the Bug head flew back in a splatter. "Scar" and its companion skittered under the dumpster, and one of them uttered a ululating screech. Ranma dove and slid on his side, gun at the ready, in time to see them scamper into a hole in the wall. Ranma cursed. 


	"Come outta there, man- it's safe, now."


	The lid poked up a touch, and Ranma caught a comical glimpse of a pair of panicked eyes peeping out at him from underneath it. "You killed them?" He asked. 


	"Uh- one of them. The other two ran away."


	The lid clanged shut again. "I'm not leaving here until they're all gone!" The pitiful voice protested. 


	Ranma snorted. "You at least know where I can find a medical station?" Ranma asked. "My suit stores are drained." 


	"There's one behind the dumpster." The muffled voice replied. 


	Ranma chuckled a bit, and went around the dumpster to the med station. True to the scientist's word, there was indeed a medical panel. He plugged the medical feed of the suit into the wall panel, and waited patiently as the suit stores began to replenish themselves. 


	So long as he didn't run into too much crap between here and there, he might make it to the surface yet. 


	Suit stores read fifty percent when the panel clicked empty. Ranma started at this in surprise. 


	Fifty percent? If a full panel only recharged suit stores by fifty percent, and it had taken most of a suit-full to repair the damage done by the howlers… 


	On a hunch, Ranma called up the medical logbook for the last fifteen minutes, and after a moment of perusal, let out a low whistle. 


	That little blast of sound had damn near killed him. Multiple spider web fractures, internal bleeding, auditory damage, and countless- literally, the suit monitors listed them as unknown quantity- capillary ruptures. 


	Ranma shuddered as he realized how close a call that had been for him. He was only lucky that the Primer had made it into his blood stream before he fired the 9mm. Otherwise, the recoil would have shattered every bone in his arm. 


	Priority one- shoot first and ask questions later. 


	Looking down at the ammunition gauge in the lower corner of his vision, he set priority two: find ammo fast. Popping the fast dump panel on the second clip, he took the five remaining bullets and slid them into his current clip- which only had 3 left- for a grand total of eight- 9mm rounds. 


	It took four rounds to kill a howler, and two to kill a bug head, from what he’d seen so far. 


	Ranma boosted finding ammo from priority two to priority one. 


	A terrified howl from somewhere above and semi distant forward snapped him out of his bleak musing. Ranma looked about, saw the ledge above himself, and jumped for it. 


	A nasty sounding croak bespoke the presence of another bug head. He ducked aside as the little horror leaped for him, missed, and went sailing over the edge to the metal decking below. While it was only stunned, it didn’t look like the little bastard was getting back up here soon.  He holstered the pistol and pulled the bokken out again. The gun he was going to save for howlers; the others he could deal with using this. 


	Another howl, this one slightly closer, although the same voice as before, and Ranma dashed off around the corner. Absently he noticed the fuel canisters- J-19 alpha, a highly efficient- not to mention explosive- chemical fuel they were testing for use in military vehicles. Touchy as nitroglycerine but lighter and far meaner, J-19 was a direct result of the testing they had been doing on the weird rocks the facility had been receiving for analysis. Other uses included processing to create Pressure Gel, which allowed them to store the massive amounts of electricity required for a hazard suit’s electrostatic field generators, and some experiments were underway for weapons development, including a form that would convert directly to protons for a proton particle weapon, using the waste products of Pressure Gel, which itself converted to electrons from gel form as pressure reduced. Rumor had it that a man pack rail gun had been created already with the stuff. 


	Rounding a bend, Ranma spotted a man in a lab tech’s coat cornered by a Zombie- no doubt, it had followed the man up here to do- whatever, to him. Probably something lethal. 


	The thing turned to face him as he charged it. It raised a clawed hand back but did so too late; Ranma’s foot planted firmly into where the thing’s face would be, driving the thing back into the wall where the scientist cowered pitifully. Before the monster could react, Ranma had charged forward, hitting it about gut level with his elbow, sandwiching it into the wall. It shuddered as Ranma drove the bokken up through the hole in the chest, through the head, and out the top in a fountain of greenish ichors, finally burying the hardwood blade in the wall. The thing went limp, and Ranma dragged it away from the wall, before wrenching the bokken free. 


	“Is- is it- dead?” Asked the scientist tremulously. 


	“Damn well better be, if it knows what’s good for it,” Ranma said gruffly. 


	“Thank goodness!” Bubbled the scientist. “And good riddance!”


	Ranma nodded. “Know where I can find some ammo?” He asked. 


	“Yes! But you’ll need to get through a retinal scanner- are you Architect Clearance?” The man asked. 


	“Me?” Ranma snorted derisively. “Right now I ain’t even cleared for the bathrooms.”


	“Don’t worry, I am. Let’s go!” 





	The store room held about sixty 9mm shells- four boxes- and fifteen mini-grenades- a weapon made of a ceramic suspension of the aforementioned J-19 Alpha, all the punch of a standard grenade with only a third of the weight. Ten of these he stuck in a small mesh pouch that hung on the wall before pulling the pouch off the wall and clipping it to his belt. Ranma smiled to himself as he scooped the ammo up free, then paused as he discovered that he had no way to carry it. The scientist, noticing his consternation, said, “Just empty it into your 9 millimeter ammo cache.”


	“My what?” Ranma asked blankly. 


	The scientist looked at Ranma in stunned disbelief. “Didn’t they teach you- Never mind that.” The scientist tapped a light patch on Ranma’s right leg, which immediately folded out into a flattened funnel. “Pour the rounds into the feed.” Ranma emptied the boxes into the open hatch and watched to his delight as the rounds aligned themselves and slid into the hole with whispery scrapes. “Empty out the clip in your gun in there, too. Just flip the quick dump panel.”


	Ranma flipped the quick dump panel and watched the shells slide into the hole. “The mark Five is improved over the mark Four, that it can carry up to two hundred fifty rounds internally for the 9mm handgun or the MP3 submachine gun. Earlier versions could only carry 100.”


	The scientist snatched the empty clip from Ranma’s hand, reset the quick empty panel, and then pushed the clip into a slight depression, which gave way. The clip slid in about an inch, then a whirring sound occurred. The scientist pulled the clip out- fully loaded. 


	Ranma gaped. “Nice, eh?” The scientist grinned. “Auto loads your clips for you. Only works on 9mm ammo- that means the 17 round clip for the pistol, or a 50 round banana for the MP-6 submachine gun, but saves you the trouble of having to hand load all the clips. Means all you have to carry are two clips for each weapon and a stack of alibis.”


	"Alibis?" Asked Ranma.


	"Haven't you ever spent time on the hazard course here?" Asked the man incredulously. "Never mind. It means unspent shells."


	Ranma nodded. Even more so, now, he was impressed by the ingenuity his father had put into the suit. But that was to be expected, after all, since it had been originally designed for combat before it was drafted into duty as an all-purpose environmental safety suit. Ranma tied closed the pouch with the ten grenades almost as an afterthought. 


	Ranma looked at the man carefully. He didn't look like he had the journey in him- his time had obviously been spent more in front of a screen than on a training mat. "You stay here. You have retinal access to that thing, so lock yourself in there. And stay out of sight of the windows. I'd leave you the gun to protect yourself, but-"


	The man nodded. "But you need it to get out. I understand. Just don't forget I'm here when you send help, alright?"


	"You'll be one of the first, I promise."


	The man ran over to the door, peered into the scanner, and ducked into the room as the door slid open. After a hasty thumbs up, he dropped down out of view from the window while the door slid shut again. 





	Ranma followed the paths across the maintenance section, and stood dumbly in front of the ruined elevator shaft. Down below, after activating his suit light, he could make out the twisted remains of the elevator. Just across the shaft he could see an elevator access ladder. 


	Gonna hafta jump for it, he thought. Ranma took a step back, then ran and leaped. For a moment he thought he had misjudged, but as it turned out, his jump was just perfect. He caught the rungs with his hands with the barest hint of a pull as he landed. Without hesitation he began his climb. 


	If he remembered rightly, the lower level offices were just above. 
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	Chapter three: Office Complex





	Ranma pried the elevator doors open laboriously, to be rewarded with a random, flickering strobe of the flourescent lights in the hall beyond. Main power was evidently failing even this far out.


	Ranma froze at the sound of the croaking chirp of the bug heads- hanging half out of the elevator door, he was a sitting duck. 


	Even as Ranma stared at them, they leaped- and an arc of electricity sparked from the ceiling, linking the little monstrosity to both the ceiling and the floor. Its companion, bare inches behind, met the same fate, crashing headlong into the first one. Its momentum knocked them both out of the danger zone, but their charred corpses told the tale all too well. 


	Got to shut off main power, reroute that break, and reinitiate the generators again. 


	Kicking off, Ranma swung himself up over the edge of the floor and into a crouch. Looking left, he could see the charred bug heads still smoking and sending off a curious smell that reminded him of- Well, nothing in his experience quite compared. He wasn't sure whether he liked the smell or not. 


	But, considering that it meant they were dead and he wasn't... 


	A panel about two and a half feet wide and set into the floor caught his eye. Ventilation duct- may as well see where it goes... 


	Cursory inspection of the ducts turned up several more bug heads- dispatched with the 9mm, no room to swing a bokken in here- and the body of an unfortunate security guard, apparently having fallen from further up in the ducts to his death at the bottom where Ranma himself now crouched. Gritting his teeth, Ranma pulled two clips from his belt and another from the holstered weapon on the body- he wouldn't need it, and Ranma did. Popping the quick panels, he tossed the bullets into the feed, watching the ammo monitor tally up- 89 rounds in the cache, 17 in the spare clip and 17 in the gun. 123 rounds total- Ranma never held so much firepower before, but for some reason it was less comforting than it was frightening. Especially since the martial arts he'd valued for so long only took him so far against these things. 


	His eyes drifted back to the tiny gauge in the lower corner where the chi indicator registered 132 Me'rads. Average human during times of stress or extreme focus was somewhere between 5.5 and 7. His chi was unusually strong- he could tap into it for speed and strength, but he'd never fought so long or drawn on it so much that it had even noticeably been depleted. 


	Pop never put stuff in without a reason. 


	Ranma shook his head, bringing himself back to the present. Get to the surface, figure out the design motivations later. 


	A continued traversal of the main duct ended in a panel. Ranma threw a two-inch strike- pretty much the only strike there was room for- that ripped the screen free from the wall. Ranma heard a terrified shriek. 


	Ranma pulled himself out of the ducts, shouting, "Wait- I'm human! Relax!"


	The man stopped, turned around- and the ceiling tile directly above him shattered as a ropy thing whipped down from above. As the long ropy thing wrapped itself around the startled scientist's throat, it retracted back the way it came, pulling the man up into the ceiling with stunning speed. Even as Ranma dashed under the hole in the ceiling, there was a scream, and he was splashed with something hot and wet and red. A mouth had grown from somewhere, and the man half hung out of it, blood dripping and obscene crunching noises as the mouth chewed and engulfed the body, which wriggled and writhed- the man was still alive. 


	Ranma forced his chi into his legs and leaped, the bokken arcing viciously and cutting the horrible thing open. Greenish ichors splattered, and the teeth lost their hold on the man it had been vigorously chewing on. Ranma's hand flashed out, catching the man around his chest. As Ranma landed, curling his arms under the guy, he laid the man flat. 


	The man groaned, tried to move, but blood was pouring out everywhere. Ranma looked around franticly, trying to locate a med panel, but even as he did, the man on the floor gave a shudder and a bubbling gasp before life fled his frame. 


	Ranma felt tears well up unbidden- anger and sorrow mixed, blurring his vision. He had seen death before. He had even seen death today. But somehow, this was different- like it underscored his failure, his weakness. 


	Like his attempt to get to the surface didn't matter. 


	A whimper from across the room drew Ranma's attention- cowered in the corner was another man, huddled almost to a fetal position and rocking himself miserably. 


	He's almost catatonic, Ranma realized. Got to bring him back before he goes so deep into himself he can't come out. "Hey, buddy, come on!" He snapped angrily. "Stand up and let's get the hell out of here!"


	The man gave no response. 


	"Come on! We gotta get out and warn the government-"


	"The government is already on the way."


	Ranma stopped short at the words. "Whaddaya mean, the government is on the way? Did someone get a call out already?" 


	"They'll kill us all, now." The man continued, paying no real attention to Ranma. "Because now we know, and they'll want to keep us quiet. They'll wipe out everyone who knows the truth."


	The truth? Ranma thought to himself. What truth? "Come on. No way that'd happen." Ranma said, not quite convinced himself. 


	The only response he got was incoherent babbling. 


	He's gone, Ranma thought to himself. Gotta find the power box and some tools. 





	Fifteen minutes, three zombies, half a dozen bug heads, and some thirty 9mm rounds later, Ranma ran across a door that read "maintenance." As he reached for the door handle, he thought he caught a glimpse of motion off to his left. 


	For a moment, through a window set into a blast door, he almost thought he caught a glimpse of Nabiki. But when he ran over to the door, there was no sign of her. He almost tried to break down the door, but decided against it at the last moment. Absently, he popped the clip from the handgun and dumped the few rounds in it into the speed loader bin, putting the empty clip into the loader. The other clip he pulled from the side pocket and slapped into the base of the gun. 


	102 rounds left. Lots of ammo for a common grunt- average soldier these days carried his gun and at most 3 spare clips- even for the MP-6 he'd have had a full load and a clip.


	So why did he feel like it wasn't enough?


	Be realistic, he thought to himself. You know damn well why. Those things are everywhere, and you've got a couple miles hoofing it til you get to the surface. THAT's why. 


	Can't afford to screw around with the bug heads- they're fast. I'll use the gun on them. The zombies are slow enough I can use the bokken on em. That'll help me conserve ammo- takes more bullets to stop a zombie than it does a bug head anyhow. 


	Readying the bokken in hand, Ranma went back to the Maintenance door. Trying the handle did nothing, as it was locked. Ranma solved that with a single kick directly under the knob that splintered the door jam and cracked the door along the side. The door swung open easily. 


	Power box- check. 


	Tools- check. 


	Green skinned thing with some kinda metal bracers on its arms- check. 


	Whoa shit. 


	"Ur-r-r-r? 'A 'a 'a! Woui-kat! Woui-kat!" It shrieked. Ranma's sixth sense keyed in, sensing massive buildup of something akin to chi. He faked right then dodged to the left as the thing let off a screaming bolt of raw electricity at him. Even though he only caught the edge of the bolt, his muscles spasmed and his vision blurred. Blindly he rolled to the side and was rewarded with the sound of sizzling linoleum where he had lain a split-second before. Ranma dove for the cover of a corner in the hall. 


	That was when he heard the basso boom of a 12- gauge shotgun. 


	Ranma flattened himself on the floor as a security charged insanely  past, not stopping his fire. Peeking his head around the corner, Ranma watched the maddened security guard unload on the thing, which staggered and sprayed its olive-ocher blood and guts at each report. The thing reeled drunkenly and the guard jammed the muzzle into the thing's face and pulled the trigger. 


	The decapitated thing stiffened and fell over. 


	The guard suddenly sat down heavily, shaking. Ranma got to his feet again. 


	"Yo, man, you okay?" He asked shakily. 


	The guard raised his- or rather, HER head. "U-Ucchan?!"


	"You got it- sh-sug-ar..." Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she fell over in a faint. 





	After a few minutes, Ukyo's eyes fluttered open again. "Wh- oh. Ranma. Thank kami you're okay. I got a message earlier from the upper levels. The military is on the way in, but... things... are coming in from nowhere, and they're all over. I found a weapons locker on the subway rails."


	Ranma's eyes widened. "What the hell were you taking that route for?" He asked almost angrily. "Why didn't you follow the ducts like I did?" 


	"Couldn't- didn't you feel the explosion? It took out a lot of the lower levels. Most of us in the test chamber levels made it out, and we actually got ahead of you, but when we asked a security guard in one of the upper levels if you'd come by, he said he hadn't seen you. You're dad is holed up with Cologne and Mr. Tendo about three levels up. And I got a shotgun for you!" She said, unslinging the second gun from where her spatula usually was. "Take it- you'll need it."


	Ranma took a close look at the gun, different from Ukyo's. In fact, Ukyo's shotgun's design resembled an old style Thompson Minigun. "What's with that thing?" He asked. 


	"Auto shotgun. I'd give you this one- it holds more shells and fires them a lot faster, but I need a gun and you don't have room to sling this on that suit- I wasn't even sure you'd have room for that one."


	Ranma nodded. As well engineered as the suit was, it was still considerably bulkier than bare skin. And the auto shotgun wasn't anything like compact. "Thanks, Ucchan. Got any spare shells?"


	"Well, I've got another dozen for this thing," she said, gesturing to the shells replacing her throwing spatulas on her bandolier, "but I need them. It's got eight in it already, you know."


	"That's cool, then. Dunno how I'd carry them anyhow." 


	"You could always get a bandolier- there were some spares in the armory where your dad and the others are holed up."


	Ranma nodded. "You stay behind me- I've got the hazard suit."


	"Lead the way, Ranma-honey."





	The next attack came almost without warning. Unlike the Zombies, the green skinned Shockers seemed to be able to use coordinated tactics. Several times he had barely managed to get Ukyo out of the way when another had managed to flank them and nearly nail him with a bolt of electricity. They picked up quickly that he was trying to protect Ukyo, and began trying to bait him by putting her in danger. Finally, Ranma shoved her around a corner and stood his ground. 


	It was almost too much for him. No sooner would he dodge one electrical discharge but he'd have to throw himself out of the way of another. No time to unlimber a weapon. No time to make an unarmed attack, even if he'd been able to get in close enough in the first place. 


	Then one of them mis-stepped. 


	Ranma seized the opportunity. As it got too close, Ranma dashed into it, elbowing it in what he supposed was its face. The others held their fire as he got to infighting with the creature- Ranma supposed that the laws of so called "friendly fire" also held true wherever these things came from. As the Shocker staggered backwards, Ranma followed it up with a leaping kick. The creature barely stepped sideways, but Ranma twisted in mid air, hooking his leg around its head and halting his flight, using his foe's head to brace himself as he repeatedly slammed his free foot into various points on its back. Then one of the kicks hit the small of its back. 


	The response was surprising and instantaneous. The one he was attacking let out a miserable howl, and rolled on the floor, clutching impotently at its back. The others recoiled, and screwed up their faces while all three reached behind themselves and covered their lower backs protectively. Ranma stared at this reaction in confusion, until a snatch of an American sci-fi movie flashed in his mind's eye. 


	Not everyone keeps their genitals in the same place...


	Ranma snatched out the shotgun and placed it next to the downed creature's head- He already knew for a fact that this would be fatal. Looking pointedly at them, he pulled out his 9mm and threw it on the ground several feet away. 


	They didn't seem to get the message, so he pointed at them, pulled out his bokken, and threw it on the ground, then pointed at them again. 


	Hesitantly, the creatures pulled off their bracers and threw them on the ground. Ranma pointed at them again, then kicked the bokken. They followed suit and kicked the bracers away. Ranma stripped the bracers off the creature on the ground, then pushed his hand towards them. When they didn't move he pushed his hand at them again, shouting, "Move back!"


	They looked at one another, commenting back and forth, before hesitantly stepping back. 


	The downed creature on the ground was coming back to itself; to discourage any freethinking on its part, he jammed the muzzle of the gun into its forehead. It immediately froze. 


	Keeping the gun aimed straight at its head, he lifted it up by its armpit until it was in a standing position, before turning it to face its friends, between himself and them. Keeping the gun leveled at his captive, he placed the muzzle against the creature's back and gently shoved it forward. 


	After a few feet, he stopped it with a hand on its shoulder, and shouted to its companions, "Move back!"


	They were quicker to respond this time, stepping further back. Ranma marched his charge past where its friends' weapons were on the floor, then himself stopped, and pushed it forward.


	After a single, hesitant moment, the creature took a few steps forward, then a few more, as its friends looked at him warily. When the creature finally reached its friends, Ranma slowly lowered his gun until it was pointed at the floor. 


	"Get out of here." Ranma said. 


	They stood there, uncertainly. Ranma felt his frustration mounting. 


	"Go on, get out of here!" He yelled, angered. "I don't like killin' things, not even stuff like you! Let me- can’t you- Just..." his voice quieted, and he looked down at the ground before looking back up. "I don't wanna hafta kill you. So please just... Go."


	After a moment of speech between them, the foremost of the creatures- the one he had held hostage- Raised its fist in salute, before the four of them went off down a side hall at a run. Ranma gave a sigh of relief and reslung his shotgun, then went and retrieved the bokken and the pistol.


	After a second, he started picking up bracers. As he touched the second, he got a bit of a shock. Wringing his hand, he examined where he had touched the second. "Ucchan!" he suddenly remembered. "You okay?"


	"Yeah!" She said. "Just fine."


	"Come on over here- check these things out."


	She came back from around the corner. "Ranchan- I'm sorry I... Couldn't be more help."


	"Nah, it's okay, Ucchan." He tossed the bracer he was still holding in the air, and caught it. "Weird- when I pick one up, I'm fine, but I picked up a second one, and it shocked me."


	Ukyo picked one up, then carefully picked up a second one. "It didn't shock me."


	Ranma frowned. "That's funny." He picked up one, and had no shock. "What the?"


	"Ouch!"


	Ranma looked over at Ukyo, who wrung her hand. The bracers she was holding were on the floor. "I picked another one up and it zapped me."


	Ranma thought about this puzzle for a moment. A thought occurred to him. "Wait a second. Got an idea."


	Ranma dropped the cuff he was holding, then picked up another. He gently reached for another- when it zapped him, he nudged it to the left with his boot. 


	He went through the whole group of them, four to the right, three to the left. He dropped the one he was holding behind himself, then picked up one of the three on the left. He gently reached for one of the other two- and got a shock. The ones on the right gave him no shock while he held the other bracer, but did when he held two of them at the same time. "That settles it- there's a positive and a negative." He looked over the cuff for any marks, and found a small circle near where the elbow would be.


	He dropped it in the left hand pile, then picked up one on the right, and saw another circle, but a filled circle rather than a line circle. 


	Grimly, he put the bracers on his own forearms. 


	"Well, I've got them on- how do I use them?"


	Ukyo shrugged. "Maybe you've got to have the same polarity on to use them." 


	"But these things give a nasty shock- and they still have some kinda charge on em. They'd electrocute you if you kept them on."


	Ukyo raised an eyebrow. "Maybe they're immune to electricity?"


	Ranma shook his head. "They can't be- I was too close to one and the others wouldn't shoot at me."


	"Afraid they'd hit the other one."


	"I think so."


	Ukyo shrugged. 


	Ranma's eye fell on the Me'rad meter, currently reading 155 and dropping- he realized how keyed up he'd been during the fight with the Shockers. 


	When they discharged that electricity, it felt like Chi... 


	Ranma pointed his hands towards the wall, closed his eyes, and focused his Chi into his hands, and was rewarded with a tingle in his arms, a buzzing crackle, and Ukyo's surprised scream. "You did it!" She yelled. 


	Ranma opened his eyes and looked at the Me'rad meter- now reading 142. He had a pretty good idea how quickly he could recover chi, but as quick as that was, it wouldn't be fast enough to keep up sustained fire with these things. For all practical purposes, his so-called "ammo" was limited. Still, these things packed enough of a kick- even at a glancing blow, he could testify to that- that he probably wouldn't need more than a few shots, if his aim with them was any good. 


	He sat down against the wall with his head in his hands. Just need to close my eyes for a few minutes. 


	When he opened his eyes, there was a note next to him. 


	"Got tired of waiting, and you looked like you needed the rest. Left trip wires around to guard you; watch that you don't get caught in em. Love you. Ucchan."


	Ranma stood up, irritable. She COULD have woken him up- then his eyes caught the postscript on the bottom. 


	"p.s. You sleep like a log." 


	Ranma stood up, did a few basic stretches, then peered around, blinking the sleep from his eyes. He had a bad taste in his mouth, and detected a less than pleasant aroma wafting up from the suit, but being that he had exerted himself to the degree he had, then slept in the damned thing, that was to be expected. 


	He almost forgot about the tripwires until he nearly stepped on one. Foot poised an inch over the wire, he saw the glint, followed it all the way to the claymore mine stuck to the wall unobtrusively. 


	His supporting leg was in the blast path. 


	Slowly, he stepped back and looked around the hall. There were several more, strategically placed, and not very obvious, even when you were looking for them. 


	Ukyo, you slippery little girl. 


	Ranma gauged the jump quite carefully, before taking a running leap and a twist. Ukyo knew damn well he was the only person who could navigate a string field like this. Almost more by instinct than by thought his hand braced his weight between two wires before springing back up, as he tucked his legs to narrowly avoid a line strung low across the ceiling, still airborne, tucked his shoulder and dived into a roll  just behind the last of the lines. 


	The shotgun slung across his back created a flat surface on the floor and he skidded rather than rolled, hitting the hallway wall clumsily. 


	Well, that was one way to do it. 


	Unbeknownst to Ranma, the arrival above of a new faction was about to bring an entirely new dimension to the fight, and complicate matters even more. 
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	Chapter Four: "We've Got Hostiles"





	Ranma spotted the charger on the wall- the first one he’d seen so far. 


	He charged his suit’s power cells up to seventy five percent before the charger sputtered and died. Even as it did so, he heard the distant sounds of something… Rattling? 


	Ranma heard the rattle again, closer, realized it to be the sound of small arms fire from a distance ahead of him, and vaguely wondered about what weapons locker held something with that rate of fire. In the background he could hear screeches and electrical discharges, as well as sounds of pain and distress from human throats. 


	Hi ho, the cavalry's here, he thought to himself. 


	"They've gone insane! Open the blast doors, hurry up! It's our only way- URK~"


	The choked gurgle ending the sentence was punctuated by the report of a heavy rifle of some sort; Ranma turned towards the voice in time to watch the spray of blood hit the wall from the still staggering scientist. The strength left the man’s legs, and he fell to his knees, shuddering and moaning- not dead, but he would be soon. 


	What the hell? Friendly fire?


	As though to disprove this, a controlled three round burst shook the body, converting the scientist from a suffering, living being to a huddled, hundred-seventy pound lump of meat. 


	More small arms rattled and a hideous shriek sounded out as the aliens began to fall back. Ranma crept forward to watch from hiding. Suddenly he heard a scream, muffled, as though through glass, and his eyes snapped to the right. A clawed arm, reached from a duct, dug into the shirt and skin of a security guard in the blast door control room. 


Ranma knew these rooms- bulletproof polymers three inches thick, meant to stand off bomb force explosions. Seeing Ranma pounding futilely on the glass, the guard reached for the door controls, but they were out of reach. He then fought hard, getting in a few good punches at the bug headed creature, but a second clawed arm caught the man across the face, and in the guard’s distraction, the two arms dragged him into the shaft. The noises, though brief, were truly blood curdling, and Ranma felt a current of nausea run through him as he watched a stream of blood pour out from the dark recesses of the vent. 


	Another shriek from the hall around the corner drew Ranma’s attention back to the firefight, and he ducked as a stitching of bullets worked their way past his position. 


	Although their bodies and weapons marked them as alien, the creatures' tactics seemed to mimic those of any highly trained strike force. While some fell back, others provided cover fire, doing their best to keep the incoming soldiers' heads down. Crackling snaps of electricity flew savagely towards human positions, leaving bluish purple after images in Ranma's sight. Invisibly, bullets flew the other direction, and fire from both sides sometimes found their mark. But while soldiers continued arriving from whatever troop carriers they were brought in, the numbers of the Shockers were rapidly dwindling. 


	Three of the retreating Shockers wore no bracers- they were unarmed. 


	Even as they retreated, one of the three dropped in a spray of green. Its companions grabbed its arms and tried to pull it to cover, but another bullet caught one of them on the upper arm, and it let go of its companion reflexively. Promptly the remaining two were surrounded by troops, as they cowered in the corner formed by a nearby crate and the wall. Behind the encircling soldiers, a lone soldier placed his handgun to the head of the wounded shocker, which looked up at the man, shaking. 


	A pistol report echoed across the distance between Ranma and the group of soldiers, and the weakly struggling creature on the ground fell limp. Ranma wondered numbly through his horror whether the act was motivated from mercy or cruelty, but the result was the same. Behind the soldiers, who were raising their weapons on the two aliens, he caught the eye of the injured creature, and an understanding passed between them


	-help me-


	that Ranma could not ignore. The shock of contact


	-you showed mercy once before can you find it within you again-


	Ranma's muscles tensed, fists clenched


	-XEN Father i do not want to die-


	Ranma's fury broke within. 


	Two minutes later, Ranma stood over the slain and unconscious forms of JDF soldiers, gazing at his bloodied hands, knowing he would never be the same. 


	The two creatures passed a look between themselves, before looking back at Ranma. 


	"Yididid i Ah Ah Woicott.." Said the first. 


	"Woicott, Rkno Woicott." Replied the second. 


	Ranma shook his head uncomprehendingly. The wounded one made eye contact, and Ranma felt the connection again. 


	-i must admit i felt no real hope that you would be turned against your own species in our defense but i thank you for it-


	Ranma replied, "I didn't do it for you- I did it because what they were doing was wrong. You were defenseless, had no weapons."


	-they did not know this their minds held no knowledge of us or our weapons that they were enjoying their work is immaterial they did their jobs as they saw fit-


	Ranma stared at them incredulously. "You can read minds?"


	An undertone of wry humor flavored the next message. -did you believe we could understand your speech-


	Ranma frowned. "So their cruelty didn't bother you?"


	-they were indeed cruel but their cruelty was honest unlike many of your species their feelings were real you have been in conflict measuring your horror at our difference compared to yourself yet this horror has faded in your realization of our intelligence but why does this fascinate you what difference does our intelligence make to you-


	Ranma's head spun. Their mind set was entirely alien; mind numbingly so. How could anyone be so lacking in curiosity to not want to know other life forms? And how could such an advanced species not recognize the possible benefits of meeting a completely alien species, with new knowledge and technology for each to trade to the other?


	-trade curiosity what are these things there is only knowledge that is useful and knowledge that is not if it is not known and it is useful it is to be learned if it is not useful knowledge it is to be ignored we exist for the benefit of our Lord and Father XEN what is trade this exchange of goods and services for goods and services one does not have this is similar to what we have but there is no set value for the goods and services provided what is needed is given to those who need it there is predation and parasitism but these things are being bent to the service of our Lord and Father XEN-


Ranma shook his head, dazed. Too much information, too many questions. And Kami only knew how much time there was to answer the questions, much less comprehend the answers. 





	As Ranma looked over at the two forms of the alien creatures he had rescued, a lone soldier behind a corner radioed in. 


	"Command, this is corporal Kurenai, do you copy? Over."


	"Roger, Corporal, we read you. Sitrep? Over."


	"Bu Company's San Platoon has been decimated. I am the sole survivor of San platoon, which was left behind to, er, guard captured alien soldiers. We were attacked while securing them, and all of San platoon is down, repeat ALL of San platoon is down. 


	"It was Saotome, Ranma Saotome, over."


	"Roger that. New orders, tail Saotome, keep back, but DO NOT engage him. We are dispatching additional support from Be and Bo companies- Ba and Bi have sustained heavy casualties. We will advise you of additional support for your mission, in the mean time, maintain radio silence until 1600 for your next sitrep. DO NOT LET HIM SEE YOU. Over."


	"Roger that, HQ, over and out."
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	Chapter Five: Divided Loyalties





	Ranma’s pace was considerably slowed by his two companions- Even though they were capable of hand to hand combat of a sort, they were not anywhere on his level, and Ranma knew full well better than to get in a fistfight with a soldier carrying a gun- one of which he retrieve from the downed soldiers in the hall, and well as maxing out his ammo bin. 17 in the 9mm, another 17 in the spare clip, plus 50 in the MP6 and another 50 in the spare banana. The clip loops of the suit were all taken up by shotgun shells, and grenades hung from where he had slung them- he was fast becoming a caricature of an armed psycho. Or the so-called universal soldier. 


	Ranma rounded a corner- 


	-And was surrounded by green skinned Shockers, all armed.


	Ranma froze, and one of the shockers inexpertly pulled the pistol and the submachine gun from his grip, then stripped the cuffs from his wrists.


	The pair who had been following him stood in front of him, arms outstretched, while their fellows looked on in confusion. 


	Ranma here made an unsettling discovery- that his exposure to these two for the time he had been allowed him to tap into- albeit inefficiently- whatever frequency they were using for communication. 


	-not… allied with us-


	-enemy for destruction-


	-eliminate the invader-


	-not invader-


	-dressed as an invader like the other of its kind-


	-not invader… does not know-


	-what certainty-


	-mind tapped… not be surprised… could read what we say even now-


	-is it true invader can you read what we are telling one another-


	Ranma started in surprise as the thought, aimed directly at him by one of the newcomers who was staring him directly in the eyes. 


	“Um… Yeah, a little bit, a lot better when you look directly at me.”


	This announcement sent a wave of consternation through the group. Another question was forthcoming, before suddenly an undercurrent of alarm washed through them as one of them mentally shouted


	-the enemy has returned formation (*?,.^*& all units surround the prisoner-


	The wounded green skin had finally had enough, whirling around in front of the newcomers, and said


	-not prisoner it is an ally slew its own kind for the notion it calls decency and the preservation of life and I WILL NOT ALLOW IT TO BE MISTREATED-


	The armed creatures stopped for a moment, before tossing Ranma’s weapons to him, then almost as an after thought the bracers as well. Ranma in turn handed them to the unwounded member of the pair who had followed him all this way. 


	“I can’t use two weapons at once, and you can use this better than your other friend over there,” Ranma said, indicating their wounded companion. 


	-friend what is this thing a companion confidante i do not understand these words you must explain later-


	“I’ll do that.”


	-when we meet again-


“Whaddaya mean meet again?” Ranma demanded. “I don’t abandon my friends, ever.”


-this is the meaning of that word you call friend devotion a trait we share with our Lord and Father XEN but for your kind it runs back to the giver that each is devoted to the other--- yours is a fascinating species but you alone of your species that we have so far met have enough of an open mind that our two species might find a common ground for survival and coexistence therefore you must survive take our wounded--- companion is this the word yes companion to someplace safe with these friends of yours waiting for you on the upper level go now we will cover your retreat go NOW-


	Gunfire echoed and was answered by electricity and screams of wounded on both sides. Ranma was torn between rescuing the injured green skin or staying back to help the others. 


	Have to rescue him- he can’t defend himself.


	If I go, the rest of them may die. 


	-peace human to fight and die this is my--- job is the word for i am a soldier yours is not to fight and die but to seek gather and preserve knowledge though you will fight to defend others who cannot defend themselves and defend yourself i see this now you must do your job and i must do mine and these paths no longer cross our destinies preserve the knowledge of our intelligence and protect our defenseless companion please-


	Ranma stared at the creature for a moment, his heart aching to say something, to somehow express what he felt, joy at meeting these people- yes, they WERE a people- sorrow at their parting, hope for their survival-


	-fear not human we already know-


	-before he motioned for the wounded soldier to follow him and the two of them took off down the hallway at a dead run, while the sounds of battle faded behind them. 





	The greenskin who had become his unexpected companion- Ranma in his mind had dubbed him "Bob"- shuddered and let out a low trill of pain as Ranma delicately probed with medical tongs for the bullet in the wound in its arm. "Sorry about this," Ranma said, still probing, "But lead is poisonous to us- I can't begin to guess what it would do to your people. I want to get this out of you before it can kill you or anything."


	-poison is an effective weapon your species is adept and efficient at killing one another- Bob replied mentally. 


	"Um... It's not really like that," Ranma replied. "Lead is cheap and easy to mold and acquire. The fact that it's poisonous wasn't discovered until a long time after we started using it for our weapons. And it takes a long time to do us damage, anyhow. But other elements are very quick to kill us, like arsenic, or plutonium. I don't know anything about your biology, so- Ah! Got it." Ranma said suddenly, holding the mushroomed bullet triumphantly. "Now that that's taken care of- We've lost some time. Pop and the others are probably waiting for us- or me, actually." Ranma frowned. "But they'll protect you if I vouch for you."


	-and this vouch you will do then-


	"Of course. Told your friends I'd protect you. And I'm gonna make sure you live through this."


	-i am beginning to understand a little more of what a friend is but do all of your kind consider one another friend-


	Ranma frowned. "Well, not really. Actually, not at all. But just about everyone has at least a few friends."


	-we do not have friends our life centers completely around XEN all devotion in our lives is to HIM-


	"Sounds kinda one sided." Ranma commented. 


	-until we came to your world we knew nothing else--- but now that you mention it, it does seem unfair-


	Ranma held up a hand suddenly, his senses on high alert. 


	The hallway lights were on emergency standby, giving most of the hall a vague reddish hue that reduced contrast and gave everything the impression of fuzziness. Out in the darkness where the lights didn't reach, something skittered softly on the tiled floor. 


	Ranma felt the adrenaline hit his blood stream, and his eyes strained at the darkness as he loosened the 9mm in its holster. 


	He was just about to discount it as his imagination when he heard it again, a whisper of sound, like a scraping noise. 


	-it is not solely your imagination i hear it too-


	Ranma pulled the handgun free, looked at it a moment, then reholstered it and unslung the shotgun from his back instead. He gave the loader a cursory glance- 8 shells- and nodded. If 8 shells wouldn’t put whatever it was down, the 9mm wouldn’t help much, either. 


	He vaguely considered the MP-5 he had salvaged off a dead soldier, then put that thought behind him. It was a backup heavy firepower weapon, wasteful, and though he had a lot of ammo for it now, that ammo also doubled for his 9mm. It could kill, true, but he trusted the stopping power of the shotgun far more at this stage. 


	The thing in the hall skittered a bit more, but Ranma still couldn’t make out the shape of it, although he could see… Something… just barely…


	Ranma triggered the suit lights and caught full sight of Scar, the damaged Bug head- scars as distinctive as ever- before it skittered back into a side passage. 


	-a parasite one of the creatures that XEN even now is working to bring under HIS sway-


	Ranma considered going after it, but then decided against it. This one was smarter than most of the rest of its kind. 


	-true some of them are what is the word alphas like packs of wolves in your world the smartest and strongest become leaders and breeders of their hives using the strongest host bodies to fight us with-


	“These things attach themselves to your bodies too, huh?”


	-yes they replace the native nervous system with their own connections and use the host body’s circulatory and digestives systems to support their own life but they incubate their young in waxy sacs ordinarily the parasites will remain as you have thus far seen them but when their hives are threatened then they will take over a host biped to fight the threat which is usually others of the biped’s species this makes sense as your people would say set a thief to catch a thief-


	Something clicked in Ranma’s mind. “These things are intelligent!”


	-yes-


	“And you still-“ Ranma cut off suddenly, remembering earlier conversations they had had. 


	Until they had come here, the green skins had not thought for or against the intelligence of any living thing- they were totally enslaved to this XEN creature. 


	-enslaved yes this is the word for my people until i had met you i thought nothing of this condition but now that I have experienced something different I see that there must be a change My people must be FREE-


	Ranma noted the mental capital in his companion’s response and smiled. The guy was gaining a sense of self worth- of individual purpose and goals. It was a beautiful thing to see. 


	-actually by the terms of your species I am a female not a guy as you think-


	Ranma blinked, then reflex number 18 kicked in- women shouldn’t have to fight. But before he could speak


	-this Ukyo which you think so highly of Uc-chan cute fiancée she is also female yet you think little of her being in a violent occupation as a security guard but you have known her for years it seems different to you because you knew nothing of her femininity as you thought she also was a male until recently tell me is this protect females reflex some sort of ritual precursor to a mating proposition-


	Ranma’s train of thought derailed rather messily and he backed up against the wall, survival instincts immediately kicking in and ‘female interested in me’ immediately building up a wall around his thoughts. 


	-I would gladly accept-


	Ranma fell against the wall in a half faint. 





	The scientist in Ranma recovered first- all manner of new questions expressed themselves. Like


	"When I kicked that one in the back it just curled up like, well-"


	An image flashed through his mind from the last time he'd been hit in the sack- by one of Akane's mad creations, in fact. 


	-the image you give is in fact analogous to the thing you did to me-


	Ranma suddenly felt mortified. "What about your males? What do they look like?"


	Ranma received an image of a hulking brute, similar to the greenskins but larger, carrying some strange thing on one arm. Grey toned skin. 


	-as most of my people we have been groomed for battle since the incursion the thing on the arm which you noted is a kur'krin a biological entity which feeds on the energy of its wearer and the air around it to make its seedlings similar to your hornet insects but far more damaging when lightly gripped the kur'krin instructs its seedlings to seek a foe but when gripped tightly it spits its seedlings out as quickly as it can which fly in a straight line far faster than they normally fly while they do not seek actively they impact with far greater force and can smash even hard targets while it cannot keep many seedlings only about schu which is eight by your means of counting it can create new ones to replace those launched in seconds-


	Ranma considered this a moment. Primary and secondary modes of fire- from what she told him of the Kur'krin it was actually superior to most small arms on human scale if it could damage hard targets as well as soft and effectively never really run out of ammo. For a moment he wondered what other weapons they had. 


	-we have other things as well such as the snarks small creatures when their skins are exposed to air they become highly active and violent usually they attack the nearest creature they see and after some small measure of time the air they absorb through their shells makes them explode but if broken open they also explode we also leave them in the husks they nest in which these husks break open if the husk sees anything close to it which sends the snarks berserk also-


	Ranma shook his head. Biological grenades, grenades that would seek a foe, seeking small arms, powerful lightning generators cuffs, all these guys needed was an air force. 


	-what you term an air force these are the elites of XEN they are the children of Nihilanth and carry a share of its power they are able to naturally do what we do with our cuffs but can fire many compact bolts rather than a linear discharge at a target-


	Ranma frowned. And all of it living creatures- their weapons grown rather than manufactured. The implications were disturbing and intimidating. 


	-now tell me how you wish to consummate our union for I find you intriguing I have never mated one not of my people before-


	Ranma twitched and fainted. 
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Chapter Six: On A Rail	





	After regaining consciousness and forestalling the alien- Well, Bob wasn’t going to cut it anymore, so he mentally amended the name to Roberta- Roberta’s advances with the feeble excuse that they needed to get moving(bullshit, he thought to himself. It’s just a ploy to forestall yet another eager female, and Roberta had either been too polite to call him or hadn’t dug so deep as to see it) the two of them ran down an abandoned hallway that seemed all but dead. A low mist was covering the ground, and before long Ranma couldn’t see anything below his ankles- a fact which bothered him since the bug heads weren’t much taller- but he and his companion most certainly were. 


	It wasn’t long before he saw the source of the mist- an aqueduct running through a tunnel that crossed directly in front of them. Along the center of the tunnel was an elevated electrical rail. 


	Some sixth sense warned Ranma to stay out of the water, but as to why, he found out very quickly. 


	The screech of leaping Bug heads warned Ranma to duck out of the way. Ranma watched grinning as the bug head- not Scar, unfortunately, but hey, one less to deal with- sailed completely past and into the water with a zapping splash. He was treated to the smell- not entirely pleasant, at that- of electrically fried bug head as the little nasty writhed and twitched with the force of the electricity running through its tiny body. After a few brief moments, it stopped twitching and slowly sank into the water. 


	Ranma took his earlier decision to stay out of the water and upgraded it to priority one- even with his suit charged up to seventy five percent right now, it wouldn’t take long for the kind of power on those rails- and in the water, now- to convert him to a crispy version of the Saotome clan. Motioning for Roberta to stay there, he edged himself at the doorway, then, hugging the wall, carefully slid along the narrow ledge to look around the corner. 


	If he remembered right, these tunnels weren’t used by the main transportation network, but were still used by maintenance and had small track cars that could be run by hand. If he could just get around the corner-


	Ranma noticed the faint red dot on the back of his hand just as he heard the powering up of servos from a little further down the tunnel. He traced the sound to the sight of an automatic machine gun, muzzle pointed directly at him. He had no sooner leaped to the opposite wall when the first bullets were chewing their way across where he’d stood. The gun continued to track him, and Ranma cursed out loud, dashing forward on the ledge in a Ninja cross step- awkward looking but excellent for exactly such situations as this- while the gun stitched bullets in a ragged path just behind him. An alcove opened up and Ranma dived into it just in time- he heard a snapping discharge and the suit’s power meter suddenly read 56%. The impact from the bullet, while the field had mostly absorbed its energy, had still hit hard enough to leave a sharp pain on his right ankle. 


	He could still hear the beeping of the sonar targeting unit- pulsing rapidly and steadily- as he assessed his options. 


	Pistol- not enough power. MP6- not enough accuracy- waste too much ammo. Shotgun- too far away to be effective, the shot pattern would be too thin.


	His eyes fell on the long forgotten pouch of mini grenades, and he smiled. Perfect.


	Ranma popped the spoon on one of the grenades, waited a two count, and flung it down the hall towards the gun, which began spitting bullets immediately. A sudden -KRUMP- put an end to the staccato of gunfire with an immediate finality. He vaguely heard the tinkling noises of shattered metal hitting the concrete walls before everything fell silent. 


	Poking the shotgun out from the shelter of the alcove garnered no downpour of weapons fire, and there was no longer the sonar pulse. Cautiously, Ranma poked his head out of the alcove, looking over at the shattered bits of metal that used to comprised a sentry gun. 


	Well, now, that was easy enough- time to look for one of those cars. 





	Leaping from edge to edge was easier now- he’d gotten a little practice- and the corner ledge the sentry gun had been guarding covered both the way he came and a station where a car stood on standby. After busting open a panel and hotwiring the rig, the electric car came online with nary a hitch, and he kicked it into forward gear, as it traveled back the way he’d come. 


	Roberta stood proudly over the body of a grunt, who himself was groaning and reaching for his combat knife. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Ranma said conversationally, kicking the guy in his knife hand. “I might just decide you’re too much trouble to leave alive.”


	“Screw you, Saotome. Hibiki’s Wild Boars never give up, never surrender.”


	Ranma raised an eyebrow. “You know my name- how flattering. Wouldn’t be Ryoga Hibiki you’re referring to, would it?”


	The soldier snarled at him. “Your mouth dirties his name, civie- so go fuck yourself.”


	Ranma smiled nastily. “Such language. Well, now, we got two choices: The first of which is to just kill you and be on our way. The second one, of course, is to take you along with us- and slow ourselves down. That second one is totally unacceptable, SOOOooo… We’re gonna take door number three.”


	So saying, Ranma snatched the knife out of the soldier’s belt, cut the clothes off his body, and cut them into strips with which he bound and gagged the man. After a few minutes, the man was bound, in his skivvies, watching horrified as Ranma contemplated cutting off those too. After a moment, Ranma decided to be kind. He tossed the knife down six feet from where the guy lay. “You can cut yourself free after we’re outta sight- If I see you move, I kill you. Simple enough.” Ranma pointed to the soldier’s belt fed 5.56 SAW. “I’d half thought of tossing that in the water, but with all the zombie’s runnin around, I figured I should leave it with you. If you see anyone like her,” jerking a thumb towards Roberta, “raise your hands and drop your gun. If you try to shoot em they’ll kill you- otherwise, they’ll read your mind and let you go because they’ll know I don’t want you to die if they can avoid killing you. Amnesty ends if you try to kill any of them. Pass on to the soldiers that killing these guys is a bad, bad idea. You can even enact a ceasefire if you really-”


	The report of a shotgun blast from somewhere nearby heralded a messy red splash from the bound man’s head, who pitched over onto his side limply. Ranma jerked his head towards the sound and caught sight of a pair of retreating high heels going around a bend in the tunnel. Ranma ran back towards the bend, just in time to see a blast door close shut, heels now walking calmly on the other side. 


	“FUCK!” Ranma shouted angrily, kicking at the blast door. “FUCK TWICE MURDERING BITCH!”


	Ranma walked back to where the man lay- helpless, whoever it was had decapitated the soldier in cold blood. Ranma suddenly felt a vicious stab of guilt, knowing that the man hadn’t even stood a fighting chance. 


	And there was no way in hell they could get any kind of ceasefire going; the captured soldier had been their best bet. The killing was likely to continue. 


	After a few minutes, Ranma picked up the gun and slid the body into the water, tears in his eyes. Slowly, he motioned for Roberta to follow him, and the two of them got onto the electric car. 





	“HQ, HQ, this is BakeNeko, come in HQ.”


	“Roger that, Neko, what is your sitrep.”


	“Saotome has execution style killed one of our soldiers- I heard the shot, although I was too far away to see it- but I caught up in time to see him take PFC Kurasawa’s SAW and slide the body into the water. He’s mounted an electric rail car; I can’t follow him without one, and it doesn’t look like there is another.”


	“Roger that, Neko, fall back to position Ta ichi and await further orders. Over.”


	“Over and out, HQ.”


	Corporal Kurenai picked up the sides of the steel drum and began heading back the way he came. 





	If there was one thing that Ranma discovered about these access ways, it was that they made a bowl of spaghetti look organized. The two of them spent long hours following the rails, stepping off periodically to activate and remove from the rails various cranes and boxes and rerouting around collapsed sections of tunnel. 


	But after fending off troops and zombies alike, Ranma came to an upper level where the halls stretched into the military base above, and through a window, he could see Genma, Akane, and Cologne peering out at him fearfully. They were pointing frantically at something behind him and shouting something. Ranma spun around, but saw nothing unusual. The hall was deserted except for himself and Roberta. 


	Oh, how dumb could I be. 


	“She’s not armed. Open up.”


	They stared at him uncomprehendingly. Pantomiming the door opening up, Ranma got a testy look on his face and waited. After a few more moments, they opened the door and dragged him inside, slamming it shut. “You’re safe now, Ranma- we’ve got you-“


	“Dammit, let her in here!”	Ranma snapped angrily. “I’m supposed to protect her!”


	Looking at each other for a moment, they all simultaneously grabbed him and held him down. 


	“I don’t know what they’ve done to you, but we’ll fix it, Ranma. We promise.”


	“They haven’t done nothing!” Ranma howled. “She’s unarmed and we gotta protect her! She can’t defend herself!”


	“Oooohhh… You got a prisoner!” Akane said suddenly. 


	“NO, DAMMIT, SHE’S MY FRIEND!”





	Fifteen minutes and a long explanation later, they opened up the door, letting Roberta in. 
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Chapter Seven: Surface Tension





	Ranma scowled as he looked over the the control panel. After this there was no going back. Ranma had made the others agree that they would look after Roberta, who had protested bitterly his leaving her behind, but he squelched all argument as he conjured up the memory of a group of shockers endangering Ukyo to get him. Roberta drew a fairly rapid parallel. 


	After leaving them, he had crawled through a series of cramped, smelly ducts, which happened to have a few of the bugheads lurking in them, and had overheard a conversation that had set his blood on fire- two soldiers discussing the poor resistance they had met thus far, and wishing they'd found a real fight here. 


	Ranma realized the two men were laughing about killing the scientists so easily- people he'd known and worked with for several years- and through a grate in the vent put a bullet into each of their heads. It was possibly one of the things he would be least proud of later on in his life, or perhaps most proud of, depending on his mood- providing he lived through this. 


	The vents had eventually dumped him into the office where the worst of it had begun- one with three inches of bulletproof polymers for windows, and the trail of blood from where a wounded guard had been dragged into the ventilator shaft. Here was the panel, there was the blast door, the one would open the other, and thus the shortest way to the surface. 


	"Nothing to do but hit the damn button." he said to himself, jamming the pad and turning to the blast door, which raised itself up and revealed a hallway through which he could reach a silo door, and climb the latter out onto the surface of Mount Fuji. Nothing to it- after the day he'd already had, this would be a piece of cake. 


	He frowned at the crack in the button that his overtense slap had made, and deliberately avoided thinking of what that could possibly omen. 


	


	"HQ, this is BakeNeko. Please respond."


	"BakeNeko, this is HQ. What is your status?"


	Tsubasa smiled grimly from the file cabinet in which he was disguised. "I have found Saotome again. He's opened a blast door to Sector C and headed for the surface. I need backup to take him."


	"Negative Neko. Trail at a distance as before, and be on guard- that area is overrun with aliens. We do not, repeat, do not have tactical control of sector C. Tail at a distance. Do you copy?"


	Tsubasa set his teeth and replied, "Roger, over and out."





	Ranma checked the SAW belt anxiously- That last spitter had splattered its acidic mucous all over the feed. The 5.57 SAW was known for being rugged and dependable but he was pretty sure the designers hadn't planned for the weapon's feed port to be doused in corrosive fluids. He stifled a muttered curse as he observed the feed mechanism suddenly break apart as the fast acting stuff dissolved it. 


	That settled it. Time to toss the piece. He hunched over, dissappointed.


	Ranma dropped it on the ground a little regretfully, wondering momentarily just what it would have been like to fire, before unlimbering his MP5 and running down the hallway again, this time carefully checking each corner with the mirror piece he had duct-taped to his boot. 


	


	"HQ, this is BakeNeko, reporting in, Over."


	"We read you, Neko, what's your situation."


	Kurenai pressed the speaker closer to his mouth as he picked up the SAW. "Saotome appears to be tiring- He's abandoned his captured SAW and appears to be moving slower than before. He's possibly injured, as the incident occured shortly after an encounter with one of the spitting aliens. Please advise, Over."


	"We read you, Neko. Stand by."


	Tsubasa watched the retreating figure from around the corner through the dispenser slot of the soda machine, tensely awaiting further instructions. As Saotome turned the corner, the radio crackled to life. "Neko, this is HQ. We are sending a special ops platoon to pin him down from ahead. Use whatever force necessary to capture or kill Saotome as needed. Please acknowledge."


	Tsubasa grinned. Just what he wanted to hear. "Acknowledged, HQ, capture or kill at all costs. BakeNeko, Out."


	


	Ranma threaded his way between crates carefully- The emergency exit to the silo was a mangled mess. There was not enough room to wriggle through the debris, which would have cut him and his suit to ribbons if he'd tried. So. Plan B- several miles of ventilation. Peering up at the ladder that would carry him to the vent, he gauged the distance. If anything should start aiming at him, alien or military, he'd be a slow moving duck in a shooting gallery.


	Ranma caught sight of motion in the upper right corner of his eye, and ducked back behind a crate as sparks and bits of concrete struck away from the wall. Someone was perched up on the ledge with a gun- one with a silencer, since he hadn't heard the report. Ranma pulled out his MP6- if ever there was a time he needed suppression fire, this was it. A Shadow flickered between several of the boxes, aiming wildly and missing, but Ranma's aim was truer. A staccatto pull of the trigger turned the graceful rush into a lifeless tumble, the soldier crashing through the side of an already weakened crate. Before Ranma could relax his guard, several more bullets impacted around him. A sharp hissCRACK of field discharge and a sharp blow to his side spoke the impact of a bullet into the suit, but not through it. As Ranma gasped in pain, his eyes flicked to the suddenly diminishing power gauge- the suit batteries now read 22%.  Several footsteps ahead indicated a rush- Ranma snatched a grenade, pulling pin and popping spoon all in one motion, before rolling the grenade on one side of the crate and diving the other direction behind a moderate sized metal box. The CRUMP of the detonating grenade was accompanied by screams as several black suited  soldiers flew up into the air, fell, and lay still. Ranma started to get up, but was hit twice in the back with a hammer, and the field generators sparked and hissed. The battery light went first red then dead. Ranma threw himself flat and edged up next to the box to give himself maneuvering room. 


	For several long moments there was silence, before a few more bullets impacted into the box.


	Ranma rolled to his feet in a crouch, poked the gun over the box, squeezed off a short burst, and dashed to another crate. The crate shook and cracked as several more bullets hit it- Ranma knew it wasn't going to be good for much more than concealment before long, but for now it gave him decent enough cover. 29 in the clip. Ranma poked the tip of his boot out, checking the ledge above for any signs of movement. Nobody there. Strange- He'd have sworn that the gunman was up-


	Ranm whirled at the barest sound of soft shoes touching the ground behind him, lashing a closing kick midlevel, a kick which would have rendered his black clad foe unconscious had the spec op soldier not deflected the kick with a now disarmed gun hand. His MP6 started to track only to fly out of his grasp as the soldier swiped high then low, drawing his fending hand away from the gun. The gun spat flame once in a random direction before clattering to a halt. Ranma threw several testing punches, all of which were blocked deftly. In the same, investigative manner, his opponent returned a kick and several elbow strikes, feeling out his defenses, trying to find if he was weaker low or high, left or right. Ranma intercepted  an elbow on his left with a deliberate clumsiness, then threw a hard block left while kicking right- deadstopping his opponent's kick even as his opponent deflected Ranma's. 


	An onlooker would have thought them pounding away madly, with no form or finesse, only rapid, savage attacks that were ducked, dodged, or blocked, but Ranma knew that this was only the testing stage, each one probing the other's defenses. Ranma had the edge in speed and skill, not by much, but it was there. Given time, Ranma knew he could break through his opponent's guard, but Ranma didn't have that time. Not only did he have to watch for the rest of the soldier's unit, but the Hazmat suit was far heavier than the skin tight outfit worn by the soldier, and fighting with an almost equally skilled, fast, and strong opponent wears one down rapidly. 


	It was only a little slip- a lesser fighter wouldn't have spotted it, and that was what Ranma was counting on. The spec op soldier snagged his slightly overextended fist, and Ranma surged forward, brushing aside the hastily raised hand and landing a solid blow on the floating ribs. The grip faltered, and Ranma, in close and inside effective defense, reversed the grip on his wrist to his own control, raising the arm high and stepping under it while landing two precision elbow strikes as he floated past on his toes. His opponent, staggered, was propelled forcefully into a concrete support with a well placed kick, impacting with a meaty thump. The soldier didn't get back up. Ranma looked down mournfully and the shattered bits of mirror on his boot- Well, it was nice while it lasted, but it was gone now. He hoped he'd have the opportunity to rig up another.


	Ranma grabbed the MP6, turned around- and was staring into the barrel of a SAW, held by an arm poking out of a sandbag with legs. "Gotcha, Saotome."





	The words sounded so sweet- Saotome paralyzed as the snout of the gun poked him right in the nose, not even he could move fast enough to stop Corporal Kurenai from pulling the trigger. Tsubasa looked at the man who had the entire company pinned down, unable to keep control of any sector he was in, the turncoat against humanity, and Tsubasa was the one to stop him- and all it had taken was the costume of a sandbag- thoughtfully filled with loose bits of paper to keep down the weight. "So, what should I do, Hmm?" Tsubasa said, grinning with satisfaction. "Should we capture you for interogation? I'm told interogation for people already offically dead is rather... Harsh. Or, I could just kill you here, while you're helpless. Like you killed Kurasawa."


	"Who?" Saotome said, sounding confused. Almost convincing. 


	"Oh, you know, the guy you bound and shot in the head, took his gun- THIS gun, incidentally- shoved him in the water to hide the evidence. You know, Kurasawa." Tsubasa snarled and shoved the gun into Saotome's face harder, bloodying his nose. "You murdering fucker- I think I know the answer. I'll just kill you now." Tsubasa spat in Saotome's face. "Die, you shit."


	And Tsubasa pulled the trigger.





	The SAW was indeed a rugged gun, capable of firing under adverse conditions, and has awesome firepower. But when the feed mechanism had finally disintegrated, the belt slipped out of alignment with the barrel, including the bullet already chambered. The belt, thoughtfully thrown over Tsubasa's shoulder, had all the bullets pointing outward for safety considerations. This didn't help him, however. Those of you who understand the operation of guns may skip down to the sentence of "All of this is important." Those of you who are a bit sketchy on how they work- by knowledge I mean fairly comprehensively, not just the fast moving bit of metal, folks- may wish to read through the following- just once, if only for your own education.


	Consider the mechanism of a bullet. Quite a simple one, rather. Guns are so reliable BECAUSE they are so simple- simple in principle, if not in actual construction. All of the real work is done by the bullet- it only has one moving part(Which, admittedly, moves VERY quickly). 


	The hammer hits the primer cap. The exploding primer cap ignites the propellant gunpowder, which moves the bullet forward. But the gun itself has a job to do as well. 


	The important parts of a gun are the trigger, the hammer,the ammunition loading mechanism(Aka feed mechanism), the firing chamber, and the barrel- Each of which performs a specific purpose to the firing of a gun. The barrel guides the bullet down a more or less straight line trajectory, and the rifling of the barrel- spiralling grooves inside- give the bullet a light spin to ensure that the bullet doesn't tumble, thus increasing accuracy and penetration. The trigger and hammer are also important but not on the level of the loading mechanism- is either the trigger or the hammer fail, then the bullet simply does not go off- an unpleasant and occasionally lethal occurance, especially on legimate occasions of use- but not nearly so disastrous as when the loading mechanism fails. 


	Because of the loading mechanism, a semi automatic gun is more reliable than an automatic gun, and a revolver more reliable than a semi-automatic. A single shell shotgun is more reliable than any of the other three, and the reason for this we will get to in a minute. But not just yet. 


	Tsubasa's real problem- and his ultimate demise- was moving parts. 


	An automatic gun relies, for the most part, on a clever arrangement of levers and springs, that use the recoil and gas pressure of the fired gun to remove the spent shell from the chamber of the gun, and to load the next one into place. The efficiency of the arrangement usually dictates how quickly the gun can fire the next bullet. A semi automatic, however, relies on much fewer moving parts- spring, primarily- the chamber the next bullet, while the recoil simply ejects the casing without resetting the hammer. And, because a lever is stronger and more reliable than a spring, thus a revolver is more reliable than a semi-auto, which is more reliable to a small degree than an automatic which relies heavily on the perfect operation of both spring and lever. The loading mechanism of a single shot shotgun is, of course, the human firing the gun- pry open the chamber, slap the cartridge is- if it fits snugly and closes smoothly, it's probably loaded correctly. This is more reliable because there is (Hopefully)intelligence to direct the loading process and deal with any snags that may come up, which while physics seems to be very reliable, a mechanism designed to operate on physics alone is decidedly incapable of dealing with the unexpected, having the distressing tendency of charging right on ahead regardless of obvious disaster, in the same manner as an out of control train or a new lieutenant.  


	All of this is important. You see, when the bullet is not properly aligned in the chamber, we have one of those second lieutenant situations. Everyone else is ready to go, except for the bullet, and it's the loader's fault. The bullet, wedged slightly in such a position that it would NOT travel down the barrel, provided for the casing the same purpose as the casing normally provides for a bullet- an imovable object for which to redirect the gunpowder's unstoppable force. The casing, in milliseconds, shattered, sending hot brass into its neighbor, which ALSO detonated, repeating the favor for ITS neighbor just down the belt. The chain reaction was very quick, a flash and a roar spraying tiny bits of metal everywhere- some of which DID go in Ranma's direction, but most of which bit into Tsubasa's unprotected back and set his body armor, paper-filled sand bag, and fatigues on fire. In agony he collapsed, shaking and unable to control his jerking movements, as new agonies blossomed and swelled with each passing moment.  Ranma took off running, patting down the powder burned spots on his Hazmat suit. 


	Tsubasa tried to get up, but the pain roared up as he tried to move his legs. For a moment he considered it with mind uncluttered by external stimuli, before he reached the conclusion that this was indeed unbearable. His shifted his jaw, placing pressure on one tooth, and bit down hard- but only for a moment. Then there was nothing.





	Ranma climbed the ladder up to the vent with a speed he'd never have guessed he possessed, prying it open with the bokken, and clambered inside.


	Within a half an hour, after ripping out the power cable to the fan, Ranma kicked out a screen and stepped out into open sky.


	








(A.N. (written circa chapter 5)For all of you who know the half-life story, I offer this apology to you for making some of the most annoying if not actually dangerous enemies in the half-life world pseudo good guys. However, I am not doing this for the hell of it; I have good reasons for it, not the least of which is the consideration that Ranma does not like the idea of killing. For all of you purists out there who have no idea who Saffron is- and I’m sure that even now there are a few of you- and therefore assume that Ranma would never kill, all I can say is read the whole Manga before you complain at me. He most certainly will kill, if he himself or persons incapable of defending themselves are under attack by foes capable and eager to kill. I am not saying that he likes it or wants to; he DOESN’T. He is not a killer at heart, only by direst necessity. 


As to the half-life Shockers, I think they had a very good reason to be so hostile towards humans. If you’ve ever played the game through, you will notice in the enemy dimension various dead bodies of folks wearing the mark IV hazard suit. They also typically have ammunition canisters lying nearby holding LOTS of ammo in them. This is not stuff they happened to run across, these were combat units sent in on a mission of aggression and violence; there is no other reason for them to be carrying ammo such as spare rockets and grenades and various reloads for heavy weapons. Especially since the 9-11 tragedy, I can say with reasonable assurance that if an encroacher with large and damaging weapons came into your homeland and started blowing things up, the first thing you’d do after driving them off home soil is go back where they came from and give them some more. Which is, when you think about it, exactly what these aliens are doing- sending a piece back to the source. 


Yes, I skipped both Blast Pit and Power Up- I thought it was a pretty damn lame part of the game. Deal with it. I figured that an episode named Divided Loyalties would be far more appropriate, Ranma being Ranma, than some dumbass scavenger hunt to turn on a rocket engine and reignite a power plant.


	As to the alien love interest sub plot I decided to add this in since it affords opportunities for some badly needed humor later on (“Ye gods, Ranma, I realize you can’t help flirting, but couldn’t you have stuck to HUMANS?!” ala Akane Tendo) and being as sober and dark as this story is becoming I couldn’t resist the urge to add it. It DOES have some rather disturbing implications should she actually try to take it further than just a suggestion (Which may happen; this story has long since spun out of my control and is now writing itself) but I will burn that bridge when I come to it. 


I realize that this little disclaimer is going to earn me about as much criticism and scorn as the story above, but at least through this explanation I’ll have weeded out most of the people with legitimate complaints, leaving the dregs of the internet to vent their immature and unintelligent spleen at me through emails that will remain largely ignored and thrown away. I may peruse a few of them just for laughs, of course, but then, I have always enjoyed humor for its own sake. -Andrew Daedelus Cormello








