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        Save Scumming

    
    
    
    
                I died nine months from today, on the day that Fortress ENE, my home and one of the few safe cities left in North America, was assaulted by a million monsters pouring from the same portals we'd been exploiting for years.

Nine months. I have nine months to find out who is responsible for the breach, which corporation stands to gain the most, and who is pulling the levers of power to burn my home down.

What do I have?

A shitty apartment on the outskirts, a job interview in the morning that I'd passed nine months ago, and my obese cat, Mister Couchtop.

Oh, and the ability to set Save points and Reload to them as often as I want, reliving entire days or a few minutes over and over again until I get everything just right.

Yeah... I can do this.

___

This story is very good and cool, and you should read it.

Save Scumming has:
- Cute horny main character
- Time-looping magic
- Lots of progression
- OP to... more-OP main character
- Cute girls
- Mister Couchtop the overweight but friendly British shorthair cat

            

    
        Foreword and Art

    
    
    
    
                Hey there, and welcome to Save Scumming.
Before we get started, a quick note. The entire story is already available to read, completely free, over on my Patreon. No paywall, no tricks. If you want to binge ahead, you can do that right now. Patreon sucks to read on, but still, free! Also, if you join, even as a free member, you should get email updates that have the newest chapter included. Still... if you go that route, leave a follow and fave on here too, because numbers!
Here's a quick link to the Save Scumming tag on my Patreon: https://www.patreon.com/c/RavensDagger/posts?filters[tag]=Save+Scumming
On launch day, you'll get the first 10 chapters all at once. After that, I'll be posting one chapter a day for the rest of the first month. But there is a bonus! For every day that Save Scumming appears in the Top 10 of Rising Stars or Popular This Week, I'll release one extra bonus chapter.
After that first month, the release schedule will depend on how well the story is doing.
If you enjoy the story and want to support it, I'd really appreciate it if you donated on Patreon. Every bit goes straight toward commissioning art, illustrations, and everything else that helps bring the story to life (like my mortgage and extensive food bill, lol).
ART!
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By Aethuria

            

    
        Chapter One - Back Again

    
    
    
    
                Chapter One
It was widely accepted that magic was complicated. I died nine months from today, on the seventh of June at approximately eleven-thirty in the morning.

I spun my chair around and leaned in over my shitty old laptop. It was the one that had carried me through college, and it had been dated even before I bought it.
I had... replaced it, a few months ago. Or a few months from now? It had started freezing up more and more often. The operating system had gone out of date, and a new one only came with a monthly subscription plan and couldn't even run on this old machine's specs.
Oh, and hadn't there been a big data leak two weeks from now?
I blinked, trying to refocus. So much of what I knew was now foreknowledge. Maybe. If I wasn't just losing my mind.
I was in my apartment. In the past. That... wasn't possible. But magic was complicated.
It was one of those 'no duh' kind of facts that people just took for granted because it was so obvious. Rain is wet, fire is hot, magic is complicated.
It was so strange to just sit here though, the normalcy of it all was jarring.
A few minutes ago, I'd been talking to Misses Tone, my landlady, out in the corridor. We were standing by a set of windows that looked outside. It was nice and sunny out. The clouds were high. The sky wasn't filled with smoke. The city wasn't on fire.
I shivered, blinked a few times, then pushed through. I didn't have time to freak out. I had other things to do.

I wouldn't say that I was ordinarily a very analytical woman. The truth was that I was a chronic underachiever. I had the grades to do well, but never the drive. I liked some things, but rarely enough to give myself a boot in the rear to try and achieve anything.
The only times I truly pushed myself was when I was stressed, when I had a lot of things weighing on my mind and I could bury those in work, in action.
I had so much on my mind right now.
The laptop finally booted up, and I stared at the date and time in the corner of the screen. It was the same as my cyberware, same as my old phone, same as what Misses Tone had said. The seventh of September.
That was impossible.
Being here was impossible.
A few minutes ago, I was being crushed under a collapsing building beside a howling A-class portal to some unknown hell.
I never made it. Just bled out beneath the rubble, full of regret and agony I couldn't even scream through.
Then I blinked, and I was in the lobby of my apartment building. Upright. Whole. Nine months earlier. That was today. A few minutes ago, in fact.
Not just alive. Back. Back in a building that had burned down just the day before. The day before, for me. Clearly, my apartment was fine. Mister Couchtop, my grumpy British Shorthair, was fine. I was fine.
I shouldn't be here. Not in this chair, not in this building, not alive. But here I was, returned to the moment just before everything had started. Rewound, reset, whatever you wanted to call it.
The first time around, this day had been boring. Grocery shopping. Job interview jitters. Small talk with Misses Tone in the lobby.
I let out a breath and stared at the login screen until my thoughts stopped spiraling. Something was different this time. Not just the timeline. Not just the miracle of not being paste under rubble. Something in me had changed.
There was a weight beneath my sternum now. A pull. A pressure. A pulse of something alive and molten and wrong.
A magical core.
I touched a hand to my chest. No scar. No mil-spec augment where my eye used to be. Just skin and that low, humming pressure in my gut.
"Okay," I whispered, half to myself, half to the gods I didn't believe in. "Let's figure this out."
As I said, I wasn't entirely stupid. This situation was impossible. So, what could, in the absence of a logical answer, explain this?
A hallucination? Maybe I was still bleeding out and this was the last grasp of my mind? But that didn't feel real.
Someone with mind magic? There were people capable of crafting illusions. Even very convincing ones. I'd seen some working at Luna Corp, and during that final big battle.
But illusions were usually small and static. This was... a whole building, my apartment, Misses Tone. My grocery bags with a stain on the bottom where I'd spilled soda one time a year ago, the missing floor tile by the doorway, the smell of this place.
No, not an illusion. Or if it was one, it was so well-crafted that no matter what happened, I was screwed because I was dealing with at least a B-ranker.
What remained?
Memory manipulation? Maybe someone had fed me that dark future? September seventh... I'd been fighting on the front on the seventh of June. I counted months backwards on my fingers. Nine months.
Nine months of random, specific memories. My memory wasn't perfect by any means, but I could recall a lot of meals and changes over that time. New gear, new friends, new work. It was a lot.
A simulation? But why me? I wasn't anyone interesting.
A psychological break? I wouldn't say that I was the sanest person around, but I didn't feel that bad. A little anxious for a job interview coming up on... Monday? Christ. I'd passed that one, no?
So, what did that leave?
Mister Couchtop jumped up into my lap and pressed his little paws into my chest. I gasped, a memory of rebar and concrete shoving down on me... only it was just my dumb cat, wanting attention.
I petted him, the action calming while I tried to resettle my thoughts.
Magic and counter-intuitive logic. There was something about it that tickled my brain, something I'd learned more recently while talking to Louise.
I paused. Louise would still be alive, wouldn't she? I felt my insides twist and turn, something churning within me. A feeling of deep, unfulfilled regret, almost palpable it was so strong.
I pushed it down and opened Magi-pedia, the world's foremost source of almost-correct information about magic. It was one of those sites that were operated by volunteers and the information was often sourced dubiously.
The site looked exactly how I remembered it: cluttered, poorly maintained, and suspiciously close to being a government honeypot. It was mostly written by D-rankers and wannabes, people who lived online and had something to prove. Which meant it was one of the few places with actual information buried under three layers of bullshit and personal theories.
I searched 'upranking.' It was a hunch, but...
The page loaded slowly, like it needed to stretch before working. The top was filled with ad banners trying to sell mana supplements and low-end insurance. The content was familiar. Almost word for word from what I remembered
"In the progression of magical development, Rank D is widely regarded as the most challenging to attain. While higher ranks demand greater time and resources, their advancement generally follows a steady trajectory tied to natural maturation and continued practice. The transition from Rank E to Rank D, by contrast, is often abrupt and spontaneous. It typically occurs only after extended periods of magical cultivation or personal growth and is frequently triggered by moments of intense emotional upheaval."
That part stuck with me. Emotional upheaval.
Watching your coworkers get torn apart by portal monsters. Being handed a rifle with no scope and told to hold a street with three other E-ranks who couldn't even reload under pressure. Running messages past artillery fire. Dragging the wounded into cover that wasn't cover. Pulling the trigger. Pulling it again.
I scrolled a little more, finding the section I was looking for. It had a subtle, bland subheading. 'Power expressions.'
"Upon reaching Rank D, most individuals attuned to magic will acquire a new ability. While these abilities generally fall within broad thematic categories, their specific manifestations tend to be highly individual. Notably, this initial ability emerges alongside an innate, intuitive understanding of its function and application."
I worked my jaw. Was that what it was?
I touched my torso, just under my sternum and between my breasts. I didn't need the wiki to tell me what was happening. I could feel it. A core. A power. A trigger, just waiting to be pulled.
I stood up and nearly knocked my chair over. Mister Couchtop leapt down, then hopped up onto his perch. Energy was bubbling under my skin, rising through my veins like pressure in a boiler. I wasn't one for impulsive action, at least, I hadn't been, but now I couldn't sit still. I needed out. I needed to move. To breathe air that wasn't thick with memory.
I closed my eyes for a moment and calmed down. I had an extreme and well-honed talent for ignoring one problem by focusing on another.
I'd come to Fortress ENE because I'd been pushed to it by well-meaning family.
I had an aunt that lived in the city that I didn't much care for, and she didn't care much for me, but she had nagged and insisted that life here would be better. The sort of woman that had 'married well' and was proud of her new station in life.
She'd helped a little, but for a long time I'd been stuck here, disconnected from the friends and family I'd left behind. Finding a job at Luna Corp had been a big deal.
I wasn't one for the whole 'this company is your family' schtick they pushed so hard, but once I was in, I'd kind of fallen for it. It provided me with people and contact and a network, and near the end, when everything went to shit, that had been a lot.
At that moment, I had a whole new problem to focus on and I was going to use it to the hilt. But... that didn't mean I had to be inefficient about it. I needed to take notes. Write down everything I knew and remembered now, before things started to slip away from me.
I didn't exactly have too many free notebooks sitting around, and I didn't trust foreknowledge to my crappy old laptop. I shook my head. Power testing first... but not in my office, or my living room.
The fridge was half-empty. Mister Couchtop meowed in complaint from his spot and gave me a half-lidded glare of mild betrayal.
"Groceries first," I muttered. "Testing second."
He flicked his tail like he didn't believe me.
I grabbed my jacket from the back of the couch, scooped up the bags I'd dropped earlier, and stepped into the stairwell. Three floors down, my legs already burned. I hadn't realized how out of shape I'd been back then. Back... now? Civilian me. Soft me. Before nine months of employment as a guard and pack-mule and occasionally as a corpo soldier.
The street outside was exactly as I remembered it. Narrow. Overbuilt. The air smelled of hydrocarbons and old plastic. Someone blasted ghetto-pop from a jacked-up car nearby. Ads flashed from projectors.
Hyper!Mart — Stock up or Starve!
I passed an ATM that hadn't worked since before I moved in and slipped into the parking garage next to the building. Three floors up, just like before. Top level. Cameras didn't work. Fewer people parked here because no one wanted to climb stairs.
The old van on cinderblocks was still here. I set my grocery bags down beside it and exhaled. I focused.
That thing in my core wasn't just magic. It was... shaped. I could feel two distinct pieces inside me. Two triggers.
The first one was primed. The second one felt locked. Waiting.
I pulled the first.
Mana raced through me like a shot of espresso straight into my heart. My breath caught, but nothing changed. No glow. No burst of light. No aura.
I walked around, tracing a big circle. I threw some punches at the air, jumped on the spot. Nothing felt different physically.
The second trigger flipped from locked to 'ready.'
I hesitated, then pulled it.
And blinked.
I was standing ten feet away, facing a different direction. No sound. No shift. No sense of motion. I was there, then I was here.
My jaw worked silently.
I checked the time on my old augs. Pulled the second trigger again.
The clock ticked backward by one minute.
I almost staggered. "Oh," I said, my voice tiny in the empty garage.
I could rewind time.
***
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I'd like to say that I reached some deep understanding and that it changed everything, but... that wasn't quite the case.
Instead, I started to walk.
It gave me time to think, and seeing the city sane and whole... or as sane and whole as it ever was, reassured me that things weren't that bad, that the breach hadn't happened yet, that I was safe.
I'd heard about things like PTSD, and I'd always dismissed them as something that happened to other people. I didn't think, even now, that that was what I had. I was just, rather sensibly, nervous.
The adrenaline high was coming down, even if there was no adrenaline high to begin with.
So I wandered and let my thoughts drift, only keeping a bit of attention on the second trigger. Now that I knew more about the magic I had, I decided to relabel the triggers in my mind. From A and B to 'Save' and 'Reload.'
It was a bit cheesy, but I'd played my share of videogames and the terminology stuck.
My feet brought me to the docks. It was a less populated part of the city, but not one of the least-guarded ones. Actually, it was the opposite. The docks ran for a few miles along the shoreline next to Fortress ENE, with a thick cement barrier blocking it off from the rest of the city. It was a barrier with dozens of entrances and openings to let trucks and the like in, but it was there all the same.
Out in the water I could see several large towers. All cement. They were capped by a rotating top onto which a gun platform was affixed with the barrel over the 'side' so that it could aim all the way down. Each pillar had a small base around its bottom, near the water, with a few small boats tied up and more gun emplacements of the smaller variety.
If there was something that came in from the ocean, it would have to be able to eat 16-inch naval shells for breakfast.
I could remember seeing six of those towers on fire one night, just a few days ago. There had been a huge boom that sent a wave across the water as one of the ammo dumps went up.
I shivered, then hugged myself closer. The lapping water, the splashing of waves, it felt calming.
What was I going to do now?
My power seemed... pretty niche? Kind of useful, though. I was still not sure how far back it went. I supposed I was testing that now. But even if it only went back a few minutes, then that would be worth a fortune.
In the right hands, that could shake up the economy.
When delving, it could mean that every team knew what they were going to face long before they went in, because in another time that never happened, they had gone in and reported back what they could.
I would be locked in a box somewhere if the wrong corp got a hold of me.
No one could know, then. I'd have to keep it to myself.
Fortunately, there didn't seem to be any outward signs of anything. My power was subtle. The fact that I was a D-ranker... well, that'd show eventually. It took time for a body to improve. If it went according to common knowledge, then I'd grow a little stronger, my reflexes would sharpen, I'd be able to take more of a beating.
I'd be a little hotter?
That was nice. D-rankers weren't exactly model-like, but being at the peak of healthiness was usually a good way of looking... well, good. The longer youthfulness certainly helped. The better endurance helped too, I supposed.
I moved over to the side of the pier and sat down, legs dangling over the edge. What was I going to do?
I watched some boats gently rumble past, then a tanker from some far-off shore came in and was tugged along into place next to a part of the docks where several cranes started to unload it. I felt my jaw tighten when I saw some of the containers were painted a deep blue with an NG logo on their side.
NetherGain. One of the larger corporations that dealt with portals. They had several dozen delving teams and smaller corporations under their umbrella. A modern-day Freeport, if that company handled extraction in other worlds.
I sat up a little straighter as a cop car rolled past. It didn't stop for me, just moved on, but I could feel the crawl of someone's attention on my back for a moment.
This sit-down and think thing wasn't working out too well for me.
I needed to act. But acting right now felt too risky. NetherGain would have to be dealt with.
I was far, far too low on the ladder of command to be told who was responsible for what. But I had suspicions. There were a lot of those going around. Who stood to gain the most from the disaster was a pretty hot topic of discussion.
I glared as a boat with a billboard skirted along the waves. There was the big, smiling face of the incumbent mayor. The election would be in six months or so, and I knew he was going to lose. And he wouldn't take it well.
Who else? Who could have wanted the city basically gutted?
The one person I knew wasn't responsible was myself and the innocents of Fortress ENE. Maybe the monsters on the other side of the portal too, for all that they didn't seem to mind a bit of hyperviolence once they were free.
They didn't strike me as strategic enough to plot and plan the entire breach.
"Fuck," I muttered quietly.
Two things were obvious. Someone had planned that breach, and I needed to get a lot stronger if I wanted to live through it.
Standing up, I dusted off the back of my jeans, then glanced back towards home. A glance at the time on my augs showed that it had been an hour and a half since the moment I triggered my 'Save.' Time to see how well that worked.
I pulled the Reload trigg--
I was back by the van in the parking garage next to home.
"Wow," I muttered.
I felt less tired, but somehow more jittery. Maybe the calming waters had worked to sooth me a little, but this older me didn't get the physical advantages of that.
"Alright," I said as I scooped up my grocery bags. The time was the same as it had been. All that introspection had only taken a fraction of a second, and it didn't feel like there was anything stopping me from 'reloading' again.
What if I set another Save? Would that override the first?
I tried it, moving to the other side of the van and setting down a new Save trigger. The Reload option was still there. No way to go back to the previous 'save.'
So, only one return point.
That was more than anyone else received, so I'd take it.
Now. If this me, the me of this now, were the real me, what was the best course of action I could take to accomplish my goals?
I needed to be stronger.
Joining Luna Corp again could help. I knew how it worked, and it would put me in places where I could best use my foreknowledge. It was also work. Cool powers didn't make me rich... not yet. I'd need some cash to spend on the stock market before that happened, and even then, how big would the returns actually be?
God, I had so much to think about.
I needed... more power. The way to do that was diving and fighting. Spending mana and pushing oneself, but also gaining a better understanding of yourself? I wasn't too sure about that. The ways to progress were kept... if not hidden, then at least a little private, at least from normal people.
As a D-ranker, I might be able to get in on that.
More personal power was good. More corporate power was better.
Then what?
If I needed to change the city, I'd need other sorts of power too. Social, at least. I needed the credibility that would come with that, to convince people to listen. That meant a reputation.
Which of course, would fly in the face of my work at Luna Corp.
Could I split myself in so many directions?
Could I afford not to?
Maybe this whole power wasn't just another chance. Maybe this blade had a second edge.
***
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I did the groceries, which felt, somehow, rather surreal in its mundanity.
Still, I needed to refill my fridge. I could vaguely recall that I was nearly broke, but that had been before landing the interview at Luna Corp as an E-ranker guard. If I passed through the same test again, I'd have the advantage of (distant, half-remembered) foreknowledge, and the much larger advantage that came with being a D-ranker.
At the local grocers, where there were six cashier booths and only two of them were manned, I got to see that advantage play out in real time. Everybody lined up in one long row, taxing the poor twenty-something behind the counter to move faster.
One person walked into the second line. A man, looking like he was in his early thirties. He had the wide stance and musculature of an Olympic athlete and the casual boredom of a frequent-flyer who knew only first class.
He flashed a little card at the free counter and the young woman behind it hastened to scan through his order. It wasn't even much, just a few simple things. They even called in a bagger to stow his things for him and thanked him profusely.
A D-ranker, treated like lesser nobility.
That was, in a way, the price to pay. D-rankers and above put their lives on the line to keep the city safe. They were the last line of defence. At least, on paper.
In reality, only a fraction of them worked as delvers or combatants.
But the risk wasn't worth the possibility of antagonising them. A C-ranker was scary, actually worthy of respect, and so someone only a step away was given some of that respect as a matter of course.
It was patently unfair in some ways, and everyone knew it, even the D-rankers.
We did it anyway.
It was better than having someone go through a meltdown.
Anyway. As a newly fledged maybe D-ranker myself, I wasn't about to complain. I'd pass my tests, get the neat little card at the same time, and then see about my future prospects.
Two days.
Well, more like one and a half.
As I walked back home, I checked my accounts and winced. I had all of six hundred dollars to my name after buying enough food for a couple of days. That wasn't much.
Still, I had a very exploitable way to make money now, and secured prospects. Bigger corps had hundreds, maybe thousands of D-rankers working for them, but they didn't usually say 'no' to more.
My concern with money was only as important as my concern with being able to earn enough to outfit myself and become stronger. My plans for the moment were vague, but there was no plan that required me to be weak.
So, seeing that, I decided to put my time to good use.
On arriving home, I put my food away, then took a deep breath and pulled the Save trigger.
I felt it click into place. Then I triggered Reload, just to be sure, and yeah, I was still standing in the same spot.
I didn't bring my physical condition back with me. At least, I didn't think so. Maybe some magical effects would linger? My gut said that wasn't the case. So, I brought back knowledge and knowledge only.
But that didn't mean that it had to only be mental knowledge that I brought back. I looked at one of the walls of my apartment.
I wasn't one for interior decorating. I'd only been here for half a year so far, and most of my furniture was picked up here and there. My room looked like the vision of a poor woman's best attempt turned wrong.
I... had to admit that I'd grown fond of a certain image. The laid back punk aesthetic just called to me. My rebellious phase was running at an all-time high when I came to Fortress ENE, and part of me wanted to be part of that subculture.
I dressed it, at least, and my apartment was decorated in it as well. My walls were covered in band posters, held in place by sticky-tape. Some techno, a lot of punk-rockers. A... a lot of women, standing on a stage, holding a guitar, or a keytar, or just a mic, and looking sweaty and mean and kind of hot.
There were posters of a few MMA fighters that I liked as well. A few of some Brazilian capoeira fighters. Also a bit sweaty.
Look, I had a type and a passion for being bad at martial arts.
When working for Luna Corp, there had been a 'dojo' not too far from the corporate headquarters that had served as a training space and gym. It was open to the public, and most of the clients were just locals, but a few employees went there. It was just conveniently placed, and low-level delvers had a lot to gain from exercise and keeping fit.
I'd only ever gone there a few times, myself, but it might be worth returning.
If I could take a few, safe, classes, then it could be a clever way to improve. They had martial arts instructors there. Mostly Jiu-Jitsu, if memory served. It wouldn't hurt to learn the theory, even if I never gained muscle memory.
I had an idea, and it wasn't a good one.
I retriggered my Save point, then got down to doing something I hated.
Research.
The Breach wasn't random. It didn't just happen. Someone had made it happen. Carefully. Deliberately. And someone was making a killing off of it.
Problem was, I wasn't high enough up the food chain to know who. Not officially. But rumours? Those were everywhere.
I'd started compiling names. The list was rough, incomplete, but it gave me a direction.
Fortress ENE was home to over a hundred guilds and at least twenty corporations, all of them circling the portals like vultures. Some were massive. Resource-rich, politically connected. Dangerous.
The Seraphs, for instance, were practically a military unit, fielding six B-rankers and two As. Serious muscle. The Chatterjacks didn't have anyone above a C, but they had a reputation for getting things done. Echo Nine was a corporate outfit and they were elite. If you had the money, you hired them. Midnight Tea Garden was a wildcard. Only four in the whole guild, but two of them were A-rankers. Heavy hitters.
Then there were the corporations. Orchic Lux specialized in high-end products made from portal-sourced materials. Real boutique, high-price stuff. SynthCorp LLC started small, but their synthetic replicas of portal finds were undercutting everyone. They were expanding fast. And Redline Global? They were everywhere. Tech, weapons, logistics, even food. If it turned a profit, they had a hand in it.
One of them had to be behind the Breach. Maybe more than one. Someone had something to gain.
I needed to be strong enough to both learn who that was, and take them on.
The main way most D-rankers and above grew more powerful was through exercising their magical abilities and by spending time in and around portals.
Portals were what Luna Corp was all about. A lot of my time with them had been spent guarding random lots where a portal had been closed, in case it reopened.
And as it happened, I could remember where one had appeared.
It had happened the day after I was recruited. I came into the local HQ only to see everyone feeling down. A portal had opened the night prior in a civilian zone, well within Luna Corp's jurisdiction, but another delver team had 'sniped' the portal overnight. Luna Corp had been too slow to respond.
We'd ended up having to guard the site for a month.
I knew the place well, though not so much the portal itself or its contents.
So... that portal was going to open... in two days. The night after I joined up. And I knew its opening location.
Information worth gold, but I wanted that portal to myself. It would be the whetstone that I'd sharpen myself against.
And I knew exactly how wild and stupid this plan was. An E-ranked portal took a team of D-rankers to secure and close. Maybe a small team of C-rankers, or a strong solo C-ranker could do it, but no corp or guild sent people in like that.
The risks weren't worth it.
If humanity was good at one thing, it was finding the most optimal, safest way to handle something. Portals were lethally dangerous, which was to say that one in a hundred portal closures ended with a fatality.
That sounded small, but it was massive. The kind of fatality rate that just wasn't sustainable in most cases. Humanity rarely suffered jobs that dangerous for long, not outside of times of war or crisis or natural disasters.
If I did what I was planning on doing, I'd be heading into that level of danger alone, hours before someone else showed up.
It was... kind of stupid, but I had to grow stronger. If I didn't, I'd regret it, I just knew.
My core churned for a moment, and I realized that I was standing in my apartment, staring at nothing for a while.
"Christ," I said before shaking my head. That was ten minutes lost... until it wasn't anymore, and I found myself half a step back and ten minutes prior.
I got changed in a hurry.
One strange side-effect of this new power was that I was acting 'faster.' Thinking time was time that I rewound. So when I did choose to act, it was quick and immediate.
I found some old gym clothes in my tiny wardrobe, stuff that I hadn't worn since my last work-out phase a few months ago.
Very tight spandex shorts that... might have been a little tighter now than they'd once been (when was the last time I did a squat?) a sports bra, and a loose T-shirt. Then, because I wasn't insane, I pulled up some loose cargo pants over the shorts and grabbed a hoodie too.
I paused, looking at myself in the bathroom mirror for just a moment. The woman in the reflection was me. A slightly younger, slightly less stress-aged me, with older cyberware.
I touched my cheeks where there had been twin lines for under-skin wiring before which were now gone.
Right, never had that installed, huh? And I'd gotten some dermal-plating as well, a month and a half or so before the big breach. Just thin, flexible plates of some sort of bio-organic titanium weave under the skin to cover vital organs without disturbing the look of me too much. I had plates on the small of my back, under my breasts, and along the sides of my neck and even along my inner-thighs.
All gone. Which was too bad, that had been an expensive set of mods, and was probably still something I'd want, even as a D-ranker. A lot of folks at Luna Corp had similar.
I wasn't too much of a looker, though I could pretty up nicely, if I tried. Medium-length black hair that I didn't tend to enough, a pretty-enough face, big eyes that were--my eyes were different.
The colour had gone from a pale green to a sort of blue-green. Huh?
No, wait, no. That was normal. An expression of magic, I think. I tried not to let it get to me. The new eyes weren't too far from my old ones. It was fine. Becoming a D-ranker would come with changes.
Like... second puberty.
I sniffed, then turned towards the door.
Might as well jog to the bus, then to the gym itself. It would burn a few more calories.
And if I wanted a snack, I could set a Save right before indulging myself, then Reload once I was done eating.
Yay for small victories!
I took off, then ditched the 'jog all the way there' plan about a block away. Maybe once I was in better shape?
The run... and walk... did give me some time to think. If I was going to barge into a portal that I had no right to enter, then I'd need to do it equipped for the job, and with my identity hidden.
That would mean looking like someone entirely different. My Luna Corp job had come with some equipment, but I didn't have that, and wouldn't have it in time for the work either.
So, I needed gear, and I needed it on a sub-six hundred dollar budget within the next day.
I sighed as I climbed into a waiting bus. It was just one complication atop another, wasn't it?
Gym first, then I could see about finding gear and supplies for a quick bit of illegal diving.
***
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The gym was called Ctrl+Alt+Delts. The owner was apparently an IT-tech of some sort turned body-builder. In the literal sense of that word. There used to be a section of the gym that sold cyberware, but that had been removed some time ago to make more space for weights and cardio machines and just more floor space.
As it turned out, the highly competitive cyberware market was far tougher to break into than the subscription gym model.
I walked into a small antechamber at the front of the gym and nodded to the bored man behind the counter. It took some doing, but I soon had a one-month membership to the gym. There went $120 of my remaining funds. It wasn't too bad, for a lower-level gym.
Past the antechamber was the gym proper. It had a large L-shaped room clearly divided into two sections. On one stretch there were free weights and barbells and machines to work muscles. On the other were cardio machines; treadmills and mechanical torture devices to target every muscle group.
I glanced past that. There was a room at the back that had padded mats across the entire floor, and which was usually used for training and sometimes for dance choreography or small gymnastics.
I walked over that way, then poked my head into the room. The exact person I was looking for was there.
Her name was Natalie, and she'd been one of the instructors that Luna Corp regularly hired for martial arts training.
That had been a weekly thing, where she'd walk into one of the floors in the HQ that we had to convert into a training space, and then she'd throw us around before showing us the bare basics of Jiu-Jitsu and traditional western wrestling, along with a smattering of boxing and more 'strike' focused training. She also taught some amount of sword fighting, mostly using batons but she had clearly known what she was doing.
It was... vaguely useful. Luna Corp sometimes had to do policing duties on top of the usual work, and that meant that having armed and armoured E-rankers that could maybe take out a perp and put them in a lock was handy.
Against the kinds of monsters that came from a portal, it was less useful.
Most Jiu-Jitsu holds worked under the assumption that your foe had no more than two arms and didn't have knives for legs.
Still, some amount of physical training was good in specific scenarios, and more cardio was always good.
Luna Corp alternated martial arts training with CQB, room-clearing, and firearms training.
Guns were still guns. It didn't matter that a D-ranker could move faster and heal quickly. A 9mm hole through their skull would take them down all the same.
C-rankers... might be able to live through that. Which is why God gave us lowly mortals the .45 ACP.
And for rogue B-rankers, there was always prayer.
"Hey," I said as I stuck my head into the room. "Natalie, right?"
Natalie looked up, which was a feat considering her front was almost flat to the ground, legs out in a wide V-stance that hurt my hips just to look at. "That's me," she said before moving up, then back. She rested on her back for just a moment before folding her legs then kipping up and into a squat that she stood from with practiced ease.
Natalie was a taller woman, almost six feet barefoot, which meant that I was looking slightly upwards to meet her gaze. Still, her height was second to her musculature when it came to intimidation. Natalie lived in the gym, and it showed.
"Need me?" she asked.
"Ah, yeah, a bit," I said. "I heard that you did training? Martial arts classes and the like?"
She nodded. "Yup! Two days a week. There's a paper by the front and I have a site too. The courses aren't part of the gym's whole thing. I'm private, but I rent the space often enough that I'm always around if you need a private instructor for something."
I tried a smile on. "Yeah, that's perfect. Actually, I was wondering if you could spare me a lesson or two? I need to get, ah, stronger."
Natalie eyed me for a moment, her brows drawing together. "I do group sessions, mostly," she said.
"I know, that's fine," I said. "But do you mind private instruction too? I just need someone to spar with, to show me some of the basics. I know a little, but not enough."
"Uh-huh," she said. "One-fifty an hour is my rate."
"That's not too bad," I said, swallowing past a lump in my throat.
"For group work," she continued. "I don't do private. Did your boyfriend smack you around or something and now you wanna be all tough?"
I blinked. I'd almost forgotten how... direct, she could be. There had been a few complaints about her, back at Luna Corp, but other than throwing me on the mat a few times I'd never felt any hostility from her.
"No? I mean, nothing like that," I said. "If it's too much... oh, nevermind," I said.
One of her brows perked up, but she didn't say anything as I slipped out of the room.
Crap. That was...
Actually, no. If there was ever a time to test my powers, it was now. I closed my eyes for a moment and reset my Save to the moment.
It felt dangerous, in a way. Why not keep my Save point as far back in the past as possible? What if I missed an important opportunity?
But then, what if I missed an even bigger one by not using the power? I didn't want to have misgivings later when I failed to practice with my abilities now, when it was still safe to do so.
I walked back into the room. "Let's fight," I said.
"Pardon?" Natalie asked.
"One fight. Look, if I'm going to hire you, I need to know that you're the real deal," I said.
"No," she replied.
I Reloaded and stepped back into the room. "How much?" I asked.
"For?" she asked in return.
"A bout. A spar. Just the one. I can take you."
She scoffed. "No," she said.
I Reloaded, then again, then again. It was on my sixth attempt that I found the magical words.
"Five hundred," I said. "But only if you win."
Natalie snorted, almost said no, but then shrugged. "I could use the cash," she replied. "But... nah."
"Come on," I said. "I've got so much energy to burn here."
She looked up at that, then met my eyes for a moment. That had resonated with her, maybe. It felt like it might have, in any case. "Okay, then," she replied. "What do you want to train? Boxing, grapples, sword fighting?"
"Sword fighting?"
"There are training swords here, and some old face-guards and the like," she said. "But nah, I'm not doing that kind of thing with a rank amateur."
I hesitated, then suggested boxing, which meant ten minutes of prep time. There was a ring at the back that I hadn't been aware of. It was smaller than regulation-size, and in a room that smelled a little mouldy. The ring was only a half-step from the floor as well, and the ceiling wasn't all that tall, but it was good enough for training.
Natalie watched me put my gloves on, then called it off. I was clearly an amateur, and she didn't want to go on with it.
The next try worked, mostly because I took five minutes to watch a video on how to wear the damned gloves correctly.
She beat the shit out of me. She was faster, and hit harder, but mostly she just read me like an opened book.
So I Reloaded after taking a few licks, then tried again.
Now the 'prep' stage was annoying me, but it gave me a repeated fifteen minute gap to consider what to do, and to get used to being in a body that didn't have eyes full of tears and a nose that stung.
It took six repetitions before I got a single good punch in. Ten before I was feeling like I had an idea of how Natalie was moving.
I... wish I had the patience to repeat things over, and over, and over again, until I was on the same level as Natalie. But she had hundreds of hours in the ring. Maybe thousands. In five-minute increments, it would take me tens of thousands of repetitions to catch up.
My gut told me that that wasn't impossible. That I absolutely could keep going back forever.
My mind told me that I'd lose patience long, long before that ever happened.
I did another ten repetitions, counting them off in my head until I'd reached a solid twenty attempts in the ring.
That had been enlightening. I was starting to get an idea of what I was doing wrong, the lessons reinforced with Natalie's fists.
Then I switched to Jiu-Jitsu, a martial art that I knew a little bit more about.
Didn't change the fact that I spent most of the time I was training it eating the mat.
Yeah, this was basically torture, of a sort, but I figured that one real-time day's worth of this was worth a lot. If repetition was the mother of learning, then I was learning that my mom was a mean bitch with a wicked right hook.
***
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The training was probably worth it, but I called it to an end after what had to be a solid six or seven hours of non-stop practice.
I... couldn't do more than that. My body felt absolutely fine, but I was starting to get this weird feeling of detachment with myself. I was in my own skin, obviously, but every Reload removed more wounds and bruises and machine muscles. It was starting to feel wrong.
Some part of my brain was warning me that I was hurt even if I clearly wasn't, and after enough repetitions it was taking a few minutes to realize that I wasn't hurt.
That was especially obvious after one session of Jiu-Jitsu where a wrong move on my part broke my knee. I reset the moment I saw my leg bending the wrong way, but I still felt like I had to walk with a limp right after.
We switched to kendo after, but Natalie could tell that I had no idea what I was doing. It took a few attempts to fake it well enough to actually fight Natalie, then I got clobbered, but this time with sticks involved.
Natalie was... kind, actually. When she was in the ring she beat me without speaking, but out of it, afterwards, she had a surprising gentleness to her that she didn't have before the fight. It was almost too bad that I Reloaded every time and never got to experience that in full.
I gave in after a while.
Instead, I decided to train my actual body while bringing up some articles on my shitty old, rather laggy, augs.
First on what to actually train.
From what I could tell, and from a few discussions with Natalie where she berated me for not being trained enough, the amount of physical conditioning I'd need to be up to standard would take years.
Maybe if I pushed it real hard, I could reach the level where I was a halfway competent martial artist in a year. That would mean careful dieting, multiple days a week of exercising, and lots of training.
I was, of course, going to cheat a ton with magic.
A normal human could go from baseline to combat ready in three months, but that was just 'basic' training. Real martial training took two or more years. Soldiers were the 'good enough' baseline.
An E-ranker could go from untrained to competent in half the time as a normal person.
A D-ranker could do it in six months, without expending insane amounts of effort for it.
I had nine months, and the ability to cheat like mad. Unfortunately, 'good' was probably not what I had to aim for. If I was going to fight the people that I was afraid I'd have to fight, then I'd need to be way stronger than just a well-trained D-ranker.
I sighed, then started jogging on a treadmill, getting my heartrate up while looking up exercise routines that I could do consistently.
The goal was a five-days a week workout routine that didn't take too long. Normally that'd be too much, but I could take it, probably.
Muscle memory was the next thing I looked up. There were two parts to that. The first was the more physical aspect.
A trained muscle that wasn't used would degrade, but it would more rapidly return to that trained state after retraining. So, the muscle 'remembered' how to return to its previous form.
I lacked that. I'd done some exercise throughout my life, but it was mostly cardio and stretching and stuff to keep in shape. Maintenance exercise, not so much combat.
I... was willing to admit that the me of nine-months ago (my clock) was woefully unprepared for life in a job that was so close to danger.
Anyway, the other part of muscle memory was mental, ironically. It was the brain signalling the muscles to move. If you did it enough, your brain would 'memorize' the motions and no longer need conscious thought to act.
That was something I could train. My sparring was a good way to learn how to handle a fight, and if I spent a few hundred wasted hours repeating stances and forms, then the motions would be locked into my muscle memory as well. There was some amount of 'nervous system' memory as well, but I couldn't parse the research I found on that on account of not having a doctorate on the subject and only a few minutes to read into it.
Ideally, I'd have a brain able to process combat and I'd know, instinctually, what to do. I'd just not have a body able to keep up yet.
Frustrating, but time would fix that, eventually.
Now, my next issue... I thought about it while lifting weights. I needed gear. I had an idea of where to pick gear up, but no cash to spend on it. Only... couldn't I make that easily?
The idea of walking into a casino appealed to me a lot, but I wasn't close to one, and I didn't exactly have seed money for that. Not today, in any case. Theft? Stealing items was stupid, but credit card info?
One Save and Reload and a clumsy attempt at pickpocketing would give me the details on the back of anyone's card. I barely had to remember it, only long enough to Reload and write them down in a notepad app.
But theft like that wasn't what I wanted either.
Stupid morals, holding me back. I knew from a purely utilitarian perspective it was stupid. A bit of theft to save a city? Chump change.
Still didn't want to do it.
I finished exercising a solid two hours later, then walked out of the gym on wobbly legs. Still, because I hated myself, I decided to walk most of the way home.
That plan changed three blocks later, because the bus had seats and fuck walking across even just a tenth of Fortress ENE. The city was not designed to be walkable all over, and that included past the mid-city fortress walls.
I paid the bus fare, sighed at the expense, then glared at a creep that wouldn't stop staring at me with a dopey smile on his face. Weirdo sniffed me on the way by.
No one ever claimed that this city was filled with the best and brightest.
I was kind of counting on that, actually.
My goal for the next day was to grab some equipment. I'd need something to hide my ID, sure, and that was the easy part. Masks weren't too hard to come by, and not too expensive. Armour was a little tougher to get my hands on.
There was a market for it. I saw at least three people on the bus with plate carriers, and one man with a thickly padded leather coat with inset cooling that had to be armoured.
Guns were around too. I saw a few grips tucked in pants and under shirts, and armoured-coat guy had a full-on rifle half sticking out of a backpack. Even the granny a few seats down had a little piece on her.
Used guns were purchasable. Armour was too. Masks were easy. Getting any of that at a level of quality that wasn't 'ass' was going to be a little tougher, especially without raising suspicions, but I believed I could do it.
But not at my current budget. That was a problem that still hung over my head.
If I was willing to wait...
But no, the iron was hot right now, and I wanted to hit that portal hard and fast and soon. The experience would be worth the trouble, probably.
I did make it home eventually, however, and on entering and resetting my next Save point, I felt a wave of exhaustion hitting me and a massive urge to just do... nothing.
It felt like I'd been awake for days, and in a way I had. How many hours of training did I do? I'd kind of lost count of the repetitions after fifty or so. Each loop lasted some ten, fifteen minutes. That was... what, at least eight hours of rigorous training? Maybe three hours of that spent in the ring, sparring.
No physical toll, but a mental one. I wasn't exactly bleeding from the ears, but I needed a nap. It was only seven in the evening, but I took a much needed shower, cursed the fact that I was burning through my weekly water allotment, then crashed into my bed.
Usually I'd play shitty mobile games, but the appeal was lost to me.
Damn, that'd be on my record, wouldn't it? Almost everything people did online was traced and followed, and most of it was used by one corp or another in some way. Not playing a game I'd been doing dailies with for a year? That'd trigger something, somewhere.
But maybe not. The new job and change in life circumstances might account for any discrepancies.
I didn't really want to think about it, so I didn't. I shut my eyes, and slept the sleep of the damned.
***
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I woke up feeling surprisingly refreshed... at five-thirty in the AM.
Groaning, I rolled out of bed, then slithered over to the kitchenette to prepare something to wake myself up. Coffee was needed... but no. I decided not to.
I knew that it would mess with me not to get my daily dose of caffeine in, but I had to cut it out. For one, it wouldn't work as well on a D-ranker unless I upped the dose to something nearly lethal, and for two, it wasn't healthy.
Instead, I had a nice, refreshing glass of lukewarm water and hated myself.
Good way to wake up, that.
Then, because of the aforementioned self-hatred, I started doing a new morning routine. It was half an hour of stretches and basic callisthenics. Nothing too strenuous. My muscles still burned very faintly from the night before. A few squats, some pushups (Mister Couchtop decided to use my back as a resting space, which meant small cat paws digging into me with every push and some added weight... he was going on a diet too, now.) And then some lunges and a few quick katas for the moves that I knew could be improved with those.
By the time I was done, the sun was rising.
Good enough.
I took a shower, then set a new Save, dressed and ready to go... somewhere.
Gear. The goal for today was gear. Also, I had an outfit for the interview tomorrow that I had to grab at the dry-cleaners, and an appointment to get my nails done, and my hair. But those were in the early evening, not right now.
If I was going to sneak into a portal and try to clear it on my own, with much cheating, I needed equipment. Weapons, sure, but also armour and a disguise.
I had some ideas for stuff I could get on a budget, but I needed cash for the rest.
So that was my first step. I walked out of the door, cursing the fact that I'd never gotten a weapon's license before joining Luna Corp. For that matter, I never got a handgun before joining either. It wasn't like it was hard to get iron here.
Truth be told, I'd been raised in a nicer place than Fortress ENE. A place where not everyone was packing and where, when things went wrong, they went very wrong. In a way, I was happy to be here.
Fortress ENE had only been home for a while, but it felt like I'd been here my whole life. I stepped out of the apartment and started down the street. At this hour, the buses didn't pass as often.
I walked by a trio of older teens, all three sporting jackets with RBGs that flickered and glowed. They gave me a look, but didn't bother me.
I was in casuals. Old jeans and a thick coat, the kind that could have been hiding a nasty piece, and I was walking with the easy confidence of a local who knew when to duck and dip and who wouldn't stick around for long if things went south.
The nightlife of Fortress ENE was legendary. It's early-morning life, not so much. People were only now getting up, and that was those who didn't have a choice. A few were dragging themselves or friends back home after a long night.
I noticed some guy get off a bike next to what was probably his house, so I dipped in under the eves and grabbed the bike. It looked old, low-tech, so probably no good anti-theft.
The guy stuck his head out the door and called me seven different slurs, but I was already half a block down by then.
He'd get it back when I reset.
This attempt was less about getting what I needed, and more about finding it in the first place. For that, I had an ongoing internet search on my augs for places to buy things on the down-low.
It was nice, not caring that this kind of search would be forever linked to my ID because soon I would never have made it.
The first place I rode to was about a third of the way around the outer-perimeter of the out-wall city. Past a large water-treatment facility. I arrived sweaty and with my legs a little sore, and the bike had a flat.
It was a van, parked in an industrial lot, the side open and two guys standing nearby, shooting the shit. The van was rolling, with music pouring out of it, some oldies on the radio.
I rode over to the van, and instantly the two were on guard.
"Hey, chika, what ya doin' here, hmm?" one asked.
"Buying," was my only reply. "What'd you got?"
They were on guard, and my less-than-friendly hello had probably bumped the price of everything upwards a bit, but that was fine. What they had wasn't what I was looking for anyway, not quite. They had guns and one flak jacket, but it was way too big for my frame, and the guns were more shotguns and SMGs, stuff I didn't know how to use well.
I gave them four hundred dollars to tell me where to go to find what I was looking for, and they mentioned a name I'd picked up online already. What they added was that it was an invite-only kind of place. The password was 'the Number Eight special.'
Maybe. They could have been bullshitting me.
"Well, thanks for nothing," I said.
I pulled the trigger on Reload and was back home in a blink.
Not tired, not the way I'd been last night after all that training, but... maybe a little more tired? It wasn't physical. It was purely mental strain.
I could do it, though.
How long was I usually awake for? Sixteen hours? More, really. I was a 'scroll on my phone for three hours before sleeping' kind of woman, so that didn't help. Did my power give me about that much looping time?
That didn't quite feel right, but it sort of did as well.
Maybe it was half as many hours as that, on top of a normal, full day of doing stuff? That meant that I was running on a thirty-two hour day, where everyone else had a mere twenty-four hours. More or less?
Well, whatever.
I left the apartment and started walking, this time the other way. There was no choice but to grab one of the very early trams. While I waited at a stop, I listened to the radio playing from this little 24/7 convenience store a block down from my house.
Some names stood out. Hoyle was running for a second term. TamTam had been caught in some sort of sex scandal. GUM, which was one of the more popular guilds, had just increased its recruitment initiative and was bolstering its numbers in Fortress ENE.
The city was living on, unaware, or maybe only slightly aware, that it was rushing towards its end.
The place I was heading to was a burger joint. At least, on the front. Just a plain old MommaPops, a chain that sold burgers that didn't taste like bread or meat or cheese, but that also had lots of calories and which didn't go bad, no matter how long they remained unrefrigerated.
Within was, apparently, one of the better shops for interesting goods.
I might have been a little more confident if there wasn't a literal billboard across the street advertising the place. FULL-AUTO STRANGER-DANGER! Your One Stop Shop For Guns, Gear, And Glory!
Shaking my head, I walked in, then moved up to the counter. It was manned by a sleepy guy who couldn't be more than seventeen. He had more zits on his face than years to his name. "Hey, number eight special," I said.
He blinked at me, then nodded and waved his head to one side.
I figured that was consent enough, so I went over that way. There were the usual washrooms, then around a corner a door with FASD painted onto it.
I shoved my way in, and found myself outside, behind the MommaPops and in a small closed-off alley of sorts. There was another building just ahead, with a half-open sliding door of the industrial sort. Lights were on within.
"Hello?" I called out as I stuck my head in.
"One minute!" someone called out. A woman's voice.
The interior was filled with racks, mostly of clothing. Used looking things. I saw one rack filled with coats, another with shirts. Mens, womens, some children's... what was this place? It smelled like mothballs and faintly of gunpowder.
"Welcome to FA-SD!" a young woman said as she came around the back, pushing through a rack of clothes with a jingle of coathangers. She was five-foot nothing, with a megawatt smile and all-blue cybernetic eyes that matched the blue in her hair and nails. "I'm Not-So-Plain Jane, how can I help you?"
Was I in the right place at all?
"Hi Jane," I said. I decided to wing it. This was a trashed loop anyway. "I'm looking for gear. I'm going to be doing lots of very illegal things, and I need a costume for it."
Jane's eyes widened, then so did her smile. "Well well, look who's forward. I think I can help with that!"
***
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Not-So-Plain Jane was rather... a lot for someone who may or may not have been a criminal.
"So, what're we talking here? Some B&E, you gonna murk an ex-lover? You don't look the gangster type," she said as she walked around me. "Damn, you have the potential girl."
"Uh, thank you?" I tried. I wasn't uncomfortable with people staring, but she was looking at me in a different kind of way.
"So, this gig of yours, whatever it is, what'd you need for it?" Saying that, she walked over to a counter and hopped up backwards onto it so that she was sitting facing me. It brought her eyes level with my own.
I licked my lips, but this was a burned timeline anyway, so... "I'm looking for armoured gear that'll keep me safe enough. I'm going to sneak into a portal and take it out, solo."
She blinked. "You a secret C-ranker or something? Because that kind of firepower does not shop here, I'll tell you that."
I shook my head. "I can handle myself. That's all you need to know."
"But you want gear anyway?" she asked. "Huh... weird one! I dig it. Don't dig your style though. What's the budget?"
"Would you laugh if I said four hundred?"
She laughed.
That was a yes.
"Girl, you serious? Damn... wait, no, don't just leave, I can make this work. Damn though, four hundo... better be in cash."
"Yeah, in cash," I said.
She shook her head, locks flying. "Okay, okay... no, not okay, that's not nearly enough. What do you need exactly?"
"Anything halfway protective that'll cover my ID, and..." A gun would be too much, wouldn't it? I had plans for making cash, but none that worked today. "And a knife or a short blade."
"Huh," she said. Her hands went to the counter and she kicked her legs out. "A thousand five."
"Pardon?"
"You pay me your four hundred, then gimme a thousand five later."
"And if I flake out?"
She snorted. "I've got your face on my servers, love," she said with a tap to the side of her temple.
That wouldn't do her any good if I reloaded, but... yeah, I got it.
"That sounds good. What's the interest rate?"
She snorted. "Girl, if I could do math I wouldn't be selling shit out of an alleyway! Nah, nah,no interest, only my interest if you don't pay up, catch?"
"I'll pay up," I said.
She rubbed her hands together. "Okay, now the fun part. See, I get to pick the gear. No ifs ands or buts about it. You think it makes your ass look fat, doesn't matter, gears yours, and you're paying for it."
"And if you give me cheap scop?" I asked.
"I won't, Plain-Jane promise!"
Wasn't she Not-So-Plain Jane a moment ago? "Okay, let's see what this looks like."
"Yes!" she cheered before jumping off her counter. "Okay, come here, in the light. C'mon. We don't get customers for another two hours or so, take off that coat, and your pants."
"You want me to strip?"
"Not out here, we have changing rooms. What're your sizes? No, don't tell me." She whipped out something long and... oh, a tape measure? I stood stiffly while Jane wrapped the measure around my bust, waist, hips, then each thigh in turn. She checked my shoulder width and arm span as well. "Kay! In the room, and remember, for this kind of deal, no complaining."
She didn't need to give my ass a smack on the way by.
Still... she wasn't entirely wrong. If the gear she gave me was worth it, then yeah, this was worth it.
Damn, would I be able to convince her again? This meeting felt kind of random, did I even remember all the little details to replicate it, and could I reliably do it again?
Crap.
My Save was a solid forty minutes of travel back. By the time I returned and got another closer... ah, I was going to either lose this time I was 'wasting' now, or I'd have to live with whatever Jane handed over.
I waited in a rather tight changing room, unwilling to just strip so easily. I jumped when a pair of pants wrapped over the top of the door and almost smacked me. "Here!" Jane called. "Don't put these on yet."
"Uh, okay," I said.
I pulled the pants down and looked them over. Cargo pants, but the more military style ones. There was a gang of ex-mil in Fortress ENE that wore similar stuff. I tugged at it. It was thick, padded on the inside with something that felt warm and kind of absorbent. The knees had some sort of gel padding over them as well, and the inner thighs were reinforced.
I found a price-tag, wrinkled up but still connected to the pants and my eyes boggled. Six hundred?
Next came a belt. No old price tags, but it felt quality, and there were straps that came with it for a holster. If I had a decent knife with a good holster."And hup!" Jane said, and I jumped as two things slid through the bottom. A pair of shoe boxes and a knife, in a nice cloth sheath. "Don't put anything on yet!" she said.
"Okay," I replied.
I grabbed the knife and checked it over. It wasn't anything too special. Military surplus, maybe a foot long, with the end thicker than the middle. It was part combat knife, part machete, and all-black with a full-tang. Nicer than what we got at Luna Corp, actually.

The shoe boxes had boots. Hiking boots, with strong laces, both a deep brown. I hadn't even thought about buying shoes for this.
One of them still had a price sticker on the side. Four hundred and thirty.
"Christ," I muttered.
"Here, and here," Jane said. She tossed something in a plastic package under the door, then a hat.
The hat was just a plain black baseball-style cap, no markings, no logos. The brim was a little worn, and someone had pinched a pair of metal rings through it, but otherwise, plain.
The plastic package was a gas mask. A cheaper one, with several straps and two thin filters. Probably no more than a hundred dollars at a hardware store, but still.
Actually, that would work to hide part of my identity, and some portal worlds had toxic air as well. A dust mask wouldn't stop anything, but it might help. And when it wasn't needed, I could pull the filters out and just breathe normally enough.
"Haha! Here it is!" Jane shouted from way deeper in the warehouse. Then I heard her running back. "I've been looking for someone to wear this forever! Ohhh, this is gonna be good! They made these for this team of all-female spec-ops bodyguard types. All D and C-rankers. The sorta gals that are meant to look good standing behind some hoity politico type and are expected to be able to kick ass too. But they all vetoed wearing them."
I was starting to be a little concerned, though... gear for C-rankers? There were... okay, a few thousand C-rankers in Fortress ENE, but they were still usually pretty important.
Then the item in question was flung over the top of the door, and I pulled it down. "Jane," I said.
"Yeah?"
"This is a fucking leotard," I replied.
"Uh-huh!" she said right back. I could see her feet tapping excitedly on the other side. "Put it on! Do you know how? I can help!~"
"I'm fine, but, uh."
"Remember the deal? Don't make me blackmail your firm little ass!"
That woman was insane. I should have Reloaded then and there. But... the leotard felt like quality. It was armoured too, padded along the ribs and breasts and back. Not very padded, but still...
"It's top-shelf shit... from four years ago. Got a heap of them for cheap and no one wants them, but you're tall and lanky enough! And it's like, sixty-percent portal-world material. C-grade at least! You're holding something worth a whoooole lot there!"
"Worth a lot, but I'll look ridiculous," I muttered.
She heard, of course. "Not with the drip I picked out, babe!"
Screw it. If it was too embarrassing, I'd Reload.
Now... how did someone actually put on a leotard? Closest I'd ever come was a one-piece bathing suit and this didn't seem as stretchy. Ah, there was a zipper. I groaned. "I'm not taking off my underwear, you pervert."
"How else will we know if it's hiding your coochie right?" she asked before laughing. "Don't worry so much. You're wearing pants. Prude!"
I grumbled, but took off my clothes (most of it) in a hurry, then fumbled my way into the leotard. I'd never admit it to Jane, but I put it on backwards at first. The zipper was on the front with this one, probably to make it easier for a person to slip into without help.
It was... comfy? A little tight, but not too badly so, and when I stretched and moved, it moved with me. Damnit, this was quality gear.
I put the pants on next, then the belt and boots, finally the mask, which needed me to use the knife to cut into that damnable plastic wrapping. After adjusting that, I slid the hat on.
I felt... comfortable enough. The leotard top left my arms exposed, but no more than a sleeveless Tee would. The weird part was having a slip of skin exposed on my hips above the pants, but I'd gone clubbing in shirts that didn't cover my stomach before so I could live with this much.
"Alright," I said, voice warped a little by the mask. "I'm stepping out."
Jane was there, waiting, and I could almost feel her iris-less eyes scanning me over. "Ooooh, bitch you are H-A-a buncha Ws-T, Hawwwwt! I am good at my job. When you die trying to solo that portal you will do it in style!"
I crossed my arms. "Thanks," I said.
"No, it's... missing something. The silhouette is there, but... yeah, one sec!" She ran off, then she ran back, carrying a jacket with her.
It looked like more military-ish surplus, only it was all matte-black.
I took the coat, then glanced at it. "This is like, three sizes too big," I said.
"That's the point, babe! Put it on! Wear it loose!"
I sighed, but did as she asked. It was a good coat. Looked like it had some plates of something hard sewn into it that made it a bit bulky, but it felt like a tough, high-quality material.
"Oh! I am good!" Jane said. "Yup, you keep that, and when you wreck it, come back and I'll drip you out even more."
"Uh-huh," I said.
"Now... four hundo. You said you had that much on you, and I want it in my pretty little hands." She wagged her eyebrows. "Or you could pay in other ways."
I gave her her cash, redressed in my usual clothes, and then was out of there, a heavy bag by my side.

***
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I had my gear, and some regrets.
It was weird. I'd only had my power for a day and a bit, and already I was thinking of ways to change the way I lived the entirety of my life.
I could have spent a subjective eternity figuring Jane out to get what I wanted without that hassle and without the risk.
And I decided not to.
It wasn't that time was no longer important to me. It was more that I wasn't a perfect being. There would be no perfect run for me. I didn't have a memory sharp enough to keep track of a million tiny permutations.
So, instead, I needed to just... do my best, learn what I had to, and improved as well as I could within the limits of my mind.
Maybe once I had enough cash I could invest in memory magics of some sort?
It was mostly speculative, but there was a lot of media that talked about the occasional mental magic or mage that could use more 'mental' magic.
In any case, using that kind of thing was beyond me at the moment. For all that there had once been an age of a 'free' internet, that was long past. The arrival and opening of portals across the world destabilized things terribly, and what we had now was fractured and a lot less wild. In some ways that was better, but in many it was worse.
I made note of that, actually. Getting information would be precious. As an E-ranker I had been allowed to get some information, but the fetters were still there, and still potent.
E-rankers were people with the potential to be useful. It wasn't actually a sign that they were capable. Not without other, supporting elements.
Not to say that I wasn't pleased that I was an E-ranker, but the step from E to D was enormous, and once it was official, I'd be allowed to access a lot more information on magic and portals, things that were denied to the common citizen, at least within this city.
In anycase, that was a plan for later, maybe the day after my interview and the first portal attack? I'd have the paperwork by then, probably, to prove my ID. That ought to give me access to some better resources.
I didn't go straight home. Instead I stopped by a coffee shop a few blocks over and slid into the washroom. There, I set a new Save. It wasn't wise, maybe, to lose the previous one, but... dammit, what was the worst that could happen at this exact point?
I then ripped all of the clothing Jane had sold me apart at the seams. It was base paranoia, but I was afraid that there would be some sort of tracking device or something suspicious stuck in the clothes.
The only thing I found was a business card from Full-Auto Stranger-Danger with a phone number written on it surrounded by stars and hearts and the words 'call me' and Jane's name at the bottom.
I stared at it for a moment, then rolled my eyes.
I didn't ditch it when I reset, though. It was at the bottom of the bag anyway and fishing it out would take too long.
So I made it home and stuffed the outfit in an old purse. One of those oversized ones that were all the rage a few years back. When the time came to invade that portal tomorrow, I'd get changed first, then see what I could do.
Right... that left me with...
It was a few hours short of noon. I had nothing to do.
"Dammit," I muttered.
I did have appointments in the afternoon. Nails, hair, and picking up the dry cleaning. But with a fresh Save and about seven hours to waste... well, no, it was more than that. I could do anything I wanted for hours on end.
I could nap, but I wasn't tired, mentally or physically. I could train some more... maybe head back to Ctrl-Alt-Delts and see if Natalie was there. I had a bit of pent up energy and it wouldn't hurt to use it up.
I grumbled and wasted a solid hour doing nothing, then I decided to at least make the best of the time and learn something with it.
First, I found some online courses on knife fighting. There were some simple motions there, some tips and tricks videos, and it would only help to become familiar with the grip, weight, and feel of a new weapon.
That got boring after two or so hours.
Learning new stuff was strange. Every skill I'd ever had to learn had a sort of bell-curve with the amount that I could learn. The start had a slow but steady increase in the amount of new things I'd pick up, but the deeper I went, past the initial hump, the less I'd actually learn, and the more specialized the knowledge would be.
Trying to learn the guitar had been like that for me. I'd gotten past the 'this is how you hold it' phase in a few hours. Three lessons had been enough to play a few chords, know how to tune the thing, and follow along to the simplest of simple songs.
It would take another thousand hours to refine those basics into actual skill.
In theory, I had those thousand hours right now.
But how much could I actually absorb?
I decided that I might as well test it.
The old guitar shoved haphazardly into a closet came out, then I had to clean the thing off from three years of accumulated dust. I... had forgotten some things, but they came back as I strummed along. Within an hour I was about eighty-percent as good as I'd once been.
Three loops and a subjective nine hours later, I was bored with it, even if Reloading removed the pain in my fingertips.
Dammit, I'd never get to keep any calluses if I didn't practice in the 'real' timeline, would I?
So... I was back to the start, and still bored. I turned to the internet and asked it what to do if I had infinite time to pick up any new hobbies. Most hobbies were wasted on me. Painting and such was cool, but the goal of that hobby wasn't just learning to paint, but creating something.
Maybe, but no. Besides, I had none of the materials for that or any other hobby that involved making anything physical.
Languages...
Languages was a good idea. I'd had French lessons in school and they'd been enjoyable. I spent an hour downloading pirated language-learning software then practicing with it, and that was actually kind of fun.
How many languages could I learn, given infinite time?
Probably none. Not fluently. Well, no. I could. I'd have to make a Save before talking to someone actually fluent, then go back and try again, and again. Maybe a language teacher? I wouldn't even need to pay them.
That was a cool idea. It would still take a lot of real-world time to set up and such, but I had nine months of real time, and more of my own, personal time, to figure that out.
Would it help in the end?
I found myself suddenly frozen with indecision. Was I wasting my time, learning pointless skills like playing an instrument and speaking a foreign language (poorly) when I could spend all of that same time deep-diving the corporations, guilds, and individuals responsible for the breach?
"Crap," I muttered.
And then I kept on playing, because that might have been true, but it didn't mean that I had to do it right now.
Having eternity to get to it was not good for my tendency to procrastinate because it just meant I could do everything forever from now.
Later. For the moment, I had a lot of stuff on my plate.
The 'true' version, the last Reload of that Save point I'd made, I spent doing some of the same research I'd done nine months ago. Looking up Luna Corp, seeing what their interview process was like, digging up some info on the corp.
I now knew that past-me had run into a lot of PR bullshit, but even that was a good reminder of what I was embarking in.
Then, when the time came for real and I didn't want to Reload the same afternoon for the... I think sixteenth time, I left the apartment.
I definitely felt tired. Not physically, of course, but my mind was a bit sluggish. The same feeling I'd get from drinking a bit, or staying up way, way past the time when I should have been asleep. It was a sort of mental fog that I really didn't enjoy and couldn't help but be aware of.
Still, the appointments I had didn't require great thought. I had my nails done. Cuticles clipped, gloss applied, edges trimmed. Then it was a few doors over to a hair salon where I paid far too much to have a young lady fuss with my hair and 'tsk' when I asked to cut it a little shorter. My hair tended to be very voluminous at the best of times. Too much so, even. If I didn't pay attention to it, it would be a rats nest on my head.
Finally, picking up the dry cleaning.
By the end, I was down to single-digits in cash and my bank account had just enough in it that they wouldn't close it down on me sight-unseen.
It was enough.
Tomorrow, after a long night's much-needed rest, I was going to get my old job back, and maybe a bit more.
***
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The next morning came, and I awoke after a solid nine hours feeling like I'd only slept for six. As in, not exhausted, but like I wasn't finished sleeping off some debt.
Whenever I had something serious going down I always awoke with my stomach in knots and feeling a little cramped. Same symptoms as starting my period, but not, which had ruined a few afternoons in the past, actually.
Anyway, the point was, I woke up feeling nervous and antsy, and that was incredibly stupid.
I'd literally succeeded in this exact interview before.
I took a shower, which was cold because I was out of hot water for the rest of the month unless I upgraded my apartment, then I got changed into my freshly laundered clothes.
It wasn't anything I was too comfortable in. A single-pleated, asymmetrical top, done in a deep burgundy, with tight slacks and a clean-enough blouse. There was a little stain on it that bothered me, but it was covered up by the jackets. The pumps I wore were insanely pinchy at the toes and somehow too loose around the heel, but I wasn't going to carry around running shoes with me all the way to the edge of the city centre.
In fact, I was leaving my 'costume' for tonight at home as well.
If I had more cash, I'd be renting out a Night-A-Day motel room to stash things in, but nah, it was fine. Interview was in the AM, just before lunch. I remembered the interviewers being in a bit of a hurry at the end, even.
After petting Mister Couchtop, then cursing as I removed some of his fur from my pant legs, I stepped out of my apartment and happened to run into Misses Tone. She talked my ear off for a moment about some problem or another. Then she commented on my nice suit and I told her that if I nailed the job, I definitely wanted to quintuple my hot water budget.
She wished me good luck, then I was off.
Last time I'd splurged on a taxi. Last time I had more than nothing in my pockets, cash-wise. So, I Saved, then took the next bus into the city centre.
Then I Reloaded and took the next one after that, because some drunkard puked on my shoes.
If it wasn't for my cheating magical powers, this would not have been a great start to the day.
Eventually, I made it into the Inner Ring of Fortress ENE. This was the space protected not just by taller walls and constant barricades and old bunkers, but by an encircling 'dead zone,' a space some fifty-metres across where nothing was built and where not even a shrub was left alive.
It had been nice, in a sort of brutalist way, once. A huge circle of nothing around the city.
Now it was collecting trash, the burnt-out husks of old cars, and a few hobo camps went up almost as quickly as they were taken down by the F-ENE PD. The city within that space jumped upwards in quality and price. The buildings were shinier, with more care put into keeping them pristine, the shops more ritzy and glamorous, and everything was just nicer.
Inner Circle was a nice place to be. Centre was better.
Something like ninety-percent of the D-rankers living in Fortress ENE lived in one circle or the other. It made it one of those few places where a decent percentage of the population (as in, almost one percent) were full-on ranked magic users.
That meant that everything was stupidly overpriced, but it was also safe and secure in a way that many places just weren't.
That wouldn't last with the breach. Not that I particularly cared if the ivory towers tumbled, but the breach had wrecked its way through the outer city first. I wasn't in a position to know how many had died during those couple of days, but it couldn't have been less than tens of thousands.
Luna Corp's HQ was on the edge of the Inner Circle. It was one of the smaller buildings there, which meant it was still taller than the apartment block I lived in. The building was a matt-black, with, unsurprisingly, the company's logo on proud display at the front, high above the doors.
At a glance, no one would have guessed that Luna Corp wasn't doing so well financially.
Not that I had ever had the opportunity to look at the books, but I was an employee for nine months. Once the glitz and glamour of a new job wore off, I started to notice the cracks. There had been a few small rounds of layoffs, some C-suite left to work elsewhere, and some of the company's few C-rankers had been poached.
I think, at the end, there had only been Louise and maybe two others left. Not a single B-ranker.
Not that that was terrible.
In common parlance, a D-ranker was worth a squad of soldiers. I wasn't sure if that was true or not, and I suspected that in reality, it varied too much to be real.
Still, that same folk knowledge said that a C-ranker was the equivalent of a company, which meant a couple of platoons, each one composed of a few squads. The difference in firepower was immense.
The bus stopped half a block over, and with the previous bus being missed, I found myself speed-walking over to the corp's front entrance.
The space was pretty normal for a mid-level corporation's lobby. Wide open space, a nice counter, some seating. No one around, but then again, Luna Corp wasn't a company that sold a service to the public. Its clients were more governmental.
I walked up to the front, where a pretty young woman with some pretty intense cyberware. She looked up as I approached. "Hello, and welcome to Luna Corp, where the sky is the limit. How may I help you?"
A smile plastered itself on my face out of sheer habit. "Hello. I have an appointment in... seventeen minutes, for a job interview. With mister Damien and I believe Miss Serena?"
"Ah, one moment," she said before asking me for my name.
I told her what she needed to know, and after a few moments of staring vacantly into the air, she smiled in return. "I see. I look forward to you joining our crew. You'll find the interview room at the rear, past the red door. This security card needs to be worn around your neck at all times."
She gave me a card, with a picture of my face on it, likely taken from her own eyes and printed silently under the desk. It had impressed and spooked me the first time. Not so much now.
I did as Rita instructed, going past her counter and through the correct door, then down a slight corridor into a waiting space. There were two others here. One of which I recognized as a fellow E-ranker that had done shifts and some training at the same time as me.
Luna Corp was trying to bolster their numbers, which meant a lot of new, low-ranked employees. Other corps were doing the same, and I wasn't sure anymore if this was the best choice, only... Yeah.
I sat, then waited. I made sure not to fiddle on my augs or pull out any distractions the way the third guy in the room was doing. He didn't get the job last time, and I didn't expect that to change now.
He was next. I waited ten, then twenty minutes, and then he was out and walking past with a scowl. Then it was the other guy's turn... I think his name was Darren? Something like that. We'd never been friends but he wasn't a bad sort.
Finally, after fifty minutes of sitting there, it was my turn. I gave in to the temptation and made a Save. Just in case.
"Miss... ah, you're here," a vaguely familiar woman said. She was a bit on the chubby side, but her suit was nice. Miss Serena, from HR. "Please, come on in."
I put on that same fake smile and followed her into another corridor, then into the interview room. It wasn't too much to look at. A space, a table, some chairs. It was a bit comfier than a police interrogation room, with a couch that no one would use in one corner and a coffee machine in another, but that was it.
Damien was sitting at the table already. He was a tall, skinny man, with a serious face and glasses that flickered with text that I couldn't read. One of Luna Corp's twenty-odd D-rankers.
"Hello, and good morning," I said as I gestured to a seat. "May I?" I asked.
"Of course," Serena said with a smile as fake as my own. "So! Let's start you with an easy one, why do you want to work at Luna Corp?"
***
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I had nothing to worry about. The meeting proceeded more or less as it had last time. It started with the 'tell me about yourself' and went on with the 'can you walk me through your resume.'
I padded things a little, here and there, made myself sound like less of a fuckup than I'd once been. Some of it was even true. I did have basic training with firearms and some light combat training, and yes, I had experience with guard work, even if it didn't show up on my resume. I didn't push it though.
I didn't need to be a perfect fit, I needed to be good-enough.
Damien was quiet for most of it, and now that I wasn't a sweaty, nervous wreck, I could tell that he was focused a lot more on whatever was flashing past on his glasses. It didn't look like entertainment, though. Too many numbers for that.
Then came the question I'd been waiting for. "I see that you've had your magical competency tested relatively recently," Serena said.
"Ah, yes, however, I think that I've maybe pushed into the next rank," I said.
Truth be told, I wasn't sure. I was operating under the assumption, because what I could do was definitely magic, and that meant D-rank, but the technical definition for the ranking was more complex than 'can you do a neat magic trick?'
It would suck if I didn't technically fall into the category because of some semantic fault. It would suck a lot worse if I just wasn't a D-ranker with all of the magical and physical advantages that brought and was just an E-ranker with a lucky trick.
My response had Serena sitting up a little, and the amount of flashing on Damien's glasses reduced considerably. "Truly?" he asked.
"I think so," I said. "I don't exactly have the means to test it."
"There are free clinics that would do the testing and registration," Serena replied.
"Oh, of course, that's how I received my E-rank certification, however this change was recent, and I didn't want to reschedule the interview to allow the time for that testing." It was still Monday morning.
Serena perked up. "I can retrieve a measuring device," she said. I knew for a fact that it was hiding one room over, and that they tested everyone. There had been a few completely normal people with faked E-ranker certs out there before. Corporations were good at verifying things when it was for their own benefit.
While she was gone, Damien looked me straight in the eyes. "What did you feel so much that it changed you?" he asked.
I paused, mouth opening slightly before I clicked my teeth shut. What did he mean?
Was this a test, or part of the interview? What did I feel? "I... don't know," I replied, truthfully.
He nodded, slowly. "Find out. It'll do you good. The city has free therapists for D-rankers and above. They're awful, but it's better than nothing. Or find someone to talk to. Speaking... unprofessionally, there's some men and women out by Bayside that are good for that."
"Noted," I said.
That was a rather nice part of the city, or close to it. It was also the party central, and where a lot of 'pleasure consultants' that worked around there as well.
Serena returned, carrying a small device on a metal platter. It was a strange box, with a slit for the hand to fit into and a few lights that I was sure did nothing. I'd seen it before. What I hadn't seen was the module next to it. A cylinder that seemed to contain some sort of gassy... thing? It looked almost like cotton candy floating in brine. And it had little eyes.
"Are you familiar with this?" Serena asked.
"Magic measuring device," I said.
"For lower-ranks," she replied with a nod while she set up. "Place your hand in the device, please."
She had changed. Not much, but I could tell she was a little more excited, the politeness was different now than it had been before. Less HR, more obsequious.
Shifting my sleeve up, I reached in, and placed my hand on the reader. Some of the lights flashed, and I felt a faint tugging through my hand and the cold metal-like surface, then it returned, feeling warmer.
The device repeated that a few more times, then spat out two numbers.
151 - E-97
"Is that good?" I asked.
I vaguely recalled my last measurement being... not too far from that, actually.
"Hmm," Damien said. "Have you taken any sort of stimulant, magical or otherwise?"
"No," I said.
He nodded. "We'll need a urine sample in any case, so it's fine. The first number is your potentiometer. E-rank is from one hundred to one fifty." So I was one over that? "The second is your magical feedback and return. Basically, how good you are at naturally absorbing and rejecting magical energy. You're still E-ranked."
"Oh," I said, my heart sinking.
"But you're so close to D-rank that it's almost not worth pointing out. You'd need both at D-rank to be at D-rank."
"Can I... increase the latter?"
"Do you have a magical ability?" he asked, bluntly.
I nodded. I'd come up with a plausible enough excuse already. "It's mental, more or less. I can feel luckier."
He blinked at that, then nodded slowly. "Uncommon, but not unheard of. Interesting. Keep using it. The fact that you have it at all means that you'll push through. When did you trigger through D?"
Trigger? From context clues, I figured he meant gaining the magic at all. "On Saturday," I replied truthfully... in a way.
He nodded once more. "Good. By next week I imagine you'll be a full-fledged D-rank. Some people explode into the lower tiers of D, others grow slowly but surely."
"How should we proceed?" Serena asked.
"Onboard her as a D-rank," he replied. "Give her the full starting bonus for E, and when she hits D properly, we'll give her that bonus separately." He looked at me. "It's more money for you that way. I'd rather not have you feel slighted."
"Thank you," I replied.
"Ah, now if you wouldn't mind, place the same hand atop this device," Serena said.
Damien shifted forwards, then placed his own hand atop the cylinder. The thing within swirled around, then moved upwards. Its cotton-candy body became a pale blue. "It reads emotional resonance."
"Okay?" I tried. It didn't seem dangerous. That definitely wasn't an Earthly thing, though.
I moved my hand close when Damien brought his back. The thing within swirled around, returning to a neutral, beige-ish colour.
When I brought my hand close to the top, it moved up, but only slightly.
"You'll need to learn to focus on the emotion that triggered you," Damien said.
I frowned. Now I was curious about what he meant. The emotion that triggered me? When I died? Anger, I supposed. Depression, sadness.
The creature wasn't doing much.
So I focused on the moment where I passed, and still nothing. Was it one thing in particular? I remembered laying there, crushed, waiting to die, hoping that I wouldn't.
Still nothing.
I recalled stating and cursing myself, my luck, my ill fortune.
Nothing.
And I recalled wanting to fix things. No, not wanting to fix them, I regretted not doing some things. Not talking to Lousie more before she died. Not getting a better job. Not finding love, or companionships, not making friends, not making something of myself beyond being a b-tier corpo mall cop.
The creature moved closer and its fluffy, fuzzy body turned a sort of lilac-white, then it descended again.
"Lucky," Damien said flatly.
I felt a cool chill down my spine. That had been... maybe too much.
With a sigh, I Reloaded.
This time, after waiting, bored, and after going through the same interview again with nearly the same results, I didn't mention luck, and when the test returned, I made sure to focus on nothing at all. An hour of my personal time wasted, in a way, but better than nothing.
"You should consider meditation," were his wise words.
I still didn't get his fixation on emotions.
The interview ended with handshakes and a small pile of forms for me to sign. I was to begin onboarding in two days, on Wednesday, which was the same as last time. As soon as I signed the paperwork, I'd get my sign-up bonus, and Serena assured me that Luna Corp would be an excellent fit for an enterprising young D-ranker looking for safe, steady growth.
I had read the papers before, and they seemed the same now, though Serena had added that the insurance policy for D-rankers was a whole lot better... as was the hourly pay and training.
I thanked them both, signed the papers, then handed them back. I was barely out of the room before I received a notification from my bank. $2,000 had just been deposited in my account.
Last time it took them a day.
So, they were far happier, and I could see why. There were maybe twenty D-rankers in the company, and having a twenty-first was a nice catch.
I was pleased with myself too. Finally, I could go home, then get ready for tonight.
And then I crossed her.
It was quick. She was in the lobby, walking past, not even glancing my way, and yet I swore I could catch her perfume in the air.
Louise.
Tall, yet petite, with a button nose and a constant little scowl, piercing eyes, and a walk that demanded that others move out of her way, all with the typical beauty of an accomplished C-ranker.
I stepped out of the headquarters feeling something.
I wondered what colour that little thing would be now?
***
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Chapter Eleven - Check Out
I made it home, flung those damned shoes off, then swore to myself that I'd never wear them again.
I had a few hours until that portal opened, which might as well be forever for me, but I didn't want to risk being mentally tired. I was certain that I wouldn't succeed on the first run-through.
So, I set a new Save point, and decided to limit myself to no more than six hours of faffing around before I started to travel over. First, I spent a loop doing basic research, using a mapping and street-view site to get a feel for the area where the portal was. Then I did research.
There was some good information on portals available online. Unlike information on magic itself, the government and corps were a little more open about portals. Not so much their composition and such, but there were guides to getting out of a portal, and more for people with magic sensitivity to be able to tell how relatively strong a portal was.
The listed sensations varied, from feeling like standing next to a strong power converter to being next to a humid breeze, but generally, people were told that the stronger and more severe the feeling, the stronger the portal.
The best was to experience it first-hand, otherwise it was tricky to place how strong a portal was. There were constant warnings not to stand close to a portal and to call the relevant authorities if one was found. The usual drivel.
People flocked to portals if allowed. And I didn't blame them. There was a chance, every hour, that a non-magical person could become an E-ranker just by being near a portal. There was a reason the number of E-rankers grew year by year, and a lot of that was attributed to magic levels across the world rising very subtly.
You'd think people would pay to stand near one... and they did. The rich-enough hired guards and went in themselves, where the chances were more like ten-percent an hour for a D-rank portal. Why not hire some C-rankers to keep your scions safe and camp in a portal for an afternoon?
Usually the core formation would still take a few days, even with those higher odds, so it was always hit-or-miss.
I'd become an E-ranker relatively young, without camping a portal, but others had become E-rankers that way.
D-rank was a lot more random and as far as I could tell, impossible to 'farm' the same way.
Every year, a few hundred people died because they were too close to an unprotected, unsecured portal. Lesser monsters came tumbling out every so often, and they tended to target the nearest living thing, violently.
I sighed, then Reloaded. The next loop was spent napping.
I had no idea if that helped at all, and returning to the 'real' timeline after feeling so refreshed was like getting slapped in the face with a fish. I felt somewhat mentally refreshed, but not physically so. It sucked.
More time spent practicing with my knife, then looking up low-rank portal threats. It was always goblins.
Obviously, there was no such thing as a 'goblin' but like... everyone called the weaker monsters that. The term covered a massive range of small, humanoid monsters, usually tool-users of some sort. Green skin, beige skin, skin as dark as pitch, short, tall, muscled or skinny. It didn't matter. There were real properly scientific terms for each one. Goblinus Vulgaris, or Gremlinoidea Obscura, or Hominiformis Ferox.
Everyone called them goblins, even the more stuck up scientist sorts slipped up.
Anyway, those were relatively easy to fight. They had blood in them, and skin that could be punched through. Break a neck, slice an artery, and bam, dead.
Kobolds were another common foe, though they pushed into the D-rank more often. Dracohominis Minor, or Canihominis Minor, a cute name for what was essentially a two-legged, tool-using lizard that could sometimes spit fire, or acid, or poison. There were dog and 'dragon' varieties as well, which... really only confused things.
Then there were other common monsters. Ants, spiders, imps, gremlins. A few plant varieties.
I spent a solid two hours on Portalpedia just looking at 'stats' and common tactics. Most were geared for civilians, soldiers, or E-rankers and assumed that one had a gun and wanted to avoid being eaten alive, which... fair.
With all that said and done, I Reloaded, then headed out once more. My destination was a laundromat place just three blocks from the outside of the Inner Ring area. Not that far from where I'd been earlier today, but still around a few larger buildings.
I made a fresh Save point, then walked over to the laundromats. It was closed, windows boarded over so I started to look for a way around, and when I failed, I smashed a window open and went in. That got the cops called on me, but I had time to scope out the interior while I was within.
The next Reload had me smashing the window again and looking through the office. I found a computer there, left unlocked, and found the password for the keypad for the rear entrance.
The third attempt had me within without smashing a window at all. For that attempt I... pulled up a chair and waited.
The portal appeared four hours later. At nine. A tear in reality that felt like a drop of cold water slipping down my back.
The portal waved and stuttered, sparks flying through the air as if it was electric, and in a way, it was. I could feel my hair standing on end.
I came to stand before it, looking into a shifting, twisting, funhouse mirror that led into a cavern of some sort. Old, natural. Rocks and... cavern stuff. The edges of the portal fuzzed and spat out actinic arcs of raw magic for another minute, then settled, and when it did, so did the image of the cavern within.
The portal entrance. The most dangerous part. Stepping in often left one disoriented and confused, and there were often weaker monsters ready to pounce on the first in.
'First in' was one of the most dangerous positions. It usually came with a hefty bonus as well.
I didn't enter. Instead, I just soaked in the magic as best I could, closing my eyes and letting it wash over me. I could feel a few aches slowly, slowly being undone. It would take hours.
And it did. I stood there, growing increasingly bored, for a solid three hours. By the end I was back in my seat, chewing on my lower lip.
That's when the front of the laundromat exploded inwards and a team of four stomped in.
I blinked and looked at the time. Two sixteen AM. The portal had opened at eleven nine PM. That was just a smidge more than three hours. Good response time.
The team was surprised to see me, but I wasn't surprised to see them. I checked all four out with a quick scan. Three men, one woman. The leader was a shorter man with stubble on his chin, but in an artful kind of way. Behind him, a tall, lanky man with a long sword on his back, and next to him a woman just a bit shorter than I was who looked spitting mad. Finally, at the rear, a short guy with a heavy looking assault rifle.
All four wore similar armour. All-white plate mail over the important bits and joints, open-faced helmets for three of them, though the lanky guy had a faceplate on. They had light augs from what I could tell.
Storm Chasers, from the Bright Lightning guild. One of those guilds that was practically a corporation. They'd outfit portal delvers and try to get them to be the first in and out of a fresh portal. It meant steady, quick cash, and a high mortality rate for the unprepared or unskilled. Those that lived were tough as nails though.
This team seemed junior, somehow. Younger. Though as four D-rankers, they might just have been young-looking.
In a flash, the short angry woman was at my front, armour venting heat as she reached down and grabbed me by the collar. "What're you doing here, breathing my air like you belong?"
I blinked. That was a strange question.
A week ago, in either timeline, I would have been shaking in my boots and maybe pissing myself. Now, I just smirked, which had the air around me warming up as the woman's glare hardened.
"Mizu, enough," the leader of the group said. "She's just a civvy. We're here for the portal."
I figured I wouldn't learn much more from this exchange, so I Reloaded.
Then, back at my save point, I started to look around for a place to change in, and one where I could stash my clothes. I found a 24/7 gym with a back-door exit just a block over, paid for a locker, got changed, then snuck out through an alley.
I was costumed up, ID hidden... moderately well, and ready to come close to dying a few times. I could do this.
***
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I paced before the space the portal had opened in last time, waiting. I had set my Save to when I entered the building, but didn't dare set it any later than that. If I couldn't do it, then I didn't want traces of me even trying.
I might have to change the spot where I used my Save later, but for now, safe came before sorry.
Eventually I felt the same sensation, the portal opening, magic suffusing the air. That's when it hit me... the magic I'd absorbed last time hadn't come back with me at all.
Damn.
Not unexpected. Nothing physical came with me, unless the neurons in my brain were physical as well... whatever. Point was, nothing physical came with. Magic wasn't physical, only it sort of was, maybe. It had tangible, physical effects.
I couldn't cheat and stand in a portal for a hundred loops, then return to the start with overwhelming magical might.
It wasn't surprising, but it kind of sucked. I'd live with it, though.
The portal snapped open, and I waited for a minute as it settled and as my nerves calmed down. This was it.
No point in hesitating. If I was lucky and good, I'd be in and out within an hour, two at most, and and gone before the team arrived. I was on a deadline.
So I screwed up my courage, not wanting to regret it if I just stood there, and leapt through.
I landed awkwardly on the other side, foot catching on some loose stones underfoot and I almost went spiralling.
The first thing that struck me was the smell. The laundromat had stank of soaps and bleach. This place smelled musty, natural, like wet stones. Or something like that. I was a city girl through and through, so the scent wasn't entirely familiar to me.
I blinked, then squinted as I tried to take in the space I was in. It was dark. Not cave dark, exactly, but not well-lit. A few glowing pieces of lichen stuck to the walls in some spaces, and light poured out of the portal, but that was it for illumination.
"Shit," I muttered. I couldn't see anything in here. D-rankers were supposed to have phenomenal night vision, but I supposed that I wasn't there yet.
A shuffle behind me had me turning, then I felt my blood run cold.
There was a monster in the corner. I saw a flash of claws, and a toothy jaw as well as some fur, then it ran to the side, padding across the rocky ground to disappear behind... a stalagmite? Stalactite? I never learned to tell the difference.
I fumbled my knife out of its sheath, happy that I'd practiced the motion at home.
This was it. My first fight to the death since coming back.
There had been lots of those before, during the breach. A few before that too, with escaped monsters, but that had been small fry, and I'd tackled them with a team of moderately-well-equipped E-rankers.
I didn't feel nearly as confident now.
"Come on out, little guy," I said before I started to circle around.
The room was about twice the size of the main space of the laundromat, which wasn't to say it was huge, but it was large enough.
I kept an eye on the pillar, waiting for the creature to come out.
Which is why I didn't see the second one until it was almost on me. All that saved me was a flash of teeth in the dark.
I gasped, turned, and stabbed forwards, but the motion was quick and abortive and from a poor angle.
The monster crashed into me jaw-first, teeth clamping down on that oversized coat that Jane had given me. I felt its mouth squeeze. It couldn't bite through, but that didn't matter when it could crush all the same.
I screamed, then started stabbing.
I was punching into something. Fur? Blood flew, none of it my own. Then the monster shook its head like a dog shaking a toy, and I found myself fighting to keep on my feet.
Then the other monster was coming.
I grit my teeth, shifted my arm up and around so that the head was pointing upwards, then jammed my knife into the monster's neck. It gurgled, mouth going slack as blood poured from below.
It was just in time to be able to swipe at the nose of the second monster, but it too, crashed into me. I'd tried to spin out of the way, putting some vague judo practice into use, but I ended up on the ground anyway.
So I spun, and started stabbing. A few strikes missed outright, hitting dirt, but some stabbed into flesh.
The thing rolled, teeth gnashing, clawed paws swiping at the air. One of those hit me in the face, ripping my mask halfway off and cutting into my cheek.
It died, though. A few more stabs and it went silent.
I was left panting, feeling as though I'd just run a marathon. My left arm felt impossibly sore, and my hands were shaking. Some rocks had dug into my side uncomfortably as I rolled, which was a stupid detail to focus on while bleeding from the face.
"Crap," I said as I turned over and stood onto shaky legs. I looked around, seeing if there was more, but the coast seemed clear. It had seemed clear earlier too.
What was I fighting?
I looked down, then gingerly grabbed one monster by the ankle and pulled it back, closer to the portal.
A kobold?
Not the draconic kind. This one was all fur, with a face like a hideous dog's. Smart eyes, glassy now, and a thin strap of leather that ran from one shoulder down to its hip as a sash filled with long fangs poking through it.
"Damn," I muttered.
This was one of the 'easier' monsters to face. Not much stronger than a dog. Actually, a little weaker than some dogs. This one was emaciated and thin. It probably only weighed half as much as I did. Standing up, it came to my collar, which probably made it shorter than some of the bigger dog breeds on Earth if they were 'standing up'
Standard operating procedure for these was... what was it? I'd just read it. I think flashbangs disabled them almost completely. The noise deafened them, turning their delicate hearing into a weakness. Strong scents, and things like pepper spray, were semi-useful as a distraction.
And shooting worked too. They were E-rank threats. A 9mm round to the face would do them in as well as any normal human.
I checked my coat, wincing at the ugly bite marks on the arm. That wasn't great.
Functionally, I knew that my plan to get in here and walk out unscathed would mean several repetitions where that wasn't the case, but it still sucked to be in one of the 'bad' loops.
I wasn't as prepared as I needed to be, however. I needed light. Lights, even. Standard Luna Corp kit came with pretty strong glow sticks and a pair of flashlights, and I could see why. The lichen in here was decent at providing just enough light to turn every shadow into a monster.
Cursing myself, I brushed off my injuries, then looked the kobolds over. E-ranked, so no cores. At least I wouldn't have to fish around in their corpses, that was nice. Some places harvested everything from a portal, including corpses, but I didn't feel like it was worth it in this case.
No, better to keep moving.
But first, scouting. That was the goal of this one.
I walked along the room, making a spiral of sorts, documenting in my mind the position of the pillars and the looser stones on the ground.
There were two exits to the room. One I decided to call 'north' the other 'east.' East was narrow and tight, half-hidden behind a pillar. North was wider, straighter, and seemed to eventually lead upwards and into what looked like it might have been another room.
"In for a penny," I muttered.
I'd never liked that line. Pennies had been out of circulation since before I was even born.
I went down the tighter 'east' corridor... for about a dozen paces before turning around. I heard something in there, and there was no light.
I might've been too cowardly for this job.
So, I went 'north' instead, taking the upwards slope nice and slowly. There was a room above, large, mostly cleared of pillars and such. There was a pond to one side where a pair of kobolds were lapping at water, and to the other side another entranceway. A few rocks were stacked up into the semblance of a small hut, though one with a roof made of sticks and leaves. I could see another kobold sitting there, knapping at a stone to make a knife.
I took a deep breath, then moved in.
***
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I succeeded!
I was on the ground, breathing hard and staring at the ceiling. There were two dead kobolds next to me, and a painful cut in my upper thigh where one of the little bastards had outright stabbed me.
All three were dead... wait, no, one of them was standing up, little paw pressed into a cut near its collarbone. I'd kicked that one pretty hard in the ribs near the start of the fight and it had stayed down.
So, what had I learned?
Well, charging in was stupid. It was a good way to learn, sure, but it was fundamentally kind of stupid.
I sighed, spun onto my front, then stood up.
Another thing. Fighting was tiring. The time in the ring with Natalie had been good, but also... short? I'd Reload after the bouts. This was more violent, even if Natalie was way stronger than these little monsters.
I hissed as I pulled at the cut in my leg.
Third lesson, being stabbed sucked.
I limped past the injured kobold, ignoring it even as it stood up and growled at me. "Shut up," I snapped before scanning the room. What could I do better in this place?
For one, I could try sneaking in. There weren't too many loose stones on the way up that ramp. I could make it without making a clamour. Two of them had been busy drinking. I could have taken out the one with the knife first if I was faster, then maybe another. Then it would be a one-on-one.
I nodded to myself, then spun and kicked out at the kobold rushing me. The kick almost missed, and the sting of pain in my leg almost sent me to the ground, but the heel of my foot still struck the monster in the face and sent it reeling back.
Fourth, I was heavy and faster than these guys, and had better reach... most of the time.
None of my training had been against people this much shorter than me. It was off-putting.
I walked over to the kobold, kicked it in the side, then hesitated. I had to finish it off, before it got up again and...
And the bastard picked up a pawful of sand and little rocks and flung them into my face. "Damnit," I cursed a moment before swearing even louder as teeth clamped around my calf.
I didn't hesitate to stab him this time.
Fifth lesson! No mercy.
Mercy was well and good on Earth, but in here, it didn't matter or count. The little shits were hellbent on eating me, or at least killing me first.
"Ah, shit, shit," I muttered as I pulled its teeth out of my bleeding leg. That was rabies, or something, I was sure. Had I ever gotten a shot for that? I didn't think so.
I didn't bring a first-aid kit or anything like it, because I was stupid and thought myself invulnerable. I might get through here without a scratch eventually, but that didn't mean I'd do it on the first damned try.
Hissing with every step, I walked over to the next corridor, then continued along it. I could smell fire ahead, and see the vague shapes of something moving. Interesting. I'd poke around, then Reload, and the--
The ground gave way under me, and I saw a large spike rushing towards my falling face and-- RELOAD!
I gasped, suddenly in the alley behind the laundromat, heart beating a million beats a second as a sudden bout of adrenaline surged through me. That had been close. I didn't know if my power worked automatically. I didn't want to find out.
"Okay, calm," I muttered.
I was back in a painless body, feeling... more or less great. A lot stressed, but not hurt. I'd take it.
I took a moment to calm down, then looked at the time. It wasn't so late that every store would be closed, and the portal wouldn't open for a while. Not setting a Save point to just before entering had been clever, even if it meant waiting.
I turned, and headed out. There were stores nearby. I pulled my hat down low, removed the mask to seem less suspicious, and kept my eyes downcast. The first thing I bought was a green scarf that clashed with everything I wore. It would, I hope, pull attention away from the way I was dressed.
Then I bought shades even though it was dark, to cover my eyes, before moving on to a less shady, heh, store.
There I bought glowsticks--the cheap, civilian kind, but they'd maybe work--a headlamp, and one of those little clip-on lamps, as well as a decent flashlight.
It was a chunk of my sign-on bonus gone, but I'd live with it. There was plenty more left.
I returned to the portal with plenty of time to spare. I didn't set a new Save point. Not when this last one had been good for me. Prep time was valuable.
Since I knew that this wouldn't be the perfect run or anything comparable to it, I spent the next half hour shadow-fighting, specifically trying low-lunges. I had reach on the kobolds, and speed, and a bit of force. They had their small stature, the environment, and familiarity on their side. And apparently traps.
Couldn't forget those.
The portal opened, and I jumped through as soon as it stabilized, a trio of cracked glow sticks in hand already.
I flicked them across the room, not caring so much about stealth, then I moved to the widest, most open space and waited.
One kobold showed up before me, barking and yipping slightly, but waiting. I noticed his eyes glancing to the side a few times, and heard rocks shift that way. Clever.
The second kobold charged me.
I fought him. It wasn't as pretty or glorious as I would have wanted, and I was clumsy all the way through, especially when the first joined in, but I got them both without injuring myself.
The next group... not so much. I made a noise while trying to sneak my way up, and this time they charged me. With the slight ramp upwards, they gained a lot of speed, and one of them rammed me in the stomach hard enough that I lost my lunch.
Another started stabbing me in the leg, and I Reloaded.
Third time's the charm?
It wasn't.
Fourth time worked out better, however. This time I got through the first room without a scratch. Dust to the face of the sneaky kobold sent it into a coughing fit, and I stabbed the charging one through the neck with an almost-perfect lunge.
Got sneaky a moment later, cutting his neck open from behind.
Turning my lights off (I was so stupid) I snuck up and managed to kill the one with the knife before killing the other two. I couldn't stab them in the back easily. But I could run up and kick them into the pond, which would stall one of them more than long enough to kill their friend one-on-one.
I wouldn't say that I was getting good at it, but I was certainly starting to suck a bit less.
How many repeats was this going to take?
I wasn't sure, but I could keep going. I wasn't tired yet. Though... next time, I'd buy some snacks while I was out buying lights and such. Fighting made me kind of hungry.
Sighing, I took my second attempt at the passage with the trap. Now with light, I could see it. There was a set of wooden planks, all rotten and poorly cut, laid out over a pit. Some sort of weaved net was laid over it, and over that was a layer of rocky dust.
In the poor light, it had been nearly invisible, especially as I'd been focused on the firelight ahead. With a flashlight in hand, I mostly felt ashamed that I'd fallen for it at all.
I skipped over the trap, then kept scanning for more, heedless of the noise I was making or the light splashing around.
Obviously, that alerted the next room's kobolds.
Five of them. Four seemed normal, but one was a fair bit larger. Not... not the portal boss. It was just bigger, and more muscular. With three bandoleers covered in fangs across its chest and a wooden club in one paw.
There went my reach advantage.
The kobold shouted, and then they charged.
The moment two of them managed to pin me down to the ground with my arms in their slavering jaws the bigger one rushed over with its club overhead. I saw the crude weapon swinging down and decided that I didn't want to learn what having my pelvis smashed felt like.
I Reloaded.
I'd gotten one of them...
Next attempt! I'd figure it out on the next attempt.
***
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Attempt five was a wash. The sneaky kobold in the first room scratched me up pretty badly, and I regretted getting snacks instead of a first-aid kit.
Still, I got through the second room easily enough, and then reached the third room.
This time, I tried a new tactic that I liked to call 'being patient.'
That mostly involved waiting a long time until the kobolds were distracted, then I snuck in closer. One of them sniffed at the air, then started to follow my trail. Its snout was to the ground when I stabbed it in the neck.
The noise attracted a second, which I killed with just a small scuffle. And then it was me versus three somewhat alert kobolds.
I decided to go noisy and kicked one into the fire, then managed a quick and dirty slash across the big one's front. It was nowhere near lethal, but it took some of his bravery away.
He... broke my arm in what I suspected was many places a few moments later, and I reloaded.
Six went better. I got sneaky with a quick jab at the eye. The socket around a kobold's eye was kind of oblong. If I pushed my knife in at the wrong angle, it would catch on their skull and not kill them, I had to slide it in sideways, sorta.
The more you knew!
The second room went nice and quick. I had that one down to a science... not a particularly good science, but still. I got the one that was distracted with knapping quick, then shoved one into the water and fought the third. I came out of it with a weak bite on the leg and some scratches, but the room was cleared.
Then the third room again.
This time, I bought a can of wet cat food. The smell was strong, and when I opened it and tossed it into a corner, two kobolds went to investigate.
I snuck around the fire, using the light to blind the dog-like monsters. Their vision wasn't all that great, it seemed, not when looking past light. That let me get in close behind the big dog, and I chopped at his neck multiple times, taking him out.
Then I had two to fight before the distracted kobolds came over.
It was close, but I survived... with a lot of small, annoying wounds, and a nasty bruise on my arm where I'd been bitten.
I was reaffirming the fact that I was a cat person with every loop.
This was still the first time I'd gotten through the third room. I took it as a good sign that I was getting better, at least at fighting kobolds.
Getting better otherwise... I wasn't sure.
I sat down next to the fire for a moment, letting myself just soak in the heat. It was nice, even if the smoke got in my eyes some. I was getting better, if only out of sheer technique and with familiarity to this dungeon and these specific monsters.
Was I getting magically stronger?
I... thought so? But it felt very minimal. Every kill was something, but when I reloaded, I didn't feel like that progress came with.
Maybe I was wrong, but my gut told me I wasn't.
So, when I completed this dungeon, I'd get the benefit of completing a dungeon solo, and not the benefit of having done it a dozen times over.
That was fine, I supposed.
Groaning, I stood up. It was what it was. This portal run was what I wanted. I was getting better at it. Better at fighting through repeated experience, and the magical strength from spending time in a portal would help my long term goals as well.
Time to keep moving.
Only I had two options. There was a corridor leading to a rickety wooden doorway fixed into the stone, but also, behind a large outcropping, was a tunnel.
I'd seen some short form vids of people doing some cave diving, and while I wasn't claustrophobic, it was very much not my kind of thing. Still... I went with the mysterious tunnel first.
It was probably not the path to the portal's boss, but I wanted to see where it led anyway. I was aiming for a full-completionist run here, after all.
The tunnel was narrow, so much so that I had to move in sideways at some points, crabwalking through while flicking glowsticks ahead. Eventually it opened up slightly, and there was a drop. It was a couple of metres down, angled at something like thirty degrees, with lots of nice rocks to grab onto on the way down.
I really didn't wanna, but I was here already.
"Fine," I muttered before turning and clumsily going down. I bashed my knee, and got a jab in the gut on the way, but I made it, and then it was just a small walk to a room filled with glowing lichen and a suspicious chest.
I glared at it, then scanned the room. Then I walked around it twice, even tossing a glowstick at the chest, in case.
Could it be a trap? The ground around it seemed stable. No spiked above.
I opened it from as far back as I could and... nothing? The chest was just a chest.
Within, sitting there as if it was abandoned and forgotten, was a knife. It was in a small, leather sheath, all brown with a few small fangs worked into the leather.
The knife itself was made of some sort of carefully carved bone, or maybe ivory? It was as long as my middle finger, with a fairly crude wooden handle.
Basically, shit-tier loot. But hey, I'd take it. I'd heard of loot like this before. There was a lot of speculation about the hows and whys, but I wasn't too informed about it.
Continuing, I slipped through another narrow corridor, and then arrived in a familiar room, one with a portal in its centre.
The entrance.
So, this little passage bypassed the second room and went straight to the third. A shortcut? One that involved climbing a little, but still, not impossible. It might be worth trying next loop. It'd make things a little different.
I walked all the way around the dungeon, hopped over the trap, then went over to that door in the corridor past the third room. The door was jammed shut, but a few hard kicks to its middle opened it.
It led into a large, rather open cavern. At the end was a portal, this one shifting and unstable and thin, like a slice cut into reality. The exit portal. I looked around the room, then spotted the final obstacle.
It was another kobold, only this one made the big guy in the third room look like a chump. It was five foot something, wide as hell, with scar-covered skin that was missing big patches of fur. It wore a sort of leathery coat, crudely made, but still clearly clothing.
The kobold had one of those weird South American weapons with it? I wasn't sure what they were called. A club, with knapped bits of stone sticking out of it, each bit looking jagged and sharp.
How the hell was I going to kill that?
The one saving grace was that it was alone. It was also staring right at me.
"Ah, crap," I muttered.
As it turned out, the boss wasn't restricted to its room. It came howling out towards me, club brandished.
I ran back, looking for anything to use, and saw the fire.
Diving behind it, I picked up the club of not-so-big-guy, then spun around and flung it as hard as I could back towards the boss.
It landed, smacking him on the shoulder hard enough that I was sure that it had hurt. The boss growled, then leapt at me, heedless of anything in its path, including the fire.
It must have singed some fur from that, but it came at me anyway.
I raised an arm at the last moment as its club came around and--
My world was swallowed up by the sound of bones snapping like twigs. My bones. 
I was tossed to the side, rolling in an ungainly heap on the rough ground, knife clattering away, the pain was blinding, it was everything, it was...
I Reloaded.
Damn, how was I going to handle that?
The boss had been... actually, not that fast. I could outrun him, but I didn't have a good ranged option, and unless I could find a gun to steal at the start of every loop, I'd be out of luck.
Could I take it in melee? If I focused purely on dodging, maybe? I wasn't sure I could hurt him that much.
What if...
I thought kicking the door open had woken him. What if I was patient again? And didn't just barge into the boss room? Could the boss survive an attack from stealth?
Well, I had something to aim for for the eight loop, at least. Maybe I could spend some time training against the not-as-big kobold? Yeah, that'd make sense.
Baby steps!
***
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The seventh loop proved that I didn't quite have what it took to take on the boss just yet. Eight... I tried something different.
After clearing the opening room from sneaky and the other kobold, I walked through the shortcut tunnel and fetched that knife. It looked identical, so the portal didn't change whatever was given here on different time loops. That was expected, I supposed.
Anyway, that shortcut let me into the third room while skipping the second.
I went in, tossed some catfood to the back, then killed one kobold and silently dragged them back into the tunnel before going for a second.
That one didn't go down as quietly, and I was spotted, so I retreated.
They didn't follow any further than that first drop in the tunnel, which was interesting. Did kobolds suck at climbing, maybe?
In any case, I went back around to the second room, but that's where things got complicated, as halfway through the bigger kobold came barrelling in with his remaining two pals. I lost, reloaded, and tried again.
This time I fought the kobolds one-on-one as best I could. Loop nine proved that I could do it... but not without coming out of it injured.
I was pretty sure I was getting much better, however. How many kobolds had I killed by then? Fifty? That was... more than most D-rankers, I was sure. It would probably mess me up if I didn't relearn to fight people after this to relearn normal stances.
Maybe I could develop my own martial art. Kobold Killer?
Ah, no.
Reload ten--because I was too injured to try the boss--was spent eating at a nice restaurant that I couldn't afford. Not like I was planning on paying the bill in any case.
Eleven was spent running around the part of town near the laundromat, looking for another place to buy a light, and I did find one. A small corner store sold some cheap flashlights and it was an auto-store, so I didn't need to deal with a cashier.
Reload twelve had me sprinting to the store, buying everything, then setting up a new Save.
Yes, I was losing a few minutes there, but I was getting real tired of having to rebuy the same stuff over and over and over again. The new Save also meant that I didn't have to wait quite as long between portal openings.
I wasn't mentally tired yet, but I did feel like I was someone on the end of a long shift, ready to take the long bus ride home and crash on the couch for a few hours before bed. Not tired, just worn.
If I wanted this to work out, I'd either need to do shorter loops, more break loops, or... well, the best option would be to just win.
Reload thirteen had me fighting the kobolds with a lot more aggression. It actually went well. The kobolds were kind of fragile. Attacking them with wide, imprecise but hard strikes and swings of my combat knife worked.
It also left me rather open.
By the time I cleared out the third room, I was holding back tears. My nose had been smacked in, I had bites on both legs and one hand, and I was bruised in the chest at three different places.
Aggression worked. Kobolds were fast, but I could be faster.
I procrastinated trying to boss again, which is how I discovered something beautiful. A key.
It was stuck in the bigger kobold's bandoleer, the one with all the teeth and such. The key was made of whittled bone, likely a femur or something like it. Crude, but functional, and trying it in the boss room's door opened it without having to kick the door in.
Within the room, the boss was resting on a pile of dried grasses and hay. He was fiddling with a loose piece of stone in that big club of his. It was called a macuahuitl, I'd looked it up, though it didn't look like the stone blades were obsidian. More like flint.
Still dangerous. The boss glanced up, then carefully stood and raised his arms, almost inviting me to come into the arena and fight him.
I stepped in.
The fight wasn't great. I was still trying for full aggression, but the bigger kobold could brain me with that club of his if he was quick about it, and he was rather quick for his size. More mass, more reach, about equal speed.
That left technique, and that's where I was just better than the boss. It swung that club around too hard, overextending, then I was able to dip in and get a good slash or two of my knife in. The boss' coarse fur was surprisingly tough to cut through, but I could do it.
Still, I reloaded. The boss had been on its last legs when it reached out and caught me by the arm, then it bit my face.
I wasn't going to stick around and see what it felt like to have my face eaten.
I was really confident with the fourteenth loop! I almost died in the second room from that, so on the fifteenth I decided to put every trick I'd learned together.
Quick and aggressive in the first room. Then I snuck around the tunnel, took out two of the weaker kobolds, and dumped their bodies before looping around. I moved through the second room quickly and efficiently, then called out for the big kobold and its remaining pals. We fought in the tunnel with the trap, and I was amused to see one of them falling into the trap. One less to fight.
I killed the big guy, but not before he got a good swipe in that left my side stinging, and his remaining pal bit me in the leg.
They really liked doing that.
Still, as far as injuries went, it wasn't all bad. Best run so far.
I got the key, then snuck silently to the boss room, but only after tossing dirt onto the fire so that I wouldn't be illuminated from behind. I brought big-guy's club too. It wasn't my preferred weapon, but it gave reach, and throwing it at the boss once had been enough to distract it for a moment, and that might be useful.
Sneaking in silently didn't alert the boss. He only noticed my approach when he sniffed at the air, and by then I was running forwards swinging my stolen club around.
I nailed him in the side of the face, and he went reeling back.
The hit had actually injured him enough that he seemed a bit stunned, and his return swings were clumsier than usual.
So I threw the club at him, tossing it hard into his chest, and when he moved to toss it aside, I darted in, lunged, and stabbed him hard in the neck.
The boss gurgled, then went down.
I paused, taking in the scene, then I cheered!
"Woo! Take that, you stupid fucking portal! Yeah! I am the boss!"
I did a bit of a dance, then realized that I'd probably pulled more than one muscle. Still, I didn't care. I'd done it! I'd succeeded. I'd soloed a portal. There weren't that many who could claim to have done that, ever. Mostly because of pure logistical issues, and because trying it without such a cheat-y power like mine was risky and stupid, but still!
I was right to feel good about it, and it had only taken fifteen tries.
It wasn't perfect. My coat had some rips in it, my leotard was covered in dust and grime, I had a few scratches and bruises, and I was going to feel sore tomorrow, but I'd done it.
I sighed, then looked around the boss room. There was that exit portal, slowly shifting and growing more stable. Not too far from it was a chest. An old, rusty looking thing.
I kept a finger on the metaphorical trigger of my reload as I ambled over and kicked it. Not a mimic, which was expected. The chest wasn't locked, so I pulled it open and stared within.
There was a lot of dried up leaves serving as a bed onto which rested a weapon. A macuahuitl, like the one the boss had used, only this one was made of a nice, deep red wood, with crude but kind of primal carvings of snarling dogs and kobolds on it. The rocky shards on the weapon were all knapped, black stone.
"Nice," I said.
I'd never use this thing, it was... weird and unwieldy, and heavy once I took it out, but like... it would look awesome hanging off my wall.
The weapon felt weird as well. A bit tingly? But not in a literal, physical sense. Was it enchanted? That made it doubly nice, though I doubted an E-rank portal's final reward would be all that good. I'd have to find an appraiser to look it over and see what it could do.
I looked around one final time, then walked a circle around the room. Nothing else stood out. So... this was it. I felt... a bit rough, but not that bad. I think that spending time in a portal world would help my magical growth, and defeating the monsters within as well. At least, that was how the common knowledge went.
Nodding to myself, I walked over to the portal as it was finishing stabilizing. I could see a vague image of the laundromat on the other side, so I hopped through it.
I landed with a slight stumble on the linoleum of the laundromat, and behind me, the portal swirled and started to shut, filling the air with a last burst of ambient magic.
"Who in the fuck are you?"
I blinked, then looked up just in time for someone's fist to grab me by the collar.
I swung the macuahuitl I was holding around, but it was smacked out of my hand. I felt the delicate bones of my hand snap as well. I gasped, then found myself staring into angry red eyes.
Mizu? The Storm Chasers chick? Behind her was the rest of their team.
"Piece of trash!" she growled. "Who are you? Taking our portal from right under us?"
"Mizu, calm," the group's leader said. "She must have identification and permissions. No need to manhandle her."
Ah... crap.
Feeling a sullen pit in my stomach, I looked at the time. They were here a full twenty minutes earlier than I'd estimated. Had something changed? The portal... might have fluctuated in a way to alert them.
"Dammit," I said. Then I Reloaded.
***
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I was pissed off, obviously. So many runs, so many loops, wasted.
Was it because I was too slow? But no, I'd timed the Bright Lightning guild's arrival. They didn't get here before I was done, unless something changed that. Which was very possible.
There were alert systems that let guilds and corps know about a recently opened portal. Basically they were magical detectors that some corps spread around the city. There were some owned by the city, but most were the property of different corps, and they used them to find freshly opened portals first. Corps sabotaged each other's detectors all the time, and people stole them too because they were worth a pretty penny, but when they worked, they were supposed to be pretty effective.
They might be able to notice when a portal fluctuated from someone entering it.
And as a solo, I didn't have the right or licenses to pop in and complete the portal. Mostly because... well, it followed the same logic as gun ownership or having a driver's license. Common sense dictated that only trained individuals should be let into a portal, mostly for their own safety.
A licensed person or corp arriving at a portal would announce it. There were public channels for 'claiming' a portal so that two rival corporate teams wouldn't bump into each other mid-dungeon. The application of the law within a portal was... a strange and unclear thing. It didn't help that a closed portal would swallow up any evidence.
I had to focus on the situation at hand. Me, versus a team of armed and armoured D-rankers. I didn't stand a chance.
Did I have to take them all out?
I worked my jaw as I started to come up with something of a plan, but that plan still involved me being pretty strong, or more prepared than I had been previously.
First, though, research.
I didn't have the names of three of the four members of the Storm Chasers, but I did have one of their names. Mizu.
Mizu had a profile on the Bright Lightning guild's homepage. Mizu Aokawa. D-ranker for at least two years. At least. She'd been with the guild that long. Previously a member of the Calm Rivers guild in Japan, but I couldn't tell for how long. She'd moved here about a year ago.
So, a relatively experienced D-ranker.
I stepped into the portal, then out. It was a weird sensation, but nothing too bad. Not as good as the feeling of stepping through the end portal. I found a seat nearby to wait. Meanwhile, I continued my research.
The Bright Lightning guild, like most others, kept a good lid on what their members were capable of. Still, some information leaked, and some was given out for free for PR reasons. Nothing like making a guild seem strong to attract new customers or whatever.
There were videos with Mizu and the others in the group, enough to get some names. I noted those down and looked into them, but really, it was Mizu that interested me the most.
Beating four D-rankers was impossible. It would take a hundred loops. Maybe more. Maybe a lot more. There were videos of some of those people using spells. Summoning and flinging bullets of water around and in Mizu's case, lots of fire. She liked fire.
Beating just Mizu was... maybe possible. For my plan to work, I'd need to be able to do that, and do it with enough style and confidence that there was no doubt that I could take on the others... even if I really couldn't.
It was a bluff.
The guild showed up, as expected, a solid hour before they had in my first response time test.
I... could do it. I could complete the portal, kill the boss, grab all the loot, and be out before they arrived. But it would be a near thing, and going so fast would mean injuries.
As it was, I stood up when the front window was blown in, then turned to face the group stepping over the shattered glass.
Mizu saw me, then stomped forwards, the air around her shimmering with heat. "What're you doing here, breathing my air like you belong?" she snapped.
I flung a fist forwards and almost clocked her in the jaw.
Almost. She was fast enough to duck back, then the time for words was over, and we were brawling.
It was clear from the start that she knew some martial arts. I think. The stance she took and the way she moved her arms, was very karate-inspired.
Normal karate didn't involve setting one's limbs on fire with magic.
I winced as she caught me again, then pulled me in and threw me. That was judo, but a very poorly executed move. Not her martial art of choice, then. She'd still gotten me, my reflexes were way too slow to counter, and a flash of heat at my face had left me flinching.
I grunted on landing, then before I could face any more consequences, I Reloaded.
Seventeenth try, then... okay. So, what had I learned?
Mizu was a... pretty mediocre fighter. Natalie was outright better. Mizu was also fast and could take a hit. She'd been a D-ranker for a while, maybe more than two years. She had an improved, reinforced body to prove it whereas I was little more than an E-ranker.
Her friends didn't step in to break up the fight, preferring to watch. The leader guy, a fellow called Ryker Mercer, was a pretty calm-minded guy. He was far more experienced than Mizu. Something told me that if push came to shove, he'd want to negotiate before throwing fists.
I sighed, then stretched my neck.
I hated this... but it was also lighting a fire behind me. I wasn't a fight junky by any means, but the thought of putting that Mizu woman in her place was getting me pumped.
But first, training.
The rest of the seventeenth loop was spent taking my time. I'd wasted a bit at the start and so I figured it was a wash anyway. I took on each fight with the kobolds slow and careful, walking backwards when needed, reading my opponents, then trying to learn how to strike quickly and decisively.
If I had no choice but to do this entire portal run quickly then I might as well learn how to do it nearly-flawlessly.
I had caught on to a few things already, but on taking my time and really trying to learn, I caught some other details. They fought low. It's why I'd been bitten in the legs so often. Also, they moved their heads in first, trying to bite where a human would keep their head back and low.
It left their neck a little exposed, and made them easy to bait.
One on one, they were actually relatively weak, and I meant physically. I was able to grab and pin one to the ground without too much issue, except that they liked to reach out and bite or claw.
If I was fast, I could bait out a bite, then grab one by the neck and move their head up or down and all they could do was scramble at me with ineffective claw strikes.
Eighteen, nineteen, and twenty were all practice. All getting to know the dungeon, its route, this time knowing that I could succeed.
I shaved off four minutes the first time I reached the boss room. Seven the next. Then a total of twelve.
I was getting to know each kobold. I imagined it was a little like fighting a dozen martial artists from the same dojo. They had the same tricks and counters baked into them.
The boss was a little different, but I had no intention of making that one a fair fight. Flinging a club at his face, then leaping in for a fatal stab was risky, but fast and successful.
On the twentieth run, I exited the portal fifty minutes earlier than in my first successful run.
The Storm Chasers weren't in the laundromat.
I paused, taking in the air, regaining my balance after an ungainly step out of the portal where I couldn't tell how far the floor was.
I took a breath, then held it as someone bashed the front window in. Damn. I couldn't do it. I couldn't slip through the portal fast enough to evade them.
So, it would come down to four options.
One, I bailed. Took the experience earned and lost whatever magical gains I'd make. At least I would have only lost one afternoon of real time. No risks, no rewards.
Two, I tried to run for it. I didn't think I could outrun four D-rankers, but given a few tries, I figured I could make it.
Three, I fought them. All four had, cumulatively, a decade of time as a D-ranker more than what I had. They had magic and gear, and backup if I took too long. It was tempting, because they annoyed me, but it was also stupid. There would be consequences.
Four... four was what I liked best.
Mizu stomped into the room and locked eyes with me. Hers fiery red, unnaturally so. She grunted, and a wave of heat poured off of her. "Who in the hell are you?" she asked.
Yeah, I liked option four best.
I tossed my loot (now in a convenient bag I'd purchased before the dungeon run this loop) to the side, then made a 'come here' gesture with my now free hand.
She grinned, feral, wild, flaming hot, and charged in while her companions came up behind her.
I wasn't intact this time. I'd still earned some bruises and cuts, and I was a little tired... but next time would be better.
***
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                Interlude - Mizu the Angry Flame
She hated this kind of low-level work.
Not that it was beneath her, exactly, it just chaffed. She had ambition enough to see this entire shithole city burn, and yet she, like all the others, had to climb the ladder one rung at a damned time.
The anger simmered in her slow, boiling, like a kettle not yet ready to whistle.
Her master at the dojo had said that it wasn't the right way to do things, that she'd never make the breakthrough if she only bathed in the anger and never understood it, never embraced it and saw glimpses of the peace beneath.
He was an idiot a continent away now, and as far as she knew, he was also still just a D-ranker.
"Mizu?" Mercer said.
She glanced up. She and three of the other D-rankers were in a van. It was a nice van, admittedly. From the looks of it, someone might have thought that it was a luxury limo of sorts, not the armoured troop transport that it really was. The guild she was working with now liked to shower them in goodies, but it also liked to keep its goods close. The van was a good example of that.
Luxury, sure, but superficial, and not hers.
That annoyed her too, but it wasn't enough to spark any real anger. "What is it?" she asked.
"We're looking over the details that we have," he said, gesturing with a tablet. He liked those, and he loved going over plans again and again. He was an Earth-aligned kind of guy, and it showed.
"Fine," she replied, picking up her own tablet. She could have brought it all up in her augs--specialty crafted ones that had cost her a fortune because standard cyberware wasn't designed for someone whose blood ran so hot--but Mercer liked seeing that others were paying attention.
"There isn't too much to know," he said. "Scanners picked up a portal appearing in sub-district sixteen, on the corners of Martin Luther King Jr. and Diora. We further triangulated the position and relative height of the outburst to a store here..."
"A laundromat?" Steve asked.
He was a wind mage, and next to him, Clive was a water user, though he mostly used self-buffs. He was the weakest of the four of them, by far.
She was second in terms of raw strength, which irked her. She thought coming here would land her a cushy job and ways to advance, but no, not really. She'd done all of thirty-nine portal runs in almost a year. Thirty-nine!
"Yes, a laundromat. Corporate is reaching out to the owners now for permission to enter, but if they don't grant it, we're breaking in."
She snorted. "Better pay a fine than miss out on a portal?"
"All indications show that it's E-ranked. Mid-rank at best," Mercer said. "We'll be able to slip in and deal with it."
She made a noise of assent. An E-rank portal wasn't a challenge. She could burn through goblins like a torch through butter all day long, especially if she was pissed enough. A few firebolts and minor spells were all it would take, really.
Still, it was a good opportunity. The magic would be split four ways, but it would be one of the best boosts she'd gotten in a month or so. Her stats showed that she was still a solid two-dozen such portals from even tickling the bottom of C-rank.
"We'll take it slow anyway," Mercer said. "It's late. Don't expect quick reinforcements, especially not for such a low rank, but we might want to wait for E-ranker support from the guild anyway."
"Urgh," she said. A bunch of nobodies to stick around and get in the way, sucking up all the good ambient mana from around the dungeon. Well, whatever. From within, with a few kills, she'd get a lot more.
"We should consider our-- wait," Mercer said. He touched his ear, mostly to let them know that he was listening in on something. "Noted. We're on our way over now."
"What is it?" Clive asked.
"Portal was breached. Scanners picked up the fluctuation."
"Fuck," she hissed. Some other corp came and grabbed the prize? She'd not get another opportunity for weeks! Months, maybe! "Who did it?" she asked so she'd know who to hate some more.
"None of the other guilds or corps claimed it," Mercer said. "Could be a civilian that was caught in it. Or a solo."
She ground her teeth even as the van picked up speed.
They didn't technically have an emergency on their hands, so they couldn't light up and shoot past the damned traffic.
She was of half a mind to stick her head out the back and start blasting, but that's how traffic always made her feel.
It took a solid twenty minutes to arrive at the scene, during which Mercer didn't shut up about plans and contingencies.
The moment they arrived, she leapt out of the back. The others fumbled around for their gear, but she was ready to go. She had a revolver tucked in a holster by her side, but she never used it. Magic was her thing. She wanted to be one of those greats. The next Phoenix, the next Ashenbrander, Blaze or Eliot Flame.
They probably weren't called out to E-rank nothings.
The van parked a few dozen metres from the laundromat because of some procedure or another that she didn't care for. They started towards it, walking at a careful pace.
"Wait," Mercer said, and all four of them stopped. "Portal closing."
"Christ," Steve muttered.
"How long was it going for?" Clive asked.
"Sub one hour," Mercer said.
She worked her jaw. That was pretty fast. All four of them together could clear a dungeon in a night, sure, but going too fast was dangerous. A rough C-ranker?
Maybe they lived here and were annoyed at the portal. Only... she looked around, and while this wasn't the worst neighbourhood, it was outside of the walls. Even she lived within, in a nicer, safer space.
"Movement ahead," Clive said. His gaze was fixed on the laundromat. There were stickers on the windows, some posters, and the glass was reflecting ads from across the street, but still, the movement within was obvious. She could feel it. A portal closing.
She opened her magic, tugging at the scraps in the air. It was nothing, or almost nothing.
"We going in, or what?" she asked.
"Let's wait?" Mercer proposed. "It's our duty to intercept and verify, if they go out the back we give chase but... wait, they're stepping out!"
The front door to the laundromat opened, and out came a woman.
She was a little taller than Mizu herself. Younger, too, though most of her lower face was covered by a black mask with thin filters and she had a baseball cap pulled low to shade her eyes. Still, Mizu caught a glimpse of pale blue eyes, almost a pastel colour. What magic was that?
The woman was wearing a tight bodysuit, or a leotard? It was covered by a heavy coat. Cargo pants... a knife in a hip holster and a long plastic bag by her side.
No injuries. No cuts or scrapes. Not even much more than dust around her ankles.
Still, there wasn't that tell-tale pressure that came from a C-ranker. This girl was a D-ranker, like Mizu herself. She wasn't in a league of her own.
"What the he--" Mizu started.
"The portal is finished," the woman said. Her voice was strange, a bit echoy from the mask, muffled.
Did this bitch think she was so cool?
"We have the right to ask you to show your permits," Mercer replied. "Which guild are you--"
"I'm leaving," the woman said. She started to do just that, walking... no, strutting by. She was practically slouching back.
Mizu glared, then gave in to the anger. "Oi! You bitch, we told you to give us your ID!" she stomped over, then reached out a hand to stab the woman in her stupid oversized chest.
Her hand was pushed away.
It wasn't even a slap, just a gentle press to the side.
Mizu saw red. The world around her sparked and warmed. The flame within roared.
She led with a fast strike. A gyaku zaki, a reverse punch, aimed at the woman's stomach. The woman stepped to the side, bending around the blow. When Mizu turned it into a backhanded swipe, her wrist met the woman's upper arm and was shoved upwards.
Mizu seethed. She stepped up and in, lunging with a knee only for the woman to push her leg down with a single hard smack. The contact was too quick for Mizu's flame to catch. She growled, flung a punch forwards with her hand igniting, but it only flew past a screen of messy black hair and caught nothing at all.
And then Mizu realized that the woman was close. Her shoulder was pulled forwards, she hopped on the spot, working to regain her footing, but the woman jabbed an open palm in her arm pit.
Mizu didn't have a choice, she cocked her hip to the side and tried to spin. Her arm came up, long reflexes from the dojo telling her to at least try to get the bitch to eat her elbow, but her legs caught on the woman's ankle mid twirl and she fell.
Fell into the woman's grasp.
An arm snaked around Mizu's neck, a leg was around one of hers, she couldn't put both feet down, and when the woman took a tiny step back, Mizu's own weight pulled her into a headlock. She was still off balance, but held in place by the arm around her neck.
Then she noticed the blade.
She'd never kept both of the woman's hands busy. Her free hand, her left, had pulled that combat knife out of its sheath.
She was holding it wrong, forefinger across the back of the blade, the rest wrapped loosely around the hilt. Still, naked steel was pointed unerringly towards Mizu's neck.
The moment held for a long, long time. Mizu was panting.
The woman's masked face was very close to Mizu's. "Stop panting like a dog. You're breathing my air," the woman said. Pale blue eyes looked to Mizu, then slowly shifted up and towards the others.
They were ready for a fight, but with Mizu the way she was...
"Don't do anything rash," Mercer said.
The woman tilted her head slightly, knife waving. "You're the rash ones," she replied. "Especially this angry little thing."
Mizu felt her heart skip a beat. She was so close to the bitch, if only she could explode in anger and heat, but... not, she was held in place, aware of the body so close to hers, of her enemy's heat, and her calm. Was she bored?
"There's four of us," Mercer said.
"And if you press this into a fight, there will only be three," the woman said. "I'd rather those odds than four on one. Or, I give you a better option. What do you say, Mizu Aokawa?"
Mizu swallowed, the heat in her dropping all of a sudden as a cold, uncomfortable sweat raced up her spine.
"What?" she squeaked, then immediately hated herself for it.
"Is a measly E-rank portal worth the life of one D-ranker and severe injuries to three others for the Storm Chasers?" she asked.
"It isn't," Mercer replied.
"Good. Then this storm is one that you'll let slip past."
The woman moved so suddenly that Mizu felt a wave of vertigo as she started to fall, and then she was shoved forwards, stumbling towards the others.
She turned, only... the woman was slowly grabbing her bag from the floor and putting her knife away.
"W-who are you?" Mizu asked.
The woman looked up, meeting Mizu's eyes again. Hers were so placid, so calm. There was a void there, something that swallowed anger whole. An opposite to Mizu herself.
"I'm..."
***
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                Chapter Seventeen - Deadline
I woke up feeling like I'd slept for an entire day, and that wasn't too far from the truth.
"Urgh," I said as I turned over and checked the time. It was noon-thirty. I had burned the morning away already.
Then my sleepy thoughts refocused on the night before, and I pulled my pillow around to smother myself.
"I'm Deadline," past-me had said, because yeah, a small part of me had been thinking about my alter-identity like it was something out of a damned superhero movie.
I kicked my feet into my mattress.
"God, I'm soooo cringe," I screamed.
I was so awkward and stupid. After four loops of fighting through the portal, getting better and faster at it only to get clobbered by the people outside, I'd finally gotten that Mizu woman down. She relied on the same set of moves, I supposed because of some training, and while she was fast...
Well, it didn't matter how fast she was if she always did the exact same thing. I could start moving before she had started striking.
So, I smacked her down, and it felt fantastic. Just grabbing onto her, holding her in place, pinning her against myself with my knife by her throat. She was, in that moment, at my mercy. She was mine to do with as I pleased.
The fact that she'd previously broken my nose and burned me several times only made it sweeter to finally be able to overpower her.
I squirmed in my sheets, then growled and leapt out of bed.
I needed to check my surroundings. My current Save point was from an hour after the fight, when I thought I was safe. I didn't dare set a second one until I knew that no corpo hitsquad was going to kick my door in.
So, I left my room, padding out in the apartment corridors in nothing but a loose tank-top and sweatpants. I looked through some windows, probably looking a bit paranoid, then when I confirmed that it was safe, I returned to my room and set a fresh Save.
Right. Today was going to be both busy and relaxed. First, some stretches.
I ran through them a couple of times before setting a fresh Save to right after my morning routine, that way I wouldn't need to shower every single time.
So, what was the plan for today?
The goal for the end of the 'real' day was twofold. First, make a fair bit of cash. And second, pay off Not-So-Plain Jane. I didn't need that debt hanging over my head like a sword of Damocles.
There were other things to do as well.
I decided that the 'real' timeline would involve hitting the gym. I was feeling... actually, really good.
Back in the other timeline, the one that had eventually led to my death, I'd spent some time carrying stuff in and out of portals. That meant absorbing some amount of ambient magic. Those days always left me feeling somewhat refreshed for a few hours.
I'd been reliably told that killing the monsters within a portal world was a significantly better way to absorb magic, and that opening and leaving through an exit portal was even better. I'd just reaped a dozen monsters in one night and did a solo-clear.
Alright, so the first loop would be meditative. Or as meditative as I could be.
I also had research to do, I wanted to spend a bit of time just learning new skills as well. Guitar practice, French practice... some research into the people I'd eventually need to kill.
Meditation first.
I sat cross-legged on the floor and focused inwards. My core, which was new, was roiling and twisting, but not in a bad way. It felt like it was... full? Kinda? Like how a stomach felt after eating a lot. It was digesting, maybe.
I focused on it and around it. There was some ephemeral sense that stuff was moving around within me, shifting in waves across my body.
Focusing on it for a while was doable, but after a solid half-hour I got up and started to pace. Gosh, I was... well, in a state. Feeling a little warm.
I Reloaded, and it wasn't much better, but I could cope.
So, practice!
I'd hit the gym in my last loop, then get myself some cash, but for now and the next few 'nows' it was training.
Playing the guitar turned out to be a decent distraction, though I could only focus on that for a pair of loops. It was still a solid six or seven hours of straight practice, and by the end I was able to... almost play the guitar portion from the start of Search and Destroy by the Stooges. I had their poster on one wall. It wasn't my fave, but it was classic punk, and I had to respect it.
My neighbour came over to complain three times across three loops, which I took as a good sign that I was rocking good. Or... poorly, but whatever.
French lessons were a little less cathartic. I found myself feeling more pent up after the second loop of basic French than I'd been at the start. Still, I was picking things up... very slowly.
The site I was learning on said that it took about six hundred hours to reach competency. For a normal person, with an hour to spare a day, that'd be well over a year.
I was trying to cram six hours in a day. At least on the days where I wasn't too busy. The plan was to reach at least basic fluency, then I'd look into hiring a tutor that could give me immediate lessons, set a Save before hiring them at all, and practice in wasted loops.
That was for later, though.
I got sick of killing my infinite time and turned to something that felt a little more productive. Something with a sense of purpose.
Someone had caused the breach. The timing of it was super suspicious, with a few guilds busy and some A-rankers out of the city at the time, though I couldn't remember who, exactly.
Someone had triggered it, or at the very least opened the door and stood aside. And someone was planning to walk away richer than ever because of it.
I didn't have access to classified files or backdoor surveillance. I wasn't part of any inner circle. But I had eyes, and I knew how to dig. And if you scratched at the surface long enough, things started to stink.
I drew up a list of guilds and corps that might have been involved, starting with the big names. It might have been someone smaller, but I figured I'd start easy. I had... a little under nine months now. That was a lot, but not if I sat on my ass.
The guilds first.
The Seraphs was a big name. Lots of members. Six B-rankers, two As. That was insane firepower for one guild to have. There were rumours that they were eating up smaller guilds too, taking in their numbers, working on something big.
The Chatterboxes looked cleaner. It was small, lean. No rankers above C, but lots of contracts. I slid them into my 'unlikely' folder for the moment. It could have been, but they'd stand to lose a lot from the Breach. And I recalled seeing some Chatterboxers out near the front line, their logo was distinct.
Echo Nine was corpo all the way. So yeah, they'd be involved on both sides. Probably not responsible for anything though. That wasn't their style.
Midnight Tea Garden was too small. The Bright Lightning guild was not very significant.
As I started to dig, I kept finding more and more guilds, most of them small, most corporate-affiliated.
So, the real juice was in the corporations, which was where I should be digging.
I wasn't sure. But some guilds hadn't shown up at all. Others had mysteriously been deployed out of the city before everything went to shit, and I was certain that some corps had to profit from the breach.
I scoured PR pages and read biographies. It was... not that helpful, but I was starting to paint a vague picture. Fortress ENE covered its corruption with a thick veneer of bullshittery.
There was only so much corpo double-speak that I could take before I Reloaded.
"Dammit," I said as I walked over to my bed and just... crashed into it. I rolled over, then... took care of business before taking a nap.
I woke up to find it dark outside, then sighed and Reloaded. That was a mistake, as I was hit by a sudden wave of weird tiredness and my previous pent up state was right back.
"Screw it," I muttered. I got changed into some gym clothes, pushed most stuff into a backpack so that I could get changed into something nice after, and then I looked at the bag with my prize from the night before.
There was that weird club in it, with the obsidian blades, and next to that a rather nice revolver.
That last had been a gift from Mizu Aokawa. I don't think she even noticed when I pulled it out of her hip-shealth and tossed it into my bag. It looked like a nice, solid piece, bigger rounds than anything I ever fired at Luna Corp, and simple enough that I didn't think it had any trackers.
A Bastion-Krieger Model 2088c 'Stout-Nose' chambered in .454 Casull. It was a fat, kind of stubby thing, all boxy and brutalist. A nice gift as an apology for singing my eyebrows off.
I'd need to see if I could even buy ammo for it, and if I couldn't file off the serial number, and find a holster for it.
Sighing, I packed it into a bag, and decided to head out.
First, the gym. I needed to train in a 'real' timeline to improve my musculature for real. Then I'd head out and see if I couldn't hit the casino and come back with more cash than I went in with.
***
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                Chapter Eighteen - Casino
"Hey, you're... you never gave me your name, now that I think about it."
I paused mid-push, then slowly lowered my arms down, taking the weight I was pressing upwards with them until there was a heavy clunk. Well, heavy-ish. I was bench-pressing eighty pounds within this fancy machine that was meant to keep my form 'correct' and... mostly it was there so that I couldn't mess it up and drop a barbell onto my own face.
Glancing over to the side, I saw a familiar face peering down at me. Natalie.
She looked very tall when I was laying down like this. Tall and muscular and a bit sweaty from exercising.
"Uh," I said smartly before her question replayed itself in my mind. "Yeah, I guess I never did," I said. "Natalie, right?"
I'd spent hours with her. A dozen, at least. And in those hours she'd beaten me black and blue. Yet, for her, we'd only met once and in passing.
"That's right," she replied with a grin. "Good to see you here again. Just working out?"
"Yeah," I said.
"If I'm bothering..."
"No, no," I replied quickly. "I could use a break anyways."
I'd been at the Ctrl-At-Delts for about two hours already. Some of that was stretching and the usual sort of... between exercise procrastination. I was actually wasting a lot of time trying to figure out where I was in some of my favourite series.
Once I joined up with Luna Corp, I had the cash to start buying audiobooks instead of just pirating them, and now I wanted to catch up to some of those, only... some of the next books in series I was reading were nine months further away than where I'd been.
Real pain in the ass, actually. Plus my bookmarks were all gone, and the suggestion algo on the sites I used weren't tuned into me either.
Anyway, point was, it was an easy, chill workout day. I had plans for in a couple of hours, but that was for later. Right now, I was slowly trying to get my body up to a D-ranker standard. I figured it would only take nine months or so... hopefully a bit less.
"Eighty pounds, huh? Not too bad. You look like you're barely one ten soaking wet."
"Uh, yeah, something like that," I said. I was a bit skinnier than I maybe should have been. 'Stick thin' in some places. Not that I didn't like my body, but... yeah, there was a whole industry out there working to make me self-conscious.
I wasn't sure if someone like Natalie got that. She was certainly not a traditional beauty, but this woman had lean musculature and genuine abs, and I was pretty sure she wasn't using any bio-modding for that. It was all training and diet and very long hours at the gym.
Well, maybe she did have some body image issues? I didn't know, and it wasn't my place to ask. "So, you come over to comment on my BMI, or?"
Natalie flushed, something I hadn't seen before. "No, no, sorry. That was rude of me. Just saw you and figured I'd come over and see how you were doing. Last time you mentioned you needed to train for, ah, reasons. I was kind of dismissive, and I regretted it after."
"Oh," I said. "Yeah, no, it's okay. I figured it out. Not that I'd mind training with you some more."
"More?"
"I mean, uh, I heard that you do the training for Luna Corp? I'm with them, so we might be meeting in the ring, or however you do your training. But yeah, if the offer is there for extra training time, I wouldn't mind taking you up on that. I could really use some polish."
Natalie nodded along, smiling rather sweetly.
She was a strange woman. Sometimes she felt like this tough-as-nails wall. All hard edges, and right now she had the bashful attitude of... I don't know, a soccer mom? A really built soccer mom.
"I could help with that. You're new at Luna Corp, right? I'd remember seeing you otherwise."
"There's a lot of people getting training, maybe I blended in?" I asked.
She shook her head. "No, I'd remember you. Uh..."
"Anyway, uh, yeah, I'm new there," I said.
"Good, good," she replied before looking around, past me, then back. "Anyway, thanks."
"For?"
"Oh, um, no, nevermind." She giggled, which was a rather cute, bashful sound. "I'm gonna go. I think I'm dehydrated. See you around?"
"Yeah, of course," I said.
I watched her go. She had thighs like... damn.
"Dammit," I said before flopping back down onto the bench. Stupid time loops not affecting my body. I got back to pumping iron, at least for a while. When I was done, I took a quick, cold shower in the gym's locker room, changed into the same outfit I'd worn for the interview (minus those awful shoes) and then left, only pausing long enough to wave a goodbye to Natalie on the way out.
Why hadn't I asked her out for coffee or something?
It wasn't like I didn't have the time for it. I could fit something like that into my schedule, and Natalie was cute, and friendly, and seemed kind of interested. Maybe?
Or she was just being nice and it came off as awkward and I was just misreading the whole thing.
As tempted as I was to Reload the entire afternoon to find out, it was probably not worth it. Sunk cost, and all that. Besides... it could have been worse?
Next time, then.
My next destination was a hotel in the North quarter, which was a bus then taxi ride away. The expense made my head hurt, but I bore it, because it was possible that I'd be making a lot more from this little day trip.
It was seven-something in the afternoon by the time I made it. I went into this... not very nice hotel, rented a room to store some stuff in, then left. I wasn't going to bring that revolver or the weapon I'd gotten from the portal with me.
Not to my next destination, at least.
That was the Velvet Dreams Casino.
The Dreams was a mid-tier casino, a tall building covered in lights and mirrored surfaces. The entrance was a wide, open lobby, leading right in and inviting people with loud pop music and constant ads.
The moment I was close, I felt my augs fritz then I was hit by a few intrusive advertisements in the corners of my vision. This was such a bad idea... but it was one way to make a lot of cash.
I walked over to a counter within the casino, with some hundred-odd people playing on slot machines behind me, then spent a thousand dollars on a single chip.
Smiling as if this wasn't a hellscape, I wandered the floor for a while. I didn't care if it looked like I didn't know what was going on, because that was the role I was playing.
Finally I found what I was looking for. This place had roulette tables.
I found one that wasn't too busy, smiled gormlessly at the man handling the table, then placed my one coin down on the one. "Just got a job, baby!" I said. "I'm feeling real lucky today. I just put my token here, right?"
The man working for the casino gave me a quick rundown of the game, and seemed to suggest that I ought to put my chip on black or white, rather than on a specific number, but I shook my head.
Then I Saved.
The wheel spun, and I lost.
I Reloaded.
The wheel spun, and I lost again, but with a different number this time. Good.
I Reloaded.
I Reloaded.
I Reloaded.
It took sixty-three tries... but finally, the ball stopped on the right slot. I stared, almost Reloaded by reflex, then I cheered. "Yeah!"
I spent the next three hours in the casino. Not gambling. That one bet had earned me a neat thirty-seven thousand, which was a nice way to explode my cash into a lot more.
Could I have bet all of that on a second roll? Sure.
But I figured that the casino wouldn't look into one girl randomly winning thirty grand. That was well within their expected losses for the day.
One girl winning twice in a row for a total of one point two million dollars, on the other hand, was worth investigating. They'd make a check for magic-use, maybe look into my background, might even do something entirely innocent like try to use me for promotion. Not anything I wanted or needed right now.
I needed to play the part of the lucky winner. I went to a nice restaurant in the same casino, ate a two hundred dollar meal with real magical ingredients farmed in some portal somewhere, then waddled out of the casino just a tiny bit tipsy after drinking a couple of fruity cocktails that hadn't tasted at all like alcohol.
I picked up my stuff from the hotel, then ordered a cab.
It was half past late, but I had one last stop for the day.
Full-Auto Stranger-Danger. I had to repay Jane before the debt came due, and I figured that she might be able to help, or know the people who could, with a few other little things.
***
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                Chapter Nineteen - Saying Yes
I walked into the MommaPops and blinked as I discovered the same zit-faced boy behind the counter. For some reason, that felt very funny to me.
I... may have been a little more tipsy than I had previously thought. That, or the taxi ride over to here hadn't helped the alcohol settle. Weren't D-rankers supposed to be a little more tolerant of alcohol?
Then again, I was barely a D-ranker at all, was I?
I didn't stop to ask anything at the counter, and instead just walked around and to the back. For some reason I was feeling a little self-conscious. Fortunately, I made a fresh Save at the hotel. If things went pear-shaped, I had a decent point to restart things from. Nothing to worry about.
Full-Auto Stranger-Danger looked mostly empty at this hour. There was one man shopping around though. He picked up a shirt, seemingly at random, then moved to the counter.
Not-So-Plain-Jane bagged it for him, and it was very obvious that she'd tucked something else into the bag. Then the man pulled his cap down lower, adjusted the hood of his coat, and walked by me without making eye contact.
Right, this place was suspicious as hell.
Jane glanced up, then her eyes widened and she immediately grinned. "Well, well! It's my favourite beanstalk!"
"I'm five seven," I said as I walked over. "Hardly a beanstalk."
"Nah, but you're all thin and scrawny, so beanstalk," she said as she came around the counter. I supposed to her I might as well be a giant, she barely came up to my collar. "Or should I call you... Deadline." She made a little wavy gesture with her hand, fingers wiggling.
My heart skipped a beat.
"What?"
Jane's smile was absolutely shit-eating. "Ohhhh, you think I wouldn't notice? Girl, I designed your outfit."
"How did you know?" I asked. I was tempted to Reload, but what even would be the point? I didn't have a Save point set up an entire day before.
Jane shrugged. "CCTV. Footage leaked when it became clear that it made the Storm Chasers look like Storm Posers. Heh! You smacked that little firebrand girl around. Strong dom energy. I approve, but I didn't think you had it in you."
I felt like my head was spinning for a moment. "Someone posted that online?"
"Ehhh, in some circles, sure," she said. "Dug into it, and the name leaked. Don't worry. No one died, and your crime was like, barely a felony. I do worse every afternoon. And I do crimes against god at night." She winked.
I sighed. "How much shit am I in?" I asked.
Jane snorted. "None. Not really. Like I said, what you did? Nabbing a portal without a license is a big no-no, but no one can prove that you didn't have one at the time, right? Not without your real ID. So there's 'suspicion' of you soloing a portal without a license, and then there's not reporting it in time. The thing with the Storm Chaser chick? That was her. She started it. You defended yourself. Hell, a good enough lawyer could make the whole case poof. You did the city a service without charging the usual portal clearance fee." She shrugged, as if that was that.
"Oh," I said.
"It's minor. Now, what's less minor is how badass you looked. Ohh, those moves were hot hot!" She waved her arms around and... was she imitating the way I fought Mizu? "And you looked good thanks to me. Hope you're here to pay up?"
Damn, Jane had a way of keeping me on my toes. "Yeah, that's exactly it," I said as I reached into a pocket. I pulled out a small wad of cash. It almost hurt to hand this out, but I'd just earned a heap and I'd be earning more. "Here, all yours."
Jane took the cash, whistling happily and off-tune as she counted through it. "What, no tip?" she asked before laughing raucously. "Come on, follow me to the back? We can talk biz."
"What sort of business?" I asked warily.
"That depends, but you didn't strike me as the kind of gal that just wanted to tap out one portal. You've got ambition, it's written all over your pretty face."
I followed her, against my best judgement. I had an easy exit, one Reload away. Jane moved to the back of the warehouse, past all of the clothes and into a section with... more clothes. But also, guns. Guns and cases of ammo, racks of other weapons, some armour. Lots of things of very questionable legality.
"Don't look at my stock like that," Jane said. "It's all perfectly legal, sorta."
"Sorta?"
"I have a trademark on that sorta," Jane said with another laugh. She liked laughing, and it suited her well. She walked over to a second counter, this one more of a workbench and pushed aside what looked like a current project. There were some machines here, tools that I couldn't guess at, but some that I recognized as tailoring gear.
Jane reached under the counter, into a mini-fridge, then pulled out a brown bottle and two shot glasses. She poured, then slid one over and across towards me.
"I shouldn't," I said.
"Ah ah, none of that! C'mon, you cleared a portal, and it looks like solo too. That's not nothing. You're what, a D-ranker? That was an E-rank portal. Not insane, but like, kudos. And you came out with my gear looking spotless. You just needed a little runway strut at the end there, but your ass is way too flat for that."
"My, what?" I asked.
"Your butt's like a pancake, girl. Eat something, do some squats. Look at me, four-foot nothing but I've got cheeks for days and I've got curves to grab onto."
I pinched the bridge of my nose. This woman... god, she was... urgh. I took the shot, downing it in one swift motion before coughing.
"Thanks," I said as I cleared my throat. "So... business?"
"And then pleasure?" she asked, a twinkle in her eye. "I can shut down for the day, and I have a bed right there." She nodded her head back and... yeah, there was a bed behind a curtain wall. Did she sleep here?
The discarded panties suggested that yes, she did. Also, she wore very... daring things. "Uh," I said. "We'll have to see about that."
Damn. I was in a state if I was actually thinking about it. Truth was though, Jane seemed fun? I kind of liked her. Not in the long-term relationship way, but still.
"So, biz?" she asked.
"Right. First, do you know any appraisers? For weaker portal artefacts."
"Ohh, shiny. Can I see? Also, yeah, I know a guy who can do things on the down-low. E-ranked or higher?"
"Just E-ranked," I confirmed. I reached into the bag, then pulled out the macuahuitl and set it on the counter. "Careful, it's sharp."
"So's my wit," Jane said as she picked the weapon up. She weighted it carefully. Actually, she treated it with more care than I expected, which, yeah, she was a weapon's saleswoman... black marketeer. She'd know how to handle a weapon with respect. "Neat. enchanted? Something weak though. I've handled weapons with strong enchantments. C-rank-ish, and they felt dangerous. This ain't it."
"Probably, yeah," I replied. "I can't afford much for it."
"That's fine. This ain't worth too much, I don't think. A couple of grand?"
I blinked. That much? It didn't make the risk of the portal worth it, of course, but it was still a nice payout. Or it would be if I was truly concerned with cash.
"There's this too, can you tell me about it?"
I pulled out the revolver. I'd emptied it out, of course. A loose, loaded gun in a bag was a stupid idea.
Jane cooed as she picked it up and turned it this way and that. "Where'd you get this?"
"Mizu... donated it." At her confused look, I elaborated. "The Storm Chaser woman."
Jane cackled. "Oh, nice! You'll want to re-register it, but I can do that from here. An hour and I can switch out the plate. See? The registration number is on this little plate thing here. It's two rivets. Pop pop and you've got something that's all yours, legally."
"Huh, that's nice," I said. Good to know that stealing guns was just that easy in Fortress ENE.
"Bastion-Krieger. Alright brand. Middle of the pack. Nice caliber though. If you go for Special-D rounds they'll come up to a hefty sixty dollars a shot, but hey, you can apparently blow the brains out of just about anything, and anyone, that isn't C-ranked."
That was expensive. Probably. I didn't know how much bullets cost.
"Was that all?" Jane asked.
I blinked. "Yeah, I suppose so."
"And now the pleasure?" she asked, standing up onto the tips of her feet. She was pressing her shoulders in, making me very aware that her shirt had a low neckline.
I worked my jaw.
Then I made a Save. "I hope I don't regret this," I said.
***
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                Chapter Twenty - Post-Coital Smokes
Jane bent over the side of her bed and fumbled with something while I watched, still breathing a little hard, blankets tucked up to my neck. "What are you doing?" I asked.
She chuckled. "Don't worry. I'm not ready for a round six," she said. "Ain't got that fancy D-ranker stamina."
She came up with a pack of cigarettes that looked half empty and a small hotel-style matchbook. I didn't even know they still made those.
Shuffling backwards, Jane sat up onto her pillows, put a cigarette in her mouth, then lit it with a match. "Ah," she said.
"Those are bad for you," I said.
Jane snorted. "I only smoke when I fuck," she said. "And I hardly fuck enough for it to be that bad."
I sighed, stretching my legs out as far as they would go, which meant they slipped out from the bottom of the covers. I curled my toes, then relaxed. I felt good, real good. "And here I thought you'd never admit to that," I said.
Jane laughed. "Yeah. But I fucked you, so who cares, yeah? Besides, I'm missing more cigarettes than you would, huh?" She tipped the pack my way, revealing that it was above half smoked already.
I plucked one of them out quickly, then looked it over before putting the filter-end into my mouth. I took the matchbook, then lit it. A moment later I was coughing, my throat tickled by the smoke I'd inhaled.
Jane chuckled. "It's not for everyone," she said as she took the pack and placed it next to the bed.
"Yeah," I said. The taste was awful. Still... well, no harm. I didn't plan on keeping this timeline, even now. It was... about three in the morning. I had work in a few hours, and was far from home, sweaty, and tired in a good way. "You're my second."
Jane turned to glance my way. "Second?"
Why was I even saying this? Maybe sex loosened my tongue a little? Maybe I just needed some therapy, and Not-So-Plain-Jane was the nearest thing to a shrink I had. "The second person I've had, ah, sex with," I admitted.
"Huh," Jane said. "Figured you were a little inexperienced, but you weren't bad or anything."
"Thanks," I said dryly.
"So, who was lucky lady number one? Or mister?" Jane moved a bit. Her naked thigh touched the side of my leg.
"Lady," I replied before sinking back into the pillows. She had really nice pillows. I took a pull of the cigarette. It wasn't as bad this time. I suspected that Jane didn't cheap out with these and bought quality ones if they were for special occasions. I fiddled with it for a moment before continuing. "Her name was Louise. Is. Is Louise."
"Mhm. Cute name. French, right?"
"She is, yeah," I replied. "From France, moved over to Fortress ENE about two, three years back? I don't know. I... stalked her online, a little? Is that creepy."
Jane snorted. "A bit? But I've heard worse."
"Yeah," I said, fidgeting a little. "One day, after work... I was working for Luna Corp at the time. E-ranker. Just... dragging crap out of a portal world. Monster corpses, lumps of rock. Cartloads of junk that would be resold. Job was done, and she just came over, bold as day, looked me in the eyes and asked me if I fucked women."
Jane shifted to the side, invested in the story. That meant her leg pulled away from my side, leaving a void where heat had been. "And, what did you say?" she asked.
I pulled my attention away from the front of her thin camisole. "I said yes. I guess she caught me staring? She's a C-ranker."
"Oh, you bagged an elite," Jane replied.
"I guess. More like she bagged me. Dragged me to her place. This nice apartment near city centre. Not the penthouse, but not far from it. Told me to shower. I almost had a breakdown in the shower, but I came out, then she just..." I waved my hand vaguely.
"Hmm," Jane said noncommittally.
"Yeah. I don't know. I felt used at the end, but good? It's what I wanted, but not in the way I wanted it? She wasn't rough, or mean. But I think she just wanted someone warm in her bed, and I..."
"Wanted more than that," Jane said. She nodded, then gestured between us. "Is that what you're wanting here? Because I'm not really looking for a girlfriend. I mean, I wouldn't mind a date if you're paying for the grub, but if you want to keep things casual, I'm okay with that too."
"No, no, it's fine," I said.
This had felt a lot more... even. Equal. The vibes were better, even if I had a bit of guilt knowing that I'd be pulling the trigger on a Reload soon.
"Thanks," I said. "This was... nice. I needed it."
Jane shrugged. "You're very welcome. Come back anytime. Though, no discounts for fuck-buddies."
"Hmm," I said. "I... I'm a time traveller."
Jane blinked. "Huh?"
"I can loop. Back an hour or two into my own past. More, even. And, uh, I... this, what we did, it'll never have happened. I'll remember it, but it won't be real. The you that shared with me will just be back to being the normal Not-So-Plain-Jane."
She stared at me for a while, then her eyebrows rose and she took another pull from her cigarette. "No shit?" she asked.
I nodded.
"And you go back... what, body and mind? Is past me going to have a naked beanstalk in her bed?"
"Just my memories, I think."
"Oh. Well shit. Next time we fuck, I want twice as many orgasms."
I laughed, unable to hold it back. Jane was... very Jane. "Thank you," I said.
"Guess you're telling me because it doesn't matter?"
"Yeah," I said. "Not like you'll remember. Are you upset?"
"Hm, nah. Bit weird. But like, I offered first, so it's not too skeevy. Not gonna use what you learned about me against me?"
"Only to guarantee more orgasms," I promised.
Jane grinned. "Then we're good. Might not think it if I wasn't so chilled out right now, but now? Now I think we're good. Damn... hey, time shit... you ever looking for a fixer?"
"A what?" I asked.
"Someone to give you jobs, on the down-low. Not always illegal, but sometimes on that line."
"Are you a fixer?" I asked.
She shook her head. "Nah. But I could use a hand, sometimes. Might not just offer it like that, though. Hmm... ask past-me? Future me? Eh, ask other me if I have any jobs laying around."
"I'm not exactly tight on cash," I said.
"You were broke last time," she pointed out.
I shrugged. "Time manipulation and casinos work well together."
Jane blinked, then giggled. "I bet. Be careful though, they have memories."
"Yeah. I might take you up on that sorta-job offer. Not for cash, but, ah."
"Sexual favours?" she asked, eyebrows waggling.
"Would I need to do work for that or just ask?"
"Fair point."
"I meant more... gear that's hard to get? Maybe? Magical stuff? Better weapons and armour. I don't know if my 'Deadline' ID is burnt or not, but if it isn't, then it'd be nice to get better equipment. Maybe some intel."
"Not my area of expertise, the intel, but the rest I can help with. I've geared up some strange folk before. Solo delvers, some teams that were definitely one corp or another's black-ops team who needed untraced gear. Hit me up about it."
"Cool. thanks Jane."
Then, before I could hesitate myself into not doing it, I rolled over, placed a hand on her breast, gave it a squeeze, and then I planted a long, very luxurious kiss onto her lips.
I Reloaded.
"Uh," I said.
I felt the blood rushing to my face as I readjusted. Damn... I had been pent up.
"Ohh, you're really thinking about it," Jane said teasingly. This was a considerably more dressed Jane, one that didn't know me nearly as well.
"Yeah, maybe one day," I said, trying to be a bit smoother about it. "But not tonight."
Jane sighed, a little wistfully. I looked down at her lips... well, in for a penny.
I scooped in, and pressed a kiss against her. A good one, the sort she'd liked in a night that would never be.
"Mmm, just a taste," I said as I pulled away from a rather shocked Jane. That was for all the teasing. "See you around? I've got your number, I'll call you, and you tell me what that old weapon is all about, yeah?"
I grabbed my revolver on the way out, then practically skipped out of her store. A long taxi ride later, and I was back at my apartment. It felt a little lonely when I stepped in, but Mister Couchtop jumped up and reminded me that he existed (and hadn't been fed) and all was well.
Tomorrow, work. I just needed a good night's rest before that.
***
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                Chapter Twenty-One - Work Day
I woke up bleary and early the next day, did a quick check of my surroundings, then suffered through my new morning routine of squats and pushups and stretches before I stumbled to the shower, got dressed, and set a new Save point.
This was it, second first day at my new job.
I hadn't been given a new Luna Corp uniform yet, and I'd worn my nice 'interview' clothes yesterday for the casino. There was no time for clothes shopping.
Damn, I should have poked Jane into helping me find new clothes.
Jane...
I shook my head and refocused. I wore a nice, if plain blouse and some clean jeans. It was very casual, but it was either that, or show up in gym clothes or looking rather grungy and punked out, which wasn't an option.
Corporations didn't like it when you showed up wearing a hoodie that said 'Burn Down the Corps' on the back.
It was good enough. Casual, but clean. I grabbed a nice bomber jacket, cut high at the waist like a bolero and made of some puffy faux-leather. It was a bit less casual, but it showed off my waist and stomach a little. Apparently those were good features.
Packing up a small purse with some essentials, I headed out the door after making sure Mister Couchtop's auto-feeder was full to the brim and his water bowl was topped up.
"See you later," I muttered.
He "Nyouw'd" in response.
Taking the bus to the Inner Circle was very familiar. It was the same almost-an-hour long route I'd taken so many times to get to work. I... really had to look into buying a car.
And learning how to drive.
That part would suck, but if I wanted some level of independence, then I couldn't afford to rely on Fortress ENE's spotty public transportation network. Besides, I was a D-ranker. Could I hit up the casino again? Or a different one?
Two big payouts in a row would be very suspicious. Lottery winnings wouldn't work. That was tracked too closely. I needed easy, quick money that I could get by leveraging my power and without putting myself at risk.
Playing the stock market was out as well. That was tracked.
Whatever, I had a while to figure it out, and I wasn't going to buy a car tomorrow morning. I just sat back and enjoyed the ride as best I could in the stinking rear of a F-ENE bus.
Eventually I made it to the Inner Circle, hopped off, then headed over to the Luna Corp building. I was greeted by the same borg'd up receptionist, who took my ID and welcomed me to the Luna Corp family. I smiled, played nice, and then followed her directions to the back. She also subtly reminded me that once I was a full-on employee I wouldn't need to come in by the front.
The rear entrance wasn't nearly as pretty, but it was a whole lot faster.
I found my way to the back, where I was guided into a small conference room where some six others were sitting, all E-rankers. Some guy from HR came up and gave a short presentation on what our duties would be, with lots of legal disclaimers and a few short videos.
I remembered most of this... vaguely. It was a lead-in to a couple of weeks of training. All in all, it... wasn't that good, but it covered the basics. How not to shoot yourself in the foot, how to use the comms, how to call in an alert, and so on.
I found myself a little bored with it all, but I kept focused.
Eventually, noon rolled around, and I was starving, but on my way out of the room I was accosted by a familiar face. Damien, the D-ranker who'd been there when I joined up. "Ah, Miss... hmm, can't quite recall your family name."
"Yeah, that happens," I said. "It's European."
"Ah, yes, I remember. Italian?"
"Moldovian. Not that I have much family there now," I said with a shrug.
"You're taking the E-ranker training courses at the moment, correct?" he asked and when I nodded, he hummed. "Follow me. I had Serene keep the magic testing device out, just in case. Not that the E-rank course would be a loss. Goodness knows some of our D-rankers could use some reminders."
"Ah, but it's different, right?" I asked.
He nodded along. "Oh, very much so. Honestly, I didn't ask, but are your goals... ambitious?"
"What do you mean?"
"Do you intend to just find a nice, quiet, relatively low-risk job? If so, remaining as a guard will do that for you. D-rankers have the unique privilege of being allowed into portals without too much hassle or extraneous equipment, but the risk that comes with the work is much higher, as is the responsibility."
I kind of got that. The jobs weren't the same. E-ranker could clear out portals. E and D rank portals, maybe a C if push came to shove. Hell, normal people could do it too. It had happened before. Squads of soldiers diving in with top-level military gear.
Those kobolds I fought wouldn't last ten seconds against a full squad of marines.
E-rank meant being able to hit the top of human potential with a little less effort and keep at that level for longer. D-rank was the same, only with greater ease, and some magic on top.
Luna Corp, and some others, just preferred to put their investment in people that had more 'potential' as measured by magical capabilities. So that meant full D-ranker portal clear teams.
A few corps still mixed in normal folk with their portal clear teams. Though... enough time in a portal almost guaranteed at least an uprank to E. I'd heard somewhere that in a hundred years, there would be as many 'normals' as a percentage of the population as there were 'magicals' now.
Damien led me to an elevator, then up two floors to HR. It was... a normal office. I'd only had reason to come here a couple of times before. Luna Corp's employee pool was mostly normal office workers, slaving away in cubicles doing normal office stuff. I was on the more 'action' side of things.
"So, you never told me what you expect out of being a D-ranker," Damien said.
"Ah, sorry. I guess I haven't come to terms with it. But... yeah, I'm ambitious, I think. I'd like to be a C-ranker one day."
He nodded along. "It's possible. From D to C requires, on average, two hundred completed portal runs. More or less. That's the commonly repeated statistic, but the quality of a run can vary a lot, and most of the factors are outside of our control."
"I see," I said. Made sense. Two hundred E-rank portals like the one I'd cleared wasn't the same as two hundred D-ranks or a hundred C-ranks. And he was talking about portals cleared as a group, with the magic shared between several individuals.
Damien invited me into a small space at the back of a large room where the machine I'd interacted with last time was set up. He checked it over, tested it on himself, then nodded and gestured for me to place my hand into it.
I did just that, then looked up to see the results.
155 - E-99
"Wow," Damien said, though he didn't sound that impressed. "I've never seen an E-99."
"That's bad?"
"That's so close to D-rank you're tickling it," he replied. "Your potential went up as well. From... lemme see... 151 to 155. That's fantastic."
"Thank you," I said. "I've been trying to understand my magic a little more, and I've been eating more magical foods." Well, one meal at the casino counted, right?
Damien nodded. "Close enough. If your results hold steady, one minor trip through even a weak portal will have you solidly in D-rank territory. I'll mark you down as one. This might take an hour or so."
He lied. It took three hours, and by the end of it I was famished. But I couldn't argue with the results, because after signing a few papers I was given a new card with an image of my face on it and a pretty little D in the corner.
I think Damien had fudged the numbers to get a bonus of some sort, and I really didn't care. The rank-up came with a fresh bonus. Fifteen thousand dollars just popped into my account, and that was after taxes.
Better yet, Damian invited me to the upper floors, where the other D-rankers waited around between jobs, and where I'd have--limited--access to an honest-to-god D-ranked database of spells and information.
Worth the hunger indeed.
***
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                Chapter Twenty-Two - Squad B
"Ah, everyone, this is... well, you can present yourself," Damien said.
"Hello, everyone," I said before bowing slightly. It felt like the right thing to do. In many ways this group was made up entirely of my superiors.
Damien had guided me to a room on what was almost the top floor. There were wide windows overlooking a really nice view of the Outer Circle, past the walls. The room itself was wide, with several modern (read: uncomfortable) couches, a small kitchen and a pair of vending machines. It was a break room, but a really luxurious one, and one that was lived in. There were lockers--massive ones--filled with coats and folded clothes and personal belongings.
There were five people in the room, other than myself and Damien, which I instantly knew I wouldn't be able to keep track of. I could barely remember the names of my co-workers at the best of times, and some I'd been working next to for months.
This bunch had a bit more personality, though. Sure, they all wore some Luna Corp merch, but as D-rankers they weren't stuck in same-y jumpsuits and plate carriers as I had been as an E-ranker.
"Hey!" one of them said. This big guy, whiter than white, with messy blonde hair and a bit of a beard. "I'm Eldur. Current team lead for squad B. If you'll be joining us as our twenty-first D-ranker, then you'll probably be on my squad."
"Oh, pleased to meet you," I said. I reached out and shook, then regretted it. Eldur didn't look like he was being mean on purpose, but he had a grip on those mitts of his.
"Let me show you around," he said. "This fella here is our other E. I call him Little-E but he really hates it."
Eldur gestured to a rather normal looking guy. Brown hair, greenish eyes, clean shaven. I supposed he was handsome but not in a way that stood out much. "Hello," he said. "I'm Erde. Don't call me Little-E, please."
"I won't," I said with a smile.
"Ah, and this is our studious ice mage, Sol," Eldur said.
Sol was a man out of season, wearing a thick sweater and a Luna Corp branded scarf of all things. As eldur pulled me close, I could feel a chill creep up my back, but it soon faded and the warmth of the room rushed in.
"Sorry about that," Sol said. He reached over to shake, and his hand was frozen. "Practicing a new spell."
"He's our mobile AC in the summer," Eldur said.
Sol chuckled. "I'd like to think I'm a bit more than that, but sometimes... ah, that's how it is." He reached into his pocket and pulled out a bottle of antacids of all things and popped one into his mouth.
"Ah, and I should present you to the ladies," Eldur said.
"Hi!"
I jumped and spun around, only to come face-to-face with another blonde, only unlike Eldur, her hair was very clearly dyed.
"I'm Terry," the woman said. She gave me a megawatt smile, then shook my hand. I flinched as a static shock raced through me, but she didn't seem to notice. "Good to finally restore the gender balance on the team. With you here it's three and three!"
"Squad B is just six members?" I asked.
"We usually aim for between five and six members per squad," Damien said. "A is our primary, with all of our C-rankers in it. B is our squad for newer member and lower-threat level portals, and squad E1 is our rapid response team with an additional six members at the moment. E2 to E4 are the E-ranker squads for normal guard work and extractions."
"I keep telling them that we need to change the names," Terry said. "I get confused with all the As and Bs and Es all over. If there's a squad D one day, I'm quitting."
I chuckled along with her joke, though it wasn't the funniest thing I'd heard. Still, it was lightening the mood a bit.
"Ah, is this the newcomer you warned us of?" a new voice asked. A woman stepped in, and I had the immediate sense that she was a little stronger.
Not that the others felt weak. Eldur had a presence to him, a sort of magnetism that I could feel. Terry was bright, somehow, and Sol was literally cooling the room with his presence. Erde, by contrast, was hard to notice. Actually, Damien lacked that feel as well.
This woman was the opposite. She walked over and I could feel an oppressive... feeling, wash over me. It was hard to describe, hard to pin down.
C-rankers had this kind of aura about them too. Lousie... her I could feel from across a room. Maybe this woman was closer to C than most, then?
"I'm Dharti," she said with a kindly smile. "Squad B's medic."
"Pleasure," I replied.
"Don't get hurt and the pleasure will all be mine," she said. Dharti was very obviously Indian, or had family from India. There was a nice lilt to her voice when she spoke, and her skin was a few shades darker than my own pasty white. She eyed me, and I noticed that her eyes were a very deep, almost purple blue.
"I'll leave you with the team," Damien said. "Keep in mind that you all have a portal clearing job on Friday. Ideally you can bring the newcomer along if she feels ready for it."
"It's that little E-rank by ninth ave?" Terry asked. "The stinkhole?"
"That's the one," Eldur said. "Good place as any for a newbie! Hah!"
Damien soon left, and I found myself entirely uncertain what to do. "Ah, so, I'd love to help with the portal. Two days isn't very long for outfitting, but I don't mind using E-ranker gear. I can handle myself relatively well."
Eldur nodded along. "We'll see about that! But tomorrow. We have a consultant that comes in for combat training, and as for gear, we'll figure something out."
"Regs call for a minimum that we definitely have to spare," Sol said. He spoke from across the room and... I could see why. The area around him was collecting little white tendrils of frost and his breath left fog in the air.
Terry clapped. "We'll keep you safe! Oh! What kind of mage are you?"
"Ah, I really don't know," I said. I was still piecing together what D-rankers took for granted. There was something about emotion, but that was all I'd gotten.
"No fireballs? Big sparks? Mud?" Terry asked.
"Mud? I mean, no, nothing like that."
"Ohhhh," she said, stretching the word out. "Outer elemental, then."
"Pardon?" I asked.
Eldur hummed. "Possible. Saw your transcript, I mean, what's there. Light pink-blue magic spectrometry. Plus the eyes. That's very much an outer elemental. Either Void or... Nature, I think it is?"
Terry gasped and bounced over. "Dharti can teach you! You can be a healer too!"
"Outer elementalists make for poor physical healers," Dharti said as she pulled up a seat. She'd gone over to the small kitchen area and returned with a warm kettle. "Tea?"
"No thanks," I replied. "Actually, I was curious... is there like, a database or something I can look into? I'm very new to the rank."
Eldur tugged on the end of his short beard. "There is. Let's see if HR plugged your credentials in yet. Luna Corp doesn't have the largest library of spells, but there ought to be a couple you can start studying now."
"It'll be months before she can use all of them, even those within her elemental band," Sol said. "But Eldur's idea isn't bad. The sooner you start carving the pathways, the faster you'll learn how to properly cast. I can show you some tricks, even if we're non-adjacent elementally."
I nodded along, because what else was I supposed to do? I knew about elemental stuff, of course. Who didn't? Fire mages did fire, water water, wind wind, and so on. Common knowledge placed fire and water and the most common elements.
I wasn't sure what outer elemental meant, but I had an inkling.
There were some magic types that were very obvious, and some less so, less physical and more metaphysical. My time stuff was definitely on the metaphysical side.
I thought giving Eldur that suggestion turned out to be a good idea. He felt like the kind of person that had to be doing something. Sol felt focused on his own thing. Dharti was enjoying her tea in peace, Erde was... watching something on a tablet, and Terry flitted about the room, picking up one thing and then doing another. She did the dishes, then moved around and swept up, then came to talk to Sol for a while, then wandered away, all in the space of the thirty minutes it took Eldur to help me get a tablet with the Luna Corp D-ranker database.
"Here you go," Eldur said. "The magic wheel's got all the standard D-ranker spells that aren't classified or the like on it."
Magic wheel? I discovered what he meant a moment later.
The tablet had a sort of star design on it, each prong a different colour, and each one was labelled with a different type of magic.
There were also, next to those, a bunch of small, labelled emotions, each one linked to an element.
Well, that was new.
***
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Squad B seemed more than happy enough to just let me be. Mostly.
Eldur and Erde went off to talk about something with a man in a Luna Corp uniform that I recognized as one of the more senior E-rank officers. That was the same officer that had handed down orders when I was just an E-rank.
He glanced my way for a moment when Eldur gestured, nodded, then they seemed to forget that I was even there.
I supposed that wasn't too bizarre. If they wanted to bring me along for an E-rank portal, it only made sense to organize things with the rest of the corp. Actually, sending someone out into the portal with one day's training felt a little... irresponsible.
When I joined Luna Corp as an E-ranker, it was a month before I was on guard duty around a portal, and three months before I ever set foot into one. Being allowed to explore one less than a week into being hired felt... premature.
Then again, there was also a sort of expectation of capability that came with being a D-ranker, even a new one.
The wider world imagined D-rankers as capable and enough of them were that it set a weird precedent.
I sat down not too far from the kitchenette, then looked at the tablet that Eldur had handed me, and frowned as I clicked through what was basically the 'baby's first guide to spells.'
The effective casting of spells within the modern magical framework is contingent upon emotional feedback. Each elemental branch of magic is associated with a specific emotion or a narrow emotional spectrum. To empower spells aligned with a given element, the caster must establish a strong and consistent emotional resonance with the corresponding feeling.
Once this emotional connection is secured, the process of learning a spell involves correctly shaping one's mana and experiencing the appropriate emotional state. For this reason, spells are often most effectively learned during periods of heightened emotional intensity. However, sustained meditation and deliberate practice may also facilitate the acquisition of new spells under more controlled conditions.
Upon successful formation of a spell, the caster imprints a corresponding pathway within their internal magical circuitry. Repeated use of the same spell reinforces this pathway, resulting in increased ease of casting over time. Nevertheless, the act of casting always consumes a quantifiable amount of magical energy.
I... didn't quite get it. I think that my confusion may have been obvious, because Dharti slid over, placing a cup of warm tea before me. "Ask," she said.
I glanced up at her, then back down to the tablet. "I'm not even sure where to begin," I admitted. "This... well, I want to learn magic. It's... uh."
"Super cool!" Terry asked as she flitted over. Dharti smacked her wrist as she reached for my mug of tea, then pulled over a kettle and set about pouring Terry her own. Terry took her tea with sugar, milk and honey. "Magic's great! Easy too! And you can explode people with your brain, which is awesome."
Dharti breathed out of her nose, then looked me in the eye. "Where do you wish to begin?"
"This emotion stuff. Look, I've been an E-ranker for a while. I've seen D-rankers at work. I've never heard of this emotional stuff? I guess maybe I have? Uh, fire mages are always angry and such, but I thought that was like, a trope?"
Dharti nodded slowly. "That is on purpose, to obfuscate the working of magics from the common person."
"Why?" I asked.
Instead of answering directly, she leaned back in her seat and considered it for a moment. "I am capable of using the element often called 'Nature' or 'Wood.' The name is inaccurate, but it is close enough for most. This is a magic empowered by grief, by loss, by sadness, and pensiveness. My magical awakening occurred when I lost four members of my family, including my late husband."
"Oh," I said.
"That grief opened my heart to magic. Now, consider. Most wish to be more powerful. Ambition is praised, and for good reason. Most E-rankers desire to ascend, do they not?"
I nodded along.
"And if they discovered that the means to do so was great emotional upheaval? Grief is painful. Grief can be forced upon others or one's self. Other emotions as well. Anger and rage for fire. Ecstasy for wind. Terror for water and ice."
"Mine's from being awesome!" Terry said. She did little jazz hands, and a bunch of static sparks flickers and snapped in the air around her fingers.
Dharti breathed through her nose again. "Electrical elemental magic is fed by amazement and surprise. Perhaps one of the rarer elements. Ah, but yes. Parents who wish that their children become lofty warriors and capable people are known to push their children to great heights. Already the children of the wealthy eat magically-rich foods and become E-rankers more often as a result."
"And you think that if people knew about this emotional stuff...." I started.
Dharti shook her head. "I do not think so. I know. Torture, emotional and physical. The use of drugs. Fanaticism. Perhaps the greatest irony is that these so often fail. And so an agreement was reached. A detente amongst those of us with magic. The source of our power remains shrouded. Our triggers are our own to bear. I do not mind sharing the source of my grief, but it is a great faux-pas to ask one what triggered their magic, regardless of the source."
"Okay," I said.
I kind of got it. And I kind of felt like I'd just been tossed into the deep end of a societal pool that I didn't yet know how to swim in.
"So, spells?"
Dharti nodded. "The database has some basics. E and D-ranked spells."
I sat up. "E-ranked?" I asked.
"Like this!" Terry said. She pinched her tongue between her lips and snapped her fingers. There was a spark... and that was it. One little spark of light, with a faint snap.
"Is that actually a spell?" I asked.
"Mhm!" Terry said. "It's E-ranked. Basically, it's like... the basic-basics. Just to show that you can channel. Oh, I can do this too." She concentrated, then flicked her fingers and... a few droplets of water appeared. "Taa-daa! I know the Leafshed spell too!"
Dharti chuckled. "Terra here seems lighthearted, but her mind is sharp when she decides to focus. Learning magic from adjacent elements is good practice. There is a danger in being segregated to a single emotion."
"It's Terry, not Terra. Only my mom calls me that," Terry complained.
"Okay," I said. "So, what do I start with?"
"You're like Dharti, right?" Terry asked. "Nature?"
"I think so," I replied. I was pretty sure, looking at the chart, that I wasn't. There was a list of emotions that were far, far outside of the centre of the star and one of them stood out to me, called to me. Remorse.
It clicked, it felt right.
It was at the intersection of Boredom and Pensiveness for some reason, two magics without a clear 'element' to them.
Closer to the centre from Pensiveness was Sadness, which was linked to Nature as an element. Closer to the centre from boredom was Disgust, which was linked to the Void element.
I didn't know if it was wise or not, but I decided that for the purpose of work, I'd be a Nature user. If I had the time, I'd learn as much Void magic as I could, and use that in my Deadline disguise.
It would add another layer of separation between us.
"Terra, dear," Dharti said as she took a final sip. "There's a potted plant in my office. Can you retrieve it? The one on my desk."
"Okay!" Terry said before darting off.
Dharti turned her attention to me. "It's a good place to begin. Though, meaning no offence, dear, but I doubt you will learn a spell in one sitting. Not when you've yet to master yourself yet. Still, a teacher's guidance is worth much... and goodness knows I wouldn't refuse a second healer."
"Nature magic is healing, right?" I asked.
"It can be. All magics can heal in some ways... almost all. Some are more aligned with harming. Ours happens to be deft at growing and nurturing. If you are an outer elemental, then your pensiveness will likely allow you to more easily focus your magic on the non-physical aspects. Healing, what some call 'buffing' and improving yourself and those around you in small ways."
Self-buffing, huh?
Yeah, not the flashy explosions I wanted, but grenades existed for that. I could very well see myself using that kind of skill.
Idly, I scanned through the list of E-ranked nature spells.
Leafshed - ECause a plant to shed leaves.

Mourning Bloom - ECause a plant to flower temporarily.

Weepwater - ECause condensation on a plant by sapping it of water.

Whisper Root - EGives the caster an impression of the health of a plant.

Wow... these sucked. While Dharti was busy putting her tea set away, I tabbed over to the Void spells. Ah... now this was the flashy kind of magic I wanted. Or perhaps anti-flashy was the correct term.
Yeah, I could work with this.
The question was... could I use timelooping to learn a dozen spells in one evening?
***
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Work ended kind of unceremoniously. Just... five o'clock rolled in, and I was free to leave. So I did. I tried talking to the others a bit more as well, to make friends, but small talking was never my strongest ability.
I called a taxi home. Yes, it was eighty bucks and the price made me a little sick. But... I didn't have time to waste. I was ordering food for delivery as I got in the cab, and when I got home, the bag was by the door already.
I stepped in, then set a new Save.
Time to learn.
I had access to the database on the company website. That was access to some fifty-odd E-rank spells. I did notice that they were sometimes called cantrips as well, which was neat.
The fact that it was so unsecured told me a lot. In my experience, corporations were pretty tight-lipped, even when they didn't strictly need to be. It was just good info-sec. So, the fact that I had access to these from home meant that they were probably leaked already. Or were so common that every corporation had copies of the same spells.
I did notice a lack of good D-rank spells. There were one or two per element, and they seemed... not great?
The fire elemental spell they had was 'Searing Touch' which made one's skin very, very hot. That was it.
You couldn't kill even a kobold with that. Maybe it had some uses at higher levels or something, but it felt lame and weak.
I suspected that I'd only get access to better things once I'd proven myself a little, and that was... fine and reasonable.
At the moment, the impression I had was that they were giving me these cantrips so that I'd look them over, maybe try one or two, then when I failed, they'd offer better training with the others.
That was confirmed a bit more when I found an actual training regimen in the docs. It was divided into three sections. Forming magical pathways, emotional calibration, and initial casting. The doc laid out each step with an approximate number of hours next to it.
Nine, two to six, and two. That was... between thirteen and fifteen hours of practice per cantrip.
Insane.
But... given time during work-hours to train and practice, yeah, maybe I could pick up one cantrip a week, work my way through a basic understanding of magic, and then in three to six months, I'd be ready for proper D-ranked spells.
Or I could cheat with time magic? That was cool too.
I actually had something of a plan in mind for that, but that would come later. For now... I figured I could turn the four or so hours between my Save and bedtime into a solid twenty hours of practice. Maybe.
Pushing myself too hard felt like a lot on my mind. I'd try to take breaks, maybe squeeze in some guitar time, some language practice... yeah, that was reasonable.
But first, food, then magic!
I ate, slumped on my couch after speedily ripping out of my work clothes and shrugging into an old band t-shirt. Johnny Rotten screaming 'No Future' was a classy look for a gal wearing nothing else.
Mister Couchtop hopped over and occupied my lap while I read through the instructions for the simplest of the cantrips I found.
Leafshed - ECause a plant to shed leaves.

I paused and looked online, then snorted. Yeah, I could order houseplants on grocery delivery apps. Cool. I soon had some fiddleleaf figs on the way over, free on account of me not caring about spending in this loop that I planned to burn.
This seemed like the easiest spell, and the guide did outright recommend it as a starting point for Nature magic. Who was I to disagree?
I opened the spell's explanation, then found myself slowly starting to nurse a headache.
There were diagrams. There were 3D representations of the spell forms. There were multiple graphs. There was a six-page long discussion about the psychological aspect of this one, particular spell.
I groaned, and Mister Couchtop rumbled in disapproval at my motion.
Well, whatever. I only had forever, so I might as well dive into it.
First, I had to learn how to manipulate my own magic into a shape. The guide outlined a sort of... screw-shape, with a leaf on the back and a long, narrow pointy bit on one end. It was almost two dimensional except for the screw part.
Getting my magic to take that shape... didn't work out.
First of all... how, even? My magic was inside me, not out. How was I supposed to take it and make it take that shape?
Turns out, there was a guide for that too. Trying to go straight to the cantrip was actually a mistake. I was trying to build the simplest Lego set out there without first knowing how to open the box.
Shaping magic could be done internally or externally. External shaping was usually reserved for the most complex D-ranked spells and up, with a few exceptions sprinkled around, so I didn't need to worry about that yet.
Instead, I had to create the spell internally, then 'carve out' the shape of reaching out of my core. I had to do so in a way that allowed for efficient mana conductivity and which didn't 'crowd out' my core.
I had no idea what I was doing, but a few videos and some step-by-step guides later and... and it was past midnight.
I sighed, then Reloaded. At least I got to eat my takeout again. I did like that part. Eventually, by the end of that second loop, I had the spell shape... kinda. Making a pathway involved thinking really hard and then moving what felt like an unfamiliar muscle. It was like trying to write in three dimensional cursive with my left hand.
It was possible, sure, but not fast or easy.
Once I had the spell's shape down, however, it was more or less done.
I just needed to cast it.
That was the next challenge. I didn't have the right kind of magic. Magic from the core was generally 'tainted' by the user's aspect, but that 'tainting' was like...
The guide had some analogies, but I preferred coming up with my own. It was like the magic in my core was water with a few grains of flavouring powder mixed in. That changed the colour from clear to something else, but it wasn't enough to give it any taste.
For that, I'd need a few scoops of stuff. That stuff happened to be emotional.
In this case, I needed sadness.
I rubbed at my face after reading several pages on this cantrip.
I needed sadness, but specifically, sadness for the plant. Empathy. For a 29.99 houseplant. No other emotion would fuel the spell correctly.
I could still cause it with, say, anger, but that would lead to a fat load of nothing, or some unpredictable effect. Casting with insufficiently tainted magic just didn't do anything, which was fine.
After trying for the sixth time, I was hit by a dizzying wave of tiredness. Not physical, but deeper. I'd exhausted my supply of magic.
Great.
I Reloaded, then felt like screaming. The pathway was gone. Of course, the pathway for the spell was meta-physical. It really, genuinely existed. It wasn't just a memory.
So I sat down and recarved it, messed up, started over, then when I messed up again, I Reloaded and tried more slowly and carefully.
At this rate, I'd be able to do it from memory. But the carving cost magic as well. No wonder my attempts were so shoddy and cut short, I was burning magic from both ends. Once to carve the spell into my core, the next to cast it.
Finally, on my fourth Reload, I cast the spell. It took half an hour of sitting there, staring at my Ficus Iyata, but I managed it.
The spell started as a thin trickle of magical energy, pouring into that 'leaf' segment. Then, with force of will and tears in my eyes, I allowed myself to be sad. On purpose. It wasn't even sadness for myself, but for this stupid, pitiful plant that was about to suffer because I was a terrible person to it.
I was getting emotional over a houseplant and I wasn't even on my period. This was bullshit.
Still, I clung to the emotion and allowed the magic to flow into the path. It wasn't perfect, but it went through, then, as I reached over and touched the fiddleleaf fig, the spell was cast.
A wave of exhaustion hit me, as expected, but it was soon replaced by elation.
A single leaf went slightly limp, all on its own.
It.. didn't fall off as it was supposed to, but I didn't care, that was close!
And it had only taken, uh, about sixteen hours?
I Reloaded. This time I didn't order a new plant, and instead ate and carved out the pathway as carefully as I could. Then, with my magic reserves a smidge lower, I decided to play some guitar, specifically trying to follow along to a folksy old French song so that I could practice two things at once.
Then, at about ten PM, feeling like some geriatric old lady, I slumped into bed and called my work for the night 'good enough.'
***
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The next day was terrible. Or the morning was, at least. I woke up feeling drained.
It didn't take a genius to figure out why, which was good because I sure wasn't a genius.
This had to be magical depletion. It had all of the symptoms and hallmarks of that. In fact, the guide very explicitly warned users that it might occur.
The vast majority of new D-rankers gained access to something like a natural spell, one that was written within their core. That spell was usually impossibly complex and also usually very efficient. I figured my time loop skill was one of those. It didn't feel draining at all to use, though... I had some suspicions as to why.
In any case, 'natural' spells were efficient and easy to cast. Learned spells that were pathed and written from the core were definitely not. The slightest imperfection cost some amount of efficiency and paths deteriorated rapidly unless used constantly and repeatedly, at least at first.
The Leafshed spell I'd learned was already twisting very slightly out of shape, like a napkin with a few sprinkles of water on it. If I wanted it to work, I'd need to straighten it out... somehow, then cast the spell successfully a few times.
I was way too tired for that, but I tried it anyway.
That left me feeling even more exhausted.
It was a miracle I was able to make it out of bed enough to stumble into the shower.
Truth was, this particular exhaustion was entirely psychosomatic. It wasn't physical. It was all magic and in the soul. My body wasn't tired. My mind was... maybe a little tired from the repeated loops, but not that badly so.
All in all, it meant that I had three ways of being tired. Mental, physical, and now magical. Yay.
I sighed as I stepped out of the shower. I'd just have to live with it. If I wanted to progress, to become stronger, then I'd need to endure.
Or pause every so often and take a break to refuel...
Nah. That wasn't something I could see myself doing. If I paused, then the entire time I'd be a ball of anxious energy that needed a release. It wasn't going to work out.
So, I scarfed down some breakfast, did some morning stretches in lieu of my usual exercises, then headed out.
I took the bus again, and spent the ride looking into driving courses. As a D-ranker I could actually skip some lines, and while I felt a bit wrong about it, I also didn't feel like waiting months. So I put my name in for some courses that I planned to only ever attend in a loop.
There was so much to do, and I was truly worried that despite all that, I wasn't getting anywhere. I wasn't any closer today to discovering who was responsible for the breach than I was yesterday.
I planned on changing that too, but it would take a few days.
In the meantime, there was training and improving myself. No matter how things played out, being stronger, physically, magically, and in terms of skill, was never going to go amiss.
I arrived at the Luna Corp HQ, then went in from the back, bypassing a small line at security with a flash of my new ID card, which was nice. A short ride up to the same floor as yesterday, and I was in the breakroom.
It was empty. Maybe because of the early hour, but the only people there at the moment were Eldur and Dharti, the two senior-most members of Squad B, as well as another young man that I vaguely recognized as a D-ranker from some old memories.
They were talking, so I moved over and awkwardly poked around in a complimentary fruit basket for an apple.
The young man left, and Eldur flagged me down. "Morning," he said.
"Morning," I replied.
The man squinted at me, then grinned. "Ah, tried some spellcasting, did you?"
I nodded. "Got a path carved out, and I think I had the spell down, but then I gave up. Now I feel like death warmed over."
"That'll do it," he said. "Check the fridge, there are these small green juice capsules. Don't drink more than two a day."
"Okay?" I tried.
He gestured vaguely towards the inside of the building. "We're going to have some training later. All of Squad B, though it won't be group training. We'll see how far along you are and if you're ready for a portal run or not. No pressure."
"Got it. When's that?"
"Couple of hours before noon," he said. "Some of the others don't have the habit of showing up on time. Glad you're not one of those."
"Terra may be lost," Dharti replied. "That child has a mind that wanders."
I smiled a little at that. "She does seem that way. Ah, but she's nice."
"Certainly," Dharti said. "Come, sit across from me, and tell me about your first spell. Eldur here had plenty of work, I'm sure."
"I do. See you two in a bit," he replied before heading out.
I sat. "It was... interesting, I guess. Figuring out how to do the path with my core was tricky, and I'm pretty sure it's all messed up right now."
Dharti hummed. "The more you use a path, the more solid it becomes. This is a good thing. I'm impressed you managed to make the spell work in one evening."
"Barely work," I said. "I'd give you a demonstration, but I don't know if I'm up to it. Is spellcasting this hard?"
"Only at first. Once you have a few spells that you are comfortable with under your belt, you will find that they come to you more easily."
"And the emotion bit?" I asked. "That part felt really strange. I don't usually spend an evening crying about a houseplant I bought at the supermarket."
Dharti didn't quite smile, but the corners of her eyes folded in an amusing way. "Ah, yes. You would be at that stage. From what I recall, you are an outer elementalist, you may have it both harder and easier than most."
"Hmm?"
She gestured from side to side. "Let's start from the beginning then. For whatever reason, magic fuels itself on emotion. The right emotion for the right spell, but what is the right emotion? In the case of simple Nature spells, it is sadness, grief, perhaps for the outer element, pensiveness."
"Yeah, I got that," I said.
"Do you? What is sadness?"
I paused. "Being unhappy?"
"No, that is the lack of happiness." She grabbed a cup and placed it before me. "This is a cup of tea."
The cup was empty.
"It's not right now," I said.
"Then would you say that this cup is being un-tea?" she asked. Her accent made the last a little strange, but I understood what she meant. "Sadness is sadness. Do not coach your emotions as more or less of another."
"Alright," I said. "So, sadness. Uh, I guess it's being disappointed? Or is that an emotion too?"
She nodded. "It is. The second outer elemental emotion of Nature. The first being remorse. Disappointment and disapproval both straddle the line between nature and lightning, and create something else. But that is for later. Sadness. Go on."
I shifted. This place didn't have very comfortable stools. "I guess I don't know how to describe sadness so easily. It's painful, but not that much, it's like, a weird empty feeling? Sometimes it's not too long, sometimes it lasts a while. It's not... intense? Less like a burn and more like a bruise?"
"Good, good," Dharti said. "Now you're getting it. If you feel enough, you can sometimes cast a spell through a poor path, though it is inefficient. I have some duties to attend to on most days, but when I have the time, I will teach you a little, see your progress with Nature. It's an element that thrives when nurtured."
"Thank you, I'd appreciate that. Is learning cantrips always this hard?"
I'd looked at some others. I had a plan to pick up one a day that ran into a wall as soon as I discovered how hard learning one cantrip was. Right now, with my cheating loop powers, I'd be happy if I picked up two in a week. Still twice as fast as the norm, but not as quick as I'd like.
She sniffed. "You made good progress for one day. Learn to walk, young lady." She smiled with her eyes again, and stood up to leave.
I took that to mean that I had to learn the basics first. I supposed that was fair. When learning a martial art, there was a lot of focus on basic stances and holding one-self in the right posture. Discipline came before combat.
Fortunately, D-rankers weren't all about magic, though it was a big part of what set them apart. The other large difference was physical, and in a few minutes I'd get to test that out in the gym.
I wondered if Natalie would be there?
***
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                Chapter Twenty-Six - Proof of Competency
I created a Save as soon as I entered the gym.
This wasn't the same training area that I'd used when I was an E-ranker for Luna Corp. That had been... actually, it hadn't been a bad gym at all. Luna Corp was stingy and cheap on a lot of stuff, but the training wasn't that terrible. I think we just didn't get enough paid training time.
This gym didn't seem all that different. If anything, there was less equipment out, it was just more robust-looking.
Eldur who was leading me in half-turned to glance back at me. "Your record mentioned some familiarity with martial arts?"
"I'm a blue belt in Jiu Jitsu," I said.
"Hmm, that's something to build off of," he replied. "You'll be practicing with Terry today. She's about your weight class and she's a woman. Don't underestimate her."
"Sure," I said. I wasn't sure if I ought to be offended or not by the gender bias but, well, he wasn't wrong.
The average man had significantly more muscle than the average woman. D-rankers made that difference even more stark, if anything. The guide I had did mention, in black-on-white, that women had a direct advantage over men when it came to magic.
Was that a jab at women being more emotional? Or was that just... the truth?
I'd have to untangle that at a later date, because Terry walked over, then bounced on the spot a few times at the far end of one of the mats. "Hey hey! C'mon, get geared up, we're gonna fight!"
Eldur gestured ahead, and I thanked him before jogging over to put on some padding. I was already in my Luna Corp issue gym clothes. Boxing shorts and sports bra under a loose T with the corp logo on the front.
The gear rack had padded gloves to slip into, and a padded helmet as well as mouth-guards in these little sealed plastic baggies.
Once I was ready, I stepped up towards Terry, working the guard around so that I wouldn't spit too much while talking. "How are we doing this?" I asked.
Terry blinked, then grinned. "You'll try to punch me, and I'mma beat the snot outta you."
"Really?" I asked.
"Yeah!" Terry said. "I'm Squad B's front-liner, you know!"
"You are?" I asked. Terry was... kind of scrawny looking. She didn't have an ounce of fat on her, very obvious to tell when she had her shirt rolled up to expose her stomach. But she also lacked any clearly defined musculature. She was skin and bones.
Terry grinned, then pointed a finger to the side. There was a crack-boom and a white line seared itself across my vision.
"God dammit, Terry!" Sol shouted from further in the gym.
Terry had fired a thin beam of... electricity? It had certainly been lightning-bright. There were these robot-looking doll things further in the gym, and one of them was sporting a black, cigarette-burn like smudge that was leaking a thin bit of smoke. Right between the eyes, too.
"Damn," I said.
"Mhm! And I can do that twenty-six more times," Terry said proudly.
"She hit twenty-seven consecutive spells last month and then fainted," Sol called out. "Miss... newcomer." he had obviously forgotten my name, which was fine. It happened. "Beat her up for us, would you?"
"Hey!" Terry whined.
"Alright, I'll see what I can do. I'm afraid that my magic's not as, ah, refined."
"No magic," Eldur said. "And that goes double for you, Terry. Don't blow up the gym equipment, please."
"Sorry!" Terry said. She smacked her gloved fists together. "No magic! Not even outer stuff."
"Outer stuff?" I asked.
Terry stared, then laughed. "Outer elemental stuff. Makes you faster and stronger and stuff."
"And stuff," I repeated. Something to look into later, I supposed.
Then we got into the fighting. Terry might have actually been physically weaker than me, and it didn't matter one whit. She was faster and had better technique, something which was obvious the first time she dipped under my guard and laid a three-punch combo into my ribs and sent me sprawling onto my ass.
"Ow," I said as I greeted the ceiling.
"Again?" Terry asked.
What followed was a half-hour of Terry smacking me around, only to pause after a while to start giving me pointers. She showed me how to better block the move she'd used, bringing my arms up and elbows further in, then she ran me through some exercises. She was actually a pretty okay teacher.
Natalie was outright better, but Natalie did physical training as a job, whereas Terry here was just passing on what she knew.
Eldur eventually moved on to train himself, only occasionally looking our way.
At around noon, the training ended, and he approached me to give me a quick breakdown. "I'm afraid to say that I don't know if you're ready," he said.
"For the portal delve?" I asked.
He nodded. "You have some basics down, but you move at E-ranker speeds. In a portal, even an E-rank portal, that might be too slow, and I don't want to put the team at risk. We'll see again in a couple of weeks, maybe? If you've just broken into D-rank then you'll improve fairly rapidly."
That made perfect sense.
So I Reloaded and tried again.
This time I knew how to block Terry's first attack, and then I moved in with a bit more aggression only to find Terry spinning around and her fist was coming and...
And I woke up on the floor, Dharti leaning over me. "Ah, you're awake then?"
Darn. I Reloaded.
This time I went a little slower, testing Terry's speed, moving in a more reactionary way instead of going aggressive on her. Eldur nodded along from the edge of the mats, so I might have been doing well, but Terry's speed eventually overwhelmed me.
So I Reloaded.
I didn't expect to actually be able to beat Terry. She was... frankly, she was a step ahead of that fire girl, Mizu. Faster. I didn't spot any single martial art in the way Terry moved. There was some boxing there, in the way she punched and kept her guard up, but some of her footwork was bizarre. A smattering of techniques from different schools?
That tracked. Terry seemed very flighty, and I somehow doubted she'd stick to one martial art for the years it would take to perfect it. She seemed more likely to jump from one to the other, picking up tricks here and there.
So I danced backwards through the fight, slowly picking up on her patterns.
Two quick Reloads later, and I finally had her. She ran through this one quick pattern that I barely ducked past. A lunge with her knee into a hook from the bottom right. The sort of move designed to force an opponent to move into the spot she was aiming for.
When she launched that same move a second time in the same fight, I ducked left, then swung as hard of a left hook as I could.
My gloved fist met her jaw with a crack crack, and then Terry was ten feet back in a blink, rubbing her face. "Owie!" she complained.
She didn't go easy on me after that, but I managed to not get knocked out, even if she got a few good licks in. Afterwards we shifted to more of a teaching and repetition approach, with Terry showing me some of the same tricks she'd shown in previous loops, but I was okay with that.
This time, Eldur didn't come and tell me that I wasn't in the next raid. I think he approved of my more careful fighting style, and I supposed that made sense.
He didn't want or need an aggressive newbie to babysit. He needed someone careful and calculating who wouldn't leap into trouble.
With that came lunch, and then after lunch a very boring lecture from a regular Luna Corp employee about communication protocols and how to use some of the gear we were given within a portal. Then there was a basic firearms course.
I did tell them that I knew how, and they reasonably decided to not believe me until proven otherwise. Luna Corp HQ had a tiny firing range in the basement, and I got to plink away at some targets, go through some quick reload practice, and generally proved that I was familiar with the standard Myalis Arms Feline9, chambered in plain 9mm.
I remembered using a gun exactly like this for months. It did nothing against C-ranked and above monsters, and even some D-rankers would shrug it off, but it was reliable, had a decent 21-round magazine, and had a heap of customization options.
I'd be getting my own the next day, apparently, and I was scheduled for further weapons training to pick up something a bit bigger.
I could live with that.
When five o'clock rolled around, I was excited to get back home and train some magic a little more.
***
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                Interlude - Mister Couchtop
He sat upon his cushiony throne and observed as his servant paced.
She had changed recently. For one, she was leaving the house for extended periods, which was unacceptable and rude. He did not like this. For another, her scent had changed, more stress, more... heat, more nervousness.
He was willing to allow his servant some leeway and reassurance, to make it through these troubled times. Just the night prior he had allowed her four strokes of his most majestic of tummies.
Mister Couchtop jumped as the servant suddenly began to caterwaul in her strange servant tongue.
"I think I get it. But it's so... urgh. It's too simple and too complicated at the same time. That can't be it."
None of these words were the ones he'd deigned to learn, such as his majestic name, or 'food.'
"Okay, okay... back to the basics then." She continued to pace, now with her arms waving as she made her noises. "Magic depends on emotions, but it's more complicated than that. So some emotions empower spells to do elemental stuff."
He followed her gesturing hands, like little birds in flight.
"If you're really angry, if you're enraged, and you have the right kind of core and magic, you can spit fire. It's fireballs and firebolts and flame walls. Big, flashy spells. Lots of heat and flames. I've seen that shit in vids my whole life. But like, there's anger too. That's not rage. It's not as... it's not as primal, right?"
Ah, that last was directed to him. Perhaps she enquired about his hunger? "Myown," he replied.
"So, anger is also fire and heat and all that, but it's more stable, lasts longer. So we call it magma. It's not better or worse, just different, more... solid. Water has Ice as well... and I think there's others that have the same pattern. Fashy elemental, then more solid elemental."
She continued to pace, this time away from the cupboard that held his snacks. He lowered his head.
"Then there's the 'outer elemental' stuff. Annoyance. It's got some fire, but not nearly as much. Instead, all the spells are like... self-buffs? Debuffs? They make you hit the thing that annoys you hard and light it on fire. It's less direct, more... there's a word I'm looking for, but I can't find it, Mister Couchtop."
He twisted to the side, rubbing his luxurious fur upon his cushion. Ah, why couldn't the servant put out some fresh clothes in a nice heap? That would be very enjoyable.
"Okay, so what's the next down the chain? Rage is fire. Anger is magma. Then Annoyance feeds... also fire, but it's more about... enchanting effects? No, not that. More like buffs. Buffs work. So, fire-themed buffs. And past that? There's another layer. It's on that stupid chart but it's not labelled. Irritation? Mild discomfort?" She snorted.
"Right, okay. So, it scales, the emotion being less... not less strong. Maybe less primal? Urgh, that's too edgy. Whatever. Less primal. Less animal. More complex. More complex means less physical."
She continued to pace. "So what does that mean for me? Fucking... Remorse is on the chart, but there's not a single cantrip for it. And there's none for any of the other complex emotions stuck between two emotional branches. Except Love. Because fuck me."
"Urgh! Okay... chill... Remorse isn't bad. Can't complain about bullshit time powers. Wait!"
She jumped and he sat up a little straighter. Then she ran over to the machine, the one that created a square of light and which was warm to lay upon, with the little clacky keys. Soon she was tapping away at these.
He considered moving over and resting on the space her hands occupied, but she seemed very animated, and he didn't want to be servant-handled at the moment.
"Okay! Okay. Remorse is time as an element. Only it's entirely non-physical. I don't send my body back, I send memories. Somehow. Right, so... I really need access to a better database. I'm upping that on the priority list. Not that it'll do anything until I figure out at least a couple of cantrips."
She rubbed at her face, then idly tip-tapped on the computer. "Oh."
"Oh, come on. Why didn't I see this the first time?" Leaning forwards, she squinted into the light. "'A magic-user will find that spells within their emotional and elemental range will be easiest to cast. Spells one degree of separation away will have a corresponding drop in efficiency of between twenty and eighty percent.' Crap."
"Okay, wait... I'm Remorse. If I do top-end Grief or Loathing magic, that means that I might have access to like, Boredom and Pensiveness as emotions to empower... basically self-buffs and debuffs. Damn, I'm never going to be able to fling fireballs around. That's... four degrees of separation away from me. So... what, is it four times twenty percent? Probably more like eighty since I suck at this."
She leaned back in her seat with a groan.
Mister Couchtop, being a good owner to his servant, rose with great effort and gracefully leapt down onto the ground then up onto his servant's lap.
There. All the distress was gone. There was no need for such sighing when she could rub his smooth fur instead.
"This is going to take forever, Mister Couchtop. If I want to hide my core's type or whatever, then I need to suffer through two schools of magic at the same time. It's a good thing I have magical bullshit to help, hmm?"
He purred as the servant spoke his name. Goodness, how helpful he was.
***
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                Chapter Twenty-Seven - Carving
I got home, ranted to Mister Couchtop for nearly an hour, then realized that I hadn't set a Save for the evening and did so.
Then I spent two loops trying to perfect my first cantrip.
I'd gotten the path-carving for Leafshed down to a science. It was damned-near exactly what was on that three-dimensional diagram that the guide had for the cantrip, down to a few weird, random wobbles and shifts.
When I cast it on a fresh houseplant the first of the two loops, I got a leaf to fall. On the second, the spell made three snap off and gently tumble away from the plant.
Magic!
It was tiring, it was complicated, it was hard, but dammit, I'd done actual, tangible magic! Not very impressive magic, but it was undeniably magic.
That hype carried me through the next three loops of the night. I did some guitar practice for a solid two hours, spent a loop practicing my French, then spent the last loop of the night doing more research.
This time, I tried to focus on companies that would stand to gain something from the breach. The issue was... there were lots. Any company with a large pool of portal-clearers had a lot to gain since they'd be at the front, charging the city by the hour. That didn't feel like enough, though.
I tried to focus on more material gains next. Maybe someone had something to sell? But the biggest arms manufacturers were all outside of Fortress ENE. We had a few, but they weren't the bigger companies.
That did let me stumble across a company called FortCo. FortCo was currently in the midst of a very public, kind of expensive bidding war with the city.
They'd drawn up a proposal for a third wall. One that would encompass the Outer City, including the area I lived in. The cost was a nice and tidy 4 billion dollars, and at this moment, one of the more prominent mayoral candidates was running on a 'cut the taxes' campaign that called for reducing spending on big, useless projects like a third wall of dubious utility.
Maybe I was too conspiracy-minded, but... yeah, 4 billion was enough to tempt most into maybe putting the city at risk to prove the utility of large walls?
I didn't know, and I didn't find out too much more that was useful.
I Reloaded, repathed Leafshed as carefully as I could, then went to bed.
The next morning, I woke up, did my stretches, ate a light breakfast, then headed out post-shower. Warm shower. The apartment had accepted my upgraded lease agreement which came with three times the hot water allotment and some extra amenities for an added two hundred a month. Expensive, but I didn't care.
Warm showers, baby!
Feeling refreshed, I took the bus over to the Luna Corp HQ, slid in through the back, and arrived on time to see a bit of well-honed chaos going on. "Ah, you're here," Eldur said. "Good. Here, go put this on. If it doesn't fit, let me know."
He tossed me a backpack that I caught out of the air and looked over. "Gear?" I asked.
"The armour is in the locker room. Get fitted with a plate carrier," he replied before jogging past. It was clear that he and the others were in the midst of some prep for the morning's portal, and I was spared from that on account of being the newbie.
At least, I would be as long as I looked busy. So I ran over to the locker rooms and discovered Terry within, getting changed into the Luna Corp standard. She had a large case opened up on a desk nearby. She smiled when I came in. "Oh! Good, help," she said.
"Is something wrong?" I asked.
"Yup! I need a hand. Oh, get dressed first, it's not for a minute."
I nodded, a little worried, but did as she asked, undressing and redressing in a hurry. The Luna Corp standard wasn't anything too complex. A rather tight shirt made of a breathable material with the company logo on the breast, then cargo pants. And finally boots with steel toes. All of it in blacks and greys. I had my pick of armour off of a rack near the back, but it was mostly different flavours of bulletproof vests and plate carriers.
I picked a lighter vest that would allow some flexibility, and shrugged into a harness with plates and a few pouches.
As for gear, I had a holster for my Myalis Arms Feline9, room for three extra magazines, an IFAK, a pouch with utility gear, and a light backpack with a standard set of tools. Mostly rope and glowsticks and the like.
Armour-wise, other than the plate carrier, there was a standard set of greaves and bracers, both of them made of steel with surprisingly comfortable padding. It was designed to more or less be 'one size-fits-all' but it wasn't so bad.
The armour had been designed with some amount of survivorship bias. Forearms and legs were the areas that were injured the most, and so they were armoured the most. The chest armour was the real important part, because most people could survive a goblin spear to the gut, even if it was deeply unpleasant.
Finally, the helmet. It was a Y-Lach standard army helmet. Metal exterior, painted a dull grey with the Luna Corp moon on the front and an integrated flashlight and integrated noise-cancelling headphones.
I found some nice gloves too, with rubberized knuckle guards. "I'm all ready," I said as I came over to Terry, who seemed ready as well.
"Oh, good!" she said, then she ripped off her own arm.
I paused, staring, before what had happened registered properly. Her arm had a small seam just over the elbow, and she'd twisted that around and removed... everything below the elbow. The inside of the seam was a metal socket, with some connectors that now ran from the socket to her arm.
"Cyberware?" I asked.
"Mhm!" she replied. "Good stuff too! Did you notice it was fake?"
"No, never," I said. I hadn't had a reason to really look, but yeah.
Terry placed her arm down, undid the connections, then opened the case on the table. There was another arm within, this one all chrome and black plastic composites. It wasn't trying to look like a normal arm at all.
"I can never get the connectors on one-handed," she said. "Especially since I'm not a lefty!"
I nodded and came closer. It wasn't too complex. There were three colour-coded wires that needed to be linked back, then the new arm pushed into the socket and with a twist, locked into place. It was surprisingly light.
"Ah," Terry said as she moved her new arm's fingers around. Just three fingers, but two thumbs. The arm also had a large gap in the centre in which a long, serrated blade sat.
"That looks dangerous," I said.
"Oh, it is! It's a lightning rod! The arm has six super capacitors. I can hold enough lightning in this baby to fry a horse."
"Interesting choice of analogies," I said.
"Oh, shoot! I forgot to recharge! Crap, be right back!"
Terry grabbed a cable from the case, then closed it before darting off.
I shook my head and followed at a more sedate pace.
We left nearly an hour later, doing a final gear check in the van on the way over. "This is a simple portal. We'll be fighting frogs, mostly," Eldur said. "And yes, it's a swampy portal, so... sorry in advance, but if all you get out of it is some mud in your boots at the end, then we'll consider it a success."
"Frogs?" I asked.
"Big ones!" Terry said with her arms spread wide.
Eldur chuckled. "Sol, you're on VIP watch. Newbie, you're the VIP."
"Got it," I said in the same breath as Sol.
"Erde, rear-guard with Dharti. Terry and I will take the lead. We'll be on channel 96-B. Set your comms... yep, you've got it newbie, good to see someone paid attention to the instruction manual."
I tried to relax as we pulled up to the site of the portal. It was buried in an underground parking lot just outside of the city, maybe an hour's ride from the HQ. The place already had a squad of Luna Corp E-rankers standing around, and... yeah, I'd been here a few times.
We stepped out, and I looked over my gear. Gun in one holster, a simple tactical knife in the other. Glow sticks in a pouch, coms on, batteries nearly full. Yeah, I was ready.
"Two things," Eldur said. "First, newbie, magic level check. We'll do one now and one right after."
"Okay?"
"Just to confirm your approximate growth rate."
I nodded along. It was a bit late to say no, and the 'test' turned out to be just pressing my hand into a machine very similar to the one Damien had used during the interview, only more compact and a lot more expensive-looking.
"156 - D-01," Eldur said. "Not bad."
Oh, hey, I'd crossed into the D range at last. My potential number had barely budged, but as far as I could tell, that mostly grew over long periods of time, or when near or within a portal. The second number-letter combo was more about magical capacity, and that came from training and using magic.
"Second thing... Dharti, your buffs?"
Dharti nodded. Her gear wasn't too dissimilar to my own, though she had a small skirt over her cargos and knee and elbow pads, as well as a thick collar around her neck that was all white with the ubiquitous rod of asclepius symbol that medics wore. "I'll be casting Nature's Blessing now. Everyone, come close so that I don't waste any more magic than I need. This spell increases your healing speed by a factor of ten. A wound that would take a month to heal will heal in three days. Though there isn't enough magic in this one to last three days, so it's moot. Still, it'll take you a half minute longer to bleed out if you nick an artery or lose a limb, and that's thirty seconds I'll use to chastise you for your idiocy before you pass. Understood? Good, bring your hands in, let's get this over with."
***
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                Chapter Twenty-Eight - Ready In
I set a fresh Save while eyeing the portal.
I had kind of expected us to be within already, but corporations couldn't just do things, they had to sign off on them in triplicate. There were protocols to follow. HQ was contacted, the squad-leader of the E-rankers who were standing guard outside was talked to, then the van that would carry the loot was parked nearby, and overall, there was a solid half-hour of wasted time.
"So, you got any cyberware?" Erde asked.
It was a weird opener, especially from someone I barely knew. I half-turned to stare at him, then I shrugged a shoulder. "Just on my retinas," I said. "I'm considering getting some, though."
In the last big timeline, I'd actually gotten some sub-dermal armour. It had cost a whopping $21,000, which had felt like insane money for me at the time, but it was also kind of worth it. I think one of the plates in my chest had cracked during the final breach. If there hadn't been a plate there, maybe I wouldn't have ever looped.
"Oh? What are you aiming for?" he asked.
"Subdermals, maybe?"
He nodded. "Got some of those." Reaching up, he touched his collar where I could see a faint surgical line. "Bought something relatively cheap for sub-dermals, and I've regretted it ever since. Don't cheap out on internal chrome. External, like arms and the like, can be replaced and upgraded without a whole surgery, so it's not so bad."
"What would you suggest, then?" I asked. It was mostly small talk. I... actually, yeah, I could afford decent cyberware now. I think once I was on the company's insurance (which would take three months of continued employment) they'd cover some of the cost.
"Bio-monitor is a must," Erde said. "A good one does everything from checking your heart rate to counting calories. The very good ones can measure your mana levels."
"Sounds pricey."
"A bit," he confirmed. "But you don't want one with a subscription, so pay extra. Oh, subdermal armour is good in our line of work as well. Cochlear implants are great too. The better ones let you link into team comms and you don't need to wear hearing protection." he pointed to the side of his head. He wasn't wearing headphones at all, I noted.
"Neat," I said.
I wasn't really in the mood to make small talk with Erde, and I think he caught on, because he awkwardly looked away.
Fortunately, we were saved when Eldur came over and gave us one of those 'we're ready' nods. "Terry, you're first in. Enter and flash."
"Got it!" Terry said.
Suddenly we were all moving, and I found myself trying to fit into their little formation. Eldur and Terry at the front, myself and Sol in the middle, and Erde and Dharti at the rear.
"What's the, uh, SOP once we're in there?" I asked.
Eldur paused for just a moment. "Hit anything from range, do not open fire unless you have a clear shot. Avoid using magic if you can. Otherwise, this is an easy portal. The enemies are large frog-like beings. They mostly fight from up close, though the smaller ones can fire blobs of water which can sting."
"Like a punch," Terry said. "But weak."
"Portal layout is a straight line. We move in, clear as we go, then kill the boss and wait. The E-rankers will come in and do the cleanup after us."
I nodded. I'd never entered this particular portal myself. I'd been on guard duty in this area, where it respawned, for several weeks, however.
Terry, as ordered, jumped in first.
This portal wasn't too different from the kobold portal at the laundromat. Maybe a little more greenish on the edges? The distorted image within it was of a forest. Trees with drooping leafy canopies and wet, soggy-looking ground.
Interestingly, it was dusk in there, or maybe dawn? The sunlight seemed weak, more orange than clear.
Terry disappeared into the portal and it fritzed and fuzzed at her passing. Then, a moment later, there was a bright flash from within.
"That's Terry's Flash spell," Sol muttered. "Like a flashbang, but without the bang."
Eldur jumped in next, an assault rifle held at the ready, then it was Sol and I.
I held my breath and jumped through. Practice with the kobold portal was the only reason I landed on my feet, though I still stumbled a little. The ground here was soggy, wet, shifting underfoot.
The first thing that really hit me was the smell.
It was musky, humid, smelling like compost but not in a dirty, nasty way. It was kind of overpowering, though. Then the humidity hit, and I found myself sweating already.
"Clear left," Eldur said.
"Cleared right!" Terry replied.
I brought my little handgun up to a low ready stance and scanned the area. It was... a swamp. The ground was raised where we stood, but only a few inches above the water level. Large mangrove trees turned the already dark day darker. Two monsters were nearby, both of them plugged full of holes.
"Newbie," Eldur said. "You're on body duty. Make sure they're dead, then stack them to the side." he flipped his backpack around, then pulled out a small spray can with a bright orange cap. "Draw a line on them."
"Got it," I replied.
I took the can and shook it, then placed it into one of my pant's pockets. Ensuring that the monsters were dead was easy. I moved over, grabbed my knife, and plunged it hard into their heads. Frogs didn't exactly have tough skulls.
"Oh, I thought you'd be squicked out," Terry said.
"It's just a corpse," I replied. I shook the can again, then sprayed a line across the top of both frogs. The paint was fluorescent and surprisingly bright. It would make sure that the cleanup crew didn't miss anything. "Is this the main, ah, loot of the portal?"
"Some of it," Eldur replied as Dharti and Erde came through. "Frog meat, which is butchered and resold, bog water, and tar. Those are the main resources from this portal world, as well as the occasional bit of loot."
That didn't sound like much, not when there were six D-rankers and two dozen E-rankers, plus a dozen more support personnel all working on the same thing for a full day. But it was still profitable. The frog meat was sold at a premium in some nicer establishments, the water was nutrient and magic rich and needed to cultivate some portal-world plants on Earth, and the tar was... tar? I supposed there might be some oil or something in it. I wasn't a chemist.
It was possible that there was some use for magic-filled tar.
I remembered Luna Corp extracting a couple of barrels of the stuff every time the portal reappeared.
Dharti sniffed the air. "Mid-E," she said. "No different than usual."
"Good to know," Eldur said. "Alright. Looks like the portal's north is that way. Same formation. Terry, nothing too flashy. Everyone else, lights on, set them to low."
I reached up and turned on the light on my helmet, then adjusted it to 'low' which mostly meant that the illumination wasn't all that strong. It was enough to draw a cone ahead of me wherever I looked, but not so bright that I might blind someone by looking at them.
The group moved up. There was... a sort of lax professionalism about this. Everyone was treating their guns with respect, eyes were peeled for traps, and attention was sharp, but the others were also pretty relaxed.
I expected... I don't know, the squad to move like soldiers, clearing things quickly and professionally, but while we did move carefully into the next area, dipping under a mangrove and sticking to the only non-wet path, the group didn't seem overly worried.
Cockiness? I didn't know. Maybe they really weren't worried about some dog-sized frogs.
We arrived in the next area, one surrounded almost all the way around by fallen trees that formed a small arena, with only one exit at the far end.
A half dozen frogs were sitting around, some atop torn stumps, others half-submerged in pools of water along the sides of the space.
"Alright," Eldur said. "I'll take right, Terry, left. Newbie, Sol, take the two fat ones in the centre. Prep to open fire on three. Ready?"
"Ready!" Terry said.
"Ready," I repeated.
"Ready," Sol said.
"One, two, three."
All four of us opened fire at the same time. Three guns, and one quick bolt of lightning from Terry. Then we shifted our aim to the frogs who were still leaping up into action but amphibians weren't faster than bullets.
This almost felt unfair.
At the same time, I deeply regretted not bringing a gun into that kobold portal, it would have made it trivially easy.
***
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"This felt easy," I said, keeping my voice low to make sure that it didn't sound like a complaint.
Next to me, Sol snorted. The man was radiating a bit of a chill, but it was nowhere near the cold from the day I was introduced to him. "It is easy. And it's barely worth it."
"Worth it?" I asked.
I took out the paint can and set it on the ground before moving the frog corpses to one side. I didn't want to wait until Eldur told me to do it. Sol followed, not helping, but also keeping an eye out, so I was happy to have him close. Plus, the cold seemed to keep some of the humidity away. Or maybe it was just better to be cold and humid rather than warm and humid.
"You had your numbers tested before coming in," he said. "Do you know what they mean?"
"Not exactly, no," I said.
He nodded. "Exact knowledge would require a PhD, so that's fair. The first is your potential, but that's a made up term that means too much. It's a number pulled from a few smaller stats. Amount of magic in circulation, rate of flow, the energy of that magic, and a few things besides. It means that you can measure someone even if they've spent themselves casting spells and still get a somewhat consistent number."
"Okay," I said as I sprayed the first of the frogs. It looked like the others were fine with waiting. Eldur was checking on a tar-filled pond to one side with a measuring stick and typing something into a tablet, and Terry was squinting into the next tunnel. At the back. Dharti and Erde were just chatting along.
"Right, so, the best way to increase that number is to be in a magic-rich environment. Only that's not the best way. The best, hands down, is to complete a portal. When we finish this one you'll probably get one, maybe two points on that potential rating."
"That's good, right?"
He nodded. "To reach rank C, you need about five hundred points. D starts at around one-fifty. But that's not exact. There's some C-rankers at three hundred or so, and some that only reached C in the seven hundreds. It's not an exact science." He frowned. "Or it is, and we haven't figured it out yet."
"That makes sense, I guess. Everyone's different. So, two points per portal clear... how many do we do per week?"
"One or two portals, rarely more, sometimes none," Sol said. He grinned as he saw me start to do the math in my head. "To hit the lower threshold of C-rank, if you're very lucky, might take three years, maybe four. There's also diminishing returns. You get two points per E-rank portal now, but later it'll be one, then less. More like seven years if you take any time off at all. Eldur's been with Luna Corp for nine years. Dharti for eleven."
And they were both still D-rank.
"And Terry over there, is the closest to pushing into C, but she's only been with the corp for three years. She joined as an E-ranker before."
I stood up a little taller at that. "How?" I asked.
"E-rank portals give you one to two points. D-ranked portals give you five to ten per clear."
Ah, that was a massive difference.
It was also, obviously, a huge difference in sheer risk. The monsters in an E-rank portal were usually little more than animals. D-rank monsters were smarter, faster, more magical. The majority could be shot to death just fine, but they were sometimes tough enough that small arms weren't as capable, or were extremely fast, or could use magical tricks to make modern weapons less effective. Or they were just ghostly, and non-magical attacks passed right through them.
"So, how long does it take, on average, to hit C-rank?" I asked.
"Average? Depends. Ten years is a good goal to aim for if you don't want to take too many risks. Terry over there will get to C soon, so it will have taken her about four years to go from E to C, but she jumps into D-ranked portals with Squad A all the time. Even did support work on some C-ranks a few times, and they'll jump up your potential by a solid twenty points even if you did barely anything to contribute."
Contribute? Wait, did the amount of work done in a portal matter? Sol went on before I could ask.
"But yeah, if you take it safe, ten years, with hard work and the occasional risk, maybe five. With lots of risk, assuming you don't die, two, maybe three years."
"Alright! Enough chit-chat!" Eldur said. "Newbie, you want to take the lead?"
I stood a little straighter at that and almost said yes right away. Then what Sol said hit me. Taking so long to reach rank C meant that Dharti and Eldur both had been taking it slow and steady, and that meant that they'd been careful about it. "Is that... wise?" I asked.
From the little glimmer in his eyes, I knew I'd caught on to the trap. "It wouldn't be," Eldur said.
"In that case, it might be best not to, uh sir."
Eldur snorted. "We're not army," he said, but he didn't seem to mind me calling him that anyway.
Eldur and Terry took the lead. The next space in the portal world was across a bridge of soggy planks and through a tunnel made of tightly packed mangroves. That opened up into a much wider 'room' made up of what looked like dozens of small islands with a tree in their centre.
The space was filled with frogs, and maybe toads? There were bigger amphibians, with wide, flat bodies that were pressed into the ground. I only caught sight of a couple of them, but it was only because they were breathing. If they stopped moving, they'd blend in almost perfectly with the ground.
"Glowsticks," Eldur said, and saying so, he pulled out a stick from a thigh pouch and broke it one-handed, his other hand still holding his rifle ready. He shook the stick, then flung it forwards.
These weren't the cheap glowsticks I'd bought in a convenience store, good for roadside assistance, these were military-issues, and they glowed a fairly bright fluorescent green that lit up a space a metre across around them.
I grabbed a few and tossed them out as well, and soon we had a decent half-circle of illuminated space.
One frog leapt over, then stopped a dozen meters away and swelled up.
"Oh, crap," Sol said. He raised a hand before him, and water congealed from the ground and formed a wall that instantly froze with a snap. A second later the frog spat a glob of muddy spit that cracked into the icy barrier.
"Thanks," I said.
"They're mostly non-lethal," he said.
"Mostly?"
"That's what the wall's for," he replied.
Eldur grunted. "Fire at will, but keep it tight. Only one round per, don't ruin the meat. Dharti, give us a lure."
"Certainly," Dharti replied. She knelt down onto one knee, then closed her eyes and seemed to focus.
I turned my own focus ahead of me. The glowsticks provided an okay backdrop to spot the frogs with, but they were still well-camouflaged in the mud and swampy waters. It was only movement that let me pick them out.
Even then, I wasn't fast enough. Of the first four I saw, by the time I was bringing my handgun's glow in the dark sights around to line a shot, the frog was flinching as it was hit.
The others were just better at this than I was.
Then Dharti finished her spell.
It was obvious the moment it was done. A wave of something warm passed through me, and all of a sudden I was turning, head tilting back and up to stare at a tiny orb of faint light that Dharti held. She glanced over to me, then smiled. Then, somehow, she reached out and gave my cheek a little smack.
I gasped and returned to the moment. I was... five paces back from where I'd been, somehow.
"Focus, child," Dharti said.
"Shit, uh, I mean, yes, ma'am," I said.
There was some chuckling over the line, and I realized that I was the butt of a joke. What had Eldur called the spell? A lure? It had certainly worked on me. Now that I knew about it, I could feel it pulling my attention back, but it was easy to resist. Like... like having a TV screen in a room playing the best parts of an action movie while trying to take a test. It was annoyingly distracting, but I could push through.
I returned to my spot next to Sol. The lure was working. Frogs and toads were hopping our way, abandoning their hiding spots and suffering lethal consequences for it.
Five minutes later it was done, and Eldur pulled out two more paint cans from his backpack. Seemed like there were enough here that I wasn't going to do all the work myself, which was nice.
Still, I was a bit spooked. That lure spell... I had more research ahead of me.
***
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The big room took a solid hour to clear.
Dharti's lure spell was invaluable at getting the frogs and toads to come out of hiding so that we could shoot them dead, but a few were either too far or too stuck to feel the call. Or so Eldur said.
In any case, it was our job to kill all of them, which meant it was our job to check out the entire area, combing over it for enemies, and dragging those we found to a central location where we could dump the bodies for easier pickup.
The E-rankers that would come in after us were going to have the fun job of dragging the bodies out through the portal entrance. Fortunately, they had wheelbarrows.
Unfortunately, I didn't, and I ended up covered in mud and frog blood before the hour was up.
"I need six showers," I complained darkly when I returned to the others with the last body.
Erde chuckled. The bastard barely had mud on his boots. "I can hose you down, if you want. No promises that the water won't be cold though."
"I'll be fine," I said.
"Don't waste magic on little things like that," Eldur said, though there was no bite to it. "Speaking of which, the next room is an easy clear, then it should be the boss arena. So, everyone top up. And yes, even if you didn't use a single spell. Better safe than sorry."
Topping up meant drinking from a small juice box. The same sort that Eldur had pointed out in the company fridge back at HQ. I hadn't tried any then, but when Sol handed me one (fresh and very cool thanks to one of those wasteful uses of magic that no one complained about) I shrugged and pulled the tab open at the top. It was pretty similar to the kind of juice box I'd had in elementary school. It even had little apples on the side.
I took a sip, then felt a jolt run through me.
"Tasty?" Terry asked.
"Is this magic?" I asked.
"Yup! Hella magic," Terry said.
Eldur breathed through his nose. "They're made from portal-grown fruit with portal water and a heap of vitamins and minerals that are supposed to help with magic-absorption. During the mixing process, they pump it full of even more raw magic. They're meant to top off your inner magic reserves."
"Is it dangerous?" I asked.
"Are energy drinks dangerous?" he asked.
"... I mean, yeah, they are," I said.
He chuckled. "There's your answer, then. In moderation, they're fine. Remember not to take more than two a day, and if you do take that many, skip a day. I know that as a newly awakened D-ranker, you're probably starved for magic all the time, but it's best to take things in moderation. In six months, with weekly portal runs, you'll find that your reserves will have grown by half and you'll be able to handle more spellwork."
"It's so boring," Terry said. "You can't do magic-magic for ages and it suuuucks."
"I have a question," I said. Eldur gestured for me to ask. It seemed like we were taking a bit of a break, which was fine. "Why are we taking this now? I did see Dharti and Terry and Sol use spells, but that's it?"
"Ah, because some bosses can steal magic from the air, and from you. If you're topped up, it takes them that much longer to hurt you," Eldur said. "Don't worry, not this boss. However, better safe than sorry. And we do want the medic topped up, as well as our artillery here." He pointed a thumb at Terry.
Terry seemed particularly smug about being called that, which... you know, that was fair. I'd be pretty proud to be a one-woman artillery piece as well. Being compared to a walking mortar or something had to be good for the self-esteem.
"What's the boss like?" I asked.
"Big toad," Terry said.
The others shrugged, which I took to mean that it was a good enough description.
So, after drinking, we tossed our trash down next to the heap of bodies, because there were no laws in portal worlds, not even for littering, and then we headed out.
The next room was a joke. Six frogs, all of them atop this large rocky outcropping. There was a switch-back path that slowly led upwards and towards the top of a hill. The frogs were guarding that path. Some were larger than those we'd seen so far, but not by much, and while they might have been tougher, it was more of a 'two shots instead of one' kind of deal.
Then there was a trip up that winding hill, which legitimately was harder than the fight with the frogs.
"Boss is right at the top," Eldur said. "Terry, on my signal, hit it hard with a stun. Erde, Sol, CC with water and ice. I'll ground it with mud. Then we let Dharti finish it off. Newbie... sit back and watch."
"Sure thing, sir," I replied.
We made it to the top and I was happy that my legs weren't burning too much. A week into serious training and... yeah, I didn't have much to show for it yet. Stupid cardio taking weeks to build up.
I was thinking sour thoughts as we arrived and entered the boss arena.
The boss was a large toad. That wasn't a lie. What felt like a lie was the scale of it. The toad was the size of... maybe not a sedan? A golf-cart? Yeah, that was close. It was the size of a damned golf cart.
"Riiiiibit," the boss roared.
"Hello!" Terry said. Then to us, "Cover your eyes!"
I squeezed my eyes shut and pressed my hands over my headphones a moment before there was a flash so bright I saw the veins in my eyelids. Surprisingly, it wasn't that loud. Loud, sure, but more 'nearby thunderstrike' and less 'cannon going off in your ear.'
The boss roared, and I opened my eyes to see what was going on.
Its eyes had gone white, and it looked like its entire front was flash-burned. Not deeply, but enough to darken the skin a little.
"Now!" Eldur shouted.
He stomped a foot down, raised his hands, and the ground around the massive toad shook and shivered, long, muddy tendrils rising up to grip onto the boss' feet.
At the same time, lashes of water spawned in the air and struck the boss from three directions, then flash-froze in place, covering the huge toad in fat plates of ice.
I figured that was it. The stun, the muddy ground, the water and ice holding it in place. All that was left was the coup de grace.
Then the boss leapt.
Ice sheered off, taking some skin with it, but not slowing the boss down so much.
The boss came back down and landed in our midst with enough force to make the ground shake.
I jumped back, brought up my gun, and squeezed the trigger again and again until it clicked empty. The boss now sported twenty-one holes in its thick hide, and the fact didn't seem to bother it so much.
"Shit!" Sol said. He threw his arm up, a shield of ice appeared between the boss and Erde... then the toad's tongue snapped out, whip-fast, broke the ice, and punched Erde in the gut.
He went rolling back, right out of the boss arena, though fortunately he stopped before going off the edge.
Terry didn't waste a moment, she was suddenly by the boss' side, scythe-arm unfolding to plunge into rubbery flesh, then there was a snap-sizzle and enough electricity to fry six horses speared into the boss.
That wasn't quite enough to kill it, but it did send it spasming to the ground.
"Damn," Eldur said. He gestured upwards, and several rocky spikes rammed the boss in the stomach.
Finally, Dharti moved out and simply touched the beast. It stilled, then slumped.
"I will tend to Erde," she said before turning and running back.
I looked around, then reloaded out of reflex, letting the empty mag clink to the ground.
"Eww! My arm's all slimy!" Terry complained.
I laughed, more out of surprise and panic than from humour, but... Erde was standing up with some help from Dharti, and the boss was dead. It had only taken a few seconds at that.
"The after-action on this one might be long," Eldur said. "That was too close."
"Yeah," I said. I thought the fight was over before it began. This might've been a good reminder not to underestimate portals just because I had the backup of a full team of people that seemed to know what they were going. "So... we leave, now?" I asked.
"Nope," Terry said. She was wiping the gunk of her arm-blade with a tissue. "Now we wait for like, three hours while the E-rankers clean up. It's hella boring. But hey! Portals have lots of ambient magic, so if you wanna practice your cantrip, now's the time!"
***
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The next couple of hours should have been boring, but they passed surprisingly fast.
Dharit checked up on Erde, and his injuries amounted to a small bruise to the chest and a large bruise to the ego. She smacked some healing on him, and I got to watch as purple-blue skin turned bluish-green then back to beige over the course of two hours. Not instant by any means, but like... still kind of very impressive.
Dharti took the rest of the time we had teaching me some magic. Or rather, re-teaching me what I'd learned already, but correctly this time.
There were a few plants to practice Leafshed on, and I had one more magic-rich drink I was allowed to take. Combined with the high ambient magic in the portal, and I was in just about the best place to learn.
The older Nature mage flagged Eldur down once I proved that I could make the Leafshed cantrip work, and he seemed pretty impressed by my progress.
Then he absolutely demolished my confidence by pointing out the many, many things I was doing wrong.
Dharti had a very fine-tuned sense for the emotions used in magic. Eldur, as an Earth mage, somehow had an exceptional ability to sense the movement and flow of magic, even in someone's core, as long as he was touching them.
A bit intrusive, but I allowed it because it only took a couple of minutes for him to start coaching me.
I was doing a lot wrong. First, the emotion for this spell wasn't a 'thoughtful' sort of grief, it was 'sadness' which wasn't the same, somehow. That reduced my efficiency by a bit, and I had to have Dharti coach me through the 'feeling' for the spell.
Then my path. It was good. They both said so. But it wasn't perfect.
The issue with not-perfect was that imperfections reduced efficiency, and magic was apparently all about efficiency. Eeking out a 1-2% increase in effective casting was the kind of thing that D-rankers with some experience apparently worked hard to do. I didn't quite get it, but I bowed to their knowledge.
Then there was my big goof.
Eldur couldn't cast Leafshed at all. Wrong kind of magic. But he could pull out a table with the same information (and a lot more) than the database I had access to.
As it turned out, the little numbers on the three-dimensional pathing diagram had meaning. They referred to things such as magical consistency (basically the thickness of it) and speed. As I cast the spell, I needed the right emotion, moving through the right channels, at the right consistency, and at the right speed, speed which wasn't the same in each section.
Magic was complicated.
Still, I had two experienced teachers working me through a very basic spell one small step at a time. By the end of those two hours, the lessons I'd learned were probably worth more than twenty hours of self-practice in various time-loops.
I'd burned through my reserves of magic, but I could reliably cast the spell! The pathway from my core was solid and not wobbling so much, and would probably remain that way, and the spell worked with only minimal efficiency-loss according to Eldur. Not as well as if someone more experienced cast it, but I wasn't even a week into being a D-rank, so it was good progress.
I was the unfoliager! All plants must fear my de-leafing touch!
I decided that I was going to pick up something more interesting for my next cantrip. Seeing as how Dharti mistakenly thought I was an outer-elementalist who used Pensiveness as my core emotion, she suggested a cantrip called Soothe Minor Pain.
It did what it said. The spell could be cast on self or on others with a very limited range, and when she cast it on me as an example, I got to feel it at work. It... numbed, slightly. It was like my mouth an hour after a dentist appointment, but all over. Very slightly tingly, but not painful.
The spell was a cantrip, so there wasn't a high expectation of usefulness, but it was, according to Dharti, a good first step towards self-improvement spellwork.
I wanted that so bad.
Sure, because of my core being attuned to Remorse, I'd probably never get to fling Fireballs around, or many flashy spells, but Pensive magic was all about self-buffs, mostly of the self-curing and healing variety.
I could be an unstoppable, self-healing monster one day, and I was all for it.
Eventually, the E-rankers reached us, and started to pack up the boss for the long haul back. Once we received the notice that they were out via the entrance, we turned to the exit portal and lined up for it. I was going to be last, as a sort of 'gift' from the others. Tradition said that the last out had the biggest boost, and the Squad seemed willing to share that with me.
It was a kind gesture.
I watched the others hop out, then glanced around before following.
Back in the real world, I found the area around the portal turned into a familiar temporary jobsite. Meat was being packaged into freezer vans and materials were shipping off already. We hurried to our own van, and Eldur had me place my hand in the testing device.
"This is to set your baseline," he said. "Basically, some people grow at different rates than others. We do baseline tests like these once a year or so. The deeper into a rank you are, the slower the growth from non-novel portals."
Made sense to me. I placed my hand in, then read the results along with him.
158 - D-02
"Well done!" Eldur said. "Two points. And a point in your ranking as well."
"Early progress," Sol said with a nod.
"Thanks, for the training today. And the portal run. That was surprisingly fun," I said sincerely.
Terry snorted. "Now do it one hundred more times!"
I smiled, that was a fair point. I supposed that anything could grow dull after too many repetitions. I'd know.
It wasn't long before we were back at the HQ where I was accosted by HR. I was worried for a moment, but they just needed banking information, and I soon received my first pay. $900 for three days of work, salaried. Plus a nice $100 bonus for 'combat pay' for the day's dungeon.
Damn. My job as an E-ranker for Luna Corp had started at $20 an hour. I was going to make more working less as a D-ranker. It was almost unfair.
I'd take it, though.
Rushing back home, I splurged on a taxi, then stepped into my apartment and set a new Save.
"Alright," I said to no one but Mister Couchtop. Then I removed my pants. If things went according to plan, I wouldn't be wearing pants for another week.
It was time for Operation: Long Week.
The goal was simple. I was going to stay in my apartment for the next nine days. From today--Friday--to next Sunday evening. No leaving. I'd be calling in sick, eating everything in the fridge and ordering out.
The week would be all about information gathering. So, the first thing I did was order a new laptop online and paid a fortune for it to be express-delivered in the morning. Then I pulled out a notebook and started plotting.
The idea was to gain passing knowledge of as many events that transpired over the course of the week as possible. Any major events in the city, new portals opening, things that could be opportunities for making cash, making a rep, or getting gear that could help.
It would all go down in a notebook, then I'd do my best to shorthand it and memorize the entire thing.
Then I'd Reload and live through the week more or less normally, using Saves wherever appropriate to get ahead.
Ideally, I wanted to tackle another portal solo and find a way to increase Deadline's rep. More gear would be nice as well.
I'd be researching in that time too, but it was a secondary priority to getting stronger for this week. There was no point in knowing who to point the finger at if I couldn't stab them with that finger too.
Also, I ordered a pizza. Then ice cream. Then some cat treats for Mister Coughtop.
Screw it. The calories weren't going to stay and neither were the consequences. Speaking of which... I ordered some of those magic-heavy drinks as well. $35 each! It was a good thing I wasn't paying for them at work.
If I had a week to waste, I might as well learn a couple more cantrips while I was at it. Or at least get the theory down for later.
It was going to be a long week but hopefully it would count as a good break as well.
***
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A week was a long time, and part of that week felt like it dragged on. And yet, by the next Saturday, after a full week where I didn't put on a single pair of pants, only showered once, and where the most exercise I did was... uh... anyway. The week passed quickly in some ways.
Before I Reloaded back to the previous Friday I had a list to memorize.
While I muttered through it, part of me went over the week itself.
I'd... wasted a lot of time. Sure, I almost overdosed on Magical replenishing juice, and had gotten a fair amount of practice with not one, but two new cantrips. Otherwise... the time had been kind of wasted.
Some days I spent time on guitar practice, and I got a few hours of French in but, honestly, I got more practice on the average workday when I set a Save on arriving home and dedicated a few uninterrupted hours to practicing.
In a longer-form loop, I had the tendency to get distracted, to put things off for a few hours which turned into a day. I had, over eight days, gotten as much practice as I might have gotten over two evenings with judicious use of looping.
Oh well. I think I needed a break. It was nice to sit back and just... chill for a while. I caught up to some shows, listened to some full albums, plinked away at my guitar until the strings started to wear out.
Right, had to remember to order new strings.
I re-read my list for the seventh time...
Saturday the 13th:
A caravan of supplies arrives in the early morning missing three trucks. They were lost on-route from Fortress East. There's a valid claim that it was a minor breach on the way.
Minor breach opens seven KM south of the city, sealed by The Seraphs.
Francisca Ojou was kidnapped while exiting her apartment in City Centre.
Sunday the 14th:
Man found dead behind Orchic Lux HQ. Beaten to death. Third weird death with that corp in a month.
Brightbarrow softworks' servers crashed. Caused a bunch of issues for a bunch of companies.
Monday
A-ranker Bloody Violet arrived in Fortress ENE. He just quit his job at his last guild, open to recruitment.
CEO of FortCo passed away.
Tuesday
The Punk Pop Lady Killers showed up!
Wednesday
Fuck-all happened.
Thursday:
The Storm Chasers found an E-rank portal on the outskirts of town.
Blackouts near home (sucks big time, power only comes back at 3AM.)
Friday:
Francisca Ojou freed herself. Turned into a D-ranker during the kidnapping. Was held in a D-rank portal just outside of the city in the industrial parks.
Saturday:
Mayor slept with his secretary. Owns up to it with jokes and shit. Doesn't seem to care that it got out. He's single, so... whatever.
Sunday:
Nothin'.
And that was it... kinda. I had picked up a lot of random tidbits on the news, but most of it felt deeply unimportant. I knew that whomever was responsible for the breach probably had a hundred little things going, but I was mostly looking for big picture events. The problem was that seeing those was easier after the fact.
I had a plan for what I'd do as soon as I Reloaded. And soon after.
A week was a long time to do research, and a long time to spend a heap of cash with no real regrets.
I'd discovered that some companies out there catered to mages specifically, and if you paid them enough they'd sell you a file with all you needed to know to cast a spell.
For the better documented spells, that was everything. The path's shape, magical consistency and speed, emotional wavelengths, and there were videos of the spell at work.
I ended up paying a pretty penny for a discussion over the phone with a 'spell expert' a couple of days ago who was more than happy to guide me towards a purchase. He bought my bullshit line about being an outer elemental Void mage looking for some new, usable, cantrips to practice with and had suggested a little spell called See Darkness.
See Darkness was kind of lame, but that was expected from a cantrip. The spell, once cast, allowed the user to see in the dark... a little. It was about half as good as a cat's natural dark vision. Mostly, what it did, was make it so that when you looked around in the dark it was as if you'd stood there with your eyes closed for twenty minutes, without needing to wait so long for natural darkvision to kick in.
I liked it.
I then shopped around for the cheapest place to buy the cantrip from online and had that on my list of things to remember.
That, and Sooth Minor Pain were going to be my focus this week. I already had the basics of See Darkness down, but I needed more practice with it before I felt comfortable enough to call myself 'proficient' with the cantrip.
The guide I'd called up had let me see some D-rank spells too. Void magic was awesome, and I wanted so bad to get my grubby hands on it, but it was still beyond me for the moment. Also, expensive.
Anyway, there was no putting it off.
I re-read the list one last time, then closed my eyes.
I Reloaded.
There was a sudden jerk, and I found myself back in my apartment. I blinked around, then touched my stomach... had I really gained weight from one week of doing nothing but eating snack food and laying around?
Probably.
Damn, my power was awesome.
I checked the time to be sure, but it was indeed Friday evening, just a few hours after Squad B and I had hit that E-rank portal.
Rushing to my desk, I found pen and paper and copied over my list from memory. Soon, I had a somewhat detailed list of events to pay more attention to.
And a plan.
The first thing that I wanted to tackle was something that happened... that would happen, tomorrow.
Francisca Ojou was kidnapped from her apartment tomorrow, at around nine in the evening. Then she was brought to a location outside of the city and kept there for a few days until she freed herself.
When I first saw her name it had surprised me a little. I recognized it.
Francisca Ojou held a record for one of the fastest transitions from D-rank to C, having completed the ascension in just under eight months. It had been on the news.
The fact that she was the darling princess of some wealthy company president probably helped. But she had freed herself from captivity. That was damned impressive.
I wouldn't mind someone like that owing me a favour or two. Plus, the reason it had taken so long for people to find her and for her to free herself, was that she was captured and detained within a portal. A nice little D-rank portal outside of town, one that no one knew about until she came out of it bloody and victorious and covered in icy armour.
A portal that I now knew about, because the news filmed plenty of B-roll of its location.
It took a solid hour on street-view, but I found the spot just south of town, and got an address nearby that I could use an auto-taxi to reach.
I wasn't going to head out tomorrow, the day she was kidnapped. Instead I was going to pop over the next day, on Sunday. A day where I had no work and plenty of time to clear out the dungeon and save the damsel.
It was a nice plan, I figured.
Well, the shady beginnings of a plan. I wasn't sure if I could take on a D-ranked portal solo. Maybe? I had confidence in myself, and a day and a night of real-time to prepare, which might as well be forever for me.
Still, I'd need to make sure that my Save for that one was well before the portal run. If I couldn't do it, plan B was to call in the cavalry. There had been a miniature manhunt for Miss Ojou and the bounty on information alone was worth it.
It seemed like a quick and safe...ish way to make some good cash, and improve Deadline's reputation.
If I was going to go around as a masked vigilante, I wanted a record that showed me saving people and being heroic about it.
Also, the idea of being a masked hero appealed to me in a big way. Masked heroines got all the... admiration.
I cleared my throat and started to research. First, re-buying See Darkness. Then, looking up as much as I could about the area around this new portal and anything I could find on the kidnappers whose names I had added to my notes.
Then I'd need to plot another visit to Jane, because this rescue mission was going to need a few extra pieces of gear.
***
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                Chapter Thirty-Three - A Long Night
I Reloaded and Reloaded over and over again through Friday night, doing more research, then buying access to the See Darkness cantrip to practice carving the path for it from my core out.
I decided to split my spells along my core, with more Nature-related spells to one side, and Void on the other. It would, hopefully, keep things somewhat more organized moving forwards. Fortunately, it didn't seem like direction mattered that much when it came to carving. A spell on the 'left' of a core could be cast in any direction as far as I could tell.
In any case, once I had three loops of practice under my belt, I took another two for guitar and French practice, then used a final Reload to return to my Save. This one I planned on having be the real one. That meant carving See Darkness from memory, then ordering a few things online.
First, a new laptop, but for real this time. The expense wasn't that big. A week's pay was worth it not to have to deal with my old clunker.
The rest of my cash would be saved for later. I was sure I could come up with something to spend it on. I was mostly eying some cyberware, ironically better eye-ware. My eyes had a pair of G-Gear 1598s model Bs sewn into my corneas. They were the only cyberware I had. They cost something like three hundred bucks, plus installation, way back when I moved to Fortress ENE.
They weren't bottom of the barrel. They had been bottom of the barrel five years before I purchased them.
In the previous long timeline, I'd eventually splurged for mid-grade sub-dermals and a pair of Orchid Lux Archer eyes. That had been a full eyeball replacement, with under-skin wiring going to a port at the back of my neck for recharging. Those had been $6,000. Four month's pay, basically, but I bought them on a payment plan and had them installed on the same day as the sub-dermals.
The idea back then had been to be tougher, with better vision, to maybe land a promotion at some point. That would mean being on the crews sent into the portals more often, which would give me a slightly better chance of hitting D-rank.
Well, whatever. New-past me was stuck with shit augs, and I really kind of missed my better eyes. Also, the faster connectivity and such.
There was some fear of interference between cyberware and magic, but it was minimal, and some could improve things. Now that I knew about the emotion thing, the fact that a lot of D-rankers had brain implants made a lot more sense to me.
I was not going to get emotional-regulation implants. Those squicked me out. And I wasn't sure if I was willing to chop off limbs for better versions like what Terry had.
If I lost an arm or two in a freak accident then I'd Reload them back. I'd probably keep it to more subtle cyberware.
I was eyeing some internals. Adrenal adjusters, pain editors, bone sheathing, sub-dermal like what I had but better, a backup heart... yeah, I could easily spend a million dollars on cyberware given the chance.
Right now, I didn't have a million, so I was setting my sights a bit lower. Sub-dermals and good eyes first. They'd both help a ton in any portal, then I'd see about getting the rest.
But first, gear... which I couldn't do anything about until the next morning.
So I laid myself down and went to sleep after pathing out both See Darkness and Soothe Minor Pain.
When I woke up the next morning, I could tell that I was a bit low on magic, but not so much that it was annoying.
I did my morning exercises, which sucked after spending a week without doing any sort of exercise at all. Strange, how I'd physically fallen out of that habit so quickly. Then I took a shower, got dressed nice and casually, and stepped out the door.
It was a long bus ride to the part of the city where Stranger-Danger was, but I tried to make the best of it by reading some French-English book. It was part of the translation package I'd finally bitten the bullet and bought in a real timeline. The text of the story was in French until I touched the screen and then the line would turn English.
I touched the screen a lot, but I think I was picking up a word or two along the way.
Getting off a stop away from Full-Auto Stranger-Danger, I walked over while taking in the neighbourhood. It was a bit rougher than where I lived. Closer to the industrial sector and the kind of place where people with nowhere to go sometimes found themselves.
The outside of major cities wasn't exactly dangerous, but it wasn't safe. One breached portal could ruin a small town, even if it was just some lowly E-rank.
Those kobolds I'd fought could be taken out by one guy with a gun, sure, but what if they kept coming?
So, people flocked to the cities, especially the newer, walled ones. There were Fortresses like Fortress ENE across North America now.
Why was I staying here?
I could up and leave. I had family outside of the city, and as far as I was aware, the breach had been pretty localized. The rest of the world was fine, right?
But... crap, I had a few reasons not to. For one, this was a challenge. It was something I was in a unique position to tackle. For two, I wanted to live with no regrets. Or maybe fewer regrets. Leaving? Yeah, I'd have that weighting down on my soul until the end.
I was still thinking on that as I made it to Full-Auto Stranger-Danger. Jane was at the counter, reading a fashion mag of some sort. She dropped it, a huge smile blossoming on her lips as she saw me. "Beanstalk!"
"Hey Not-So-Plain-Jane," I replied. "Glad to see you're still hard at work."
Jane grinned. "You betcha. Come to finish what you started a couple of days ago?"
I blinked, entirely confused for a moment but... oh, right. That kiss. That felt like weeks ago to me. "I don't know," I said as I shifted my weight to one hip. "Maybe? Depends on a few things I guess."
"Oh?" Jane asked. "You know, usually I'm the cocksure one. And you are in my home turf, Beanstalk."
I sniffed. "Safe to talk?" I asked.
"Sure," she said. "No one's here. Do have a client in... thirty-ish, so if we have a thirst you'll have to come fast."
"Cute," I said. "I'm looking for some gear. I, ah, have a mission I'll be undertaking tomorrow, probably in the afternoon. It might be a bit delicate."
Jane leaned up on her counter, and I didn't fail to notice how much cleavage she was putting on display, and she didn't fail to notice me noticing, at least, that's what I think her smirk meant. It was hard to say, she was always smiling. "So, now I'm your gear doll? At this rate, I might as well be your fixer."
"If you're looking to be that, sure," I said.
"Oh? Mayhaps I have some plumbing that needs looking at?" she asked.
I sighed, but made it theatrical. "Jane, I'm going to be hunting down some kidnappers tomorrow. Four, maybe five guys. E and D rankers, at least. I'm also going to be running through a D-ranked portal, maybe with a civilian next to me."
Jane blinked. "Serious?"
"Yes," I said. "Don't have much more that I can tell you. If everything goes right, I can spill some more."
"You got a fixer, Beanstalk?" she asked.
"No. But I've got a gear doll."
Jane laughed. "Okay, okay, cool. So, budget on this big plan of yours? You know, Batman had a cool suit and all, but he was loaded. Same for Iron Man. If you want me to gear you up good, cough up the cash."
"Can you get ammo for my revolver?" I asked. ".454 Casull. I'll need... call it twelve rounds if you can get me something that hits hard. I'd like a decent first-aid kit, the kind of thing a D-ranker from a corp might carry."
"Planning on getting hurt?" she asked.
"It's for the person I'm un-kidnapping," I said. "They might need it."
"Oh, so you don't get hurt?" she asked.
"Only when I miss you," I replied.
Jane fanned her face. "Ohhh, that was smooth, Beanstalk. But yeah, I can get you ammo and an IFAK. What else?"
"Backpack. Something light. Lights. Glowsticks if you have them, otherwise just strap-on lighting that's decent."
"I've got just the thing. And it'll go well with your costume too. Though you don't want to over-accessorize."
"I'd never commit such a cardinal sin," I said. "Hey, since you're able to get a girl anything she wants, think you can get me some tickets to the Punk Pop Lady Killers next show?"
Jane rolled her eyes. "Not if it's just the one ticket, hotshot."
***
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Jane had pretty much everything I needed already in storage somewhere, so I mostly followed her around, pushing a definitely-stolen shopping cart along while she moved through rows of stuff that didn't seem to be even slightly organized and picked out what I needed.
"Backpack.... Got two here. This one's big, but I'd suggest this smaller one. It's much lighter, better material. Bit expensive, but it'll also match your outfit some more."
"Sure," I said. "How expensive is a 'bit expensive?'"
"Three twenty."
I winced, but... yeah, a military backpack was about that much. It was super light, and the material felt high-quality. I tossed it into the cart and followed her.
"IFAK, from NetherGain. Basic, but it's got everything you need in it," Jane said. She tossed a sealed first-aid kit into the cart.
I grabbed it and looked it over. There was a small NG emblem on the side, but that would be easy to remove, and maybe I didn't need to. NG was one of the biggest portal-delving corporations out there. They had gone on a massive purchasing spree some ten years back, bought all sorts of small companies that made the kind of gear that delvers used. It had rocked the boat a little, but now NG didn't just have the biggest portal-delving group in the nation, it also provided its own equipment.
They were on my shortlist for corps that might be involved with the Breach.
Fortress ENE had a half dozen smaller corporations that handled portals. Luna Corp was one, Bright Lightning who had the Storm Chasers was another, and there were a few more, all competing for the portals in and around the city.
Most cities had NG. Or another major corp. Sure, there were guilds, but the guilds acted more like unions and subcontractors to the bigger corps.
What we had here was semi-unique, and it might, maybe, have been the reason for the breach in the first place.
"What else did you need?" Jane asked.
"Ammo," I said. "For my little pea-shooter."
"Pea-shooter? That revolver can punch a hole through anything D and below," Jane said. "Might take out most C-rankers too."
"Maybe, if you land a hit," I said.
Jane led me back towards the entrance, then dug around in a cabinet for a while before coming out with a little red box. "They come in packs of twelve."
"I'll take two," I said. "Can't imagine you have speedloaders?"
"For that specific gun? Nah. But I can source one if you give me a few days. Probably pretty cheap too. There's a whole network of guys and gals that sell iron around here and sometimes we keep in touch if a client's looking for something specific. I can ask."
"Thanks. Try to keep it half-way discreet?"
"Always. I don't kiss and tell." Jane winked.
I rolled my eyes, but didn't complain. "So, that stick I found. The macuahuitl?"
"Oh! I have a guy coming in tomorrow to look at it," Jane said. "Sorry it took so long. I'm not usually in that side of the business."
"That's fine," I said. "What side are you on?"
Jane shrugged casually. "I sell gear and toys for the discerning customer. Not what I aimed to do for a living, but it pays the bills and it's kind of fun."
"And what did you aim for?"
"I went to college for three years for fashion. Got a nice piece of laminated paper and everything, and that's despite spending most of my time in college fucking."
"Of course," I said. "At least you learned one thing while there."
Jane grinned. "Wanna see what I picked up? There was the all-girl sorority place just down the block from my dorm, and lemme tell ya..."
"Ah, no thanks. Maybe some other time," I said. I really didn't want a distraction. "Actually, I might have something for you. Do you know anyone who'd buy information?"
"What sort?" Jane asked.
"Sometimes I talk to people, get a good idea of what's going to happen before it hits the mainstream. That kind of information could be real valuable to the right person. Problem is that I don't know how to make use of it myself."
"Sure. I know someone, could put you in touch?"
I shook my head. "I'd rather work through you," I said.
It was a bit of a leap of faith. Did one (admittedly good) night of sex make me trust Jane that much? No, but I was short on other options, and with Jane acting as middlewoman, I had that much more space between me and trouble.
"Okay, sure," Jane said. "Twenty-percent."
I considered it, then nodded. "That's fair. Uh, I've got a few things..." Now is where I had to be careful. I couldn't say anything about any portals opening. That news wasn't the kind of thing that someone should be able to predict. Other things though? "Ever heard of Bloody Violet?"
"Big A-ranker from out west? Fortress... NW?" Jane asked. "I think he once wiped out an entire bandit village with one spell, right?"
"That's him," I said. Back when he was just a B-ranker too. That had been on the news, but it was a while ago. "He's coming here. Quit his guild and is now looking for work. Should be arriving on Monday, around noon-ish."
Jane's eyebrows shot up. "People have to know."
"I think a few might, but it's not on any official channels yet. He's looking for work from what I know. So... yeah."
"Oh, shit, that might actually be worth something. Some corps would bend over backwards to be the first to welcome him in and get a head start on the asskissing."
"Yeah. You let your info-broker friend know, and if it's worth something I want my share."
"Sure. Even if it's worth a lot, by the time it gets to us there won't be much left, you know?"
I had figured as much. There was probably a proper market for selling information, but I was very, very far from the loop. With time, maybe I could get a better grasp on it. "I've got some more. If your broker's any good, then he might like it, but it'll be contingent on making something from the Bloody Violet news."
"Sure, sure," Jane said.
Unfortunately, I couldn't stick around too long. I was just gearing up to say bye to Jane when the TV hanging up over her counter said something that made me look up.
There was a newscaster on air, a somber, well-dressed man, bright eyes of an E-ranker, and next to him was an image of a pretty young woman.
She was very pale, with long blonde hair and some visible cyberware wiring under the skin of her face, but the sort that was left visible on purpose, as a statement of wealth. Probably some top-end Orchid Lux model.
"Miss Ojou, the heiress of Redline Global, is still missing three hours after her kidnapping." There was footage,grainy CCTV, of the side of a nice hotel in city centre. A van with no plates, three guys with masks on and oversized leather coats, one of them bloody, pulling a small woman into the van. "Miss Ojou's two bodyguards were assaulted, with one confirmed dead and the other in critical condition at ENE General. Redline Global has made a statement about the kidnapping, saying that they will 'put all efforts towards retrieving Miss Ojou' and won't 'back down in the face of terroristic threats.'"
"No fucking way," Jane said as she caught me staring.
"Shh," I snapped. I could barely hear the TV as it was. But Jane fumbled around and came up with a remote and the volume increased.
"At the moment," the newscaster continued. "No demands have been made public. However, the Ojou family have put up a ten thousand dollar bounty for information leading to the safe return of their daughter."
"That's who you're going after?" Jane asked.
"You know I can't confirm that," I said.
"Shit, Beanstalk, didn't take you for the hero type for real."
I shrugged. "We'll see. Keep that to yourself, okay?"
"Lips sealed, baby." Jane leaned back. "But hey, if you're going in like that, you might want some extras. Bring a set of kevlars for the princess, maybe? Or some flowers, you know?"
I sighed. "I'm sure that I don't need that," I said. "And on that note, I'll be off. See you tomorrow, maybe."
"Yeah, I imagine you're on a deadline for this one, huh? See ya, Beanstalk!"
I left, disappointed.
Not because of the stuff I'd bought, or the price I paid for it. But... well, I was starting to like Jane. Not love her, or anything, but like... the thing is, I wasn't sure I could be in any sort of relationship with someone who thought that puns were funny.
I had limits.
***
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                Chapter Thirty-Five - Freedom and Not
I had time... like, a lot of it. Almost a whole day, in fact.
I decided to spend it somewhat productively and hit the gym. Unfortunately, Natalie wasn't there, and I didn't really want to try my luck with another instructor. The guy at the counter said that she took Saturdays off, but was usually around on Sunday mornings because she had a class in the afternoon.
So I just exercised quietly while listening to some audiobooks. I'd found a series of podcasts from some D-rankers that talked about their experiences in different portal worlds. It had always been kind of interesting, but now it felt more educational. They talked about monsters and traps and making mistakes that they played up as jokes, but which I took a little more seriously.
Then... I was done?
I didn't push myself too hard. Enough that I was feeling some strain, but not enough to have sore muscles the next day.
For all I knew, I'd have to do fifty-plus loops to figure things out, and doing them with sore muscles would suck something fierce.
Seeing as how I had nothing better to do, I started heading home, only to take a detour and head back deeper into the inner city and to a fancy pharmacy where I bought some magic-replenishing pills. They came in packs of six, with stern warnings not to take more than one per twelve hour period.
I planned on taking one tonight, to make sure I woke up with a full tank, and then maybe another tomorrow before setting out.
There was a list of side-effects as long as my arm that I planned to not ignore. Drugs were scary, and these were expensive, magical drugs that required that I be a D-ranker just to have a look at.
The mini shopping trip did give me time to think about what to do with the rest of my day.
I could do some looped practice, play some guitar, and work on my French. But... those were for relaxing, they weren't great when I was feeling a bit relaxed but kind of anxious.
So after the pharmacy, I went and got a massage. There was a parlour not too far and I saw the big billboard out front. It was a fancier place. Two sections, one for normal clients, one for D-rankers, and even a smaller, more luxurious, appointment-only space for C-rankers and up.
I paid a couple hundred just to get in, but thirty minutes later I was laying face-down on a massage bed and some pretty young woman was working her fingers into the surprisingly tense muscles of my back.
I may have groaned a little, but I didn't care, it felt good. An hour and a half later I was walking out of there feeling like jelly, and there was no way I was walking home, so taxi it was. Screw it, I'd make the money back eventually.
On arriving at home, I wobbled my way over to bed, shoved some clothes off the top, then laid down on my back. It was a few hours from evening, but that was fine.
I had all night to re-carve the paths for Sooth Minor Pain and See Darkness. Nice, chill evening. I'd need it for tomorrow.
***
If she wasn't out of here by tomorrow, then she was going to lose her mind.
"There you go, Miss Ojou," one of the masked men said as he roughly shoved her into a room. "Not one skeleton to gobble you up. You'll be just fine. And look, there's even a bed! Heh."
She glared, trying to memorize the man's face, his details, but there was not much to grab onto.
Her assailants were--as reluctant as she was to admit it--somewhat professional.
They'd grabbed her as she exited from an elevator to the ground floor of the hotel she was living in. The same route she took every morning. Grant had been a step ahead of her, Clive one step behind, their usual spots.
She'd barely noticed the people rushing them as the elevator doors opened. Clive was rammed into the back of the elevator, and one of the assailants pressed a few buttons, sending it up with the unconscious guard.
Grant had put up more of a fight. He was an upper-D-ranker, a man with years under his belt as a professional bodyguard.
She'd gasped when his neck was torn open by the swipe of a serrated blade and he'd fallen down, gurgling.
And then she was grabbed, pulled along by brutish men into a van. She screamed, of course, kicked one of them in the balls, spat in the face of another, even raked one with her designer nails.
Then this woman in the van slapped her across the face hard enough that she'd been left dazed. They tied her up. Tight zip ties around her wrists and ankles.
The men had turned, looking away in a very mild show of respect as the woman searched her rather rudely. Her phone was taken, her watch, jewelry, wallet, her nice jacket was cut apart and tossed aside and used as a space to hold all of her belongings.
The van had rolled into an alleyway, the door opened, and it was all tossed into a dumpster, then they were off again.
Next was even more intrusive. One of them jacked into her cyberware. It was top-end gear. It wasn't meant to stop a direct intrusion by someone who knew what they were doing.
Her biomods shut down, her connection to the net severed. She hadn't even thought about calling for help with her augs, and now it was too late.
Still, all hope wasn't lost. She had some good cyberware. Even disconnected from the net, they'd be able to trace her... right?
And then after a ride that felt interminable and where every question she asked was met with stoic silence, they arrived at their destination. They didn't even cover her eyes as she was dragged out of the van and into what looked like an old, poorly-maintained warehouse.
She stared around herself, trying to take in what she could, but while there was a lot here, none of it stood out to her. Rusted tin roofing, big I-beam pillars, a concrete slab of a floor. Someone had parked an RV within, and for some reason that made her manic all the more, only they marched right past that and between two old, abandoned cargo containers.
And into a space with a portal.
She'd seen portals before, of course. Had paid for the privilege of being escorted through an E-rank portal when she was sixteen to unlock her potential as an E-ranker.
This one was a bleeding cut in reality, an oval with torn edges.
She felt the magic of it washing over her. Powerful. A D-rank portal, or a very strong E-ranker. Definitely stronger than anything she'd ever had to deal with personally.
Gulping, she tried to fight back, to twist herself free, but it was far too late, and the ones holding her were far too strong.
"Don't worry, Miss Ojou," the woman said with a snide, self-assured voice. "This is just about sending a message. You won't be harmed. Not physically. Just a little stay in here with some undead friends, and then you'll be out, right as rain."
She shoved Francisca forwards.
The interior of the portal world was dank and dark, and she barely had time to register what she was seeing. There was another man here, which made... was that six people now? How big of an outfit was this?
The man wore a balaclava, just like the rest of them, and had a large assault rifle hanging from a sling. "Good, you made it," he said. "This way."
He took the lead. Soon, very soon, they were next to a locked cell door. It was opened and she was shoved within.
And then she was in this cell.
It had a bucket.
A bucket. The door was all metal bars. The bed in the corner was made of three planks crudely nailed together and hung half a foot off the floor.
It was smaller than the washroom in her penthouse suite.
She didn't panic. No, she was Francisca Ojou, heiress of Redline. She wasn't going to break down in tears.
Someone would come to save her. She imagined that already there were multiple guilds sending their best to scour the city to look for her.
Turning, she looked out the door, into the corridor beyond. One man was sitting on a stool, reading from a paperback, gun across his lap. The others were further in, in the starting room of the portal.
A portal they'd clearly taken over just for this.
There were spells that could pinpoint a person's location, expensive spells, cast by experts. They wouldn't work if she was here.
Francisca refused to panic. No, she'd keep her dignity, at least. Until someone saved her. Someone had to save her, right?
***
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I woke up at six-thirty something, feeling super awake and more than a little refreshed. Turns out, keeping my magic use to a minimum and reasonable amount, getting more than eight hours of sleep, and maybe the massage right after a workout, did wonders for making one feel better.
I slid out of bed, did my morning stretches, then did them again just to make sure (because I was certain that I'd need it today) hopped into the shower, then got dressed in loose-fitting casual clothes while scarfing down a pair of microwavable pocket sandwiches.
I packed up all of my gear, making sure to double check that I had everything, and then I was out. The moment I crossed my entrance, I set a Save point.
This was way, way back. I figured, at best I'd save Ojou and be out of the portal by noon, which was still... four and a bit hours from now. That meant that every Reload would be sending me back a long ways, but I wanted to do this right, and that might mean some amount of flexibility.
Also, I had a sneaking suspicion that the mental tiredness that came from looping was partially literal. If I spent a loop sleeping, would it drain away?
The week-long loop I did didn't leave me a comatose wreck when I Reloaded. That was an entire week. Longer than any set of loops I'd done before, and yet some of those sets had tired me out.
So either repeated looping was tiring, or, more likely, high-strain loops drained my mental energy.
The solution then, was easy. Set a Save further back.
The solution came with a problem. The further back the Save, the harder reconstruction steps would be. Also, the longer it would take me to get back to the same point.
Annoying, but with such a high-risk event as what I was looking to do today, the trouble might be worth it. And worse case, I could take a break, spend a loop chilling. Step right back into my own apartment, remove my pants, and watch TV for nine hours while petting Mister Couchtop.
Right, time to get to the scene of the crime.
Since this loop was 100% going to be wasted, I took a taxi all the way over, not even changing out of my casualwear.
The portal was out in the outskirts of the city, in one of the older industrial parks, not too far from a wide river leading into the ocean right next to the far end of Fortress ENE. Happily, it wasn't that far from my apartment. An easy twenty-four minute ride.
On arriving at the site, I was immediately confused. There were some two-dozen warehouses and they all looked pretty much identical to me. I had the taxi drive a circuit around the area, and it's only when I noticed someone suspicious stepping out of one of the warehouses that I figured it was the right one.
And hey, wasn't that an opportunity. "Stop on the street, not too far from that man over there," I said. "He's a friend. Yeah, no worries," I said to the taxi driver.
He didn't care, he was getting paid by the mile.
I stepped out, placed my bag on the floor, then rooted around in it for my revolver. Once I had it in hand I started to follow the man. He was pretty big, six-foot something, linebacker shoulders, neck that was way too thick.
I waited until he was near an alley between two of the warehouses before I ran up after him. "Hey, you the one they sent out for the morning coffee run?" I asked.
He paused, then slowly turned. "Huh?" he asked.
I pointed my revolver up and into his nose.
"Huh?" he asked again, this time with more emotion.
"Into the alley," I snapped. "Quick."
"Who the fuck are you?" he asked.
I frowned. How could I convince this big lug to do as I asked? Obviously, he was taking me a bit seriously, but I wasn't exactly dressed to impress. So I turned my gun to the side and shot a round past his ear.
I almost lost my hold on the revolver. That shit kicked.
The kidnapper (I hoped, otherwise I was harassing some poor nobody) ducked down and brought his fists up. He snapped one forwards, and I only barely stepped back and out of the way.
I retained the gun. "Next one goes between your eyes, buddy," I snapped.
He paused, staring at the faintly smoking barrel. "Fuck," he said.
"Yeah, you are. I've got questions, and I bet people heard that, so now we're on a timer. C'mon, chop chop."
I had my new pal sit on the alley floor, hands in sight while I leaned on the wall across from him. "This is a mistake," he said. "I ain't part of no gang."
"Sure," I replied. "The Ojou woman, where are you keeping her?"
The way he tensed told me a lot more than his denials.
"Okay, fine. What were you leaving for? You guys working in shifts?"
As it turned out, pointing a gun at someone didn't necessarily make them talk. I did get his ID, from his wallet. Timothy Thompson who lived two districts over from me. Had a driver's license, twenty-nine years old. E-ranker. Not currently employed.
I looked him up, and it seemed like he didn't have too much social media, though he was running with some street gang some six, seven years back, at least judging by the pics. "The Rusties?" I asked.
"What?" he asked right back.
"You've got a big fat tat on your back. Rusties. Ain't that some small-time punk gang wannabes? What, you got promoted from robbing corner stores to kidnapping corpo princesses? That's a big step up."
"You don't know anything," he said.
"So, how about you tell me anything, huh?"
"Don't have anything to tell," he said. He perked up when sirens started to sound, and I think both of us got the same text message.
F-ENE PD: Remain in your current location, if it is secure, for questioning. Prepare to hand over all augment-taken footage. Do not resist the F-ENE PD.
The idiot smiled.
"You... do know that I'm going to tell them about the princess, right? I'm a bounty hunter, dumbass. I'm allowed to arrest you."
I wasn't, and that wasn't how it worked, but Timothee blanched. And then he made a call. "Jack! Shit, I got made, cops are on their way! They'll find the portal!"
I let him talk, taking in what I could. Some guy called Jack was involved, that was nice. They had each other's contact info as well, which wasn't that useful for me to exploit, but it did mean that taking them out would be harder.
Then the cops arrived and I dropped my revolver and got arrested for the first time. I thought I might get a word in edge-wise, but they weren't interested, so... I Reloaded.
This time I headed out to the same place and followed Timothy.
Timothy really was on a coffee run. He headed over to a parking garage two blocks over, got in a van, and I lost him.
On the third loop, I had the taxi follow his van to a coffee place twenty minutes away, then we waited for fifteen while he got a large order. Then it was back to the parking garage.
All in all, Timothy was gone from the warehouse for a solid hour and a bit.
I decided to make that a little longer. The next time, I went to the coffee place and put in a tip on the F-ENE PD hotline that a man fitting Timothy's description had entered the coffee place armed and was trying to rob the place.
Two cops arrived a few minutes later and started asking questions. Timothy was packing, and he didn't have the right permits.
Silly boy.
That was one bad guy out of the picture and all I needed to do was get a burner and put in a tip. Easy-peasy.
Loop four had me entering the warehouse at last.
The interior was rather large and smelled like rust and worksite dust. It wasn't all that well lit, either, just the light from some sunlights in the roof high above, and those were covered by a thick sheet of grime.
I shut the door behind me, then moved along the outer edge, slowly mapping the place out in my head.
It wasn't long before I found what I was looking for.
The kidnappers had moved a few cargo containers around to form a large C around the portal entrance, but it was still... just there. A big old hole in reality, bleeding off enough magical energy that I could feel it from a half dozen metres away.
How had no detectors found it?
Then I continued moving around, looking for people, and as I did, the ambient magic decreased. The cargo containers were large enough to swallow the magic? Interesting.
That did leave some gaps in their coverage, but unless a detector was placed just right, then it probably wouldn't pick anything up. Plus the warehouse likely contained some of it.
I imagined that warehouses with lots of magical stuff in them wafted out some amount of magical energy as well, so that could explain it away.
In any case, I counted two people sitting around outside the portal. A man and a skinny woman.
Now... how was I going to handle this part?
***
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                Chapter Thirty-Seven - Insatiable Impatience
This was still my fourth loop, and only maybe four hours of total looping, and yet I was already feeling this sort of... insatiable impatience. I wanted into the portal, I wanted to figure it out, and I wanted to get out of it.
My success was more or less guaranteed, but that didn't mean that I wasn't feeling any less anxious about it. And I was working against a deadline. If I screwed it all up today, I could Reload and give up, try again in a day or two with different, more specialized equipment. But that would mean more time for Miss Ojou to be stuck in there, and I... had a very active imagination as to what might be happening.
"Fuck it," I muttered.
There were two people out here. Could I take both of them out?
I gently crouched down behind one of the containers, then leaned over to the side very, very slowly to take in the space around the portal.
They had an entire RV parked there, which I supposed made sense. If they were staying here in the long-term, then having a place to rest was necessary. They could probably get a motel nearby or something, but that would mean leaving and returning repeatedly. Might raise suspicions.
Not that sending out Timothy was helping with that, but whatever.
I could see two people. A tall, skinny man who was chromed to the gills, and this shorter woman sitting on a stolen park bench, reading from a tablet.
Couldn't tell much about either, though I suspected that the woman was either a ranker or some sort, or wanted to be. She was just inside the portal's corona range, where the magical energy was strongest.
With a D-rank portal... it might only take a few dozen hours of sitting there to go from a normie to an E-ranker, if she was lucky.
Or she was a D or more ranker already and was just enjoying the warm-fuzzy feeling of magic washing over her, like standing next to a water mister on a hot summer day.
The man was scarier. Didn't know what rank he was, but his arms were both more metal than meat, and his feet looked more like rubber-tipped claws than normal old feet. He was looking pretty distracted... maybe? Hard to tell, he had metal plates screwed on over his eyes, probably with cameras of some sort within, and... his face was turned my way.
"Come on out!" he snapped.
"Crap," I muttered.
"Huh? What is it, Jack?" the woman asked.
I moved. It seemed like the one sensible option I had at the moment. I darted across the space and while the woman was starting to stand, I ran into her back, hopping up so that I could move and arm over her shoulder, then down and around so that her neck was in the crook of my elbow.
My other hand came up, holding my revolver more or less steady on the borg. "Don't move," I said.
"Shit!" the woman replied, and tried to move, because of course she did. She wiggled, and I tightened my grip. Fortunately, she weighed less than I did, and I had a better grip. She still elbowed me in the ribs though.
"Don't... move," I grunted. "Just got some questions."
Borg had moved too, casually pulling out a small compact SMG from somewhere. "Bad idea, girlie," he said.
"Yeah, I'm starting to see that," I replied. I tried to get a bead on him, but the woman I was holding get moving. "Stop moving so mu--- ouch!"
Her hands lit up, both of them turning red-hot where they grabbed onto my arm. My shitty old hoodie had nothing to stop that kind of heat. So I turned the gun on her and poked her in the side of the head with it.
"Try me," I hissed.
She paused, the heat dissipating.
D-ranker, then. Crap.
I was burned good, too, so I chewed on my lower lip and cast one of the only spells I knew. Soothe Minor Pain. I pressed magic from my core into the pathway, then tried to remember what speed it was meant to move at while casting. It was damned tricky. None of my practice had been under fire, so to speak.
It worked, though. I felt warm tinglies running out of my core and across my entire body.
Then the woman I was holding gasped. "What was that?" she asked. "What the fuck was that? Shit, she cast something on me. Jack, she cast something on me!"
Her wriggling redoubled, and I had to tighten my grip to the point where I was choking her.
"Let her go," Jack said, sounding damned calm. He took a step towards me.
"Don't, not one more step," I warned, turning my gun at him. "It was just a healing spell, calm down."
"Fuck off!" the woman said.
Jack took another step. "I'm not afraid of you," he said. "I'm bullet-proof."
So... I shot him.
The revolver kicked, but this time I was more ready for it.
Jack had lied. He was not bulletproof. In fact, he was very much the opposite.
We all kind of stared at the hole punched into his chest, past what looked like a thin layer of sub-dermals, and into his mushy, fleshy insides. There was a lot of him that had landed outside too, as a wide spray out the back.
The woman I was holding finally got free, spun around, then aimed an open palm at my face and blasted with a wave of--
I Reloaded.
It was weird, going to nausea to... not. But fortunately, my body caught on and soon I felt like puking again. Fortunately, I was at home. I stomped over to my bathroom sink, stood at it for a moment, then decided to just wash my face. "Fuck," I muttered.
There was a lot wrong with what had happened there. I made a heap of mistakes, one after the other.
Still... learning opportunities. That woman had Fire magic, and she was pretty strong. Maybe? Hard to tell. She was also easy to freak out, which was good to know.
The man was a borg, but his insides weren't. Disturbing to know.
I could kill.
That... yeah. Ideally, in the perfect version of a loop, no one would have to die, but there might be some value in going in gun's blazing. It cleared things out rapidly, and would let me gather intel.
Still... I'd rather not have to.
For one, I didn't want murder on my conscience. For two, I definitely didn't want it on my rap sheet.
I was pretty sure that I could get away with it if I saved Miss Ojou. One kidnapper dying in Fortress ENE? The cops would pat my back.
But they'd also go through procedures, and my ID would be gone.
Killing six or more kidnappers?
Yeah, no. It didn't matter if I saved the nice princess, they'd flag me as a serial-killer and arrest me, at a minimum, even if there were extenuating circumstances.
Society catered to rankers a lot. Society did so because it was a nice, easy way to give rankers what they wanted and needed without them having to use the violence they were capable of to get that.
I rubbed my face.
If a ranker didn't get the message, then they'd get a visit from Special Operations. A group of D and C rankers that worked for the city police.
There weren't any jails for anyone ranked C or above, so the only punishment was rather terminal. I didn't want that for myself.
So no killing. Not unless I could get away with it. Bodies dropped in a portal wouldn't necessarily come out when the portal closed, however... And people who weren't in the boss room when the portal closed and yet were still alive, tended to get hard-ejected.
We'd had entire classes about that at Luna Corp, since E-Rankers were sent into portals all the time, and one might get lost or trapped until the portal closed.
Hard-ejection was deeply, deeply unpleasant. Take a nap for a few days, bruises all over, magic depletion unpleasant.
If I could sneak past the two by the entrance, could I get past the rest within? And if I got past them... would it be possible to reach Ojou and escort her through the portal quietly, then exit?
If we got that far, the hard-ejection would leave the kidnappers who were within in a rough spot, then I'd only need to deal with the two outside.
... Yeah, I think I could do that. But first, I'd need to learn a bit of parkour, and get the lay of the land.
***
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                Chapter Thirty-Eight - Going Loud
This time, I went in with my full gear. Not changing beforehand was... stupid of me.
I took a taxi to a block over from the warehouse, only making a quick stop along the way at a convenience store to buy a burner phone. I found an alleyway, got changed in it, then tossed my clothes and unneeded gear into a dumpster. I was pretty sure no one would steal that.
So, I was geared up, anonymous tip-off sent to keep Timothy busy, and I was more or less mentally prepared.
I walked into the warehouse with a bit of swagger. It helped, really. When I walked into sight of that skinny woman and the borg, they both jumped, but the borg went for a gun first.
I put two rounds into him, then jumped to the side as fist-sized ball of fire streaked past me. The woman was screaming at me, a lot of rather rude things about my parents, my mother in particular, my heritage, and my promiscuity. She was kind of almost right with that last one.
I ducked behind a container, then winced as a wash of fire shot past, then another. So, I ran around the far side, then leapt out again, already raising my gun to shoot.
She was covered in flames, thick fire that didn't burn her or her clothes, but which were scorching the ground around her.
I fired, then fired again, and yet she retaliated with a pair of quick-moving little fireballs, then a much slower gush of flames.
I hissed and bounced away, only taking the very edge of that fire, but it still stung like hell. Crap, this was a lot of magical firepower, pun not intended. Was this what a normal, non-newbie D-ranker could put out.
Ducking behind cover, I flicked my gun open and tugged out four empty shells, then replaced them.
She was still swearing, and had shifted to actual slurs.
Bit of a potty mouth.
A glance around the corner showed her stumbling, hand clutching her lower arm that was pissing blood.
So, I'd hit her, or at least nicked her.
I made a mental note to shoot both of them a lot faster if it came to it. Then I jumped around the corner, rolled, and came up in a clumsy pose on one knee. I fired three rounds, then waited.
I think a couple might have hit, because she went down with a gurgle.
"Holy crap," I muttered.
I stumbled over, watching the flames die out as she did. For a moment, I just kind of stood there, then I went over and sat on the bench she'd been sitting on. My ears were ringing a little. The revolver was... strong, and loud, and kind of heavy, which made it hard to snap-fire at anything. I'd mostly gotten lucky there, I think.
But... crap. I wasn't made out for this killing shit, even if it wasn't 'real.'
I took a moment, then stood and... didn't loot the bodies. That was a step too far. Instead I checked out the RV. There was a little sign within that said 'leave no signs.' It was clean. Like, very clean. Actually, now that I looked, the area around the portal was clean too.
This wasn't a professional outfit, by any means, but they had managed to keep things real quiet for an entire week, at least until that Ojou woman broke out seemingly on her own. That was something. There was a lot of money on the line to find her by the end, and I imagined a lot of bounty hunters and bored rankers were sniffing around.
So... they might have had good info-sec even if they looked a bit like amateurs. Or the looks were deceiving.
That might have been it, actually. I'd been a corpo soldier for a while. My idea of 'competent' came in company colours and regulation uniforms. The borg and the woman were dressed in casual streetwear. They could be from just about any street in Fortress ENE except maybe city centre, and even then, maybe.
In a way, that was professional dress too, because it let them blend in so well. That woman was obviously a pretty decent mage. Leagues better than I was. The borg had a hundred K in chrome on him. These weren't nobodies off the street.
And looking around the RV, I discovered nothing about them. Even their trash was tossed out of a window and directly into a bin at the back, one that looked like it had been burned up on the inside a few times. Likely the woman.
So they weren't leaving traces behind.
Crap. Maybe this was more than an uppity street gang nabbing a corpo princess for a big bounty. Had they ever released a statement? I didn't think so. Or if they did, it wasn't made public.
Enough.
I could speculate forever, but right now, I needed to get into the portal and see what was going on.
First, though, I grabbed that compact SMG. A Myalis Arms Purr8, chambered in good old 9mm. I think it was vaguely modelled after the Mp9, but with a more rounded body and boxier magazine. Thirty rounds, and Jack the borg had two more magazines strapped to his leg.
I looked the gun over, then sighed and tossed it aside. It had a fancy all-electronic firing mechanism. It meant that the user could dial in the rate of fire, or lock anyone else out from using the gun.
Expensive trash in my hands, then. But I made note of it. I wouldn't mind grabbing it, and I was sure that Jane could unlock this thing if I asked nicely. Maybe file off the serials if borg here hadn't already.
I check on the woman, but... nah, no guns on her. Too bad, but it made sense, she could fire balls of fire and act as a one-woman flamethrower. She didn't need a gun.
Might have saved her if she had one. Or if she chose to wear any amount of armour... or a lot of armour. My revolver was punching way above my weight class.
With all of that done, and not much gained for it, I came to stand before the portal. There was nothing to it. I jumped in.
I landed a little awkwardly on the other side, then ducked down and swept my surroundings. I was in a courtyard? A castle? The walls were all large stone blocks, and there were parapets around, as well as a staircase to one side leading up the wall.
The way onwards was obvious, there was only one doorway here, and it was open at the bottom of a short set of stairs.
A man was nearby, only just starting to look up.
I moved over quickly, and while he was still reeling in shock, I punched him in the nose.
Right, this was the 'go loud' timeline.
Wincing a little, I stepped back, then shot the man twice in the chest.
He didn't go down. Instead, he took both blows like a champ, then staggered towards me. Earth and mud rose from the ground, coating his legs then jumping up to his arms.
I stepped back, then put four more rounds into him.
That did it.
"Christ," I muttered. A second D-ranker who wasn't a total newbie like me. And all those shots had to have made some noise. I moved to the side of the entrance and reloaded, then when a second guy ran in, I shot him in the back.
More revolver reloading.
Maybe I should have brought that Myalis Arms handgun with me. It was so much faster to reload.
I didn't know how many were left in here, but no one ran in, so I poked my head around the entrance and looked within.
There was a corridor, more steps going down. The roof was arched above.
"Okay," I said. Then I spun around and moved in, gun raised, eyes peeled. It was dark in here, but they'd strung up a line of lights, feeding off a set of car batteries at the entrance and winding down into the corridor.
There was, soon enough, a T-junction. The string of lights went left. I went left as well, only pausing to look around as I noticed a lot of bones on the ground. Portal world decorations?
I wasn't sure.
The passage to the left led into a corridor past a doorway, and then a room. A long, narrow room, with cells on either side.
I moved in, slow and careful. "Hello?" I called out.
There was motion in one of the cages, and I brought my gun around, only to pause. The lighting was poor, but I could recognize Miss Ojou.
She stared at me, eyes going wide, then she shouted. "Behind you!"
"What?" I asked.
Which is about when something struck me in the skull with the force of a sledgehammer.
***
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                Chapter Thirty-Nine - A Nice Little Chat
I woke up with a splitting headache and a wet feeling on the back of my skull. Then I heard metal grinding on metal and the clang of a door shutting.
"Stay right the fuck there, bitch," someone growled.
I blinked, trying to piece together what was going on.
Right. I'd found Miss Ojou, locked in some sort of cage, and... I reached up and touched the back of my head, then hissed. My hand came away bloody and wet, and the mere touch sent a wave of pain and nausea through me.
That wasn't good. Nor was the fact that when I tried to sit up, everything started to spin. My vision felt like it was doubling, then refocusing, then doubling again.
"Ah," I said. "I'mma concussion."
Someone spat on me.
I turned, trying to see who, but the dark form just walked off, and the act of turning sent me falling onto my side. "Urgh," I complained.
"Are you... well?"
Blinking a few times, I tried to push past the confusion. That was... Miss Ojou. She was in the cell across from the one I was locked in. Great. "I'm alright," I said.
"You don't look it," she replied. "Are you part of a rescue team? It's about time you show up. Meaning no offence."
"Nope. Not a rescue team. Just me."
"Just... you," she said.
"There's a huge bounty to save you. Ah, but this timeline's burnt." I shuffled back, pressed myself up against one of the humid stone walls. I could see her, in the cell across from mine. She was standing just by the door, within the light. "Tell me, how are you? Do you need anything?"
"I need to get out of here, for one," she said.
"Mhm," I replied. "Look... I'm not gonna have a ton of time to explain this, so I'm just going to be straight. I'm a time traveller."
"... Pardon?"
"Yup. It's very cool. Now, before I reset things and start over, I need to know some things, okay?" I stopped talking. Everything was very spinny for a moment, and I just breathed. "Gimme a sec."
"Take all the time in the world," she said.
I took a minute. Then I blinked a few times and looked over to her, really looked. Miss Ojou was about the same height as me, probably. Five something. She had a nice beige suit on, with thin lapels and suitpants. Nice shoes too. Bet they were more comfortable than my pumps that I wore to my interview.
Her hair was crazy. Like, really long. Reaching down to her lower back, and done in big curls. It was frayed and a bit messy, but yeah, that hair needed maintenance, and I wasn't just saying that because we were in some dungeon, I mean hair that complicated needed weekly visits to a hairdresser.
"You, uh, haven't been abused?" I asked.
She blinked. "Pardon?"
"You know... uh, since they took you?" This was awkward.
Miss Ojou crossed her arms. "Not sexually, if that's what you're implying. Nor... physically, beyond the manhandling and the conditions of this cell. They haven't deigned to feed me. And there's... a bucket."
"Oh, good," I said.
I wouldn't know what to do if she had been. I had been mentally preparing for ad-hoc grief counseling or something. She didn't look traumatized, though. But... she did look scared. Not on the surface. She looked angry on the surface. Very pissed-off-HR-rep. But just under that? Her hands were a little shaky and I couldn't help but notice that her eyeliner had smudged.
"So, you a D-ranker yet?" I asked.
She scoffed. "What kind of question is that?"
"Just asking," I said. I tried to push myself up, but that only made me more dizzy, so I gave up. "Okay... more questions. Uh. Next timeline, I'm going to try to sneak up to here. That one who hit me, where is he, usually?"
"Next timeline?" she asked.
"Just answer the question, princess."
"I am not a princess," she said, princessly.
I just stared at her, and she relented. "He patrols the area once every hour or so. Often checks on that door at the end of the corridor. I believe that they haven't cleared the next room at all, and something occasionally scratches at the door."
"When would his next patrol be, usually?" I asked.
"I don't know, in about half an hour?"
So, if I made it this far without being detected, I might have half an hour to free Miss Ojou and move on. That probably wasn't long enough to clear the portal. Maybe.
"Can you fight?" I asked.
"In my state?" she asked.
"If needs be, yeah," I said. "Do you know how?"
"I've had martial training since I was a child," she said huffily.
"And practice against monsters and people?" I asked.
She glared, which I took to mean no.
"What weapons do you know? Guns?"
"Swords," she replied.
"Huh." Well, maybe I could find something for that. Clearing the path would be easier if I didn't need to babysit her. "Okay. That's a plan, then. If I snuck up here and unlocked the door for you... wait, where's the key to your cell?"
"The brute that struck you has it."
"Damn. Is that lock pickable?" I pulled myself up, felt like vomiting, then moved up to the door anyway. I felt at the lock. It was a big, clunky thing, old. It looked simple, though. So, if I wanted in, I'd either need to steal the keys, or pick the lock, or break the door?
Learning how to lockpick would be a great idea, actually, but I don't think I had the right setup for it. I'd have to ask Jane for a good set of lockpicks and then practice with them later on. Stealing the keys... doable.
I looked around the edge of the door. It was solid iron, drilled into the stone walls. The lock, however... was just a thin metal bar poking into a hole in the wall. That bar had a lever on it, then dropped down with a loop on the end, a loop lined up with a loop on the door, and a padlock was through both.
Huh... that looked rusty and kind of weak.
I was pretty sure I could break that, actually. I reached over to mine and rattled it around. Yeah, it was falling apart already.
I didn't have the leverage from in here, but given a crowbar...
It would be noisy, though. Maybe.
"Okay," I said. "Sneak up to here, if it's possible, then break the lock. Then we both run out through the portal's exit."
"Are you mad? This is a D-ranked portal, and you're concussed."
"I'm a bit insane, yeah, but I'd like to do the portal while I'm here. It's good experience, you know? Makes you a stronger mage."
"You are mad," she said. "I've rebooted my augs. It hasn't undone everything they hacked into them, but I'm quite certain that the moment I'm out, they'll reconnect to the city network, and anyone looking will be able to pinpoint my approximate location. Does that help? Or can you call reinforcements in some other way?"
"Nope, it's all good," I said.
There were footsteps coming back down the corridor. "You fucking... you killed them!" he roared.
"Oops," I said.
"You bitch! You killed everyone? What the fuck is wrong with you?" he shouted while I backed away from the door.
"You killed the others?" Miss Ojou asked.
"For now," I said. "I had a big gun, it's surprisingly effective."
"I'm going to fucking rip you limb from limb," big guy said. He came over and started on the padlock. Ah he kept the keys inside his coat. That'd... be pretty much impossible to pickpocket.
"Well, good meeting you," I said.
I Reloaded.
Returning to a non-concussed body was like getting icewater splashed in my face, in a good way.
No time to just bask in it, though. I bounced on the spot and shook my head, making sure the dizziness was gone, then I took off once again.
Now that I had a good idea of the layout of the start of the portal, I could look into going in deeper. The next run would be about breaking Ojou out, and maybe seeing how far into the portal I could get. Also, I needed a crowbar.
I rode a taxi back, made a quick stop at a hardware store where I bought a nice, all-black crowbar with a hook on one end, then I rode down to the same alley I'd changed in before. I didn't make the call for Timothy this time. It wouldn't matter.
I arrived at the warehouse, snuck in, then glanced at the portal from around a container.
Now... how to get in there without alerting the two out here?
I looked up, at the container above the portal... maybe it was time to learn a bit of parkour?
Four minutes later, I was on the ground in the portal world, crying and clutching at what I was pretty sure was a broken clavicle.
Okay, so... Reload.
***
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I spent the next loop... I think it was loop seven? Yeah, loop seven. I spent that one learning the fine and beautiful art of parkour.
I found some parkour artists online--I was really iffy on that title, but then someone who practiced jiu-jitsu or karate or any other combat art was called a martial artist, so I supposed it made sense--and contacted them.
One of them, a tall African American guy with the most chill disposition ever, was happy to take five thousand off my hands for a full-day session of parkour practice.
I played up the fact that I was a D-ranker and that the corp I was working with had us fighting in this portal world that had a lot of different elevations, and that I wasn't trained for that.
He took the story at face value and helped me through the very basics.
I wanted to immediately start with a way to mitigate that initial fall through the portal. There had to be a way to quietly land on the other side without breaking my everything and making a ton of noise, but my trainer insisted that we start smaller than that.
We started with vaults and jumps. I wasn't in the ideal physical shape for this, but I wasn't too far from it. I had slightly above the average cardio and endurance. I meant like, the national average, not the average for even E-rankers. Still, it was enough to put the early stuff down.
I really wanted to skip ahead, but I understood that a solid foundation was more useful, so I endured until early evening.
And then I Reloaded.
The eight loop was the same, only this time I had the basics more or less down, and so my teacher agreed to show me how to land a fall without having to land in a hospital. Unfortunately, it was kind of hard to gauge the actual fall height. The place I'd jumped into the portal from was about two standard containers high. That was about sixteen feet.
My teacher could safely drop from twenty, dissipating that landing with a roll. But he had a decade's experience on me.
We started with a six feet drop and roll...
Actually, I started by chickening out on the edge about six times. Why had I been so confident in that one loop? Was it because I couldn't see the ground at all?
Eventually, I remembered that I was a big girl and that consequences were for others, and I did the jump. I was ass at it, initially, but I got better. Then we rose to ten feet, and my new confidence made that not so bad. A few rough landings had me wincing, and if I was to keep this loop, then I'd have bruises in the morning.
Then we rose up to sixteen feet, and I didn't break anything. It hurt. It was hard on the sides and ankles, but I could do the tuck and roll and come back up to my feet. It was possible.
I changed into my combat gear and tried again, this time with a backpack at my side and... not as doable. I still came out of it with no broken bones, but I'd definitely gotten a few bruises.
So, I folded the backpack up tight, and held the crowbar in one hand. Then I tried again, and it was possible.
Right, so, I could do it. I could sneak past the first two, dive into the portal, and hopefully not alert the two guys within.
Yay!
All that effort just to be sneaky. Some small part of me wanted to just go in gun's blazing, but a bigger part of me wanted to do it right. A perfect run though. Be a damned ghost. Anyone could walk into a place, firing like a madwoman, but it took someone special to sneak past a half-dozen guards unnoticed.
Plus, not murdering people was... morally the better option. I still felt a little bad about shooting those idiots in a timeline that would never be real, I didn't need to kill them in the real world as well.
I Reloaded. Attempt number nine. Honestly, for only nine loops, I'd gotten a decent ways in.
I got changed at home this one, because... well, why not? Took a taxi out to the hardware store to buy a crowbar, then rode over to the warehouse, and got off right in front. I slipped in. Neither Jack the borg or that fiery woman noticed me as I went around and climbed up a few containers to come up behind the portal. I stayed low, keeping to the shadows as best I could. The issue was noise, really. Cargo containers were all steel, and stepping on them wasn't subtle.
Maybe they'd chalk it up to something else. I would, as long as there was nothing but a few random clinks.
I took a few deep breaths, trying to calm down. I could do this... I ran, making sure to keep my steps as light as possible, then I jumped, already in the motion of rolling.
The portal accepted me with ease and I came out the other side already rolling in the courtyard. I was out in the open, but I'd barely made any noise, though the landing had stung a little. Seventeen feet instead of sixteen? The roll hadn't been perfect.
The Earth mage was there. Sitting on a chair by the entrance down, casually reading from a book.
He didn't even look up.
I slipped to the side, quick and quiet, then hugged the outer wall of the courtyard.
It was pretty dark here, and there were several walls along the edges that only rose up to about mid-waist. One of these had a staircase going up, and others seemed like small walls to separate... was that a stable?
Yeah, this place had the look and feel of an ancient, abandoned castle. I didn't know history well enough to guess at the era, but... 'old.'
I peeked over the edge. The Earth mage had shifted a bit, but was still reading.
I think what had saved me was the angle I came in from. Entering the portal meant coming out of the portal from a different angle.
So, by jumping in from the 'back' I'd rolled in with the portal more or less between me and the Earth mage.
The portal which was wiggling and moving constantly.
Otherwise, he might have noticed some amount of motion from the corner of his eye.
Good. Next time, I'd come in from a couple of feet to the right... or was it left? No, right. Then I'd be exactly on the other side.
The other thing that helped was the lighting. It was bad.
The kidnappers had set up a stack of car batteries to one side. I counted five in a neat row, with some sort of converter doohickey next to them. Lots of booster cables too. The lighting was plugged right into that converter.
When working for Luna Corp, we actually had something similar, though it was a whole lot nicer-looking. A stack of lithium-cell batteries on wheels that could be pulled into a portal and set down, then there were these high-efficiency spot-lights on tripods and this sort of hangable lighting thing, depending on the portal world's environment.
This was the redneck version of that. The lights ran back and behind the Earth mage.
Now... how to distract him?
Actually, I had an idea.
I circled around the far end of the courtyard, then opened my bag. I had a length of rope in it. I made a loop on one end, then snuck close to the battery bank and slipped the end of the loop around one of the booster cables.
High school science was a ways behind me, but I could tell this was plugged in series. So, taking one booster off at the end should shut the whole thing down.
Slowly, I cast See Darkness.
When I opened my eyes again, the shadows in the corners of the room had receded, and the distant stars far overhead had become that much more obvious.
Cool.
Now...
I went back a ways and yanked the rope.
The booster cable came off, and I pulled the rope in faster, ditching it in a corner before running.
"What the?" the mage asked as he looked up, but he couldn't see jack, I bet. Staring at the white page of a book only to go into near-total darkness would do that.
I heard him fumble with something before he pulled out a light. Someone else was shouting from deeper in the portal. "Oi? What the shit was that for?"
"Gimme a minute!" the Earth mage replied. He walked over to the cables and swore. "Hey, one of these snapped off, how do I get it back together?"
Then, to my infinite relief, two bumbling idiots stepped into the courtyard, both with flashlights.
They started to argue over how to fix things, but by the time the lights came back on, I was past them like a damned ghost.
***
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                Chapter Forty-One - The Rescue Team
"Another one of you come to spit at me?" Miss Ojou asked. She was standing at the far end of her cell, arms crossed, glare on. It was posturing, though, and I could tell. The only light I had to see her by was that of a glow stick I'd cracked, because See Darkness wasn't perfect night vision, and within the corridors of this place, I needed a second source of light to see by.
"No," I said, underhanding the glow stick into the cell. "Hold this closer, I need the light. And try not to speak too loudly, your voice carries."
Ojou blinked at me, then took a small step closer. "You're part of a rescue team?" she asked.
"Nope, just me," I said.
I don't think she liked that casualness. "Just you?" she asked.
"Yeah, is that a problem?" I whispered back. I had the crowbar out and slid it into the loop of the padlock. Or I tried. It was a bit too thick for it. Dammit. I fumbled around, then gestured. "Can you hold this in place?"
Miss Ojou didn't seem inclined to help.
"Seriously? They'll be back at any moment, we need to move," I hissed.
That got her to move, but only to talk shit in my face. "You didn't deal with them?"
"No, I snuck past. Help me out here instead of whining."
She did, but only reluctantly. Fortunately, the lock was old, rusty, and probably rather cheap to begin with. Once I had the crowbar in just right, it split apart and cracked onto the floor with the sound that echoed.
"Dammit," I muttered before undoing the lock and tugging the door fully open. That made a loud grinding noise as well. "Come on."
She slipped out, then I reached over and tugged on her coat.
"The other way," I said.
She turned, then looked at the door at the far end of the corridor. Or tried to, it was still--
The lights came on.
"Okay, we need to move," I said.
"They haven't cleared this portal yet," she said.
"Well, we'll finish that for them, then," I replied. I didn't wait for her, and moved up to the door. Was it wise to bring her along? Maybe. Maybe not. Actually, probably not. But I needed to know how well she reacted to surprises and if it was even possible to try my Plan A with her.
If she panicked, or was useless, then it would be best to sneak past, clear the portal up to the boss room, then return to pick her up. That way she wouldn't be a burden... or as much of one. Unless having her along was really bad, in which case it wouldn't be worth the effort at all, and I'd need to go back to the drawing board.
The door into the next section was shut. No locks or anything. Did portal monsters not roam past the rooms they started in? Or maybe they didn't in this portal.
"Come on," I muttered, then I hesitated and gave Ojou the crowbar. There was a non-zero chance she'd give me a second concussion with that, but it wouldn't hurt for her to have something to defend herself with, and she might feel a little more confident.
I had a big gun, and a sharp knife, which was plenty for the moment.
I opened the door while turning on a flashlight. It was one I'd grabbed from Jane, with a sliding clip on the back that easily hooked into the neck of my leotard and illuminated things ahead of me. I passed Ojou a second light, and she took it, only fumbling for a moment before flashing bright LEDs right into my face.
"Why are you wearing a mask?" she asked.
"Just follow," I grumbled.
The next room was another corridor. This one was a little wider than the space with the cells. The ceiling was lower as well, and it immediately stank of mildew and rot. The left had a small step of sorts made out of stone that was serving as a long shelf, one covered in boxes and crates filled with... stuff. I saw old rope, some cases of glass bottles, a few clay jugs, most cracked.
I took the lead, stepping in and ahead of Ojou, eyes peeled. I still remembered that floor trap in the kobold dungeon, and with the more... well, less primitive look of this one, I knew that any traps we ran into would be more complex.
Still, nothing jumped out at us, none of the floor tiles clicked in, and the ceiling didn't crash onto my head. So far, so good.
The corridor ended with a small set of stairs leading up. Three steps, then a sharp turn to the right and past a very narrow doorway.
There was a bit of light coming through, faint, but there. It was green and flickered in the way that natural firelight tended to.
I waved for Miss Ojou to stay back, then peeked around the corner.
The room was large, maybe a bit larger than the courtyard with the entrance portal. It had four large pillars across it holding up a ceiling some fifteen feet up.
That was interesting, but not as interesting as the creatures shambling through the room.
Undead.
"Shit," I muttered.
There were four of them. I could tell they weren't alive by the way that two of the nearest shuffled around. And the smell. They stank of rotting, decaying flesh, like meat left in a trashcan that was unemptied for a week. No flies though, so that was nice.
I squinted around the room some more before I'd dare to step in. There were two chairs across from each other, looking like the medieval equivalent of a dentist's chair, a few more crates along the walls, as well as some shelves, and a trio of torches in sconces. Only one was lit, next to the wide mouth of a corridor that likely led further in. The fire was green, unnatural.
"Undead," I muttered as I pulled back.
Ojou nodded, as if knowing as much. Maybe she did. "Skeletons?"
"Zombies, I think," I said. "How do you kill a zombie?"
She stared. "Do you not know this?"
"I skipped out on necromancy 101," I snapped.
"The body can be destroyed, but each part is animated by magic. There's no real way to kill them, you need to incapacitate them until they can no longer fight. Eventually the magic holding them together breaks down."
I stared. "I didn't bring enough ammo for that."
"You what?" she asked.
"Fine. Then we cut them up real good. You know how to use a sword, right?"
"This is a crowbar," she hissed.
"This is a crowbar," I repeated, purposefully making myself sound stupid. "Want the knife instead?"
She glared, and I had the impression that she didn't like me so much. Too bad, it was... okay, so not mutual. I was being a bit of a bitch, but I was kind of stressed. They'd notice she was gone soon enough, then they'd be after us. We had to hurry.
I glanced in the room again, only to reel back as I came face to face with a zombie.
It was hideous. A man, obviously, but missing one eye, the hole filled with rot and pus. It reached out to me with hands that had desiccated so much that its nails seemed too long.
I reeled back, pulled out my revolver, then hesitated. Noise. Maybe they hadn't noticed she was missing, but they sure would look once I took a shot.
"Dammit," I said as I shoved my gun back into my holster and pulled out my knife.
The zombie walked towards me... and missed a step. It crashed down, stumbling over into a heap of boxes that fell down onto him with a clatter.
I stared. Miss Ojou stared. The zombie stared.
I walked past and into the room. The idiots following us could handle that one.
The others were moving our way, and that's when I realized that two of the undead weren't zombies, they were animated skeletons. I decided to take this one at a time. First, the zombie ahead of me, then the skeletons.
Only as soon as my knife sank into the first zombie with a quick swipe across its chest, I was hit by a stench so bad it made my eyes water, and I was wearing a gas mask. Dust filters on, but still, it was probably keeping some of the stink off.
"Oh, god," Miss Ojou said.
She wasn't wrong.
The zombie, uncaring or unfeeling, walked towards me, swiping with slow, clumsy attacks.
I ducked back, then struck out again. Yes, it would stink, but the only way to win was forward. I cut at the monster's neck, which did a lot of nothing, then grunted and kicked it hard in the chest, sending the undead sprawling back.
Then it was the skeleton's turn.
They were much faster. Both had weapons as well, which didn't make things any more fun. A sword for one, a hammer with a long shaft for the other. They clattered towards us, the one with the sword heading my way, the other towards Miss Ojou.
This was going to suck. How was I supposed to kill something that didn't have vital organs?
***
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                Chapter Forty-Two - Bleeding a Little
Fighting skeletons turned out to be both hard, and kind of easy.
They had no vital organs, nothing to stab, and nothing to shoot. I supposed that a shot that hit their spine and blew it up might do the trick, but I wasn't going to bet on my ability to hit something so small, even from up close.
The skeleton ahead of me swung in a wide arc that I leapt back to avoid, then it shifted back into a simple fighting stance. It knew swordfighting stances? That wasn't great.
There was a heavy clunk to my side as Miss Ojou deflected a blow from the hammer-wielding skeleton with the crowbar. "Do something!" she snapped.
That was a fair point. I waited until the skeleton swung a second time. The plan was to dip in right after and get into striking range.
I didn't expect the skeleton to abort its attack mid-swing, take a step forwards, then chop from a different angle.
I gasped as rusty metal met the flesh of my hastily-raised forearm. The sword had cut right into the material of my coat and I think I felt it hit bone.
The pain rang through me like vibrations through a gong, and I felt like I was about to lose my lunch. Then the skeleton yanked the sword back and the pain flared up.
Shit. If I didn't do something, I was dead.
So I did something, running up and into the skeleton's guard and swinging up with a wild left hook. The undead monster ate that on its jaw. It hurt my knuckles, but its jaw shut with a hard click and a few teeth went scattering away.
I dove in, grabbed it by the forearm and pulled while swinging my leg around to tip it off balance.
The skeleton weighed, unsurprisingly, very little compared to a normal person. In most sparring I'd done, the advantage of weight wasn't on my side. I flipped the skeleton over, then landed on it in a standard grapple, then I struck it in the skull with a quick jerk of my knee.
The skeleton started to fall apart. First one arm popping out of its socket, then its skull disconnected from its body.
Its legs continued to kick out, but I rolled over it and got to my feet, then gave the skeleton a swift kick in the ribs that sent it tumbling deeper into the room.
Then I heard the zombie, the one I'd kicked earlier, stumbling over.
"God, dammit," I swore before dipping down and picking up the skeleton's sword.
Zombie or the other skeleton? Miss Ojou was backing up, running a small circuit of the room while the hammer skeleton made wide, wild swings at her that more often than not ended up striking a shelf or a wall.
The zombie was closer.
But... stabbing it was gross.
So I waited until it was even closer, then kicked it in the chest again before running over to the skeleton fighting Miss Ojou.
It might have sensed me coming, or... heard me? How did that work when it had no organs? In any case, the skeleton swung the hammer around in a wide arc that almost struck me, but I retaliated quickly, smashing the sword down onto it with more enthusiasm than skill.
Soon, it was a pile of twitching bones on the ground.
"We need to keep moving," I said.
"You're bleeding," Miss Ojou said.
I glanced down at my arm, then swore. That was a lot of blood. Now that I was paying attention, I also felt rather faint.
"Damn. Okay, we check the next room, at least," I said, gesturing to the door opposite the one we'd come in from.
There were four doorways in this room. The archway leading into the passage we'd come from, and then one door in each cardinal direction. One one had a lit torch, and something told me that was a sign of some sort.
"Ah, this isn't good," I said. "What's behind that door?"
Miss Ojou stared. "You're going to bleed out," she said.
"Curiosity first," I replied.
Behind the door, as it turned out, didn't have much. A long corridor with stone walls. There were a few... very old looking gurneys, with what were possibly corpses on them, but they were covered by cloth.
I went in, closed the door behind us, then fumbled around to find my first aid kit. "Might still make something of this loop," I said. "We need to scout as much as we can."
"What are you talking about?" she asked.
"Ah, too hard to explain. Help me bandage this up?"
She did help, though I could tell she wasn't at all pleased with getting any amount of blood on her pretty nails. I winced as I tightened the bandages as much as I could. It would reduce my range of motion a little, but it was better than bleeding out.
If it wasn't for the knowledge-gaining opportunities, I'd have Reloaded already. This shit hurt.
The corridor we were in seemed empty enough, so once I had taken a moment to breathe, I decided to continue. Miss Ojou and I traded weapons. She got that sword and I got the warhammer.
"A saber," she said, swinging the sword. "I think cavalry, British, or French, from the 17th century or thereabouts."
"You know your swords," I said.
"I've never fenced with something like this, but I can adapt," she said. "How's your wound?"
"Grevious," I said. "Let's keep moving."
We did just that, only for about a dozen steps though, before one of the blankets on those old wooden gurneys was ripped aside and a skeletal arm reached out and grabbed me.
Stumbled back, then started wailing into the undead with the hammer. No grace, just lots of hard smacks.
That did do the trick, but by the time I'd turned the one into a heap of loose bones, three more had climbed off their own gurneys and were rushing at us.
They were unarmed, which was a positive, but they were also suicidal and already dead.
Miss Ojou and I were almost overwhelmed, but she managed a strike that took off one undead's head, and then I set all martial prowess aside and just started swinging.
It kind of worked, actually.
Soon, we were both panting next to a heap of still-twitching bones.
Then I heard it. Someone, or someones, moving behind us.
"Shit, let's move," I said. I reached out, grabbed Miss Ojou by the hand, then started running.
We barged into the next room. It was a morgue of some sort. There were a dozen more undead here. Something like eight zombies and four skeletons. They turned towards us, but I was moving already.
There was only one door in this room, a big set of double-doors made of old wood with iron bands across it. I ripped the door open, aware of the approaching undead, then continued running.
The corridor widened, the carved stone blocks replaced as we moved by raw stone. A second door was ahead, and I barged into and through it.
This time, we were in a cave, not massive, but not tiny either. There was a tomb to one side. Standing guard on either side of it were two more undead. One of them a skeleton, still wearing boots and a steel cap and a rotting gambeson. The undead had a quiver at its hip and a crossbow in hand. On the other side was another in armour, but the gear was of higher quality. Gloves, greaves, old leather boots, a kettle helm and rusty iron breastplate, and a long halberd.
Around its neck was a chain on which hung a shiny silver key.
To our right, a door. A nice one, all polished, if old, wood, with a faded family crest painted on it. Two green torches on either side, both spitting and hissing. The boss room, then.
I heard a crash behind me, then the rattle of automatic fire.
Yup, we were screwed.
So I Reloaded.
Being back home was sometimes so jarring. Still, it was nice to not have my arm burning. I rubbed at it while I turned back and returned to my apartment. That last loop had taught me a ton. I was fighting undead, I now knew where the boss room was, and what I had to face to get there. I'd also figured out how to get past the guards. All good stuff.
Now to supplement all of that with some good old research.
There were databases of common portal world monsters, and the undead weren't that uncommon, even if they were widely considered a D-rank threat.
They were mostly annoying because normal small-arms weren't as effective against them. Magic, on the other hand, was exceptionally strong against the undead. Too bad I didn't have fireballs to fling around.
I sat at my laptop and booted it up. Time for some theory crafting, then I'd run over to the warehouse and put that to the test.
This loop and the next would be more scouting, and then... I think I had a good chance to get things done perfectly.
Everything was in place, I just needed to assemble it correctly.
***
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                Chapter Forty-Three - Mapping it Out
The goal of my next loop, the tenth, was two fold.
First, figure out undead combat. There were plenty of undead monsters to fight in the dungeon, and I needed to get a hang of them.
Second, I needed to map out the rest of the dungeon.
So, I made my way back, got changed in the taxi, then repeated the same steps to get past the kidnappers as before. Jumped into the portal, did a roll to land, tied a rope to the batteries that I yoinked aside, then basically felt my way through with See Darkness to help.
The exception was that I walked right past Ojou's cell and into the deeper parts of the portal dungeon.
This time, I was armed with knowledge. Also, a hammer. It was from my closet, and I honestly wasn't sure why it was there in the first place.
According to everything I'd read online, the undead were dealt with in two ways. Blunt force, and magic. Since I lacked any sort of offensive magic, it was blunt force or bust.
I stomped through the first corridor, whistled to get the attention of the nearest zombie, then bashed its head in with a swing that had all of my weight in it. The zombie's squishy head burst apart.
I worked past the smell, then bashed it in the knee, sending it down.
Then the next. Then the skeletons.
They were tough. Both of them had some skill with their weapons, and while they weren't as fast as even a moderately fit person, they wouldn't tire out from a bit of fighting. Still, they both settled into a specific set of moves.
One good hammer blow to a joint was enough to make either one much weaker. Break an elbow, then a collarbone, maybe crack the knee. It was about quickly and efficiently breaking them down.
Then I had a choice. Keep going towards the boss room... or explore.
For now, exploration, that's what I was here for. I went 'down'. The prison cells that Ojou was in felt like they were far to one direction, so I called that the 'north' in my head, and aimed for the 'south' exit. The rooms leading to the boss room, then, were 'east.'
South was a long, suspiciously empty corridor. I think the fact that it was so empty twigged me to the fact that it was trapped, because I discovered that some of the blocks on the floor were slightly elevated, and touching them with a toe revealed that they felt wobbly and loose.
I returned with a long chunk of wood from the room with the torture deviced and smashed one of the blocks.
A pillar of green fire roared out of a tiny spout in the ceiling.
Cool... cool cool cool. Loved that.
I'd been injured in all sorts of new and interesting ways recently, but immolation in magic necromantic fire was a new one. I decided not to test it.
Instead, I navigated the corridor to its middle, where I found a small passage leading to a barred gate. There was a lock in its centre, a tarnished, silver one, and the bars around it glowed very faintly with some sort of magic.
Beyond that was an armory.
This... might have made the dungeon somewhat valuable, actually. There were three racks with longswords, some sabers hanging off the wall, then a rotting old barrel with a bunch of rusty halberd heads around it. Some armour, as well. Plate and like, old knight stuff.
A heavy load of iron and steel. Not so much metal that scrapping it would make a fortune, but if the dungeon was somehow repeatable, a company could make a tidy profit melting it all into ingots every time the portal respawned.
More interesting than all that was a case in the middle of the room. No, not a case. A chest.
Ah... I was going to need to find the key to this one, wasn't I? Hadn't there been a skeleton with a key in the room just before the boss room?
I pulled out a notebook I'd brought for the occasion, sat down with a flashlight to see what I was doing, and drew what I'd seen so far. After a few minutes, I got up, and continued 'south.'
I almost missed the fake wall to my left. Almost. It was steel painted to look like stone, and very convincingly done, but the metal had flaked in places and left the paint to chip off. It only took a few moments of searching around to find a handle that, when I pulled aside, slid the metal wall away to reveal a thin, narrow passage hewn out of the rock.
"Great," I muttered. Another portal world with hidden passages.
I ear-marked that for later, and instead continued. There were more traps along the way, but still just pressure-plate activated, and a door. This one opened to a narrower corridor, with shelving along the wall. A pantry? One that had gone unused for a few decades at least. There were jars with... things. Some dried stuff, some desiccated. I didn't poke around too much.
The corridor led to another door, and this one I could hear through. A radio? No, someone was listening to music.
Carefully, I opened the door and discovered it partially blocked by a chair. But what I could see of the room was telling. One of the kidnappers, the one who'd run into the courtyard if I made noise, was laying on a blow-up mattress on the floor, staring up into a cellphone.
I flicked my flashlight off, then glanced around the room. A pile of bones in one corner, some stuff moved around... yeah, they'd turned this one into a rest area.
I retreated, added to my map, then went back to that hidden passage. There was nothing for it but to check it out.
It was narrow, with a few sharp turns. The entire time, I had my finger on the 'trigger' of my Reload ability, but other than a long, uncomfortable squeeze, there wasn't much to it, at least until I reached the end. A metal wall.
Frowning, I shoved at it, then discovered that it was on rails, just like the one to enter had been.
Pushing it aside.... Yeah, this was the corridor with the gurneys and the skeletons hidden under old blankets.
What a stupid shortcut.
Not wanting to be ambushed, I moved over to the nearest blanket with the warhammer that one undead had, then bashed its head in with all of my strength.
That destroyed the gurney, but it spilled the skeleton on the ground, where it was easy to keep smashing.
Very cathartic, that.
Taking them one one by one made the passage a breeze.
Arriving in the morgue room, where twelve undead waited, was less so.
I backed up, added to my map, and let my muscles cool down. How to get past this one? There were eight zombies, four skeletons. The skellies weren't as tough, but they felt smarter. The zombies stank, were slow, but a pain in the ass to 'kill.'
One or two? Even four? I could juke around and take on. Twelve?
Well, there was one solution.
"Oi! Deady deady deady... hi there! It's me, your girl Deadline. Also got dead in my name, but I'm very much alive. Hey, hi. Yup, it's me. Come on. That's right, juicy living person."
The dead followed.
They... weren't clever.
I led them back, walking just faster than they could stumble. Back into the room with the torture devices, then around the bend.
I made sure all twelve were there before jogging down the corridor, and then... yeah, they were very not smart. I watched a zombie step on a plate, get cooked, fall over still on fire, then crawl its way onto the next plate on the floor only to burn some more.
The rest walked into the flames.
Somehow, the skeletons were better about it, walking around the fire, but they weren't that much brighter.
I ducked into the shortcut and ran my way through. At the end, I shut the metal doorway and moved a gurney over to block it.
Now... where to?
There was a door left to check in the torture room, and I wanted to see if all of them had died.
They hadn't, but they were all at the far end, semi-cooked, and not looking so great. I think a few had gone into the shortcut passage.
The door I'd missed... led to the + shaped junction just after the courtyard. No point in using that one, but I added it to the map all the same.
So, what was left?
I checked out the morgue, curious, but other than massive jars full of what might have been formaldehyde and some containers of dubious liquids, there wasn't much here.
I kept moving.
The pre-boss room. Two undead. One with a bow, one armoured with a halberd.
This was going to be a tough one.
So I walked in and shot both of them in quick succession. The fact that they wore armour actually made my gun worth using. It spread out the force of the shots, breaking bones and sending them reeling.
When the one with the halberd fell, I ran over and smashed its legs in. Then the other nocked an arrow only to miss as I smashed the bow aside with my borrowed hammer.
Almost easier than the undead in the torture room.
I yoinked the key, took a moment to cool down, then glanced at the boss door... well, nothing for it.
I opened the room, and discovered that it led outside. Like the courtyard, only this was the exit of a cave into a space with sheer stone walls.
In the centre-rear, a portal. Sitting before it on a camp stool, a seven-foot tall undead in plate armour who slowly stood and grabbed a rusty sword that was almost as tall as I was.
"Okay, cool." I said. No way I was going to get this dude to step onto a trap.
So I shot him in the face and chest four times, taking my time to line up each shot.
Guns... were awesome. Loved me a good gun.
The boss wasn't down from that, but he was hurt... and I had more ammo.
I retreated, though. First, time to see what was in that chest in the armoury. Then I could think up a way to really take the boss down. Maybe I could come in with something like a magical molotov? Or... hmm, there had to be some sort of solution, right?
[image: image]
***

            

    
        Interlude - Francisca Ojou

    
    
    
    
                Interlude - Francisca Ojou
Francisca would never admit it to anyone, but she was terrified.
It was worse when that brute left the room, which was ironic, wasn't it? The man was a kidnapper, and yet he was someone, at least.
When he left, she was alone in the dark. When had that last happened?
When had she last been alone? Truly alone?
The room was cold. She was wearing a suit pulled out of her wardrobe minutes before leaving the house. It was meant for sitting in a meeting, for looking good for any passing paparazzi--though she was hardly so famous--and for the sake of presentability.
Alone, and cold. The cold didn't bother her so much, really.
If someone asked her, she'd say that the thing she feared most was failure. It was a trite, yet somewhat truthful answer.
The reality was slightly different.
As long as she was successful, then she wouldn't be alone. Autophobia is what her very expensive therapist called it.
In her mind, she called it a stupid weakness, one unbecoming of someone of her station, and honestly one that was easy to work around. She had... friends, of a sort. She had peers, bodyguards, staff. She made sure that her penthouse was always busy, that there were always people around. It meant spending a lot of time at work where she could surround herself with others.
The praise that came with that was welcome as well, but it was secondary.
And now, she was all alone once more.
Where was her rescue? It had been a night already. If a team of Special Operations agents hadn't broken into the portal already, then what were the chances that they'd be arriving soon?
The kidnapper had been calm, self-assured, bored. Not the attitude of a man aware of hostage negotiations, but the boredom of a professional doing a job.
She watched him now as he walked by. He barely glanced at her, preoccupied with listening to something on his augs, with swinging his little club around.
Then the lights went out.
She jumped at the sudden change, then felt her chest constrict as her tiny cell suddenly felt much smaller.
She stepped back, calf bumping against her bucket--and wasn't that a massive slap in the face of her dignity--and reached out to touch one of the humid stone walls for balance.
"Fucking hell," the kidnapper muttered. Soon a light broke into the darkness. A flashlight he had clipped to his belt. "What now?" he said before stomping off.
He took the light with him.
She was alone now. In the dark. The cold started to seep in, though it couldn't realistically be any closer.
She hugged herself, allowing that much in this lonely dark where no one would see her being so weak. He'd be back. The lights had just gone out. It was a shoddy operation, probably. Hopefully. He'd be back soon enough.
God, what a mess she was, hoping that her kidnapper would return so that she wouldn't be alone for a few minutes?
She was better than this. She was supposed to be a professional.
There was a strange sound, a crack and crinkle, then faint green light poured out of the darkness. Francisca tensed as a figure moved up to stand before her, across the bars.
Not one of the kidnappers. A woman, with a gas mask, casually holding a glowstick by her side and dressed in strange gear that left some of her hips and shoulders exposed.
"Wh--" she began, but the woman raised a hand over her mask in a shushing gesture.
"Not too loud. We don't want them to hear us," the woman said. She was calm. Not bored, but confident. "In about twenty minutes you will hear three knocks from that door. When that happens, I need you to start talking to the guard. Grab his attention."
"What?" she asked.
"I believe you understood me, Miss Ojou," the woman said, still as calm. She might have been a CEO informing a middle-manager that the coffee machine needed replacing. It was rote, but also strangely calming. Competent. "Three knocks. They won't be loud. Then you attract his attention and don't look towards the door. Once that's done, I'll be escorting you out of here, understood?"
She nodded. "I understand. Are you Special Operations?"
"No," the woman said. Of course she wasn't. They went out in tactical gear, armour, not... a leotard so form fitting it looked painted on in places. "I'm Deadline. I'm here to save you."
"I... see," she replied, doubtful. She really didn't.
Then she met the woman's eyes under the brim of her cap. The lights came on, and she blinked, but the woman hadn't so much as flinched. She had periwinkle eyes. Soft, a little tired, though not physically so. "You're not alone. Not as long as I'm here," the woman said.
She nodded to Francisca, then casually walked over to the door at the end of the hallway and left.
Francisca stared after her.
A minute later, her guard was back, looking as bored as before.
So, she waited. For some reason, the fear in her felt dampened. A fire smothered in a warm, wet blanket. Who was that? Who had sent her? It couldn't be Special Operations, and she wasn't one of Redline's C or B rankers. Francisca knew all of them by name and face.
Another corporation's agent? But there had been no marking, corporate or guild. She tried to remember other details, but nothing came to her, just the eyes, the confidence.
She jumped when she heard a faint knock. Three times, with several seconds between each.
The guard looked up a little. So she rushed to the door. "Hey," she said. "Forgive me, but what happened?"
"What?" he asked.
"The lights? What happened to the lights? I'd rather not be stuck in the dark again, if I can avoid it. Already bad enough that--" she saw movement from the doorway, almost lost her train of thought, but pushed through. "Bad enough that I'm stuck here with a bucket and little to no food. You can at least afford me some light."
"Tch. Calm your tits, corpo," he replied. "Nothing'll happen to your precious lights. One of the clamps on a booster fell off. Literally nothing, so cal--"
There was a whistle through the air, then a loud, wet smack.
The man was thrown forwards where he ran face-first into the wall next to her cell. And then arms were around his neck.
She didn't know too much about non-sword related martial arts, but she knew enough to recognize a chokehold.
The man's eyes went wide, but the blow to the head, the bump against the wall, and now this, he was confused, didn't act to break the hold until his face was already turning red, then blue, then his struggles turned into feeble gestures.
The woman... Deadline, lowered him to the ground.
There was a hammer next to her. A warhammer. Old and rusty.
"You could have killed him with that," Francisca said before her mind caught up with her.
Deadline looked up. She had a hand in the man's coat pocket already, and removed a ring of keys. How had she known? "He'll be concussed at worst," she said. "And it'll put him down for longer."
The keys went into the lock. The lock came undone. Deadline gently placed it down. She had a backpack on, which she half-removed and quickly pulled something out. A can of lubricant? She sprayed the hinges, then opened the door.
"Quick. Stay silent."
Francisca slid out, then watched as the woman grabbed the guard by the legs and tugged him into her cell before walking over his comatose form, closing the door, and scooping up the lock. In moments Francisca had gone from being the captive to the captor.
"This way," Deadline said. She reached over, and Francisca almost jumped as a warm hand took hers.
That was... violating! Not literally, her logical mind jumped in to assure her that this kind of touch was fine. The kidnappers had manhandled her and searched her as well. But they hadn't grabbed her hand like this.
It was a stupid, distracting thought.
They were in the next room in moments, and Deadline was once again shifting her backpack around. She handed Francisca a headband with a light on it, turned it on to banish the dark, then helped her place it on her head.
"Here's a second flashlight, in case. Ah, and here, you know how to use swords, correct?"
Francisca soon had a saber in hand. Deadline had plucked it from next to the door. There was another sword by the doorway, this one in a pristine blue leather sheath, with a decorated hilt.
Deadline took that one from the middle, then gestured further in. She had a light on at her hip, weaker than the one Francisca had, but enough in the near-total darkness. "This way."
She followed. She had a lot of questions, but understood that this wasn't the time for them. They arrived at a set of steps and Deadline paused. "Forgive the smell. The zombies have a particular stench to them." Her voice was strange, muffled by the mask, but still her apology felt genuine.
"Zombies?" Francisca hissed.
"They're dealt with."
Then entered a room. A torture room. There were seats with straps, implements on small trays. And two rotting corpses on the ground. The stench hit her like something physical, but she kept her complaints down. The bones... suggested more undead.
"This way," Deadline said.
"Where are we going?"
"Portal exit. I've cleared every room except for the boss."
"All of them?" Francisca asked.
"Yes. You're in no danger. Don't worry. I have this down to a science."
She followed. They entered a long corridor. There were destroyed skeletons on the ground. They entered another room. A morgue. More dismembered and crushed undead.
This many... Francisca was vaguely aware that these weren't too high of a threat, but so many, in only twenty minutes?
Then they entered another room, more cave-like. Two larger, more equipped undead were here. Both of them bore large holes in their chests, and their heads were removed from their bodies.
"The boss is in the next room," Deadline said. "An undead knight of some sort. Well-armoured. Fast."
"What do we do?" Francisca asked.
Deadline glanced back, and she could tell that there was humour in those pale blue eyes. "Watch. Laugh, if you're so inclined."
Francisca didn't know what she meant, but she followed Deadline anyway.
The boss's room was a large, open space. There was a starry sky overhead, a dusting of clouds. But Francisca's focus fell on the boss.
He was massive. A skeleton, though she wasn't sure of that, in full plate armour. The boss stood, reached over, grabbed a rusted sword that Francisca was certain she herself couldn't lift with both arms, and the boss swung it around with ease.
Deadline pulled a large revolver from a thigh pouch, aimed it, and shot.
The boss stumbled, one knee exploding.
Another shot, the boom like thunder, echoing in the room. The other knee burst apart, and the boss fell.
Deadline walked over, aimed down, and shot the boss in the back of his helmeted head. She reloaded the revolver with ammunition pulled from a pocket. "Stand by the portal," she instructed. "When we're through, the guards inside will come out as well. They'll be suffering though, in no condition to fight. But there are two guards remaining outside."
"Two?" Francisca asked.
"I took care of the third," Deadline replied. "I'm going to capture one and shoot the other... non-lethally. Once that's done, we leave. Don't panic and run, understood?"
Francisca nodded.
Deadline turned, meeting her eyes. "I need you to stay with me, no matter what."
She swallowed. "Okay."
Deadline put her gun away, moved to a large chest, and kicked it open with casual ease. She pulled out a book from within, flipped through it. Francisca recognized crude spellwork. The book was a grimoire. Not the most uncommon of loot, but valuable. Likely it only held one to three spells, none stronger than the level of the portal itself. Still, the patent on a new spell could be worth a small fortune.
Deadline stuffed it into her backpack. The sword as well, then she moved over to the undead knight and undid his armour.
The way she moved...
Francisca had seen the like. Ballet dancers mid-routine, experts doing something they'd done a thousand times.
It was impressive. It was, she realized, something past mere professionalism. This was someone who'd perfected something in action, only... how? Was Deadline this strong? But no, nothing that Francisca had seen her do was beyond even an E-ranker.
Who was this woman?
How... how could Francisca be even a little bit like her. Confident, fearless, capable?
Deadline stood, a gem in her hand the size of a thumbjoint. She tucked it into a pocket, then looked to Francisca. "Ready?"
Francisca shuffled, calming herself. "I am."
"I'll go through the portal first. Follow me after a count of five."
Francisca nodded.
Then she watched Deadline shifted, moving into a runner's stance. "Start counting... now!"
Deadline ran, and jumped through.
Francisca counted to five, then jumped through the portal herself, still clutching onto that rusty sword.
She landed in the middle of a complicated scene. Behind her, the portal, shifting and destabilizing now that no one remained in the boss room.
Before her, Deadline, an arm wrapped around the neck of a woman, her other hand holding her revolver pointed at a man with extensive cybernetics.
"Who the fuck--" the woman was saying. Then she froze. "What was that? What was that spell?"
Deadline spoke, with a calm, bored detachment, but also a clear authority. It made them listen. It made Francisca listen too.
"That spell was a C-ranked spell called Deadman's Heart Ripper. It's a Void spell. I've cast it on you already. Now, if I die, or if I feel like it, your heart will split in half. Unless you're a very talented Void mage, I don't think you can stop it. If you don't wish to die, I'm going to have to ask you to calm down. Cool down as well. I see one trail of smoke coming from you and you'll be heartbroken about it."
The woman froze, started to shake, her anger was replaced by something primal. Terror? "No, no no no," she was saying.
The revolver never moved from the man with the cybernetics. "No, we can all--" he began. Then, fast as a snake, he started to move, a gun came up from the small of his back.
Deadline shot him in the joint of his elbow. The arm went flying, gun too.
Two more shots took him out at the knees.
Deadline slowly let go of the woman. "Remain here. Don't give me cause to trigger that spell." She said.
Behind Francisca the portal snapped and three men fell to the ground, groaning, confused. One of them vomited.
"Time to go," Deadline said.
Francisca followed. They were in a warehouse, and then they were on the street.
Deadline reached into a backpocket and removed a small, cheap cellphone. "Contact the police," she said as she gave it to Francisca. "Start moving as well, before they realize that there's no such thing as Deadman's Heart Ripper."
Francisca accepted the phone, then looked up. "Thank you," she said. Where were the others? The rest of Deadline's team? Only.. no, this was one woman's operation. One person doing what Special Operations had failed to do, what the guilds under Redline likely failed to do as well.
Something burned in her chest.
"You're welcome," Deadline said. "I'll contact you about the bill over the course of the week. Don't worry. My rates are very reasonable. Have a good day, Miss Ojou. I hope we meet under better circumstances."
And with that, she turned, and walked off.
Francisca snapped out of it. She felt... lighter, brighter, somehow. A side effect of the sudden freedom?
No matter! She dialed 9-1-1 and was jogging down the street as a dispatcher answered. She'd find out soon enough. And then she'd find out all she could about Deadline as well.
***
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                Chapter Forty-Four - Morning After Blues
I didn't set a new Save point until the next morning, and even then, it was after getting up early and going through my morning routine.
Some part of me was a little paranoid that I'd wake up to my door being kicked in, maybe by Special Operations, or some members of the kidnapper's gang.
So I took a shower with my revolver, then got dressed and finally sat down at my new laptop and booted it up to look for news on Francisca.
She'd made it home. That was a relief. Apparently she'd just taken a (very expensive) cab back to her hotel.
Some paparazzi caught her walking back into the hotel, covered in dust and grime, a glare on her face and... were her eyes glowing? Damn. I mean, I hadn't really looked at her too much in the portal world. At the time she was more of an obstacle, so I wasn't really in the 'check her out' mood, but she looked good all bloody and angry like that.
The news had gotten out she she'd gotten out, and five kidnappers were in custody.
Of seven.
Hmm. Concerning. The news didn't put our names or pictures, so I didn't know who got away. Timothy, probably. Carrying an unregistered gun into a café was a 'slap on the wrist' kind of crime in Fortress ENE.
Anyway, no one seemed to be after me, personally, so I took it to mean I was safe. I'd tried to make sure that I didn't leave any signs of my passage.
It took three loops to perfect the run through of the portal, but once I had it down, I could rush through it pretty quickly. I think the portal was on the lower end of difficulty for a D-ranked dungeon. The undead were entirely immune to a lot of tactics that delvers used. Small arms weren't as effective against them. But they were also relatively slow and very weak to magic.
Overall, lesser undead were on the weaker side of things, but the higher-ranked ones were an issue.
A C-rank dungeon might have as many undead as the D-ranked I faced, only instead of zombies and skeletons, all of them would be undead knights like that boss, which would make things tough.
I Reloaded to before I started doing research and wasting time online. It was a nice distraction, but I had work today.
I did not want to go to work today.
It was so much less fun than even trying to push through the puzzle that was a new portal, but I supposed I didn't have much of a choice, did I?
I stepped out and started to make my way to the nearest bus stop.
There were some serious benefits to hitting that portal. For one, Miss Ojou did need saving, and it looked like the saving hadn't robbed her of her ascension to D-rank, so that was cool.
Then there was the obvious magical benefit. I didn't have access to a good magical measuring device, but I was sure I'd jumped up a couple of points. Maybe more. I'd killed every monster in that portal that the kidnappers hadn't wiped themselves, and the boss. Plus taking the exit portal. It would be split with Miss Ojou, but whatever. It was a lot more juice than a single E-rank dungeon gave.
I appreciated the progress there. More than that, I could feel it. My core felt a little larger, a little more active. Not enormously so, but a little, an amount that was appreciative.
I think Sol had said that hitting an E-rank portal gave between one and two points of 'potential' which was... not a lot. But that was assuming that the E-rank portal was hit as part of a squad. Solo probably gave two or three times as many points.
I think he'd said that a D-rank dungeon gave between five and ten points. Again, as a squad, and the variation was probably due to complexity.
The undead portal felt relatively easy, so it was probably on the lower end, and others had cleared some of the rooms out, so it wasn't full solo.
But it was mostly solo.
Magic and potential was so wishy-washy that it was hard to tell, but I think I was maybe five to ten percent stronger? Or something like that?
I could probably cast one of my cantrips an extra time or two without too much difficulty.
The increase felt big, I could remember my talk with Sol. My potential sat somewhere between 150-160. I'd need it to get to 500 to jump up to rank C.
That was... eighteen to twenty solo D-rank portal runs. Well, maybe one less now?
I swallowed. That was a lot.
There were other ways to increase that too. If work continued to give me weekly E-rank portal runs, then I might not need quite so many D-rank solo runs to make it to rank C.
Besides, what use was potential if all I did was increase the number? I think there was a direct correlation between that number and the physical benefits that came with being a D-ranker, but I wasn't sure.
Basically, I could have that 500 potential now, but it wouldn't mean that I knew more spells, had more carved out, or had the experience to use magic the right way.
Conversely, my save scummy little ability was insanely good at gathering experience several times faster than anyone else, which had to mean something.
I bounced a few times on the spot next to the bus stop. Damn, going through a dungeon felt good. I think it was all the magic settling into me. A lot of it, I felt, was probably wasted, but some of that felt like... like a really smooth sugar-and-caffine rush.
Was this what drugs felt like?
No, it was probably not quite like that. Drugs felt strong, right? This was subtle. Probably the drug equivalent of smoking a smooth cigar as opposed to snorting a line of coke.
... Damn, I should do drugs one of these days. Not having consequences was dope.
I cringed internally at the pun.
Right, time to refocus. I had short term objectives to look into. For one, I wanted to revisit Jane. I had some portal loot to look over.
There was a sword currently sitting in my closet at home, as well as a thick old book.
The book was cool as shit. All old leather, with each page covered in detailed, hand-written notes. Unfortunately, it looked like it might be in latin, or something like that.
There were diagrams and drawings and runic circles. But what caught my eye most were the diagrams that were very obviously spell paths. Complicated ones, over several pages.
Nothing like the easy-to-read spells in the database I'd gotten from Luna Corp.
From what I could tell, the book had three spells in it. They looked a fair bit more complicated than the cantrips I was playing with. Actually, maybe I could ask someone at work about that? They'd know better.
The sword was magic.
I didn't know how it was magic, but it had little runes carved near the ricasso. The hand guard was a bit fancy for me, but the hilt and scabbard were all blue. I think it was a smallsword? I didn't know enough about swords to really tell, but what I searched online pointed to that.
It was only sharp on one side, except for the last foot or so, which was double-edged. The hilt had a fancy ring around it made of curved metal pieces, and the handle was leather-wrapped wood.
It was obviously meant for one-handed use, and was surprisingly light.
I kind of loved it.
Like, I wasn't sure if it fit the look of Deadline... but it was cool as shit.
What kind of self-respecting woman would say no to a magic sword? I just needed to figure out what the magic was.
Okay... short-list of things to do:> Visit Jane to find a good appraiser.
> Ask Terry or Dharti about spells.
Yeah... that was it for today. A few days of staying under the radar would do me good.
I was wasting time on the bus, waiting to get to work and trying not to glare at some twenty-something guy who kept staring at me and seemed to be trying to build up the courage to make a move. I glared him down, then crossed my arms and hopped onto the net through my augs.
On a whim, I went to one of the bigger forum sites for Fortress ENE. It was one of those old, old sites that was kept up by some basement dweller somewhere. Portal Battles. It wasn't social media, and it wasn't corp-owned, which made it pretty decent... as long as one ignored the swears in the comments.
Unmoderated old-school websites were their own kind of nightmare, but it was better than the too-clean corpo sites. I started to look into spells. It was probably time to start looking for a good first-level spell to pick up and the opinion of a few hundred people who were obsessed with power levels and such was always good.
***
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                Chapter Forty-Five - Easy Enough
Work started off easily enough. I got in more or less on time, rode the elevator up to the floor I usually found Squad B in, and then waited around. Eventually Terry came in, and she bounced over to me and asked me what I was doing.
When I said waiting, she laughed and dragged me across the floor to a space where she had a room. In fact, everyone in the squad had a room there.
I had a room there.
My room was... maybe the size of my apartment back home, with a desk and chair and a sofa and nothing else. It was a lot of empty square footage.
"It's lame, but you'll make it nice," Terry said before showing me to her room, which was a mess. A clean mess, but... yeah, it looked like a hyperactive teenager's bedroom. She had a bed in one corner and shelves on all the walls, except the one where a big screen TV sat. She had three videogame consoles under it. The shelves were filled with knick-knacks. Anime figurines and books and what looked like unfinished projects across three different art forms.
"Nice... place?" I asked.
"The corp has space to spare, and space makes us happy, so we get to decorate. It's never really yours though," Terry said.
Interesting. When I was an E-ranker I got a locker.
I mean, it had been a pretty wide locker, not the typical high school thing with a shitty padlock, but still, it didn't have a widescreen TV and a couch.
Terry and I talked, and apparently we weren't doing anything today. That was also not how things worked as an E-ranker. We had quiet, boring days, but there was always something to do. But no, free time. The company expected us to just... train or relax or learn new spells.
I asked about the last, and Terry pulled me along to one of the lower floors. "I'll show you what I've been working on," she said excitedly.
"What is it?" I asked. I was half curious and half amusing her. Terry was... not bad, as far as workplace colleagues went. She was cute, too, but also not batting for the right team, at least according to my well-honed gaydar. She was just friendly.
"It's a level three spell called Ball Lightning! It's real cool!"
I blinked. "Level three? That's still D-rank, right?"
"Mhm! The highest level in D-rank," Terry said. "I'll show you!"
And she did just that. We entered a reinforced basement room with bare concrete walls and some mannequins and other targets in a storage room nearby. Terry had me move some around more or less at random at the far end of the room until they were spread out.
Then I stood a few steps behind her while she cast.
I wasn't sure what to expect. I'd seen some fancy spells in like, movies, and a few devastating spells during the breach, but like most people--I imagined--my experience with magic was mostly tied to entertainment.
So, I sat back and watched as Terry cast what might be the first level three spell I saw.
I was immediately disappointed when she created a tiny mote of light that bobbed and bounced ahead of her.
Then it started to move faster, still weaving through the air like a drunk moth, but a moth that just took a shot of espresso.
The light reached the mannequins, then exploded. It turned from a match-stick-flame size flicker of light into something like a novelty beach ball. Large, searingly bright bolts of electrical energy shot out of the ball, caught on the mannequins, then completed their circuits in the ground with humming discharges that made the hairs all across my body stand on end.
Terry giggled as the ball rolled around, seemingly at random. It started to shrink, though, each massive bolt of electrical energy sapping some of its size until it was nothing but a mote once more that disappeared with a puff.
"Whoa," I said.
The mannequins, a half dozen of them, now all sported deep black burns on their plastic bodies. The stands that kept them up were red in some places.
"Cool, huh?" Terry asked. "Been working on that one for almost a month!"
"That's very impressive," I said.
"I can't wait to use it in a portal! Eldur's gonna make it hard though. It's hard to control, and magic intensive. But hey, I have huuuge reserves, so I can cast that all day... as long as it's not more than three times a day! Hah!"
"How complicated is it?" I asked. "Is that your strongest spell?"
Terry glanced at me, then shook her head. "I know Thunderfield and Jiwa's Magical Buzz Kill."
"That last one's called what?" I asked.
"If you invent the spell, you get to name it!" Terry said. "I can't wait to invent Terry's Terrific Terrorstorm!"
"Uh-huh," I said. "So, how complicated do those spells look? Like, compared to a cantrip."
Terry snorted. "Wanna see? I'm totally not allowed to show you, but who cares." She opened her arm, which made me do a double-take because I'd forgotten that her arm was cybernetic, and deployed a small three-dimensional projector.
It was the kind of tech I'd seen used for ads near high-end places, showing images of the latest supercar or extremely expensive cyberware. I'd never seen a projector as part of someone's body though.
"This is a cantrip," Terry said, as she projected a vague shape. It looked like a fork with two prongs, a little thicker at one end, but not too complex.
I squinted at it. It looked... about as complicated as the shape for Soothe Minor Pain, actually, though that cantrip didn't have a split. I wasn't even sure how to carve a split. "What spell is it?" I asked.
"Spark Sense," Terry said. "Let's you feel current, voltage, and amperage. Let you know if you can lick a wire or not."
"Uh," I said.
She giggled, then switched the spells out.
This time I found myself blinking back. The new spell had three separate parts, each one joining at a different point. There were a few thin segments, and some that were thicker. It was... more or less flat, but complicated, like some sort of Chinese pictogram or something.
"Flashbang," Terry said.
She changed the spell again.
This time the spell was in full three dimensions. About as complex, but now parts were over others, higher and lower and with maybe a few more splits. "Overload Pulse, this one's a second level spell."
I let out a breath. It reminded me of... those little toys I saw in doctor's clinics, with wooden blocks that had wires running through them that could be moved around.
"And this is what I just cast," Terry said.
Ball Lightning was a nightmare.
It was a tangled mess of loops and thin 'wires' with some segments growing thicker than others, and... there was a loop in the centre that wasn't connected to anything else. How... how did you carve something without it being connected? Was it a second spell... inside the other spell? It was one big confusing ball, like an abstract statue.
"What the hell," I said.
Terry placed her free hand over her mouth. "Yeah! Magic is complicated!"
"Yeah," I agreed. This was an order of magnitude worse than the cantrips I'd seen.
"And this is one of my level fours," Terry said. "Jiwa's Magical Buzz Kill."
It was a rod.
I almost asked Terry if it was a joke, then she moved her hand, and the rod broke apart. So, it wasn't a rod. The spell structure was just wrapped up in the same magical energy that I used to construct the carving for my cantrips.
Within was an intricate web of wires. It was spaghetti, and yet I felt like it was also somehow very, very purposeful spaghetti.
"How do you even start with that?" I asked.
"Iunno," Terry said. "I tried spell crafting a few years ago, but gave up after a few weeks. A C-rank spell like this can take months to carve, and that's if you're real good at it. You need to do it special since it's so easy to mess up, so it needs to be done in parts and then kind of assembled? That means carving other spells that let you move the bits of spell around your core so that they line up later. It can take years to make from scratch."
"And here I was hoping to be good at magic."
Terry shrugged. "It gets easier. I can help!"
"Thanks," I replied. That help suddenly felt a lot more valuable now that I knew how much work was ahead of me.
The rest of the day passed surprisingly quick for a day spent at work. Sometimes I was tempted to ditch the job, but there were advantages.
Terry helped me improve my Soothe Minor Pain a little, and then insisted that I talk to Dharti about picking a level one spell to begin with, since she was the expert.
I told her that I'd do just that... some other day.
After work, I had to deal with Jane, and that was either going to be great or a pain in the ass.
***
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I had to go back home to pick up my sword and the book, which was a little annoying since home wasn't exactly in the same direction as Full-Auto Stranger-Danger. Still, it wasn't all bad. I took the bus home, then a taxi out to Jane's workplace.
I arrived, bag slung over my back, to find that Jane had a few customers.
Our eyes met, and she smiled. Still, she was at work, so there was nothing for it.
I went around, looking at the clothes, then moved back to the wall with guns and gun accessories and started eyeing things there.
It was a solid twenty minutes before Jane was freed up, but then she was bouncing over with a signature grin on. "Right on time. But I guess that's your whole schtick, huh?"
"What do you mean?" I asked. Had she figured anything out about my power?
"Just saying." She shifted to one side, hand on hip. "So, two things, Beanstalk. First, daaaamn girl, you didn't go do shit by halves, huh? Been following the story online. Or as much of it as has made it online. Good job saving the princess."
"Thanks," I said.
"In and out like a ninja. No one's even sure you exist."
That was good. Though... I had wanted to create a good reputation for 'Deadline' and having my exploits in that guise go completely unreported wasn't ideal for that. Still, easier to be subtle and build up a list of good deeds than to possibly mess it all up. Besides, I was working on getting stronger. I was still on the bottom end of D-rank.
"Anyway, good job. I'm sure the princess is very pleased with you. You made bag off of her?"
I winced. "Not exactly. I was so deep into considering how to save her, that I didn't plan out a method to, ah, collect any payments for it. There was a bounty for information, but I don't know how to cash that in retroactively."
"Well, shit," Jane said. "Plus you're keeping your ID private, so that'll be tougher."
I nodded. "Money wasn't the only goal. So it's not all bad."
Jane nodded, but slowly. "You know that money solves a lot of issues, right?"
"I'm aware," I said. Capitalism hadn't died out, that was for damned sure.
Jane shrugged a shoulder. "Well, whatever. Speaking of money, follow me!"
I did just that, following Jane into the back where she had a small office set up. Jane slid into a seat set comically low, then opened a small metal box. She took out a modest stack of cash and placed it on the table between us.
"Info-broker pal I know came through. Paid me all of this for that information on Bloody Violet. It's contingent on the info being real though. Now we need to discuss cuts."
"Cuts?" I asked.
"Yeah. How much I get, how much you get. It was your info, I'm just the middle-woman here. But also, if it turns out to be fake, it's my bouncy bubble ass that's on the line. Well, it's not that bad. Broker will want his cash back, and my business here can handle the loss."
"How much did he pay you?" I asked.
"Five hundred," Jane said. She waved the stack around. It really wasn't that thick. "It was good info, but in such a short time-frame the broker wasn't sure he could sell it to too many people."
"Fair enough, I suppose," I said. "I've got more."
"Uh-uh, percentages first, Beanstalk."
I smiled. "Fine. Fifty?"
"Halfway split? That's generous," Jane said.
"It's not costing me much to get it, so any amount in return is good," I replied. Two-fifty was... well, it wasn't bad. Free money, basically. And with so many intermediaries, it was probably safe-enough.
"Okay," Jane said. She split the stack. "Take it. Info will be confirmed one way or the other, but two-fifty is a loss I can sustain if it turns out you're full of shit."
"I'm not," I said. "I've got some more juicy intel, if you want."
"I'm all ears!" Jane said as she pulled out a notepad.
"So, uh, Thursday, there's a massive power-outage across a part of the outer city. Lasts until 3Am."
Jane blinked. "Oddly specific, that one."
"Yeah," I said. "And the mayor's been sleeping with his secretary."
"Well, that's hardly too news worthy. Isn't he single?"
"Yeah, it leaks, and he'll make a press release about it, owe up to it, and mostly plans on playing it off as unimportant. I mean, to be fair, he's not cheating on anyone. But it does get played on the evening news. Kind of a slow week."
Jane shrugged and notted it down. "It's an election year. Probably some rival trying to fuck with him. Anyway, it might be worth something. I'll ping my broker pal about it."
"Cool," I said. "So, I got some goodies from the portal I hit. I need an appraiser."
"Oh!" Jane sat up. "One, I want to see that, and two, I got your magic paddle back."
"It's not a paddle, it's a weapon," I said.
Jane ignored me to run to the back. She returned with a cardboard box, one covered in shipping stickers. She set it down and opened it to reveal my macuahuitl within. There was a folded piece of paper as well.
I grabbed it, and unfolded the page.
Item Assessment – File 227-F
Object: Enchanted Macuahuitl
Recovered From: E-Rank portal
Examiner: Assessor R. Tellen, Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy
Summary:The weapon exhibits two enchantments:

Hemorrhagic Curse – Inflicts wounds that bleed excessively.
Consumed Kobold Flesh Sensor – Emits a red glow near any creature that has recently consumed kobold flesh.
Though low-tier, the enchantments are stable and may hold niche utility. Secondary 'Consumed Kobold Flesh Sensor' enchantment is novel, but unlikely to be worthy of study.
Estimated item value: $1,800
Signed,R. Tellen
Professional Assessor
I read through the single-page document. "A thousand eight?" I asked.
"Yeah, I can't tell if that's a lot or a little," Jane said. "I could try selling it, I guess?"
"Nah, it's fine," I replied. "I'll hang it off my wall."
She laughed. "Fair enough. You owe me eighty bucks for that assessment, by the by."
"Sure. Hey, can anyone walk in and get something assessed? I got two new items from the last portal that might be worth looking at."
Jane's eyes lit up. "I wanna see!"
I let her do just that. She handled the book... grimoire with care, told me that it was probably worth ten grand to the right person, then jumped on the sword and started swinging it around.
"That could be dangerous," I said.
"I'm not stabbing myself. I'm stabbing imaginary enemies. It's different," Jane said as she mimicked some lunges with more enthusiasm than skill.
I took the sword away from her before she stabbed herself. Or me. "I just want it assessed. I don't know about the book, but I think I might include this sword in my kit."
"Wait, seriously?" Jane asked. "In that case, lemme take some pics of it."
"Why?" I asked.
"Because I need your outfit to match, obviously. I know a smith. I bet he can make some little twirly metal decorations that can fit over a gasmask in the same style as what's on the guard. Or like, a bracer or something? No, that'd ruin the look. A belt loop? Eh... I need to think about it. Swords are, obviously, very sexy, but your look is more modern-tactical babe, less fantasy stab-you-in-the-face babe."
"Will I need a new ID just to go with the sword?" I asked flatly.
Jane looked like she was actually considering it.
"That was a joke," I said. "We can maybe modernize the sword a little? The hilt can be covered up so that it's all one piece."
"That's an idea," Jane said with a nod. "Here, I'll give you the address to Tellen's place. He's a bit of a dork, and expensive if you want shit done fast. But he can do assessments more... privately, and he's known for 'misplacing' the reports, if you know what I mean."
"Thank you," I said.
"Oh!" Jane said as she sat up straighter. "I might have a gig for you."
"Really?" I asked. "Already? We barely talked about that."
"I know, but it fell into my lap. It would be something for this weekend, probably. Or early next week."
I leaned back, then got busy putting my things away. "I'm listening."
"You know how to ride a bike?" she asked.
"Sure," I said.
"Cool! You heard about that convoy that got ambushed on the way over here?" At my nod, she continued. "So, it had some stuff that was destined for a few shops I know. People wanna retrieve it. That means finding the damned thing, though. We think that the drivers went off-route to run from the breach in the area. So, I got this old motocross and figured you could ride it around, try to find it first, then tag the location. If we get to it first, then... yeah."
"I don't have a driver's license," I said. And I didn't know how to ride motorbikes either.
Jane stared at me.
And yeah, I realized how stupid of a complaint that was.
"I'll... think about it," I said.
***
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I got really excited the next day when I arrived at work and discovered that we were going to be working around a D-rank portal. It was enough that I was able to look past the slight magical ache in my body from a night spent casting and recasting the two cantrips I had to both speed the casting up and reinforce spell's paths.
That wasn't all I'd done, of course. After returning from my meeting with Jane I chilled out for a few evenings, spent another practicing on the guitar, and then another brushing up on my French by watching some subtitled rom-com about a desperate normal woman trying to woo some pretty-boy B-ranker. It was slop but kind of enjoyable.
Anyway, it wasn't a wasted evening. Bits of progress were progress, and learning that Squad B was going to work around a D-rank portal made my mood soar.
Until I discovered that we were guarding the site.
That meant standing outside the portal for the entire day. Sure, we could talk, but there was no entering the portal until after Squad A left. No magic practice, nothing.
I had forgotten how mind-numbingly dull guard duty was. I was stationed on one side of the portal with Erde, who proved to not be a very talkative guy. I think he was cheating, paying attention to something on his augs instead of keeping an eye on our surroundings and I didn't even blame him.
The one highlight, if I could call it that, was feeling a wave of magic wash over the space around the portal a moment before Squad A left it. They were followed by a familiar face.
Louise. The air around her instantly filled with a wash of tiny, crystalline snowdrops that scattered out around her. They alighted on her skin and uniform without melting. Then she ran a hand through her hair and scanned her surroundings with piercingly blue eyes.
She met mine, then glanced past as though I were nothing more than a stray who happened to be nearby.
As an E-ranker, I knew that she was strong. The air being cool around her was obvious, and there was a faint... inhumanity to a C-ranker after a while, an air that followed them.
Now, as a D-ranker, I guess my magical senses were far more attuned and sharp, because I could feel the radiating fear coming off of her as waves of glacial energy. It dissipated, though. I think she was loosening her grip on her magic, so the force of it lessened.
And then she was gone, and we were left to help with the clean-up.
It was dull, and I was happy to make it home, set a Save, then do something mindless for a few loops of the evening before I got back to practicing.
I actually spent a loop looking into buying one of those magical measuring devices that Luna Corp had. The small portable ones? About $2,000, used. The bigger less mobile ones were cheaper or more expensive. I actually found one for sale for about eight hundred on a secondhand marketplace and reached out to the seller, but he felt a bit skeevy, so I Reloaded that loop and didn't bother.
I'd see if Jane couldn't get me one through her contacts.
I was spending money left and right, but the majority of the winnings from my little trip to the casino were still there. Worst case, I could see myself hitting up another casino in disguise? It'd be risky, but with a Save set far enough back... wait, no, I'd need to repeat a long segment over and over.
Ah, whatever. Money wasn't a big concern yet.
Miss Ojou owed me as well, though I wasn't sure how to send her the bill, and how many zeroes to put on it. The reward for information came from the corp she worked for and was ten thousand, so that same amount? That seemed more than fair, and I was pretty sure she could afford it.
Anyway, I messed around for a bit, plinked away on my guitar, remembered that I needed to buy new strings, did some French language lessons, then Reloaded for the final time where I cast spells carefully but repeatedly, then did some late-evening squats and such.
Then I showered, went to bed, remembered to buy those damned strings, and crawled out of a warm bed to do it because otherwise I'd forget.
I slept with Mister Couchtop slumped on my stomach, and awoke the next morning to do it all again.
It was weird how looping made a single random day in my life so much... more.
I mean, there were days that were already important. Meeting someone, going to a concert, graduating, a funeral, a wedding. Days that kind of stuck.
But looping? It made the days that felt important last a week. Suddenly I had memories of one day spent in a dungeon, but that day stretched for way longer, and... yeah, it was just a weird feeling.
I was pretty sure it wasn't harmful, but maybe it was, a little bit?
The relative normalcy of waking up, going to work, and coming back was nice.
Of course, I planned on not being too normal today, because my first loop was skipping work altogether.
Instead, I suited up at home, then left, carrying my new sword and that grimoire in my backpack. I ordered a taxi to take me to a spot in the Inner City, pretty far from home. The driver kept staring at me in the rearview until I gave him a glare.
There was actually a neat trick I'd noticed. When I cast a self-buff like See Darkness, my eyes changed colours a little. See Darkness made them flicker more purple. Sooth Minor Pain pushed my eyes towards a deeper, darker blue-purple.
Neat.
I was pretty sure that an observant fighter might be able to guess at an opponent's intentions with that. But I was equally sure that I'd seen some people cast spells without the eye thing. Was it limited to outer-elemental spells? Or was it something else?
There was more that I didn't know about magic than there was that I knew. I was scratching the surface here.
I was a child on the side of a mountain, armed with a plastic sand shovel, trying to figure out what was buried in the middle of the mountain.
Something something, Mount Tai.
The taxi came to a stop in front of a modest little business on one of the busier streets of the Inner City. It was designed to look like one of those older brick buildings and probably cost millions because real estate here wasn't handed out so easily.
The building had a sign over the door. Again, modest, discreet. Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy.
I walked out of the car and into the guild building.
Guilds were big deals in any fortress city. And really, across the nation. At their base, they were a sort of union for rankers. That's kind of how they started out. Some grew into businesses in their own right, though, and they could sometimes carry a lot of weight.
No one wanted to get on the bad side of the Seraphs and the Chatterjacks, and guilds like Echo Nine were known corporate mercs.
The Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy was a smaller guild, one that focused mostly on applied magic and such. They hired D-rankers and above who had a talent for magic and didn't care too much about portal delving. People that wanted to figure out cool shit to do with magic.
I respected them.
Plus, a lot of members were doctors. Medical or otherwise. The guild made bank inventing and selling spells and doing joint research with different corporations.
The interior was deceptively open, revealing the trick of this building. It was mostly underground.
I was met at a metal detector by a pair of D-rankers. There was a man with crossed arms past the entrance who somehow smelled like freshly turned earth, even though I was halfway across the room from him. A C-ranker, then?
They asked me what I was here for, checked my weapons, then finally let me through, but not without an escort.
I found my way to the office of one Assessor R. Tellen. The same man who'd looked at my other portal-made weapon.
"Hello," I said as I glanced around a small but relatively nice office. There was a desk, and behind him a shelf with lots of neat little tools. A black kettle sat on a cloth on his desk, small devices all around it.
"Hello?" he replied. Tellen was a small, reedy man. "Can I help you?"
"You can," I said with a smile. "I need two objects assessed."
"Now?" he asked. "I don't do rushed orders."
"Twenty thousand," I said.
Tellen did do rush orders after all.
***
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The assessment took three hours and ended up requiring some help from another member of the guild. I was getting looks. It turned out that it wasn't so much the items though, as the money I was throwing around.
Oops?
Oh well, it wasn't like I was going to pay, or keep this loop.
Tellen eventually produced two papers of assessment, all official and stamped and worth a fair bit on their own. Like a certificate of authenticity next to a signature, basically.
Item Assessment – File 284-A
Object: Untranslated Grimoire (Black Leather Binding)
Recovered From: Uncatalogued D-Rank portal
Examiner: Assessor R. Tellen, Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy
Summary:The object is a compact grimoire, bound in black leather with no exterior titling. Initial inspection reveals a faint latent enchantment tied to preservation. The pages remain supple and untarnished despite clear signs of age. The contents are penned in an unknown language with structural similarities to classical Latin, though preliminary ciphering efforts have produced inconsistent phonetic equivalences.
Contained within are three full arcane constructs, each accompanied by complex glyphwork and sigil diagrams consistent with modern spell-carving theory. While the exact effects are unknown, power tracing suggests they are D-rank in magnitude. Possibly minor but complete spells, likely utility or support class in function. Likely along the Dark-Void spoke.
No immediate dangers were identified during containment or examination, though ambient arcane residue implies prior usage. Item safe to handle.

Recommendations:Translation should be prioritized. Even low-ranked spells of unknown provenance may reveal lost techniques or culturally unique metaphysics. If spell effects prove replicable, this volume could serve as a teaching artifact or blueprint for new spells.

Estimated Item Value: $28,000–$35,000 USD (untranslated); potential increase pending successful decoding or replication of spells.
Spell valuation impossible at this time.
Signed,R. Tellen
Assessment Division, Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy
I read that over twice, putting what I could to memory. The price stuck out to me. That was... not chump change. Not insane, but like... hiring a team of D-rankers to clear a D-rank dungeon probably cost about that much, less, maybe. So this book alone would return a profit.
And after talking to the expert in spell crafting that Tellen brought in, I discovered that spells were copyrighted and licensed. That database of cantrips probably cost Luna Corp a small fortune.
Each one of Terry's copied spells probably cost as much as a top-shelf firearm, and that was for the first level ones. Higher level spells were more. Though some had become so popular that the cost went down and some spells had 'leaked' so anyone could learn them.
New, novel spells were sometimes worth a lot, but selling them was a nightmare. The guild here did that, though, and they'd be interested in helping translate the new spells... for a certain percentage of the royalties.
Like, a big percentage.
Like... most.
Still, 5% was... something?
Whatever, if I was ever broke it was an option. Though not a quick one. The guild had other things they were working on, and it would be a low priority. Low enough that I might not see results this year.
Next, the assessment on the sword, the thing I really cared about.
Item Assessment – File 284-B
Object: Enchanted European Shortword, c.1600
Recovered From: Uncatalogued D-Rank portal
Examiner: Assessor R. Tellen, Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy
Summary:This is a well-preserved European Shortsword with a design reminiscent of those dated to the early 17th to mid 18th century. It features a double-edged blade, full knuckle guard, and a blackened nut-wood grip, likely walnut, covered in blue leather. The accompanying sheath bears a minor preservation enchantment. More significant are the enchantments bound to the blade itself, several of which remain functionally active.
Primary magical effects include:
Leeching Cut – Cantrip. On contact, the blade draws a minor quantity of physical stamina or magical energy from the target. The effect is minimal.
Pain Muddling – Cantrip. Strikes delivered with the blade partially dull the target's pain response.
Loathing Attunement – Cantrip. Secondary enchantments embedded within the hilt strengthen when wielded in a state where they are actively empowered by Disgust or Loathing. Emotional linkage appears to marginally increase sharpness and durability.
The blade is in pristine condition and exhibits no signs of corrosion. Edge enchantment is active but subtle, likely passive sharpening or structural reinforcement. The magical craftsmanship is consistent with upper E and lower D-tier items.

Recommendations:Recommended for field deployment with compatible wielders or further study.

Estimated Item Value: $12,000–$15,000 USD.
Signed,R. Tellen
Assessment Division, Guild of Applied Thaumaturgy
As it turned out, the sword wasn't all that impressive. Not to the guild, at least.
I was plenty impressed. Three enchantments on one weapon was pretty rare. The fact that all three were 'cantrip' level removed some of the lustre, but I didn't mind. If I wanted a normal sword to be as good as this one, I'd need to learn, carve, and cast three cantrips simultaneously to make it work, and there was no guarantee that they'd be as strong.
So yeah, I was happy with it.
The loathing attunement thing was a little strange, but I already had to focus a bit on getting an emotion in that ballpark for See Darkness. Well... no, for that spell, I needed 'boredom' which I think was an emotion that just came naturally to me. The sword required disgust, but that was just a skip away.
Anyway, I had a cool magic sword, it wasn't cursed, and it wasn't worth so much that I'd be plagued by the temptation to sell it for a heap of cash. Ten-plus grand was great money, but I could live without.
I Reloaded then... just went to work normally.
Today was another training day, which was nice. I got to work a few minutes early, chatted with Dharti for a while about my progress with Soothe Minor Pain, then we joined the others in the gym.
Natalie was there, and she seemed happy to see me, which was always reciprocated. Lady had guns and permission to throw me onto the floor and pin me there.
D-ranked training sessions went on for longer and were a bit more extreme than those we had as E-rankers. There was a lot more hands-on sparring, and Dharti could heal anything that broke or bled, though she'd pull out the 'disappointed mom' routine if she needed to use her magic to heal any boo-boos.
Not that it was that wild. The training was still formal, with Natalie watching over the sparring and giving pointers.
There wasn't a specific school of martial arts that was taught, instead we started with something like boxing in a ring where I discovered that literally everyone in Squad B was faster than me and could punch harder, and then we did Jiu-jitsu and some grappling, where I spent most of my time getting my face rubbed into the mat.
It was... good training, actually.
Near the end, Natalie told us to hit the machines, lift some weights, and do some cardio, but she also remained for anyone who wanted some one-on-one. I did, a lot. I asked her for some guidance in sword-fighting, and she obliged, getting out some practice blades and showing me some basic stances and movements.
I Reloaded the entire day and ran it through twice more. I... wasn't sure if I was much better the third time around. Maybe I spent less time on the ground, but a bit of experience could only go so far to make up for the difference in musculature and years of training.
Probably got a lot more out of that one day's looped training than a week's worth of self-guided practice, though, so I wouldn't complain.
The training in the final loop, the one I intended to keep, ended with some stretches and small talk. That's when Eldur dropped a cool tid-bit. We were hitting up a portal tomorrow. Another E-rank, this one yet another repeat portal.
The others groaned on learning about it, but all I discovered was that I'd need to be wearing a respirator for this one.
That wasn't a good sign, but the grumbling wasn't horror, just good-natured complaining, so I took it in stride.
I rode the bus home, happy that they had showers at work because I felt physically and mentally drained. I didn't even loop once I got home. I just watched cat videos online, played with Mister Couchtop, ate something that was microwavable, then crashed for the night.
I was entirely unable to sleep, because why would life be so easy? So, instead, I lay in bed and watched more crap. The Punk Pop Lady Killers, one of my favourite all-female punk bands, were in Fortress ENE for a tour and most of the tickets were sold out already.
Bloody Violet was here, and that caused a stir with the paparazzi, and that one CEO who died was in the news too, some calling it an assassination attempt while others said it was just bad luck.
I'd have to figure that all out eventually, but for now, I needed sleep. Maybe I could learn a 'go the fuck to sleep' cantrip?
One more day gone, but it wasn't a day without any progress. I was getting stronger, slowly but surely, and tomorrow would be one more portal closer to a level where I could force some change.
***
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I arrived at work excited for the portal we were supposed to hit. It was just another E-ranker, but that would mean a bit more progress, a few points more on my potentiometer and a little more magic and practice tackling portals.
Eldur greeted me when I arrived, then gave me a small stack of bagged-up clothes. "Put these on. I'd suggest not wearing anything you care about into this one. There are rubber boots in the lockers as well."
"Uh, okay," I said.
The bagged up clothes turned out to be these one-piece coveralls. They had a zipper down the front and covered everything from the neck down like one big body glove, there was even a hood with laces to tighten it up.
I wasn't liking where this was going.
I stripped down to my undies, then found one of the suits that was nearest to my size. It was a little baggy, but I supposed that was fine.
My padded knee guards and greaves fit over the suit, as did the metal bracers and elbow pads I had. Then I shrugged into my plate carrier and tightened the hood so that my face was just an oval.
I probably looked like a mil-spec marshmallow.
I wasn't the only one. Dharti and Terry both got geared up the same way, with the only exception being Terry's mechanical arm which she awkwardly put on through a cut sleeve in the suit. I helped her, wrapping duct-tape around and around her bicep just a little above the connection-point.
"I hate this portal," she said.
"No one's told me what's in it, except that it stinks," I said. That wasn't entirely true. I think I knew which one we were heading to, from past... future experience.
Terry made a face. "It's an E-rank portal that pops up like, once every two weeks. It's basically this disgusting sulfur mine."
I nodded. That was the one. I'd been in it as an E-ranker, wearing a suit that wasn't too different. Luna Corp actually made a lot from this one recurring portal contract. It had large pools of sulfurous water and raw chunks of almost pure sulfur.
The monsters were... also somewhat valuable.
"Alright, let's go," I said.
We finished gearing up. Handguns, some assault rifles, spare ammo. I noticed that favourite guns were left behind for this one, but I only had the one Myalis Arms Feline9 to work with at the moment.
Then we were given gas-masks with rebreathers. There was a complex filter thing that fit into one of the larger pouches of our standardized plate carriers and which had a tube that ran up to a mask with a full-face covering. The angular glass front actually afforded an alright range of vision, so that was nice.
Squad B loaded up into one of those vans, and then we were off.
This portal was in the outer industrial district, ironically about twenty minutes by car away from the spot where Ojou had been held.
The space was already guarded by some company E-rankers and normal folk when we arrived, and there were trucks waiting to pick up the stuff we liberated from the portal.
We did a last gear-check, and then went in.
It wasn't a complicated or particularly dangerous portal. The monsters within were... not fun, but also not that hard to take out.
They were basically something like a cross between a skunk and a chimp. Small, bipedal, with a long tail, and multiple 'spitting' glands in their necks that allowed them to spray a mildly caustic 'juice' at anything within a few paces.
It, of course, smelled like warmed over sewer water. Even with the mask and the filters, I was able to get a good whiff of it, and it made my gorge rise.
Awful, but I could deal. The others handled it with various levels of tolerance. I was happy to see that the women dealt with it better. Sol and Erde both looked like the blood had drained from their faces at the stink.
We shot our way through the first dozen rooms at lightning speed, sometimes literally when Eldur let Terry off the leash so that we could get it over with faster.
It only took three hours to clear the portal. The boss was a bigger, larger version of those skunk-monkeys and it went down to a hail of gunfire.
I didn't envy the E-rankers who had to get in there and extract the bodies, and I envied the poor fools who had to dissect those bodies for the stink glands even less.
If I recalled, there were several rare organic compounds in those glands that were worth their weight in gold even if they could outcompete a sewage treatment plant for stench. Some pharmaceutical purpose that I couldn't guess at. Plus, they were technically magic.
Humans, at least anyone below B-rank, didn't have 'magic' as part of their bodies. We could absorb it, somewhat, and it made us better, faster, tougher, but that was it. Some monsters in portal worlds, however, had biology that straight up used magic for different things.
The stink glands was one of those.
I hated to think about it, but every time I ate one of those magic replenishing pills, there was likely some small fraction of that which was minced up monster guts.
Anyway, we were made to stand outside next to a repurposed water truck and an employee hosed us down.
The stink wasn't chemically harmful, just socially so.
Then, as a group, we tossed our gear into big bags for a deep cleaning, and got undressed and redressed into company uniforms.
The hose-down wasn't enough. The moment I had my suit off (and it was a little embarrassing to be in my underthings before the others, but we were all being very adult about it... Eldur didn't wear underwear, which I wasn't ready to discover and would never mention aloud) I was hit by a lingering stink that the masks had covered. It was awful.
Still, our work was done, bonus pay was on its way, and we rode a van all the way back to HQ.
That little post-portal buzz elevated the mood a lot, I think. I imagined that even the more experienced members felt it, a small, electrical thrill, like downing three coffees and then going for a jog. It was a good feeling.
We made it to HQ, had a quick and unnecessary debrief, and then Eldur said that we weren't supposed to head home early, but that he sure wasn't going to be paying attention to what we were doing for the next hour and a bit left to the day.
I took the hint.
It was nice to walk into my apartment at four-something instead of five. Not too different, but still nice.
So, I took a shower, then a longer, second shower, then padded around in nothing but sweatpants before I set a fresh Save.
Time to have some fun, get some training in, and maybe do a bit of self-improvement.
I started with the guitar. The strings I'd ordered had come in, and I fumbled around to replace them, then tuned it up before going right back to practicing. I really needed to practice in a 'real' timeline because the lack of callouses on my fingers was growing annoying.
I was just finishing up, growing a little tired of playing after a few hours when I noticed something.
There was a letter on the table next to my bed.
I froze.
It was a pale pink envelope, one that had small engravings pressed into it. Not some standard letter that one bought in bulk.
When had that gotten there?
I set the guitar down on my bed and moved over to it, then flipped it over.
To Deadline.
It was one line, in a neat script on the front.
I Reloaded.
The letter wasn't there.
"Fuck," I said.
Staring at the space where it had been did nothing. This time, when I got changed, I put a shirt on. I tried to chill out, but the letter's appearance nagged at me.
An hour of doing not much later and I jumped as I caught motion from the corner of my eye.
The letter was back. This time sitting next to my laptop, where it would be impossible to miss.
Same fancy envelope, same font.
I checked the time. It was eight thirty in the PM.
How had that happened? I Reloaded, put a protesting Mister Couchtop into a cat carrier, and was out of there.
By eight thirty in that loop I was in a cheap motel, signed for with a very obviously fake name an hour's drive away from my apartment.
The letter was on the motel bed.
"Fuck!" I snapped before Reloading.
Someone knew where I was. No. They knew where I'd be, regardless of what I did in the loops. Teleportation? Some sort of spell to locate a person? How were they doing it?
I chewed on a nail....
This time, I supposed I could go through the trouble of opening the damned thing.
***
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I went out and fetched Misses Tone. She happened to be walking past in the corridor just outside a loop ago, so I knew she'd be around.
It wasn't cool, but yeah, I politely asked her--with some insistence--to open the letter for me, making up some drivel about it being an acceptance letter that I couldn't read myself because of nerves.
She opened it and didn't explode. No mysterious powders. No magic that I could feel with my less-than-acute magical sense.
"Looks like a very nice letter from a... Miss Francisca Ojou," she said. "This Miss has very nice calligraphy. Oh, was this done with a calligraphy pen?"
I Reloaded.
This time, I paced back and forth, waiting until the letter just popped into existence on my nightstand.
Then I used a knife from my kitchen to open it. A clean one.
My dear Deadline,
I hope this message finds you intact, unscathed, and perhaps even a little pleased with yourself. I, for one, have been thinking quite a bit about our recent encounter. Your timely intervention was... well, let's say it was very much appreciated. You spoke of sending me a bill, yet none ever arrived. Was it forgetfulness, professional modesty, or is it so hard to reach out to me?
In the spirit of tying up loose ends—and exploring a new opportunity that I believe may pique your particular kind of interest—I would like to invite you to dinner.
You'll find me at Le Sémaphore this coming Saturday at six in the evening. I trust you're familiar with the establishment. The table will be under my name.
Come for the payment, stay for the conversation. There's something else I'd like to discuss, something that may require your particular... talents.
With warm regards,
Francisca Ojou
"What the hell," I muttered.
"Meow?" Mister Couchtop asked.
I continued to pace, then looked over the letter again. Ojou... did admittedly have very pretty handwriting. Mine was chicken scratch. Hers looked like it wasn't far from art.
I... sniffed the page. Because it might have been a clue.
It smelled like perfume.
"Damn," I said. I didn't stop pacing.
Okay, so... she sent me a letter, somehow. It would teleport nearby, no matter where I was at about eight in the afternoon. That was some serious magic. Well beyond D-ranker shit. Well, maybe not, I didn't know magic well enough to tell... but my gut told me that this was serious stuff.
The letter invited me to a restaurant called... Le Sémaphore? My French was improving, but that didn't quite ring a bell.
I checked it out online and found two results. One, a roof-top restaurant in City Centre. A heap of Michelin stars. Three hundred dollar meals. Clientele that were all posh and pretty. A C-ranked chef who hunted his own ingredients? Damn.
The other result was a translation of the name. Semaphore, as in the flags.
Yeah, this was a red flag alright.
The content of the letter... well it wasn't a direct threat, at least. In fact, it was cordial and polite and nice. That almost had my hackles raised even more.
Ojou had corpo written all over here. I couldn't exactly start pointing fingers, not when I worked for a corp myself and was happy with the job, but there were levels to these things. Ojou had family who sat on the board. I'd never even see the place where boards met. She lived in a penthouse, and on some days the place where I lived barely qualified as a house.
Still...
How much had it cost to send this letter? Assuming it was a C-ranker that did it, because this level of magic seemed to be around that level... yeah, she was sitting on heaps of cash.
The restaurant had hors d'oeuvres that cost triple digits. Main courses could hit four digits, and there was a waiting list for seating that stretched back months... unless you were a premium member of some club or another, which probably cost what I made in a year to join. Then you could book the place without a reservation.
It was also private and discrete. The serving staff were noted for all being deaf and in some cases mute.
What the hell.
If she decided to pay me... well, how much was her freedom worth to her? Plus, I was certain she'd hit D-rank. That couldn't be placed on me, it was all her, but I was around to help, in a way.
I chewed on my lower lip.
There'd be security. It was probably, definitely, not worth the risk.
But hey. I had awesome magical powers that let me not take risks, so that was worth it, no?
I... didn't know what to do. So, I called someone for advice... after Reloading. I needed time to think, and I could get as much as I wanted now.
"Heyo?" Jane's voice crackled through old ass phone.
"Hey, Jane," I said. "It's... it's me."
"Beanstalk!" Jane said. I could hear the sudden happiness in her voice. "Miss me so much? Or did you need me for something?"
"The latter," I said ruefully. "I need your professional advice."
"As your number one best friend and fixer and potential fuck buddy if you're feeling the itch? Nah? Damn. Anyway, as the best Jane in all of North America, I invite you to throw your woes upon me. As long as they're fashion related."
I laughed. I couldn't help it. "Thanks. Only North America?"
"Yeah, there's Jane Régny in Europe, though she's long dead."
"Let me guess, a fashionista?" I asked.
"Hey, I'm not entirely two-note... but yeah, totally. So, what's wrong?"
I paused, considering, then launched into it. The line might not be secured, but I didn't care too much, though I'd make an effort to avoid names. "Remember that girl I helped out on Sunday?"
"Yeah."
"She reached out. Sent me a letter. Like, an actual letter. Don't know how she got it to me. Like magic. Anyway, she invited me to a nice upscale restaurant."
"Which one?" Jane asked.
I blinked, not expecting that. "Le Sémaphore," I said.
Jane whistled. "When?"
"Saturday," I said.
"Okay... shit. But hey, you had that gig for me, right? We can move it up, do that on Friday after your boring ass job. Then we can see about fitting you. Jane will work miracles! What time?"
"Uh, six? Wait, fitting?"
"Your dress."
"What dress?" I asked.
"You are not going to Le Sémaphore in a fucking leotard. Nu-uh. You'll be wearing a Plain-Jane original."
I blinked at that. "What, like a little black dress?"
"Maybe... no, too cliche. I have this really nice fabric though.... Fuck, now I'm gonna have to pull an all-nighter. This would be so much easier if you let me get my hands all over you. Then I'd know your sizes better."
"That might be the worst pickup line I've ever heard," I said. Tempting, though. "But... I wasn't calling about what to wear, I was wondering if I should go at all."
"That bitch is loaded. Squeeze her for all she's worth. Better yet, show up looking like god's gift to the gays and her purse is gonna leak more than her panties."
I sighed. "You're a real poet, Jane. We'll talk more about it tomorrow. Where did you want to meet for that scouting job? Was that still on the table?"
"Hmm? Oh, yeah. I'll be there when you take off, not when you return. Got a friend for that. His bike, actually. I'll bring a measuring tape and some shoes for you to try on."
"I'll be going to that restaurant armed," I said.
"With that sweet new sword? I can work with that. Complicates things, though! Gonna need a belt for the sheath... your ears pierced, right? Got those gauges in? I'll find something silver. Go with a black-silver look. I think. Oh! Pauldrons! Okay, I need to go, Beanstalk. I've got ideas. I'll send you the bill once this is over. Don't faint! And remember, I trade inappropriate PDA for discounts for anyone cute enough! Toodles!"
She hung up on me.
I was very tempted to Reload, but... Jane might not be entirely wrong. Showing up dressed to impress might not be a bad idea. And I really didn't want to redo that conversation.
So, tomorrow was going to suck. Mostly because I already knew that Saturday was gonna suck, and it was only a few days away. And I wasn't going to sleep a damned wink.
I really needed to look into a 'go to sleep' spell. Actually... yeah, that was a good plan.
What was magic good for if not solving minor inconveniences? I sat down, looked at some online databases that being a D-ranker gave me limited access to. It was boring, but that was fine. It was good to know that there were other options to cure stress-induced insomnia.
***
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I wasn't in a great headspace as I entered work the next morning. I'd been so tired that I set a Save point in the morning and slept in, only to Reload, only... that didn't help my body being tired, and I think it barely did anything for my mind.
Fortunately, it wasn't going to be too much of a busy day. We had training on the docket for the day, but nothing too physical, though the gym was opened for us. I figured it wouldn't hurt to push some weights around and do a bit of cardio, though knowing that tonight was going to be busy, I paced myself.
Around noon, after a very lazy morning spent procrastinating and sweating in equal measure, I moved back upstairs and noticed Dharti walking back towards her quarters. I flagged her down.
"Hey! So, uh... I mastered Leafshed and Soothe Minor Pain. I was thinking of moving up to the next spell."
"Oh?" Dharti asked. "Yes, I suppose you'd want that. There are a number of good cantrips in the database. Which one were you thinking of? Tea?"
"Ah, sure," I said.
I followed her to her office space.
Terry's was filled with a million and one unfinished projects, like someone who'd started to make a shrine to ADHD but got distracted halfway. Dharti's office was a greenhouse.
She had the corner office, maybe owing to her seniority or something. It meant two windows looking out of the building and letting in sunlight. That was probably good for the sixty or so houseplants crammed into the room. There were racks of them, and the plants seemed to be spilling out of their containers.
Dharti had a desk shoved to one corner, but the centre of her office was a set of comfy, plush chairs around a low table on which sat an electric kettle and a nice tea set.
Woman liked her tea and her plants.
I sat across from her and let her do her thing, just nodding along when she asked if I wanted this or that. I ended up with a steaming mug of something that smelled fruity and which tasted... kind of deceptively bitter.
Coffee was better, but Dharti was a powerful mage in her element and I didn't want to discover if she had a level three Instant Cancer spell up her sleeve.
"So, I was thinking about jumping onto my first first-level spell," I said.
Dharti hummed. "With only two cantrips under your belt?"
Was that too few? The guidebook didn't really lay out a path to progression. I certainly didn't think it was harmful to try?
"I suppose there are some very easy first-level spells that wouldn't be too difficult. Though it's quite the jump in complexity. That's how spells are generally organized, by the wall. Each increased level of complexity merits an increase in the spell's 'number.'"
"Got that," I said. "Doesn't that mean that sometimes weaker spells are better?"
"Yes," she said plainly. "Now... first level Nature spells, ah... but you're an outer elemental. You'll want spells that rely more on your Pensive nature than spells that feed on Sadness."
I nodded slowly.
"In that case, it's non-physical. Natural Alarm is a fun one. It awakens you instantly after the spell's duration has passed. Replenish Stamina soothes your muscles and breaks down lactic acid in the body while giving you a small boost in energy. Quite complex though, even for a first level spell. Ah... Imbue Food... more of a Sadness spell, but I imagine you might be able to cast it nonetheless without too much of a loss in efficiency."
"No Thorn-Whips or the like?" I asked.
"Hmm. That would be several spaces away. You could, but the casting would be difficult and your efficiency loss massive."
Right, I'd done some research on that. It was worse even than she imagined, since I was a Remorse mage, not Pensive. Each step away represented, at best, a 20% increase in mana cost alone and a smaller decrease in spell effectiveness.
If I tried to cast Firebolt, an Anger cantrip, I'd need to handle an 80% increase in magical energy cost... at best. I wasn't so good that I'd be getting that. If I tried a Wind spell, I'd be dealing with a 120% increase in cost. That wasn't counting the difficulty of casting with an emotion that didn't match the core's.
"I think I can handle Replenish Stamina. Is it self-cast only?" I asked.
"No, you can cast it onto others. It's a little harder, but I can guide you," Dharti said. "It's a nice spell if you're ever in a fight that's lasted for more than a few minutes."
I nodded. I had a flash of memory. Me, panting so hard my lungs felt like they were on fire, every limb feeling weak and wobbly, back leaning against a concrete slab while bullets whizzed overhead and monsters screamed, and yet in that moment all that mattered was trying to breathe.
I shook my head, and noticed Dharti giving me a very patient look.
"It'll come," she said.
I think it was meant to be comforting, and I appreciated that, but... not the right thing to say, really. "Thanks," I replied. "Anyway. I saw that first level spells are way more complex. I picked up two cantrips in under two weeks, but I bet this one will take at least a whole week to learn."
She laughed. "I'll be impressed if you learn it in one week. Though don't push yourself to impress me. Your therapist has cleared you for first-level spells, yes?"
"Therapist?" I asked.
Dharti froze. "You... were not assigned one by the company? By HR?
"No?" I said, uncertain.
Dharti's expression didn't change.
Every plant within ten feet of her wilted and bowed, filling the room with a slow, subtle rattle, and for a moment it felt very much like I was standing next to a C-ranker.
Dharti took a deep breath, smiled, then set her mug down with a definitive click. She stood. The plants regained life at a glance, then she gestured for me to stay seated.
I did as the scary healer lady asked. Also, she pulled out biscuits from a cupboard before leaving, which was nice.
Then I heard her strident voice giving someone an entire heap of shit just down the corridor. When I leaned back to see, I discovered Dharti, five-foot-not-much, pinning Damien the HR D-ranker to a wall with a finger.
I received an explanation a few minutes later when Dharti returned, looking very calm. "Things have been arranged," she explained. "Starting next week you can begin... shopping for a therapist, as it were. On the company dime. You don't need a company therapist. They'll cover the fees as long as they're reasonable."
"Uh," I said. "Okay, but why?" I asked.
She glanced at me. "Nature. Nature is, paradoxically, one of the greatest and worst forms of magic. We call the more elemental aspect of it Wood, you know? Wood magic." She snorted indelicately. "Ah... do you know why there are so few Wood mages, dear?"
"No. I guess it's not as popular as water and ice or fire?" Water being fed by fear and terror and fire by anger made them the two most common elements by far.
"There are as many Wood awakenings as Water," Dharti corrected. "But Wood magic is fed by Grief. Dear, most awaken in moments of extreme emotion, and Grief is not an emotion that forgives its user. I won' t beat around the metaphorical bush. Well over half of all Grief mages take their own lives within the first days of awakening their magic. Those who don't often only do so later. There remains some, strong of will, or weak of will, who don't do so. And yet they are cursed with magic that requires that they relive their darkest pain in order to function."
Her eyes met mine.
"If you ever find yourself facing a Wood mage of any amount of power, know that you are fighting someone deeply, deeply broken."
I swallowed. "Noted," I said.
"Ah, but you are an outer emotion. Pensive rather than sad." She smiled, and I was reminded that her own magic, Nature, was only a step away from Grief. "I think we should stick to spells within that realm for now. Only push out when you are cleared for it, yes?"
"Yeah, that should be fine," I said.
"Now, the aforementioned Replenish Stamina happens to fall right in that box of our own making. Here, let me fetch my tablet, I can walk you through some of the tricker bits of theory. You'll need to practice the carving on this one on your own time, but do come back and I'll see if I can't help you through the emotional phases you'll need for this."
She smiled.
"I have tissues... and tea."
***
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That evening, after work, I took a bus out to meet Jane. Not at Full-Auto Stranger-Danger, but out in the outskirts of Fortress ENE.
While I lived a good ways from even the Outer Circle area, I was still well within the city. There was a massive area of cleared land that the city sat on. The outskirts was less part of Fortress ENE, and more like the small satellite towns that had been around before the fortress was laid or which popped up afterwards.
There were buses out to a few of those, since people still lived there. Kind of a pain in the ass, but I didn't have that much choice.
I got off at the last stop, then had to walk a block over to where I found Jane and a guy I wasn't familiar with. She was leaning up against a large pick-up, painted in a dark blue with flame decals on the front. The guy was standing a few paces away, arms crossed next to an old SUV with a bike trailer on the back.
"Beanstalk!" Jane called out.
"Hey," I said before starting to head over.
"Beanstalk, this is Hec."
"Hector," the man confirmed. He shook my hand as I came closer. "No one calls me Hec."
"I do!" Jane said.
"Like I said," he replied.
Jane laughed at that, loud and raucous. "You're a bit late," Jane said to me. "But not too late. Was just talking to Hec here about how we'd divide the prize."
"The prize, huh?" I asked.
Hector nodded. "The cargo needs its location marked out. We know more or less where it disappeared. About an hour's drive out of the city. No one's pin-pointed it yet."
"So that's my job?" I asked. I couldn't help but notice that there was a motocross off the trailer. It looked like one of those decently large racing bikes, but painted all in black. There were two hard-plastic cases at the rear and a smaller one sitting in front. "That's my ride?"
"My ride," Hector corrected. "But Jane here says you're good for finding things. So yeah. If you want to brave the wilds, that's on you."
I nodded along. "And once I find the cargo?" I'd done some research. The bus ride had been long enough for that. I knew what the cargo trucks I was looking for looked like. Lucky for me, they were painted in whites and oranges, company colours. They weren't small, either.
"Ah, I've got that part," Jane said. She ran back, then returned with a small plastic device with a switch in the middle. "This is a SM0002 satellite beacon. Costs a grand, so don't lose it."
"Alright," I said. The thing was beaten and battered, but looked okay otherwise.
"Flick the switch when you find the cargo and hide it nearby. I'll be able to pinpoint it. Take some pics too. Your augs can do that?"
"I've got a phone with a camera," I said.
"Good enough!" Jane said. She returned to the blue pickup with the flames, then came back, this time with a rifle and a small box of loose ammo. "This is... well, it's an old-ass .308 I've had sitting in inventory forever. Probably works fine."
I blinked as I took the rifle. It was a magazine-fed lever-action. Not an old-school one with wooden furniture, but something halfway modern, with a carbon-fiber stock and a fat silencer on the end.
"Five round mag, plus one in the chamber," Jane said. "Rounds are AP. Should make any nasties out there think twice."
There was a gun sheath on the bike, I noticed, next to the front... fork, I think it was called.
"Need a helmet?" she asked.
"No. I should be fine," I said. "I guess I'll get going, then."
"Here," Hector said as he gave me some keys. "Don't bang it up too much, yeah?"
"Sure," I said. "What's the payout for this one again?"
"Six grand!" Jane replied. "Well, that's for grabbing the goodies. I make a quarter for arranging things, Hector and his guys make half of that for fetching them. You make an eight."
"And the other eight?" I asked while I did some mental math.
"Guards," Hector said. "For the grabbing."
"Okay," I replied. Seven-fifty? That... well, it wasn't that bad for an evening's work. More than what I made clearing an E-rank for Luna Corp.
I got on the bike, then fumbled around for a bit to start it up. I got it going, but Hector was looking mighty nervous.
"You ah, know how to ride that?" he asked.
"Yeah, of course," I lied.
Then I gunned it. The fork twisted, and I was sent tumbling off the back.
I Reloaded, then cursed.
I was back at home, a solid hour ago. I should have set a save earlier.
The entire trip back, I was looking up guides on how to ride motorcycles and trying to figure out the make and model of the one Hector had from memory.
This time I made a Save before arriving, then looked around the bike, inspecting it. There were two 3-litre gas canisters in the saddlebags and a small toolkit in the front bag. Good to know.
I made it ten yards before falling off this time.
The next got me doing a wheelie... but not on purpose.
The time after that I think I broke my wrist. It hurt like a bitch and so I Reloaded again.
Then I asked Hector to show me how to use the bike. He was real sceptical about it, but showed me anyway. That helped. I didn't break anything the next time I fell.
It took five more loops for me to start feeling comfortable. I found some straight spaces and gunned it, then did sharper and sharper turns until I figured out the whole 'leaning against it' thing without going so hard that I ended up on the ground.
I was getting good at reflexive Reloads too!
In the end, I took that helmet. Less for the protection, and more because there were still some insects that weren't extinct, and they seemed magnetically attracted to my face.
"Alright, see you in a few," I said.
I opened a map on my augs, marked the last known location of the convoy about a half-hour from where we were, and gunned it.
The roads were safe. Mostly because the government hired these armed patrol trucks to drive them every hour. I actually shot past one on the way.
The trucks rolled on these six huge wheels and were covered in armoured plates. They were basically tanks without the treads, with a large turret on the top and two smaller guns, one on each side.
Plus, each one had a pair of D-rankers at the rear, geared up in full mil-spec armour, ready to throw down.
My tax money at work.
It took a while, but I made it to where the convoy got split up. It was a small, abandoned township where the main highway ran through.
One of the trucks was... just there. Shoved off the side of the road and into the lot of what used to be someone's trailer home.
The front was crushed in.
I parked the bike, walked over, then checked inside only to recoil.
The cargo was gone. The cargo container supposed to be on the back had been removed and was gone. The driver was... still there. however. More or less.
The truck didn't look like it had run into anything nearby. The homes here were damaged, but it was more poor maintenance than violence, I think.
So, the truck...
Looking at the front, I found blood. Not the drivers, not unless he bleed purplish-red. A monster, then?
Portals breached. It happened all the time. It only took a few hours after a portal opened for the monsters within to sometimes start venturing out. It really depended on the monster, though.
Fortunately, Earth was a low-magic space. Monsters that stepped out, especially more magical ones, would usually jump right back in.
Sometimes though, they'd be tempted by something, or they were predators that liked meat, regardless of how magical. And then a breach might start.
Technically, a breach was whenever monsters came out of a portal, but generally people only called it a breach when they started to come out in numbers.
North America was way too large with way too much unprotected space to keep every portal from spilling out monsters.
Teams were sometimes paid on government contracts to rush out and close dangerous portals, or clear out an area, but it was dangerous work with shit pay.
So there were wild monsters all over. And it looked like one of them had taken the front of this truck on and maybe won.
I felt like maybe Jane should have given me a bigger gun.
Back to the bike. I had several directions to start looking in, but what else were infinite tries good for?
***
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I needed to decide where to go from that little town, so I checked the map again.
The best would be to draw a grid, but that drawing wouldn't come back with me. So... yeah, going clock-wise around the town would make the most sense, then I could divide the map up into quadrants of a sort and search through each one.
So, I did a circle of the town, and it was far more depressing than I initially expected it to be.
The place was typical small-town America. There was a small river that ran through the middle of the town, but it was otherwise divided into a neat grid.
I slowly rolled past homes that were falling apart and many that had been gutted and looted. A few corner stores, a gas station, a school. Long dead.
It gave me the creeps.
Flocks of birds wheeled past above, and I jumped when a fox scampered by. Okay, so maybe not entirely dead.
Then I noticed something looking at me from a yard. A kobold. Just... standing there, with a spear made from a stop-sign post with some of that sign chopped off to form a blade. It saw that I noticed it, then turned and ran.
Damn. But I wasn't going to chase after it.
I couldn't imagine a kobold, or a... clan of them, taking out one of the convoy trucks.
A lone person on a bike, sure, but not a multi-truck group. Besides, they were shoot-on-sight for any of the escort trucks.
There weren't any signs of the other trucks around, so once I was done with my circuit, I returned to the truck. It was pretty close to the start of town, so it was possible that it had hit something then rolled in on its own momentum?
Or... no, maybe not.
I got off and looked at the grass more closely. There were tire marks on it. Deep, wide. And when I returned to the truck I discovered a thick cloth strap, the sort used by tow-trucks.
So, someone pulled the truck over to here? Or they pulled it off the road. That made sense. Even as I stood there, one of those behemoth guard trucks rumbled by, followed by a dozen civilian vehicles. Some people stared at me, but none bothered to stop or ask what I was doing.
Technically, I was probably trespassing, but the law out here was... well, not enforced so well.
Bigger cities from before the first portals survived. Some gained walls, others patrols, some shrunk, and others grew. None of them were like the Fortresses, though. They weren't 'bastions' of humanity.
Whatever. I started with the north-west, using the truck as the 'middle' point.
There was countryside, some old, unmaintained roads that had turned into a sea of potholes, and not much else.
I Reloaded, got back on the bike, and rode back to the truck. Probably should have set a Save, but... nah, the ride was actually kind of fun. Plus I was really gunning it on the way back, shooting past patrols and civs alike. The first ride out was like, forty minutes, but I could cut that down to twenty by driving at twice the legal limit.
Until I hit a bump I didn't see and was tossed into the air.
I sighed, and rode out again... still just as fast. I was starting to enjoy bikes. Maybe I could buy one? Cheaper than a car, right?
It'd take... a lot more time to get good with one. I still felt a bit wobbly, and unsure of how to take turns, but I'd get there eventually. From what I saw online, most courses for motorcycle driving covered the basics in about six hours, and I was halfway there.
I got back to where I'd started, then headed due-north this time. Nothing but woods and... yeah, I got hella lost, but no traces of the missing trucks.
A Reload, then north-east. Still nothing. More rural roads and a space with a bunch of nice, soft-looking hills. I finished my search, then returned there to try jumping the bike.
I Reloaded after... I think I broke my entire left side, actually.
East. Rode along the highway, scanning to my left the entire time, then came back after a few miles, doing the same. I drove slowly, even pulling off to the side to let cars pass.
I was nearing the town when I saw it. Glass on the side of the road. Pulling over and getting off, I checked around the area and found more hints. Blood, some on the road, more on the side, and a small piece of... well, truck. Just a little bit, but it was the right colour.
So, this was where that one hit something... so where were the others?
There were two entire trucks unaccounted for. The area was forested, young-ish trees pushing up to the side of the road. And... there was a side-road not too far back. A maintenance road? The highway pre-dated a lot of stuff, so it made some sense.
I got back on the bike and pulled a quick U-turn (mildly proud of myself that I didn't trip up) and then followed the road down.
The road had become overgrown, of course. Thick bushes pulling up on the sides, trees curving inwards, lots of vines and shit visibility.
That's where I found the first of the trucks. Right off the road, ass sticking out.
I slowed to a stop, kicked the stand out, and walked over. Further out, I could see the second, just parked there.
Both had their cargo containers on the back, looking pretty intact.
Why hadn't the drivers called out? Why wasn't there a GPS on either of these trucks?
The first question got an answer when I found the door to the cab ripped off. There were large claw marks around it, and a tiny bit of long-dried blood with some flies buzzing around it.
Ah.
I looked around, but no monsters.
I started to make my way to the second truck when suddenly, something was around my ankle and pulling.
I screamed as I was flipped over, arms cartwheeling in mid-air. The rifle fell out of my hands.
Then more grasping things. Vines? A Nature mage?
Only no. There was something in the trees, something with a lot of eyes and...
Yeah, nope. I Reloaded.
Wasn't gonna fuck with the tentacle monster. I'd seen too much hentai. Not my thing. God only knew where those tentacles had been, and I wasn't going to find out.
Shivering, I rode out again, this time making a straight-line for the spot of the accident. I moved over to the first truck and squinted into the forest. Couldn't see a damned thing.
So I flicked on the GPS, tossed it onto the side of the road, turned around, and left.
That was my job done. I didn't have the tools to look into those containers and didn't have the will to mess with the tentacle monster. Besides, I couldn't exactly carry a bunch of loot back.
The pay and experience would have to do.
When I returned, it was to find Jane gone, and Hector talking to a few buddies. "Job's done," I said.
"What? Already?" he asked.
"Yeah. Guess I got lucky."
He tsked. "An eight for an hour's work doesn't feel fair," he said.
"An eight will feel a lot more fair if I warn you about the monsters around the trucks. One was picked clean by someone. Cargo's gone. The other two are in the woods, off an old maintenance road. Not too deep. You can still hear traffic. But there's a massive tentacle monster in there. Big thing. At least a D-ranker, maybe higher."
Hector paused at that. "You sure?"
"Want me to drive you to it?" I asked. "Bring your favourite doujinshis and maybe mister tentacle monster will sign it for you."
Hector looked confused, but at least one of his friends got the joke though.
I left him his bike, in pristine condition with a quarter tank left, then texted Jane that the job was done.
There were some opportunities out in the wilds around the bigger cities. Killing monsters did give some amount of magic to a person, but it was common knowledge that it was such a trickle that it wasn't worth it. Too much was sucked up by the environment on Earth.
Better to find portals to clear. Though... finding some out here was an option too. I preferred those closer to home, but maybe one day I'd take a week off from work, find a dozen E-rank portals, and rush through them all?
Or... I could not kill myself by overworking to that extent. That was an idea too.
***
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                Chapter Fifty-Four - Stripping
"Strip," Jane said.
I stared at her, then crossed my arms. "No," I replied.
Jane pouted. It didn't do much. "C'mon, this is a fitting. You won't be fitting into this one without taking a few layers off... all layers off."
I was in the back of Jane's shop at fuck-off o'clock in the morning. It was Saturday the... 21st I think.
Now, I was supposed to start my week-long 'Operation Do Nothing' today. That would be the sensible thing to do. Gather a week's worth of intel while wearing PJs and eating pizza and maybe occasionally get some practice in for this or that.
But I knew myself. I wouldn't be able to endure a week of wondering about the event at the restaurant tonight.
So, I had to get it over with.
Plus, there was another advantage to getting it over with. I'd be able to better predict the week's events with Miss Ojou from a Save done after the meeting. It wouldn't provide a point of comparison though...
Urgh. No. I wasn't going to lose a week of my time just to stalk the woman. It wasn't worth it.
Sighing, I started to undress for Jane. There might have been some nice sexual tension in that if I wasn't so pent up with stress instead of something more fun.
I kept my panties on, even when Jane pouted extra hard. "Hurry up," I said.
"There's no hurrying perfection!" Jane said. "And girl, them tiddies are per--"
"Jane," I said, warning her off.
"Fiiiine!" she said before moving to a wheeled rack in the corner. "This, my dearest Beanstalk, is your garment for the evening. A Jane original... ish. I stole design elements from like, seven others."
I couldn't help but smile a little.
"Okay, first, put this on." Jane handed me a... sock?
A single fishnet thigh-high sock, with a band near the top. "You lost one," I said.
"Nah. We're going for asymmetry here. Remember, in fashion and looks, symmetry is king." She looked me right in the eye. "But style is queen. Put on the fishnet."
I did so... over my sock. I didn't mind fishnets so much--I loved squish. Squish was proof that there was good in the world--but they were real annoying when it came to hooking onto things. Almost like that's what nets were meant to do.
When I stood back up, Jane was handing me a dress on a hanger.
It was made of a dark, leathery material. Long, with narrow straps over the shoulders and a deep V-neck. There was a slit open along one side, exposing the left leg up to the upper thigh.
I discovered a zipper on the back and slid it down, then squeezed into it. It required some help from Jane, tugging it up past my hips, but once It was on and zipped up at the back the dress wasn't too uncomfortable. It was tight enough around the waist that it was a little restrictive, but then Jane pulled up a full-length mirror.
Yeah, okay, she had something going on. The dress was tight-tight around the middle. It was a damned good thing I'd been working out so much because the middle was basically like a corset.
"Going to suck if I have to fight in this," I said.
"It's this cool faux-suede material," Jane said. "It's stretchy!"
I tugged at the skirt a little, and yeah, there was some give. "Is this the whole thing?" I asked. It was nice. The skirt fell to just a few inches from my ankle, and other than the cleavage and exposed shoulder, and the slit along the leg, it wasn't nearly as showy as what I expected from Jane.
"Nope! Put these on." Jane tossed me a pair of tight leather gloves. The fingers were cut out and resewn. Nice.
I tugged them on, then looked up as Jane approached with a coat. It was... not much of a coat, actually. Shoulders and a large hood, and arms, but not much else. The back of it would barely cover me down to the bottom of my shoulder blades and the 'front' was just a strap to hold it in place.
"Is that armoured?" I asked.
Jane snorted. "Yeah. Shoulder armour."
"Yeah?"
Jane stared at me. "Pauldrons are hot, but they're useless. I mean, no, they look good, so that's important, but that's all they do."
I poked at the pauldrons. They were made of two bits of metal, painted a flat black. They seemed pretty solid. "This could stop a blow," I said.
"Beanstalk... if I shot you in the shoulder, would you live?"
"Yes?"
"Then you don't need your shoulders armoured."
What kind of logic was that?
"Got these off some corp's oversupply. No one wears them because they're too clunky and like... why wear armour over your shoulders? Literally anywhere else would be a better place for the weight. But it does look good!"
I shrugged the coat on. It had clasps around the wrists and a buckle at the front to keep the arms together. The shoulder armour sat a little loose until Jane came in and adjusted something at the back.
Jane handed me my mask, and I slid it on, then I tugged up the hood and looked at myself in the mirror.
I looked... good. One part someone about to attend a nice evening, one part someone about to do some casual terrorism. All parts kinda hot.
"Damn," I said.
"I know," Jane said. Her reflection looked way too proud of herself. "You'll have to do some squats or something though. You've got the potential for a nice ass and yet this things flat as fuck."
I sighed. "Thanks, Jane. Here I was just thinking that I was looking pretty good. Wouldn't want that without a nice dose of dysmorphia."
"Oh, come off it, you're like a seven without my fashion and an easy eight with it."
I rolled my eyes, making sure that Jane saw it. "Thanks Jane, you really know how to butter a girl up."
"Mhm! Now get that mask off. We're doing some makeup."
That wasn't a terrible idea. I sat down at a small station that Jane had in her 'room' area and she helped with my lashes, dabbed some foundation on to mask any imperfections on my skin, then went crazy with the eyeliner and shadow.
"Your skin's nice," Jane said.
"I moisturize," I said. "And... got a pretty hefty dose of healing magic. Plus D-rank stuff."
"I need to spend time near one of those portals," Jane said. "Shit's expensive though."
"Hmm, no, we wouldn't want that from you. You're a menace enough as it is," I said. "I can't imagine you with magic on top of it all."
Jane grinned at me. Her face was very close. "Yeah, but I'd be so much more badass if I could fling fireballs around."
"You're not nearly angry enough for that," I said.
Jane blinked. "Angry?"
Ah, right... I sat up, pressed a kiss against Jane's cheek which had her jumping back, then I stood and adjusted the coat. "I think I'll be off, then. Thanks, Jane."
Jane touched her cheek and... was she flushed? Oh, I needed to get augs with a camera to get pics of that.
"You're welcome, Beanstalk. You owe me for this one, though!"
"You owe me for that gig yesterday," I pointed out.
"Uh-huh, and you were supposed to take pictures and didn't."
I winced. I'd... forgotten. "Next time. I'm aiming to buy some better cyberware that might help with that."
"Sure, sure. Good luck. Lemme know how it goes. Oh, boots are by the door. You'd look better in pumps but I can't imagine fighting in those."
I headed out, taking a back-route out of Jane's shop. I had strapped my revolver to my exposed thigh and had my sword, in a new belt, hanging off my right hip.
I got looks as I walked by. People backed up, which was... interesting. Usually people just ignored me, or at most checked me out. Now I was seen as dangerous, I think.
I moved past an intersection where two cops were hanging out, leaning against their car. They stood up straighter, one of them reached down to touch his gun. I met his eye and stared until the light turned and I was able to cross.
Yeah, Jane really nailed this look.
Now, to see if it would work on Miss Ojou and that fancy restaurant of hers. Le Sémaphore was smack in the middle of City Centre. I wasn't going to ride a cheap gig-taxi there. It stung, but I called a more discreet taxi service, asked them if they accepted payments in cash, and then told them where to pick me up.
I set my Save ten minutes later, on the car ride over. It was three hours to the meeting, which was just about an eternity to figure it all out.
***
Art of MC in her nice dress by Yodogama below!
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Le Sémaphore was located, as advertised, atop one of the newer skyscrapers in City Centre.
City Centre was... complicated. You couldn't just walk in. There were checkposts and guards, the police presence was way higher, and security was armed.
I think the kidnapping attempt, the successful one, had rattled them a little, because I noticed a lot of security around.
That wouldn't make things easier.
Fortunately, a luxury taxi was a few feet short of being a limo, and in this part of town, where every fifth car cost what ten people might make in their entire lives, it didn't stand out too much. I was let past without questions and the taxi rolled to a stop in front of the restaurant.
I had... options and opinions.
Miss Ojou's little stunt with the letter two days ago had scared me. It pissed me off. But two days ago was like a week ago, so I had time to cool off.
That didn't mean that I didn't want to get back at her a little.
I was... a bit of a petty bitch like that.
I stepped into the building with the restaurant and discovered a prettily-decorated lobby. All marble and statues and a lot of wasted square footage. A guard at the end, D-ranker, in a nice suit with a piece at his hip, asked me for ID and where I was headed to.
I said Le Sémaphore and was promptly refused.
Right, problem one. I needed to come in and say that I was expected by Miss Ojou. Only the appointment wasn't for a while and the restaurant didn't reserve tables this early.
Also, I sure wasn't giving him my ID.
"Hey, if I wanted to sneak in here, how would I go about it?" I asked the guard.
"That some sort of joke?"
"Humour me?"
He didn't want to humour me.
So, I scouted the building. There were offices on several floors and part of it near the top was residential. Fancy residential.
I noticed that there was a fire emergency map on one wall, and it showed that there was more than one elevator bank. The second wasn't guarded, but it did require that people enter from the parking garage under the building.

That was... not as hard to break into as I might have imagined. There was security guarding the super cars, and there was security around the front, but there was also a simple doorway on the side for staff to come in and use a third elevator.
I cornered a cleaning lady and asked her some rude questions. She called the cops on me, but answered all the same.
Yes, the cards staff had did work on the elevator that high-end clients and workers and people who stayed here used.
Jackpot.
I Reloaded, then followed the first person to leave the staff exit when I arrived.
No good, he got on the metro.
The next two Reloads were wasted, but they were pretty short.
Then I found that some guy left the building twenty minutes after I arrived and went to smoke a joint off in an alley nearby.
It was... comically easy to walk up behind him and yoink his passcard.
Then I had to figure out the timing to get into the restaurant. That proved a little tricky. The damned guard at the side door was actually doing his job.
I waited almost an hour before losing patience and looking around for a solution.
Fortunately I found it. It was an empty can of soda in a trash bin in one of the maintenance corridors for the staff. I picked it up, poked my head around the corner, then flung it hard past the guard.
He jumped at the sound, looked back--I ducked my head around the corner--then went to see what it was.
So I walked over to the elevator, tapped stoner-boy's card against the scanner, and punched in the top floor on the panel within. Fancy elevator barely made a noise.
Next time I'd be faster about it.
The elevator opened, and I had to walk around a bit to find the actual entrance to Le Sémaphore.
The restaurant was nice, with a nautical-aerial theme of all things. There were small die-cast models of ships inside of glass-topped plinths by the entrance, and a waiter stood by the door. "Hello, ma'am," he greeted me. "And welcome to Le Sémaphore. Do you have a prior arrangement?"
"I do," I said, feeling a little awkward about the mask... so I pulled it off. "Sorry. Can't stand the air in this city. I have a meeting with a Miss Ojou in... oh, I'm terribly early. Do you have a bar I could sit at while I wait?"
"Of course. Let me... ah, yes, Miss Ojou has a reservation at six with a guest and her two body guards."
Two body guards? Shit.
The waiter called someone over then... signed at them?
"Is all the staff, uh, deaf?" I asked.
"All but myself and a few select members," he replied with a cordial smile. "You'll find that the bartender is hearing-capable, as well as some select members of staff. Most of our staff is, otherwise, mute."
"Okay," I said.
Weird.
I followed after the second waiter who escorted me to my table. I asked them where Miss Ojou would be waiting for me, and they gestured to a table by a window overlooking the city. It was in a small-ish alcove to one side, with a corner view and tall hedges around it that would lend it some amount of privacy.
I sat at the bar, ordered a $22 can of soda (it came with a little lime wedge!) and waited. I made the wait productive, however. There was a staff entrance next to the bar, and the corridor to the washrooms was next to it.
At some point I stood, then wandered over to the washrooms only to purposefully walk into the staff area. I got some looks, but the people here were very busy, and... frankly, they might have been a little understaffed?
There was an exit at the rear. When I pushed through it, feeling like I really wasn't allowed to, I found that it led into a corridor at the back. I could see the same elevator I'd used to come up.
Huh.
The door was locked, of course, but there was a numbered keypad next to it.
So I grabbed one of the smaller waiters in the corridor, pointed my gun at him, and politely asked for the digits.
He was mute, which made it very awkward, but I got the code, and it worked.
I Reloaded.
This time, when I snuck up, I bypassed the waiter at the door entirely. Now I just needed to find a time where the kitchens were a little quieter and where no one would notice me walking past.
Miss Ojou arrived while I was sitting down at the bar, pleased with myself after three failed attempts at sneaking by. I had to wait until five forty-two, almost exactly, before there was a five or so minute window where no one was around.
I think one of the waiters found me suspicious, but it was too late for that.
Miss Ojou was looking... stunning, honestly. She was dressed in a summer-dress, with a coat atop it made of some fancy leather-y material. It had golden accents that matched her hair, which was done up in drills. It looked like the kind of do that took an hour to perfect, and only with professional help.
She was armed, I noticed. A knife in a sheath at her side.
Her two guards were equipped as well.
One of them seemed a little banged up. Black eye, arm in a cast. He was scanning the room, but also giving the other guard constant looks.
Guard two was way more relaxed, and I wasn't sure if they were paying attention at all.
But I was paying attention to him. He had that subtle aura around him that suggested that he was actively using magic. The light near him was brightening and dimming in time with his breathing.
A C-rank bodyguard? Ojou wasn't cheaping out.
I think I could sneak past them. The one guard had a black eye and was spending more time glaring at his partner, and the other was twitchy and not paying much attention at all. More of a silent threat than a real good guard.
But no.
I stood up and walked over. "Miss Ojou's expecting me," I said as I stopped a few feet away. Miss Ojou looked up, a hand casually pressing against the front of her chest as she inspected me. The guards tensed.
First, a nice, candid discussion. Then I'd see about doing another loop to leave a lasting impression.
***
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I pulled out the seat across from Miss Ojou, legs scraping on the floor, then sat down. "Good evening," I said. Nice, simple start.
"Hello," she replied. "One moment. My... guards will insist that you disarm."
I blinked, then shrugged before standing up again and removing my belt and then my revolver. The C-ranker came over, scoffed at me, then took my gear away. "The mask?" he asked.
I glanced from him to Miss Ojou. She didn't say no.
"Fine," I replied. He could take that too. Should have worn lipstick, then. "Feel safe enough?" I asked.
"Yes. Thank you. I appreciate you going along with this."
"Didn't have too much of a choice," I replied before I crossed my arms. "I have some questions."
"Certainly," she replied. "But before that, are you hungry?"

I blinked, then looked down. There was a menu on the table, and a small basket with fresh bread which did smell real nice. It was good bread too, the kind with like, little nut baked into the top. Not some store-bought stuff.
I picked up the menu and glanced it over. There was... a lot of French here, but not common-parlance French. Fancy food French.
A waiter arrived a moment later, let past by the guards. He bowed to us, and gestured.
Miss Ojou indicated that I could go first. "My treat, of course."
Yeah, no shit. "I'll have, ah, a... Galapagos tortoise steak." There was a small note that said that these were found in a C-rank portal and were extremely high in magical potency... and went well paired with a harsher red wine.
Miss Ojou cleared her throat. "The waiter is deaf, Deadline. They do speak sign, if you're capable of such," she said. She pointed at her own menu, and the waiter nodded, then glanced at me.
I sheepishly did the same.
Then the waiter turned, removed two small flags from within his vest, and flicked through a series of gestures. Semaphore? Ah... that was a cute gimmick. The restaurant name made more sense.
"And to drink?" Miss Ojou asked.
I squinted at her. Was she fucking with me? It didn't seem like it, but damn, this whole meeting felt awkward. I pointed at some wine on the menu. The cost was in the four figures. She could afford it, right? Besides, it was supposed to pair well.
"Alright. Care to explain how you sent that letter?"
"Is that really what you care about most?" Miss Ojou asked.
I frowned. "Right now? Yeah."
She shrugged, leaning back into her seat. "It's a service sold by one of the members of Midnight Tea Garden. It was expensive, but discreet."
Midnight Tea Garden? That was one of the more famous guilds in the city. Four members only. Well, no, four rankers only. Probably a lot of staff. Two members were A-rankers, two more B. In the grand calculus of 'which guild can kick the other's ass' they were in the top five in Fortress ENE, muscling out some hundred-plus member guilds because those rarely had more than a single B-ranker.
Luna Corp, a small but still respectable corporation, had three C-rankers. The difference between C and B was... a lot. Between B and A a bit more.
"Expensive," I agreed. "Thanks. I was dying to know. So. Is this just a thank-you party over nice steaks and wine?"
Miss Ojou scowled slightly. "Are you not pleased, then?"
"Sure," I said. "The grub will taste great, I bet."
She stared at me, then glanced at her guards. "Do you mind stepping back a little?" she asked.
"Ma'am," one of them said.
"Clive," she replied. It was one word, but he paused, nodded, then backed off. The C-ranker followed him, still holding onto my gear, I noted. Ojou turned her attention back towards me. "I sense that you have questions."
"Yeah," I replied. "Why all of this? And spare me the pleasantries. If you wanted to party, this would be a party. Unless this is your idea of a good time?"
She shook her head. "I... I admired you quite a bit, you know. In that portal. Your certainty, your movement, the economy of your actions. I replayed it in my mind several times already. Now I'm less certain that it wasn't a fluke. Still. I thought it possible that you'd be willing to help me once more."
"Help you?" I asked, brushing past the compliments.
"Yes. Of course, if you're wanting to speak about payment... I have set aside twenty-thousand, ready to transfer to any account at your discretion. Or I could arrange a payment in cash as well? You seem to prize your privacy. Which was a misstep on my part. Bringing you here will raise questions."
"It's fine," I replied. Not like I planned on leaving any signs that I was here. Not in the final version of this.
Twenty-thousand though... shit, that was good money. Forget those seven-fifty gigs, that was enough to buy a couple of low-to-mid grade pieces of cyberware. A bike, maybe. Used, but good.
"Okay. Payment's nice. What's the rest of the story, then?"
Ojou stared at me. "I don't know if this is wise any longer," she said.
"Give me a chance?" I asked. I didn't like asking it, though. It sounded too... plead-y. And I think that didn't work with miss bossy-boss here.
"Fine, I suppose," she said, and I knew I'd lost her a little. "The kidnapping wasn't a coincidence... actually, no, tell me what you think of it? How did you learn about it? What do you know?"
"Less than you might think," I said.
"You expect me to believe that?"
"Not all of us are corpo princesses who wouldn't lift a finger to help someone in need," I said.
She balked, then glared. "I suppose that's plausible. But it doesn't explain how efficient or effective you were."
"Built different," I said.
She scoffed, clearly not finding me funny. Too bad, I didn't find her very funny either.
"I'll pay you," she replied.
"Okay," I said. "I can tell you what I know, but it really isn't much. Gang showed up and nabbed you, did it clean, had a place laid out for it and something of a plan. Probably could have held you for a while too. You'd be stuck in that cage for a week, at least."
She didn't like that, not one bit.
"But honest? That's all I know."
Ojou's jaw clenched, but she sighed and glanced away as our meals arrived. Damn, that was fast...
She had a very fancy salad, the greens were not always green, and I didn't recognize the nuts on there. All portal foods?
My steak looked like a steak, a bit thick, with nice grill marks. Then I smelled it and felt saliva pooling in my mouth.
I grabbed a knife and cut a slice off the side. It had been marinated a bit in some sort of sauce, the inside was just a little pink, but warm and juicy.
And then I took a bite and moaned. "Holy fuck," I said.
"Yes, the chef here is famously good."
Damn, this was good-good. Top three meals in my life.
I took another bite.
Top two. The fry-like... non-potato things tasted like magic and saturated fats and the love of a mother looking at her newborn.
"Damn," I said. I was repeating this loop a couple of times to try the rest of the menu, screw how long it took. Plus, there was some stuff I wanted to know about Ojou, different angles to try.
"I'm glad you're enjoying the party," she said.
"Alright, food won me over a little," I admitted. "Take a girl out to date somewhere like this a few times and you'll be sticking in her memories."
Ojou blushed rather prettily and looked away. "Don't speak nonsense. Now, onto business?"
"Sure?"
"I want, no, I need to know who arranged to have me kidnapped."
"You have some suspects?" I asked.
"Obviously. Redline stock actually climbed this week, and none of our adversaries made a move. I suspect it's internal."
"Someone in the company?" I asked.
Had Redline been involved in the breach at all? I didn't think so, but it was also one of those big conglomerate corps with a thousand branches.
"Someone in the family," she said.
"Aren't you the heiress?" I asked.
She shook her head. "One of many. My father, Jonathan Redline, is the owner, though he is due to retire soon. The company will be handed out piecemeal to his children. Myself included."
"Ah. And if you croak, your share goes to someone else? Bits split off and shared?"
"The 'bits' are entire companies," she replied. "And by 'soon' I mean that my father intends to retire sometime in the next decade."
"Alright," I said. "So, another Ojou?"
"No. I have one sister and she's younger than I, and is unlikely to be the culprit."
"You sure?"
"She's in high school. Which doesn't preclude her planning a successful kidnapping, but it does make it somewhat unlikely. Also, she isn't the sort. I have two elder brothers, John Bocchan and Albert Bocchan."
"Bocchan?" I asked.
"My father is eccentric," was her answer. It really didn't explain much, but whatever. Dude had to be hella rich and could get away with whatever.
I leaned back. My steak was gone. How? Who stole it? Was it me? Fuck me. That was my steak. I refocused on the moment, however, because I could act sane at times. "So, you want your brothers dead?"
"What? No! I want to discover the culprit, and you seemed reasonably competent. Now I'm not so certain."
That... okay, setting aside her attitude, I could see where she was coming from. The kidnaping was probably not random. So someone had to arrange it ahead of time. But why?
She'd worked backwards from one possible and very plausible why, and now had some ideas as to the 'who' which... yeah, that tracked.
"Okay. Say I decide to help, what do you need, exactly? And can I order another of these to go?"
***
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She nodded to Clive, then spared a glance to her left where Maximus was standing before coming to a halt within the alcove.
The view was gorgeous. A city bathed in the light of day. Too early to see even the slightest dimming of the sun's strength.
She appreciated light now in a way that she'd never had before. Strange, that. Perhaps she could move to an apartment with larger windows? Something further on the edges of the city, so that she'd have an unobtrusive view of the sun?
Ah, but no. There would be a message of weakness in that, in moving out, and she couldn't afford weakness.
Bottling in a sigh, she picked a seat, one that had the sun facing her, and sat. This restaurant was nice enough. One of the nicest in Fortress ENE.
She was determined to make the best of this evening, have a lovely meal, and a bit of wine. If her personal trainers complained, then too bad.
This week had been... a lot.
She had gotten a lot of messages from sympathetic people, and an equal-number of congratulations.
There was something in her, now, a tiny light that could burn like a star at her command. She was itching to call it, sometimes. Her unique power.
It wasn't even too impressive. An assessor had claimed that it was a core-unique variation of the level three Blade of Light spell. Affectionately called the Lightsaber by every Light-attuned mage in existence.
Not that there were many of those. Light was one of the rarest elements to awaken. One of those with the fewest spells after Dark. But that wasn't bad. Rare was good. Rare was memorable. Rare was worth investing in.
It's why she had a brand new bodyguard already. A replacement. A C-ranker from the company, and clearly someone pulled off another duty who had no business acting as a bodyguard at all. He was unprofessional and not ready for it.
She couldn't wait to reach his same level, then leave him in the dust. That light in her burned bright enough to shine upon her own ambition, and it had never been greater.
She was going to be better, she was going to be strong, more perfect, more like Deadline.
The woman's memory resurfaced once more. It was a regular occurrence. Her therapist, a person under spellbound oath, said that it was normal to be infatuated and appreciative of one's saviour, but they didn't get it.
Deadline had been perfect. Though... no. That was her own mind clouding things. Perfection wasn't real, not truly.
A sound to her side, footsteps on carpeted floor. She turned, expecting the waiter, bringing her water and those little bread loaves that tasted so divine.
Her breath caught as Deadline walked up to the seat across from hers, raised it back, then sat down. "Good evening," the woman said.
Francisca stared. She couldn't help it.
In her mind, her memory of Deadline was fragmented. The portal world had been dark; the moment outside loud and hectic. She remembered a graceful woman who moved quick, a sort of languid rapidity.
She recalled a strange leotard-like outfit, with indecently exposed hips, and soft, blue-purple eyes. A Void user, perhaps. And Deadline's voice, barked orders, loud but confident and sure, and a dangerous cadence when talking to a cornered foe.
The woman across from her was Deadline.
The clothes were different, save perhaps for the mask concealing her lower face. The dress was cut to expose some bosom, but she tore her eyes away and took in the entire ensemble at a glance. She'd trained for this.
Bespoke, or otherwise not made by a larger, more popular brand. Maybe a small designer? But no, that was too form-fitting, so it had to be tailored. The jacket had pauldrons that were armoured, but otherwise she couldn't tell much about it, and the hood hid most of Deadline's face, but not from the front.
It didn't hide her very familiar eyes.
"Miss Ojou!" her bodyguards said. Guns were drawn.
She raised a hand, forestalling them. "It's fine. This is my guest."
"She's armed," Clive said.
Deadline broke eye contact and turned to stare him down. "If I wished to hurt Miss Ojou, I'd have done so in the twenty-three seconds it took you to notice me," she said calmly, coolly. She didn't seem bothered by the guns. Clive was tense, nervous, scared.
Gods, she was perfect.
"Clive, take our new guard and step back a little? We'll speak in relative privacy."
Clive hesitated, but did as she asked.
Which left her alone with Deadline. It sent a thrill down her spine. She was alone in a small space next to an unchained tiger.
"Nice place," Deadline said. "The food here is excellent."
"You've eaten here before?" she asked. It was idle curiosity, but... well, there was no harm in small talk.
"First time coming here," Deadline said. "But I think I've had just about everything on the menu."
A... idle boast? It couldn't be true. Some of the items were exclusives, weren't they? Not for the first time she wondered about Deadline's allegiances, her past. One thing she knew for certain was that Deadline wasn't Redline. She was something else.
"It's good to see you well."
"Well?" Deadline asked. "I wasn't hurt last we met. How about you? Escaping your kidnappers, making it back, becoming a D-ranker. It takes a toll, doesn't it?"
"I'm fine, thank you," she replied. "But I appreciate your asking. It's kind of you."
"I'm feeling particularly kind this evening," Deadline said. "Impressive what good food can do for your mood, isn't it?"
"Hm? I mean, yes, I suppose it is."
A waiter made his way over, and she sat straighter. Had she been slumping? Deadline sat with less-than-perfect posture, and yet it was relaxed, calm. A lioness didn't need to be ready to pounce to be dangerous, did she?
"The waiting staff here is deaf and often mute," she said, just to speak before the silence even began. "You can order by pointing to the menu."
Deadline nodded, then looked up, breaking eye contact to stare at the waiter. She raised her hands, then started to gesture.
The waiter perked up at that, and nodded along.
She stared. Deadline... knew about the deaf waiters. And knew sign language as well? Not well. There was some hesitation, some lack of fluidity, but she knew enough to order, it seemed.
When the waiter turned to her she jumped, then hurriedly scanned over the menu.
"The salad is fine," Deadline said. "But the Galapagos steak? I'd consider murder for a bite. It pairs well with just about any red. I think they have some decent vintages here. Hmm... the... Les Forts de la Porte Rouge, is a decent one. Not the most expensive on the list either, but I think one of those that tests best."
"Ah, then I'll try that," she replied.
Her diet ever since she'd come bad from the kidnapping had been nothing but processed high-magic foods. Hundred dollar meals, three times a day, all to push her potential up a few notches. It was a good way to burn money, she found, but it definitely lacked in flavour.
"So, I imagine this isn't just a date, but pleasure and business all in one?" Deadline asked.
"A date? I mean, yes, I did want to meet with you to speak about something."
Deadline nodded. "Avoid sending a letter as you did. It took me by surprise. Next time... hmm, well, I'll send you a text."
"Do you want my number?"
"I have it already."
She blinked. But her number was... ah, yes, a power play. To think that she'd learned so much about these, but had rarely ever been struck in the face by one. Now she could roll with it, or be left floundering, wondering how Deadline knew.
She rolled. And yet, her estimation of Deadline only grew.
"Onto business, then? While we wait for our meals?" she asked.
Deadline nodded. "Business." She leaned back into her seat, making herself comfortable, relaxing. She crossed one leg over the other, and Francisca had to do all in her power not to look down. She caught a flash of fishnet.
"I... I don't know exactly where to begin," she admitted. She was a little bit flustered.
"From the start, then? I imagine this has something to do with your kidnapping?"
"Yes. Yes, actually. I need to know who caused it."
"Hm. It's either outside or inside. Obviously. So, more specifically, you either have an enemy amongst your family, or an enemy on the outside. Or, as a third option, you were seen as an easy way to get to your family."
She swallowed. To be fair, it wasn't a complex deduction to make. "For now, I suspect that it's... internal."
"I see. Family or the company?"
"Family," she admitted. Why did it bother her so that Deadline learned that her family was a mess?
"I see. Do you have any specifics for me?"
Specifics? The question on her face must have been obvious, which in and of itself, was shameful.
"You can't just point me to your parents or siblings and say 'look for who's responsible.' I've got a number of skills, but I'm no detective, and time is short, always." Deadline chuckled, as if that had been a joke. "If you want me to help, then I'll need to know where to look, and whether or not you're willing to help me in turn."
"Ah, yes, of course." A negotiation, this she was more ready for. "First, compensation for saving me. That was a brave thing you did, and it seems like you never put in for the standing reward at the time."
"Ah. I wasn't aware of it."
"No matter," she replied. She did a bit of mental math, then nodded. "I have fifty thousand I can offer you, as a direct transfer or..."
"Cash," Deadline said. She frowned, and seemed confused for a moment. "That's a lot."
"It's a small sum to pay for my freedom," she replied. And a lot more than she'd initially intended to offer, but Deadline was clearly worth that, and more. "I don't have the specifics of the job yet, but if you give me a way to contact you, then I'll be in touch. What kind of work are you comfortable with?"
"No wetwork," Deadline said. "My record is... spotty, with regards to trespassing on occasion, but that's all I've ever done. Other than that... I can be useful in some other ways."
"I'm certain," she said, sitting up. She'd somehow ended up on the edge of her seat, so she sat back properly. "I'll draw up some details for what I need. Mostly, it's proof of one brother or another's involvement in all of this, but I suspect that there's something more. There had been things happening in Fortress ENE that seem strange."
"CEOs dying, A-rankers showing up out of the blue," Deadline said. "Yes, I've noticed as well."
Of course she had.
"I'm not a big player in any game. I've been keeping my head down for years, working for my father's company and trying to learn how to do things right. Obviously, that's changed now."
"How so?" Deadline asked. It sounded like a genuine question.
"Because I'm a D-ranker. One day I will be a C-ranker, and then maybe B. It's potential, and it means a lot even in the world of business."
Deadline nodded. "Power is power, isn't it? Ah, but speaking of power."
Deadline stood, and she did the same on reflex.
"This was a nice meeting. Better than I expected," Deadline said. The waiter arrived, carrying a tray with a bottle of red and a cloche, and... and a small box with a neatly folded bow above it. She'd ordered her meal to go? "But I have to head out. I have things that require my attention. I'll text you a number or email to contact me through."
"Already? No, I mean. Yes, it was a pleasure to speak with you again, Deadline."
Deadline smiled, or at least her eyes moved that way. They were surprisingly expressive. She took the box from the waiter and thanked him. "Good day, Miss Ojou."
"Francisca," she said rapidly.
"Pardon?"
"Call me Francisca, please."
Deadline paused, then chuckled. "Good day, Fran."
She watched the woman leave, a casual, happy strut. She might have thought her unassuming from behind, even with the sword at her hip and the flash of a gun strapped to her leg.
Slowly, she sat back down and opened the cloche over her meal. Her guards returned. "Clive," she said.
"Yes?"
"What were her readings?"
A potentiometer was only so accurate, and a ranged one wasn't much better, but still. Clive pulled out a small, expensive device from his jacket's pocket.
"172 - D-04, ma'am," Clive said.
The C-ranker next to him snorted. "That's barely a D-ranker at all."

"And yet she must have been within less than a foot of you without you noticing her," she pointed out, not disguising the acid in her voice. "I'd bet my fortune that her blade was enchanted, and that revolver of hers could injure any competent C-ranker. She could have taken you out. She chose not to."
She needed to replace that man, and soon.
Would Deadline agree to be her bodyguard?
Ah, but no, of course not.
The results... Those were relatively low numbers. She wasn't too far from them herself and she'd only just ascended.
That only made Deadline all the more impressive. But it gave her some hope. If Deadline could do it, maybe she could as well.
And Deadline was right about the steak. It was excellent.
***
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I took a taxi to the edge of City Centre, then another from a different company out to the edge of the city. Then a bus--after buying a hoody and a backpack to disguise myself from a roadside stall--and finally walked the last half block to Full-Auto Stranger-Danger.
Was I being paranoid? Yes. Did I care? Yes, obviously.
"I'm back," I said as I came in. It was approaching nine, and Jane was more or less closing up shop. Not that she had normal business hours.
Jane perked up. "How'd it go?"
"Not bad," I said as I moved over and slumped onto a stool. I was way too warm. "Need to get changed into something normal."
"Not before you give me the deets," Jane said.
"Hmm... I think I impressed her. She's got a lot of family shit going on, and wants help handling it."
"Really?"
"Yeah. She thinks that one of her two brothers is behind the kidnapping."
"Holy fuck," Jane said. She clapped her hands, giddy. "This is some soap opera shit. Go on?"
"Change first," I said. "And go find some plates and cutlery. I've got gifts!"
That got Jane to move. I found a bag with all of my stuff that I'd left here, then changed in a hurry before Jane could get back. I was just tugging down a sweatshirt as she returned with plates and some plastic forks and knives.
"Man, it's going to be a travesty to eat this on paper plates," I said as I placed a box on the counter between me and Jane.
I opened it, and immediately the scent that came out of the box made my stomach gurgle.
My body didn't remember it, but I sure as shit did. I'd repeated the Save like... thirty times, just to taste everything on the menu (and I suppose to talk to Ojou some more to get more clues about what was going on). I'd tried every wine, cocktail and drink, every desert, every main plate.

I wasn't into men, but I'd marry Chef Marino. Man cooked a mean... fucking, everything.
Jane looked ready to say something snarky when the scent hit her. She blinked, then sniffed. "What is that?"
"Supper."
"I... ate," she said.
"Uh-huh," I said.
Then I did the nicest thing that I had ever done and probably ever would. I gave her the larger half of the steak and plopped it onto her plate. Then a handful of those weird not-fries. The millefeuille could wait.
Jane sniffed at the steak. "Damn... is this magic?"
"Comes from a B-rank world," I said.
She whistled.
"Cooked in the fat of a kind of pig-like monster found in another B-rank world, atop C-rank charcoals that give it a unique, smokey flavour." I stopped to swallow, because my mouth was watering. "Just try it."
Jane sawed at the steak with her plastic knife, and by the grace of Chef Marino it came apart like soft cake. She poked the piece with a fork, then plopped it into her mouth.
A minute later, Jane was crying.
She wasn't a pretty crier. Her face was all scrunched up, and there were fat, ugly tears running down her face.
She hadn't uttered a world, or taken a second bite.
"If you don't want the rest," I said.
Jane took another bite, then another. She didn't stop crying though. It made things a bit awkward. "This," she said, her voice small. "This is better than sex."
I nodded, understanding.
"The millefeuille is better."
Jane agreed. She needed a few minutes once we were done, to wash up her face and settle herself. "Damn," she said. "I... I'm not brushing my teeth tonight."
"I... yeah, I get that," I replied.
"I'm holding my shits in too. Just so that can be in me a little longer."
"And now you've crossed the line into way, way too much information," I said.
Jane laughed. "I'm kidding! Gods tho, the rich bitches up in City Centre eat this every night?"
"No, I don't think so," I said. I considered what to do with the bit of sauce left on my plate, then gave in and licked it clean. Screw it, magic-rich foods were worth every crumb. "Anyway. Ah... right, the meeting. Fran's family sucks, but she's willing to hire me to keep an eye on them. And there was a nice bonus for saving her too. I might lean on you to help me find a nice bike. I need a way to get around the city."
"Something legal, I take it?" Jane asked.
"Yeah, preferably. Call it... twenty-k on the budget? Maybe I should look at a used car app or something first."
Jane shook her head. "That's way too much. I'll poke some friends. Might get you a better deal."
I was very flush with cash. Or I would be as soon as I secured a dead-drop with Ojou's cash. "I might need some help making this whole gig thing look professional."
I looked up and stared at Jane, whose makeup had run.
"Or... maybe not."
"What's that mean?"
"Nothing?"
"Bitch, I'm hella professional."
"Mhm," I replied. "But really, though. Thanks for the dress. That worked out well. I... haven't told you about it, but I've been working towards something. Something pretty big. Mostly I figured I'd need to get more experience and become stronger before I can tackle it, but it's the kind of problem that just being strong won't fix, you know?"
Jane nodded along. "I get that."
"Yeah. So I need cash, lots of it, and contacts. I think Ojou might be a good one. If we figure out who's responsible for what in her family, that might be a good starting point. Having the heir to a big corp owe you one is... good."
Jane and I chatted for a bit, talking about what had gone down, but eventually I decided that it was late. I was... happy with the day. So I set a Save, then took a cab back home.
It was about time to start another week-long goonin--
... Uh.
A week-long future-scouting mission.
I made it home, tossed off my shoes, removed my pants, then flopped backwards onto my bed where an angry Mister Couchtop joined me. "No food left in your bowl?" I asked the fat cat as he settled on my chest.
"Mow," he replied.
I reached up and started to scratch him behind the ears in that way he liked.
Miss Ojou... I still had the taste of that food on my tongue, and that brought my mind wandering back to her. Kinda felt a little bad for the woman.
Not that bad, mind. She lived in the lap of luxury, far above the normies of the world. Hard to sympathize too hard. Still, her family was ass, and I could get that.
Would I help her?
Honestly, I didn't have any real reason to help her directly, only it made a lot of sense for me to get her on my side for who she was and who she knew.
I didn't have a list of the corporations involved in the Breach, but I knew that some of them were. I couldn't even name all the companies out there, not even just the big ones. Fran could, I bet. Plus she'd have a much better lay of the land, and contacts.
Stopping the Breach would probably be harder than just pointing a finger at one person. It would probably be harder than just killing one person too.
So, help Ojou, for now. Get closer. Use her.
I didn't like it much, but it wasn't like she wasn't getting something out of it too.
Jane was my 'in' on the less lawful side of things. Ojou my in on the top end corporate, and my work at Luna Corp was giving my real ID cover and training.
Yeah, I had a path to move on, but I was still worried that I wasn't being proactive enough.
There were eight and a half months left until the big breach. How powerful could I realistically become in that time?
C-rank was... maybe doable. If I really pushed.
Would a single C-ranker more be enough? It had been all-hands on deck during the breach. B-rankers had died.
So no. Strong wasn't enough.
But strong wouldn't hurt, either.
This week, during Operation Goon Week Two--name pending, I was going to focus on a few things: the movement of important CEOs, Miss Ojou's progress, the appearance of weaker E and D rank dungeons around the city, and the movement of big-name rankers.
The goal would be to create another timeline of exploitable events.
It had worked last week. Pretty well, even. I wanted to see if I couldn't repeat that again.
Plus, it'd be a nice long week of R&R, with maybe some magic training tossed in. And I'd see if I couldn't figure out how to get my bike-driving license, and maybe aim to get some decent cyberware.
Fifty-K was a lot of cash, but modern, top-quality cyberware? Yeah, that stuff was expensive. I could burn fifty-k on one piece of gear and still not have the top.
"Ah, I think I needed the break, Mister Couchtop," I said.
***

            

    
        Chapter Fifty-Eight - Operation: Goon Week Two

    
    
    
    
                Chapter Fifty-Eight - Operation: Goon Week Two

Operation: Goon Week Two, Electric Goon-aloo was interrupted three days in when I got a knock at the door on Wednesday morning.
I broke the cardinal rule of the operation and jumped into some sweatpants, then opened the door with my revolver in hand only to blanche at what I saw.
It was Dharti and Terry, and they were here to see if I was okay.
The next twenty minutes as I set some very firm boundaries about workplace relationships and pretended not to notice Terry sniffing at the air were some of the single most awkward minutes in my entire damned life and I was impossibly happy that I didn't have to actually live with this in anything but my memories.

It was sweet of them to break HR rules to discover my home address, but like... it wasn't a good time.
"What's that buzzing noise?" Terry asked a moment before I slammed the door shut on her.
The rest of the week passed in blissful loneliness. The nearest thing to human interaction was a shouting match I had with a customer support AI from the food delivery service I used when they didn't deliver my lunch on time.
I gained four pounds that week.
I also gained a lot of info. I had it all laid out on a paper in front of me by the next Sunday. Also, I decided to 'stay' an extra day.
It was better to start the week-long loops on Saturdays and end them one Sunday later, that way if someone planned something terrible, I'd always have one day's foresight. I mean, if something happened in the span of a week because of my own actions, then that was a different story, but I felt like I wouldn't have great insight on that in any case.
I worried about it, but in the end decided that I was being paranoid enough.
Anyway, the list sat in front of me and I read through each day's events. I'd cut out a lot, to keep it simple to memorize.
Sunday 22nd of September.- Big concert in City Centre, The Punk Pop Lady Killers. The CEO of SynthCorp LLC was seen hugging his HR rep.
- One of the kidnappers associated with Miss Ojou's case was found and arrested.
Sunday wasn't too busy. I'd almost missed that second story except it came up again later in the week. The CEO thing was a huge meme for... the entire week, really.
Man, I was going to see every meme twice now. Time looping could really suck sometimes.
Monday 23rd of September.- A small portal breach occurs in the Inner City, west-end. Starting at around two in the morning. Seven casualties.
- Big power cut that lasted three hours. Brightbarrow Interlink blamed for it and apologized, said they wouldn't do it again.
Turns out a small gang in the west-end area was 'guarding' a portal and charging people to stand nearby to become E-rankers. It was a small portal, a small D-rank portal. Goblins, apparently, which were usually E-rank monsters, only this portal had a lot of them, and some were pretty big.
When it breached, it did so in the worst way. Lots of immediate dead, some injured, then the goblins ran amok.
If I wanted to solidify myself as a 'hero' then stopping that mess might be a good way to do it. Plus, weak D-rank portals were worth tackling.
The power bit was mysterious, and my half-assed attempts to figure out what was going didn't amount to anything. Maybe just nothing, but I made note of it anyway.
Tuesday 24th of September- Two Luna Corp E-rankers died in an E-rank portal.
That was all for Tuesday. I mean, there was more stuff. Some feel-good stories on the news, but that's the one that caught my eye, for obvious reasons. An E-rank portal shouldn't have killed people, not even E-rankers. I tried to dig for info and got nothing.
I guess everyone in Squad B got a day off the next day, which would explain Terry and Dharti showing up when they did.

Wednesday 25th of September- Black-market chrome clinic raided. One dead.
- Protest near city hall about something or other.
The black-market thing was a mess. One guy died mid-op, and the cops blamed the surgeon who had a friend post the raid video online. It showed the cops rushing in and beating people up, then shoving a patient mid-op off the bed to cuff them. That's the one who died.
I was mostly looking into that because... well, there was some top-shelf stuff grabbed in that raid. Second-hand, sure, but still.
Thursday 26th of September- > The Kidnappers associated with Miss Ojou escape jail.
- > Nice little Slowbane 850 Dual Sport for sale
That was on a lot of news channels. Even had a street-side interview with Fran about it where she said nothing important.
Five of them got out. Two guards incapacitated but not killed. One prison wall was blown up. It was a... surprisingly competent operation, really.
The bike was... a neat little 250cc thing that was a little worn, but not too badly so. Going for a cool $7,500, but it came with bags and the odometer only had like, 12,000 on it. Five years old, but like, barely used.
Friday 27th of September-> Synth meat recall.
Boring, quiet day. Turns out some brand of meat that was meant to have E-rank levels of magic in it had a lot more. C-rank, at least. Someone found out and started trying to buy it up. I took note of the name and brand and range of the lot numbers on the cases.

That kind of meat paste tasted like... well, meat paste. But hey, it was high in magic, so screw it. Might stock up a few cans. Give some to Mister Couchtop, maybe? E-rank pets weren't that uncommon for the ultra rich who wanted their pups and cats to live longer.
Saturday the 28th of September-> Large breach some two hours out of the city.
Yeah, I didn't have much on that one. Teams were sent out. Storm Catchers were on it too. Saw Mizu on the news. Otherwise, not much.
And finally today...

Sunday the 29th of September-> Huge glitch in the city-wide metro. Its AI went on the fritz.
Eh, it wasn't much, but the story was interesting. Might be able to do something about it, but probably wouldn't. They didn't serve my part of the city, so fuck it.
I carefully re-read the list two more times, nodded, then let out a long sigh.
The week had otherwise been spent practicing some small amount of magic. I kept up my skills with the three cantrips I did know, and shopped around for something new.
There was a neat spell triggered by boredom that I wanted to learn. Exhaust Senses.

It was a touch-based First Level attack spell that... well, made a person's senses go dull. It could be relayed through any sufficiently well-made artefact though, and I think my sword counted. Mostly it did stuff like decrease visual acuity by up to a whopping ten percent... if cast perfectly.
Still, it hit multiple senses, and wasn't a terribly expensive debuff to cast.
Spell cost a couple of grand to buy the license for, so I planned on buying it a few times over the week to train it at home while learning Restore Stamina at work, maybe with Dharti's help.
Other than that, I didn't get much done during the week.
So I Reloaded.
The first thing I noticed was the faint, lingering taste of steak in my mouth. Damn... that had been good. I checked the time. Nine-something in the evening, Saturday the twenty-first.
Then I hurried to copy my list over before I forgot anything.
Since there was nothing pressing the next day I figured it might be as good a time as any to poke at Miss Ojou. I had to figure out a way to tell her that I knew about the prison break, and to figure out a way to get her to give me that cash.
I really wanted that bike, and some new cyberware.
But first... well, I had some magic left in the tank. More, thanks to that steak. Be a waste not to waste it.
Urgh... a week of doing nothing was hard to come back from. Laziness was so easy to ingrain into the psyche.
But being lazy wouldn't save the world, would it?
I finished up my list, then started to work. Restore Stamina was going to be a bitch and a half to carve, but I could see about practicing it a few times tonight, then maybe pick up the guitar again. I was going to get rusty.
Heh, maybe that's the last thing I'd do tonight? Finally work on those callouses.
***
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I woke up the next morning full of vim and vigor and... yeah, I felt pretty good.

I had a lot on my docket for the day. Sundays were nice and long, but I knew more or less what I had to accomplish by the end of the day.
By the day's end, I wanted to contact Miss Ojou and see if I couldn't safely grab her cash, while also informing her that one of the kidnappers would be arrested today before the news got out. That'd be an easy way to impress her.
But that was for the final, 'real' loop of the day.
For the other repetitions of Sunday... well, I had a lot I could do, so I settled on spell practice. First with Restore Stamina.
The spell was a complex mess compared to the cantrips I knew. It had a three-dimensional shape, with a pair of 'prongs' that rose up and twirled around each other. At a guess, it was three times as complicated in terms of layout as any one of my cantrips.
So I took the entire time, with a few breaks, carving it out of my core four times. By the end, I had a version that looked like it might work, but some bits still felt a little off. Carving in a new direction was funky.
I Reloaded, and this time tried Exhaust Senses.
That one required buying the license off of a big corpo-owned site, or buying it for more off the Guild of Thaumaturgy's site. The second option was two hundred more, which brought the cost of the license up to a thousand-seven.
Insane price, but... I supposed if they could sell it for that much, then they could sell it for that much. They did promise some amount of discretion... and it wasn't like I was going to actually pay them in any real timeline.
Exhaust Senses had a whole new degree of complexity to it that I think almost pushed it into a second level spell, but not quite. It was larger, with one multi-forked segment designed like the spokes inside of a wheel, which each spoke being different.
On casting, I could pick one of the five spokes, or two, or three... or all of them, really. Or I could ignore them. That would determine which of the primary five senses would be affected.
Since each 'spoke' required magic to move through it differently, but also at the same time as the others, it required splitting my attention in a way that was kind of annoying.
Doable, though.
And the emotion for the spell to function was boredom, which... yeah, carving this damned thing fed me with plenty of that.
I tried it three times, and I don't think any of the three would be good. Still, it was a start. Level one spells were supposed to take an experienced D-ranker something like a month to perfect, or if they pushed themselves, a week.
So I'd give it a week of loop-time to see.
After that, I needed a break.
And there happened to be a concert in town...
Shrugging, I got dressed as a proper punk. That meant cool jewelry, a beaten up old jacket, some fingerless gloves, and a pleated skirt in a red tartan pattern that had been in the bottom of my closet for a while, and of course, a tastefully ripped band shirt.
I headed out, grabbed a bus, then made my way to City Centre around noon, where I found a cafe to eat at while browsing tickets online.
Some scalper fuck was selling them at a nine-hundred percent upsale, and I bet he'd steal my credit card info too, the bastard.
I still bought a ticket, though.
The show started in the evening, but there was a huge crowd by five or so, and I joined in. It was my kind of crowd. Young men, pretty young women, lots of dancing and singing along, and when some cops came to tell us to cool down, we all made oinking noises at them.
They didn't do anything about it.
Protests were usually put down hard but... yeah, I knew that there was only one in ten people here that was a real punk. The rest were playing dress-up in designed punk costumes.
Still fun, though.
The crowd was let into one of the bigger arenas in City Centre, and I discovered that my ticket was at the ass-end of the back. So in true punk fashion, I said fuck that and climbed up a piller to find a nice seat high above. Security discovered me and told me to get down, and I flashed them both fingers. And probably a bit more, that skirt wasn't long, but I didn't care.
The show started, and some indie pop band called Broccoli & the Friends she Made Along the Way started with some high-energy nightcore-ish folk-fusion pop.
It was alright, but I was here for the Punk Pop Lady Killers. When they came on, it was electric.
And so was the show they put on. It was proper punk music, rebellious and loud, and I cheered like a groupie when the lead singer started making out with the lead guitarist on scene.
It ended eventually, and I Reloaded, but I couldn't help but still feel some of that energy.
I wanted to punch someone in the nose!
So I did that.
I found a dojo not too far from home, the kind of seedy place that promised to teach you how to fight well. I walked over, barged in, and demanded that someone fight me.
They told me to fuck off or they'd call the cops.
I told them that I'd fight the cops in that case.
Then I slapped some wanna-be black belt and it was on.
There was a world of difference, I discovered, between the somewhat careful sparring I was used to and fighting some pissed off dude that just wanted to bash my teeth in. I don't think he was even an E-ranker, and yet I found myself Reloading after swallowing my own blood.
Right... maybe I was a bit too full of myself.
Didn't mean I didn't try three more times. It was good training.
My semi-trained jiu-jitsu had better technique and moves than some off-the-street brawler's moves. But that didn't matter when he was faster and punched harder anyway.
There was some of that testosterone bullshit. Being a D-ranker evened the field between normie men and D-rank women, but only by so much. The plus side was that ranker women tended to just be better at spell-casting.
I don't even think it was hormones or anything. We were just better at dealing with emotions.
Yay?
Whatever, I could shove the sexist self-defeatism for now, I had some random dude to beat the shit out of.
Unfortunately, a few loops weren't enough for me to pull off an Ip-man on the local dojo. At best I could knock out one guy before the cops showed up, and they liked to skip straight to the handguns. I think the tasers they had were mostly decorative.
After a few reps of that, I decided to call it a day. My last repetition involved buying a burner phone, walking a few blocks over to a busy spot not too far from a big parking garage and a shopping centre, and calling Miss Ojou.
She answered after two rings, and from the crisp sound of her voice, I figured she had augs of some sort handling the call. "Hello?"
"Fran," I said while holding my mask up to my face. "A pleasure to speak with you again after so long."
"So long? It's hardly been a day."
Ah... right, that was yesterday, wasn't it? "Feels like it's been far longer since I last heard your voice," I said. Damn... was that smooth or cringe?
Wait, no. I was hot. Which made cringe things I said smooth by default... I hoped.
Fran chuckled. "Very well. And did you call me this morning just to be kind?"
"No, though there's no harm in that," I said. "Two things. First... actually, I assumed that the line was secure on your end, but there's no harm in asking."
"It should be," she replied. "I have the best Orchid Lux offers."
That was probably very good. "Good," I said. "I'm on a simple burner. This number will be burned after this call, I'm afraid. I'll set up a more appropriate means of communication later. Second, if you don't mind me continuing?"
"No, please do," she said. "I was in my gym, training. I can take a moment."
She had her own gym? Wait, of course she had her own gym. Probably trainers and such too. "I wanted to let you in on some intel. The police are about to capture one Timothy Thompson."
"Who?"
"One of the men responsible for kidnapping you," I said. "He's on the run, but they'll have him in custody within the next three hours."
"How do you know that?"
"You set me on a task, didn't you?" I asked. "I'm professional about things." And full of shit.
"Impressive. Is this... a good thing? The arrest?"
"More or less. I suspect that the kidnappers will be broken out of jail by the week's end."
"They're in the F-ENE PD's fortress jail. Escaping that is no easy feat."
"And yet," I said. "Did you want them to succeed?"
Fran was quiet for a long while. "I see where you're going with this. You want to track them down afterwards."
"I, unfortunately, don't want to make the effort of breaking into jail to question them," I said. "You're paying me well, but not quite at that level."
"Entirely understandable," she said. "I... give you the green light to proceed, then."
"Good. Don't mention this to anyone. If word gets out, the police will tighten their grip and the break-out will fail. I'll try to be there the night of the jailbreak, to see what I can learn. There's going to be a money trail or something to follow. You are likely far better suited to tracking your sibling's expenditure and plans. Let me walk along the trail from the other end. You don't need to get your hands dirty."
"Thank you," she said. "Ah. Speaking of money. Your dead drop."
"Yes," I replied.
"I'll have one of my guards carry... hmm, one of my old purses I suppose, to a lost and found in a small arcade I own on the edge of City Centre. It's a small place. No security to speak of. You should be able to retrieve it with relative ease."
"Thank you. That would do nicely."
She gave me the name, and the time, which was in just a few hours.
Then I wished her a nice afternoon and hung up before tossing the phone.
Time to get rich... and be discreet about it.
***
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I took a nap.
A very important nap, one that I awoke from at about eight-something in the evening, feeling... well, feeling like I could sleep another two or three hours, but I didn't have a choice but to get up and get ready.
So I got my gear out. Leotard, coat, backpack, sword and gun. The works. I stuffed it all into the backpack, then prepped to leave the apartment. The last thing I did was set a Save.
Man, this was gonna fuck up my entire sleep schedule for the week, wasn't it?
Oh well. I was young enough to get away with it, I figured. People at work would take one look at me and assume I was partying all weekend, which wasn't too far from the truth, actually, only the weekend had already lasted a week and a half for me.
I gave Mister Couchtop a few final chin scritches, then stepped out.
Today's mission was two-fold. First, grab the cash. That bit was probably going to be easy. I'd looked up the arcade Ojou talked about, and it was a nice little space tucked in a relatively busy part of the west-end of City Centre.
It took nearly an hour to get there, and only because traffic was so light.
Still, once I arrived, I set a Save, then walked around the space, looking for cameras or traps. There were TVs across the street, playing F-ENE News Now. They were showing HD footage of Timothy being shoved into an armoured cop cruiser.
Heh. Poor Timothy.
I found the arcade, and after scouting it... well, after barging into it and pushing my weight around impolitely, I discovered that the camera system had been simply unplugged and that the side-door leading into the staff area, the same where the lost and found was, was left unlocked.
I Reloaded, put on a cough mask and baseball cap tugged low, then a bright raincoat that would change the shape of my outline.
Darting in from the side entrance, I reached over, grabbed the purse, and left.
It was a Limpet Mode purse. Kind of thing that probably cost a grand.
Inside was a fat stack of hundred dollar bills that I carefully counted out. Five hundred of them. I whistled, Reloaded, and did it all again, but faster.
I gave the purse to some random girl walking along the street. She looked a little down on her luck, so I stopped her and pushed the empty purse into her arms. "Here, take this," I said.
"Huh?"
"It was a gift from my piece of shit ex. All yours now, love. Have a good one."
There. Evidence disappeared.
I found an alley, picked up my backpack that I'd tucked away, and shoved the cash into it. I didn't think that Miss Ojou would double-cross me... but I still felt a little nervous. Mostly because I had a year's worth of my normal wages in a ziplock bag inside my backpack.
Next up, the western end of the inner-city.
I took one of the late buses, hugging my backpack close.
The west-inner city was kind of nice, but there was a river running through with a couple of bridges that crossed it, and everything on the other side was a bit of a shithole. The place I was heading to was just across one of the further bridges, technically in one of the uglier parts of the city.
It was a lot of tall, fat apartment buildings that had probably once been worth something. They overlooked the ocean and all. Now they were old and poorly maintained, and on the wrong side of the wall.
I'd watched a lot of reports about the incident that would happen tonight.
Or was it more accurate to say tomorrow morning? The breach happened at around two in the morning from the reports that came in later in the week.
Seven casualties. That wasn't nothing.
My worry was that if I showed up too soon, people would be pissed rather than happy to see me.
I got off the bus, then found a motel nearby. One of those 'rent a night' places that no one cared too much about, and which had a vested interest in not having good security.
I got changed into my combat gear. Cargo pants, leotard, loose coat, mask, a pair of gloves, then my revolver strapped to my thigh and sword at my hip. I tucked that combat knife into the small of my back as well.
The sword was cool, but I didn't have the actual experience to use it.
Stepping out of the motel, I started down the street. It was approaching nine thirty. Late enough that the streets were mostly clear. I tugged my cap lower and wondered if this was a good idea at all.
I was definitely rushing into this one, but...
Well, I wanted 'Deadline' to be a 'hero.'
I think that if I did a few things to solidify that identity as someone helpful and mysterious, then there were good odds that when I started making noise about the Breach, people would actually listen.
At least, I hoped that's how it would pan out.

The portal couldn't be out in the open, otherwise some corps would have spotted it. Actually, I think a lot of people were impressed that no one had discovered it before it breached. Though I also think that the news were downplaying what the local gangs could do.
This place was run by a group called the River Rats.
Small-time gang. They did prostitution, some smuggling, and I think they had some gambling shit going on. And, I suppose, they sold portal access for cheap when the opportunity arose.
That last one made sense. There was, according to the rule of thumb, about a one-percent chance that a normie standing next to a portal would become an E-ranker.
The actual math was way more complex, with curves and stuff, and a lot of other factors, but generally speaking, it was close enough that everyone used that number even if it was wrong.
So, most corps like Luna Corp that had access to repeating portals would pick out times and dates near a low-threat portal's opening and would grab a bunch of people willing to shill out the big bucks to just... stand nearby.
That was how most people climbed to E-rank.
In my shitty small town, there had been a tiny corp, and it cost twelve bucks an hour. They had plastic benches. I remember spending a lot of my saved up money to sit around, but I never became an E-ranker from it. Though... it might have helped?
Luna Corp charged fifty in Fortress ENE, had multiple guards, and offered limited catering.
Rich sorts would go hang out next to a B-rank portal for a few hours, where that one-percent chance was a lot closer to six or seven, but they were paying a huge premium for that difference. Sometimes they made a big event of it, practically a ball, with high-ranked guards and lots of snobby sorts.
This D-rank that the River Rats had found? Probably not so classy, but it was paying the gang well. People knew the shut up about it too.
Ten bucks an hour, and they weren't that well organized. Anyone was let in. Children, babies, men and women, something the corps wouldn't allow because E-rank children were a bad idea. Angsty teenage E-rankers were also generally frowned upon, though it wasn't unheard of.
Whatever, that probably wasn't a concern for me.
The portal was a block over from the waterfront, inside the basement of an old butchery place that used to take in dead monsters from portals and render them down for parts. It had shut down a few years ago and had sat abandoned until now.
There were two guys by the entrance, both of them wearing low pants and colourful Ts. They had little compact SMGs by their sides. One of them saw me coming and smacked his friend. "Oi," he said. "You, ahl booking for somethin?"
"Yes," I said as I came to a stop a few paces back. "Portal. D-rank. You're covering it down here, right?"
"Nah," he said.
I blinked at him, then sighed and reached into the pocket of my cargo pants. I pulled out a hundred dollar bill. "Let me stand next to it with the other chumps, yeah?"
"Yeah, but you're looking real weird, girl," he said.
"So?"
"So? Dunno, you might be here to cause trouble."
"I'm not," I said. I was tensing up a little, but trying not to show it.
Then the guard shrugged. "Aight," he said. "Ain't my job to refuse cash. Got you marked as 'weird girl with mask. You've got ten hours. There's some dude down there selling mattress space, but that's extra, ya know?"
"Makes sense," I said. "Thanks."
"No prob," he replied.
Then I was past him and pushing through a set of double doors into the plant.
The portal was a few rooms in, at the far end of a factory floor with stainless steel tables bolted to the ground.
People were hanging around, music was playing from a radio and there were kids running after each other.
... Well, shit, maybe I came here a little over-dressed.
***
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People were definitely giving me looks, but it wasn't like I could go and get changed into something less conspicuous. I mean, I could, but I didn't want to.
I didn't know who here had good cyberware optics with cameras built in, and lots of folk had smartphones out. Someone had rigged up a laptop with some antenna array in one corner and had a small sign that said 'Wi-fi $10' next to it.
Someone else was standing next to a fold-out table with three air-fryers connected to a single powerstrip in a way that was asking to start a fire, but also whatever they were cooking smelled good, even through my mask.
Yeah, this was a regular old shindig.
It wasn't ideal. There were kids here, teens, some women that were visibly pregnant.
I remembered when I'd paid to stand next to an E-rank portal. It had cost me a few months of saved up money and half a day, and before I could even step close to it, I had to pee on a strip in a field porta-potty. It hadn't been a luxurious experience, but they didn't want pregnant women near a portal.

There were reasons for that. Horror stories of babies born as E-rankers to mothers that weren't, and the consequences of that weren't great. Something about the fetus sapping the mother for magical energy that wasn't there.
People here had either missed the PSAs or didn't give a damn.
Still, for all that I was a little horrified, and the part of me that had grown used to corpo-culture saw nothing but red-flags... well, the vibe wasn't bad?
People were talking, chilling, laughing. Some were trying to make money, but a lot more were sitting back and having a good time.
My first loop's goal here was to remain until shit hit the fan. I knew that the alert went out around two AM, but the reality was probably that things went wrong long before that. I just had to figure out how and when.
And maybe get a peek into the portal too. It wasn't even guarded except by one guy in a beaten old leather jacket with his sleeves rolled up to expose some glowing rat tattoos.
Staring around for a while made me feel way too awkward, so I ended up removing the mask, then sidling up to a group of younger women sitting around some guy fiddling with a guitar. I struck up a conversation with the guitarist, which was damned awkward at first, but eventually it came easier. I didn't have to pretend to be interested in his playing, and when asked, I said that I was just here for the vibes and the magic, which was somewhat true.
He showed me some tricks, and we went back and forth, though I was embarrassingly bad compared to the dude, and he was middling at best. Still, I could smile prettily and answer questions with questions, and the time slipped away.
Now... to figure out why they were so comfortable with this portal, and how and when it all went to shit.
***
Everything went to shit the moment she got just a teensy-itty-bit distracted.
It wasn't her fault tho!
Wah! Why did everyone want her to be the one to take care of stuff? The older rats kept turning around and giving her the worse jobs and it wasn't fair.
Becky grunted in pain, then looked down at her hand. There was a loooot of blood coming out of her at the moment. A lot-a lot. More than she liked seeing.
Actually, she rather liked it when her blood stayed on the inside.
"Ah, shit shit, that's bad," she said as she leaned her back against a wooden wall.
The portal had been cool. Like, hella cool. Some rat runt had found it some old zapped out meat packing place that even the corps didn't care about anymore. Didn't know what they were doing there. Probably pulling the wires from the walls, but they were about two years too late for that one.
Anyway, big portal. D-rank, E-Z. She could taste that as soon as she got close.
She wanted to clear it.
The Rats had like, four, five D-rankers in the group, herself included. Mousey was a C-ranker too, and while she was hard to pull out of her hole in the wall, for this, she would.
And because of that, the boss had said nooo.
Stupid.
And she was stupid-er for agreeing with him once the cash started to flow in. Couple grand in a day? Hell yeah. She was getting a tenth of that guarding the place. That was a few hundos a day for basic-bitch guard work and she was allllll for it.
Cash wasn't flowing so well sometimes, and she even considered maybe hopping onto the corpo bandwagon, but her better judgement (and lack of papers) told her not to. Maybe if she hit C. then they'd give her a swanky penthouse and kiss her cute lil' toebeans.
Oh, right, bleeding to death.
"Fuuuuck," she muttered.
The portal had been so easy. Walk in, fling a few shockers at the gobbos. Spray some brains and fry the rest. They were tougher than some goblins she'd fought before, but not that much tougher.
The dungeon was kinda neat. It started 'outside' the portal leading into this sort of old camp with walls made of trunks planted into the ground and with a huge firepit in the middle. Behind that, an old ruin of some sort. The entrance was tough, though.
There had been goblins all over, like twenty of the little shits. But they had awful twigs for bows and basically just flung rocks around.
She introduced them to her favourite one-two punch technique. It was called the bang-and-zap, and it was where she'd shoot a bitch then zap them with magical lightning for good measure.
Sometimes she zapped then banged, hehe!
With a couple of other D-rankers and some of the normies from the gang, they'd cleared the space out in like twenty minutes flat.
No real loot, but the portal alone was gooder than any loot, so it didn't matter.
It was their cash cow, and they'd been milking it for three days already.
Then she was left alllll alone.
She wasn't supposed to be!
Becky had a lot of problems keeping to herself. She was distractable. It wasn't even entirely her fault!
They sent her into a portal with bad wi-fi! What did they expect would happen? That she'd read a book?
Fuck that!
She played games on her phone until she got bored (one of the first spells she'd ever managed to learn was Recharge Battery. It was illegal to use because sometimes batteries didn't like that, but she used it all the time anyway and had only had lithium spilled on her lap once). Then she paced. She did some squats, some shadow-boxing, had fun flicking tiny bolts of lightning across the room at the pile of corpses in the corner... then she started to explore.
Somehow, she ended up inside the fortress.
The goblins on the outside had sticks and rocks and maybe a few spears and shitty bows.
The first one she encountered inside was wearing cobbled-together armour made from pots and pans and was carrying a rusty sword. She'd laughed as she fried him.
It was fun! Exp! Like a game.
And then a gobbo with a staff showed up that could eat her bolts like nothing, and the goblins started to move with trailing wires behind them that grounded her magic, and then someone shot her in the gut with a crossbow.
That shit huuuurt!
She had a choice. Stay by the entrance and be overwhelmed, or run off to the side and hide and hope that the angry goblins didn't charge right out the entrance portal.
She ran.
And now she was leaning against a wall, with lots of blood coming out of her. The crossbow... bullet thing... bolt? Whatever. It was on the floor next to her. Yoinking it out had been one of the most painful things she'd done in ever.
"Ahhh, that's no good," she complained.
Man, she shouldn't have wandered!
She should have stayed put. Maybe get some other idiot to take her place. Then she'd be outside, right now, enjoying fried mystery meat and doing gacha pulls on her phone.
She wiped the back of her hand across her eyes, then blinked the sting away.
Then she heard movement around the corner, and while pressing her insides back in--which suuucked--she learned over and peeked out.
The gobbos were moving. Like, a heap of them. Some twenty or so, she guessed. Some in bits and bobs of armour, some not. A few had staffs and looked magical-ish, and one large one was wearing more steel than some street tanks she'd seen.
"Ah, fuuuck," she muttered. They weren't even looking for her. They were heading out. And behind them, more goblins were looking out of hidey holes and chattering to themselves.
Now she'd done it.
Good thing she was gonna die.
Best way to get out of being responsible, that.
Didn't mean she couldn't take a few with her, though.
"H-hey, fuckerinos! Wanna learn about lightning!"
***
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The first goblin showed up near one AM, just as I was really starting to regret my plan to stick around and wait.
The plan wasn't bad, mind. My objective, in the end, was to be seen as a hero, and you couldn't be heroic by saving people long before they were in danger.
Was that messed up of me? Waiting until the breach started to save people?
Yeah, a little.
But also, if I didn't help, I knew exactly how many people would die, so... I figured on the great scale of good vs. evil, me waiting so that people knew that I was the one saving their asses wasn't all bad.
The first goblin to show up was a bit of a runt. At least, I think. I'd never seen a live one in person, but I'd dragged some bodies out of a portal a few months... from now? Anyway, this one came up to about my waist, no bigger than a seven to ten year old. The goblin had greenish-beige skin, all of it mottled and patterned almost like a natural camouflage.
He... because this dude wasn't covering up, was only wearing a sash around his waist, and he carried a small wooden club.
The goblin plopped out of the portal, tripped on the way out, then jumped to his feet and stared around. There was intelligence in those little eyes of his. Then malice.
He screeched and ran at the nearest 'guard' who was sitting back and not paying attention until the club smacked him in the side.

The blow didn't have the leverage or weight to hurt too much, I didn't think, but it sure caused a scene.
People gasped, others backed away.
I stood up, drew my sword, and walked over.
The guard kicked at the goblin, who deftly avoided the strikes, then tried to swipe back with his club.
I stabbed out, intending to skewer the goblin in the neck, but... well, I missed.
"Shit," I muttered before pulling my sword back and just swiping it through the air.
The edge didn't land quite right, I could feel the way the blade recoiled, but it was sharp enough that a poor angle didn't matter all that much. The edge bit into the goblin's flesh, parting it, and leaking reddish blood all over.
The goblin squealed and stumbled around, falling onto his ass. Which is where he died when the guard opened up with his little SMG and punched a dozen rounds into the goblin.
There was a winging in my ear. Shooting in an enclosed room, even a large one, wasn't brilliant. Damn, I really needed to get cyberware for my ears.
"Everyone!" I shouted. "Keep calm!"
They didn't.
Probably should have figured as much, but telling people to chill out didn't lead to people being chill. There was some screaming, shouting, people rushing back, and then River Rats rushing in.
I saw a few with some better gear, nicer clothes, then looked at D-rankers to them in the way they moved. They came in, saw me, and I tensed up as I felt them preparing spells, or at least preparing their magic for something. It was a weird sensation, kind of like being near a C-ranker normally, only more urgent.
Then they noticed the goblin.
"Shit," one of them said. "That come out of the portal?"
"Yeah, bossman," the guard said. "Just popped right out, came swinging at me. Chick with the knife stabbed it and I shot it up."
Knife? This was a sword, dammit.
"Aight. Did Becky come out?"
The guard shook his head in a hurry and the D-ranker grunted out a few more curses. "We're going in to check on her, then. Might've fallen asleep or something. You know her. Calm the folks down. Maybe pass around some food or something, tell 'em it's all under control."
Hmm. So, in the original timeline, without my interference, two D-rankers would have come out to help. There were four more gangsters in the room too, plus those already here. And they were armed.
That painted a weird picture. If the portal breached, then two D-rankers and a handful of E-rankers ought to be enough to hold it, at least for a while, especially against something like goblins.
So, how had so many people died? Some friendly fire? The panic?
"Thanks for the help, girl," the 'bossman' said. "You can head out with the rest, yeah?"
"No, I'm going in as well," I said.
"Na-uh," he replied. "Not about to let that happen."
I looked him in the eye. "You will, for three reasons. First, because you could use the help of another D-ranker. Second, because you don't have the right to stop me. And third, because you don't have the time or energy that it would take to stop me. Besides, I wouldn't mind going in and killing a few monsters. It's good experience."
He stared, then cursed again. "Fuck it. We're getting Becky and getting out. Probably nothing anyway."
I shrugged, then wiped the end of my sword clean with a bit of paper towel I had in my pocket (from one of those fried food vendors... it was tasty).
The two D-rankers lined up, then leapt in, and I followed at a more sedate pace. I was getting used to the momentary disorientation of stepping into a portal, and the strange sensation of almost-falling that came with finding my footing on the other side.
The portal world was a... fort? Like, one of those weird Roman ones, made of rows of tree trunks planted into the ground. There were makeshift tents around, and some taller trunks with platforms above them and rope-ladders leading up.
And goblins.
"Shit!" the D-ranker in the lead shouted as he jumped to the side.
I ducked on reflex as something whizzed by. It would have missed me, regardless, but the motion had me jumpy. Then the other D-ranker opened up with an SMG and I found myself running for cover behind a wooden barricade.
There was some dozen or so goblins at the far end of the courtyard. Most of them weren't armed any better than the one who'd come through the portal. Loinclothes and sticks, but a few had bows and they were shooting back while chittering at each other in whatever language goblins spoke.
I poked my head around the other side, confirming that the goblins out in the open were the only ones.
The D-ranker ran empty in seconds, then ran to cover himself.
Other bossman? He grunted something, then reached a hand around cover and a long, pitch-black spear appeared in the air and hovered there for a moment. Then it shot out, stabbing through three goblins at once before just... disappearing and leaving an inch-thick hole in all three.
Void magic? Damn. Didn't expect to see that.
"Dammit, dammit," the second D-ranker shouted. "I've got one mag left!"
"Then you should have brought more!" bossman shouted.
I decided that I might as well make myself useful and switched my sword to my left hand and pulled out my revolver. I poked around the corner, took aim, and fired into the middle of the pack.
The goblins went into a full panic, running around like chickens on spotting a fox. Some ran towards the bossman ranker, but he stepped out and met the first two with fists covered in smokey black magic. It seemed to melt the skin off the monsters with each strike, sending them down in a hurry.
The second D-ranker reloaded, then took fire again, smaller bursts this time.
It wasn't too long before the goblins were dead or fled, but something told me that those that ran back into the caves-turned-fort we were in front of were going to spread the news, and that wasn't good for us.
"You guys, how deep did you go when clearing out the dungeon's opening?" I asked.
Bossman glanced back at me, saw me reloading my revolver with my sword tucked under one arm, and tsked. "Just this one room."
I paused. "Seriously?" Standard operating procedure was always three rooms deep. One to guard, one as a buffer, and one more because it was stupid not to. "No traps? Not blockades?"
"What are you on about?" the other D-ranker asked.
I shut my eyes for a second. "Fine, whatever. You two have names?"
"Josh," bossman said.
"Franklin," the other D-ranker said. "And you?"
"Deadline," I replied. "Just call me Deadline. Now, let's find that friend of yours, if they're still alive, and see how deep we can go."
I was getting the unfortunate impression that this wasn't a portal that would be easy to clear solo. Not with swarms of goblins running around.
I'd need a better gun. Or I'd need to learn how to use my sword a lot better.
***
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"Continue, or stay here?" I asked as I finished reloading my revolver.
I had come in here with eighteen rounds and fired four. So I had fourteen loose in my pocket, six more in the gun's chambers. There had been about that many goblins in the room.

So, this portal was going to be like that. Overwhelming numbers. The kind of portal that corps hired D-rankers for because you couldn't just send in a team of spec-ops and hope for the best like you could in some other D-rank dungeons. This one would require magic to tackle.
Magic that I didn't have.
So. I either planned things differently--which I could, my Save was hours ago--and came in here with a lot more ammo and maybe a gun with a higher rate of fire, or I learned to deal.
I had my knife, and my sword. Both ought to be enough to kill a few goblins. The knife alone had been more than enough for the kobolds I'd fought in my first ever solo run, and the smaller goblins looked, if anything, weaker than the average kobold.
"Franklin, head back, get more ammo, anyone that wants to step in too," Josh said. "Lady here and I will stand guard."
"What about Becky?" Franklin asked.
"We'll save her a lot faster if you hurry," Josh snapped.
Franklin nodded, then ran off back through the portal, leaving me and Josh just standing there.
"So, you really in this just to get stronger?" he asked.
"More or less, yeah," I said. "If... when I kill the boss, I'm keeping the loot."
"You know, we're making good money from this one," he said.
"And you might've lost a D-ranker from it too," I replied. "I hope not, genuinely, but even a weaker D-ranker is worth more than one portal, no?"
Josh grimaced. "Fuck. Yeah. Becky's a good kid."
Kid? How old was she, then? Maybe not that young. Josh looked like he was in his forties, maybe. Hard to tell with him being a D-ranker, and obviously one that had a few tricks up his sleeves.
For all I knew, he might be sixty... though he probably wasn't.
D-rankers aged more gracefully. That was the conventional logic. Portals hadn't been around long enough to really tell. I think the oldest D-ranker was probably in their nineties, but they'd hit the rank old, so the rank ascension had mostly just made them look a bit younger and made them more fit.
Or something. It wasn't like I'd really read the documentation on it.
Franklin came back, and with him came three more River Rats. Two men, a young woman, all in gear that showed their allegiance to the gang. One of them had tats running up his arm of rats, another had rat emblems sewn into his leather coat. They were carrying guns. Handguns, big pump shotguns.
That'd work on the goblins, I was sure.
Franklin slapped the side of his SMG, then gestured ahead. "I'm ready," he said.
"Then let's move. You three, stay here," Josh snapped. He glanced at me. "Deadline, coming?"
I nodded. "Yeah," I replied before stuffing my revolver away. Might as well see what I could do with the sword for now. I had done a few practice sessions with Natalie already, and it was enough to know that I had a long, long ways to go before I was even halfway proficient.
Still, I was working hard lately to get more fit, and that training had given me an idea of what baseline competency looked like.
Since this was definitely not the last loop, I was going to use it to train. It would suck to have a magic sword and just... not use it, right?
Josh took the lead, Franklin to his left, and I swung my sword out once or twice, swishing it through the air while working out the grip before following to his left.
The space just ahead was darker, but further in it was lit by some pitch and rag torches hanging off of crudely made sconces.
These goblins had something approaching technology. I mean, in the sense that they had to know how to make and use fire. Those bows they had, I looked at one in passing, and while it was far from impressive, it was still a carved length of wood with string holding it bowed and tense.
Not good crafting. Crude, certainly, but it was a sign of intelligence. Certainly more than any Earthly animal could do.
"Expect traps," I said before casting See Darkness and then Soothe Minor Pain on myself. Both spells used up a trickle of magical energy, energy that I didn't have massive pools of, but being in a D-rank portal was probably replenishing my supply faster than I could spend it.
"Ever fought goblins?" Josh asked.
"No," I said.
"Nasty. Faster than you'd think. E-rank ones are more annoying than anything, but at this rank? Could come out with surprises. Franklin, eyes peeled."
"Can barely see shit," Franklin swore.
I glanced over to him, then back ahead.
We were in a small antechamber, block walls, scaffolding on the sides, doors that had been ripped off their hinges. No statues or anything, but the construction looked a little too... good to be goblin. My See Darkness was letting me adjust to the darker parts of the room quickly, which is probably why I noticed the goblins waiting in ambush on the side. One to the right, two to the left.
"Ambush," I said, calmly. "One on my side, two to the left. In the shadows."
Franklin proved to be a bit too twitchy, he turned and aimed, and that seemed to be enough to let the goblins know that they were made. They charged out, screaming.
Josh turned his attention left even as Franklin opened up on one of them, so I was alone to deal with the goblin coming in from the right. Easy enough.
I lowered my sword so that it was parallel to the ground, then lunged forwards. It was easy to lunge, it was much harder to aim the tip of the sword with exact precision against a moving target. Still, the goblin was running right at me.
There was a thump that ran through the blade, and it was suddenly a few inches into the goblin's upper chest. Then I tried tugging it back and found that it was stuck, and the goblin was still alive.
"Dammit," I muttered. I jerked my arm to the side, bending the blade a little, but it sprung back and came free.
The goblin was bleeding, profusely, but it still screamed and came at me, two knives in hand.
I raised my sword up, and it followed it with its eyes. So... I kicked it in the gut.
I didn't have a ton of mass, but I had to weigh more than a goblin, and I put some force into that kick. It stumbled back, screaming, both knives dropped.
Walking over, I stabbed down, aiming for the neck and hitting it for once.
Josh and Franklin had theirs down, but Franklin had been anything but subtle about it.
"Let's keep moving," I said.
"Huh?" he asked before sticking his pinky in his ear.
Josh and I both sighed. Right, not all D-rankers were career portal delvers. I hadn't even seen a spell from Franklin yet, though that didn't mean anything.
The antechamber led into a large, open room. Long, with six huge pillars in twin rows to either side. Scaffolding had been put up between the pillars, and it was clear that the goblins had made homes there. Moreover, there were passages off to the sides.
It reminded me a little of the sort of vestibule spaces in old churches. The arched ceiling had that kind of feel too, though the back of the room was natural stone.
On the ground were about twenty goblins.
They were mostly dead.
Two of them looked up from where they'd obviously been looting. They hissed, then Franklin shot one of them and the other took off running.
"They'll be back," Josh said. He squinted as he surveilled the room, then jumped and took off running ahead. "Becky!"
I walked over, keeping to his six while Franklin looked to the left and scanned for trouble. We... found Becky.
She was young. Maybe nineteen or so? Pretty, in a rough and tumble sort of way, with black hair that had the tips dyed blue, and a bright yellow coat with a rat painted on the back.
Josh turned her over, and I winced in sympathy.
Becky's face was smashed in. Not the survivable kind of smashed in, either. She had a few cuts, in her coat and arms, and a nasty hole punched into her front that looked like it had bled a lot.
I looked away. It was one thing to see heaps of dead monsters. A person... yeah, I didn't like that so much.
The monsters nearby, I noticed, were mostly slumped to the ground. Even the one nearest Becky, who was... huge, way larger than any goblin I'd see, with iron bands over makeshift gauntlets and armour that had a passing resemblance to platemail, looked like he'd been in a rough spot before he died.
I moved over, using my sword tip to turn his head.
No eyes? Or... no, the eyes had melted out of his face, and there were burn marks with little lightning patterns across his metal plate.
I glanced over at the young woman, who was being looked over by Josh and Franklin, both treating her with careful respect, even through their obvious sadness.
She'd gone down fighting.
***
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Josh and Franklin, both, wanted to bring the girl's body back, and I couldn't really fault them. The protocol for losing someone in a portal was pretty much the same, regardless of corp. Bring them back.
It was one part common decency, and two parts common sense.

Portals were... somewhat flexible, when it came to the law. People died there all the time, and the jurisdiction was the same as the open ocean, meaning that legally, things were complicated. A body left in a portal world was evidence left behind. It wasn't admission of guilt but... yeah, people would dig.
In this case, though, I think it was just kindness. The River Rats weren't a gang I knew well, but gangs tended to need that kind of familiar connection to thrive sometimes, and this girl didn't look much older than twenty, so she might have grown up with them.
"Want me to," I started.
"No," Josh said. Then, softer and with a shake of his head, "No. We'll handle her."
He grabbed her in a princess carry, Franklin picked up an empty handgun off the ground, and we started for the exit.
I noticed that we weren't the only ones moving.
My See Darkness might have let me see them first, but the goblins around here were active, flitting between shadows, and whispering to each other. A lot of them were raising weapons, more were staring at the corpses all over the ground with naked greed.
And the goblins near the back? They were bigger. Some of them I could even sense, despite the distance, as vaguely magical. Magic-users?
That wasn't impossible in a D-rank portal. It wasn't common but it wasn't uncommon either. They'd usually have a level of strength more or less equal to the portal's level. There was some complex math out there, for estimating the threat a portal could hold. Generally, the strength of the portal would tell you how many or how strong the monsters within were.
The goblins, most of them, seemed a sort of 'horde' threat. So the mages hidden with them were probably not too strong. Just lower D-rank. That was still strong enough to cause a lot of trouble.
"We should move faster," I said.
"Hmm?" Josh asked.
"The goblins are gathering," I said. "Some of them look moderately strong. We need to move faster."
Josh paused a little, glancing back, then he picked up the pace, going from a sedate walk to a quick jog that I hastened to catch up to.
I think that served as a signal to the goblins, because one of them screamed and threw a spear at us. It went wide, but it did encourage the others.
Franklin sprinted ahead to the antechamber, then turned and pressed his SMG to his shoulder before opening fire. He shot in small, controlled bursts. Four or five rounds downrange, enough that he didn't completely lose it to the recoil. "Move, dammit!" he shouted.
We were out and into the main courtyard a moment later and I turned, shoes scraping across the grit as I faced the entrance of the fort.
Franklin ran after us, then stumbled and yowled. He had a short wooden bolt stuck to his lower back. "Ah! I'm shot!"
I dodged to the side, running for cover while the E-rankers that had come in opened up on the goblins charging out of the fort. There had to be forty of the little green monsters. Most weren't wearing much more than scraps of cloth, but a few, especially the bigger ones, were wearing armour.
It was makeshift, hammered out chunks of metal, and one at the front had some cast-iron pan tied to his front with ropes, but I saw a spark fly as a round ricochetted off him. It sent the goblin on its ass, but he lived.
The gangsters didn't have the greatest aim, or trigger discipline, and after ten seconds of raucous noise, there was a mad scramble to reload while the goblins continued their charge.
"Hold! I'll get reinforcements!"Josh shouted before he jumped through the portal with the girl's body in his arms.
The River Rats tried. I'd give them that. They shouted expletives and some creative slurs while emptying their magazines, and by the time the first goblin reached them, there were a dozen on the ground, dead or injured.
Then the fighting turned into a melee.
I ran around one of those wooden pillars holding up a tower and came face-to-face with a smaller goblin.
I smacked the butt of my revolver in its face, then stabbed down with my sword before leaping to the side. Two more came after me, one with an axe that they swung around to try and chop my legs off.
I hopped over the swing, then aimed down and shot the goblin in the face.
Then I started to fight properly... more or less. I knew that my technique was bad, but I was also fighting monsters that barely reached my waist, the tallest were breast-height at best. I had a lot of reach on them and a sword with a very sharp point.
I was splitting my attention between keeping them at bay and figuring out how best to actually swing. There was something about keeping the edge in line that took more focus than I was expecting. Still, when I did it right, it resulted in a much cleaner, faster, easier cut.
Another goblin went down, slashed across the face. Not dead though. Then I stepped up and stabbed a third in the chest.
I made sure to keep the blade horizontal, I think last time my mistake was keeping it vertical, which was easier to stab with, but it got caught in the ribs more easily.
Then I was dodging, pure reflex telling me to duck down as a fist-sized ball of fire roared by overhead.
A shaman? The goblin had a staff as tall as they were, and was covered in bangles and bone necklaces. They waved their staff around again, then shouted something before a new ball of fire appeared and shot towards me.
I stepped to the side, leveled my revolver, and blew their brains out.
That moment of distraction cost me, though. A goblin came up to my side and stabbed up with a spear, catching me under the ribs.
My leotard held, the stone speartip not punching through, but it still hurt like mad.
I got back into the fight, trying not to be overwhelmed, which mostly meant constantly backing up until, eventually, I was stuck in a corner.
My arms burned, my breath came in harsh gasps, and I felt my hair clinging to my scalp. Just the motion of swinging over and over again was taxing. A bolt shattered against the wall near me, and I tried to spot the goblin that had shot in the crowd to take a shot at him.
Then one of the bigger goblins charged up. They had two short hatchets, but they were long enough to give them more reach, and they wore armour made of bent metal plates held in place by corded strings.
I stabbed, jumped back, bounced off the wall, then tried to kick them to make room.
I miscalculated.
A harsh gasp escaped me as the head of a hatchet thunked through my pants and right into my leg, just over the knee.
I Reloaded.
I was back in that motel room, maybe five hours earlier.
It took a moment for my body to deal with the sudden spike of adrenaline, then calm down. Worse, I didn't have my spells running anymore, and that was disorientating as well.
Moving back into the room, I sat on the edge of the bed and thought.
So... how many losses had there been in the original timeline?
Initially, I started to feel like it was unlikely. Goblins weren't hard to kill. But... yeah, there were a lot of them, and they weren't all so weak. Some were more than strong enough to kill even an armed person if they weren't ready, and the River Rats sure weren't ready.
How many goblins were there, total? I had a sinking feeling that those I'd seen weren't all of them. Maybe half, or a quarter. A quarter was probably a safer bet for now.
So, I had to assume... about two hundred goblins.
Yeah, that would be more than enough to overwhelm the River Rats. Not all of those would be rushing out of the portal if it breached, but enough to cause trouble on Earth.
It was probably a small miracle that so few people died in the original timeline.
Now... how could I save those people, look good while doing it, and not make enemies of an entire gang?
I stood up. It was maybe time to head out and meet that Becky woman, assuming I arrived on time to see her alive. If I kept her alive and stopped the breach before it happened, then I'd at least be earning some goodwill with the gang. They might spread the rumour for me... maybe.
Urgh, having conflicting goals was a pain in the ass.
***
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"Josh sent for me," I said.
"Uh-huh? Lemme call him," the guard said.
I Reloaded.
"Franklin asked for me," I said.
"Franklin? Yeah, nah, that guy's a dumbass, ain't no way he--"
I Reloaded.
"Hey," I said as I came up to the two guards standing in front of the meat packing place. "Is Becky around?"
"Yeah," One of them said. "I mean, maybe."
I sighed. "She in there? I need to talk to her."
"She's busy," the other said.
"With the portal thing? Look, lemme go chat with her? I'm a D-ranker, I can handle a few goblins or whatever. Tell Josh if it's trouble. Actually, if she's in there alone, someone really ought to tell Josh. She shouldn't be left unsupervised."
And just like that, I saved $100. Easy!

I mostly did that to see if I could get in while raising a bit of an alarm. Maybe the message would get passed on to Josh and he'd come in to check?
I was still undecided about how I'd handle this one. Maybe if it was a portal in the middle of nowhere, I wouldn't have problems, but this one was actively monitored and occupied, and my end-goal for it was to clear it, and look good doing it, and also not make enemies of a gang that had multiple D-rank members and a lot of community support.
If there was one thing I was moderately sure of, it was that the River Rats were probably not responsible for the Breach. They had a lot of reasons not to have such a major breach nearby, and no reasons to trigger it.
They'd, hopefully, know better than to mess with A-rank portals.
The magical energy around one of those was so dense that it could be outright lethal to normal folk, and dangerous to E and even D-rankers. There was no profit to be made from hiding one, and it wasn't like they weren't very obvious.
Anyway, I made it into the factory and glanced around. It was the same people, doing the same stuff, mostly.
There was that one guard around the portal's entrance. He wasn't paying too much attention, though.
So I went around the edge of the room, walking as if I had a purpose, ignoring the people around me, which had them mostly ignoring me, and then I walked up to the portal and stepped in from the opposite side as the guard. Unless he was looking very carefully--and not at his phone--then he wouldn't see me.
I managed not to stumble into the portal, but I was still instantly on my guard. This was a place that, when I'd last seen it, had been crawling with goblins and some dead gangsters.
For now, it seemed quiet. Ish.
"Ah, come on! I've only got seven twinkle left!"
I blinked and looked over to the side where a young woman was sitting, legs spread out in a wide V, right on the floor. She had a phone in her hands and was glaring at it, then she looked up, saw me, and just stared.
"Hey," I said.
"Hey," she replied. "We, uh, gonna fight?"
"I hope not," I said.
"'Kay, cool. So, who're you?"
I had several ways to approach this. Most of them would, in the end, depend on how easy it was to work with Becky here. "I'm Deadline," I said.
"Never heard of you. You from another gang or somethin'?" She rolled to her side, then got up before brushing her pants down. It was all very casual, laidback, and put her hand close to the handgun by her side.
I shook my head. "I'm independent. Look, I'm just here because I know that this portal's about to breach, and I'd like to clear it before people die."
"Nah, how could it do that, I'm right here," she said. "Nothing's getting by me."
I shrugged. "How many goblins could you take?"
Becky blinked, then blinked again. "Like, in a fight, or?"
"Yes, in a fight," I said.
"Oh good, because I'm not into... is it bestiality if it's a monster or is there like a whole other kink for that?"
"I don't know," I said.
"Wild. I know some of the Rats watch some wild shit. You know there's monsters with tentacles out there?"
"Yes. I met one, once."
She stared at me.
"I didn't have sex with it," I said.
"Okay, if you say so."
I couldn't even tell where I'd been going with this woman. "In a fight, how many goblins?"
"I dunno, twenty, maybe twice that? I'm pretty strong, ya know?"
"Yeah, I believe you," I said. "But there's a lot more than forty, and if this breaches, I think you're going to be overwhelmed."
"And how'd you know that?" She asked, her arms crossing.
I stared at her, really stared. Becky was stick-thin, to the point that she looked one missed meal away from anorexia. There was some muscle there, but not that much. More wiry thin than gym thin, if that made any sense. She had a bright yellow coat on, made of what I guessed was synthleather, and cut off at the midriff in big tears.
Her exposed stomach showed a tattoo of a rat on one side of her waist, and she was covered in piercings. Lower lip, nose, and she had a metal plate across the bridge of her nose, some sort of cyberware, maybe.
She was pretty, though. Very much fitting into that kind of punk aesthetic that would have had a younger me stuttering and staring and feeling very envious.
"Alright, let me just come out and say it," I said. "I'm a time traveller."
"Wait, really?" she asked.
"Yes."
She squinted at me. "I don't believe you."
"Well it's true," I said.
"Where's your TARDIS then, huh?"
"My what?" I asked. Did she just call me a slur?
"Your time machine."
I shook my head. "I use magic. I can loop back and repeat things."
"Yo! You can groundhog yourself?" she asked. "Rad!"
"I can what?"
She stared. "How have you not seen Groundhog Day and don't know what a TARDIS is? Now I really don't believe you. What number am I thinking of?"
"That's mind reading, not time magic," I said.
"Oh yeah... then what I'm I trying to pull?" she raised her phone and wiggled it around.
"This is my second loop here, and you didn't tell me that before, so I have no idea," I said. "I don't even know what you're talking about."
"I'm playing the Family samurai gacha game," she said. "And I'm trying to pull a five-star Deus Ex. I'm eighty bucks down and haven't even gotten her special weapon yet, because this is bullshit. Do you play games?"
"Uh..." I said. What the hell was going on? This woman had me absolutely stunlocked with the way she was bouncing around from topic to topic. "Okay, back up. First of all, I'm not lying, not that it matters. I'm going to Reload this loop soon anyway. You really will die here though, and I'd like to avoid that."
"Because I have a special destiny?"
"No," I said.
"Fuck. School lied when they said I was special, huh?"
"Probably not, they just meant it in a different way," I said.
She stared, then cracked a smile. "Hey! That was funny! Okay okay, let's assume that I'm extra-special and believe you, which I don't, but it's boring so let's pretend that I do. What's the plan, corpo?"
"Corpo?" I asked, then shook my head. "I'm not corporate." As Deadline I wasn't. "I just shower and clean my clothes on occasion."
"Okay, oof, but also... yeah, fair."
"And my plan is to clear this portal before it breaches. Or as it's breaching. I'm not particular about it. Ideally I do it in a way that doesn't have me making enemies of the River Rats."
"I guess saving us would stop that, but we're making mad cash with this gig, and I need every buck for more pulls. Them waifu PNGs don't roll them-- hold the fuck on!"
"What?"
"You can use time magic to cheat at gacha games!"
"I have better ways to use time magic," I said.
"Yeah, like what?"
"Cheating in casinos?"
She paused, then shrugged. "Okay, I guess. But why steal all that money if you can just use your free spins and get five stars every time anyway?"
"Becky, anyone ever tell you that you're strange?"
"All the time. And that's not my name."
"It isn't?" I asked. That's what Josh had called her, and she answered to it earlier.
She uncrossed her arms and grinned. "If you get a cool name like Deadline, then I want one too. Call me... Pikachu."
"That's copyrighted," I said.
This was going to be a long loop... but I couldn't lie and say that this wasn't fun.
***

            

    
        Chapter Sixty-Six - Deal Making

    
    
    
    
                Chapter Sixty-Six - Deal Making

"Huh... guess you were right," Becky--I refused to call her Pikachu--said.
There were some two-dozen goblins slowly making their way through the antechamber, moving with slow, careful steps and scanning the area ahead of them. They were led, from the rear, by a larger goblin in armour, one carrying a rusty warhammer who was almost as tall as my shoulder.
I squinted at the bunch, trying to gauge which goblins were a bigger threat. A few had knives, some spears, and three had bows. One had a crossbow, near the back, and there was a shaman-looking one as well.
"That's not even a quarter of them," I warned. "And some of the bigger, stronger ones are missing."
Becky hummed, then stood up and stretched, twisting her upper body left and right to loosen herself up. "Okay. So... we take them on, time girl?"
"Deadline," I corrected. "And yes. We see how many we can take on from this batch. I think this is enough proof that there's a breach?"
"Prolly. I don't know much about portals and stuff, but I think when the monsters start moving out that it's a bad sign. Man, first no five-stars, then this shit."
"I'm sorry for your suffering," I replied dryly.
Becky snorted. "Yeah! So, if we kill this bunch, what do I get?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean, what do I get? C'mon, I don't work for free, not unless you trick me into it."
"I'll give you a thousand dollars," I said.
"In the last timeline?" she asked.
"No, in this one."
She crossed her arms. "Then I don't want it." She looked away. "And I won't help you neither."
"You know that if you just stand there, you'll die."
"Yeah, and? If you die too, you'll reloop, right? So it ain't matter any."
"Are you using my own time magic against me?" I asked.
"Yeah."
The goblins were still approaching. They'd obviously noticed us already and were gearing up for a fight.
"Okay. Let's say that I'm honourable enough that I would keep my word, what would you want... no, what could I offer the you from another loop to help me fight through this entire portal?"
Becky thought about it. Actually thought about it, she was pinching her chin and squinting at nothing. "Okay... so like, cash isn't bad. But it's sooo lame. Did you ever get cash for a birthday?"
"Sure," I replied.
"Exactly! I mean, it's nice, especially if there's a lot. You can always use more, but it's so impersonal. Who wants a heap of bills when you can get something special, you know?"
I was starting to develop a headache. "You're insufferable," I said.
"Nu-uh," she said. "Anyway, yeah, I want a cool gift. If you bring me something cool, I'd probably say yeah to helping you."
"Even if it would mean your gang losing out on the portal?"

"Hey, I was all reasonable and listen-y," she said. "I'm good at that... in like, short doses. So yeah, next time you're visiting Palm Springs, you can bring me a gift, tell me that you desperately need my help. Maybe tell me that my eyes are pretty and that you like my taste in punk rock, and then gimme a gift."
"You're asking for more and more," I said before glancing over to the monsters who were starting to get close. "And what's a Palm Springs?"
"Oh em gee, you need to watch some movie! Infinite time and you haven't watched any of the time-looping classics? No Edge of Tomorrows? No Agartha Loops? Come on, that one has cute magical girls kissing in it."
"Sorry," I said.
She shook her head. "Aight, let's clear this bunch, then you and me, we'll strike a deal."
"A Deal?"
"Handshakes and everything, maybe a contract. You corpo types like those, right?"
I wanted to argue, really, but... yeah I'd have to think on it some more, but maybe Becky wasn't entirely in the wrong. I was using her here, and proper pay had barely ever crossed my mind. It wasn't like the final version of her would need it, but... yeah, the version of her here and now knew, and she wanted to be treated fairly, and I kind of got it.
Weird that it was a gangster punk with an anarchy pin stuck to her pants that called me out on it, though.
The goblins running over kind of put a damper on any sort of introspection. I pulled my sword out of its sheath, spun it once to feel the weight of it, then adjusted my grip and prepared myself.
"Gonna start us with a zap!" Becky shouted.
I didn't have time to wonder what she meant before all the hairs on my body started to stand on end, then there was a crack-zap as a beam of actinic light flickered from one goblin to the next.
That was some impressive spellwork. Actually, both spark mages I knew seemed pretty damned flexible with their magic.
The goblins were all struck, one after the other in the space of a half second. A few tumbled, falling over themselves, but most just howled and screamed in pain.
I met the one in the lead with a blade to the neck, then I shifted to the side, freed my sword, and swung it across the body of the next.
The goblins split, more or less moving around me and bunching themselves up. I ducked as the three in the back with bows fired, but all three missed by yards. It looked like goblin archers were more of a distraction than anything, or maybe they'd be a lot more dangerous if there were a dozen or more, or they had more targets to shoot in the general direction of.
I met the haft of a spear with the side of my blade, twisted it aside, then chopped at the hand holding it. The goblin screeched as two fingers flew off, then I used that moment of distraction to cut them on the head.
Hmm... yeah, I needed more practice. The blade was more of a cutting tool, but it could chop as well, it just needed more strength put into it, and for me to leverage its length. More goblins came at me, and I tried to fight them quickly and efficiently.
A glance over at Becky showed doing something different. She had goblin blood up to her elbows, and a pair of spiked brass knuckles over her fists. She was grinning, savage and mean.
The biggest of the goblins rushed over, and I backed away, making space. "Careful," I shouted out.
"Yeah, yeah!" Becky replied. She smacked her hands together, creating a cat's cradle of electrical arc, and when she swept her arms ahead of her, the arcs flickered out, stabbing into a few goblins and sending them crashing down as if they'd been tased, which probably wasn't far from what actually happened there.
I stepped closer, stabbing one that was rolling on the ground while still keeping space between myself and the big guy.
He roared, then rushed over with his warhammer.
I was pretty sure I didn't have the skill or the strength to deflect that, so I moved back, letting it swing through the air with a whoosh before I cut in and stabbed.
The tip of my blade met a metal plate, but it skid past and into flesh.
And then something grabbed both of my legs and yoinked.
I gasped as I was sent to the ground and landed hard on an elbow. Not broken, I judged, but that'd leave a mark. There was water, seeping into my shoes, and I realized that the water was kind of keeping shape as a blob.
"The shaman!" I shouted.
Then I had to roll as the bigger goblin's hammer came down where I was.
I freed my legs from the water with a tug, then rolled again, making space so that I could get back onto my feet.
When the big guy came again, I reached out and lunged at him.
He smacked the blade aside. So I did it again, only for the same result. He was pretty fast.
So I tried a third time, but this time my free hand reached down to my hip. When he smacked the blade to the side, he wasn't expecting me to step in, and he wasn't expecting the combat knife to the side of the head either.
The thicker blade didn't bite too deep, not with the angle I had, but it was enough to throw him off me. I swept his legs, then while he was down, stabbed him in the chest, below the ribs, pulling my blade out at an angle so that the cut was wide and deep.
Probably enough to kill, I figured as I stepped back.
Becky was punching the face of the shaman in, and the rest of the goblins were strewn about. Most were dead, some were bleeding, and a few were trembling on the ground, still working off the effects of her magic.
I took a deep breath, collecting myself. Damn, I was sweating as if I'd spent an hour in the gym, and some new muscles were sore. I wasn't even sure if this was good practice or not, but it was experience.
"So, about that deal," Becky said as she turned to me with bloody hands and a grin.
***
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It took some negotiating, but I convinced Becky to delve deeper into the dungeon. She... was a bit of a pain in the ass, true, but she was also strong.
The way she moved, sometimes, suggested some sort of self-buff to make herself faster. There was no way her thin little arms were delivering punches that broke noses and skulls with such ease. And then there was her other magic. Burst of electricity that stunned and jumped from one enemy to another wasn't to be overlooked.
I wasn't sure I could take on the number of goblins this portal had.
Actually, I was pretty sure I just couldn't. Ten? Sure. Twenty? If they were spaced out. Forty? Maybe? If they weren't all grouped out and aware of each other, and I had a bit of time. I was starting to suspect that this portal had a lot more than that.
So for now, Becky and I were going to work together, at least until I felt more confident about my odds.
"What do you know about the layout of this place?" I asked.
"Not much, I guess," Becky said. She reached down and picked up that rusty warhammer the largest goblin had been using earlier. A few experimental swings later, and she gestured to the antechamber. "Wanna find out more?"
"That's the plan, yes," I said. "Let's stick to the right side, follow along the walls. Usually that's a good way to avoid getting lost."
"Oh, that's clever, like doing a maze!"
"Exactly," I said. "Have you tackled a lot of portals?"
"Eh, like, five dozen over the last couple of years," she said. "The corps can be pretty greedy, but they can also be hella slow."
"You're... very strong for someone who faced so few," I said.
"Just built different," Becky said.
I wasn't so sure about that. Then again, while portals were generally considered the best way to gain magical strength, they weren't everything. Casting speed and spell knowledge was entirely independent of magical strength. It's why potentials were measured as two different numbers.
We walked up to the antechamber together. Unlike last time, with Josh and Franklin, there were some goblins lingering around here still. Those on the scaffolding above worried me the most. "Hey, think you can snipe those down?" I asked as I gestured.
"Sure, can't you?" she asked.
"I don't have any good ranged spells," I admitted.
She blinked. "Spells? You worry about that?"
"What do you mean? I've seen you use some."

"I mean, I guess. But I'm not the sort to sit around and read no books! Check this out." She squinted, then made a finger gun with her free hand. A moment later, a beam of lightning connected her to a goblin with a bow, and it was sent flying off the scaffolding to land, hard, on the ground below. Two more fingerguns took out the others.
And then I couldn't question her, because we were fighting.
I wasn't well versed in all of that 'perfect cut' stuff, but I tried to slip into the forms I'd learned and strike from those. The fact that my backsword was one-handed and a bit shorter than the aikido practice blades I'd tried before made it tricky, but not too bad. The resting horizontal position had the blade almost exactly at neck-height on a goblin, which made a downwards swipe pretty effective.
Still, I found myself having to kick one back, and another came in fast enough that they managed to stab me in the leg.
"Dammit," I muttered after I stabbed them dead. I checked the area, but it was clear, so I reached around, pulled out my IFAK, and opened it up to get some bandages.
"Oh, bad cut?" Becky asked.
"No," I said. "I mean, it didn't hit anything important. I won't bleed out. Urgh, I need a better pain-handling spell, mine... it works, but damn, this stings."
"Aren't you 'pposed to disinfect that? Look at that lil knife. Bet the goblin picked his nose with it."
I shook my head. "Infections take hours to start. I'd rather stop the bleeding for now. Or at least not get my pants all wet."
"Sticky pants do suck," Becky said.
I decided not to pursue that.
"Here, we're moving right," I said as I gestured that way. The large main chamber seemed pretty empty at the moment. No goblins in sight, which was maybe a good sign? I'd rather face them in small pockets, even with Becky's help.
The space to the right, behind one of the taller pillars holding up the ceiling. There were walls between the pillars and the sides, which meant that... with six pillars, and the antechamber, the main room was likely surrounded by three rooms on both sides, and whatever was at the far end.
A central hub dungeon? It was different from the more linear tunnels that I'd mostly seen so far, but I'd heard of these before. They were a little more dangerous in some ways. Standing in the middle and being noisy could mean pulling in all the mobile monsters from the entire portal to you.
The boss was often fought in the central chamber as well. With how many goblins there were, I wouldn't be surprised if the boss was relatively weak.
I hoped, at least.
We found a caved-in wall at the end, surrounded by small goblin huts made of scraps of wood, piles of branches, and slapped-on mud. The goblins could build, but it looked very primitive.
A few started to crawl out of their homes on seeing us, and I felt a tingle of worry as a shaman burst out of a hut and started to chatter at us.
So I took an executive decision, and shot him.
"Conserve your magic, if you can," I said. "That might have alerted some others."
"Damn, warn me next time. That shit's loud!" Becky complained a pinkie shoved into her ear. "What's that made for, hunting rhinos?"
"It's for downing problems, and it works," I said as I holstered my gun. The remaining goblins weren't as much of a threat. Most were runts, with a few picking up weapons as they rushed us, but most weren't impressive.
One came out of the cave, wearing armour, but cast-iron pans and bits of plate were all very conductive, as Becky proved when she zapped him and let the goblin crash to the ground.
I stabbed him in the back, aiming for more or less where I figured his heart would be.
Then I refocused. There was a trick to fighting goblins. They were fast, but cowardly. A sudden motion their way would often have them flinching back, and then a quicker step in turned into a stab would take them out.
Becky was still moving in and just punching them to death, which seemed needlessly reckless to me, but... yeah, I'd gone after kobolds with nothing but a knife and a lot less experience than she had.
"Cleared!" Becky said as she kicked a downed goblin with her armoured boots.
I paused to count. Seven smaller goblins, two slightly larger, one with armour, and then the shaman. Eleven here. "Anything in the cave?" I asked.
"Iunno?" She walked over, created a flickering light over her hand with a ball of sparking energy, and poked her head in. "It's not super deep," she said.
I followed her over and peered within myself. There were a few low tables, or at least, planks sitting atop stones at about hip height. They had bits of herbs on them and there was what looked like a mortar and pestle as well as a small fire pit. "It looks like a very primitive kitchen. Or a lab?"
"Think they make potions or something? Oh yeah, look, bottles."
She was right. There was a shelf with a half dozen clay bottles. None were labelled, and they were all kind of misshapen, but they had stoppers and were clearly... something.
I checked for traps, then stepped in and plucked one off the shelf. A shake confirmed that they were full of some sort of liquid. "I'm not testing these," I said.
"What about that, then?"
I turned to find Becky pointing to something just out of sight of the entrance. A chest.
"Open it," I said.
"Don't need to tell me twice!"
Becky unlatched the chest, then flung it open. Within, sitting on a bed of dried grass was a lumpy cloth bag. There was a crudely stitched mushroom on the side, and the top was cinched up with a leather cord.
She reached in, then opened it. "Empty," she said.
"Does it feel magical?"
Becky blinked, then sniffed it. "I... maybe?"
"Might be worth appraising," I said. "You never know. This is a D-rank dungeon."
"Yeah, but this doesn't look like it's worth much."
I shrugged. "Let's check the next few rooms. It might be that there's a pattern here."
"Oh, loot in every side-chamber?" Becky asked. "It's like a gacha, but real magic items instead of hot lady PNGs!"
***
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The next room was more of the same... sort of.
Becky and I went around the pillar and into the next alcove, where we found another deep passage moving away from the central room.
There were walls in place made of draped cloth hanging off wooden poles, the bottoms stained where countless goblin hands had shoved them aside. I moved the curtains out of the way with the tip of my sword and snuck forwards, Becky walking in casually behind me.
The space was... a dormitory? Or something like it. There were beds stacked one atop the other, all makeshift, all rather small. Goblin runts looked up as we came in, some of them in the middle of a hasty meal or caught mid spar.
I did a quick and probably inaccurate head-count. Thirty goblins. But unlike the last room, where there had been a few larger goblins and that one shaman, these were all runts. Some were smaller, even, than the average, and it didn't look like there was much by means of weaponry around.
Still, thirty of them.

One of the nearest goblins hissed and leapt at me, but I swiped my sword and almost took off his head.
"Gross," I said.
"Yeah, they're nasty lil things," Becky said. "Good exp tho!"
I was pretty sure it didn't work like that, but whatever.
The goblins came in at us, only some stopping to grab anything that might pass as a weapon, usually a chair or some utensils.
There wasn't space or time for finesse. I just started hacking and slashing, trying to kill the goblins as quickly and efficiently as possible. It helped that these were a little weaker than the norm.
Eventually, I fell into a rhythm. Step in, kick, hop back out of the way of a swing, stab. Then lunge, and slash. The goblins didn't have any real endurance, they were easier to kill than those kobolds I'd first fought, and they were just as naked in most cases.
Becky was having her own fun to the side, being a lot more aggressive than I was.
It worked out. She pushed in, and when the goblins turned to circle around behind her, I'd take them out.
In short order, the room was cleared. "That... ah, that was easier," I said. I was a bit winded, but unhurt.
"Tsk, you saw that, but ouch," Becky said. She had a fork stuck in her forearm, an old two-tine sort that looked decently sharp. "How long did you say infections took to set in?"
"A few hours," I said.
"Hmm... I should clean this anyway."
"It won't matter," I said.
"You don't know that," she replied, and I blinked.
"I rather think I do?"
She shook her head. "You don't know if it's only your perception of time that goes back, or if you're hopping heads in the multiverse, or if you're spinning out countless new realities with each loop. For all I know, this me is the real me and will always be the real me."
I stared at her. "That wasn't something I'd actually considered."
"You don't need to consider it, just read a book from someone who has."
"You read books?" I asked.
She scoffed. "No. I'm a streaming and chill sort. But you do, I bet. Ohhh, is your non-secret identity related to books?"
"No," I said.
"I bet you're like... a hot librarian. That's your day-job."
"I don't think 'hot' librarian is a job," I said. "Looks like there's a room at the end, again."
There was a small doorway in the far wall. When we opened it, it led into another sleeping space, only this one had fewer beds and was empty. Empty save for some detritus on the floor, and a chest.
"Ohh!" Becky said as she darted over. She kicked the box open, then blinked at the contents. "A tooth?"
She pulled it out. A tooth on a necklace.
"Could be enchanted, we should be care--"
She put it on, then looked down at it. "Does it match my fit?" she asked.
"No," I said honestly. "Too primal. Primal isn't punk, even if punk is primal."
"Oh my god," Becky gasped. She pointed at me. "Hot record store clerk."
"Also no," I said. "Are there even still record stores around?" Becky didn't seem to be curling over in horrific pain, so whatever magic was inlaid into that necklace, if any, didn't seem immediately dangerous.
I figured there was no harm in letting her keep it. Heck, I didn't care to keep all of the loot in that last loop either, not unless it was something particularly good.
We took a two minute break, then left the alcove and moved onto the next, the last one on the right side of the main chamber.
This one had a doorway, and a wall for that doorway to be set into. The construction was solid, still a bit makeshift, but noticeably higher quality than just about anything else we'd come across.
Becky kicked the door in with her clunky boots and stomped in, then stopped.
Inside were only a dozen goblins, but unlike the previous alcove, where they were all runts, there were bigger, more muscular, and each and every one had armour on. One of them, at the rear, was a massive specimen of a goblin, with a hammer and reforged plate-mail covering much of his body. He had an apron over his front, filled with old smithing tools.
I glanced around quickly, taking in the space. It was a forge. There were blocks of metal to serve as anvils and simple hammers, as well as unfinished armours and buckets filled with arrows and more filled with crude weapons.
"Wow," Becky said. "So, is this the elite squad?"
The goblin in charge roared, picking up a hammer and pointing it at her.
"Guess so!" Becky said.
I prepared myself for a tough fight, but Becky opened it up with a massive electrical surge, bolts of electricity jumping off of her and connecting to anything metallic around the room. That meant all of the goblins, but some struck random bits and bobs, and a small bolt jumped to my sword before I could tap it to the floor to ground it.
The shock ran up my arm and made my entire body tense up. A flash of a memory, of a much younger me accidentally plugging something into a wall socket wrong and touching a prong, surfaced, and I gasped as the shock passed.
The goblin, in the centre of the space Becky was aiming for, fared a lot worse.
They squealed and cursed in their feral tongue, and one simply slumped to the ground, then nearest, who took the brunt of the attack destined for some of the goblins behind.
"Let's dance, bitches!"
Becky punched the nearest-still standing goblin in the face, and that prompted me to move.
Just in case, I pulled out my revolver. I didn't want to have to use it at all, if I could avoid it, but there was a chance that I might not have a choice. I'd seen a round ping off armour in the previous loop, so I figured my best bet was going to be to aim at something fleshy if the opportunity came up.
I moved over, stabbed a goblin in the eye with a quick jab that I would probably have missed last loop, then ducked back as one of the others swung at me with a cleaver.
This fight was a lot more hairy. I couldn't just swing wildly and hope for the best, the goblins were bigger, tougher, seemed to know what they were doing, and moved with a bit more confidence and less wild abandon.
Becky still ploughed through four of them in a matter of seconds and I decided to fall into more of a support role, cutting at exposed limbs, kicking heavy bodies back when I could, and at one point smashing my shoulder into a goblin to send it crashing into another.
The fight ended... maybe two minutes after it began. The forge was left a mess, bodies on the ground, blood sprayed all over, but none of it was ours, which I supposed was what mattered.
"That was... tiring," I said.
"Good thing they're weak and slow, huh?" Becky asked with a sharp grin.
They... were. They had the movement speed of an average person, for the most part, but I suspected that they were a fair bit weaker overall.
"The entire portal is all about numbers," I said.
"Yeah. You said there was a bad breach?"
"Some dozen dead," I replied.
Becky worked her jaw, then looked around. "Lot more than a dozen monsters in here. But yeah, I can see it. Some nanas and kids out there. They'd get taken down by one of these for sure." She kicked one of the goblins in the side, boot making a metal clank at the impact.
"Come on, let's see if there's anything worth grabbing, then we can see if there's anything in the next set of alcoves."
***
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The next three alcoves were more of the same. Honestly, I was getting tired of seeing Goblins at all.
They weren't creative enemies to fight. They'd see us, and charge, Becky would zap or punch them, and I'd swipe or stab. Other than some amount of ache in my muscles and a few knicks and bruises, the fighting was... dull.
The shining light here was Becky, who kept up a constant chatter about different things she cared about.
As we entered the last of the six alcoves she was yapping on endlessly about the storyline in the mobile game she was playing.
Honestly, it would have bothered me a lot if she wasn't kind of cute about it.
"So yeah! There's this side character, non-playable, called Lucy, and she's hot Ay-Ef, and there's this whole questline you unlock with this three-star character that's a sort of romance side-game? It's got some minigames, which are alright, but the main questline is actually kind of cool. I've never really been a fan of like, dating sims, but this one makes it kind of fun since you also get to shoot aliens."
"Aliens?"

"Yeah, I told you about them. Anyway, I finished the questline yesterday, and now I need to wait a week for them to add the next update where they actually propose. At least, that's what the leaks say online. The last quest actually gave a single Vanguard of Choice pull token, which is like, huge. The game's the best one on the market but it never gives free pulls, so that's cool."
"Uh-huh," I said.
"Yeah, so... oh, look, mages," she said.
I paused, refocusing. The newest alcove, the last one at the far-left of the main chamber of the portal, was filled with draperies and hanging clumps of herbs. The space had several walls, some covered by stretched animal skins decorated in painted-on scripts, and others just plain wood.
A fire sat in the centre, with mats around it and cots further in, but the purpose of the place was plain. This was where the shaman hung out. It was especially plain because six of them were there, staring at us.
And then one raised a staff and barked something. A fist-sized ball of fire shot out, and Becky and I jumped to the side to avoid it.
"Woo! Dangerous," Becky said as she took cover on one side of the alcove. "Ideas?"
"I can shoot them, but I'm not good enough of a shot to take out all of them with one round each without missing any," I said.
"Yeah, we need a distraction," Becky said. "Think they'd play games if I toss them my phone?"
"Cute," I deadpanned. "Any particularly strong spell you've been saving up?"
"Uh... nah, not really. Finger-guns was my go-to, and my big stun stormy ability needs me to be closer."
"Is that the spell's actual name?" I asked.
"That's what I call it," she said. "How about you? Haven't seen one spell from you yet."
"Don't really have access to cool elemental magic," I said.
Becky frowned, then seemed to shrug. "Time magic's OP. So that's only fair."
"I guess," I said. "What if we--" I started, only to realize something I should have known from the start.
Just because it would be convenient for the enemy to stay put, didn't mean that they would. One of the shaman came running out of the room, carried by a powerful gust of wind and cackling like a madman. They landed ahead of me and spun around, staff slicing through the air.
I raised my sword to block, but was far too slow to get into anything approaching a good form for it. I stumbled back into the wall behind me, back thumping against it even as the end of the staff struck me in the arm
Then the shaman leapt on me, and it turned into a brawl on the floor. My sword clattered to the side, and I found myself trying to grip onto the goblin's arm as it pulled a sharp little knife out of its robes.
We rolled, and the only thing that saved me was that goblins, in general, seemed far weaker than humans, more frail and thin and wiry. I was able to keep the knife away and twist around to get some leverage. Then the goblin bit my arm, sharp little teeth digging in even as they laughed.
I pried their knife free of their grip even as I screamed, then stabbed down with it.
"Oi! Some help when you're done!" Becky shouted.
She was wrestling with two shamans, while the other three from the room were fanning out.
I rolled around, getting to my feet and pulling out my revolver. The motion might have been too predictable, because one of them cast a quick fire spell, and I hissed as it struck me right in the chest.
It burned. Touching a hot-stove burn, with a wash of heat across my entire front and a smack like getting punched, only... that was it?
I touched my chest, but there was no blood, no puncture. I'd probably feel that burn tomorrow, if I was stupid enough not to Reload, but it hadn't been strong exactly.
The goblins continued to chitter and chant, but they didn't seem as willing to pile in as their smaller counter-parts.
So I aimed at the one who'd hit me and fired. Then the next, then the next... and that one a second time because they jumped to the ground and I whiffed them entirely.
Becky was fighting a goblin whose staff and fists were covered in a thick layer of mud, but as I turned to help, she finally grabbed hold of their staff, yoinked it closer, then laid into the goblin with a mean haymaker.
"Woo!" she said as she raised her arms. "I am good."
"Yeah," I said as I panted a bit. "Yeah, you are."
She really was. Other than a few very minor injuries, Becky seemed unharmed. She wasn't even that winded. Her spells were fast, and while I was pretty sure that Terry--the only other person with the same element I knew well--had stronger, more potent spells, but Becky was firing hers fast. And it wasn't like she needed them to be extremely strong for them to kill.
A stunned enemy was as good as a dead one in fights that moved this quickly.
I rolled my wrist, stretching the muscles in it. There was a bit of strain there from the tumble. Still, I scooped my sword off the ground and checked it for nicks before sliding it away. "Want to check the last back-room?" I asked.
"Sure!" Becky said.
Just like the last five alcoves, we found something within.
So far the rewards had all been very... lack-lustre. Maybe because this portal handed them out like halloween candy, whereas most portals I'd seen were a lot more sparring with any kind of reward.
We laid out what we'd found, including the reward from the shaman room, onto a table that Becky cleared with a swipe of her arm that sent a heap of junk tumbling to the ground. Then she unloaded all of the loot. "This is a lot of magical junk," she said.
There were six items laid out, and Becky had even gone through the trouble of placing them in the order we'd gotten them.
A small pouch of some sort, a necklace with a large, non-goblinoid tooth on the end, a short, rusty dagger, and small round shield, a ring, and from the room with the shaman, a staff with a goblin's desiccated skull sitting atop it.
"You know, I kept this cool weapon I found in the first portal I ever did. It's not something I ever expect to use, more of a wall-hanger, and yet even though it was from an E-rank portal, it still looks better than... any of this."
"Yeah, it's kind of junk," Becky agreed. "Could be worth something, though? You plan on keeping any of it?"
"Not really," I said. I was flush for cash at the moment, and the only interesting thing there was the staff, and I didn't want that at my place. Mister Couchtop would 100% use it as a scratching post.
I was about to suggest that we work out a way to split them when there was noise from the main room.
Leaning back, I glanced over, then blinked.
Three goblins were stepping in from the very front of the chamber, a place that I had thought was empty. Two of the three were larger, armoured, with a sword and a staff. The one in the middle was taller, meaner-looking, with makeshift armour that looked like it had been ripped off a knight and polished with mud.
"That the boss?" Becky asked.
"Looks like it," I said. Then I started reloading. "What's the plan?"
"I mean, I've got a gun too. Figure we fill him with lead?"
"That... might work," I admitted. It wasn't subtle, but this wasn't a very subtle kind of run.
The boss' guards went down to a couple of shots each, then the boss himself had to weather both Becky and I shooting at him. Becky's aim wasn't ideal, but she planted a few rounds into him, and my revolver roared, punching a hole even though his plate.
Then a rip appeared, the exit portal.
"That was... not that hard," I said.
"Yeah! You going to do it all over again?"
"Yeah," I said. "I need to perfect my sword technique, and with as easy as this has been, I think I might be able to sneak past you and solo it."
Becky gave me a look of naked betrayal. "What? No!"
"Sorry," I said. "But it was nice meeting you."
"Man... that sucks," Becky said. "But yeah, fine. Promise me, if you need my help, that you'll reward me appropriately, tho. Even if you don't! I helped you today so it's only fair."
"Fine, fine, I'll send you a pre-paid card by mail, so you can get a few more pulls in your game."
Time to Reload, then see if I couldn't do all of this over again, but without the crutch of having Becky along.
***
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I didn't strictly have to take on the dungeon over and over. I had a working solution already. All I'd need was a better way to convince Becky to help, and together we'd be able to clear it in about two hours or so.
But... yeah, no, that last clear hadn't been that good. Becky had done more than I had, and I found my own skills wanting, even against much weaker foes.
So I wanted to see if I could solo it.
The first trick was going to be finding a way in without alerting anyone, and that turned out to be pretty easy. I paid my way in, then scouted around the building, barging into spaces I wasn't supposed to be in. I found what I was looking for on the second floor. It wasn't secured, because why would it be? The ground level's entrances all had River Rats keeping them blocked, but they weren't working to stop anyone coming in from above.
There was a window at the rear, with a dumpster just beneath it.
I got out, went around, then jumped up and to the window.
Yeah, it was doable. I really needed to practice my parkour some more, though. The few bits I'd picked up had been a while ago, and some of the tricks were fading.
Anyway, I had a way in that didn't alert any of the River Rats. Then sneaking down into the main room and into the portal was all that was left, but I had already figured that one out.
The guy guarding the main room's entrance would periodically leave to go to the bathroom, so he left a few openings, and I marked down the time. If a few grannies and bystanders noticed me within, that was fine.
Sneaking past Becky was... kind of very easy. The moment I landed in the portal I moved out of sight, then I just had to wait for her to have her head lower, attention focused entirely on her phone.
Then I could walk around, keeping things quiet and quick. She was... surprisingly unobservant, which wasn't a great thing to be as the person guarding the entrance to a portal, but it worked in my favour.
I felt a little bad about going around her, so I promised myself that I would send her a little gift at the end. Just something small. A hundred-dollar giftcard? She'd like that.
Entering the antechamber, I stuck to the side, then climbed up onto the scaffolding where a couple of goblins were just lingering, chattering at each other and tussling.
It was pretty easy to sneak up to one, stab them in the back, then kick the other off the scaffolds. They hit the ground with a dull thud, then I backed up into the shadow, carrying the stabbed goblin with me so that I could finish them off in silence.
When the others came down to investigate the goblin who'd fallen, I jumped down. The scaffold was a solid ten feet up, which made my landing atop the goblins carry a fair bit of momentum.
The loudest sound they made was an aborted squeak before I ran them through.
I glanced out, checking on Becky, but she was still looking at her phone. Good.
I dragged the bodies to the side and left them there, out of sight. Hopefully no one would notice them, but in the last loop no one had come to check in on Becky at all, so it was probably fine.
Standing up, I brushed myself down, then scanned the room. Six alcoves, each with a band of goblins that needed killing. It looked like the boss didn't show up until the rest were all dead.
That was fine. There was more experience and magical power to gain from killing all the goblins than just rushing the boss anyway.
I started with the first room to the right. Going in the same order as I'd done with Becky would reduce the likelihood of running into surprises.
This was a room with a shaman, one armoured goblin, and dozen or so goblin runts.
I stepped in, keeping my tread light, and then walked up behind the first goblin I saw and slit their throat from behind.
A solid sword swing took out another, then I stabbed a third, and then things got complicated.
My goal was to do this entirely with my sword, to practice, to become better with it, and to be silent. The shaman coming out and spitting what were probably insults at me in goblin before spitting fire complicated things. The last time I'd just shot him, this time I didn't need the echoing noise of my gun alerting everyone.
I tried to keep goblins between me and the shaman, but that became increasingly hard as the goblins became a little braver and started to push in, picking up weapons as they went.
I gasped as one of them landed a quick cut across my leg and instantly regretted not having Soothe Minor Pain running the entire time. Stupid.
Still, I sliced, punched, kicked, and stabbed my way though the front line of goblins, it just wasn't very clean. I had to parry the bigger, armoured goblin's advance, and a missed blow smacked me in the arm hard enough that I was sure it would leave a welt.
Another goblin struck me hard on the knee with a stick, and I felt something crunch even as a searing pain ran through me.
I eventually broke off and ran across the room, ducking under a pair of tiny fireballs to run the shaman through, but that cost me when a smaller goblin jumped up and bit me in the calf.
Still, after shaking it off and stabbing it, then finishing off the larger one by moving into his guard and throwing him to the ground, I found myself as the only living... wait, no, some of the goblins were just injured.
I took care of them, then I was the only living being in the room.
I cast Soothe Minor Pain, then hobbled over to a seat and looked over my wounds.
Too many. The bite, a nasty bruise, the stab in my leg. I winced as I felt at my knee, and when I pulled my pant leg up, I saw that it was discoloured already. I bent my leg back and forth, feeling at it, and... not broken, but damn.
"Screw it," I said.
I Reloaded.
There was no way that I'd make a good showing of the next five rooms.
Turning, I stepped back into the motel and paced. It was always so nice going from a battered, beaten body to a normal, intact one.
I'd made some mistakes there, but that didn't mean that it wasn't possible to run through the portal perfectly. I just had to clear six rooms without taking any wounds.
Yeah...
Shit, that wasn't going to be easy at all.
Maybe it would be better if I wasn't such a rank amateur, though. Especially in melee with a sword. The blade felt nice in my hand, but it was still awkward to use. Sometimes it got in the way, and if I focused on it too much, I got my knee smashed in because I wasn't paying attention to what was happening around me.
I pulled out my phone and started looking things up. This loop would be research and practice, then.
First, some videos on kendo and their various kata. My issue there was that a lot of the modern stuff was focused on competitive kendo. That was more of a sport than a fighting art.
I wasn't trying to score points, I was trying to learn how to decapitate a goblin.
Still, there was a lot of value in some of the motions I saw, and some videos laid them out well.
I looked at fencing for a moment, since my sword had a bit of that style to it, but the fencing sport wasn't... good. It was probably fine as an exercise and sport, but it wasn't what I was looking for.
HEMA, on the other hand, was a goldmine. I sat and watched some burly man explain how to fight with a one-handed sword, stances, ways to deflect an incoming blow, where to look on an enemy and how to move.
There were even some videos taken from within an E-rank portal, fighting against these smaller, winged imp things.
I stood and imitated the stances, going through them quickly, and practicing. If I did it right, I'd be an expert at goblin killing soon enough... but I wanted to have skills that would carry over to the next portal as well.
My next run started with a lot more confidence.
And then I ate a ball of fire to the side of the face twenty minutes in and had to Reload.
Okay, so maybe I ought to earn that confidence before feeling it?
The truth, though, was that the level of skill required to solo this portal was way, way above where I was.
...
Dammit, I was going to have to recruit Becky, wasn't I?
***

            

    
        Interlude - A Rat and a Mouse - Part One

    
    
    
    
                Interlude - A Rat and a Mouse - Part One


"C'mon, c'mon," she said as she tapped the Find Vanguard button.
Her phone screen lit up as a visual of the plant appeared, glowing bright and shiny as it was scanned, then the camera zoomed in, past clouds and across a huge city. She recognized it from the marketing material and got a little excited.
"C'mon, gimme that Deus Ex!" she muttered.
And then the camera panned to the side, showing her... a high-tech crossbow against a crate.
"Come on!" she grumbled. That was her sixth pull today, and all of them had been weapons. Not even 5 stars either! It was almost as bad as spending a pull to get a booster or something.
Stupid gacha games. Why was her luck this bad all the time? Was it rigged? All she wanted was nice PNGs of cute girls, was it too much to ask?
Becky grumbled some more as she left the pull screen and then checked on her various dailies. The menus were a confusing mess of buttons and shiny gifs and she kind of loved it. It was chaotic, but it tickled her brain in just the right way.
It took forever to load some pages though. Not that she could complain... wait, no she totes could, and would.
Internet access in a portal was basically impossible, but 'basically impossible' never stopped Mouse. There was a gizmo-doodad by the portal's entrance, a little box filled with wires and wi-fi router bits, all soldered together and connected to a boat battery. There was a wire running into the portal from it, and somehow Mouse got the internet working through that.
Becky's boss was a grade-A genius.
She wondered if Mouse could hack the gacha servers to get her more pulls?
Wait... could she hack the server to make her luckier? Oh shit! Genius idea!
She was considering giving Mouse a call to ask when she heard a scuff nearby. Shoe on gravel, movement.
Becky looked up, expecting one of the gang to be up and checking on her, or maybe here to let her out because this job was booooring, but no.
There was a woman there. Tallish, short black hair squished under a baseball cap, gasmask, glowy mage eyes, and... oh, wow, she had a really nice stomach. Becky figured that the leotard was helping a lot, like wearing a pushup bra to make things look more bouncy, only it was more about making things look flat in this case, but like, damn.
She blinked and forced herself to refocus.
Right right, scary person who wasn't meant to be here. Very dangerous.
"Who're you?" she asked.
The woman paused, keeping a few metres between them. Her hand was on the hilt of her sword (oh shit, she had a sword, that was baller!) but like, on the pommel bit, like a knight at rest or some shit.
"I'm Deadline," the woman said. Her voice was muffled by the mask, made deeper... cooler. Shit, this bitch had some aura going on.
"Cool, cool," Becky said. "So, uh, the fuck?"
Deadline looked away from Becky and deeper into the portal. "This one's about to breach," she said. "If we don't do something about it a lot of people might be hurt. You seem strong enough. Would you help me?"
"I dunno, I was told not to follow strange women that show up at night," Becky said.
Deadline returned her gaze onto Becky. "Very well. A deal, then. What would you want for my assistance?"
"Your assistance?" Becky asked.
"Yes. Unless you'd rather I pay you?"
"Yeah, no shit I'd rather that!" Becky said. She jumped to her feet. "I don't work for free."
"Fine then. You can keep all of the rewards that this portal offers. Every chest reward and anything you find within or on the dead. Is that fair?"
"Nu-uh," Becky said. Always ask for more. It was good advice. "More."
Deadline didn't seem surprised at all. "What were you doing on your phone there?"
Becky blinked, taken off-guard for a moment. "Uh, playing a gacha, why?"
"How about a gift-card, then?"
"You have one just on you?"
Deadline shook her head. "No. Of course not. But I can find you one after this. The cost will be little, I imagine, compared to the loss of life when this portal breaches."
Becky worked her jaw, then shrugged. Fuck it, she was bored. "Okay! Enough for one hundred pulls on the Super Starlight Mega Standard Banner."
"Deal," Deadline said.
Becky couldn't tell if she was stupid, rich, or both, but there was this whole thing about gift horses and mouths that she was real fond of. "So, how're we doing this?" she asked.
"I'll go in first. I think I can clear the goblins I see in that atrium without raising the alarm. Then we work together and kill everything that stands in our way."
Fuuuuck, that sounded metal as hell. Becky had to wonder if this chick was that hardcore or if she was full of it. "How'd you get in here, anyway?"
"I walked in," Deadline said. "But to answer your real question, no, your companions didn't notice me. Shall we start?"
"Yeah, sure, take the lead," Becky said.
Her thumb was moving already, closing out of her game and opening Chaos, the communications app that the gang used. She started a call, then muted it and herself. While Deadline was walking ahead of her, seeming entirely unbothered that Becky was there, she rooted around in her pocket and got out some earbuds. Little ones, that Mouse had gifted her, with decent sound and, more importantly, a microphone that didn't blow.
She looked down, and started linking her phone to her eyes. A moment later there was a stream on there, of what she was seeing.
There were only two people in the call. Herself, and Mouse.
"Hmm, you're gonna wanna see this, Mouse," she hummed.
"Pardon?" Deadline asked.
"Nothin'!" Becky said. "Don't you worry about it!"
***
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Mouse was busy.

She was always busy.
Busy busy busy. All the time. 24/7.
She was in her cave at the moment. The Mouse hole. Her home inside of home. The gang HQ turned den of great evil and memes.
Her room was a windowless space with a powerful AC unit mounted to one wall and posters on every other surface. In a corner was her bed, covered in plushies (mostly official merch!) and blankets that hadn't been changed out in... uh... anyway.
The middle of the room was the important part. It was her throne. The place where she kept busy.
Seven monitors. Seven! And not cheap ones either. These were top-end suckers, plugged into a water-cooled PC whose external temps were enough to heat up a sauna and whose internals were cool as ice. It was literally magic, and she needed it because that machine was running all sorts of things.
Three monitors were on livestreams. One of them was a pair of entertainers she liked doing a cooking special. The one below that had a Vtuber playing the latest most popular game, and the one below that had another Vtuber, this one a singer, doing a concert.
The other four screens were just as important. One had a constant feed of texts and messages from the guild. Their Chaos server. Two more were monitors. News trawlers, feed checkers, police and corp radio readers, she even had a HAM interceptor up on the roof in case someone went old-school. The last was a switching feed of the cameras in and around their base.
If something happened in the River Rat's territory, she'd know it before anyone else.
The last was the largest of her monitors. It was held up by six plastic figurines of her favourite vtubers (and a boring gimbal arm behind it) and was currently filled with flashes and explosions as she played a rather dull, uninspired FPS.
Honestly, she was a little bored. There just wasn't enough going on.
That's when she got a call. The screen with her messenger app flashed, and a line next below a familiar profile picture (currently an image of some anime woman's cleavage) covered everything. A ringing sounded out, drowning out the three streams and the game she was listening to.
PikaRatChu6969 is Calling
Was Becky bored too?
Insane. Mouse had hooked her up with wi-fi inside a portal. That was unheard of. The kind of tech genius that would make nine out of ten corps salivate at the sight.
Portals had wild fluctuations on entering and exiting, and that wrecked havoc on anything but the strongest signal. The fluctuations messed with signal attunement as well, in a completely arbitrary and random way... or so it seemed. If one could read the pattern of it, and say, create an algorithm that predicted the shift in the micro-seconds before it happened, they could send a signal through that wasn't entirely scrambled to hell, a signal with a segment of code attached that helped read the next micro-second of the signal as well.
It was finicky as hell and had taken her a month and a half to make it work. Only the very best corps and some government agencies had something like it, and she was pretty sure theirs were only barely able to send walkie-talkie levels of communication back and forth.
Becky was using Mouse's hard work to stream cat videos at dial-up speeds.
She was probably bored with that. Mouse answered the call. "Hello!" she said while trying not to die in her game. She couldn't pause it, it was multiplayer.
Becky didn't reply, which was concerning. Enough that Mouse closed the cooking stream (it was making her hungry anyway).
Then Becky turned on streaming. It was from the retina-augs that she had. Low-quality stuff that they still got for pretty cheap. Mouse had touched up the software on it. There was soooo much spyware on modern cybernetics it was crazy, and half of it just bloated things until it was barely usable.
The connection was a little spotty, so the bitrate was awful, but Mouse could still see what Becky was seeing. The inside of that portal, the one with the goblins?
Becky was focused on someone up ahead. A woman that Mouse didn't recognize. Taller than average, black hair, pale skin, and... that was about all Mouse could tell from behind.
"Hmm, you're gonna wanna see this, Mouse," Becky hummed. It sounded like she was speaking right into Mouse' right ear.
Mouse sat up in her plush gamer chair, then she jumped as someone fragged her in her game. "Dammit," she muttered. This felt too important, though. So she quit mid-match and moved the stream to her main monitor.
In the meantime, she started sending texts. To Josh, mostly. He was the most responsible one around the portal.
"Pardon?" the strange woman asked.
"Nothin'!" Becky said. "Don't you worry about it!"
They moved up and into an antechamber, then the woman gestured for Becky to stay back. She drew a sword and Mouse took a quick screen-cap of it, then she was off, jogging into the darker parts of the room with quick, sure movements.
"Can you hear me?" Mouse asked.
"Yeah," Becky muttered. "Chick just showed up, said the portal was about to breach, then bribed me to help."
"Weird," Mouse said. "Want to pull out?"
"Nah, I can take her," Becky said.
Mouse wasn't too sure. Becky was strong, she'd know, she had been training Becky in her off time for the past three or so years. Mouse herself had hit C-rank five years back and then promptly quit her job to join a gang because she liked not selling her soul.
Becky was strong. Not C-rank strong though. She just had a crazy good innate magic and used it to the hilt. Direct Lightning Manipulation was a level three spell, and Becky had it from the start, and as an innate spell, she could twist and use it all day long, casting it with insane efficiency.
If she joined a corp, she'd be their darling... until they tried to get her to do anything.
Most electric mages were distractable, but Becky was... a lot.
Mouse couldn't complain though, she got it.
"If you're sure," Mouse said. "Keep an eye on her."
"Mmh. Think it's true?"
Mouse considered it, but only for a moment. "Yeah. Told Josh to wipe the portal tomorrow. Even if it's good money, it's due for a breach."
"Damn," Becky said. "And Deadline here just knew, huh?"
Deadline? Was that the woman's name? Mouse twitched and two more streams stopped, were paused, and minimised. New windows opened without her looking at the screens at all, or without her even moving her fingers. One started to look for Deadline online. Anything public. The other did a deeper dive, mostly into the hacker forums and poking at some identification algorithms that she had no right to.
She had to be careful with that later, they needed to be plugged into some of the big computers some corps had, and most bigger corps had at least one or two buzzers like her plugged directly into their net... but by default, they were all easily bored and very distractable, so it wasn't all bad.
Plus, Mouse was just better.
Becky jumped, which made her stream lurch as well. Mouse refocused, trying to see what had done it, only to see the dead body of a goblin flopped down in the middle of the antechamber.
Deadline dropped down next to it, then cleaned her sword. "Area's clear," she said.
"See that," Becky replied. "Got some ninja shit goin' on?"
"No," Deadline said. "Goblins like these aren't exactly hard to sneak up to. Let's see what the rest of the portal looks like, though."
"Sure," Becky said.
Mouse watched as Becky followed Deadline into a large chamber, then they moved to the right, into an alcove after a short discussion about how to tackle the portal. Mouse listened with half an ear while she dug and found... not much.
Deadline was a ghost.
That perked her interest a little, and she widened her search. Fortress ENE had a database of all known rankers. The E-ranker database was a hot mess, but this woman was at least D.
Height and approximate age, black hair, female... that brought up... about a hundred and twenty matches. Too many. She'd need to know what kind of magic Deadline had access to, and maybe a good look at her face.
Her weapons might help?
She took a snapshot, brought it to another screen, then zoomed in on the gun at Deadline's hip. A revolver? Mouse didn't know guns very well, but...
She cross-referenced the handle, came up on one, and then narrowed down the make and model in the space of two minutes while her eyes never left the stream. Becky and Deadline were messing up goblins. Deadline was a fairly component swordswoman. Not perfect, though. Her movements were a little jittery, there was something about them that seemed... unorthodox?
Mouse had seen it before. This was someone who had little training but a fair amount of experience. Interesting. Non-corp?
The gun research came up. A Bastion-Krieger Model 2088c 'Stout-Nose' chambered in .454 Casull.
That told her something, she supposed. It went up on a board, another detail to be pinned. Only... wait.
Mouse looked into the gun, its sales, and which corps used it. She got a match, but had to dismiss it. The Stormchasers used that kind of revolver, and they had someone who was young enough and had black hair, but Mizu Aokawa was too short to be Deadline.
Ah... but Mizu Aokawa had made a post recently that mentioned a 'dead line.'
Mizu Aokawa - Storm Chasers
Tuesday 10 of September
Some punk solo we ran into just robbed me! She stole my revolver while I wasn't looking! Can you believe it? Fortress ENE is such a mess. This place needed better security or else there will be even more of these dead lines running around. [image: :(] [image: :(]
The post had a few dozen likes and some comments, but not much else.
Mouse dug around some more. She could smell it. Some good cheese, just around the corner.
Ah! There! The Storm Chasers had done a similar search a couple of weeks ago and came up with nothing, but then a week later, someone else had done the same. A video surfaced of the Storm Chasers confronting someone, and that looked like Deadline, didn't it?
A few questions, a few traces. Mouse followed them back. Redline?
Weird.
And then she found a fresh link. Deadline had been around when that one corpo princess had been kidnapped about a week ago. Not kidnapper, but unkidnapper. Saved the princess and then ran off without a trace.
An affiliate of Redline? Maybe, but Mouse didn't think so.
She watched as Deadline and Becky cleared out the next chamber, then another. Becky was having fun, at least. She was quipping a lot, talking about her special interest of the moment (some gacha game... she didn't shut up about it, so Mouse moved a decimal to the left her odds of getting any five stars and was redirecting anything Becky paid into the game back into her own account) and Deadline was listening passively, with only a few comments.
"Stop staring at her tits," Mouse said.
"Nu-uh," Becky said.
Deadline half-turned. "What was that?" she asked.
"Nothing much," Becky said. She waved her hands dismissively. "Just grossed out by all these goblins. I'm all wet over here, you know."
Mouse rolled her eyes. The idiot.
"Right," Deadline said, obviously not catching onto the subtext.
If Mouse had to spend one more hour listening to Becky wax on about some plausible-yuri-bait gacha character she'd short-circuit her own brain.
"Really hate goblins," Becky said. Then her attention snapped back to Deadline's chest. The woman was bending over to grab something off the ground, which had an obvious consequence vis-a-vis gravity. "But I wouldn't mind goblin' those," Becky muttered.
"I will fry your brain until the stupid is cooked out of you," Mouse said.
Becky chuckled. "Come on, Deady, let's go kill more shit!"
Mouse sat back and watched as they continued to clear the portal. She was in contact with Josh the entire time, just in case, but Deadline... didn't do anything untoward. She defended Becky's back and took on her share of enemies. She was mostly quiet, but also competent.
Mouse wouldn't have minded a few Deadlines in her gang, to be honest.
The boss came, and the boss went. It wasn't even a challenge with the two of them working together.
Mouse leaned back and considered it. Could Deadline have solo'd the portal? Maybe. Probably. She seemed to have some amount of skill, but there had been a lot of enemies, and even Becky was winded and tired.
So, maybe she couldn't. And maybe she knew as much, and so chose to rely on someone.
Or there was something else at play.
Mouse made a call. Josh answered before the first ring.
"Mouse?" he asked.
"Clear the area out. Pay back anyone who paid for more time than they got. Tell them that the portal needs closing."
"It's a few hours earlier than we expected," Josh said.
"It's fine. We made our profit," she replied. The River Rats weren't her gang, but she brought in the most income, and she could summon thunder from a clear sky onto the head of anyone that annoyed her too much, so it was kind of her gang. "Becky will be clearing out in a moment, along with a... friend. Stand close, with Franklin too. Maybe you'll get some power from the closing. Ah, but let our new friend pass."
"Alright," Josh said. "If you vouch for them."
"Hmm, more like I just don't want an enemy," Mouse said.
If Deadline became her enemy, she'd have to leave her basement to go fry the woman, and that would mean missing hours of content. She was already falling behind!
***
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I arrived in the motel where my shit was and then just... slumped into the room.
That had been a lot. I was fifteen loops in by the time I decided that enough was enough. Learning to cut off my losses was an important lesson, I figured. There was such a thing as a sunk-cost fallacy, and when one had the ability to repeat the same thing over and over and over again, then that fallacy could be what made me spiral into insanity.
Was I a perfect swordswoman? No.
Was I way, way better than I had been 'this morning?' Yeah. I had something like ten hours of practical experience now, plus a couple more of watching videos and practicing some moves.
I considered taking a nap. I had work in... about seven hours, and I was far from home, and physically, a bit tired. The real-time day had been long, and the last few hours in the portal had involved a lot of swinging my arms around and dodging goblin attacks. I had come out entirely unharmed, but not without being a little tired.
Actually, I had come out to find... Nobody. Becky and I stepped out of the exit portal to an empty room. I told Becky that I'd send her the payment, as promised, then darted out of there and out the back.
Weird, but no one had followed me.
Something was up with that, so I couldn't just reset my Save.
Which meant that taking a nap would be hard. So, I rolled over and looked something up, then gasped at what I was seeing on my phone.

One hundred pulls on the Super Starlight Mega Standard Banner was eight hundred dollars?!
What kind of braindead idiot played a game with ten-dollar pulls? Even discounted by buying a full one hundred, that was still nuts.
And I'd shaken her hand and everything. Fuuuck. She'd even gotten me to agree in other loops. Sure, I'd be the only one to know that I cheated her, but... urgh.
I pulled out a pre-paid credit card from my wallet, went online, and purchased a digital gift card. I had Becky's Email address. The stupid... wait, was she stupid if she managed to get paid? Urgh.
I'd just cleared a portal, a D-ranker at that. My core was still buzzing, more so than when I'd cleared that portal with Fran. This was a stronger one, overall, and we'd mowed through even more monsters. I'd probably gotten more advancement in my magic tonight than most D-rankers received in a week, and it was only Monday.
I couldn't sleep, I couldn't go back home, so I paced the room, then eventually sat down and did some research instead.
Three events were coming up soon that I'd have to plan for. The shitty motel wi-fi wasn't great for plotting anything, but I had a pre-paid burner phone with a browser on it.
First, I checked on Fortress Marketplace for that bike I wanted to buy. The listing wasn't up yet, which... yeah, that tracked. It was supposed to go up sometime today, but closer to the evening. Nothing I did should have changed the timeline to the degree where the seller would list their bike half a day early. Still, worth checking.
I really wanted that bike, and now I had a heap of cash to buy it with.
Second, the prisoners. I confirmed that Timothy was carted off to jail, as I'd told Fran that he would be. He was probably chumming it up with his kidnapper pals behind bars already.
The breakout was on Thursday, sometime in the night. I planned on being there and burning a few timelines tracking them down. That felt like a relatively easy task, honestly. Well... no, but to me, with disposable timelines, it should be. I'd get there earlier, see where they broke out from, go back, then see where they went, then go back again and be there when they left. Do that a few dozen times and I ought to be able to figure out where they were going.
Third was something a little closer to the present. There was a crack-down on a black-market chrome clinic on Wednesday.
I had to check the place out. Probably tomorrow. If the owners seemed like reasonable, non-assholish people, then maybe I could cut a deal with them. Warn them of the crackdown before it happened for access to a good back-alley surgeon and some decent cyberware.
Or... maybe just the cyberware. I wasn't sure I'd trust my life in the hands of any old surgeon.
I was nearing six in the morning and I hadn't slept a wink. I decided that that was enough for the night, and headed out, changed into my normal clothes, eyes scanning for trouble.
No one came around or caused any trouble though. I ditched my burner phone in a trash can along the way, took a taxi out of the area, then stopped at an early-to-open cafe for a hefty dose of caffeine.
Being a D-ranker meant having a body that slowly rose to peak physicality. That meant metabolism and energy and strength. It didn't mean not having to sleep at all, and I hadn't been a D-ranker for long enough to get all the benefits.
After a large dose of caffeine and sugar, and some pastries I... was really ready for bed.
Sure, the magical surge helped. I was still feeling warm tinglies all over, like all of my limbs had gone asleep and awakened, but in a good way, but that didn't mean that I wasn't tired.
Still, it was approaching seven-ish in the morning.
So I got on one of the inner-city buses and rode out towards work. I had my bag with my Deadline gear, but no one checked things at work, so it would be fine.
I arrived to find the doors still locked, which shouldn't have surprised me. Fortunately, I only had to wait twenty minutes for someone to come over and unlock them, then I got to experience that weird feeling of being entirely alone at work where there were usually plenty of people around.
I found the lockers, stuffed my crap away, then picked out a spare uniform. It wasn't anything pretty, just a Luna Corp jumpsuit, the kind of thing that most non-ranked and E-rankers wore. D-rankers... kind of got away with wearing whatever as long as it wasn't offensive. That actually made it a bit more expensive for me, since the jumpsuits (which were a little scratchy) were at least 'free' as part of the corp uniform and there was even a laundry service for them.
Whatever. I went down to the gym, took a long, long shower to wash off the grime and try to wake up, then I got dressed in the jumpsuit and headed up.
I found Eldur in the lounge, already looking at a tablet with a coffee in his free hand.
"Can our hearts stop from too much coffee as a D-ranker?" I asked.
He looked up and scanned me with his eyes. "Long night?"
"Didn't sleep a wink," I said.
"Ah, to be twenty again," he said wistfully.
Well, at least my age would let me play some things off as youthful indiscretion. Wasn't I... well, at least a few weeks older mentally than I looked physically.
"By the way, you've got a psych-eval this morning."
"A what?" I asked.
"Yeah. One of the company therapists. HR's orders. Well... practically Dharti's orders. Unless you've got your own?"
"Ah, I don't," I said. "Should I?"
"No, the company one's fine. Everything you say is strikingly confidential, of course," he said.
Yeah, so that was bullshit. I vaguely recalled something about a leak in the company about two months before the Breach. It had pissed off a bunch of people, and there had been some private info in that.
The leak was targeted, some other corp sticking their fingers in Luna Corp's pie. Hmm... now that I thought about it, could it be linked to the Breach?
Luna Corp was the only company I could say with certainty wasn't. I might only have been an E-ranker, but when shit hit the fan, I was at the front, and the corp really did try to help. It had a vested interest to, both because ninety-nine percent of its employees lived in the afflicted city, and because if the Breach was sealed, Luna Corp could take some of the credit for it.
Or something. "Hey, is Terry in today?" I asked Eldur.
"She's usually late," he grumbled.
"Cool. Had some questions for her. Guess it can wait until after the eval. Uh, what's on the docket for the week?"
"Tomorrow we're doing guard duty for a small event, the rest of the week is training until Friday. We have a minor repeat portal that might pop up then that we'll be in charge of. It might be an overtime situation, depending on when it chooses to appear. We can narrow it down, but it has a twelve hour variance."
"Alright," I said.
Nothing better to do, then. I checked my schedule for that appointment--that I planned on wasting--then went off to practice my spellwork. Restore Stamina wasn't going to master itself. I really wanted to nail down at least one first-level spell by the week's end. That portal with Beky proved how strong even a D-ranker with a few good spells could be.
Might as well see if that boost from the portal completion helped with my magic as well.
***

            

    
        Chapter Seventy-Two - Frenching

    
    
    
    
                Chapter Seventy-Two - Frenching

I was not ready for therapy, nor did I need it.

Like, sure, I had a lot of shit going on, but I took breaks sometimes. I wasn't pushing myself too hard. And even if I did need someone to talk to, I could find someone in a loop that I wasn't going to keep to chat with. Plus, I had Mister Couchtop who had, so far, never repeated one of my secrets to anyone else.
The company therapist was a middle-aged woman called Misses Peust. She was a serious, bored-faced woman with a clipboard and a small office that smelled like old carpet. Obviously, the company budget wasn't going to her.
She asked me questions, and I dodged them as best I could when they came too close to stuff that mattered, and I tried to answer honestly otherwise.
I didn't feel any better leaving her office than I did going in, with the exception of the relief that I got from being free.
Moving back up to the floor with the rest of Squad B, I arrived in time to see Eldur talking with someone from the other squads... and Louise.
I paused by the elevators, moving just to the side so I'd be out of the way, and then I kind of just stared.
Eldur was talking to the man that I think was the Squad A leader. They were both frowning, looking over some sort of tablet and gesturing, but my attention kept shifting to the side, to Louise.
She was standing with her arms crossed, nose slightly raised, as if the discussion going on was beneath her, and maybe it was. She was one of Luna Corp's C-rankers, one of the very best in the company, an elite.
As far as I knew, she was technically part of Squad A, but only on occasions where they needed her. She didn't go into every portal they tackled, and I supposed that made sense.
D-ranker battle pay was pretty damned good. C-ranker? They probably paid her the same as I made, but with the decimal point moved over once. Ah, but I was distracting myself with thoughts of money, as if that mattered.
Louise radiated power in a way that I hadn't quite been able to feel as an E-ranker. There was a palpable aura around her. Was it stronger than before, or were my senses sharper?
Eldur shook his head, gesturing at the tablet. Then he glanced up and happened to catch my eye. He paused, then raised a hand to wave me over.
I looked behind me, then sighed and walked across the room. "Yes?" I asked.
Eldur gestured to the other two. "I don't know if you've met yet. This is Steven, of Squad A."
"Hello," I said, extending a hand to shake. The man took it and shook, then I glanced over at Louise, who stared back. She wasn't being rude, necessarily, but she did seem a little cold. "And hi! You're Louise, right? I've heard good things about you," I said.
She had a mole on her inner thigh.
I closed my eyes for a second and forced myself to refocus hard. "A pleasure," she replied.
"Oh, that accent, are you French?" I asked. "Tu as une très joli accent."
Louise blinked. "You speak French?" she asked.
"Oui, je suis apprendre depuis quelques années," I said with a smile.
She stared. "Let's stick to English. Si tu tiens à torturer le français, autant rester en anglais, non?"
It took me a moment to translate that last one. 'If you're set on torturing French, might as well stick to English, right?' I almost Reloaded then and there as I felt my cheeks flush. "I-is anything wrong?" I asked Eldur instead of continuing to humiliate myself.
"Nothing too big," Eldur said. "There's a recurring E-rank portal that we have jurisdiction over. But neither Squad A or B is able to schedule it in. It's a long-lasting portal that Squad A cleared out yesterday, but didn't close."
"Right," I said. I think I knew the one he was talking about. More, I knew from my last week-long loop that this one had had... casualties. "No one's free to guard it?"
"We're on guard duty tomorrow," Eldur said.
"And we have out-of-town training," Steven said. "I can't spare anyone."
"And we're booked all day," Eldur said. He glanced at me. "But we might not all be. It's a little early for solo work, but this is about as easy as it gets, and you haven't been trained for the kind of body-guarding work we'll be doing tomorrow anyway. What do you say?"
"You want me to guard the portal, solo?" I asked.
"Is that wise?" Louise asked, speaking up. "She is new, non?"
"I'm capable enough," I defended myself. She gave me a cold, judgemental look that made my knees wobble a bit.
Fuck me, she was hot. That kind of bitchy attitude would not fly if she wasn't an easy nine-out-of-ten. As it was, she was beautiful enough that the attitude just came off as a warm simmer instead of the full-on Karen-tier bullshit it was.
Or maybe that was just me. I had a weakness.
"She's been good," Eldur said. "And this isn't exactly difficult work. The portal was cleared out. There shouldn't be anything dangerous within. Just keep an eye out on the E-rankers, try not to look like you're bored even if you are, and respect the Squad E2 leader."
Squad E2? I had been under Squad E4 back in the day, but we had worked together a few times. "I can do that," I said. "I have some spells to practice anyway, it would be nice to carve them out in a portal world."
Eldur nodded then glanced at Steven.
Steven tsked, but nodded as well. "Fine. I'd rather have at least two people though."
"And I can't spare more than one," Eldur said.
It seemed like that was that. I was dismissed a few moments later, then ran off with my tail between my legs. Fortunately, I found someone to help me distract myself. Sol, who was in the kitchen, looking out of the window while rubbing at his chest.
"Hey," I said as I came up behind him. "You good?"
"Yeah, yeah fine," he said. He pulled out a little paper-wrapped packet of antacids and popped one into his mouth. "What's up?"
"Ah, not much. But hey, you know magic well, right?"
He hummed, then nodded. "Well-enough. I studied it in college. Bachelors of magical studies."
"Huh. How does that work with the embargo on the whole emotional-aspect of magic?" I asked.
"It doesn't apply to everyone," he said. "Honestly, it's kind of an open secret."
And one that I didn't know. "Anyway, I asked because I saw something. Or met someone, I guess."
"Hm?"
"He was a spark mage? Electricity?" Changing Becky to a 'he' last minute seemed wise. "He could do a few spells, but when I asked, he said that it wasn't carved magic. How does that work?"
"Oh," Sol said, perking up. I think this subject was his jam. I could ask Terry, but she was a bit flighty, and Dharti, while super knowledgeable, was more fixed in her own type of magic. "So, there's generally three... four ways of casting a spell. The first is through an emotional outburst, and that's generally a terrible way to cast. It's random, it's expensive in terms of magical energy, and it's chaotic. Don't do that."
"Got it," I said.
"The second is innate magic. That's what spell that's written in the centre of your core. Everyone has one. Almost. Some people's innate magic is a passive spell, most have something between levels one and three. Usually, when you ascend it improves."
I blinked. That was new. My innate spell was my Save-and-Reload ability. Would it improve on ascending C? How? Now I was a little worried. What if it side-graded? What if it changed into something worse?
Sol couldn't read my mind, so he went on. "Then there's carved magic. You learn the form of a spell, carve the shape from your core over time, perfect the shape, and you can then cast that spell whenever."
"Okay," I said.
"And finally, there's freeform casting." He looked around, then took a few quick steps to a cupboard where he picked up a cup. He placed it on the counter, then frowned at it. Then water coalesced out of the air and poured into it until it was half full. He let out a breath, as if that had been hard. "Free form means taking magic from our core, expelling it, then twisting it into the shape of a spell."
"Is that better?" I asked.
"Worse in literally every way from carved casting. It's less efficient, takes more live-practice, is more prone to failure, and can be disrupted by shifts in ambient magic. I guess the only advantage is that with practice, you can shave seconds off of a spell, and in some rare situations, it might be less magically expensive, even if it's less efficient."
"How's that?" I asked.
"Ah, you can make it so that the spell draws ambient magic to fuel itself, but you still need to feed the right parts of it emotionally-laden magic, so... yeah, it's really not worth it."
"Cool, cool," I said. That gave me something to think on.
***
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I arrived at home feeling kind of tired. Not badly so, but... yeah, I hadn't gotten enough sleep, and while work wasn't too strenuous today, it was still work.
Still, the moment I was inside and checked to make sure the apartment was clear, I set a new Save. My first since yesterday, when I was tackling that goblin dungeon.
Probably a good thing that I hadn't had to Reload, because I was sure that I was already forgetting some minor details.
That was actually one of my smaller fears. What if I Reloaded too far back? If I went back to... say, the Save before I freed Ojou from that one portal with the undead, would I be able to help? I didn't have the same spells carved into me back then. The only thing I'd be bringing back would be some technical knowledge.
That wasn't nothing. I was very slowly gaining real-life combat experience, and that was making me tougher and a better fighter, but it wasn't everything.
Bah, whatever.
For now... a nap.
I slumped onto my bed, not caring that I was fully dressed because this wouldn't be the final loop. Mister Couchtop came over and settled down on my back, and soon he was making biscuits into my shoulders while purring up a storm.
Unsurprisingly, I fell asleep, only to wake up at one-thirt-ish AM when Mister Couchtop started getting the zoomies.
"Urgh," I said, but the nap had done some good.
I Reloaded, and instantly felt a lot more tired. At least, physically. My mind felt a bit more settled, and that was good enough. I turned around and headed out.
I was going to do a practice set tonight. One loop of guitar practice... one of French. Fuck, maybe not?
Louise's words today, about my French... yeah, that shit stung. I thought I was doing pretty well. I mean... realistically, how many hours had I actually spent practicing in the last three weeks? Like, twenty? That was a lot for anyone, but it wasn't anywhere near the number of practical hours needed to learn a language.
Plus, it wasn't like the real me, the one with memories that persisted through every loop, was picking up the knowledge any faster than anyone else. It's just that my days had more hours in them.
Well, whatever. Next time, I'd be even better. With the guitar too, dammit!
After that, I'd do some magic practice loops. Restore Stamina and Exhaust Senses were my current targets. I wanted both down by the week's end.
Then... maybe some more research time?
It was gonna suck because I was pretty damned tired. But like... fuck it, right? I wasn't going to improve much if I only ever tried to improve during optimal conditions... unless I took a nap at the start of every loop? No. No, that was a bad idea. The more time passed without me practicing my skills in me-time, the more my skills would dull.
Anyway, right now, I had a goal.
There was a black-market cyberware place that was going to get hit in... well, not tomorrow, but the day after, early in the morning. It was called Cold Solutions, and it passed itself off as a little PC repair shop in the outer city.
I had one thing to look into, then two options.
First, I wanted to see if the place even had any cyberware worth my time. So that's what I was going to check out today.
If they did, then, I'd figure out what to do from there.
I took a bus out, riding while keeping to myself, my workplace gun in a purse and my eyes on the people around me. Was I growing to be a little paranoid? Yeah, probably. But I also felt like it was a little wise to be?
In any case, it took only forty minutes to get to Cold Solutions.
The place reminded me a little of Full Auto Stranger Danger. Not so much in its aesthetics overall, but more in the way that it had a clear front that was hiding something more... legally dubious just behind it.
The shop had some toughs hanging around the front. I walked in anyway, looking around at old tower PCs, some little portables, and a lot of electronics in glass cabinets with prices that seemed a little steep to me.
I walked right up to the counter, where a middle-aged man was looking at something on his phone. "Hey," I said.
"Hm."
"I need good cyberware. Heard this was the place for it," I said.
"Hm."
I stared. He didn't. Yeah, I was starting to lose patience here. I reached over the counter and ripped the phone out of his hand, then carefully placed it on the counter. He jumped at the motion. I had been moving fast, and from the way he flinched, he was... not any sort of ranker.
As an E-ranker, I might've been a little faster than a normal person. As a fledgling D-ranker, I was a little faster than an E-ranker. A little here and a little there added up, I think.
"I need a place to purchase cyberware," I repeated, looking the man in the eyes.
"Hm, uh, yeah," he said. "We don't sell that?"
"You do," I said. "Now do I need to walk back there on my own or what?"
One of the guys 'working' here, a big body-builder looking sort, came a little closer and started to stand taller.
I glanced back at him, clearly not worried or afraid, and I think that might have cowed him a little. Or maybe it was my eyes. I caught a reflection of myself on some glass cabinets, and... yeah, there was no hiding them.
"Shit," the guy behind the counter said. "Fine. Gimme five, hm?"
"Sure," I said.
He left. He returned. He didn't look happy about it. "Baker will see ya," he said.
Baker, as it turned out, was the man operating the shop behind this shop. A gentleman in his early fifties or so, with a large baldspot and a few stress wrinkles. He had long, thin fingers, metal ones, and a bit of a hunch to him, though the white coat he was wearing didn't help.
"Come," he said.
I moved to the back, following him through a corridor with piles of stuff on either side of it. Electronics in boxes and unmarked crates.
Baker brought me to a backroom. Here were rows of shelves. "Most is used," he said simply. "What are you looking for?"
"Good stuff," I said. "Do you sell anything good?"
He turned back to look at me. "sometimes. What do you mean by good?"
"Top end, recent, jailbroken."
"Recent and jailbroken don't go together," he said.
"Then top end and jailbroken," I said. "I'm looking for a few things in particular."
I wanted three bits of cyberware. Two of them I wouldn't buy here.
My list was relatively short, otherwise. In order of what I wanted most it went:Optics - Because mine were kind of trash, and I wouldn't mind better retina-mounted augs.
Sub-dermal armour - Because not dying was nice.Cochlear implants - So that I could keep using my gun without having a persistent high-pitched squeal in my head.

Then the stuff I wanted but didn't need. That was what I figured I might be able to pick up here:Throat implant - For filtration, some had built-in rebreathers.
Bio-monitor - So that I could keep an eye on my health and magic.Nerve threading - For faster reflexes.
Skull-plating - Because I liked my head, and as long as it was intact, I could Reload.
The sub-dermal I wouldn't buy second hand. Because ew. I was... kind of on the fence about trusting a back-alley doc to begin with, and sub-dermal operations were invasive as hell. The skull plating too. Also, nerve-threading was out. That was super delicate work. Optics too.
The rest... I was more open to getting from here. If there was a fuck-up, I could Reload. Most of the operations were done with local anesthetics, so there was that.
"Like what?" Baker asked.
"I need some good cochlear implants. Mil-spec, at a minimum. Throat implants would be nice, and if you have a jail-broken bio-monitor, I wouldn't mind looking at it."
Baker rubbed at his nose. "The cochlear... yeah, I might have something for that. Got it off a portal diver that... well, anyway, it's pretty good stuff. Sturdy. Pricey, though." His eyes flashed and he nodded. "They're Atyacus model F1R3. About three years old. Not jail-broken, but they could be. Don't know why you'd care with those. Ah, as for the throat implant, those are popular here. I have some pretty decent stuff."
"They're popular?" I asked.
"Factory workers, yeah," he said with a nod. "Reprocessing portal stuff. Lots of dusts. Lots of contaminants. Plus the air in this city... you know?"
"Yeah," I said. I'd gotten a few coughs from it. It wasn't exactly clean.
Nor was this place. It had a persistent mildew-y stink to it. And the smell of blood; couldn’t miss that iron tang either. 
"Show me what you've got, and your price range," I said.
Two items off the list wasn't too bad.
***
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I could tell that Baker was tired of my shit, but I really didn't care. I had him pull out the best he had and open it up.
It really wasn't as bad as I feared. The cochlear implant was in a nice case. I wasn't sure if it was the one it was originally sold in, but it was clean enough. I looked it up, of course.
Implants had serial numbers on them, and there were forums where you could post a pic and some nerd would ID something. The trick was to post it with a plausible but incorrect name, and then someone would get all hot and bothered and give you the exact name, make, model, and the names of the people on the factory line when it was made.
In any case, the cochlear implant wasn't bad. The Atyacus model F1R3 had a good rep and was considered pretty sturdy. Brand new, they went for fourteen grand. Baker here was selling these for six.
No outstanding issues on the installation and the operation was considered a one-and-done kind of thing. A good shop could have them installed in under an hour.
They were semi-popular with PMCs for being a step above the military-grade hearing protection that the army handed out to its soldiers.
Military-grade often meant lowest-bidder grade, and no one wanted to go deaf because of bad implants.
I was interested.
The filters were some no-name brand. Well, no, not quite. They were made by some Chinese company, knock-offs of a higher-quality bit of cyberware that was made by a bioware company. They were a lot more complex to install, requiring a special surgical suite for internal operations.
Basically, they were attached to the collarbone by a set of rings, with a port right below the neck. The port led into a tube that went all the way down to the base of the trachea. There, the trachea was opened up and a space was made for the filter. The port allowed one to slide the filter out, and slide a new one in.
It looked rather annoying, honestly, and reviews online suggested that even a clean filter made breathing just a little harder.
The upside was that the non-knockoffs were better than any disposable mask on the market for respiratory protection.
The downside was that it made coughing less effective.
I... decided against it.
Honestly, this was almost a wash, except for one thing.
When I turned to Baker and started to grill him, he folded quickly. I got his number, and knew what to say.
In a few days I'd call him up and warn him of the incoming raid. In exchange, he'd be setting those cochlear implants aside.
Honestly... I was partly tempted to just not bother. I could buy good stuff now, without jumping through hoops, but this might be free if I played my cards right, and free was tempting. That, and Baker wasn't a bad egg.
A bit uncomfortable with me, but I actually looked into his records--while he ran off to get his guards--and the good doc did really, really cheap operations on kids and sold some things at a loss for people that needed it.
I Reloaded before I could get into too much trouble. I'd help. Not just because Baker wasn't a terrible sort, but also because it was sticking it to the man, and that was punk as fuck.
With the Reload, I was back home, which meant it was time to get to work. I had a lot of stuff to train, and unlimited time to do it.
Of course, the power went out around eight.
I blinked, then swore as I remembered that this had happened last time too, when I took my week-long loop to scout ahead.
Fucking Brightbarrow messing with the power.
I never did figure out how and why the power cut, but it was annoying as shit. It made my training loops a lot shorter.
Oh well. It wasn't like I needed power to practice on the guitar, or train up my magic. I had the spells downloaded onto my laptop, and this was my new one, with a solid battery that would last the three-ish hours that the power was out.
So I trained. First a guitar loop, jamming out to a bit of Nirvana (not my all-time favourite, but they had a few bangers that weren't too hard to follow) then I did some French practice, unable to forget how Louise had shot me down.
I'd show her. Next time I'd be faster, without as much of an accent. Of course, I remembered what I'd said to her, and cringed when I realized that my grammar had been ass. Unlike English, where wording in the order rightly was goodish enough, French was a very careful and deliberate language if you wanted to speak it correctly.
Damned annoying to learn, though. It had too many rules and exceptions to those rules.
After a half-dozen loops mixing French and guitar lessons, basically spending a solid nine-to-ten hours on both, I got to practicing my magic. I carved out the shape for Restore Stamina, which took two loops to figure out. It was just a level one spell, but the shape of it was three-dimensional compared to the much flatter cantrips I'd picked up so far.
Still, by the end of the second loop, the shape looked correct, and I just needed to figure out the casting of it.
I had... a fair bit more magical energy now than when I'd started. Probably like, a solid twenty-percent more over three weeks, which wasn't nuts, but it gave me more wiggle room.
No wonder people were encouraged to learn spells in order. I don't think I had the juice in the tank to cast third-level spells yet. Not consecutively, at least.
Restore Stamina was a spell linked with Pensiveness, which was... a weird emotion. I read up on it, and it mostly boiled down to that feeling that came from being in your own head.
Yeah, I was good at that. I was constantly in my own head. I could spend a full day doing nothing but worrying, plotting my own future, trying to figure things out, or lusting after some hot lady.
It wasn't hard to get that emotion right. It was hard to get it right and then cast with it, because the emotion didn't lend itself to activity.
Weird dichotomy there. Maybe that was why mages along the Nature axis weren't considered good front-liners? I could see an Anger mage having no difficulty casting mid-combat, but when the emotion you needed was 'thinking too hard?' yeah, that was going to require practice.
Anyway, I launched the spell, and then waited to feel it.
And feel it I did.
It was like downing an espresso, then taking a pull from a cigarette all at once. A hit of energy that coursed through me all at once. "Woo," I said, letting a single breath out.
That was a lot.
It was a good lot, though.
I was pretty sure that my carving wasn't perfect, but whatever. I'd show it to Dharti next time, and she might be able to help me refine it, lower the magical energy cost, and make it easier to cast.
Next, I Reloaded, and even if I lost the carving, that was fine. I had it down enough that I knew I could recarve it in under an hour.
Exhaust Senses was next.
That one was a bit more and less complex to carve. The biggest issue, of course, being that I didn't have a target to practice it on.
Well, there was Mister Couchtop, but I wouldn't hurt him, even in a loop that I didn't intend to keep. Hell, I'd Reloaded once after stepping on his tail because I didn't want to live with the guilt.
Ah... wait... there was me.
I bought the spell off of a guild site, carved the spell out, selected the 'vision' component, then tried to get into the right mindset for it.
Exhaust Senses required Boredom.
Damned easy emotion to get, that one. I just stood there, watching the clock on my wall switch. It was a digital clock. It took ages to switch.
Once I was considering clawing my face off, I cast, and then blinked.

The room was blurry. It was like opening my eyes after a good nap. Everything was slightly off-focus. Not in a way that would stop me, but it was annoying.
Interesting.
I tried again with 'hearing' and this time it felt like I was listening to everything with fingers in my ears. Muffled, but not deafened.
Reloading and recarving the spell let me test out 'touch' and 'smell' and 'taste.' Basically covering the basic-bitch senses. No proprioception, or like, sense of time or direction or whatever.
Touch made me feel slightly tingly, like I'd slept on all of my limbs at once. Smell... made me smell like my nose was blocked by a cold, and taste made things taste less.
I'd probably only rely on sight and sound, then, in a fight.
The spell could be targeted to myself, but also to others. The interesting part being that it was fairly short ranged, but entirely invisible, and didn't have any physical impact.
So, if I was in a fight, I could make someone see less well, and hear less well, and unless they were very well attuned to magical senses, they might not notice at all.
The better version of the spell, at higher levels, simply cut those senses out, but that was... interestingly non-viable for stealth. People would freak out at going blind or deaf. They wouldn't at having their vision go a bit blurry or getting their ears muffled.
In my last loop, I carved Exhaust Senses from memory, then Restore Stamina, and then crashed into bed, low on magical energy and mentally exhausted. Tomorrow was Tuesday the 24th of September, and two Luna Corp employees were going to die if I didn't do anything, so it was going to be a busy day.
***
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I got to work, somehow.

Carving two spells overnight was a bad idea. Maybe if they were both cantrips I could handle it, or if I had cleared half a dozen more E and D ranked portals I’d have the mana to spare, but as it was, the carving had pushed my magical energy into the negatives, and I was feeling it in the morning.

I woke up, only to see both carvings subtly warped out of shape overnight, and then had to spend whatever magic I’d gained while sleeping correcting them. It was like smushing wet clay around. 

I had to Reload. I was determined to have both spells with me today, since I’d have a good training opportunity, so I recarved them, then went to bed early, only this time I drank one of those expensive magic juice-boxes before bed, and I set my alarm to go off every hour.

That sucked.

By the time morning came around, I’d gotten way less sleep than usual, and what sleep I did get was ass. Sure, I’d probably gotten eight hours, but it was broken up way too much.

At least both Restore Stamina and Exhaust Senses were stable and looked good. I didn’t have the energy to cast them just like that to test, but I was pretty sure they’d work.

I showered, dressed, then headed out to work.

Today was going to be pretty chill. I got an email while on the bus saying that I was to report to one Sergeant Guy of Squad E2 at 0930, which left me enough time to get to the Luna Corp HQ and run up to grab my gear.

Since I didn’t want to appear too sloppy, I got dressed in the standard Luna Corp fatigues (which were admittedly kind of nice looking, in a deep blue colour with the company logo sewn onto the shoulders) and got my plate carrier, greaves and braces on, as well as knee and elbow guards.

The fully armoured uniform always looked a bit goofy to me. I think that someone like Jane would complain at length about it, but it kept what needed to be safe covered. I grabbed some ammo for my handgun and tucked my helmet under my arm before heading out.

Eldur had come in and given me a patch for my plate carrier with my name on it as well as a small Squad B logo so at least people would be able to ID me at a glance.

I hadn’t been with Squad E2 in my time at Luna Corp, but I did know some of the people in it.

Truth be told, I... didn’t have very many friends in my time in Fortress ENE, and the only people I had occasionally hung out with were squadmates. I was a little worried about meeting some of them again, not that I ever became too close to any of them. The best I had were a few drinks after work and shared complaints about higher ups.

Sergeant Guy of Squad E2 was often featured in those. He was the kind of incompetent micro-managing nit-picker who would get someone killed one day.

Maybe today, even. 

I had a small hit of nostalgia as the elevator doors opened into the lower floors where the E-rankers had their space.

It wasn’t bad, mind. Luna Corp wasn’t one of those big, fancy companies, but it had the budget to make sure that the space for E-rankers was decent. It was just a bit crowded. I think the E-rankers were supposed to have two floors for the number of squads, but ended up with just the one somehow, so the locker rooms and such ended up squished together a little.

That was fine, only I’d just come down from a floor where I had a large office to myself that was currently empty. The switch was a little jarring.

I walked across the floor, moving by a few employees until I made it to Squad E2’s section of the floor. The majority of them were coming in, dressed in civvies, though a few were changed already and were congregating in a more open space.

Walking over to the sergeant’s door, I knocked twice, even though it was opened and I could see him within. “A minute,” he said without looking up from his work. He glanced up a few moments later, then his brows rose. “Oh. Hello, you’re...”

“From Squad B,” I said. “You’re Sergeant Guy, sir?”

“That’s me,” he said as he stood. “Pleasure to meet you. I was just reviewing the email. You’re the only member of the squad with us this morning?”

“Yes sir,” I said. “The rest are off on bodyguarding duty. I’m what they can spare.”

I knew I didn’t need to ‘yessir’ him so much. He was a normal-ass employee, and despite the guns and uniforms, this wasn’t the army, but a bit of respect and some light ass-kissing could go a long way.

Besides, I wanted to know how two idiots died and if I could avoid that, then I’d have a nice, cushy job parking my ass in an E-ranked portal and sucking up ambient magical energy all day. Might be worth a point or so by the end. 

“I’d have wished for more,” Guy said. “But I’ll take what I can get. You’re a proper D-ranker, yes?”

“Sure am,” I said. “I’ll be riding with your squad over?”

“Working with us, yes,” he agreed. “We’re doing extraction work today. It’s a small, E-ranked undead portal. We’re pulling out the monster bodies, and metals, furniture... basically anything that isn’t nailed down is being extracted.”

“Cool,” I said. I’d done that kind of work a few times. It was lame, but it paid the bills, I supposed. The site would have a dozen or so normal folk working around it, and the dozen members of Squad E2 within the portal to grab the resources within. “Just to be clear, I’m on guard duty for this one, correct?”

“Well, you can always help us,” he said with a smile.

I shook my head. “No. My orders are to keep your team secured during the material extraction. Not to act as muscle.”

Guy’s lips pinched, but he nodded all the same. “Of course. You can wait for us at the van, if you wish. We’ll be leaving soon enough.”

Soon enough, as it turned out, meant an hour later. A boring hour I spent in the back of a van, sitting with my arms crossed, waiting... and listening. Guy had the balls to talk mad shit when I wasn’t standing right next to him. I overheard him speaking to his second about how they had a D-ranker babysitter who’d probably just stand around and take up space.

I kinda understood him. I’d been a little annoyed at some D-rankers before as well. There was a level of... elitism that could come with the rank. A lot of responsibility, but also a lot of rewards. 

It got to some people’s heads. And unlike other kinds of elitism, ranker elitism was... kind of right? It wasn’t deserved, but like... rankers were more fit, prettier, and could use magic. They were, we were humanity’s first line against portals and breaches. 

Obviously, all that meant was that normal people felt shat on by E-rankers, who were annoyed by D-rankers, who were looked down on by C-rankers and... yeah, it kept going that way until the top of the pyramid.

Probably.

Not like I’d ever seen an A-ranker with my own two eyes before, they were guarded like national treasures. 

I was stewing in that kind of thought when Squad E2 loaded up in the van. It was almost more of a bus, really, but no one wanted to call it that. 

The squad had a dozen members, which made the fit a bit tight, especially with all the gear they brought in.

It was still more comfortable than the bus the normal folk were riding in, so I didn’t complain, just kept my arms crossed and my eyes down, not drawing attention to myself even as I felt eyes on me.

We took off, and it was a solid forty minutes of ENE traffic before we made it to the portal site. As a repeating portal, the area where it tended to appear had been paved and set up to make it easier to work with. The overnight guards were happy to see their replacements arrive, at least.

Sergeant Guy got out, and started barking orders that his team probably didn’t need. He very pointedly ignored me, which was fine. 

I made a beeline for the portal and hopped in, then inspected it. I had vague memories of this one. Some sort of large graveyard with crypts and hedges, with a few garden sections. There were these large, stone plant pots that were a pain in the ass to move out, but they sold for like, three hundred a pop, so the corp grabbed them every time. 

Now... if I was a bored employee looking for a way to die in here, where would I do it?

***
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I walked through the portal, moving from the entrance all the way down to the final boss room, where an exit portal was hovering a foot off the ground. This dungeon wasn’t that large, and frankly it wasn’t that complex.

Mostly it was a straight line, with a dozen ‘rooms’ each one relatively small as far as that kind of thing went.

Still, that didn’t mean that it wasn’t a valuable dungeon. There were a lot of things in here that were probably worth grabbing and reselling.

The first few areas had several rows of tombstones, with text on them in a language I didn’t recognize. Then there were mausoleums further in. The amount of stonework around was actually impressive, and it was the main draw for Luna Corp with this one.

When I returned from my patrol, I found Sergeant Guy already overseeing the squad bringing in lifts and pulleys and laying out these thick rubberized mats from the portal out that were pretty decent for allowing you to roll a dolly on. 

A few E-rankers were already ripping the first tombstones out and stacking them onto a trolley. 

Each one of these was probably worth a couple thousand... maybe? I was actually not sure how much a stone tombstone cost. But there were a dozen in this first room, and more further in. The mausoleums were too big to move, but they had little gargoyles at the corners that had to be worth something. And I remember once, as a member of Squad E3, coming in and tearing them all down with sledgehammers to make gravel out of the stone.

A few of the E-rankers looked up as I passed, but I just nodded to them, and continued to walk.

There were monster corpses all over. This dungeon only had skeletons with it, and they weren’t particularly impressive ones. Mostly humanoid-ish, all very dead. They’d be grabbed as well.

There were uses for bones out there, especially portal-sourced. I think it went to making fertilizer with some amount of trace magical energy.

Whatever. My job now was to see how two of the E-rankers here ended up dead. Maybe it wouldn’t happen at all now that I was around. Sergeant Guy was certainly eyeing me a lot, so maybe he’d be a little more cautious? 

In the meantime, spellcasting practice! 

I didn’t have a way except for gut feeling to know how much magical energy I had at my disposal. I knew there was cyberware that could help with that, but it was probably outside of my budget. Besides, getting used to that gut feeling was important, I figured.

Right now, I’d started the day depleted. But being in a portal world, even an E-rank one, was letting me take in a fair amount of ambient energy. After a solid twenty minutes, I felt comfortable enough to cast Exhaust Senses on myself, focusing on touch. 

That let me get a feel for the spell, how it worked, how quick it was to cast. I was pretty sure that the carved spellform I’d picked up had some deficiencies in it. And I didn’t just mean because I wasn’t that good at carving yet. I think that with some trial and error, there might be a few small corners that could be cut to make the spell a tiny fraction more efficient.

One ‘bend’ in particular felt a little weird to get over, and I was wondering if turning it into more of a curve would help.

From what I could tell from talking to Terry and Dharti and the others, making a spell even one or two percent more efficient was something that a lot of casters put a lot of effort into. I could kind of get it, too. When dealing with stronger spells with higher costs, shaving off a few percentage points would be decent, and maybe learning to cast the spell a second or two faster could make the difference between life or death. 

I was maybe two hours into my constant patrols when I heard a scream.

The sound startled me out of what I was doing, and I winced as the spell I was slowly casting fell apart and I received the mental equivalent of being smacked by a rubber band. Still, I didn’t have time for that. I ran over towards the third room in the dungeon, only to find someone on their back, very dead, and another E-ranker fighting.

They were facing a pair of skeletons. One was missing its lower half at the hips, but it was still thrusting out with a rusty halberd, the other was standing over the E-ranker, swinging at them with a sword. 

The E-ranker, a young man, was batting the sword away with the length of a rifle, but his stance was all wrong, and I gave him even odds of ending up injured.

I whipped my handgun out and opened fire, first taking out the skeleton on the ground, then planting a few rounds into the one standing up. A few slipped past the narrow bones, but enough hits connected that the skeleton was ripped apart.

“Dammit,” I said as I reloaded my gun and then jogged over.

I checked on the E-ranker on the ground first. He was... vaguely familiar. Like, this was definitely someone I’d crossed in the corridor a dozen times before. And now he was dead. A long, deep cut right under his plate carrier, a second chop along the side of his face. Neither looked immediately lethal, but feeling at his neck revealed no pulse. “Fuck,” I swore.

The inquisition started right after. Sergeant Guy was pissed, some of the E-rankers were nervous. Soon gunshots were ringing out as the order to double-tap everything went out, just in case.

A gurney was brought in to carry the corpse out, and the other E-ranker who’d been caught in the fight was checked over, though the worst he had was a small cut to the arm. 

Of course, Sergeant Guy immediately turned the blame onto me.

I think it even made sense, in a typical corpo fashion. I was an outsider, there to pick up the blame, and my job was to keep his team safe. 

I sighed, then Reloaded.

Well, whatever, it was more practice time.

This time, after making it back, I only joined Squad E2 as they were about to leave, and I had picked up a bodycam from a supply closet as well. 

When we returned to the portal, I found the two injured skeletons. They were... well, they looked dead by default, didn’t they?

Now I had to make a choice. Kill them now and get the threat over with, or wait until they attacked the E-rankers later.

The first option was the safest. At most I might have to file a report on why I shot my gun in the portal, but like... I had a camera, and I could just pretend that I’d notice one twitch. 

The second option would earn me a lot more respect. I’d be saving someone’s life while making it obvious. That would be cool.

But like... where did I draw the line? I really didn’t mind showboating a bit as Deadline, since that was to build a rep that I planned on using later, but... it was kind of a dick move.

I walked over to the skeletons and shot the first. When the second started to stand, sword raised, I put a second round into its face.

There. 

Sergeant Guy came over to grill me about it, but I had a body cam and little patience for his shit. He backed off, the corpses were carted off, and I spent the next three hours training my magic.

The next loop, and the one after, and the one after, were all more of the same. By the end of this long ass workday, I’d have Exhaust Senses and Restore Stamina down to the degree where I could more or less reliably use them in combat.

I’d still want to train Restore Stamina with Dharti, though. She had a decade of experience to draw on, and I’d be stupid to skip on that. But hopefully next week I’d be ready for a cooler spell. 

Once the day ended for real, without the intention of Reloading again, I headed back to the HQ with Squad E2, but my mind was on what I had to do for the rest of the day.

My days being so ridiculously long was really messing with my sense of time. 

Today was Tuesday. I had to call the black marketeer tonight, and go see if that motorcycle I wanted was available. 

It was about damn time that I get a ride of my own.

***
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I got home, showered, Saved, then got dressed in more casual clothes. The day had been pretty long, but I couldn’t say that I wasn’t proud of how things turned out. Two employees that would have been dead weren’t, and I didn’t look incompetent or too noticeable doing it. That was probably the ideal outcome. 

Once I was ready to head out, I checked out the Fortress ENE Marketplace site to confirm what I was looking for was available. It was. So, I grabbed one of the burner phones I’d bought, and plugged its battery back in while I walked out of the apartment.

The first call wasn’t for that, though. Instead, I lowered my voice, trying to make myself sound more serious, more dangerous.

The phone rang three times before someone picked up. “Hello?” came a man’s voice. 

“Hello, Doctor Baker,” I said. “You have a set of Atyacus model F1R3 cochlear implants in your inventory. I’d like to acquire them.”

“How did you get this number?” he asked.

In his defence, it was his private phone, and he seemed pretty good about keeping things separate. “Don’t concern yourself about that too much,” I said. “Take the implants. On Friday, you’ll deposit them in the women's washroom of the White Coffee Cafe on 6th street.”

“What?”

“Did you need me to repeat the instructions?” I asked.

“That’s now how we do things,” he said.

“I understand. Your payment will be information, delivered right now. The F-ENE PD has been aware of your operations for a while. They are planning a raid on your shop tomorrow afternoon. If you evacuate, subtly, you may be able to avoid spending a few years behind bars.”

Baker paused for a moment. “Is this some sort of prank?”

“No,” I said. “You’ve been warned. The price of that warning was outlined. The choice from here on is yours.” 

I hung up, then flicked the burner into a nearby trashcan. Grabbing my normal phone, I dialled in another number. This one answered a bit faster. “Ah, hello?”

“Hi! You just put up a Slowbane 850 Dual Sport for sale today, was hoping to pop over and take a look at it.”

The guy on the line was happy to let me come over. He lived in the outer edge of the city, a good ways away, but not that far off. I took a bus over. The area was pretty suburban, lots of homes squeezed in close together. The place with the bike was a nice little two-floor condo, with a garage at the back. 

The door was opened, and a thirty-something guy was standing there next to a bike.

“Hey,” I said as I came over. “This is it?”

“Hey, you the one who called? And yeah, this is it. Model 850, 250cc Slowbane.”

I nodded, shook his hand firmly, then looked the bike over. It was a nice bike. All grey and black, with a set of bags at the back.

The body was rather angular, with a square headlight at the front and a very motocross-y feel to it, though it was a bit bigger. 

There were some scuffs, though. It had obviously been dropped a couple of times. “Everything on this straight?” I asked as I knelt down in front and tried to see if it was all level. It looked it.

“Yeah. Had a drop once, but it’s nothing much. Mostly kept it in shape,” he said. “Asking seven five for it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Six five, if you want a bank transfer. But I can go up to seven if you take cash.”

He blinked, then worked his jaw. “Cash ain’t bad,” he said. 

I nodded along, then climbed up onto the bike and looked it over. It was pretty comfy. I liked that it wasn’t huge. It’d make it easier to navigate some parts of the city. “Nice feel to it,” I said.

“Yeah. You got your insurance all lined up?” he asked.

“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” I lied. I didn’t even have a license. I... was gonna get around to it. “Can I ride it around the block?”

“If you pay for it,” he said.

I laughed. “Alright. But if it’s fucked I’ll be taking the cash back,” I warned him.

The trust turned out to be worth it. I got the bike started after handing him a wad of cash, and he showed me how to get it started properly. The bike had a nice rumble to it. 

I took off, riding down the street, turning the corner, then coming back around. It was a bit tighter on turns than that bike I’d used last time. Taller, too. Still, it felt alright, and I enjoyed going fast. 

I returned, thanked the guy, and we went over the transfer process which was nice enough. I just had to use my D-ranker ID and it got us past some of the bullshit paperwork, though I noticed him get a little nervous on seeing my rank.

The first thing I did was race the bike over to a garage near the inner circle of the city. They were a little reluctant to help, until I slapped some cash onto the counter and played up the role of a clueless D-ranker girl who’d bought a bike for fun.

They gave it a solid once-over. The brake pads would need changing, the oil was a little low, and the fuel ‘smelled old’ but otherwise the bike got their seal of approval. 

I Reloaded, which sucked because now I had to remember how I’d gone through everything, but I did get the guy to sell me the bike for 500 less after I got on it and started it up right away. I was able to spin a story about how I’d had a Slowbane 650 for a few years but had to sell it off.

Once I had my new bike for the second time, I rode to a smaller garage and had them change the brake pads and run an oil change. The owner of the place complained about frayed wires and blinker fluid, but I just stared at him until he squirmed. No tips for that asshole. 

My last stop was at a sportswear place. Did I need a cool faux-leather jacket and biking helmet? No. Did I want one for the looks? Yeah. 

Biker chicks were hot. 

Plus, I bought some brand stickers and slapped them over the scratches in the paint. It looked good and hid the scratches. 

I rode the bike back home, going at more or less the legal limit, and when I passed by an F-ENE PD car they didn’t even glance at me.

Arriving at the apartment, I found the parking spot that I’d been paying for (non-optionally) for years without ever using. Someone else had their scooter parked there, but I squeezed my bike in next to them.

Damn... should have gotten better anti-theft shit. I’d have to make a Save overnight then check on it in the morning. Maybe I could park it somewhere safer?

Whatever. I went up to my apartment, filled a bucket with water and found some old rags, then came down and cleaned the bike off of the dirt and grime that had collected on it. 

I cleaned it up, gushed about it a little with Misses Tone when she came out to see, and mostly felt pretty happy about how the day had gone overall.

Tomorrow was going to be a pretty boring day. Nothing at work but training, but that was fine. When night rolled around, I locked the bike up as well as I could, then went up and slumped down in front of my pc. Another Save, because I didn’t want to waste the night. First, French, with a few breaks to look out the window through the night, to make sure that it wasn’t yoinked away. Then a Reload to practice my guitar-playing. I was... getting a bit better? I mean, it was probably only like... forty or fifty hours of practice over the last three weeks, but that was actually a fair amount, right?

I skipped out on the spell-training for the night, since I was stretching out my magic as it was. Instead, I did a bit of research, looking up how to get a plate for my bike and how to get a license for myself. 

Like, I didn’t care that much. It wasn’t like I wouldn’t Reload if I crashed, but if it wasn’t too hard, then it was worth it.

As it turned out, D-rankers and above had priority with a lot of bureaucratic nonsense. Patently unfair, and I planned on using that to my advantage. I could get the bike plated tomorrow afternoon, and then I’d need insurance and then... yeah, getting a license was a bit more complicated, but it wasn’t like I couldn’t cheat through the test, so I booked one for Friday. 

Then, I slumped into bed and slept like a happy babe.

***

            

    
        Chapter Seventy-Eight - Biker Chicks

    
    
    
    
                Chapter Seventy-Eight - Biker Chicks

I rode my bike to work the next day, which was extremely satisfying. No waiting for the bus, plus I could slip into a drive through whenever I wanted for breakfast, and I still arrived at work ten minutes earlier than if I’d taken the bus.

My work badge gave me access to a parking space in the nearest parking garage. The D and C-rankers had their own little corner.

Of course, when I pulled in, it was to see a familiar car in one of the spots nearby, its lights just turning off.

I turned my bike into my spot and removed my helmet, then glanced over to where Louise was climbing out of her ride. She drove this cute little sports car. A tiny little two-door convertible, painted a hot red.

I’d been in that car once. Sitting next to Louise. She’d reached over, hand gripping onto my thigh in a way that had made me squirm.

Shaking my head, I removed my helmet and hooked it onto the handlebars before climbing off. I looked over at Louise, who was picking some stuff out of the passenger side. We happened to start walking over to the HQ at the same time. 

“Morning,” I said.

“Good morning,” she replied. “I ‘aven’t seen you here before.”

“Oh, yeah, the bike’s new,” I replied with a shrug, trying to pass it off as non-chalantly as possible. “I was tired of taking the bus, you know?”

“Understandable. The buses in this city are... disgusting.”

“Yeah, tell me about it. Busy day today?”

“Non,” she replied. “Just training.”

“Oh, good, good,” I said. “Maybe we can do some sparring one of these days?”

“Hmm,” she said.

I made it to the HQ, then split off from Louise, even though we should have both ridden the same elevator up. I needed a minute in the bathroom to wash my face and hold in a scream. I was very tempted to Reload and just avoid that entire conversation, but I didn’t want to have to drive all the way back here just for that.

The rest of the day, fortunately, passed relatively easily. 

I hit the gym in the morning along with most of Squad B. Terry spotted me while complaining about how dull bodyguard work had been. I discovered that I was able to bench a solid five pounds more than last week, which was very good improvement. 

My body was getting a little stronger. There’d be a plateau, eventually, where the rate of growth would slow down, but for now I’d take what improvements I could.

We did a bit of sparring as well. Terry had a lot of experience across a broad range of martial arts, mostly because she couldn’t stick to one for more than a few months. I asked her for some help training CQB with rubberized knives, and she showed me a few tricks. There was a lot of judo in her moveset, I think because she’d stuck to it the longest and she liked throwing people around. 

It was, admittedly, kind of funny for someone so thin and lanky to pick someone up and toss them onto the mat... as long as one wasn’t the person being picked up and thrown.

The afternoon, after a quick shower and a free lunch, was spent on spell training. Dharti looked over my results with Restore Stamina, and she seemed pretty impressed by my progress. 

“At this rate, by next week you’ll be ready to add another spell to your repertoire," she said.

“Can’t I start with one now?” I asked.

She considered it, then invited me and Terry to her office. Terry declined, saying she had to do something, but I followed after her. I wasn’t a huge tea fan but Dharti had some good stuff. “The issue in learning quickly is not having time to experiment and practice in a live environment,” Dharti said. “Some rankers know a whole range of spells, but they rarely come into play. Not to criticize a coworker, but Sol collects spells like few others, and many of them have never been used.”

“Right,” I said. “This is a ‘learn one punch’ kind of thing?”

“I believe so, yes. Now, your repertoire isn’t exactly impressive yet. Or it is, but only because you’re still so young in your career. I think mastering what you have now might be best.”

“Yeah, but what I have now isn’t that useful to master. Restore Stamina is the only buff I have, really. Soothe Minor Pain is nice, but it’s... eh.”

Dharti chuckled. “Wait until you’re on your period and tell me that again,” she said.

Okay, fair point. “Maybe, yeah, I guess. But I do want to learn something more... active?”

Dharti thought about it for a while, then nodded along. “Very well. I can hardly stop you and your drive to improve and learn is to be lauded. I will suggest that you learn two spells, then.”

Two was probably a bit much, but I nodded along anyway. “Okay?”

“The first is a cantrip called Nutrition. It seems weak, and overall it is. It is a sustained spell that turns magical energy into nutrition, allowing you to feed living things with magic alone.”

“That does seem a little lacklustre,” I said.

“You can apply it to yourself.”

“Ah,” I said. So a spell to basically resist starvation as long as I had magic? That was cool.

“It’s quite the ‘cheat’ for those training themselves physically as well. And it’s useful in the field. While expensive to cast for a cantrip, it isn’t so much that you’ll find it wasteful.”

I was done to pick that up. It seemed like good utility all around. “Okay, cool. I can do that. But it’s just a cantrip, right?”

“Yes,” she said. “As for something stronger, I’d suggest Grasping Growth. It’s extremely situational, but the spell allows you to make grasses, bushes and most small plants grow at an extremely accelerated rate while also reaching out for the nearest living things. In combat, as long as you’re not in an environment without greenery, it allows you to create a space where movement is restricted. And it can create visual cover as well.”

Grasping Growth was a second level spell. Still a D-rank spell, but a whole lot more complex than anything I’d learned so far. Still, it had some components to it that made it a good stepping-stool spell. Mostly some complicated little sections that used ambient magic instead of the caster’s, and some control elements as well.

The spell could be modified after casting, which required learning some other stuff that Dharti warned me was quite tricky, but that she’d help me through.

“And what about healing?” I asked.

“No,” she said. “In three months, there’s a course on magical healing. It’s a two-week seminar. You can take that and we’ll see afterwards. For now, buffs and pain negation should be your focus.”

“Why not healing?” I asked.

“Because healing is just a slight step away from harming,” Dharti said. “You don’t want to feed your grief with regrets.”

I thanked Dharti for her time. It was insanely valuable, especially since she coached me through the early carving of Nutrition. 

Now I just had to find a way to perfect Exhaust Senses and maybe venture out to pick up a second first-level Dark/Void spell.

I was really hoping for something offensive, and I knew that there were a few options that existed. They were more ‘inner’ emotion spells, so my efficiency wouldn’t be good, but I could live with that if it meant having at least one spell that could harm enemies directly.

With the workday done, I headed back home, set up a Save, then ran through my long-evening routine. More French, more guitar practice, more spell work. I was determined to master Nutrition, though the spell did drain me pretty hard so I couldn’t cast it more than once or twice before I had to Reload.

Scouring the internet and some spell selling sites did let me find one I’d like to pick up for my Void magic. Shadow Bolt. It was... not insanely strong. The description suggested it was as hard-hitting as a weak punch, but it was low-cost, relatively simple, and the staple spell of a lot of Void mages. There were about twenty modified versions out there as well with different utility slapped on. It was another good stepping stone spell to help me move on to bigger and better things later.

With that, and my improving physique, I was feeling pretty good about myself. 

I still hadn’t progressed that much on my main goal, though. The people responsible for the Breach were still unknowns. Hopefully, tomorrow was going to be a big step towards uncovering some of those enemies.

***


Art by Mingrix!
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                Chapter Seventy-Nine - Jailbreakers

I went to work, but felt antsy the entire time. I had my Deadline gear shoved into the bags on my bike, gun and sword and all. The moment work finished, I'd have to run out to get changed and into position.
So, I spent the entire workday with that weighting on me. Still, it wasn't a bad workday. We had more training. Unfortunately, it wasn't spent in the gym or in the range or even in Dharti's room having tea. We had a mini-seminar all morning going over security protocols. Apparently there had been a few minor incidents lately and someone in HR decided that it was a good time to force everyone to sit down and listen to some pre-recorded videos about workplace safety.

It wasn't bad really. I got it, but the amount of corporate ass kissing was a bit much.
Sometimes I had to wonder if I was a real punk if I was working a nine-to-five for The Man. Was I just a hot bitch who liked to dress cool?
Damn. That kind of thought could keep me up at night.
Fortunately, what I planned on doing this afternoon was pretty damned punk, so it wasn't all bad.
Work ended a little early. It was four-thirty something and Eldur just waved us off, telling us to head home a bit early. I think it was mostly Terry's fault, since she literally just slept through the second half of the day. Before that, she'd only been paying half attention to what was going on, her legs bouncing and her fingers toying with a little fidget thing.
The poor woman had the attention span of a six year old. She wasn't made for long meetings.
Anyway, I didn't complain when we were let out. I said my quick goodbyes, then ran over to my bike, got on, then rode out of the parking garage in a hurry. I made my Save just as I was waiting for traffic to clear to pull out.
The goal was prison. Specifically the Fortress East-North-East Incarceration Facility.
It was a large building in the outer city. All cement and straight lines. Fortress ENE had its share of brutalism going on, but most buildings plastered some ads onto their sides to give them life, and at least tried to have a few curves. The big jail didn't try anything of the sort. It was sheer, straight-edged walls, with the only breaks being some large ducts on the uppermost floor.
All around it was a shorter cement wall, with barbed wire atop it. A gatehouse sat at the front, limiting access to the main building. I think there were rules about the buildings around it as well, because they were all a little further back than was usual in this packed section of the outer city.
I parked my bike nearby, right on the sidewalk, then headed over and started to walk around the prison. There were cameras all over, pointing this way and that, and it looked like the space on the other side of the wall had a walkway because there were some guards on patrol there.
I didn't much care if they saw me, it wasn't like I'd be keeping this timeline. What I did want to see was the actual jailbreak.
I found a bench nearby and sat, elbows on my knees and attention wavering. From the news reports I'd watched, the jailbreak happened around six-ish o'clock. That was when the prison had the fewest guards, apparently. A shift-change, maybe?
I watched as a van drove out of the prison, then continued to wait.
It was boring as shit, so I pulled out my phone and looked into Shadow Bolt some more. It was a decent time-waster. The spell was surprisingly simple in its shape, at least compared to the mess that was Grasping Growth. Now that was a spell that was going to take me a while to master, annoyingly.
I was just trying to figure out the overall shape of Shadow Bolt when I heard tires screeching.
There was a semi-trailer coming in from the north, way off on the other side of the prison. It was moving way, way too quickly, and it looked like someone had welded some bars to the front of it, creating a sort of a cheap cow-catcher at the front.
I winced back as the truck ran into the outer wall of the jail and then right through, bits of concrete flying and dust bursting out.
Two vans pulled out of the side street behind and rushed over, stopping with a squeal.
I started to run over, of course, to get a better view.
The vans opened up, and someone pulled out, of all things, a rocket launcher. I blinked as they shouldered it and fired right up and into the building, blowing out a hole in the side. The others with them were moving already, before the first bits of debris had even settled.
A siren went off, an insanely loud wailing that had me cupping my hands over my ears. It was insane. Guards were running and shouting, but it looked like they weren't ready to run over and see, especially not when one of the people working on the breakout opened fire with a machine pistol and sprayed rounds over the top of the wall.
Seemed like they weren't paid enough to take that big of a risk.
A ladder was brought out and leaned up against the jail, then two people scaled it in a hurry and were in.
Less than five minutes later, they were out, just as some squad cars were pulling into the area. They were obviously hesitant to come too close though. The people in the two vans were armed and not shy about plinking away at the F-ENE PD cars.
In the last week-long loop, no cop or guard had died. A few were injured, but it had been light stuff. Bruising and one wounded leg. It looked like this time was similar.
The vans loaded up, five people in orange jumpsuits squeezing themselves into the back, and then out of nowhere, a second semi came around the corner and rammed through the police's early attempts at a barricade.
In the chaos, both vans took off, racing past some cops who took potshots at them before disappearing around a bend.
I stayed there for a few minutes, only long enough for someone to come over and insist that I needed to come in for questioning. That's when I Reloaded.
Back at the Luna Corp HQ, I settled down and thought for a moment while traffic flowed by. The break-out team was... not entirely professional there. I didn't see any obvious magic use, so probably not too many rankers, or maybe they were smart enough not to use something that would make it easier to track them down?
There were only so many D-rankers in the city, and then if they used a particular elemental magic, it would narrow down the potential person by a lot. So yeah, that was smart. They were dressed in plain clothes. Jeans, t-shirts with coats. Off the rack stuff. Most had baseball caps, bandanas, masks, and sunglasses.
The trucks were likely remotely piloted, so they had someone with decent tech knowledge. Not to mention the information needed to know where the people inside of the prison were and how to access their cells.
So, well-prepped, but without any corpo-tech on display. I think that rocket launcher was the biggest thing they pulled out, and I was about eighty-percent sure I could get Jane to sell me something of that sort.
I took off on my bike, heading into the city. This time I rode north, past the prison and onto the street the vans had come from.
I had two options.
One: I tracked them into the past. That was to say, I found out where they had come from.
Two: I tracked them into the future. Basically, using my power to be in the right spot to find out where they were going.
Since I didn't necessarily want to stop the break-out, it made more sense to track their next position, but since I was here already... well, might as well find out where they were coming from, right?
I parked my bike along the side of the road and made a show of getting out and looking it over, like some normal woman having a bit of difficulty. This area wasn't overly busy, so no one really stopped.
It took a solid, boring hour, where I mostly fiddled on my phone and tried to start the basics of carving my new spell before I saw the semi come around a corner. Bingo!
I hopped onto my bike and drove in the direction it came, head on a swivel. And that's how I found the alley where the vans were parked.
Double bingo!
Grinning to myself, I spun my bike around and drove into the alley once they were gone, just casually, as if I was allowed to be there. It opened up into a courtyard behind four large warehouses, with a second alley on the far end and a pair of SUVs parked to one side, guarded by a trio of men.
They saw me, and immediately tensed up, but I was just a nice, innocent woman, driving around, maybe a bit lost... I was definitely not planning on sticking around the corner to follow them. Of course not.
Then one of the guys picked up a phone that was ringing, nodding along to something someone said on the line.
I was almost out of the far end of the courtyard when I heard a bark and felt an intense pain that took my breath away.
Wait... did he fucking shoot me?
***

            

    
        Sword Poll - 5,000 Followers! 

    
    
    
    
                Yeah! Okay, so... as promised previously, when Save Scumming is to hit 5,000 followers I'mma buy a sword.

Why a sword, you ask?

Because... it's cool?


Anyway! Let's make this more fun! Below are some swords I thought were cool, with a decent range of types and sorts, and I figured it'd be cool to put it to a poll! So, here are a few options, all within a... somewhat reasonable-ish price range (one day, I'll get an Albion)!
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Del Tin Italian Infantry Sword

Pros: One of the best sword makers around, relatively affordable, probably on the upper end of quality. Simple but pretty.

Cons: No sheath.
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Atrim Cutlass

Pros: Usable at home for chopping branches and such. Sheath!

Cons: Not the prettiest. Interesting, but not historical design.
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LK Chen Town Guard Sword

Pros: Small swords are the best. Very pretty. Plain but usable sheath.

Cons: Ugly finish on the hilt furnishings, but that can be sanded off. Need to buy from the manufacturer directly, which is a very minor con
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LK Chen Disc Guard Cutting Jian

Pros: A non-European option. Blue! Cool talking piece.

Cons: Need to buy from the manufacturer directly, which is a very minor con
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                Chapter Eighty - Foresight

I gasped, then almost fell off my bike at the sudden motion, but a quick leg on the ground stopped me from tripping over the side.
What the hell was that? He'd straight up shot me in the back. Who did that?

It... didn't make sense. They'd been firing around the police earlier. It would have been easy to nail a few of them, and yet that one asshole shot me, obviously a civilian, right in the back? What the fuck?
Glaring at nothing in particular, I waited for there to be a gap in the traffic ahead, then I rode out. While I did, I tried to recall what the place looked like. Maybe I could wait across the street instead? It wouldn't matter, I supposed.
I rode past the prison, because it was between where I was coming from and my objective, then I parked on the road not too far from where the alley was. At a glance, it was clear that they hadn't arrived yet. So... arrival time was a bit past five-ish PM.
Sitting back on my bike, I pulled out my phone and stared at it for a while, thinking. Should I change to my leotard? It was a little more armoured. Probably not enough to stop a round, but some was better than none.
I was still thinking about it when I saw two vans coming down the road, with a pair of SUVs behind them. Ah-hah! My pals were here.
And then one of the SUVs turned hard, cutting me off, and suddenly two guys were jumping out of it.
I leapt off my bike. There was no time to start it and move. No time to grab a weapon either, but I wasn't practicing martial arts so much for nothing. "Help! Fire! Rapists! Kidnapping!" I shouted as one of them ran for me. I ducked to the side, nailing him in the side of the face with a quick punch, but his arm wrapped around my chest and he started to pull me down.
I went feral for a moment, punching him as hard and fast as I could, even as I landed on my back. I got a good knee strike into his ribs, but the big fucker wasn't going down so easily.
Then his buddy showed up. "Help!" I screamed again.
He grabbed my free arm, so I leaned all the way back and kicked him in the face. The sight of blood was very satisfying until the first guy punched me hard in the ribs.
I felt something crack and the air coughed out of me. For a moment I was very dazed, and they managed to pull me up and throw me towards the waiting SUV. "Get her in, quick!" one of them shouted.
"Overwatch, is the plan scrap?" someone inside asked. "Yeah... understood. Tie her up. Cover her face, we'll toss her out in an alley."
I twisted, casting Soothe Minor Pain on myself, then Exhaust Senses on both of the idiots holding me, but that didn't seem to do too much to stop them from manhandling me.
Fuck.
I Reloaded.
So... what the fuck was that?
First, a sign that I needed to hit the gym a lot more. Maybe carry a sidearm around too. Where was that company-issue handgun? It was small enough to be an everyday carry.
I stood off my bike and pulled out my revolver and the holster for it in the meantime. That'd do it.
Shit, I did not like being handled like that. It felt violating. It was violating. Next time I saw those two fucks I'd shoot them.
I grumbled to myself as I got back on my bike then rode out.
This time, when I made it and stopped, I had a hand on my revolver. Something wasn't adding up, of course. Why had they stopped? The guy in the passenger seat had talked to overwatch? Their boss? A squad leader? Was this a bigger operation than I'd thought?
And why stop at all? I was a normal-ass civilian. I had every... okay, so I didn't have a license, but they didn't know that. As far as they were concerned though, I was a tax-paying citizen with every right to be on the road.
I waited.
I waited more.
The vans never showed up. I was sitting there, baking in the early evening sun until 6:30, and not one van appeared. I rode my motorcycle back to the jail and did a quick circuit of it. Nothing.
Okay...
Okay, no, that wasn't good. That was bad, actually. Very bad.
I started to breathe a little harder. Something had clearly gone very wrong. What did I do differently that caused that?
So far, my power was pretty consistent. Or rather, the world was. Some things that felt random would almost always be exactly the same, but less random stuff changed. A diceroll would rarely land on the same face after a save, even if I wasn't the one to throw it, but major events seemed to happen the same way.
It was possible, I supposed, that some minor random event happened between 4:30-ishPM and now. A bird shitting on the wrong windshield causing an accident leading to... something-something butterfly effect. I could believe that, but... no, this felt different.
I Reloaded, feeling insanely paranoid, then returned to the jail. This time I just went back and watched again.
Again, the semi came roaring around the corner, the bazooka came out... yeah, this was a repeat of last time.
I started to follow the vans, my bike a smidge faster than the police, and almost as soon as I did, I noticed one of the guys whipping out a phone.
Wait...
I Reloaded.
This time I went to the jail, revolver in hand, fully intending to shoot at the guys in the van when they showed up.
They didn't.
I Reloaded, got off my bike, and started to pace.
Could it be that simple? No, I wasn't that lucky, or that smart or observant. Only... it was possible, right? There were people with cool magical skills out there, so who was to say that someone didn't have a power that let them know when someone had ill-intent?
Now... how in the fuck would I even counter that? Just planning on shooting the vans up triggered it. Maybe. Hell, I wasn't sure.
But... I was at work.
I looked up to the Luna Corp building, shrugged, then ran over.
I caught Dharti and Terry on the way out of the offices, and they looked at me a little worried as I came to a stop before them. "Hey!" I said. "Is there magic that lets you know if someone wants to hurt you, and how do you counter it?"
"This is not the most concerning thing you may have said on barging in here," Dharti began. "But it certainly ranks high."
"Did you piss off a current-cog?" Terry asked.
"A clairvoyant, dear," Dharti corrected. "Though I am also curious?"
I licked my lips, then looked between the two. "I'm secretly a time-traveller," I said.
Terry laughed.
Dharti didn't.
"Wait, seriously?" Terry asked.
"Yeah," I said. "And right now, I'm in a fight with... a clairvoyant, I guess. Look, whenever I try to act against them, they change their plans, and I don't want to loop through this day forever."
"Presuming for a moment that I chose to believe you," Dharti said. "There are standard operating procedures for combating clairvoyant enemies. Though they only appear in B-ranked portals and above."
"Okay," I said. "So what's the trick?"
"You don't fight them," Dharti said.
"That's a terrible trick," I said.
"It's called a 'Gate Down' tactic," Dharti continued. "The presumption is that defeating a clairvoyant is so difficult when facing them directly that you might as well not. If they're not the boss of a portal, then run past them. Distract, and move on. Whatever your primary objective is, that is what you focus on to the detriment of all else. Most clairvoyants are specialized in avoiding harm to themselves, and might not be ready for someone to ignore them entirely."
I blinked, then rubbed at the bridge of my nose. It sounded so obvious when put like that.
"If you must fight, then hinging the choice to attack or not on an outside, random factor, can sometimes paralyze the enemy. Usually a coin is spun, heads calls for a retreat, tails an attack. A clairvoyant that operates off of knowing your plan can't do so if you yourself don't know. Only that won't work against anything with a stronger ability."
The break-out team ignored me entirely as long as I wasn't planning on interfering. The moment I intended to attack, then they'd change plans.
Laying in ambush meant that they'd never pass or would cancel their operation, but just observing didn't.
Following them... seemed to also fuck with things, but not following didn't? Where was the line, there?"
"Thanks," I said before Reloading.
It was time to try something out. I'd revert to pure observation, and see where that got me. And then, if it worked out... maybe I could strike hard and fast enough that it wouldn't matter? Or... no... did I need an element of randomness to confuse things? Maybe I could get a bit of help from some friends?
Or... I could focus on my primary objective; find out who was responsible for all of this.
***
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                Interlude - The Seer - Part One

She was nervous.

She had no reason to be. Not right now, sitting in a nice apartment in the Outer City, surrounded by friends and bodyguards. Her gang. Her people. She was as safe as could be.
Nothing could stop them. Nothing would. She'd checked twice.
"Cassy, are you ready?" Jack asked.
Glancing up, she took in the man standing just a few steps away. Jack was wearing a longer coat, with a balaclava rolled up so that it wasn't covering his face. "It's not a question of whether or not I'm ready," she said. "It's all on you."
He grinned. "No pressure then, huh?" he asked before leaning down and pressing a hand onto her head. "We'll get them back. Don't worry."
She nodded, then reached down to touch the wheels on her chair.
She almost didn't need it anymore. Just a few more years, then she'd be at rank C, and then it would all be better. She'd be better. Her friends wouldn't be able to make anymore 'Professor X' jokes, and she'd be able to run and dance. She missed dancing.
What a silly thing to miss. She shook her head and glanced at her wrist. Her watch--a gift from one of the guys she was going to save today--read 3:49.
Good, they were getting closer. Soon her mistake would be fixed.
It was her plan that had gone wrong. It was her power that had lied.
Her goal was distant, but it was important. So she broke it down into small steps. Things then needed to be done. Sometimes she didn't quite understand them, and often she worried that she was a slave to fate, but more often than not they all worked out.
Why did they need to kidnap the daughter of a CEO? Because it reduced the chance of The Event happening by 17%. That was one of the biggest drops. Or it should have been. Now The Event was still 89% likely to happen.
The plan had been relatively simple, though not cheap. But money... well, she had ways of helping her friends make more of that. They couldn't play the stock market (70% chance they'd be caught within half a year) but there were other markets that weren't watched as much. Getting the right things to the right people at the right time could make those people very happy, and happy people didn't mind trading in favours and money.
Anyway, things had been going well. For almost three months she'd been working herself to exhaustion finding the exact route, the exact actions, needed to lower the chance that The Event would happen.
Then things went weird.
She'd been sleeping on it, not checking her results again, because they'd always, always, remained steady. If there was a 100% chance of something happening in one month from today, then unless she acted on it, it would happen in a month.
Until the odds started to shift.
Something was interfering with her.
She knew better now. It wasn't even from one source. There were many small things that could twist the odds. Pushing against any of the bigger corps was always bad. They had their own pre-cogs and clairvoyants, she suspected, or people with precognitive and anti-precognitive spells at least. The government was worse.
Her power might interfere with theirs. Theirs interfered with hers. It made her extremely paranoid.
Now she had a new routine every morning and evening. What are the odds that I'll die in the next 24 hours. What are the odds that my friends will die in the next 24 hours? What are the odds that someone who considers me an enemy will discover me in the next 24 hours?
If the odds were low enough, she'd relax... a little.
The second day of the kidnapping had been a wake-up call. Her friends should have been safe. And suddenly they weren't. They were in jail, captured, questioned, paraded on TV as evil gangsters.
She didn't have powers that let her see into the past. She had no idea what went wrong or how.
Now her paranoia was at an all-time high.
She glanced at the time. Almost four. Likelihood that plan Hoodwink will be a success? She asked herself.
Her core twisted, magic was sapped out of her, and she grimaced. Still, she had to endure it. The magic coalesced, and eventually she had an answer, 97%.
That was good. Very good.
The room she was in had walls lined by fold-out tables and whiteboards and even the ceiling wasn't spared, with hooks drilled into it so that they could have posters and maps hanging above. It was a mess, yes, but it was everything she needed for this plan to work.
The trucks, modified to increase the odds, stolen from people that wouldn't notice until tomorrow. The vans, stolen as well. The masks, outfits, guns. Everything had been gathered in a hurry, then she'd test it. If they went with A instead of B, what were the odds? Over and over.
A few times, the odds changed and she couldn't tell why. It was small things, though, minor changes.
She was beginning to suspect that she couldn't rely on longer term plans. Week-long kidnapping attempts bumped into too many others using magic similar to hers.
She worked her jaw as she rolled to the centre of the room, then she gestured to a radio that someone brought closer. It had a microphone and all. She'd be able to keep in touch.
Time ticked on, unstoppable, continuous as ever. She wanted to tap her feet with impatience, but nothing was happening. So she leaned her head back and thought, allowed herself to be happy, to be positive.
That was what empowered her magic. Optimism. The meeting point between Joy and Anticipation. It was something she'd always had, but there was a moment, one crystal moment of clarity just a month or two ago, where she received a diagnosis that would be the end of her.
She should have been finished with that. It should have been her end.
But... no. Her friends, her family, had gathered around her, had promised her the world. Wild plans of assaulting corpo, of stealing someone's cyberlegs, of making the world at least remember her.
She'd laughed, she'd cried, she'd had the best night in her life, and through it all, she felt her chest constrict. It was hope.
Stupid, pointless hope, but she clutched onto it.
And then she awakened. Ascended.
If there was ever a reason for optimism, it was seeing hope fulfilled, of seeing the light brighten after a long night, of finding a friend in deed in a time of need.
Now she was grabbing onto that as hard as she could. She would free her friends. They would save their world.
Four forty rolled around. Jack sent her a text.
She picked up the microphone, clicked it on. Chances that the operation will succeed? 98%. Chances that the team will be successfully followed? 12%.
Two questions that almost bottomed her magical reserves. Her free hand fumbled for the bag stuck to the side of her chair. "O-operation is a go," she said.
They started, and she was left here watching the news and listening to the public radio. She hand found what she was looking for, and she brought it up. A juice pack. Expensive. Meant for D-rankers only, and while their group had a few, they weren't the official sort, with the paper trails and such to be able to buy what they wanted.
She opened the pack and drank, feeling the magic course through her even as her nervous tension grew.
But she believed in her friends.
And it was worth it. Five PM, then five twenty... then five thirty. Only a few messages sent back. For all that her power was good, there was no reason to stretch it. OP-Sec made the odds so much better.
She knew when they arrived when there was a loud holler from downstairs.
Laughing, she rolled out of the room in a hurry, then paused by the elevator, impatiently tapping the button for it. When it opened though, she was able to greet her friends who'd ridden up to see her.
"Cassy!"
"Hi!" she replied. Then she was being hugged and giving out hugs and holding in some tears. The last week had been a lot, she'd pushed herself to her limit and well past it, but it was good now, things were safe.
The crew changed out of their prison clothes, drinks were brought out, the air took on a fun, festive feel to it. Happiest of all was Mary, who as a D-ranker herself--and an Fire mage at that--she knew that they wouldn't be keeping her in jail for long. It was either forced labour or death, and she didn't like either idea.
The party went on for a while, but eventually the question came up. What went wrong?
It was Mary that answered. She'd seen the most of their enemy. "This... this bitch. Tall, dark, had a mask and a fuck-huge gun. Popped the portal with that Ojou chick with her, took me in a lock and then slammed some bullshit Void magic into me. Fuck! I'd like to see that hoe again. I'd burn a lesson into her, I swear."
Cassandra took note of that. They had enemies, it seemed. But tonight was a day for celebration, and so she enjoyed it while she could.
That night, late into the evening, when she was tucked into bed and on the verge of sleep, she ran through her questions.
What are the odds that I'll die in the next 24 hours. What are the odds that my friends will die in the next 24 hours?
She smiled. The results were all nice and low. Things were okay.
What are the odds that someone who considers me an enemy will discover me in the next 24 hours?
Cassandra gasped. 100%.
Someone would know, and soon.
***
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I think I had it figured out, and I wasn't sure if I was happy about it or not.
It took twenty-three loops.
Twenty-three!
And they weren't all short loops either. Some of them took hours to finish. I think the biggest gain I made was all the driving practice I got. A lot of that time was spent on my bike, touring a part of the city that I wasn't super familiar with but which I was getting to know pretty well.
By the tenth loop I had the trick down. I just had to not follow the group or want to harm them too badly. It seemed like thinking bad thoughts about them was fine, as long as I didn't have the intention to act on those.

The moment I decided that I would, then they'd react.
Or... not quite the moment, but soon after. I wish I could take notes back with me in my loops, because it felt like there were windows where things were happening, but I couldn't imagine making mental notes of specific times and keeping them memorized over long hours.
I tracked the group from where they came, and to where they were going, eventually pointing the way to this apartment building in the outer city, just outside the walls. It was disturbing how similar to my own home it was. Heck, it was on the same side of the city, even.
I walked in, suited up and revolver out, and when someone came out to confront me, I put them down.
Walking up the stairs I eventually found the space where the group was coming from. Of course, I timed it so that they wouldn't be there when I arrived. Instead, the only person I found was a panicked young woman in a wheelchair.
I wasn't about to shoot someone in a wheelchair... until she pulled out a gun of her own. Kinda felt like a bully for that one, but the room she was in made me hesitate.
Walls covered in news articles and notes. Dates, percentages, pictures of buildings, including the jail, the warehouse where I'd found Ojou, and a lot more.
Yeah, this was it.
I moved around the space, looking for proof of... something. I don't know. But there wasn't anything that jumped out.
This was a clean space, but it was just some low-ranking gang's hideout.
If they were being paid by someone like Ojou's older brothers, then I'd expect it to be a front for a corpo hit squad or something, but no, they seemed... kind of normal?
I Reloaded, and this time drove straight for the apartment. I arrived just as the van were leaving, and it looked like as long as I was just planning on having a polite conversation with the clairvoyant within, I didn't register as a threat. Neat.
I took the stairs, then instead of kicking my way in, I knocked politely.
"One moment!" came the reply from within.
The door unlocked and then swung open. It was the girl in the wheelchair. Woman. Not a girl. She was twenty-something, but the chair made her short and she was rather small.
"Um, hello?" she asked.
"Hey," I said. "Mind if I ask you a few questions?"
"Huh? Who are you?" she asked.
"Doesn't matter," I said with a kindly smile. Then I reached over with a leg, hooking it around the footsupport of her chair and pulled it forwards. She gasped, but I didn't care. I reached into the edge of her seat and pulled out the little nine-mil she had hidden there. "Gonna be confiscating this," I said.
"H-hey! Who are you? Help!"
I manhandled her seat, turning her around and pushing her into the room only to close the door behind me. She reached for her wheels and pulled ahead only to turn around to face me. "Sorry about that," I said. "So, question and answer time! I ask questions, and you answer."
"No!" she said. "Who are you?"
"Who paid you to kidnap Francisca Ojou?"
Her face went very pale. "My friends--"
"Are gone, about to break into the local jail. They won't be back for an hour, at least," I said. "And while you're a D-ranker, I'm pretty sure you're limited to outer elemental magic, mostly clairvoyance, right?"
She glared.
"Cool. Answer the question. Who paid you to kidnap Francisca Ojou?"
"How do you know about me? No one should have--."
I shot the ground next to her with her own gun, and she jumped. "You're not the only one with neat time powers," I said. "Answer the question. I've had a long, long day, and I'm real tired."
She swallowed, and I saw her throat moving, as if she was talking to herself. She shivered. "You really would kill me," she said.
"Only if you don't answer truthfully. Trust me. I'll find out if you're lying. Let's make this short? I don't like this. It feels... uncivilized to bully cute girls."
She crossed her arms, then looked away from me, her pretty orange-y eyes focusing on the floor. "No one paid us," she said. "We did it to make money from the ransom. We were supposed to get away with it, too."
"Huh... Okay," I said.
Then I asked more questions. She didn't know Ojou's family's names, didn't know the company well, didn't know much, really.
Was this... was this whole thing one moderately competent gang abusing some clairvoyance powers to make a quick buck? Damn.
I did make note of her name, and memorized the address. Then I heard feet in the corridor, people rushing over. Guess she hadn't made a call in and they suspected there was trouble. Oh well.
I Reloaded, and then sat on my bike.
Now what?
That girl in the chair was the clairvoyant. She had a radio, the maps, and all sorts of information laying around. Strange to see a D-ranker that wasn't fit as a fiddle, but I supposed there were some illnesses that couldn't be cured so easily, even with magic.
I grit my teeth and considered going back into the HQ to ask Dharti a few more questions but decided against it.
Instead, I turned my bike on and headed homewards.
Halfway there, I stopped in front of a small pharmacy and bought a burner, activated it, and placed a quick call.
Fran picked up on the third ring. "Hello?" she asked.
"Fran," I said as I climbed back onto my bike and started it up. "Good to hear your voice again."
"Deadline," she said, sounding... pretty happy, actually. "It's good to hear back from you as well."
"Are you secure?" I asked.
"I am. My guards insisted that I return home once the breakout occurred. There hasn't been any news about their success or failure."
"I can confirm that the breakout was a success," I said. "They're out. As far as I can tell, without any police or guard deaths, though that might not be accurate. I managed to discover the group's base of operations and how they managed the breakout, as well as your... prior incident with them."
"You did? I don't know why I'm even mildly surprised. Your professionalism shines through once more, Deadline. So, what do you have to tell me?"
I wished that I wasn't the sort who'd get buttered up so easily... but damn if it wasn't working at least a little. It almost made up for how tired I was.
"I'm not sure we should discuss it over the phone. What do you say about meeting?"
"Hmm... yes, why not. Somewhere more private than last time?"
"Sure," I said.
"My place, then. I can have my guards step back." She gave me a five-digit code, presumably for her front door, which was... okay.
Was I reading too much into this, or was Ojou inviting me over to her place with ulterior (sexy) motives, or was the lack of... tension relief for what had to be a subjective week and a half just muddling with my brain?
Well... that changed things a little. "Sure. I'll be there... call it tomorrow evening?"
"Perfect. See you at six?"
"Six works," I said.
"May I ask... what's that noise?"
"Noise? Oh, that's my motorcycle."
Fran was quiet for a while. "You have a motorcycle?"
"Just a little thing. To get around the city faster," I said. "If you want, I can give you a ride one of these days. It'll make you see the city, the world, from a whole new angle." I turned my voice a pinch huskier, because proper ladies loved bitches with bikes.
"P-perhaps one day," Fran said. She cleared her throat. "I look forward to seeing you tomorrow. We have a lot to discuss."
We said our goodbyes right after, then I did a little swaying dance on my bike. I was sooo getting laid. The loops were worth it.
Ah... but that led to a bunch of issues.
I got off the bike again and ran over to the nearest pharmacy. I needed a new set of razors and... oh, there was a fancy lingerie place a few blocks over... and I did have a lot of disposable income.
Fran had probably seen a lot of very hot ladies in her time, so my chances were iffy at best, and I was hardly an expert at reading signals, especially over the phone. Maybe I was all wrong.
But maybe I wasn't, and if I wasn't, then I didn't need her seeing me in my cheap-ass Amazon Basics cotton panties with old stains.
I found something nice, tried it on, paid a small fortune for it, then left. Right... I had to keep my head on straight, because I had a lot of stuff to get done, and horny thoughts were nothing if not a distraction.
The clairvoyant... she was a danger, but I wasn't sure that she was an enemy, exactly. She seemed focused on breaking her pals out of jail, and they, in turn, were probably just a gang trying to make a quick buck off of kidnapping the Ojou.
It was stupid, and a problem, and also a great opportunity for me. Fran had contacts and problems. I could solve her problems and get her contacts in exchange. It wasn't overly complicated.
Time wasn't exactly running out on me, but it was slowly trickling away. Eight months and a couple of weeks was a long time, but actions I took now would probably have a bigger impact than things done later.
Maybe.
I wasn't sure. A big part of me suspected that the Breach had been some corp's plan, and that wouldn't be stopped so easily. Or maybe it would? One dead CEO was a small price to pay to save thousands of lives, right?
With my thoughts turning a little dark, I rode back home. I wanted to set a new save, but was feeling a little paranoid at the moment. I'd maybe set one tomorrow, before work, but for now I made it home with one last stop to buy something to eat, then spent the evening pushing myself to do a bit of at-home cardio and carved out Shadow Bolt in this timeline that I intended to keep.
I could cast the spell, mostly thanks to twenty-plus repetitions with little more to do than practice carving it over and over.
Could I cast it well? No. I was pretty sure the carving was off in a few spots, and I'd need to adjust it, maybe find an expert to help me in a wasted timeline, but in the meantime...
I aimed at one of the posters in my apartment and cast it. A wave of warmth coursed through me as my magic squeezed out of my core and through the carving. It was hard to feel bored when this excited, so I was probably losing a lot of efficiency but...
A black blur escaped my open palm and smacked into one of the posters on my wall. The wall shook, the poster came off, and I grinned as it left a small dent in the drywall.
Wait... fuck, I was gonna keep this timeline! Shit!
Now I'd need to put that poster back up and hope that nobody noticed the dent.
***
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I woke up the next morning unstabbed, with no clairvoyant-backed gangster hitsquad busting in my door, so I figured that things were alright.
Still, I didn't set a new Save just yet. Instead, I ran through my morning routine. Did some stretching, ate a granola bar (it was basically cereal, and that was breakfast, right?) and then took a quick shower. It was nice being able to wake up ten minutes later and not rush quite as much since I'd be riding all the way over to work.
With my gear still stuffed in my saddlebags for tonight, and feeling pretty freshened up, I hopped onto my bike and rode out to work.
On arriving, I went up and met the team. Eldur was there, prepping for us to head out with Erde helping him along. "Hey," I said. "We're hitting up that E-ranker today?" I asked.
"We are," Eldur said. "Readings on the ground show minor fluctuations in ambient magic. It could pop up any moment now."
"You can tell where a portal will appear?" I asked.
"It's complicated," Erde said, his rather thick German accent making it sound a little strange. "But yes. The devices are similar to those that let you find new portals, only far more sensitive. More expensive."
"And their range is awful," Eldur said. "There's been some talk about early warning systems, but the cost for those would be prohibitive."
"Right," I said with a nod. I guess that made sense. I got to work helping the two. It looked like we were mostly moving some things to a van downstairs in the company parking lot, the same one Squad B usually used.
"Do you have any training with assault rifles?" Eldur said.
"I'm comfortable with them," I said. "What are we expecting from this portal?"
Eldur grunted. "If it's the same as usual, then it's one of our most profitable low-levelled portals. We usually run into these monsters called gricks."
"They have a real name," Erde said. "Shimano's Worms. After the B-ranker that first discovered them. But no one calls them that."
"Just worms works," Eldur said. "They have thick skins made of a sort of hardened leather. Normal nine-mil rounds sometimes glance off them if the angle is right. It'll still penetrate on a dead-on hit, but not as deeply as you'd expect, and being worms, they don't die so easily."
I nodded along. "Hence, rifles?"
"5.56 NATO standard, with hollow-points. Enough to pen, and enough to mess up their insides without over-penetrating and ruining the skin. It's pretty valuable," Eldur said.
I hummed along, and when we got to the van, I pulled a rifle off the rack and checked it over. It was a Princess' Armament, SR-15. They had flip-side holo sights, and an under-barrel grip, all done up in Luna Corp's black and grey scheme. They looked a little worn, the paint scraped off the metal on a few parts, but the gun I had smelled like oil and when I checked the breach (empty) it felt smooth.
"I can work with this," I said. "Remind me to pick up earmuffs, I don't want to have a ringing in my ear tonight. I've got a maybe-date and I'd like to hear, you know?"
"Oh?" Eldur asked.
If there was one thing that would get anyone's tongue waggling it was a hint of a lovelife. I was a little too excited not to give up some details, though I was very light. I... didn't mind being closer to Squad B, but I didn't want them all up in my business.
There was this fine line between being part of 'the family' at work, and having them know too much. The other end of the spectrum involved being hyper-professional and entirely detached, which wasn't bad, but it did leave the workplace feeling a little bland.
And speaking of not being bland... Terry arrived, wearing a very pink skirt and shirt and bright blue sneakers. "Am I late?" she asked.
"Not for another three minutes," Eldur said. "Are you intending to work in that?"
"Nope!" Terry said before running off, presumably to get changed.
"I'll get geared up too," I said. "When are we taking off?"
"As soon as we can," Eldur said. "I'd rather wait by the portal than over here."
That was fair enough. I jogged after Terry and found her changing into her much more subdued work clothes. For some reason it didn't surprise me that she was so flashy in her everyday dress. Nothing she'd been wearing matched, and I think Jane would have strangled her for it.
Once I was geared up fully, I moved back to the squad leader to see that Dharti was there, dressed up as well. She was talking to Eldur in a low voice, and he nodded, then on seeing that everyone was here, he clapped. "Alright, Squad B, we're heading out," he said.
"No Sol?" Terry asked.
"Out sick," Dharti said. She looked a little conflicted about it, and I suspected that there was something more to it, but it was possibly none of my business, so I kept my mouth shut. "Are we ready to go?"
"We are," Eldur said. He clapped. "Gear check, then we head out, Squad B!"
The ride over was a little uncomfortable, and I was actually happy that Sol wasn't there, because with the extra gear packed into the back of the van there wasn't as much room to stand in. Erde and Eldur both had thrown on some heavier armour. All-metal breastplates and greaves and vambraces over thick kevlar padding.
It looked custom-fitted, and both of them had small logos from different manufacturers. So, not something supplied by Luna Corp, then.
"How can I get something like that?" I asked.
"Pay for it," Eldur said. "If the purchase is reasonable, then a portion can be refunded by the company as well. Since we mostly deal with E and D ranks only, the value of full plate is... mixed."
I wasn't so sure about that. I think some companies and PMCs had had a lot of success arming normal folk in full plate and giving them swords and maces to bash around. Until they came up against something that needed some sort of magic to take down, they were pretty invulnerable.
Whatever. I'd be able to complain about the company being cheap some other time, because right then, we arrived at the site and pulled up into the driveway out front.
We jumped out, loaded up on guns and ammo, with each of us getting three magazines and Eldur carrying a backpack with a pair of boxes filled with loose rounds. I adjusted my headphones, a little annoyed at the fit since the plastic shell was rubbing against the rim of my helmet.
"Ready?" Eldur asked.
"Yes sir," I said while the others gave their own agreements.
He nodded, then we ran into what was clearly just some normal office building a few blocks away from the inner city. It was semi-abandoned, with warning posters on the walls and tape over the windows.
I'd forgotten about this place, but now that we were here, I could recall a few long assignments looking over the place. Sometimes overnight as well.
We went in, were greeted by someone from Squad E2, and then went to the main office floor. It was once filled with cubicles, but they'd been removed and shoved up to one side, the rest of the office furniture removed to make space.
The portal... should have been there, but at the moment there was just a large tape-off space surrounded by delicate scientific equipment all plugged into a Luna Corp-branded laptop on a stool to one side.
"Oh no," Terry whined. "This is gonna suck."
"Why, what is it?" I asked.

"No portal means waiting. And I hate waiting."
"Just keep sharp," Eldur said as he moved over to the laptop and glanced it over. "Magic levels are fluctuating. It should be here within the next three hours or so."
"We don't even get battle pay until we're in it," Erde complained to me.
I... didn't mind the wait so much, not when I had Dharti around to poke at. She seemed pretty happy when I came to her and said that I'd carved out Grasping Growth and was ready to test it. So, with Eldur's permission, we stepped out to the back of the site and I set a Save. My first one since yesterday.
I'd need one before entering the portal anyway, so might as well see if Dharti couldn't help me a few times over.
Grasping Growth was a tricky spell to cast, mostly because it had several 'adjustment' sections on it. One to direct the speed of growth, three for the direction and then another that I needed to stay connected to in order to feed magic to the spell to keep it functional.
I'd tried my best to carve it all correctly, but I suspected that it wasn't perfect. Having Dharti poke and prod and give me some tips was what I needed to get it working because this kind of spell was tricky. But hey, first second level spell, so what was I supposed to expect, that it'd be easier?
***
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I frowned as I channelled magic through the carvings poking out of my core, then tried to feel as thoughtful and think-y as I could. Pensiveness wasn't the easiest emotion to capture, but it didn't feel too far from what I normally did... I was the sort of woman used to spending entire days alone with no one but myself and my thoughts.
If anything, the loops helped. I was often working entirely on my own, and the conversations I did have in a loop that I knew I wouldn't keep were always a bit stilted, I think because I knew that they weren't 'real.'
"Close," Dharti said as she touched my back. "But not quite. You need Sadness. This spell is perhaps not entirely suited to you."
"I can do it," I said.

Sadness, right? Damn... I stepped to the side, and sighed. How to feel sad? Well, shit, I had a lot of regrets hanging over me, but I was a bit too excited at the moment to really feel sad. "Do the emotions you feel need to be real?" I asked.
"Real? What is a real emotion?" Dharti asked. "If you feel it, it is real. Now, you might wonder if you deserve to feel something, and that is a philosophical question that I am not ready to answer, but anything you feel is real if you're feeling it."
"It is what it is because it is what it is," I muttered and Dharti chuckled.
I frowned, then pulled out my phone and a little set of earbuds. My helmet was off already. There was no need for it while just standing outside next to a small cordoned-off parking lot behind a few offices.
My playlists were all rock and punk rock. Some indie here and there too. I slid my earbuds in, then tapped through a few menus until I had some soft crooning filling my mind.
I stood, eyes closed, just soaking in the cloud-filtered sun and the cool, too-humid air. It was just September, but the weather was already starting to turn cold. Winter soon. Jane would love that, it meant whole new fashion. Did Ojou have a wardrobe for every season? Wasn't she an Ice mage? She'd like the cold.
I shook my head and refocused on the moment, on the music, on the melancholy.
It took a minute or two, but eventually I was feeling... more depressed than sad, I think. Still, I stepped back and to the side, then raised a hand and focused. The motion wasn't necessary. In fact, it was bad. Gesturing was a shorthand (pun unintended) that the guidebooks suggested against. But it felt right anyway.
I cast.
The grass ahead of me was patchy and sad. Lumps of green in a parking spot that had been walked over too many times, not rained on enough, and which didn't receive enough sun.
And yet a cone of it ahead of me, stretching out a solid five yards or so, twitched, and then all at once, the grass grew.
I hadn't 'aimed' it at all, so the grass and weeds simply burst upwards, whipping around themselves and the air, trying to grab anything that might be there. The smaller grass went from as long as my hand to tall enough to reach my hip, and then I swayed back, suddenly dizzy and tired.
"Ohh," I said.
Dharti was there a second later, an arm wrapping around my shoulder. "Arre, beta, easy now. You've used too much magic all at once."
"Oops," I said. "But it worked!"
"Mhm! You did very well. Now sit here, yes on your tall grass it doesn't matter. Come now, before you faint."
"Faint? I'm not gonna faint," I said. Wait, did she call me a beta? What did that even mean? Was that an insu--
I fainted.
It was only for a moment, but I woke up with a surge of vertigo to find Dharti looking down at me with an amused smile. "You still need to learn your limits," she said. "Do you know, most D-rankers take some months to learn second level spells for a reason?"
"Ah, right," I said. I asked Dharti if the spell had worked well, and she confirmed that it had. Then she gave me a few pointers that I listened to before, finally, I Reloaded.
My second attempt was a little worse and better. It was easier to slip into the right mindset, and this time I cut the magic off early, leaving a rough triangle of grass that rose to about knee-height.
"Whoooo," I said as I let out a breath. The grass and a few prickly weeds continued to writhe around for a few seconds before stopping. Terry, standing nearby, put her foot in and laughed as a bunch of greenery wrapped around her leg. She tugged it out pretty easily, though. "That took a lot out of me," I said.
"But not all," Dharti said. "Good job."
"Thanks," I said. "Do we have one of those juice-packs around? And, ah, how was that?"
Dharti hummed, tapping her chin, then suggested a few minor tweaks, some which she'd covered already in another timeline. Mostly it came down to practicing and reinforcing the carving so that it wasn't so wobbly
I nodded along. I was gonna get to it.
I was also tempted to learn non-carved casting, like what Becky did, but every resource I found said that it was a stupid, bad idea until someone was C-ranked. I didn't quite get it, or believe it, but I only had so much patience for learning spells, especially with as little magic as I had.
Erde came over to get us a few minutes later. "Portal's about to appear," he said. "Eldur wants us ready to jump in as soon as it spawns."
That got us all moving. It was an hour shy of noon, so we'd been here for a while already, and I was genuinely starting to be worried that we wouldn't be finished by five. I didn't want or need to be late to dinner tonight.
We returned to the office to find it lit up by an angry blue gash in reality, one that was spitting and hissing, magic pouring out of it in bursts. The portal was still so fresh that it hadn't had time to equalize and calm down just yet.
"As soon as it settles, we're going in," Eldur said. "I'll take point with Terry. Newbie, you're middle. Dharti and Erde take the rear."
I nodded, checked the fit on my helmet, then I flicked the safety off and chambered a round. "Ready here," I said.
The juicebox helped equalize my magic, not that I expected to spend much of it in this portal world. Still, just in case, when Dharti started to pass out buffs, I offered to use Soothe Minor Pain and Eldur agreed. I think less because we needed it, and more because it was just good practice to get me used to being the team 'buffer.'
I think that was the role he saw for me. The little girl at the back who handed out combat buffs and occasionally cast a crowd-control spell and who could handle a rifle.
Honestly, it wasn't the worst position to be in?
Eldur jumped in first, then Terry, then I followed after.
Immediately on arriving, I reached up to my harness and turned on the little light hanging off of it, casting a beam of light ahead of me. At the same time, I took a moment to look around while silently casting See Darkness on myself, just in case.
The portal opened into a cave. It wasn't anything like that kobold cave, though. This one had tall ceilings, with little alcoves dug into them and along the walls, and no stalactites or mites.
Eldur cracked a glowstick and tossed it ahead, filling a corner of the cavern with a lot of sinister red light. "This one's going to be a bit rough," he said. "Move while expecting ambushes. Keep an eye on the ceiling."
"Urgh, I hate caves," Terry muttered.
"Why? Are you claustrophobic?" I asked.
"No. Everything is grounding all around. If I miss just a bit my spells smack into a wall and poof. It's annoying. Plus it's dark, so your eyes adjust to that, and when I get zappy you lose your dark vision and Eldur complains."
Eldur breathed out of his nose in a silent snort. "Stow it, Terry," he said.
The others stepped through, and soon we had a neat little five-man formation. Eldur at the front, Terry to his left, and I a bit to his right while still being in the middle.
With that set up, Dharti's buffs running through us, and a lot of company-paid glowsticks to throw around, we started forwards through the dungeon.
Hopefully it would be a quick one, because I really didn't want to be stuck here after five.
***
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"What's the layout of this place?" I asked, keeping my voice low as I swept my rifle from left to right. I had the longer-ranged sight flipped to the side. Annoyingly, it obscured some of my vision if I was aiming down the reflex sight. Poor design, that.
Then again, Luna Corp... yeah, I had some fondness for the company, but it had never been much of an innovator, or even a company that invested too much in good gear and good payouts. It was about as middling as it got without falling apart.
"Straight dungeon, maybe two or three side-passages," Eldur said. He reached over and turned on a small flashlight on the front of his gun, splashing more light ahead. There was no stealth here, not from Squad B. We were going in loud and bright from the start. "Eyes up, remember."
"Got it," I said before scanning the ceiling.
It wasn't long before I saw something, though it was after Terry and Eldur did. They both stopped and raised their guns, pointing at a gap in the walls above that looked like it had been carved out by hundreds of small scratches, each one maybe as wide as a finger.
"Movement," Terry said.
"Pull them out," Eldur said. "Watch your eyes."
I squinted one eye shut and closed the other entirely while Terry prepared a spell. She flicked a tiny buzzing ball forwards and the moment it was near the crevice it flashed, like an old-timey camera going off.
A monster hissed, then leapt out of the hole with a sudden, fast motion. It ate half a dozen rounds while in mid-air, then landed, rolled, and then coiled around itself before striking towards us.
The stone below it rose up in the shape of a grasping hand, grabbing the monster around its body and squeezing.
The monster screamed. It looked like that spell wasn't enough to crush it, but having it pinned was enough. We opened up on its face, then Eldur moved to the side as soon as we stopped shooting.
The monster's upper body crashed to the floor with a splat.
Eldur aimed down at it and fired, then fired again and again, one shot every foot or so along the entire monster's body.
When he was done, he ejected his magazine and switched it out. "Reload. Terry first, then you newbie, then Erde and Dharti."
We reloaded, one after the other. I'd only fired six or so rounds, so I kept that in mind as I replaced my magazine with a fresh thirty-rounder.
"That's one ugly worm," I said as I moved a bit closer to it.
The monster had a three-segment mouth, each... jaw filled with large teeth that looked more like inwards-facing horns than normal teeth. It didn't have eyes that I could see, though there were large, hard spikes all around its head.
The body was just a worm. A massive one, maybe two yards long, with big segments across its body, but still just a worm.
"They're annoying," Terry said. "You can zap them dead just fine, but they sometimes won't die to a few shots."
"Try to avoid hitting the head from now on," Eldur said. He kicked the downed monster's head, sending some surprisingly human-looking blood spurting out. "There are a lot of valuable materials in it. And aim for the lower part. They're less valuable and the scales are thinner." He tapped the 'lower' half of the monster with the end of a boot. The scales there were slightly lighter
"Noted," I said.
The others seemed to know what was up already, so we moved on, leaving the body behind.
The next ambush had two of them. One coming in from the other side of the room, another from above and to the left. I fired at the nearest, my shots hitting it in the mid-section. Just as I was starting to worry, a wave of water washed up around the monster and then froze in a snap, dragging its head down.
I nodded to Erde in thanks, then did as Eldur had done, plugging rounds into the body until my magazine ran dry.
"Reload," Eldur said. "Newbie, you know how to load mags?"
"Yeah, sure," I said.
"Cool. We'll cover you."
I had the experience of laying on my knees next to one of the ammo cans Eldur had carried with him. 1,000 rounds turned into... less than that as I reloaded everyone's half-empty magazines.
I think it was a bit of a waste of time. Why couldn't we just carry more magazines with us? They couldn't be all that expensive, right? Maybe it was a weight issue? It did give the others time off for a few moments, which I supposed was important.
"Bit of a tense one, huh?" I asked.
"We're fighting ambush predators," Eldur said. "I have a Tremor-Sense spell running, but it doesn't always pick them out. They can be subtle, and sometimes have their own magics to counteract that."
"Damn," I muttered.
With the magazines all reloaded and passed around, we packed up, and then headed out.
Three more rooms. Each one with more enemies. They struck from the shadows, from above, and in one case came out from a narrow hole in the ground just large enough for one of them to fit within all coiled up to strike.
Eldur's Earth magic was a hard counter to most of them, and Erde's water and ice combo was an excellent shield. Mostly though, we just filled them with lead and they died relatively easily.
I had to wonder how well I'd fare in this one solo. The monsters were larger than I was, and armoured. Pretty fast, too. There weren't all that many, however. Fewer than the kobolds in that first portal I solo'd.
Would my sword cut them? Probably, if I struck with the edge just right, or stabbed them. But they didn't go down to one wound. Some bullshit redundant biology kept them alive.
My revolver would probably punch a hole right through them, but that wouldn't guarantee a death. Two, three shots each?
Shadow Bolt wouldn't help much, and I didn't want to get into CQC with any of them. Though they didn't have the fangs of a snake or the wide bite of one either. Apparently they were more of a strike-then-wrap kind of enemy.
We found a small side-room soon after, one filled with treasure... of a sort. Lots of old, rusty armour, some weapons, a few old pouches and bits of clothes and a lot of bones. Terry shifted through the pile, but none of it was magical according to her, and I trusted her senses more than my own. Still, there were some historical oddities there, and the corp would resell them.
Mostly, the money from this portal came from the monsters. Their innards weren't worth much, but the teeth were for some reason, and their skin was similar to alligator skin, but tougher in some parts. Worm-leather accessories were a thing.
We'd killed seven of them, and they were longer and fatter than alligators, I think. Basically, that was a lot of purses.
And then we were in the boss room.
Unsurprisingly, the boss was a worm.
Also unsurprisingly, it was very large.
I was expecting a long, drawn-out fight, but we mostly stuck to the sides and Eldur and Erde restricted the boss' movements with walls of earth and blocks of ice while Dharti hit it with some nature spells that fucked it up and Terry struck it with lightning.
Also, we all shot it a lot.
The boss went down, and I didn't feel particularly exhilarated by the fight, or proud, but... yeah, job done.
We picked up the supplies from the boss' chest (a large scally tooth, and a very ratty grimoire with some Earth cantrip that was already public domain) and then headed out the way we came, making sure to flag the bodies that we passed and checking over every crack and crevice along the way for any worms that might still be hiding.
When we left, I took a deep breath, then sighed. No portal-end bonus. But still, a few hours of killing things in a portal, some practice with my new spell, and some teamwork practice. It wasn't a loss. A few hundred days like this would probably get me to C-rank. If we did this daily I'd be there within a year, even.
"Ah, darn, it's so late," Terry said.

I jumped, then looked at the time. It was four fifty. "Oh, shit!" I said. "Guys, I have to go."
"We need to debrief," Eldur said.
"And I need to shower. I have a date in an hour!" I said. "And I'm not gonna show up smelling like gunpowder and cooked worm... even if that sounds hot, it's actually kind of gross."
He didn't argue too hard on that point, but by the time we were back and HQ and I'd changed, it was five thirty already. I had just enough time to Save and then start breaking speed limits before I was late, and I still hadn't changed into my Deadline gear... which was hopefully not too dirty.
***
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My Deadline gear was waaaay too dirty. Like, it wasn't that bad, but there were definitely stains on the pants, and dust, and grime. The leotard had some blood splatter on it, and it smelled like... me, but less washed.
Still, maybe it wouldn't be too bad?
I got dressed in the bathroom of some little cafe a few doors over from the ritzy apartment building Ojou lived in, then headed out, leaving my bike in a pay-by-the-hour parking a couple of blocks over.
I wasn't sure how to approach Ojou. A big part of me was treating this as if it was a date but like... realistically it really wasn't. This was a semi-formal business meeting.
Now, did I want to sneak into her place and spook her? I'd done something similar to her at that restaurant, and I was pretty sure that given enough time and tries I could do the same to her place.
Problem was... well, why would I? Looking cool was important, but Ojou knew that I could be semi-competent already, so that was fine. And if I wanted to sneak into her place in the future, then doing so now could ruin that. It would encourage her to plug whatever security breach I did find.
So, at least for this try, I'd be going in the correct way. From the front door.
I found the appropriate building and immediately noticed a problem. The entrance was guarded. Fortunately, one of those guards was recognizably Ojou's, and when he saw me, his eyes narrowed, but he did nod. "Hello, Miss Deadline," he said. "Miss Ojou is waiting for you upstairs."
"Cool," I said. He gestured me in, and I slipped past.
The building had clearly upped their security, and I supposed that wasn't too surprising. Someone had died here just a couple of weeks ago, and one of the people living here was dragged out into a van and kidnapped. That'd make anyone living in this part of the city a little nervous.
Death happened in Fortress ENE, all the time, even, but that didn't mean that it was something people treated as all that normal. People were averse to dying, which was... well, just common sense kicking in, really.
I rode the elevator up several floors until I arrived at the penthouse suite. The doors opened, and I stepped out into a really nice hallway. It was all paneled wood and tall ceilings, with some low couches to one side and cool ambient lighting from behind the paneling.
The corridor ran the length of the floor, ending at a full-window wall overlooking the bay next to the city, though it was cloudy and obscure enough out there that the view wasn't that pretty.
There were only four doors here, each one with a small screen next to it, a number, and the family name of the resident. Fancy.
I stood before Ojou's door, then reached over and touched the buzzer. I could just make out a faint hum from the other side. The walls had to be well-insulated, then. I didn't even hear it as someone walked over and the door opened.
Ojou was there. She was in this asymmetrical white dress that left her shoulders and a lot of her left leg exposed. It had one long detached sleeve over her right arm, and a tight black corset over her waist that emphasized how thin she was.
Ah.
Yeah, I was suuuuper under-dressed for this, wasn't I? That wasn't even getting into the way her hair had been drilled up and how her makeup was on point. "Miss Deadline," she said, scanning me up and down even as I straightened. "It's good to see you. Come in."
Well, nothing for it.
I followed her in. The apartment was, predictably, massive. I think I could have fit all of mine in her foyer, and it went on towards an open plan kitchen with a table for six, a recess with couches and massive floor-to-ceiling windows looking out onto a thin balcony.
"Nice place," I said.
"Thank you," she replied easily. "I hope you don't mind, but I ordered a meal for both of us. Take-out, I'm afraid. My culinary skills leave much to be desired. Do you cook?"
"I can manage," I said. It was true, but mostly out of necessity rather than choice. Ah... shit, I was gonna have to unmask if I wanted to eat... well, too bad. It wasn't like I'd be able to do everything I hoped for with a mask on anyway.
She led me into the kitchen area, then paused. "Couch or would you rather sit at the dinner table? I suppose there's a certain level of formality we ought to respect."
"The table is fine," I said. "Is your other guard here?"
"No," she said. "I sent him off for the evening. I have never been more capable of defending myself than now."
I raised an eyebrow at that. What was that supposed to mean? "That's... good. Anyway, onto business before fun?"
"Certainly!"
We sat across from each other. The chairs were nice. These soft beige things, with tall, straight backs before a table made from a slab of marble that... yeah, this wasn't presswood with some marble-pattern covering. It was straight up a large rock.
"I didn't ask, but do you want anything to drink? I have a fine selection of wines."
"No, no thank you," I said.
She nodded, then relaxed a little before entwining her fingers together. "The kidnappers, what did you learn about them?"
I nodded, then told her what I could. The clairvoyant, the plans they had, the members of the group as a whole.
"That... does not sound like the kind of outfit my brothers would work with," she admitted.
"I don't think they are," I said. "But I could be wrong."
"I see. And you recently assisted a small gang in the outer city. The River Rats?" she asked.
"Ah. They were guarding a D-ranked portal... poorly. It was going to breach, so I took care of it," I said. "Perhaps I even made some friends along the way. But... I think this is as good a time as any to talk about my long-term goals."
Fran sat up straighter at that. "Your long-term goals?"
I nodded. "There's a breach coming soon. A massive one."
"How massive?" she asked.
"Multiple portals, all at once. Honestly, I'm not certain if the original breach just causes a chain reaction leading to others or if the multiple breaches are coordinated on purpose. I think it's the latter, with subsequent ones after being caused by poor reactions and because rankers are going to be pulled back to defend areas rather than told to close the nearest portals."
"Wait, you're speaking of this in the future-tense," she said.
"Yeah," I said. "It won't happen for another eight months."
She stared at me, mouth opening just a little before closing. "I see. So... you're a precognitive of that power. That explains so much."
"... Sure," I said. It was kind of funny to just let her assume that. "Anyway. Some of those portals that breach are B class. Several are C. I think there's at least one A-rank portal there too. As you can imagine, that's not good."
"An A-class breach could ruin a city if it's not addressed properly," Fran said. "Though I suppose it depends on the monsters within."
"Yeah," I agreed. "Anyway. Someone is responsible for them. I don't think it's a coincidence that so many portals breach all within a short time-frame, and all while several of the strongest rankers in the city are out. My goal is to find out who is responsible, and to stop them."
Fran swallowed. "This isn't the direction I thought this conversation would take," she admitted. "But I can see why you're working so diligently to stop this. It would be a disaster."
"Lots of people will die who don't deserve it," I said. "The worst-affected are those in the outer city, but I don't think that strictly matters."
I looked up, meeting Ojou's eyes.
"Would you help me, if I asked?"
"I... yes, I suppose I ought to," Fran said, but there was a bit of hesitation there.
I sighed and leaned back. "No, nevermind... unless I somehow convince you to be closer? You've got your own stuff going on, right? Now that we're pretty sure your brothers aren't responsible for the kidnapping, that helps, but where are you going with this from this point on?"
She frowned for a moment. "I suppose, in that case... I have been afforded some time to myself to recalibrate, but I'm expected to return to work, to continue helping the family enrich itself."
"Uh-huh," I said. "In that case, can't you do that by helping your family have a city to live in?"
"We're not that invested in Fortress ENE, not compared to any other city where we operate," she said. "But I see your point. It would do Redline well to stop such a massive, disrupting event. Humanity as a whole can hardly afford to lose entire cities."
"Exactly," I said.
Right... I was getting the hang of Fran. She wasn't some selfless hero sort who'd be swayed by tales of saving people. Frankly, I don't think she gave that much of a shit, and I supposed that it made sense.
She was, however, exactly the kind of person who'd be attracted by the idea that saving the city could be very profitable. And ruining the corps responsible for the breach would mean a lot of room for her family's company to expand.
"So...if you don't mind, could you play a game with me? Hypothetically, if there was one or more corporations responsible for a mass breach event, what would they have to gain from it, and what would you have to gain from stopping them?"
***
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She was growing increasingly worried that Deadline wasn't going to show up. Every minute or so she'd turn her head and glance at the clock above her rarely-used stove. It was six ten already. Ten minutes past the time where Deadline should have been knocking, and yet there was no sign of the woman.
Francisca let out a sigh. Maybe something had come up? She really didn't need to worry herself so much. It was nothing too special. A discussion, likely touching on some shared business, then a light dinner. That was all.
She considered walking into her home gym and punching a bag for a few minutes, just to have something to spend all of that energy on, but no, it wasn't necessary. She could control herself.

The last week had been a long one. After her escape from the kidnappers, she'd been afforded some time to herself to decompress. She'd instead started her training. She needed to improve herself.
Deadline was proof that someone, even someone new to D-rank, could be an exceptional threat, and it didn't seem as if Deadline had the resources of a conglomerate behind her. Francisca was determined to catch up.
Not that it was a competition, exactly, but... she didn't like that kernel in her gut that reminded her that there were others so much better than she was. She would become strong. Physically strong, magically. She had daily training sessions lined up and courses to study her magic with some of the best mages that could teach her. The only obstacle so far was her alignment. Light was uncommon, and so there were few teachers available.
Still. She'd mastered a cantrip already, and from there planned on expanding. In a month or so she'd hopefully be ready for first level spells. That was about the average. Only... she didn't want that.
Ambition wasn't an emotion usually associated with Light. In fact, it was one of those strange edge-case 'emotions' that were widely not considered an emotion at all. She wasn't sure that was accurate, though. But perhaps she was too new to magic to really cast judgement.
No. She'd have a first level spell mastered before the end of the month. Her own innate magic was a third level spell. That was a good starting point.
If she was to impress the world, she needed more than just a rare form of magic.
If she was to impose herself as a powerful member of her family, she'd need more than just rapid growth and the potential to be dangerous. Her own father was an E-ranker only, and that was enough for him. If he wanted violence done, he'd ask one of his B-ranker guards.
Francisca needed... dammit, she wasn't sure. Her life had been on a steady, polite course before this month began. She was going to be a good, clean cog in the machine.
She could still be that.
But Deadline wasn't. That woman did her own thing, acted with indifference to the rules, to how things were done. A rebel in a way that Francisca herself could never be. And Deadline was driven.
She wanted to be like that too. She wanted to be closer to Deadline, in character and in perso--
She jumped as the door buzzer went off and moved towards the entrance and the screen built into the wall next to it. She saw a black-haired figure standing outside, thumb pressing onto the button by the door.
Fransica stared. Deadline had come unmasked.
It was... very strange. Her mental image of the woman always featured that mask, the one that twisted her voice and made it hollow, more dangerous, that made her more imposing.
Somehow, seeing that she was without was a massive disappointment.
Was Deadline less... well, not to put too fine a point to it, but was Deadline less cool than she'd built her up to be in her mind?
She opened the door.
"Miss Deadline," she began, easily slipping into the role of host. "It's good to... to, ah. To see you."
Deadline was standing there, weight on one leg, hip cocked, a sleek black motorcycle helmet under one arm. She was wearing a leather coat, tight, with armoured pads on the arms and elbows, and a cinched waist that suggested a lot of curve. Black pants, tucked into heavy boots with little studs on them.
Her gaze snapped up with Deadline's unmasked face. She was pretty. Lips drawn into a thin line, sharp cheekbones, the same piercing eyes but somehow more fitting in a face that was uncovered. "Hey," Deadline said.
Oh. Oh no, Deadline was cooler out of costume.
"Did you have a safe ride over?" she asked, her mouth automatically going for a safe question.
"Yeah, of course. I'm sorry for being late, Fran. It's not something I'm accustomed to," Deadline said. The nickname... ah, right. No one called her that except for Deadline, and yet Franscisca couldn't find it in herself to complain. "I did stop by to grab you a housewarming present."
"Oh? You shouldn't have. But please, come in." She stepped back, gesturing into her home. Deadline did so, bending down to undo her boots with a quick tug at the latches on them before stepping out. She pulled something from her helmet.
"I hope you like whiskey," Deadline said.
Francisca couldn't say that she was a fan, but she couldn't say that she'd tried very much either. "Why thank you," she said as she took the bottle. It seemed like decent quality, at least. An amber liquid, with a small wax seal over the top. The label read 'C-grade materials only' and she could sense a faint stirring of magic in the drink.
It was a nice gimmick. A lot of foods, of course, were made from portal-cultivated materials. Most of her own growth came from that, in fact.
"Pop it open! It's best on the rocks, and best early, before the magic has time to wear off," Deadline said. She smiled, and Franscisca found her eyes straying to the woman's lips. She smiled with one side of her mouth more than the other. A crooked smirk more than anything.
"I suppose. I was going to offer you some wine, but this seems suitable. Ah, speaking of food and drink, I ordered a meal for both of us. Take-out, I'm afraid. My culinary skills leave much to be desired. Do you cook?"
"I can manage," Deadline said. She didn't seem... impressed?
Was she upset by Francisca's lack of skill, or just bored with the topic. "Come! There's the couch and if you wish we can sit in the dining room."
Deadline did neither. She scanned the apartment at a glance, then pulled a stool in the kitchen island while Fransica worked to open the bottle. The wax seal was quite stuck... glancing up, she met Deadline's eye for just a moment before summoning her only true spell.
A thin beam of light appeared in her hand, a bar which she grasped onto, with a golden edge. She sliced it along the top of the bottle, lopping it off and leaving the rim of the glass smoking.
"Heh," Deadline said as Francisca unsummoned the weapon. "So, that's your innate magic?"
"It is," she confirmed.
"Well... maybe some ice? Warm whiskey always tastes a little too bitter."
"Of course," she said. Somehow, she was pleased at the lax reaction. "Have you made a study of magic yourself?"
Deadline leaned forwards, onto her elbows so that her coat creaked. "A little. I've been working on it as I go. I've only ascended to D-rank recently."
"Ah, still mastering cantrips?"
"A few of those, yes. I picked up a first level spell last week. Shadow Bolt. It's not bad. The timing with it is everything. And I've been working on something a little more challenging now that I've grown accustomed to that much."
Already?
At least this confirmed that Deadline really was a Void or Dark mage. The magic of boredom and loathing. How strangely fitting.
They talked about magic, about the difficulty of carving spells from the core, and Deadline even spoke about a woman she'd met and fought next to recently who seemed to cast entirely without carved spells.
Francisca felt a twinge on hearing her talk about that, about fighting shoulder to shoulder with someone else. She pushed past it as she poured them both a drink.
They clinked tumblers together and she took a sip. The taste of alcohol was strong, but so was the smokey flavor. She didn't mind it. Her attention rose to Deadline, who licked her lips dry. "Ah, not bad," Deadline said.
"Yes," Francisca agreed. "Ah, but should we move onto business?"
Deadline frowned, almost as if considering it. "I suppose so," she said. "The couch?"
She agreed and then moved over to the couches. She had two, set next to each other with an end table between them, both angled to look out of the floor-to-ceiling windows and the fireplace built into the wall that she'd never once lit.
She sat. Deadline did not, and instead moved over to the window, whiskey glass in hand.
"The people kidnapping you don't work for your family," Deadline said. "Or a rival corp." she went on to explain a harrowing tale of working against a clairvoyant, sneaking over, and infiltrating a gang hideout while they were in the process of breaking their allies out of prison. She didn't explain how she managed such a feat, however, but Fransica knew better than to doubt her.
If anyone could, it was Deadline.
"So... I was what, a target of convenience?" she asked.
"Afraid so," Deadline said. She leaned back, swirling her drink in her tumbler. "Sorry. Just how it works out. But maybe it wasn't all bad?"
"And how do you figure that?" she asked. Her tone was a little acerbic, she knew, but her gorge felt like it had been splashed with acid and her stomach was twisting into a knot.
Deadline smiled, sadly, this time. "Well, we met, didn't we? I'm still willing to help you. If you think your family will still push... then that's that. I'll push back with you."
"Oh," she replied. She looked down to her cup, then away. "That's kind of you."
"Well, it's not just kind. It's business as well."
That was something Fransisca could understand a little better. Gentleness of that sort, kindness for kindness sake, it existed, she knew, but rarely around her. People were kind because she represented other people who could ruin them, or because they wanted something from her. This being business was better, more transactional. It helped her put her feelings into a neat, tidy box.
"And what would you expect from this?"
Deadline turned away from the window and came to sit down... on the same couch as her. She sat crooked, her knee almost touching Francisca's leg. "The city is going to suffer from a massive breach in about eight months. No, I can't tell you how I know. And before your imagination runs wild, I'm not a pre-cog."
Francisca hadn't yet imagined that, but now that Deadline mentioned it... it would explain a few minor things. "What kind of breach?"
"Several B-rank portals. A cascade event which might lead to worse. It's going to be an orchestrated attack on Fortress ENE. And it won't be carried out by an outside government. This is something someone, or several someone's, are going to do in order to gain more power." Deadline was being serious. Deadly serious. "I need your help. It's not why I saved you from those kidnappers, or helped you afterwards, but... well, I'd like to cash in whatever favors you think you may owe me and burn any goodwill I have."
Her heart was thundering in her chest. "You want me to assist you, how, exactly?"
"Well, I happen to live here, and I'm rather fond of that. Both the living and the here," Deadline said. "So I want to prevent the disaster. Ideally before it begins. If not, then I want to prepare the city for it and bring those responsible to justice. Don't get me wrong, I don't expect you to jump onto this so easily. There's some value in it for you as well."
"Go on," she said, but her mind was racing. Deadline had always seemed somewhat heroic to her. Morally good. A saviour, certainly. But she wasn't one for fairy tales and stories about masked heroes. The real world wasn't like that.
And yet here Deadline was, genuinely telling her about a conspiracy to destroy a city.
"The people responsible for the breach--and no, I don't know who it is, exactly--have to have good connections. I suspect that there might be more than one corporation involved. If we stop it before it occurs, or blow the whole situation up, then I'd like to think that you're smart enough to find a way to profit from that."
Redline certainly could. Her father's wealth had sometimes grown substantially without him taking any actions while adversaries 'shot themselves in the foot,' as he'd once put it.
When he took some of his rare time off to talk to her about business, he said that letting his competition jump onto their own swords was the best tactic in business.
If she had names and companies and could prove that they were behind something like a massive breach... yes, that ought to count.
"I see," she said. "Tell me everything you know."
Deadline turned, meeting her eyes and keeping contact until she had no choice but to look back. "Tell me that you'll help. Or at least consider it."
"I... I will," she said. She pushed aside thoughts of profits and motives for a moment. This woman wanted her to help, and... well, if anything, she could admit to herself that she was a little smitten with the idea of her. It was maybe clouding her judgement.
And so Deadline talked. What she had wasn't much, but it was a start. She wanted to know how she knew what she did, but Deadline kept that to herself.
Then it was time to eat. The meal was warmed up in that rarely used oven, filling her home with the uncommon scent of freshly cooked food. She showed Deadline around. They talked about art, about music.
Deadline insisted that she play the piano in the corner, at least a little. She admitted to playing the guitar herself... because of course she did.
When Deadline wasn't looking, Francisca chewed on her lower lip and ran through a few mental exercises. She wouldn't break her composure now and do something as plebian as blush... but her body wanted to. And more.
The food, of course, was delicious. It ought to be, for the price she paid. Sitting across from Deadline, hearing her make pleased noises in between conversation about favourite bands and musicians and fashion and old movies and even a long rant she'd been saving up about her sibling's moves in the market that Deadline listened to with rapt attention...
Then Deadline let out a sigh, touching her stomach through her jacket. "I'm sorry. This isn't appropriate."
"Pardon?" she asked.
"The coat," she said.
"Oh. I'd forgotten to even ask. Did you want to put it aside?"
Deadline shook her head, then unzipped it. "I'm afraid that I kept it on because I'm casual beneath."
Casual? She wondered what that meant until Deadline unzipped the jacket fully and... oh my, she was wearing a thin camisole and a sports bra and little else. Appropriate for a club, perhaps... a very raunchy club.
"Ah, um, yes, that's fine," she said. Damn, the blush got away from her.
She turned the conversation to bikes, which Deadline admitted to not knowing all too well except for her own, though she seemed quite fond of it. She offered her a ride on it, into the night, even, to feel the cool city air.
She refused, but she wanted to. The press of Deadline in front of her, the hum of a machine.... She swallowed.
And then noticed that it had gotten quite very late.
"You should stay the night," she said, suddenly. "It's dark. The roads aren't always safe. And you can rest on the couch, if you want. I'm afraid I converted both guest rooms to other things. Or... I can give you my bed and take the couch?"
"No... I mean... sure. I'll stay the night, if you'll have me. But keep your bed. I've slept on worse than a couch before. It's good enough for me. Though... I should warn you, I usually sleep naked."
"Ah."
Her mind was buzzing, and she wasn't sure if it was the whiskey, or the wine they'd had after, or just Deadline being so present, but it wasn't an unpleasant sort of buzz.
***
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This was a bad idea.

Such a bad idea. She was laying in her bed, buried in a nest of pillows, and was keenly aware that Deadline was just one room over. 

It was stupid. The woman was a professional. She was just staying over for the night because it was more convenient. That was all. 

Sure, there might have been some light flirtations there, at the end, but she didn’t know for sure. Deadline didn’t go around waving a lesbian flag, and Francisca herself was hardly so open about such things. It behooved someone in her position to be a little more demure and polite about such things.

Demure. Calm... professional.

So, so very bothered at the moment.

She lived with two bodyguards on rotation. They often checked in on her in the middle of the night. And so she’d always found that the best time to take care of any needs was in the shower, where her privacy was assured.

Francisca needed a shower real bad. 

She groaned faintly and turned, laying on her side. It might have been the alcohol still burning in her veins or just the excitement of the day, but she was feeling far too energized to sleep, even though, objectively, she was tired.

She refrained from pulling out a phone, or connecting to any apps on her eyes. That would just keep her awake for longer.

Then there was a shift. Not a creak. Her penthouse was a little too nice to be creaky, but she heard something nonetheless and sat up in bed. 

Someone was at the door. A thin, lithe figure, lit only by the light spilling in from the windows in the living room. “Hey,” the figure said. “Can’t sleep?”

Francisca reached over to the side and flicked her bedstand light on. It illuminated the room in soft yellow light, enough to see Deadline by the door.

Deadline who wasn’t wearing nothing, as she’d claimed, but... 

The woman was in a thin camisole. The shirt only covered her from the belly button up, and was so sheer that it didn’t hide much, not in the soft light. Francisca could see every curve of her breasts, the way her nipples poked at the fabric.

She swallowed and looked down, eyes following the curve of the woman’s hips and stomach. Her panties were red and about two sizes too small. They were pinching in the skin of her hips and buttocks. They were so tight that it left a gap exposed just below the mons pubis 

Deadline was shaved.. 

Francisca darted her eyes up, trying to meet Deadline’s, but her pretty purple-blue eyes were almost impossible to make out in the dark. Her hair was a wild, tangled mess. Artfully tangled. 

“Can... can I help you?” she asked.

“Hmm,” Deadline said. It was a throaty, almost moan-like sound that sent a shiver down her back. “Yeah. Maybe. It’s going to sound stupid.”

“No. Is something the matter?” She sat up in her bed, starting to pull the covers aside. 

Deadline glanced back, catching the light of the windows behind her. “It’s a little too bright out there. I feel like I can’t sleep without the dark.”

“Oh. that’s understandable,” Francisca said. As a good host, it was, of course, her duty to accommodate. There were blinds that could be lowered, and the glass was actually designed to darken at the press of a button. “You can sleep here,” she said instead of mentioning either option. Immediately she wanted to smack herself. It was far too presumptuous, wasn’t it? Deadline would never--

“That’s kind of you. Thanks,” Deadline said. She stepped into the room, then around the bed, walking without hesitation. 

She felt the covers rise, the bed shift slightly, and then she was very, very aware that there was someone else in bed with her. 

“Comfy,” Deadline said. She moved some pillows around, then settled in. “Thanks.”

“You’re very welcome,” she replied.

There was nothing but silence. Silence for a minute, then two, only filled with the whispering breath of the woman next to her.

Then Deadline turned, facing her in bed. She felt the tickle of her breath on the side of her face, the faint smell of whiskey. “You know... from everything I’ve seen of you, you’re the kind of woman that takes charge. You push ahead, get what you want. Put others in their place. You’re the boss, or something like that, right?”

“It’s what I want to be, yes,” she replied. The comment had derailed her train of thought, which was probably for the best. She was working hard not to squirm.

“Hmm... strange that it never seems to be that way when I’m here,” Deadline said. She reached over, her hand gently, carefully, caressing the side of her face. Her fingers trailed down to her neck, and she found herself unmoving. “Beautiful.”

“Deadline?” she asked.

Deadline rolled, shifting her hips closer, and Francisca felt herself going still and stiff as Deadline’s leg touched hers. And then Deadline rolled and was atop her, straddling her. 

In the dark, all she could see was a pale hint of the woman’s face, the curve of her chest, the wild mop of her hair.

“What are you--” she began.

Deadline grabbed Francisca’s hands by the wrist and placed them onto her hips, near her upper thighs. Then she lowered herself.

Francisca was keenly aware that Deadline was sitting on her, butt pressed into her hips, the woman’s weight pushing her into her mattress, at least somewhat. Her hands felt impossibly warm and clammy against the uncovered skin of Deadline’s hips. She could feel where her panties squeezed the flesh in.

“Deadline?”

Deadline leaned down, and then their lips met.

She had some experience kissing. She was no blushing virgin, of course. A few experiences in college, a night or two with an escort afterwards. This kiss felt better than that. Deeper. Deadline pressed down on her, almost aggressively. Francisca opened her mouth, and that only encouraged the woman who tilted her head a little more, tongue reaching out. 

Involuntarily, she tightened her grip on Deadline’s hips.

Deadline moaned into her mouth.

That may have been the single hottest thing she’d ever experienced, and yet it didn’t seem as if Deadline was done with that. She wanted more. 

The kiss broke, and she became aware of Deadline’s arm planted on the bed next to her head, the other hand lightly touching her stomach through the thick material of her pajamas. “The safe word is cuddles,” Deadline said.

            

    
        Interlude - A Normal Man

    
    
    
    
                Interlude - A Normal Man

"Coffee?" A pretty young woman asked him as he stepped into the conference room.
"Oh?" he asked. He was, admittedly, a little thirsty, and maybe a little frazzled. His stomach was in knots, but that was always the case before this kind of meeting. He made sure that it didn't show on his face or expression. Cool. Confident. He needed to be both. "What kind is it?" he asked.

The secretary smiled kindly, and he was keenly aware that she was pretty. Too pretty. A ranker, then? E, at the very least. "It's a blend from COMPANY. From a C-rank world. It's quite tasteful," she said.
"Ah, well, no thank you. It's sweet of you to offer," he said. "Do you have water, perhaps?"
"No coffee, Phil?" Someone at the table asked.
He finally turned to see who was here already. Five of the seven members of the board were seated, though the atmosphere was casual. Three men and two women in suits, all with mugs nearby, all with heavy augmentations of the subtle and futuristic looking sort, and all rich beyond the comprehension of the average person.
"No," he said. "I've been laying off the caffeine."
It was a lie. One that the others ate up, though. They'd all had their times when they tried to kick a habit or another, and he was able to walk up to the front of the room, a fresh and cool water-bottle in hand, while making small talk and complaining about the nasty headaches he had.
The truth was more complicated.
He didn't want to be a ranker.
In fact, he wanted nothing to do with magic. And yet, the more he looked, the more he found. It was everywhere, slowly infecting the world. The people sitting here had all paid their way to E-ranker. The nice young secretary by the entrance was a D-ranker. The number of rankers was rising every single day, and it was significantly outpacing the rate of birth.
And it was a disaster.
Every drink these board members drank today would pass through them. As E-rankers they might absorb between 30-60% of the magical energy in the food. That tiny amount would circulate in their bodies for a while before winking out. It would empower, cure, envigourate. It would make them more.
These people would never be D-rankers. Not with the life they lead. For that, they'd need to face true hardship, or feel something more.
D-rankers absorbed more magic still, and produced it ex-nihilo as well.
All that excess magic would go down the drain, pissed away. It would collect in the sewers, be pulled into the water supply, and come down as rain. Factories that produced magical items burned some away. Some packaging was trashed. Some magic was lost.
At least the magic from portals was so pure that it didn't tie itself to anything.
But it didn't matter. The world was slowly gaining in magic, like microplastics only a million times more disastrous.
He had to do something. He had to help the world become less vile than it was becoming with each passing day.
More than once, in his career, he'd been encouraged to ascend. To pay the relatively low cost to become an E-ranker, to leave behind normality. Normal people were poor people.
Hasn't that been the truth of humanity since the first man discovered the concept of power and wealth?
He planned on fixing that.
There were two paths ahead of him. Either everyone was rich and powerful, in which case no one was, or the world worked to remove the wealth to begin with.
The last two members of the board arrived and took their seats. He chatted, smile on, good mood elevated. He remembered names and little details, made small talk and gossipped, slipping in a few jokes. He was charismatic. He knew it, and he'd worked hard to be better at it.
It was work, too. Memorizing names and stories and details wasn't something that came naturally to him. Perhaps, if he was better, but he'd refused betterness in order to focus on making the world a more fair place.
"Thank you all for coming here," he said as he addressed the entire room. There was a monitor behind him that came on, linked to an interface on his eyes. That was one thing he didn't mind so much. Betterment by technological means had a place.
If he had his way, it would be a great place.
"We're here today to discuss Project Guardian. We're nearly seven months from early deployment, and things have gotten quite interesting. I think you'll find that this, more than any other project our R&D division is working on, might well cement our place in the future."
***
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                Interlude - An Extraordinary Man

He stretched with a yawn then scanned the room in an instant.
Every molecule of water within fifty yards froze in place, just for a fraction of a second, and in doing so, he created a map of his luxurious suite, of the sculptures he'd brought with him from Fortress NW and the multiple aquariums strewn across the room.
They'd thought him fond of fish, for some reason. It was stupid, but he supposed that it was better than having the room decorated in a blood-theme of some sort.
"Mmm?" the woman next to him asked. She shifted, looking up to him with bedroom eyes, the silken sheets sliding back to reveal an expanse of smooth skin. "Are you waking up already?" she asked. "We could continue where we left off."
"Get out," he said.
She blinked. "What?"
"Don't make me repeat myself. Out," he said.
When she didn't move right away, he picked her up and stood her on her feet. Not touching her with his body, but moving the blood in her extremities so that she was repositioned. It wasn't a spell... not quite. More like a dozen lesser ones, all ingrained and carved in his soul to the point where they were second nature to him.
She hissed, but she could take it. They'd sent a C-ranker to warm his bed, not some shrinking normie off the street. She'd survive the rough handling.
"Fine," she snapped, a bit of fire lighting in her eyes, but he didn't care. She started to pick up her clothes, but his glare had her pausing before she ran out, clutching a few of her things to her ample chest.
He stared at her ass as she ran off, then groaned and sat up. His body was thin and light and lithe. He'd chosen this, to be someone unnaturally skinny, pale to the point that one might wonder if he was bloodless. Handsome, though. At least according to anyone he'd overheard so far.
Standing up, unafraid of his nakedness, he ambled over to one of the windows overlooking Fortress ENE. There was a garden out here, filled with violets in bloom. They typically grew in spring, not this late in the summer. Or was it fall by now?
No matter. Some lowly D-ranker would come around to keep them fresh and healthy. They were part of the image, weren't they?
The Bloody Violet. He liked it when they added the 'The' at the start. Made him feel more like a superhero or something.
But who actually knew him? He was looking down at a city of a million or more, and did they care? There were maybe a few dozen A-rankers like himself here. He was a rare breed, one of the elite among the elite. The offers had started coming in the moment he stepped foot here, and he was grateful for them.
If there was one thing he'd never admit to anyone, it was that the fear that fed him came from knowing that one day his name would be erased from history.
But that didn't have to happen, did it?
He stretched his back until it popped, then turned and started looking for something to wear that was appropriate.
All the while, his mind churned.
How would he leave his mark? Not a bad one. No, he didn't want them to think he was some sort of freak, a terrorist, a monster. Those didn't get the praise he wanted.
So. A hero.
Well... heroes needed to save people, didn't they? They needed to be seen doing it too.
Hmm.. yeah, he could try a few things, work on his image a little more. Maybe look into some PR firm or something.
Fortress ENE was a good place to be, being the shithole that it was. So few A-rankers meant a lot more opportunity, and a much greater chance that things would go wrong.
He'd make his mark. One way or another. And it didn't have to be today. He could exercise a little patience.

***

            

    
        Save Scumming Volume One - Feedback!

    
    
    
    
                Save Scumming Vol One Feedback <3
So… I saw another author do something like this, read through the feedback, and found a lot of it really useful (mixed in with some that wasn't). The kind of stuff I sometimes only notice on long walks with Molly.
Since Save has a decent following here who are pretty vocal, I figured I'd try it too! This feels like a good time, right at the end of the first volume. I'm planning to start Vol. 2… uh… Monday? Like with Cinnamon Bun, I'll keep the chapter numbers rolling from where they left off. I… just like doing that.
Anyway, what do you think of Save Scumming so far? The characters, the setting, which scenes stood out, and were there any arcs that felt a little flat?
More importantly... look, I'm assuming that if you made it 150k words in, you've been enjoying it enough to stick around. But what would you like to see going forward? I'm not asking for detailed plot suggestions, just… scenes, vibes, perspectives, or whatever else you'd like to see! Were there things you liked a lot? Is there stuff you want more of?
Is it Jane? Do you want more Jane? I can provide more Jane. More Jane with less clothes on, even!
But really, lemme know what you think? We're only 20-ish chapters into the next volume, so there's time to adjust and add more of what you like (within reason!)
:3
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                Chapter Eighty-Six - A Parting Gift

I shifted my hips, slowly removing my panties beneath the covers, then slipping them off my legs entirely. I... could really go for a smoke. One of Jane's cigarettes, as a reward for a job well done.
But, alas, I was without.
Glancing to the other side of the bed, I was greeted by Fran's slack-jawed expression. She wasn't a cute sleeper, though she didn't snore, and... I may have contributed to her current state.
Truth be told, last night had been a bit of a trip. Yes, I'd wasted a night that I could have spent training or practicing or learning new stuff. But like... what was the point of living at all if I didn't seize the opportunity to pin a pretty corpo princess to a bed and have insanely kinky powerplay sex?
Dammit, wasn't that the end goal of life?
Not that it worked out for me. It took seven long, glorious loops, before I finally started to figure out how to not get Ojou to, uh... spin things around on me.
Look, everyone aspired to a certain image when it came to sex. I aspired to be a top, to be the demanding one, to be in control. It was hot. Obviously, Fran had other ideas, and it took me a while to figure how to keep things going at the kind of pace I'd wanted.
All that experimentation was definitely worth it, though. The princess had a few tricks that I was going to add to my own repertoire.
Anyway! I was imminently satisfied, and the only way to make it better was to sneak out of the room and her home without leaving a trace.
Minus the panties. That was going to haunt her, I knew. Heh.
They were kind of expensive, but like... it was a good psychological test, no? Would she keep them? Send them back? Have them dry-cleaned? Hang them in a frame? Would she sniff them like the degenerate she tried very hard not to appear as?
I didn't know, and I think that it would be funny to find out.
Anyway, I found my pants and things by the couch, got dressed, then snuck out. It was half past five in the morning, and truth be told, I was still damned tired, but... well, it was time to move on.
I had a world to save and such, right? Or at least one city. The Breach went down on the fifth of June. It lasted at least three days, because I'd died on the seventh real late into the night.
It was currently... I checked my augs. Shit.
It was Saturday, the 28th of September.
Doubleshit. I had a driving test yesterday, and I was supposed to pick up some cyberware from somewhere. Urgh.

The test was a dud, of course, but the rest didn't have to be. Sighing, I walked out of Ojou's apartment complex and made my way over to my bike. The moment I was sitting on it I almost started a new Save. It would make the most sense if I wanted a stable place to return to later.
Only...
I rubbed at my chin, then decided against it. I'd Reload to the point before I had a very nice evening with Fran later. Heh. One more trist before I started my 'real' week in earnest.
So, what did I need to do first?
I considered it before turning my bike on and driving out of the parking garage. The first thing would probably be picking up that cyberware. Had the place even been raided? I pulled out my phone at a red light and checked and... yeah, it had. No casualties this time, and fewer arrests, not including the doc. Cool.
Driving across the city before six was a trip. No traffic. Or almost none. I drove past a few cops and some folk out in the middle of the night, but it was surprisingly quiet and pleasant. I made it to the place where I'd asked him to drop things off, went in, searched the washroom, and grinned as I found a box hidden within. Popping it open revealed a small case which held a nice pair of cochlear implants. There was a small silvery brand on the side, and a serial number. Atyacus model F1R3. Exactly what I'd asked for.
Nice!
I'd need to find someone reputable to do the install on these, but they were a good first step.
Maybe I'd ask Fran for a referral for more cyberware? The gear she had seemed very subtle, but it was unmistakable Orchid Lux brand stuff. She had probably spent enough on the bit of cyberware she had to buy a brand new car. Like, a nice one.
Orchid Lux had a whole thing about luxury and privacy. If I could get an appointment in, then... well, no, could I even afford their stuff?
I checked their site and winced. Their top of the line new eyewear was ninety grand. Damn. I mean, that came with a lifetime warranty, and the installation, and it was supposed to be like, a cut above just about anything else on the market.
The next company down in terms of quality was seventy grand, and they were generally about three or four percent worse. But like... yeah, I kinda wanted that top-shelf stuff.
If I was going to bring it with me into countless loops, then it made sense to want the best.
Ah... oh well. For now, I had something else to look into.
My goal was to spend this next week with my head down, keeping to myself, but doing that would only give me so much information to bring back with me.
From the last time I'd done a week-long loop, I discovered that there was a breach today. Not in the city, but way outside of it.
It was supposed to happen around noon-ish, and was about two hours by car past the edge of the city. Hmm...
I kicked my bike into gear and rode towards the edge of the city, tossing the implants out towards a trash can on the way. I didn't intend to do anything with them this loop, so no point in keeping them for now.
I gassed up my bike, bought a pair of small red gas canisters, filled those as well, and then squeezed them into my saddlebags. Then I grabbed snacks for the road, because... why not?
Once that was done, I punched in the approximate location of the breach into my GPS, and headed out.
Last long-loop, the story had broken at night, and I hadn't gotten as many details as I might have wanted. What I did know was that the breach was next to a small town called Podunky, and it took three hours for a fast-response team to arrive and start securing the area. The breach was estimated to be a low-C high D.
Probably more than I could handle on my own, to be honest, but like... why not check it out? I didn't intend to solo it.
Online talk about it had been kind of conspiratorial. Some people from Podunky blamed some small corp for the whole mess. It would be worth checking out to see if that held up at all.
The upsides for this were simple enough:Clearing a near-C-Rank portal would mean a lot of magical energy.
Doing so as Deadline would paint me as more of a hero, if only to a small community.Money! I wanted it, and the stuff in a portal might be worth it.
The downsides:
It would eat up a Saturday.I wasn't ready to face a C-rank dungeon solo. That one dungeon I'd done with Becky had been a mid-D and it was almost too tough for me.
It was far from home.
And finally, something that I couldn't really place in either side:The first team to show up to help was from the Storm Chasers, and they didn't exactly like me very much.
So yeah, overall, kind of a complicated situation, but I think the pros outweighed the cons. Plus, what would Fran think when she discovered that I'd snuck out and rushed to the defence of some poor, helpless town?
... I was entirely ready to admit that I was a little messed up in the head if I was risking life and limb just to impress this one woman, but like... that wasn't too uncommon or unusual, was it?
The moment I rode out of Fortress ENE's southern end, I gave my bike as much gas as it would take and... well, it moved a little faster. Maybe I could get a second bike to use as Deadline? Something with a few hundred more CC, because this bike was fun, but it wasn't dangerously fun.
And what was the point of cheating death if I couldn't go fast?

***
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                Chapter Eighty-Seven - Podunky

I severely underestimated how far from home 2 hours was. Like, sure, that sounded fine on paper, but there wasn't one single highway to ride down. Instead I took a highway out of Fortress ENE, then had to get off of it, ride through a small, still-occupied town, then through a few smaller roads until I got onto another, different highway. That one went on for a solid hour before I took yet another ramp off and quickly found myself on some country-side roads.
The only thing they had going for them was the view. The road followed along this nice river and had cleared space on the other side. There were a lot of twists and turns all the way.
Fun to look at, sure, but a little annoying to ride through.
Still, I eventually made it to Podunky, population 7,458. It was a small town, laid out as a grid, with two grocery stores and one gas station. There were no fast food joints, just a few mom and pops that were closed this early in the morning. There were five churches.
It was nine something by the time I arrived.
So, that two hour thing was bullshit. It was more like two and a half hours.
I would... not be willing to do this ride over and over again. Once was fine, but most portals took me... what, twenty tries to perfect? Driving for two hours twenty times was... forty hours of bike time. Screw that.
I'd look and see if there as a bus or something, but there was no way that one of them left Fortress ENE at fuck o' clock in the morning
So, if I wanted this to work out, I'd need a Save on location. Not now, though. My plan for the moment was to scout the place out, then return once I had a good bit of data, and for that...

Urgh. What could I learn by being here that I wouldn't be able to learn from my laptop at home? I rode my bike around the edge of the town, getting a feel for the place and its layout, but that was only so much help. It did feel very... movie-small-town-ish. Lots of older homes, some with nice yards. The few people out seemed to be on the older side, and the cars and such weren't all new either.
Lots of farms in the area too. I could see those, uh, I didn't know what they were called, but the big dildo-shaped towers for hay. There were barns too, and plenty of plowed fields around.
If I was an inter-dimensional portal to another realm filled with magic and monsters, where would I appear?
Well, probably not next to a town that prided itself on being called Podunky. I'd pop up in a nice, ritzy place that I didn't belong in. Probably the woman's changing room of like, a tennis school or something.
Did that even exist?
Whatever. The point was, I couldn't see any portals just by circling the town once. Option two, then. Wait for it to breach, then see people's reactions to it. That seemed like a better option anyway, since I'd be able to ask the locals about it.
So, I returned to the middle of town and discovered a quaint 'main' road cutting through the middle. Two little restaurants and a coffee place, next to an old school bakery and a general goods store. The rest of the road was pharmacies and notaries and a pair of banks, along with like... normal small-town essentials. They had a barbershop of all things.
It was the coffee place that interested me, though.
I pulled up in front, parked my bike, then went in. The clientele were old fart. A few gruff, retired farmer sorts that smelled strange, some old ladies, one younger couple. The waitress at the counter looked up and blinked, seeming surprised to see someone unusual stepping in.
I waved, then walked up and ordered a carrot cake and a large mug of coffee. Then I headed to a place by the front windows where I could indulge in peace.
While I snacked, I checked the news... or tried to. The internet here was all one-bar. It took seconds for pages to load!
I did get a good look at a local map on my phone, pinching it to zoom out some. We really weren't that far from Fortress ENE. The problem was that none of the highways made it here directly, and the road that might have once done just that was closed. It had probably only been an hour, maybe an hour and a half before, but now there was a huge detour.
Could I risk that closed road? If the condition wasn't too bad, I could maybe race it, avoid any monsters by moving too damned fast.
Eh, it was an idea. I turned to a farmer-looking sort nearby, gestured to the map, and asked him about it. It was fun, being a lot braver about asking random folk. It wasn't something I'd be as confident in doing if I was in a normal timeline.
He was nice enough, if a bit suspicious. Said that the road was more seasonal now. Opened from March to August and closed the rest of the year. The winter made it too annoying to keep it guarded and repaired, and it didn't get that much traffic besides.
Interesting. I'd maybe ride back along it, then, see if that wasn't a valid shortcut.
One thing led to another, and I started asking about the state of jobs in the area, which wasn't great. Apparently the only company left in town, other than all of the smaller family-owned ones, was Synthcorp.
I blinked. "Wait, the company that makes all of that synthetic meat?" I asked.
"Yeah, that's the ones," he replied.
That... rattled something in my head. I couldn't quite remember what, though. Not until I pulled out my phone and looked at a picture I'd taken of my last long-week loop's notes.
There was a synth meat recall tonight.
Weird coincidence?
My last long loop had ended on Sunday. Tomorrow, basically, and other than the recall being all over the news, there hadn't been a reason for it.
"Where's their HQ at?" I asked.
"In the city," he said, giving me a look as if I was a clueless city girl, which was fair. "If you mean where they employ from here, there's a big facility just on the edge of town."
Ah, I'd ridden past that, then. A collection of some half-dozen pretty big buildings with green roofs, but I'd thought them just normal farms or something. I supposed they were close to the edge of the city for that, but someone had to have space to store stuff, right?
I asked my new pals a few more questions, but it wasn't really going anywhere, besides, it was nearing noon, and that meant that they had to head out.
I did so as well, only just as I was heading towards the entrance, an out of breath old man came over, huffing and puffing. "There's a breach!" he called out, then he ran off to the next place.
Well, that was my cue.
I glanced at my watch. Ten thirty-seven. A solid hour and a bit before noon. I walked over to my bike, grabbed my revolver and my work-issue handgun from the saddles, regretted not bringing my sword, and then strapped my knife to the small of my back.
Following the sound of sirens was enough to know where to go. I didn't even need to get on my bike.
I walked over to the corner, and down the street was a quick police barricade. Two cruisers parked across the street, a few cops behind opened doors, the sort who'd seen more doughnuts than crimes. They were taking shots at lumbering forms making their way down the street.
And yeah, that was the street that Synthcorp compound was on. I could see a bit of smoke rising up from the place, and some people running out, most being chased.
Approaching the police, I found that I wasn't the only active citizen, a few old-timers had come out with shotguns and rifles, and they looked ready to defend their own.
I grunted as I saw the enemy we'd be dealing with.
They were large, six, seven feet tall, and built like linebackers. All corded muscles. Most had weapons. Some wooden shields, some spears, a lot of chopping weapons, axes and cleavers. Nothing ranged, and their armour was... a little on the rougher side. Cured leathers and thickly padded cloth.
Beneath that, greenish-grey skin, tusked faces, and mean eyes.
Orcs. The breach had opened up to a bunch of orcs.
Which meant that this was, at the very least, a mid-D portal, and if there were this many, it could well be a low to medium C.
"Damn," I muttered.
***
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                Chapter Eighty-Eight - The White Gloves

It quickly became obvious that we wouldn't hold.
The locals were fast. Police came in and reinforced the barricade, and then the local fire fighters joined in, rushing to the homes nearest the Synthcorp compound to help them evacuate, but already it was clear that this would be an evacuation, not something where we could fight back.
I aimed down the length of my revolver and took a shot that rammed into an orc, hitting him right below the shoulder and leaving a hole in his back that I could fit my fist through. And yet the orc still came running at me, dropping one axe only to raise another. He went down to concentrated fire from the police and locals.
The locals weren't armed like an army. They'd come out with a few semi-auto rifles, some bolt-actions, and lots of shotguns and handguns. But what they didn't bring were boxes of ammo.
Buckshot seemed to mostly irritate the orcs. It would penetrate through the thick gambeson-like armour a lot of them wore but I think the armour was still somewhat effective. It would rip into exposed flesh and a shot to the face could take one down reliably. The other range of bullets we were firing at them had a wide range of effects.
One old-timer had what looked like an anti-material rifle that was definitely not legal, tripods sunk into the hood of a sedan. When it roared, an orc went down every time. But some of the locals had little self-defence guns that didn't seem to do all that much, and their aim was... bad.
Yeah, there was a lot of shooting into the air, no spray control, and while we were making a lot of noise and that alone seemed to be keeping the monsters at bay, it wasn't going to last.
Orcs were piling onto the street, dead. I counted two dozen already, but there were far more than that just within the compound. Even as we watched, they grabbed someone, a wrestling techie in a company jumpsuit and hardhat who was squirming, and while watching us, they decapitated the man.
The anti-material rifle barked, and one of the orcs basically exploded, but the damage was done.
The locals were spooked.
It turned into a bit of a stalemate after that. Our rate of fire slowed down. People were rushed out of their homes, and a crowd grew on the far end of the street. Some locals in flip-flops and bathrobes, recently pulled out of house and home, and others who had come to gawk and stare.
There were a few that were being helpful, bringing ammo from the local general store--which apparently sold guns and ammo--and there were a pair of ambulances parked way out back, with some EMTs already tending to some folk.
No one seemed ready to charge in, and I didn't blame them.
"What's the plan?" someone called out.
As it turned out, there was a plan, and it was to wait for someone with some degree of authority to show up. Synthcorp had a security team, right?
And as it turned out, they did. After a long twenty minute standoff where the orcs continued to poke their heads over the fence and generally shout nonsense in their guttural tongue, the Synthcorp fast response team arrived.
A sleek, white and green helicopter with the company logo on the side circled the compound twice, then came in for a landing along a side road. Six people in combat gear jumped out, then they started running over with a pair of company men in suits and carrying briefcases behind them.

The soldier sorts had assault rifles, armoured gear in matte blacks, and from the weird shift in the air as they approached, I could tell that they were rocking some good magical buffs. No C-ranker, though. Someone like that would be obvious, there was always a feeling around them, and these six didn't have it.
They formed up in a tight squad, then... covered the two company men who started looking for anyone who was in charge.
So far, that meant the chief of the fire department, this wiry old woman, probably an E-ranker at least, who looked like she had been chewing nails for breakfast for the last fifty-plus years. They moved over, and immediately started arguing.
It became pretty obvious that things weren't moving along, so I decided to impose myself. "What's going on?" I asked as I walked over.
One of the company men looked at me. "And you are?"
"Concerned citizen," I replied, keeping my tone bored. "And a D-raker for Luna Corp. I'm passing through town, on my way to visit family. Saw this shitshow and decided to help."
The man stood a little straighter at that. "This is a Synthcorp matter," he said.
"This 'matter' has left a bunch of dead," the fire chief said.
"We don't know that," the suit replied.
I stared, then pointedly looked over to the decapitated body still out by the compound's entrance. "Pretty sure we do," I replied.
"We're going to have to ask that you surrender any video you've taken of this event for our investigation," the suit said.
"Okay," I said. I didn't give a shit, and I didn't take any video to begin with. "So, what's your plan. You've got six E and D-rankers here. That ought to be enough to plug a C-rank breach."
"We don't know that there's--"
"Oh, fuck off," the fire chief said. "The girl's right. Why aren't you moving in?"
As it turned out, this team wasn't equipped for that. They were purely here to keep the suits safe. And, unsaid, they were here to intimidate the locals into complying. It felt kind of silly though, especially when the locals were all seeing red and a good chunk of them were armed.
Still, no one wanted to start infighting while the orcs were right there.
So we waited.
The breach continued to get out of hand. More orcs made a run for it, some towards us, others away, and those that ran away sometimes made it too. There'd be roving bands of them to take care of all around the town, now.
Things were tense for a damned long time. It wasn't until three in the afternoon, hours after the breach, that a team finally showed up to clear it out. I recognized them, or some of them, at least.
They came in a pair of all-white APCs, with roof-mounted turrets. The APCs opened up and disgorged two groups. One of six, the other of ten. The group of ten I immediately labelled as E-rankers at best. They had standardized gear, plate armour painted a shiny white that covered just about everything, T-slit helmets, and webbing for magazines and supplies. Plus neat little personal defence weapons. These bullpup-config assault rifles that were probably chambered in 7.62.
Two of them had larger machine guns, with ammo boxes and tripods, and one on the team had a stripe on his pauldron and a radio pack. The commander of that squad?
The other team was more familiar. Their gear a little more... mix-and-match. Less armour, more uncovered heads, or in a couple of instances, more armour, but not the standard stuff. The D-rankers. Six of them, and one immediately caught my eye.
Well well, if it wasn't Mizu! I wondered if she was still as angry as before. Her near-feral grin suggested that some things hadn't changed.
Some guy I only vaguely recognized took charge almost immediately. He called the company suits and fire chief over, asked for a quick sit-rep, then glanced over the crowd. "Alright people!" he called out. "The Storm Chasers are here, we'll take care of this mess and you'll be able to resume business as usual in no time."
That actually seemed to give people a morale boost. Weird. But maybe I was too jaded to really believe any of it.
In any case, I watched from the sidelines as they moved over to the compound, the E-rankers taking quick, precise shots to get the orcs into cover, then they moved in and were out of sight.
It took a solid three hours before they returned, a tense three hours that I spent edging away and mostly keeping to myself. The locals were quick to start handing out food and supplies, and more gawkers showed up to stare.
Then stories started coming in, and people were sent out across town. People were getting attacked in their homes. The orcs that had snuck out, probably a good number of them, were going around in bands, terrorizing and killing people.
Teams were formed, police and locals, and they raced out, trying to put them down, and mostly succeeding. But there were casualties. Only a dozen, but... yeah, that could be avoided.
Then the Storm Chasers returned, just minutes after I felt a shift in the air. The portal closing?
I immediately noticed that they had a few injuries. Some of that fancy armour they were wearing had gained some dents, and two soldiers were carrying a third on a deployable stretcher. One of the APCs moved up, and they loaded the injured into it.
The D-rankers looked a little better. Some scorch marks and sweat and plenty of grime, but nothing too bad.
So, a professional team could wipe out a portal with professional speed. Not too surprising.
I decided to back up and fetch my bike, then I rode out of town. I was gonna see if I couldn't take that shortcut back, then once I got home, it was a long shower, a short nap, and then a week spent minding my own damned business while I planned and plotted.
How was I going to come out of this one on top?
***
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The shortcut wasn't that bad. It wasn't great by any means, but it wasn't that bad. The road was covered in potholes and cracks, but at least there wasn't any traffic. I could gun down the road as fast as my bike could go, and as long as I was looking out ahead, it wasn't too hard to sway past the worst of the holes. There were a few branches along the road that had me slowing down, but it wasn't all bad.
So, I made it back, and it only took me an hour and fifty-five minutes.
Eh... not bad. I was saving a half-hour, at least. And I did have to stop to refuel along the way which ate up a solid couple of minutes. So yeah, I could make it to and from Podunky in... way too long.
I had to tackle a pretty complicated portal, one that I'd probably not be able to enter until after it breached, unlike that River Rats portal with the goblins. And orcs were just tougher to fight as well.
It was a good thing I'd wasted all of my horny energy on multiple loops with Fran, because I think this week was going to be spent prepping for the loops that I'd be doing later.
First, I'd need to find a good way to get closer, then set a new Save somewhere closer to Podunky. There was nothing for it.
I rode back into the city, then made my way through the early evening traffic to home, only stopping once along the way to order six burgers. I could reheat those through the week, they'd still be good.
Getting home, I kicked off my boots, tossed my jacket to the floor, then made baby noises at Mister Couchtop who sauntered over and meowled at me, demanding to know where I was. "I'm sorry baby," I said as I picked him to stuff my face into him. "Mommy was gone getting herself hella laid. Trust me, you'd understand if you still had your balls."
"Meow?"
"That's right," I agreed to whatever he said.
I set him down, purring like an engine, and refilled his bowl. Then it was time for Operation: Research Week!
First, I took off my pants. They wouldn't be needed for this.
Then I found fresh undies, because I'd forgotten I wasn't wearing any.
Now properly equipped, I dove right into it.
First, Synthcorp and their whole deal. I knew there would be a recall, but it hadn't been issued yet. They had been getting fabulous reviews lately on something they were calling their A-line of higher-end synthetic magical meats.
Apparently, the taste was nearly identical to pork, and there was a decently high dose of magic. Higher than anyone else could achieve in any synthetic meats.
Yeah, I was starting to see where that was going. They weren't mulching cockroaches to make their meat, this was orc meat. It had to be. Their quick response had to be a part of that too.
But why the Storm Chasers?
The Storm Chasers were an offshoot of Bright Lightning, a guild based in Fortress ENE. The guild had a couple of B-rankers, a few Cs, and mostly they did security work. So tackling higher-end portals.
The Storm Chasers were their D-rank division, for taking out C and below ranked portals.
A bit of digging, using both company names as keywords, did bring up a few things. The current CFO of Bright Lightning was the former CAO of Synthcorp ENE. I had no idea what those acronyms meant, but they started with 'C' so they had to be important.
That wasn't the only link between the two branches. It wasn't uncommon to have famous rankers on products as endorsements. After all, plenty of C-rankers were mini celebrities, and corps did love having a pretty face to put on a product. I... might have bought some Louise-branded Luna Corp merch at some point, and she was just a C-ranker for a minor corp.
Synthcorp had been using the faces of some C and a B-ranker from the Bright Lightning guild. Former Storm Chasers.
Great. They were buddies.
I switched over and watched some videos about both, but was only half-paying attention. At around seven or so, the recall came in, and this time I was paying enough attention to see that they were recalling the A-line products. Called it.
There were people online spouting bullshit already, but there was a rumour going around, linking the recall to the orc breach since it happened in the same town as one of their factories. And it was being quashed in real time.
Crazy. I'd never really seen shit get censored in front of my eyes, but there it was. Entire comment threads disappearing with a refresh.
Wild. But none of my damned business.
My goal here was twofold again: Make 'Deadline' a name that people recognized so that I could use that rep later (there was no way I'd ever be strong enough to take out some C-rankers in only eight months. Let alone B and A-rankers. So I needed social power first). And gain some experience in combat and from the portal world. I wasn't going to hit C-rank by sitting on my ass.
And so I proceeded to spend the next week sitting on my ass.
Mostly I filled my days watching the news with one ear while doing other shit in my apartment. I practiced Shadow Bolt every day, and eventually ordered a chronometre. At first, it took me seven seconds to cast, which... yeah, not good. Plus I had to focus the whole time. By the end of the week, I was down to two seconds, and I could kinda listen to the news at the same time.
Live practice would help, I bet. But I only had so much magic to work with, and it drained quickly. A dozen bolts and I was done.
I also tried to practice my cantrips a few times each, though I didn't have time... or the inclination to go outside, to practice with Grasping Growth.
Soothe Minor Pain came in clutch by the mid-week when my monthly factory reset week kicked in. I'd have to live through that twice, huh? I wondered if this would still be an issue as a C-ranker. Weren't they supposed to have perfect bodies or some bullshit?
Whatever. The spell kicked ass, and I owed Dharti a cold beer or... warm tea or whatever one of these days.
By the time the next Sunday rolled around, I was cranky and annoyed, but it hadn't been a bad week overall. I had a heap of notes to memorize... and a biiit of a problem. Because my last Save was a week ago... in Ojou's apartment.
I could remember most of the things that made her tick and twitch, but I'm pretty sure I could improve on some things. At the same time, with the benefit of being slightly less horny and not being in the moment, I could see how it was kind of creepy, a little bit?
Eh... whatever. She was totally okay with a fling even in the first loops where my excuses were flimsy as hell. She wanted it, I wanted it, we were grown women, and the only thing that should be gnawing at my conscience was how I was going to ruin sex for her the way she'd ruined good food for me with that restaurant.
Nothing since had tasted even a fraction as good.
Still...
Anyway. I decided not to focus on that and quashed any parallels to Louise that my stupid brain came up with. I needed Fran on my side, and this seemed as good a way as any.
My only other issue was taking notes on what happened this week, because there was a lot to remember, and my Save wasn't at home where I had a notebook. I'd have to write it all on a burner phone and email it to a burner email, which I did have in the wings, so it wasn't all bad.
The list was mercifully short though.
Sunday 29th-> Huge glitch in the city-wide metro. Its AI went on the fritz. Definitely something being covered up, and Brightbarrow Interlink were definitely involved somehow.
That was it for Sunday, so it wasn't all bad. Maybe a quiet day for training or something? I think Natalie was free that day, so maybe I could do a run to the gym and practice my martial arts a little?

Monday 30th-> Prison custodian union goes on strike.
-> Security sweep along one of the channels discovered a colony of selkie in the water. Minor D-rank breach, but a surprisingly benign one?
The custodian thing wasn't too surprising. The city refused to cover the medical care of some of the prison guards who were injured because of the jailbreak. The custodians didn't like that.
The breach... eh, too open, and too many people knew about it and were profiting from it. The monsters were violent, but willing to negotiate. So some locals had set up a trade of sorts, going in, trading, then leaving. Until the portal breached. It was probably not something I'd get involved with.
Tuesday Oct 1st-> Rolling brownouts along outer districts, including home.
-> Two C-rankers were injured in a portal in the inner city. From Seraph. Egg on their face.
Seraph's thing was a big deal. It was all over the news. C-rankers getting hurt wasn't uncommon, but two in one raid was a sign that shit went sideways, and no one could afford to lose guild-affiliated C-rankers.
Wednesday 2nd-> City-wide breach drill test. Half the system didn't work, and the sirens pissed off three quarters of the city.
-> Monthly bloodbath.
Boring day. Stained my favourite chair, but I guess I didn't stain any pants, so I win some, I lose some.
Thursday 3rd-> Small fry gang in the west-end outer district starts a pissing match. Pizza place over there is burned down.
-> Bloody Violet livestreams himself taking on that same portal that hurt those two C-rankers. Clears it in no time and looks fucking awesome doing it.
The gang thing wasn't worth much note, except...
Friday 4th-> Seraph hold a big gala thing. Ojou showed up. Seemed lame, but could be worth noting.
-> Some fuckos from that same small fry gang try to hold the gala hostage, but their strongest is a doped-up C-ranker, and there's like, five C-rankers at the event.
Morons, basically.
Saturday 5th-> Bright Barrow drone crashed in the middle of a park.
-> E-rank portal opens up on the edge of town. Took four hours for someone to decide to close it. Could be a good spot to hit for practice. Just E-rank, but looked relatively easy? Soloing it could be worth the experience and magic energy.
And that was it. It was currently Sunday the 6th, at... noon-ish, and neither fuck nor all had happened. So, with a last deep breath and a quick-re-read of my notes, I Reloaded.
***
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I only got to four before Ojou turned the tables on me, so after letting her have her way with me, I Reloaded again, and reached ten.
No new high score, but there might be time for that in the future!
Anyway, I was buzzing as I made it back to my bike, much earlier than I'd done it last time even. Ojou was a heavy sleeper, it seemed.
Right... that was fun. Very fun, even, but I couldn't do it every time. So I reluctantly set a Save, shifted on the spot, then rode towards that one 24/7 gas station on the edge of the city. I had all of my Deadline gear in my saddles. Even the sword, which was wrapped in some cloth and stuffed between the bike and saddle. The plan was to get changed, then head out.
Sure, I'd have loved a Save much closer to Podunky, but there was a real chance that once I got that, I would realized that I'd need more firepower, or something that I couldn't get in such a shitty little nowhere town.
Riding at night did come with some issues, though. It was very early, a few hours before the sun rose, and I didn't dare take that shortcut I'd found when there wouldn't be any streetlights to help me see branches and potholes on the way.
So it was the long way around, which was frustrating. Plus, I'd be operating on way less sleep than was ideal.
I made a mental note to buy some energy drinks at the gas station next loop. Caffeine wouldn't correct every wrong, but it might help smooth some of them over.
I made it to Podunky at nearly six-thirty in the AM. Everything was closed, predictably.
Groaning to myself, I rode around the town, getting the lay of it again since I'd last been here a whole week ago. I drove slowly past the Synthcorp compound, eyeing the place up before I moved further into town and looked for a place to take a nap.
There was a small park, with some benches... eh, fuck it. I parked my bike, took out some stuff to use as a pillow, and laid there to rest, my phone set with an alarm for forty-five minutes.
I woke up with a start, surprised that I'd even managed to sleep at all. The bench was tough on the back, but that wasn't so bad. The air was at least warm and not too filled with bugs.
I stretched, looked at the time again, then sat down and just... thought for a moment.
I'd hatched up a lot of plans. I wanted to save the town... more or less. The last time, the town had handled things well enough, I think. They contained the breach until reinforcements arrived. There were probably a dozen dead. Workers at the plant, but that was it, mostly.
Right... I had two options here, and then a bunch of branching paths from that.
The first was to be proactive.
Sneak into the compound, see what was going on, maybe jump into the portal before it breached and fight my way through a lot of orcs solo.

The other side of the proactive option that was also pretty good was... well, I didn't have a body-cam on me right now, but I could get one. It wouldn't be too hard, I think? Eh... maybe it would be harder than I thought, but I was sure I could find one somewhere in ENE. Documenting everything going on inside, if it was as skeevy as I thought, and then releasing it to the general public could make me 'look like a hero' plan work out.
Then when I reported on the capital-B Breach later, people would take me more seriously.
Assuming that Synthcorp's censorship didn't just nix all of the footage.
Proactive mode would save more lives as well. The workers at the compound now, for example. They didn't deserve to die.
The reactive option was a lot less likely to piss the corp off. Sneaking into their compound and filming shit was a surefire way to make me their enemy.
Reacting to the breach after it opened, leading the charge into the compound then sealing it would prevent deaths as well, and I'd have the lovely alibi that I was just in the right place at the right time.
Reactive would mean that the corp was less likely to see me as someone who was actively there to harm them, and I didn't need to make an enemy of such a big corporation.
I chewed on that thought for a while, then stood up and stretched. Nothing for it. Proactive was better as a first option. I was pretty sure that I wouldn't be able to handle a portal of this size in any case, but knowing the layout of the compound wasn't a bad first move.
Moving back to my bike, I found my mask, hooked my sword into my belt, loaded my revolver, then started to walk.
The compound was right up next to town. There were homes right next to its walls, and a small patch of forest right behind.
I didn't really care about being stealthy as I started to walk along the edge. The walls were about three metres tall, beige concrete with a rusty roll of barbed wire on top, but there were a few places where some trees had grown close and the branches were rubbing up against the wall.
I found one spot with a gap, but the tree that had likely caused the barbed wire to fall wasn't thick enough to climb. Annoying.
So, I walked back out, then looked around. The homes here were old-school single-family dwellings, with garages and sheds.
It took looking in two of them to find a ladder left next to a shed, just laying there on the ground. I felt a smidge bad about it, but it wasn't like it was far from home. I dragged it over, laid it against the wall, then climbed up.
There, predictably, a three metre fall on the other side.
Right... I needed a second ladder, or I could risk it and jump.
I decided to risk it, but not before tossing down more of my gear on the other side.
The landing was a bit rough, with no space to gain momentum, but I did scramble down the side and landed on my ass without breaking anything.
I stood up, dusted my pants, then looked up to... a camera, right on the nearest wall and aimed right at me. Well, I wasn't planning on keeping this timeline anyway.
Grabbing my gear off the ground, I ran over to the cover while hooking everything back into place. The compound was made up of five larger buildings, each one with two peaked roofs connected at the middle, and a fifth area by the entrance with several smaller office buildings and some parking.
It looked like whatever they did here, it was in these bigger buildings, with shipping handled out by the front.
Already, I could tell that something was wrong.
There wasn't an alarm blaring or anything, but I saw a team of six men in fatigues and some light armour, with visored helmets and shotguns run by, all aiming for one of the buildings at the rear.
So I circled around. This building, unlike the others, had its windows closed, metal panels welded over them, and the rear entrance was barred from the outside.
Suspicious as hell, that.
I moved back around to the front, and could make out the faint, distant thump-thump of a gun. Someone ran out the front, a normal-enough looking worker who sprinted towards the office building.
They were followed a minute later by a second, this one a reedy man in a labcoat, clutching at their arm.
Well... that was one way to find out what was going on.
I stepped out of cover, walked over to the man who was very obviously distracted, then I grabbed him from behind.
He screamed, but the shout went nowhere, not when I could hear the last guy shouting out something too. I dragged him back into the shadows around the corner, then shoved him up against the wall. "I have questions," I said.
He panicked, tried to shove me off, but... yeah, this wasn't a body builder or martial artist, just some little tired techy. I batted his arms aside and shoved him against the wall again. "Who... who are you?" he asked.
"Someone with questions," I growled. The mask helped it not sound quite that cringy. "Starting with this; Synthcorp's been using orc meat and passing it off as synth meat, right?"
"What?" he asked.
"Don't play stupid," I warned. "This isn't the time for it. Answer the question."
He gulped, then nodded. "Yeah?"
"Cool. The breach, when did it start?"
He blinked, then shrugged. "It's always started," he said.
"Huh?"
"Let me go! I'm going to shout."
"Security seems a little busy at the moment," I said. The sounds of shooting were growing louder, closer. "Answer the question. When did the breach start?"
"Y-years ago! We've been maintaining it since the start!"
Huh... wait, was that even possible?
It felt like I'd just opened a can of worms. I'd need to hit the books after this one.
***
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"Okay, start from the beginning," I said as I helped my new pal down. "Like... what's your name?"
"Who even are you?" he asked.
"Deadline," I said. "I'm Deadline. I find problems, I fix them. And I'm usually pretty quick about it. Come on, sit down, that's right. Your name?"
"Martin," he said. He winced, and I tugged on the sleeve of his arm a little, hoping to see why. He hissed, though, and I let go. "It's not broken," he said in the tone of someone hoping that it wasn't broken.
I nodded along. "Sure." I crouched, so that I was level with him, elbows on my knees. "So, Martin, story from the start."
"I shouldn't tell you anything," he said.
"Yeah, but I'm a mysterious stranger that grabbed you in the middle of the night, wearing a mask and almost all-black. I'm also a ranker, and that's very scary. Right?"
"Uh."
"Exactly. So spill. Corp ain't gonna be angry at you, they'll be angry at me," I reassured him.
I don't know if that worked, but he did spill, at least a little. "We have a portal that breached a long time ago. Orcs come out of it. Five, six per hour or so? When it calms down, we send a team in, rile them up."
"Uh-huh," I said. "And this had been steady?"
"For years. With only a few blips. Low turnover. Good pay. I'm just a technician here."
"Cool, cool," I said. "And what happened today?"
It took Martin half an hour to give me the whole story, half an hour during which the fighting inside escalated, then went very quiet. It turned out that Martin's manager was a dickbag, and had been cutting a few corners. He'd bumped heads with the team-lead for the squad responsible for keeping the portal more or less culled, and fired her a week back. She took two members of the team with her.
Still worked for Synthcorp, but not for the ENE division. Figures.
So, the company had this portal. It breached, and then they kept it on that knife's edge, culling monsters as they came out and immediately processing them into so much meat. I'd probably eaten orc before... gross.
Anyway, keeping a portal semi-breached like this was, in a word, stupid. Mostly it was stupid because the portals could slowly become stronger. This one had started as an E-rank. Now it was edging closer to C. The orcs coming out of it were more numerous, and bigger, and stronger.
And today, they'd stopped altogether.
Last time this happened, according to Martin, it had been a second boss that spawned and held them back. The squad had lost two members that day.
This time they'd lost contact entirely, and the orcs were coming out in bigger numbers than usual.
So, someone in there might have been holding back the number of orcs coming out for a few days or weeks. With a couple coming out every hour, that was... a lot of orcs? I'd assume fifty or so, then double that to be safe.
That was too damned many orcs.
I jumped as I heard movement by the front of the building, then saw an orc stomping out and sniffing the air. Martin went still.
"How long until reinforcements arrive?" I asked him in a low whisper.
"The manager won't," he admitted. "He'd never call for help. We have a second subjugation squad."
"And where are they?"
"They... went in a few minutes ago?"
The bunch I saw with the armour and shotguns? Yeah, nah, they were fucked. None of them felt like C-rankers, so at best it was a bunch of D-rankers, and they probably weren't ready for the resistance they met.
I helped Martin up, then snuck him around back. The orc and his pals were more interested in the hub-bub by the entrance.
"Do all the workers here know?" I asked Martin.
He blinked, then shook his head "No, but we're all under NDA?"
"Is there an alarm or something? Fire alarm, maybe?"
"In every building, yeah," he said.
"Cool. Run off and pull that," I said before giving him a shove.
I watched him run off, then took a moment to consider what to do next. A C-rank portal... that was beyond what I could handle. Probably. I'd have to go through a ton of loops, and orcs weren't an enemy I had any particular advantage against.
Still... I was here, so might as well get a lay of the land, as it were. I had some ideas percolating at the back of my head for what to do. Some of that was experience from past loops coming into play, but I had had a few original ideas too, once in a while.
I unsheathed my sword, checked it real fast, then pulled out my revolver in my off hand. I had Shadow Bolt on the edge of my tongue as well.
Time to fight.
I bounced on the spot a few times, limbering myself up, then I walked around the back of the building, heading out towards the front.
An orc saw me, snorted, then brandished a large wooden club at me. He didn't seem to like the way I just kept walking towards him.
Orcs were big, mean, smelled something fierce, and had tougher skin than any normal human. Physically, they were definitely upper D-ranked threats. Worse, they weren't entirely stupid. I'd looked them up. They ranked higher than kobolds or goblins in terms of raw intellect. So, as smart as a roided up teenager, but with less communication skills.
I shifted my stance between one step and the next, then lunged, sword point stabbing towards the orc's neck.
He batted the blade aside, but my next thrust caught him in the throat.
It was enough. The stab opened his airway, and he clutched at the hole. I took that opportunity to swing hard into the side of his head and my blade bit deep. The orc fell. My arm was a bit rattled by the blow, but I could manage.
I walked up and around, finding three of them walking off, and two more waiting by the entrance.
Damn, they were guarding it?
Since they hadn't seen me, though, I had a nice opportunity that I took. I stabbed the nearest in the neck, sidestepped while he went down, then fought with the second. This one had a crude sword, rusty metal, rough hammer blows and an uneven edge. He parried my thrusts, so I switched to cutting and used the longer blade I had to get a quick stab in past his guard and into his pecs. Didn't do much though.
The orc charged in, roaring, and I found myself backpeddling to stay away. I eventually managed to jump by, landing on the ground and rolling up only to stab the orc in the calf. When he stumbled, I chopped hard into his side, landing a pretty deep cut below the ribs.
The orc went down, eventually, but I was breathing damned hard and sweaty.
Yeah, I needed to get better.
Still, the coast was clear. The orcs that had moved to the front were messing around over there, so no one was left guarding the place.
I walked in, then scanned the area.
The building was obviously built to be somewhat secure. There was an antechamber with a security room to one side, then another room past that. An orc was there, eating one of those armoured guards I'd seen earlier.
I swallowed past a lump in my throat when the orc looked up, blood dripping down his jaw.
I shot him in the face. He looked a bit bigger, tougher. And it was good to know that my revolver could take one out in a single hit. Still, shooting indoors left my ears ringing.
Deeper in was a larger room, this one clearly designed to process meat, with wheeled tables, butcher stations and trash containers. A few conveyor tables lined the room, and there were fluorescent lights above. No portal, but a few bodies. Some were techies, but it looked like the main factory floor was closed at night. There was a fridge to one side. The door was opened, a body laying at the foot of it.
Within were orcs. Two dozen of them, stripped naked and hung on metal hooks within movable racks.
Right... meat processing place.
Three orcs, living ones, were in the room. They eyed me, so I backed up to the antechamber, stashed my sword and revolver into their respective sheathes, then picked up that guard's shotgun. The guy had a bandoleer with more shells, so I walked back in loading the gun up.
It was a lot more satisfying to use than my revolver, though the effects were... meh? It was loaded with some sort of shot, I think. Buckshot? It worked to blow open flesh and sent the orcs reeling back, but didn't have that penetrating killing power that my revolver had.
Whatever, it worked.
I reloaded it as I moved into the next room. There was a waiting space, and then a small armoury, with more of the same orc-holding racks, and finally a large, long room. Concrete walls, with metal plates over the lower half, plenty of lights above, and barricades to hide behind.
A killing floor.
At the end of it, buzzing with magical energy, was the portal, and even as I watched, a group of five orcs stepped out.
***
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I fired, pumped, fired, pumped, then did it all again, five shots, switching between targets every time I racked a new round.
Then I slowly lowered the shotgun. It wasn't all that big, and its tube-magazine could only hold five shells to begin with, so at the moment it was a metal stick.
I stared at the five orcs who'd stepped out of the portal, then grimaced. One of them slowly sank to the ground, blood pouring out of the mess I'd made of his face, but the other four? Injured, sure, but not dead.
One of those at the back roared, a bloody hand clutching at a bicep turned into mulched meat. He pointed at me with a long cleaver-like sword, then the other three that were still standing moved.
I flung the shotgun across the room and looked around quickly. There was a rack of guns on the wall to one side, but it was behind a lock-bar. There was another dead security guard in the corner, but I hardly had time to check if he was armed.
So I spun around and darted out of the room.
The door into it, I noticed, had been mangled apart. It was more of a gate than a proper door, and it looked like it was meant to slide open and closed, but something--probably something orc-shaped--had rammed it apart.
I ran, spun around, and whipped out my revolver, and shot at the orcs. Two went down, the third just gained a fresh wound and the last was still at the rear.
"Dammit," I said. Then I pulled out my sword and found myself caught in a quick and dirty fight. I'd managed to injure them all, one of them quite badly, but that didn't mean that they didn't still have the advantage in terms of mass and in some cases reach.
The orcs didn't seem to have a fixed martial art. They just had lots of muscle and big, heavy weapons. That was a pretty valid way to fight, though. I ducked back, then dove forwards to stab at the nearest. I managed to poke the end of my sword into the bloody mess that I'd made of that orc's chest with a shotgun blast earlier. Its armour, which looked like some sort of cheap gambeson, hadn't taken well to being shot.
I wrenched my sword free, ducked under a swipe, then hopped back as the second came in swinging a crude mace.
I turned, kicked it in the shin, then winced as the impact rattled me. It sent him sprawling to the floor, but the bastard was heavy.
Still, the two orcs went down soon enough. I stabbed the injured one again, this time plunging my sword upwards, and when it stumbled back and fell, it stayed down. The orc on the ground rolled to its feet with surprising dexterity. My shot earlier had caught it in the side, and my revolver shot had punched a hole through his arm. He was bleeding, but not down yet.
I chopped at his neck, but only managed to cut into his collar. Still, it added a wound, and on his uninjured side.
I was too distracted as the last orc rushed in and tackled me to the ground, arms spread wide.
The air was punched out of my lungs as he landed atop me, pinning my legs down with a heavy knee. The orc roared and raised both arms far over his head, fist balled together.
I hadn't lost hold of my sword though. So I quickly brought it around and shoved it through his neck and up. He gurgled, then brought his arms down anyway.
It was reflex that saved me. I dropped my sword and covered my head, hissing in pain as his fists thumped into my forearms. Damn, they were strong.
Strong, but dead. The orc gurgled and slumped to the side, and as soon as his weight was off me, I kicked out from under him.
That orc I'd shot twice and cut once was still alive and picked up another's cleaver off the ground. He said something to me that sounded like a curse, then spat on the ground.
I didn't have my sword, or my knife, my guns were empty...
I fired a Shadow Bolt at his face, and he stumbled back. Then I shot two more, feeling my magical reserves dropping with each one. While he recoiled, I rolled to the side, grabbed a dead orc's club, and with a grunt, I raised it over my head, then flung it forwards as hard as I could.
The orc caught it with an open palm, but cried out when the impact clearly broke a finger.
Then I Shadow Bolt'd his face again, for good measure.
Picking up my sword, I got back into a proper fighting stance, and circled the orc. He tried a last-ditch charge, but I slipped to the side, the edge of my sword, imbued with a bit of Disgust, cut him across the thigh and he finally went down.
I panted. That one fight had exhausted me. "God... damn," I said.
The room was a mess. More than it had been before. Orc bodies, lots of blood.
Fortunately for whomever would have to clean this, it was a butcher plant. The floors had little drains and everything.
I was... kind of impressed with myself. Sure, guns were the great equalizer and all that, true, but I'd still killed five of the fucks and only hurt myself a lot. Damn, I was gonna bruise.
But I wasn't dead, and that was nice.
What were my chances in the dungeon? I supposed that depended on the number of orcs in there. I licked my lips, which felt pretty dry at the moment, then sighed. Right, I could maybe take on twenty orcs... in a fight.
I cleared my throat, felt at my bruises, and then grunted as I pushed off the wall. That was enough of a break.
I reloaded my revolver, reloaded the free shotgun, stared at the wall of guns and its stupid code-lock for a while, then did a bit of stretching, which I should have done earlier.
Then, with only a bit of hesitation, I stepped into the portal.
I don't know what I was expecting, maybe some sort of cave, or a decrepit old castle, or some sort of tribal hut. Instead, I found myself in a large room, with walls made of stone blocks turned black by soot and a tall ceiling above held in place by massive tree-trunks.
The ground was loose stones and packed dirt, with clear signs that thousands of feet had trod across this space.
Large metal barricades were set up here and there, but it looked like most had been pushed aside, mostly to make room for... fold out tables and hard plastic crates? There was a battery-powered coffee machine, and some benches.
Yeah, Synthcorp had been here for a while.
I tensed up as there was movement ahead, then I leapt to the side, tucking myself behind one of the pillar-trunks for cover. Two orcs stepped into the room, grunting at each other. They were each dragging a corpse behind them, men in fatigues and light armour.
The bodies were grabbed, then slung out onto a heap that I hadn't noticed. Concerningly, one of the orcs had a shotgun.
Fucking... that wasn't fair.
I wasn't sure if he knew how to use it, but he sure had it on a sling by his side. What the hell!
Portal monsters using human weapons like that was cheating!
I glanced past the orcs. It looked like they were coming from a decently wide corridor that led deeper into the... fortress? It was definitely some kind of large building we were in, and I didn't get the vibes that this was subterranean.
Right... so, how much scouting could I do, and how long would it take?
For that matter, could I kill my way through this entire dungeon?
I was worried that the answer to that last was no. Not if the orcs all attacked in anything approaching a coordinated fashion.
While the two orcs that had come in were busy, I moved along the far end of the room, only to be spotted. One of the orcs turned, pointing at me and grunting something.
The other... grabbed the shotgun, aimed from the hip, and blasted. I flinched, but he clearly didn't know how to aim all that well, and only managed to pepper one of the stone walls with buckshot.
I ran, moving into cover even as the orc fumbled with the gun and took several long seconds to figure out how to pump. Then he fired again and again, blasting chunks out of the pillar I hid behind until... he ran dry.
I spun around, jumped as I found the unarmed orc far closer than expected, then shot him with my own shotgun. My aim was better, and I sidestepped as his corpse fell past.
Unfortunately, shotguns were not a stealthy weapon, and already I could hear more orcs howling and calling out in alarm deeper in.
So much for that plan.
Dammit. I wasn't going to be able to take this one solo, was I?
What kind of option did that leave me with?
I sighed, then Reloaded. No point in getting caught up on a sunk cost. Time to do a bit of research before I tackled this one again.
***
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                Chapter Ninety-Three - For Want of Power
I was back on my bike in Fortress ENE. The Reload hit me with a bit of a shock. "Alright," I muttered as I kicked the bike on. What did I need?
I had a few thoughts on how to properly tackle the portal. But if I wanted to do it well... hmm.
Okay, new idea.
I rode out of the parking garage and turned right rather than left. I had a bit of time to waste because it seemed that I was probably years late to the breach opening. Synthcorp were really playing with fire.
They were probably making enough to justify it, though. What were a few losses in personnel here and there compared to the likely millions they were making a year? It looked like things were just coming to a head.
So, the ideal way to solve this problem, for Synthcorp, would be to cull the orcs in the portal, and then leave things as they were. If I didn't want to make an enemy of them, then that's what I'd do. Go in, clear up to the boss room, then back out.
Too bad I wanted to do this for more power. A near-C-rank portal would be good eating as far as my growth was concerned, and I had no reason to care about Synthcorp stocks at the end of the day.
I pulled up in front of the fast food joint that was up in front of Full-Auto Stranger-Danger, then pulled out my phone and sent a text.
I didn't get a reply, but that was fine. I walked through the restaurant, then to Jane's place. It looked like it was closed up for the night... or the morning, rather, but I knew she mostly slept here, so I started banging on the door.
It took three minutes for her to open it, and when she did, it was to shove the twin barrels of a shotgun up and into my nose. "Fuck you want?" she asked.
"Hey Jane," I said. I reached up and carefully pushed the barrels away from my face. "Got a bit of an emergency. Could use some help."
She blinked a few times, clearly still half-asleep, then sighed and lowered the gun. "What is it?"
"I need a few items, and quick," I said.
"Urh, Beanstalk, it's... fuck, it's like four AM. Can't you do your shopping at a reasonable hour, I just went to bed?"
"Just?" I asked.
Jane groaned, then turned back and walked into the shop. I followed her, blinked as I couldn't see much with most of the lights off. "What are you looking for, Beanstalk? I'm charging extra for this, by the by."
"That's reasonable," I said. "I need a few things. A body-cam, if you have one?"
"I think I do, yeah. Why do you need that? Filming some POV porn?"
"No," I said. "I'm going to seal a breached C-rank portal that's run by Synthcorp, and they're not gonna be happy about it. I want video evidence that I can leak after the fact, make them look bad if they try anything."
"Oh shit," Jane said. She rubbed at her face. "Beanstalk, what are you getting involved in?"
"Trouble, mostly," I said. "Also, hypothetically, if I was fighting orcs, what kind of gun would you suggest?"
She blinked. "Uh. We talking big muscle dudes?"
"Greenish skin and all," I replied. "I've seen people use shotguns on them, and it kind of works. Buckshot doesn't kill instantly, though."
Jane rubbed at her face. "Right, I might have something for that. But it'll cost you."
"Sure," I replied.
She moved around the shop, a little sluggishly, but not too badly so. In the space of twenty minutes, I had a small stack of items on the table before me. "This is a body cam," Jane said. She had brought that over first and had immediately connected it to a phone charging cable. The body cam was a small rig, designed to be worn on the front with a small metal plate at the rear. It was a lot of straps, but that was fine. "It'll break up your look a bit, and these aren't designed for breasts, so sucks to suck, but you'll manage. HD camera, can hold... I dunno, a dozen hours of video? Let the battery charge up."
"Got it," I said.
Jane raised a gun next. It was rather short, maybe two feet long, in a bull-pup configuration. From the front, it looked like it had three barrels almost. "Twin-tubed bullpup shotty. Five shells a tube. The tube switch is here. It's pump-action, of course. They're pretty reliable from what I've heard. Crow-Tec CTS tactical."
There was a picatinny rail on top with a fold-up holographic sight, probably not too accurate, but at the ranges I'd be shooting it didn't matter overly much.
Jane slapped a pair of large boxes onto the counter, then a smaller box on top of that. "Slugs," she said, tapping the two larger boxes. "And this is a small box of flechettes."
"Flechettes?" I asked.
"Small, long, metal bits with itty-bitty fins. Basically, imagine shooting a bunch of needles at someone," she said. "They're barbed, and designed to keep a wound open. Nasty, apparently, but really good against more fleshy portal monsters."
I picked all of the boxes up. The flechette box had ten rounds, the bigger two had twenty each. That'd work out. "Do you have a bandoleer or something?" I asked.
"No. That'll ruin your look. I've got a belt with loops for shells, though. But you need to wear it half-cocked, or else it doesn't look cool."
I chuckled. Same priorities as ever.
It ended up costing me a neat thousand-five. I winced at the cost, but... yeah, it was probably worth it in the long run. I hadn't thought about it initially, but there was potential here for some good blackmail.
I didn't like it so much, but it would maybe mean some pretty big gains, at least financially.
I paid up, told Jane to have a nice nap, then ran off before she could get any ideas. The ride back was going to be a long one, but I had time to think on the way over, and I planned on using it.
Putting everything I knew together now... hmm, no, I still didn't know enough. Well, whatever. I had a new toy to play with. Next loop, I'd see if I couldn't get in touch with some of the locals, figure things out from the outside.
And I needed a closer Save. These drives over were so damned boring, it was unbelievable.
I made it to Podunky, stole a ladder, placed it up against the wall then... took a quick nap. I was tired, and the drive only made it worse, so I found a dry spot, regretted not asking Jane for a sleeping bag or something like that, then rested for a cool fifteen minutes.
When I woke up, it was to distant shouts and the muffled thumping of guns. So, that had started.
I climbed the ladder, jumped over the other side, then checked my gear and turned on the body cam. I loaded two flechette rounds, one into each tube of the gun, then loaded the rest with slugs. The last shell, another flechette, was loaded directly into the chamber.
The first orc I saw was stomping out of the building with the portal, bloody cleaver at his side.
I introduced his face to flechettes, then lowered my gun to look at the results. Kind of gross, but yeah, that extra bit of penetrating power did work.
There was still fighting going on inside, so I ran in, and discovered two of the security guards caught in hand-to-hand against a pair of orcs. They were using their shotguns as clubs, and mostly getting their shit rocked by the bigger, stronger orcs.
Fair enough. I could barely keep up with them, and I was a D-ranker. I put a shell into the back of one orc, not quite killing it, but knocking it down and injuring it enough that the guard was able to start smacking it with his gun.
The other orc and guard were moving around too much, so I dropped my gun, letting it fall by my side with its sling, then pulled out my sword and ran across the room, ending the run with a lunge that speared the orc in the lower ribs.
When it went down, I found myself looking at the two guards, both panting. A third was nearby, dead.
"Seems like you need some assistance," I said.
"Who... who are you?" one of them asked.
"Concerned local," I replied. "I'm going in that portal."
"We... we're retreating," the better off of the two said. "This is too much. We need assistance."
That explained where they'd been last time, then. I nodded to them, then walked past, towards the portal. Time to see how deep in I could get.
***
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I entered the portal, then checked the area. Already, I could hear some sounds from further in, fighting, screaming, both orc and human, and the occasional shot that echoed through the stone-lined corridors.
A few dead orcs were left on the ground, heads blown off. Since I was alone, however, I decided to be careful, at least for now.
The room was relatively large, and a bit echo-y. A tap of my foot on the ground bounced off the walls, so whatever stone they were made of carried sound well. A short whistle did the same. It'd be tricky to stealth in here, then, but not impossible.
I found a pair of dead Synthcorp security personnel to one side, both of them laid out with straight arms and eyes closed. They'd been laid to rest, then. Their gear was stripped, but I couldn't tell if that was by orcs or the other troopers that came in here.
The sounds cooled off, and I went on alert, then ran to cover as I heard shuffling coming from deeper within.
An orc stepped into the room, followed by a half-dozen others. It was slightly larger than the rest, half a head taller, and wearing both a gambeson and more intricate armour. It had a breastplate on, with a tasseled skirt made of leather straps with metal disks and an all-metal helmet that covered much of its face except for the mouth and eyes. Judging by the dents and pockmarks, someone had shot at him a few times already. The armour had a hole to one side, where some buckshot had blown past the metal, but the wound beneath didn't seem to bother the orc much.
A boss? No, bosses didn't usually breach, or leave their room. So a sub-boss, then.
He grunted to his pals, gesturing, and a couple more entered the room, dragging bodies with them.
One handed the sub-boss a shotgun. Not a tube-fed one, but a large combat shotgun with a boxy magazine.
Yeah... no good.
I stayed behind cover, waiting. The orcs looked over the guns, and one of them shot into a corpse on the ground. They grunted, pleased at figuring it out, though judging by how they didn't pick up the ammo left on the dead guards, they hadn't figured it all out yet.
I was starting to really hate fighting tool users. I waited a few minutes, and eventually three of the orcs stepped out, and two more left with the sub-boss, going deeper into the portal world. That left four of them lingering around the portal room. They left soon after, but returned pulling dead humans along after them.
So, the clean-up crew? I could take them.
Sliding out from behind cover, I raised my new gun and fired. Ten shells, plus one in the tube, was more than enough to really mess up a few orcs who weren't expecting it. The last of the four gave me some trouble when he dove behind cover, but his knee stuck out, and it didn't handle a slug well. When the orc fell, I walked over and finished him off, then started to reload.
It wasn't fast enough. A new orc ran in before I was halfway done, and when I put him down, he was replaced by two more, then the sub-boss returned, and he wasn't alone. He came with a dozen more orcs, in half-worn armour, some only carrying what they could grab.
I swore up a storm, backing up and shooting where I could until I had to drop my gun to pull out my revolver.
Then one of them shot me. It was mostly a whiff. Mostly. I screamed as I felt my sides torn into by a half-dozen pellets and the punch sent me tumbling back.
I fired upwards at the nearest orc, but soon they were on me and--
I Reloaded.
"Dammit," I swore.
Going in guns blazing was not going to work. Not while I was alone, in any case.
The Storm Chasers had likely managed it because they were a team of sixteen. At that rate they were probably only outnumbered three to one, and they had six D-rankers and plenty of guns.
Solo? Yeah, there was no way I was going to work through that portal solo if I went loud.
So, what was my other option? Going in stealthily?
It... might work, maybe.
I worked my jaw as I started to ride, eschewing the stop at Jane's place this time. Instead, I went home, walked into my apartment, and collapsed onto my bed. I was exhausted. This was only my third attempt, though. I had time... but it was better to not let that fatigue grow.
So, I took a three hour nap, woke up as the sun was rising, and then changed and headed out.
This time, I took the shortcut over, saving myself a half hour and getting used to the road.
Instead of heading to the Synthcorp compound, though, I moved into town and to that little cafe. When I arrived, I ordered more carrot cake, a large coffee, and then started to chat with the locals.
I was... maybe a little forward and too straight with what I was looking for, but I got the answers I needed.
Mostly, I wanted to know who was in charge around here.
As it turned out, that was a more complicated question than I was prepared for. There were a few prominent people in town, but for what I was looking for, Gabby the friendly community centre lady who ran the local daycare and who did a bunch of seasonal events was probably not the person to ask.
Eventually I settled on the fire chief. One Marilyn Chen. The old lady used to work in Fortress ENE but semi-retired to run the local fire department, and when it merged with emergency services for budget reasons, she stayed in charge.
She had a rep for chewing nails and not taking shit, and that seemed like exactly what I wanted.
But it was Saturday morning, and she wasn't fond of visitors.
Sighing, I paid for my food, then rode over to her place. It was just a couple of roads down, unsurprisingly right across from the fire department. A little one-story bungalow, with a picket fence and a well-manicured lawn.
I walked up and knocked, then came face to face with Marilyn in a bathrobe. "Yes?" she asked tersely.
"Hello," I said, putting on a friendly smile. How was I going to tackle this?
Well... screw it.
"I'm Deadline. A D-ranker with no particular affiliation. And I'd like to talk?"
"I'm not buying anything," she said.
"I'm not selling," I replied. "I'm... fuck it. I'm a pre-cog."
Marilyn blinked. "Pull the other one, kid."
"It's true. In a few hours the portal in the Synthcorp compound here is going to breach fully, and you're going to have a heap of orcs on your hands. If you don't start prepping right now, a lot of people will be dead."
She glared. "Is this some sort of joke?"
"Can you afford it to be?" I asked. "If I'm wrong, I've ruined your Sunday. If I'm right, people die."
She stared, then grunted and closed the door. I was almost insulted, but I heard her running through the house, and in under five minutes she was stepping out, stomping a foot into some big black boots and shrugging a hi-vis jacket on. "Yeah? Yeah, right now. I don't care if no one's called it in. I'm calling it in right now, dammit," she said. It took me a moment to realize she wasn't talking to me.
Then the sirens went off in the fire department, and I was jogging after her as she crossed the street.
"You'd better not be bullshitting me," she said.
I got to ride the firetruck, which was very cool. Unfortunately, it was only up to the Synthcrop compound where the truck stopped. I was proven to not be a liar as someone from the corp ran out, sweating and pale-faced, and already telling us that everything was under control.
The cops showed up three minutes later, and then the first orc.
Everyone there froze up as the monster came out of the compound, clearly shocked, but I decided to start acting first and shot the orc dead.
This time, the barricade was right up against the entrance of the compound, sealing in more orcs from escaping, though a larger number of them were gathered within already.
The fight was a bit of a bloodbath. The cops only had peashooters and the firefighters weren't armed except for axes and in one case a pressurized stream of water that sent some orcs stumbling back.
By the time that helicopter from Synthcorp came in, the situation was only deteriorating. I was out in front, sword in hand, chopping at some of the braver orcs while the cops shot at any that didn't want to just charge to their deaths. Two firefighters were dead. A third was injured. A cop had been taken out by a shotgun blast from one of the orcs.
The area we were in was not favourable for a fight. And yet... even as I fought, I was starting to have ideas.
The helicopter dropped off some Synthcorp troopers, and unlike last time, most of them charged in, laying into the orcs with assault rifles and clearing out the entrance in a matter of minutes.
And then the arguing started.
There was no denying anything now. The cops, the firefighters, some surviving members of the company... too many witnesses.
Still, the corporate goon in the nice suit insisted that we wait for reinforcements from Fortress ENE before going in.
And eventually, they arrived, a little sooner than the first time, even. The Storm Chasers moved in, clearing the space out, and a few hours later, after everything had calmed down, they broke the portal.
I Reloaded.
I had a lot of the pieces of the puzzle, just not all of them, and what I lacked most of all was practice. That... well, that I could get a lot of, couldn't I?
***
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In the fourth loop trying to solve the Synthcorp portal issue, I woke Jane up, but this time I brought snacks and was a little kinder. She grumbled a bit, but clearly didn't mind the sudden appearance as much when I brought semi-stale doughnuts from a 24-hour shop a few blocks over.
We talked for a bit, then I picked up the same gear as last time. It had worked, and I suspected it would be enough.
Then I drove all the way over to Podunky, setting a new Save when I was just a few minutes out of town--and stopped on the side of the road, I wasn't going to Reload mid-drive, that would be stupid.
I made it to town, and made a call. It took a while, but eventually the fire chief answered... and proceeded to give me an entire heap of shit when I tried to tell her what was up.
Nope. Too complicated. I Reloaded.
Sighing, I drove to a small park not too far from town, got off the bike, and took a quick nap. When I woke up a couple of hours later, the sun was starting to rise, so I chugged an energy drink, did some light stretching, then headed out.
This time, the fire chief listened. Calling at a more reasonable hour had the right effect, and all I needed to do was butter her up a little.
Still annoying, but I was getting there.
The fire brigade arrived at the Synthcorp compound around ten thirty, with the cops coming up behind them. This time they were met by an angry manager who basically told them to fuck off. I was standing nearby, listening. His whole rhetoric worked.
So a Reload.
Calling ten minutes later didn't work.
Calling twenty did.
Good. That would lead people to doing their damned jobs.
The next Reload, I arrived at the same time as the fire department, all suited up. The manager walked out, started talking shit, but some attention was on me, and... yeah, I was armed to the teeth. Gun on one thigh, sword by my side, shotgun on a sling and a belt around my waist with a dozen more shells. The cops started making their way over, and I guess I moved wrong because it turned to shouting when I tried to placate them.
I Reloaded... the next time didn't work.
Fuck it.
The next time, I was standing across the street, arms crossed, aura farming, as the fire department and cops arrived. They were staring, but when one of them asked me to identify myself, I just stared and cast See Darkness, making my eyes glow.
That spooked them.
Then the argument with the manager happened, and was interrupted by shots from within the compound and orcs spilling out of the building hiding the portal.
Finally.
I stepped up and started to help, and the cops didn't seem to have as much of an issue with me when I started blasting their enemies and came to stand between them and the orcs. Still, waiting this long meant more orcs, which wasn't ideal.
Around noon-thirty, the sub-boss came out of the portal, arriving with more orcs. By then the cops were running low on ammo and I was getting tired myself. The fighting wasn't constant but the stress was, and it wasn't helped by me trying to keep my mouth shut and my focus up.
Plus I was a little hangry.
We managed to kill the sub-boss, though. It was a bit close when he rushed out with a dozen orcs, some with guns of their own, but if I ran in close to him, the armed orcs would focus on the cops... which left two dead.
The helicopter arrived about then, and the Synthcorp guys in full gear mopped up the rest.
And then I got to meet the suit. "I'm going to go in there and clear out the portal," I said as I was cleaning out my sword. "I'll need any shotgun ammunition you have." That last was aimed at the fire chief who was standing with her arms crossed and features drawn into an ugly scowl.
Two dead would do that. Plus however many workers and guards Synthcorp lost.
Then the suit spoke up. He cleared his throat, then talked in a tone as cool as glass and just as slippery. "Per section 12, sub-b, of the Synthcorp Site Integrity and Containment protocols, access to restricted zones is limited exclusively to site personnel and authorized persons under a company contract. As you are neither employed by Synthcorp or operating under a restricted contract, you may not enter our site."
I argued, but the man was a wall. This was his playground, and he had picked up enough steam and momentum that I couldn't just walk over him.
"What if I just go in anyway, huh?" I asked petulantly.
"Then we'll treat you as as tresspasser, and seeing as how there are officers here already, that wouldn't go well for you," he said.
Dammit. Another semi-wasted loop.
The Storm Chasers arrived and we were let in, though there was another slight complication when Mizu noticed me in my full Deadline getup and started flinging accusations my way, and some fire.
I Reloaded before I could get arrested, then sighed.
I placed a call.
"Mm yes?"
"Hey, Fran," I said. "I need... legal advice. Of the good sort. Yeah, I know it's really early, I'm sorry. Do you know a lawyer that could help at this hour? Yeah, don't worry about how much it'll cost, I'll pay extra for their assistance. It's important."
That got me in contact with a sleazeball so sleazy that just talking to him made my skin crawl. He wasn't happy that I was calling at seven in the morning. He was a lot happier once I wired him every last penny I had and promised him more.
Thus started a very boring loop, spent sitting on a bench, talking back and forth with the lawyer and then his junior associates (who were better suited to this than him) outlining the entire scenario and what was going on.
As it turned out, there was no easy loophole to what that corp guy had said. Synthcrop property was their problem.
The portal, however, was another matter. It wasn't registered, which is where the entire argument that Synthcorp had fell apart.
It took until early evening (I did take a nap at some point, and used the loop to see what happened after the Storm Chasers were done clearing the portal) before I had a concrete answer.
Still, that answer was enough to make me a very happy woman.
I Reloaded, took a nap, then went over to the compound at the due time, walking a good ways over where I stood with my arms crossed and placed the call for the fire department and cops to show up.
We killed some orcs. This time I focused on using my sword more, switching it up with some quick uses of Shadow Bolt to serve as a distraction mid-fight. Though fighting with fire support was very different to just plain fighting.
My ears were still ringing by the end though, when the helicopter landed and the reinforcements arrived. I had almost gotten them all dead before that. A few more tries and I think I could get better at fighting orcs. There were a few weak spots to look out for.
Eyes and throats were an easy and obvious target, of course, but if I pushed a bit of Disgust into my blade to sharpen the edge, I could get a good chop in that could take one down from a blow to the head.
Their chest was tougher. They often wore crude gambesons and that made stabbing them a little trickier. Not impossible, but combined with thicker skin... yeah, not great. They were, fortunately, not as fast as a human. Stronger, heavier, but not quite as fast. Though that strength could be turned into short bursts of speed, so that was something to watch out for.
There were others. Their legs were rarely armoured, and they, unfortunately, didn't often wear pants. Loinclothes, yes, but I had seen orc dick and I didn't want it.
Anyway, the inner thighs were a good spot to cut into. They'd also flinch pretty hard at a ball-kick, so that was another plus. Their armour often failed to cover their lower gut, too, so that was an easy target, though it didn't kill very quickly.
I wasn't getting faster, or stronger, there wasn't time for muscle growth, but I was getting better at reading orcs and taking them out, and I was getting better at fighting them two on one.
The suit and his team came up, cleared the area, then insisted that everyone wait.
So I walked up and said that I'd be going in to clear the portal.
When he was done with his legalese bullshit, I stared at him in his smug little eyes, and smiled. "I must warn you that this conversation is being recorded," I said. "Now that you're informed of that, would you care to explain to me why Synthcorp has an unregistered C-ranked portal within its properties, with clear signs that this portal was being contained post-breach, in clear defiance of the mandates of the department of public safety?"
His smile faltered a bit.
"For that matter, would you care to explain to me why you're attempting to refuse my assistance. I'm a legally recognized D-ranker here to render assistance in containing a breached portal. Under the authority given to me under article seven, section nine, of the Public Safety and Portal Management Act, I am both empowered and, of course, obligated to lend assistance in clearing out this threat. Which is exactly what I'm going to do... bitch."
He insisted that I wait.
I insisted that he kiss my flat white ass.
A few minutes later I was in the portal and practicing my stealth techniques, all the while being very aware that I was on a short timeframe.
Unfortunately, it didn't take long for me to be noticed, and when three orcs came at me at the same time, I didn't have a choice but to shoot them, which woke the whole damned place up.
I Reloaded. This time, I called the cops and fire department five minutes earlier. It was just enough that if I moved quickly, and a little recklessly, I could kill all the orcs outside before the suit arrived, but not without taking a nasty cut on the arm.
It took four more Reloads before I had fighting the orcs down by the entrance down to a damned art.
Then I could bypass the suit entirely, because he was only arriving after I spoke to the fire chief and police and told them that I'd be going in to save whomever I could and clear out the portal.
That was good, because I really needed to get this down soon.
Unfortunately... that wasn't as easy as I thought.
Stealth was good.
Stealth wasn't fast.
Within the portal, I discovered that the damned thing was huge. Dozens of rooms, lots of orcs. Too many orcs, really. But if I stood quietly, put out torches, and stuck to the dark, then I could sneak up behind the big bastards and take them out nice and quick. A stab to the kidney with my sword, followed up with a swipe across the neck with my little combat knife when they reeled, was often enough to take one down.
Still, I was damned surprised when, five rooms in, I was greeted by a very loud group of morons stomping into the dungeon.
Of course, the lovely Mizu was the first to see me.
Another thing to figure out.
***
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"We're going where?" she asked. She was still feeling a little tired, and who could blame her? It was half past nine-thirty in the morning on a Saturday. She should still be in bed at this hour, not geared up in the back of an APC.
It was her, Mercer the leader of Yellow Squadron, Steve, and three others from Red Squadron. She'd worked with them a couple of times, but for the most part, her job stuck her with her team. Not that it always felt like a team. When shit went a little pear-shaped for her, they were never quick to jump in and help.
"Podunky," Mercer said. He shifted, as if trying to make himself comfortable in his seat. There was no use for it, though. Whoever designed the seats in this thing deserved to be immolated. They were basically just two long wooden planks with paper-thin padding, and they were the lucky ones. There were only six of them in the back, and her knees kept bumping into Clive's next to her. The E-rankers had ten fully-geared troopers in the same space.
"Where the hell is Podunky?" one of the Red Squadron guys asked. It was a fair question, the name sounded made up.
"Small town, about two hours out from Fortress ENE," Mercer said.
"Two hours?!" she said.
"Chill, Aokawa," Mercer said. "It's warm enough in here."
She tempered herself, the temperature around her dropping. It wasn't like the heat would bother her much. But still. Two hours?
"It's a long ways out, I know. But that just means that I have plenty of time to fill you in."
They all groaned at that. Mercer liked his briefings a little too much.
"Fortunately," he continued. "There's not much that I do know, and some of that is classified."
"What can you tell us?" Clive asked.
"It's a developing situation. An allied corporation, Synthcorp, have discovered an active D-rank portal in one of their compounds. They've reportedly been fighting it for a while. The portal breached this morning."
"When?" Clive asked. "If it breached, it must have been active for a while, no?"
"I don't have all the answers," Mercer said. "What I do know is this; two squads of E-ranked soldiers have failed to contain the issue already. Synthcorp needs this dealt with and in a private sort of way. We're to go in, close the portal, help anyone from the corp we can, and we're to close our eyes about anything else we see. No body cams, no cute pics with your augs. I need you to digi-sign these NDAs as well."
She hated this kind of thing. The secrecy, the bullshit. She'd bet a week's pay that there was some skeevy shit going on, and they'd never be allowed to tell anyone about it.
What was the point of being a D-ranker if she was stuck dancing to some corpo fiddle?
She couldn't get to C-rank soon enough, only she was worried that it would only mean that the fiddle player would be switched out for another. She grit her teeth and signed the damned NDA, though.
"We'll be fighting orcs," Mercer said. "Humanoid, some level of tool and weapon use, some base tactics. Consider them stronger and tougher than the average human. We're unlikely to see any magic enemies, and they will go down to modern weaponry, so conserve your magic where you can."
Mizu tuned him out as he went on and on about the monsters they'd be fighting. As long as it could burn, she didn't care. She could take them on.
The ride was, predictably, boring as hell. Podunky was too far away, and her squadmates were chaffing on her nerves.
She hadn't been with them for too long, but in the time she had been... well, recently they'd proven their worth. When she messed up once, they tossed her under the bus. Then there were more fuckups and each one was like a whip smacking her back. She had a lot of anger, sometimes. It fueled her. But now? Now it felt like some of that fire was directed towards her allies.
She kept a lid on it though. No point in exploding at anyone.
So, she crossed her arms and glared holes into the floor for the entire two and a half hours it took for them to arrive. When they did, she was quick to grab her gear and jump out of the back while fixing her helmet in place.
Podunky was... yeah, it was some shithole little nowhere town. Cute little homes and whatever. The American rural dream. Not her kind of thing, and not her problem.
"Ah, you're here," someone said, and she refocused. Mercer was standing taller. Not at attention, exactly, but looking like he was the proud leader of a Storm Chaser squadron. She moved up to be a little closer, though she was above saluting and all that.
The man across from Mercer was a reedy little suit. A corpo sort through and through, she could practically smell it on him.
The man extended a hand, and Mercer shook it. "Mercer, Yellow Squadron leader, Storm Chasers."
"Daryl Dudley, Foxfire Legal, special situations division, attached to Synthcorp," the man said and Mizu almost flinched back. A lawyer? Ew, gross.
"So, what's the situation so far?" Mercher asked. "Are you in charge?"
"Unfortunately," Daryl said. "The manager in charge has been found... wanting. And also, dead."
"The orcs?" Mercer asked.
"The... monsters have been found capable of using human weapons, so it's not impossible that an orc snuck into his office on the second floor and shot him several times in the chest," the lawyer said. "But my legal senses tell me that it's somewhat implausible. In any case, yes, I'm currently the ranking Synthcorp officer."
"Fantastic," Mercer muttered. "I'll let you know right now that we're not here to solve HR issues for you."
"Understandable. Currently, the situation is somewhat precarious. These fine locals were warned, somehow, about the situation and have come out to assist."
Mizu looked past time, and yeah, there were some fire trucks, fire volunteers, and a bunch of cop cars. People were milling around. Not civilians, exactly, but not far from it.
There were also a lot of dead orcs. No one had bothered to move them, so they were just left out to rot. The smell wasn't exactly pleasant, but it was muffled by the thick odour of gunpowder in the air.
"And the situation in the compound?" Mercer asked.
"Somewhat less delicate, and moreso. We're not allowing any civilians to enter. Your team is to gain access to building five, find the portal, and close it. If you deem it possible to merely cull it..."
"If it's breached, then no," Mercer said. "That'd be against several laws, and regulations."
"Understandable," the lawyer said. "Your discretion is assured?"
"We're good at our jobs," Mercer said. "Anything else to be aware of?"
"Ah, yes, one thing. The local resistance was led by someone. A young D-ranker. Possibly a local? She went in to take care of things on her own before my team and I arrived. She assisted in killing many of the orcs here, it seems."
"And she went in solo?" Mercer asked.
The lawyer nodded.
Ballsy, that. Mizu wasn't any sorta genius, but she could do some math. There were a lot of orcs here. Two dozen or so by this entrance, more just within. The breach was big, so this wasn't some barely-D-ranked portal that went haywire.
That woman was dead.
Mercer gathered the team up, including the ten E-rankers who looked like they needed a good stretch after being stuck in their APC for so long. Weapons were checked, and Mizu checked her new handgun. It was nothing like her old revolver, just a dinky .45 that barely made her arm tingle when she fired it.
She had the standard-issue assault rifle as well, and a combat knife on her hip, in case things got messy, but with so many of them, she doubted it would come to that. Anything that got close would get toasted.
Mercer took the lead, moving them into the compound with the E-ranker team split into two five-man squads to take the rear right and left while the D-rankers took the centre-front.
They started encountering dead orcs almost as soon as they started to move in. One here, two there, most of them with blown out heads.
There were a few dead people as well, but fortunately it didn't look like there were that many.
She felt a small pit form in her stomach, then it filled with flames. Synthcorp was going to cover all of this up, weren't they?
People stuck their heads out of nearby buildings, then when Mercer told them to evacuate out of the compound, they did so, running by. Though he did stop one man, in a security vest and armed with a shotgun. "Did you kill these?" Mercer asked.
"Huh? No, it was that woman, with the mask," the man said before running on.
A woman with a mask? Mizu felt a shift in her gut, but dismissed it. Nah, it couldn't be.
She was still pissed at that one bitch who stole her revolver, humiliated her, and stole that little E-rank portal. She needed that portal most of all. Advancement was getting tough. Worse, her 'behaviour' had forced her into remedial training for a week, which meant missing another portal run with the team.
That pissed her off most of all. C-rank was the goal. Reaching it would be breaking the shackles. Not all of them, but some, dammit.
She refocused, scanning her gun left and right, but nothing jumped out at them.
They made it to one of the buildings, deeper into the compound. A dead orc was keeping the door jammed open.
"Lights are still on inside," Mercer said. "Single file."
She was the third in, so she had a few moments once they were past the antechamber, to inspect the place. It looked a whole lot like some sort of butcher place to her, which was weird. Wasn't Synthcorp's whole thing plants?
"Fuckers," she muttered.
"What was that, Mizu?" Cliver asked.
"Nothing," she replied.
The portal was in a room at the rear. A suspiciously built one, with barricades, and an armoury right before it. Mercer sighed, and Mizu kind of sympathized. This was gonna need more than a simple NDA. The corp had been farming this portal for a while.
A recurring portal that breached? It could happen.
"Yellow Squadron is going in first," Mercer said. "Steve, Clive, in the lead, then the rest of us. E-rankers, follow in after. I want five of you to remain here, guard the portal."
That was a pretty normal distribution. The truth was that sixteen people in one portal could get a little crowded. Dropping that down to eleven helped, at least a little.
The other D-rankers cast some buffs all around, and Mizu bounced on the spot, limbering herself for the fight to come.
Soon enough, she was walking through the portal.
The space on the other side was a poorly-lit room. She scanned it, gun to her shoulder, magic on a hair trigger. There were some human bodies to one side, placed carefully in a neat row, and there were dead orcs.
"Clear," Clive said.
The rest of the Storm Chasers came in, and they mostly positioned themselves to face the one exit out of the room.
"By the numbers," Mercer said. "Catch."
They all received an update on their HUDs, a map of the portal in a lot more detail than what anyone would have if this was a normal portal.
Recurring portals often followed similar patterns. They were never identical.
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"Dammit, Mercer," she said. "I don't like this."
"Suck it up," he shot back. "We're going ahead and right. It's the fastest path to the boss room. We're not here for a full-clear."
She grumbled, but went with it.
They walked out into the first corridor from the entrance area, and within found an orc. He was on the ground, neck slit. Interestingly, the lights ahead were out, so all they could see of it was the body half-hidden by the dark.
"Lights," Mercer said.
They all took a moment to turn on the flashlights on their guns, and some flicked on belt lights as well.
"Someone took out the torches," Clive said. He gestured to a torch on the wall, of the hanger for it, the torch itself was on the ground, doused in the dirt.
"Could have happened mid-fight," Mercer said.
They moved on. At the first intersection, they found three more orcs. One sliced across the neck, the other two stabbed in the back.
"What the fuck," Steve muttered.
Mizu panned her light around. Something about this was wrong. The dark banished by her light felt a little too dark. Where were the enemy? This was a breach, wasn't it?
"They all died to melee wounds," Clive noted. "Sword and knife cuts."
"How do you know?" Mercer asked.
"Angle of the cuts. Someone shorter than the orcs took out that one's neck, the stab wounds at all aimed at the kidneys," Clive said. He flashed his light against the wall. There was an arterial spray there, low, maybe at Mizu's hip height. "Look at that. Blood splatter, but from pretty low. If that's from the neck, then the orcs had to be kneeling. Could be a cut to the thigh."
"Let's keep moving," Mercer said. He sounded calm. Mizu glanced over, noted how his grip was tighter on his rifle.
Yeah, she was kind of spooked too.
The next room was long and narrow, with an exit right across from where they entered. The room stretched out to the right. There was a forge at the end of the room, the coals still glowing yellow-orange, and next to it was an orc with its head shoved into the fire. There were more of them. Three orcs, left on the ground, dead.
"What the hell," Mizu muttered.
The next corridor was no better. Two orcs with slit throats, then there was a small room at the end of the passage where another was slumped against the wall, dead.
"Christ," Clive said.
In the adjoining corridor were four more orcs. These, at least, looked like they'd put up a fight. They had weapons out, snarls locked on their dead features, and their wounds weren't as clean and precise.
Still, that just made her realize that every orc up to this point had been killed while unaware that they were being hunted.
The next room, at the end of that passage, was lit. There was a door, but it had been left ajar.
Mercer moved up, carefully pushing the door open with an elbow.
Within was a resting space. There were a few chairs around a fireplace on one wall, some chairs, and to one side a table with a few jugs on it. Garlands of garlic hung from the ceiling and it looked like the back end of the room was a small kitchen of sorts.
A woman was sitting on one of the larger seats. Her legs were crossed, one over the other, the back of her boots resting on a heap made from two dead orcs. Her eyes were closed, and her hands were folded on her stomach.
Next to her was a sword, still in its sheath, but leaning up against the arm of her chair, and on her lap was a revolver.
She knew that woman.
"Deadline!" Mizu snapped.
***
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"Mizu," Mercer hissed.
The woman on the chair's eyes opened, they glowed a faint bluish purple. "Oh, you're here," she said. "I thought I heard someone coming. You lot aren't very quiet, you know?"
"What the fuck are you doing here?" Mizu asked. She dropped her rifle, letting her sling do its job so that it hung by her side. Her hands lit up as she cast a pair of quick first and second levels spells, channeling her magic with the growing, latent rage in her gut.
The bitch, Deadline, swung her legs around, then slowly came to stand up. Fuck, she was kind of tall.
"The Storm Chasers?" she asked, ignoring Mizu, which just pissed her off more. "Interesting. I wouldn't have expected the link between Bright Lightning and Synthcorp."
"Can you identify yourself?" Mercer asked.
"Deadline," the woman replied calmly, her mask distorting the word. "Eleven of you? Yeah, that might do. Are you here to secure the portal or clear it?"
"We're the ones asking questions!" Mizu snapped. Deadline eyed her, then returned her gaze to Mercer. Mizu wanted to melt her stupid face off. "Don't ignore me!"
"I'm not," Deadline replied, but she never looked away from Mercer. Then... she yawned. Climbing up to her toes, she stretched her arms up and her entire body shook.
Mizu's eyes dipped to where her low-riding pants revealed more of her leotard, and then back up. Deadline was looking at her again, and she felt herself flushing again. She fed that to her anger too. "What are you doing here?" Mizu asked.
"Believe it or not, I was just passing through. Then there was a... kerfuffle in town. So I investigated and found myself defending some civilians from a breach. When I came over to seal it, I was impressed to discover that Synthcorp had been keeping a breached portal active in their compound. I'm afraid that we're going to have to shut it, however. I made it this far, but going further is a bit beyond me. I can't sneak all the way to the boss' room from here. And my ammunition is limited."
"That's my gun," Mizu shouted.
"Be less loud," Deadline snapped right back, all of the amusement gone from her voice and Mizu flinched back. Then Deadline was calm again. "You'll find that the serial numbers indicate that it's very much my gun. A cute souvenir from our first meeting."
"Drop it, Mizu," Mercer said.
She didn't want to drop it! That was a thousand-dollar revolver right there.
"Tell you what, Mizu, if you're a good girl, I'll give it back to you," Deadline said.
Mizu choked.
"What's the situation up ahead?' Mercer asked, moving right past what she'd said. "Have you scouted the entire portal?"
"Much of it," Deadline said. "I've killed... hmm, I didn't keep count. Sorry. But I've killed a number of orcs. Unfortunately, there are about forty of them in the next room over. Several of them have shotguns. Most are otherwise armed and armoured."
"Shotguns?" Clive asked.
"From the teams culling this place, I'm assuming," Deadline said. "They're not well-practiced with the guns, so they're a minimal threat, only... it's hard to hit me. There are a lot of you, however."
"Noted," Mercer said. "And the boss?"
"In their room," Deadline said. She slid the revolver into a thigh sheath, pulled the sword from next to the chair and slid it into a loop on her belt, then she kicked something up from the ground and caught it with ease. A shotgun? It looked small, but kind of nasty, and it had been hidden from view the entire time. "Can you be silent, or are you all loud?" she asked.
"We're loud," Mercer replied.
"No good. There are forty orcs in that room, but more elsewhere in the portal. The noise will attract them."
Mercer hummed. "Our best bet might be to find a chokepoint and take them out as they come."
"Tch," Mizu said. Mercer was always so scared of taking initiative. "Or we walk in there and blow them all up," she said.
To her surprise, Deadline nodded. "I'm more inclined to go with that plan," she said.
"Seriously?" Clive asked.
"There is no growth without risk. And no victory without destruction." What the hell did that even mean? Deadline hummed. "Are any of you good at large-area magics? We could wipe out a number of the orcs in one attack. My own magic isn't good with such large numbers."
"I can burn them all," Mizu said. She wasn't sure how big the room was, but she was confident in herself, and pissed off enough to spit fire.
"That sounds risky," Mercer said.
"I'll keep little Mizu safe," Deadline replied. "On my word and name, not one hair on her head will be so much as singed by enemy action."
Mercer frowned, brows drawing together, he started to shake his head, and she could see it already. He'd refuse, because this wasn't how it was done. It wasn't protocol.
"I'll do it," Mizu said.
"No," Mercer began.
"Fuck off with the no," Mizu said. She glared up at her squad leader. "If we do things your way we'll be here all night, and we're in a breach, time is important."
"This way," Deadline said as she moved towards the door.
Mercer seemed ready to object, but she jumped ahead, following the woman over to the door which she held closed. "Go on?" Mizu said with a gesture.
"Your lights," Deadline said. "We'll be spotted, and some of them have itchy trigger fingers. We've made enough noise as it is."
Mizu pursed her lips, then flicked the light on her gun off. She turned towards Mercer, who was stewing, which sucked for him. "Come on in once the heat dies down. I'll leave some uncooked for you."
Deadline opened the door and slipped into the next room. Mizu hesitated, then followed when it didn't look like a trap.
What was she even doing?
"He's going to be annoyed," Deadline said. "But personally, I'm not impressed by him. There's caution, then there's foolhardiness."
"Yeah," Mizu said. The company was going to dock her pay again. Fuck.
"Focus, little Mizu," Deadline said.
She spun and glared at the woman, then cursed to herself as she had to look up. Shit wasn't fair. Damned tall Americans, with their stupid height and soft eyes and... bitch. "Shut up," she hissed.
She could barely see Deadline in the near darkness, but the woman still looked amused. Then she pointed ahead, and Mizu refocused.
They were on a small stone landing above a large section of the room that was a half-floor below. The space was held up by a dozen wooden pillars, each one like a trunk. A few torches in still torch-holders were spread around, lighting up the orcs. The many, many orcs.
Some were on crude couches, others were sitting directly on large blankets. Most were busy, but it looked like menial labour stuff. Fixing armours and sewing and a few were sparring in one corner.
The orcs hadn't noticed them yet, but it wouldn't take forever, even if they were in a darker, more shadowy corner. There were too many eyes not to see them.
Deadline carefully brought that shotgun of hers to her shoulder. "Fire away," she said.
"Was that a pun?" Mizu asked.
"No. I abhor those," Deadline said. "Just use your magic. Take out those you can, then we'll see if your team cares to help us mop up."
Mizu grunted, then focused. This would need a big spell, and she knew exactly the one.
Licking her lips, she closed her eyes and split her focus. Part of her started to channel magic through the spell-kanji linked to her soul. Another was focused on the anger. She thought of the company, docking her pay, not giving her the opportunity to grow, only keeping her around because she was a hammer they could use, but obviously not caring. She thought of the thing that made her burst that first time, that injustice, the gnawing, growing, painful discovery that there was nothing she could do, legally, to have things set right.
It was an old scar, but it still bled, and she sucked that blood and splashed it over her spell.
It was third level, something she'd picked up before moving to America.
She raised both hands, and the air around her hummed, then warmed up more and more. Her magic flooded the channels of her core and shot through the formation lines that made up the spell.
Some of the orcs noticed. It was too damned late.
"Ikari no Jutsu: Honō no Arashi," she intoned as she cast. She didn't scream it, didn't yell it. Some angers weren't meant for sudden outbursts. Some angers just needed to grow.
The air ahead of them started to move. The wind shifted, air pulled up by the sudden warmth. Then small flickering lights appeared across the rooms. Embers that quickly snuffed out.
It was pretty, in a way. Cherry blossoms of potential fire.
Potential that was realized.
The number of embers grew, and grew. The wind shifted harder. There were loud whumps as hot air expanded, and with that motion the flurries of fire danced. Ten thousand petals of flame.
They started to land on the orcs and the confused grunting turned into screaming.
The amount of fire motes only continued to grow. More and more of them, until she couldn't see across the room. It was a storm of hail and fire.
"Beautiful," Deadline said.
"Yeah," Mizu said.
The orcs that were struck burned. Each mote was like a white-hot coal pulled from the forge, they spit and hissed and burned through flesh and cloth.
Magic fed them. Hers and the ambient magic in the air. The hissing was only drowned by the man-like screaming of the orcs.
Then the storm abated and she found herself almost slumping as her magic nearly ran out. Ah, it was good she was in a portal.
The orcs hadn't been wiped out. Some had found cover, others had used dead companions to shield themselves. But all were burned.
"Mercer," Deadline called back. "Come on, we need to mop this up, quickly."
The Storm Chasers came in, and she jumped to help, pushing past her exhaustion.
Gunshots rang out, and she winced as an orc took a shot that crashed into a wall several feet above her. Fast as lightning, Deadline brought her gun around and blew that orc's head off. Then she started taking quick, precise shots, pumping her gun between each.
The Storm Chasers added to the noise, and she found herself looking for targets too.
Soon, the room was a charnel house of dead orcs.
"Let's keep moving," Deadline said. She lowered her gun, then flipped it over and started to casually reload it. "Just the boss left."
"We need to talk," Mercer said.
"We can talk after this is done," Deadline replied coldly. "The boss is just ahead."
When Deadline moved, they followed. What choice did they have? She was walking with the kind of confidence and lack of fucks to give that Mizu had only seen in like, some B-rankers.
Wait, could she be that? But then, no, she wouldn't need Mizu to help. While some C and B-rankers could control their auras, it wasn't to this extent.
The boss room was down a long corridor and around a corner, a corridor that stretched on for a long ways. They ended up having to jog to keep up with Deadline, who walked at a fast pace with her stupid long legs.
Some orcs came out, and she casually shot them in the face from twenty metres off without slowing down.
When a larger orc in armour charged, Deadline dropped her gun so that it slung by her side, pulled out her sword, then charged back.
Mizu just watched as she used a quick, weak spell to blast the orc in the face, distracting it long enough to cut it across the throat with a quick swipe. She was cleaning off her sword and walking on long before the orc had finished dying.
Clive shot it twice, just in case.
Mizu was starting to feel better by the time they came around a corner and found Deadline already waiting by the boss room door. She glanced at Mercer. He looked concerned.
But Mercer always looked concerned. He had that kind of face to him. She suspected that he was a little more concerned than usual, though and... yeah, she got it.
The memory of Deadline grabbing her from behind and pinning her in place was one she had tried hard to forget, and yet it was always still fresh.
"I don't know what to expect here," Deadline said. "But if the boss is a larger, meaner orc, I think we can just shoot him a few dozen times and have this end."
The boss was, as Deadline said, a bigger orc.
He towered over them in the middle of the room. Three metres tall, with massive shoulders and corded muscles, wearing a heavy breastplate of soot-darkened steel.
He roared.
Then they shot him full of holes.
The Storm Chaser team weren't fools. They came in with the gear and equipment to take out a lower C-ranked portal, and this boss wasn't there yet.
The treasure, from what Mizu could see, included an orc-sized war-drum made of pale leather stretched and held by iron bands and a long banner rolled up into a neat bundle.
The E-rankers secured it while the rest of them stood around by the exit portal. "Should we discuss the distribution of loot?" Deadline asked.
"Equal shares," Mercer said.
"Sure," Deadline replied. "I get one, you all get one. Equal. I'll send the Storm Chasers my invoice."
"What?" Mizu asked. "That's not how equal works!"
"It is when I did half the work," Deadline replied. "Fine then. Thirds."
"Thirds?" Mercer asked. "I'm not sure you should get any more than one seventeenth."
Deadline stared at him without saying anything for a very long time, the buzzing exit portal just a step away from her, spitting and hissing in her stead. "Thirds," she repeated. "One for me, one for your group, and one for Miss Mizu here, to compensate for her work."
Mizu perked up a little at that.
"We can see about that," Mercer said. "Maybe after our discussion?"
"Fine," Deadline said. "Let's go have that elsewhere. We're not gaining much standing here."
That wasn't strictly true. Standing in a portal world was a great way to grow one's magic, though it was admittedly pretty slow. Not much better than eating a magical meal in most cases.
Still, when she stepped through and disappeared, it started the countdown for the portal to destabilize. They still had time, however.
"We're going to have to talk about your behaviour," Mercer said.
Mizu crossed her arms. "Kuso," she muttered. "What about it? No one was even hurt. We barely used any ammunition. She'd have probably cleared the whole thing out herself."
"What, are you on her side now?" he asked.
"That bitch?" she exploded. "No! I hate her!"
"We'll talk about this later," he finally said, and she knew he would. Dammit!
It was with a fire churning in her gut that she left the portal with the others to find Deadline casually talking to the squad made to wait just outside of the portal. She was pissed, as always, but that giddy feeling of magic rushing into her from a completed portal made her tingle all over, and her magical reserves filled up almost instantly. It made her feel alive, like she was progressing. Split so many ways, it wasn't that much, but it was better than the average E-rank portal they had to handle. Hell, from the way it felt, it was better than the average D-rank.
"We should have our discussion with Mister Dudley," Mercer said. "He's a representative of Synthcorp."
Deadline looked to him, then shrugged a shoulder. "Very well," she said.
Mizu followed. Mostly she was curious, and she kind of wanted to see what would happen next. Deadline was about to be in an entire heap of shit. Too bad it would come from that asshole suit and not herself.
The suit in question was waiting not too far from the compound's entrance, his guards standing nearby. "Has the situation been resolved?" he asked, only sparring Deadline a glance.
"It has," Mercer said.
"That was impressively quick," the suit said. "Now. Ma'am, we must address several issues. You have trespassed on Synthcorp property. Put plainly, you've interfered with an ongoing operation and unlawfully entered our site, possibly with the intent to steal corporate secrets. I will have to insist that you surrender to our personnel for a full debrief and sign several non-disclosure agreements."
Deadline blinked, slowly, languidly, and Mizu felt her vindictive smile fading. She didn't seem afraid of the lawyer. She looked more like a cat being threatened by a one-winged bird.
"And your name is?" she asked.
"Daryl Dudley, Foxfire Legal, special situations division, attached to Synthcorp," the lawyer said.
"Mister Dudley, then. That was a very cute threat you just delivered. I'm afraid that I'm not very receptive to those."
Mizu noticed Dudley's troopers tense up, which caused the Storm Chasers to tense, which had the nearby police, all normies, looking around in confusion as well.
"Ma'am. You have violated our protocols. You must understand that there are consequences," Dudley said.
Deadline took a breath, then raised a hand in a one-moment gesture. "Ah, good. In that case, as per the authority given to me under article seven, section nine, of the Public Safety and Portal Management Act, I was both empowered and, of course, obligated to lend assistance in clearing out this threat. I was following the law, Mister Dudley. You and the corporation you are representing, however... I noticed that Synthcorp had an entire factory dedicated to extracting materials from an unregistered C-ranked portal within its property."
Dudley wasn't liking that. "You had no business--"
"I did. The portal was contained post-breach, a clear violation of dozens of security procedures and laws. And I imagine that you haven't been properly assessed for security in a while either. For that matter, this entire site is one massive mess of violations. Have you even been paying the proper taxes and fees on material acquisition from the portal? I imagine you haven't, seeing as how it was unregistered."
"Miss... you are stepping on thin ice," Dudley said.
Deadline tapped her chest, where she had a small plate over her sternum. Was that a body cam? Mizu hadn't noticed it in the portal. "I've sent a copy of the footage I captured to my representative."
"What?" Dudley asked. He went white.
"I should inform you that you're being recorded as well," Deadline purred.
"You have no right," he said.
"Maybe I don't. In which case, you may contact my legal council at Gilmore Crow and associates in Fortress ENE and politely ask them to surrender and delete the... evidence I have sent them. Seeing as how it was acquired under dubious pretenses, I'm sure they'll be perfectly accommodating. In fact, if you have any more toothless legal threats to throw my way, you can send them through my representatives there as well. On that note, I've wasted enough of my time cleaning your mess. Good day."
Mizu swallowed. Part of her, a big part, wanted to smile. Seeing the corpo fuck all white and sweaty felt good.
Then Deadline turned and stared at her. "Miss Aokawa," she said.
Mizu stiffened as Deadline approached.
The woman slid the revolver out of her thigh pocket, flipped it around, and presented it handle-first. "Did you want this back? It's still warm from my touch."
"N-no!" Mizu snapped. "Fuck off. The less I see of you the better."
"Hmm," Deadline said. "Too bad. You're kind of cute. Have a good one, then."
Mizu glared, her face red... with anger. Yeah, anger. That bitch! Just coming in here, and embarrassing her, and then just walking out? She wanted to scream!
***

            

    
        Chapter Ninety-Six - Out of Podunky into the Fire

    
    
    
    
                Chapter Ninety-Six - Out of Podunky into the Fire
I rode out of podunky, hoping that I'd never have to see that town again.
Not that it had been all that bad, but... yeah, actually, now that the whole thing was done it wasn't so bad. I was still feeling a strong buzz through my whole body and core, magic settling in after a powerful surge. That portal had to be a hair from C-rank, and I think that was the single biggest moment of growth that I'd had so far.
A few dozen more like that, and maybe I'd be closer to C-rank? Maybe? I wasn't sure.
I had to remember to buy one of those potentiometres. Had I talked to Jane about that? If I had, it had been subjective months ago for me.
Anyway, I took the shortcut road back, driving like I had something to prove. Mostly I wanted to make space between myself and the Storm Chasers.
It had taken three loops to figure out how to get Mizu to not fry me on the spot. Bitch was too quick to launch fireballs at people. Mostly at me.
It took five more loops to figure out how to get her on my side. Not that it was that complicated. Mizu had anger issues, but mostly, I think she had justice issues? Life wasn't fair, and she hated that.
Once I figured that out, she really wasn't too bad.
Plus, I'd always found it very easy to forgive a cute girl, and Mizu was cute. She was so small and tiny and angry! Like a pissed off kitten. It'd be a lot cuter if she didn't have the ability to immolate people with her mind... actually, no, that helped make it cuter. Weird, but I wasn't the one who decided such things.
About halfway back to Fortress ENE, I pulled up alongside the road. I had an idea.
I connected the body-cam to a burner phone, then spent an entire minute trying to recall Fran's number. Dammit, it wasn't easy. I did recall her email though, and then used that and an internet search to find her number. Good enough.
UNREGISTERED: Hello Fran.
UNREGISTERED: I have something for you. A video. Sent to your email. It's what I was up to today.
UNREGISTERED: After leaving your place, of course.
UNREGISTERED: I hope you slept well. Try doing some light stretches. It'll help with some of the soreness.
Hehe... 'last night' with Ojou had really been nice. I'd outdone myself. That was a feather in my cap that I could be pretty proud of.
Hell, if I wasn't so damned tired I might consider popping over and seeing if we couldn't reach a new high score. Only... no, once was a fling. Something casual and easy. Twice was... building up to something else. Best not. Fran was... frankly out of my league.
Right, my mind turned to the things I had to do today. Sleep was high on that list, but I also had to pop over and pick up that cochlear implant. Then I'd go home, set a new Save, and sleep.
Sighing, I revved my bike, then rode it onwards. Still a half hour to go before I was anywhere near Fortress ENE.
***
Francisca woke up slowly, languidly, then with a start.
She gasped, hands reaching out to clutch at her blankets and pull them close, to cover herself. She was...
She was alone.
She swallowed, raising her head up and scanning the room. No Deadline. Though the side of the bed opposite hers was messed up. Actually, her entire bed was a mess. She sniffed at the air, then blushed.
Falling back, she slumped into her pillows, then reached up and covered her face. Moving her legs... hurt. Not in a terrible way, but wow... There was chafing, and soreness, and some amount of pain.
She suspected that it was the kind of annoyance that most young women would say that it was worth it.
That had been... pretty mind-blowing sex.
Deadline had done things to her that she didn't know were even possible. Fransicca was afraid that anything from here on out wouldn't match up. Not unless Deadline was involved again.
She groaned, grabbed a pillow, and muffled her face with it.
What was wrong with her?
She checked her house security system, and it confirmed that there was no one else in the house. Which was good, because she wanted to scream.
How unusual. Under normal circumstances she hated being alone. But right now, the thought of someone being in her apartment right now... she'd really rather not.
Deadline...
Francisca covered her face with the pillow again and pressed it in. She... needed to talk to her therapist. A long session.
She opened her augmented vision systems and started as she noticed a series of texts from an unknown number. It only took her a moment to notice that the messages came from the very woman that was causing her all of this consternation.
The thought that Deadline had recorded anything that had happened last night....
She'd be ruined if that leaked. Some of the things that Deadline had done to her had been a lot.
But no. The file wasn't that. It was a body cam recording. There was a timestamp for ten in the morning. This morning. Just a few hours ago, in fact.
She watched, still in bed, as Deadline crossed her arms and waited. Then... orcs, in some sort of compound.
It was confusing, initially. The fact that Deadline spoke so little and explained nothing certainly didn't help, but Francisca wasn't foolish, she could put two and two together and figure things out.
The Synthcorp logos were obvious, and after pausing and searching, she had the location. Podunky.
How in the world had she made it there after... after that night?
She would have had to leave here and drive straight to the town. And as she continued to watch and piece things together, it became clear that Deadline was in the right place at the right time, doing the right thing. Again.
Francisca had a deep suspicion that Deadline had some sort of foresight ability. That, or a strange unique expression of magic that allowed her to be lucky.
It didn't make her unadmirable. The woman was still incredible, but perhaps she'd placed her on too great of a pedestal.
She continued to watch, pausing a few times as Deadline fought. It was interesting to see it from the woman's own point of view, more or less.
Deadline's sword fighting was poor. No, not poor. Untrained? Francisca picked out some movements that were the basics of fencing, some motions that were foundational to modern interpretations of HEMA, and other simple motions that seemed only half-way practiced. And yet for all that her technique was obviously unrefined, it was working. Orcs died, and then Deadline continued into the compound.
A portal was hidden within.
That was... going to cause some issues for Synthcorp.
She looked it up. There was some grumblings about a portal breach near Podunky, and some had placed it near or within the Synthcorp compound, but the story hadn't broken yet.
Francisca hesitated for a moment more, then placed a call to the firm in charge of her investment portfolio. It was a short call about shorting. She dumped all of her Synthcorp stock, which wasn't very much, then used a considerable amount of her wealth to short the company.
When the news broke, she imagined that the stock value would drop precariously as well.
Best to be on top of that.
She returned to listening and watching as Deadline expertly snuck through the portal, ambushing clueless orcs and laying out a scene for those who'd follow.
She was damned good at sneaking. Good to know.
Then some D-rankers from the Storm Chasers appeared, and Francisca found herself paying attention to one in particular. Mizu, was it?
She'd be looking that one up in more detail once this was all done.
The video ended with a legal threat that she was quite certain was entirely fabricated, and yet it was also somewhat satisfying, in a juvenile way, to see an expensive lawyer on the back foot.
Francisca ended the video, then hesitated a moment before sending Deadline a reply text. She wanted to know what to do with this. Had Deadline sent it to impress her?
And as it turned out, Deadline didn't seem to know what to do with it either.
F.Ojou: I see. In that case, leave it to me. I'll handle this.
That wasn't quite true, but Redline had a... dirty tricks division of sorts, and this kind of evidence was the sort of thing that would have them salivating.
Francisca sighed, then carefully slid out of bed. Somehow, standing there in nothing but her rumpled pajama top and nothing else made her feel a strange wave of elation and shame and... post-coital horniness.
She had to pick up before the cleaning ladies arrived. Which is how she discovered the lacy red panties that definitely didn't belong to her.
It was with a boiling face that she placed it in her safe.
Deadline... what was she even going to do about that woman?
***
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I got home, shucked off my shoes, tossed my coat onto the floor, and flopped down onto my bed. A few moments later, Mister Couchtop hopped onto my back and started to purr, and I pretty much immediately fell asleep.
I woke at three AM, groggilly got up, and then went and took a shower... after which I went right back to bed.
The second time I woke up, naked in bed and feeling much better, it was closer to five in the morning.
So, I rolled over, which signalled Mister Couchtop to rejoin me where he nestled onto my blanket-covered stomach, and then I pulled out my phone and started to doomscroll, as one does.
The worst part was that I'd doomscrolled this same news already, though it had been a subjective while ago.
Urgh, these loops were messing with my perception of time so much. It felt like months had passed since I'd returned to the 7th of September, but it was only the 29th. Like, sure, that was 22 days, which wasn't nothing, but it had probably been closer to a hundred days for me.
I had this low-key worry that I'd spend a bunch of loops learning some skills only for them to degrade because I spent so long in one loop not practicing them.
Then again... how quickly did skills degrade?
Maybe things were like... riding a bicycle? You'd lose some of your sharpness after a long bout of inactivity, but pick it back up again real quick?
I wasn't sure, but I had the feeling I'd be finding out.
My doomscroll paused as I came across an article about Synthcorp. Their stock had crashed pretty hard. More so than I remembered. There were also more people talking about a cover-up of some sort in the comments.
Huh. Interesting.
Maybe a bad thing. I'd kinda pissed them off. It was probably worth it, for the near-C-rank portal alone. That had been a nice boost to my power.
Actually, now that I was thinking about it, today would be a good day to head out and find one of those little potentiometres. It wouldn't do anything, exactly, but it would let me have a good measure of my growth day-by-day.
I set a new post-nap Save, seeing as how it didn't seem like anyone was after my head yet, then I rolled out of bed, found some shorts and a t-shirt to wear, and did my morning calisthenics.
Then I set a new Save right after, because morning exercise was a chore already.
Okay! Goal for today... it was Sunday, so no work, which was nice. It was also very early in the morning.
Ideally, I wanted to spend the day getting better. I'd done a lot of combat stuff the day before, but there was a lot of room for improvement there, but I also wanted to sharpen my other skills a little.
So I started with the guitar.
I didn't know if there would ever be a time to show off my playing skills, but I could dream, right? Also, it was just a cool, fun hobby. I was finally getting to the point where I could kinda just... play the instrument?
I still had to follow along, and my chord changes needed some practice, but I felt... maybe a little faster? A little more dextrous? Was that a D-ranker thing, or was that just practice?
Jamming out to some punk classics was fun. And knowing that I could Reload at any moment, that the day would last as long as I wanted... yeah, in some ways, it made things less stressful.
Somehow, with only a few pauses to order junk food for delivery, I ended up late at night, laying on my bed with my feet over the sides, plucking away at a song of my own making, the soft tink-tink of my unplugged electric guitar competing with the apartment HVAC.
That was.... Nice.
Still, I Reloaded.
The second loop was French.
That embarrassing mess of a conversation with Louise had lit a fire under my ass. I bought a premium language teaching service and dove in.
That loop wasn't as long. I was super envious of people that could just pick up a language without any effort. I wasn't one of them, that was for damned sure.
I had a headache before noon rolled around, and gave up in the early evening.
Not a full-on give up. I'd try it again later, but French grammar was just such a convoluted, unintuitive mess that I couldn't wrap my head around it. So many rules, so many more exceptions to those rules.
I think I once had a plan to find and hire a French teacher for a day, run through some practice with them, then loop to before it all? It might not hurt to try that, but I suspected that I wasn't at the level where I needed practice yet, I was still at the 'baby figuring out sentences' level.
My next loop for the day, I decided to spend on more magic practice. For that, I stepped outside, into the backyard of the apartment. It was... kind of a shitty backyard, with an emptied out pool and patio space that had gone overgrown.
The pool had a few feet of stagnant water in it, which was perfect for practicing Shadow Bolt, and the tufts of grass and weeds were decent targets for Grasping Growth.
Unfortunately, seven or eight casts of Shadow Bolt tired me out. I Reloaded and tried Grasping Growth, but my limit was three, maybe four if I really pushed it.
Still, it wasn't bad. I had to get used to casting both faster. Shadow Bolt had been really nice against the orcs. It wasn't as good as a direct offensive ability. The damage was... negligible. But it still smacked, and most mammals didn't like a smack in the face much. As a stealth skill it was better. The bolt was dark, but it still caught the eye and had some orcs turning to see where it went, and I could hit something and make noise further away from me.
Like... tossing a pebble in a shitty stealth game.
Grasping Growth I'd yet to find a great use for, but it did impress the shit out of my neighbours when they'd come out, so that was cool.
I did a few shorter loops practicing Nutrition, but that one... kinda was hard to grasp? I hadn't carved it out yet, and it was very finicky. I decided that I'd impress Dharti with my Grasping Growth first, then see if she couldn't help me learn Nutrition real fast this week.
I might have to look into a second offensive Void spell soon, something to compliment Shadow Bolt.
There generally seemed to be two schools of thought as far as spells went. The first was to generalize and learn as many as possible. That was popular on the corpo side, since they could afford all of the copyrighted spells and having rankers with a large repertoire meant more flexibility. The other side was to learn fewer spells, but to master them to a much greater extent.
The more a spell was used, the better and more efficient it became. Even if that gain in efficiency was in the fractions of a percent.
I figured looping was a good way to do a bit of both?
Unfortunately, when I looked into bespoke spell creation, I immediately felt lost. That shit was complicated. Like, PhD levels of complex. All I knew about topography was that everything was a doughnut, and any spell above level one required an in-depth knowledge of some very complex math.
I'd barely passed any of my math classes, so that was not gonna happen anytime soon.
Reloading, I ran through another half-day-long guitar sesh, this time trying to specifically learn a Punk Pop Lady Killer song from start to finish. I recorded myself, and cringed out of existence as I relistened to it. Yeah, I had most of the notes in the right order, but it was all... off? Not terribly, but I was falsetto karaoke levels of good. More practice would be required, but it was at least fun.
Then more French.
Why? Why French? Why did I torture myself so?
Finally, I Reloaded, slid on some sweatpants and a sports bra, and shucked on a nice coat before heading out.
The goal for the next few loops was to suck less at fighting, and that meant heading over to Ctrl-Alt-Delts. Natalie was gonna be there, at least according to her socials, and I wanted to see if couldn't do a repeat of some of my earliest loops, training up my martial arts a little across several loops, picking up some techniques and maybe seeing if that D-rank body was finally starting to kick in.
Time to become the next Bruce Lee, baby!
***
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Ctrl-Alt-Delts wasn't at its busiest when I arrived. Probably because it was still pretty early, all things considered. Still, there were plenty of people around, pumping weights and working out.
I signed it at the front, then bounced on the spot a few times to limber myself up before I caught sight of a familiar face sitting by the rear. Natalie! She was sitting, elbows on her knees, a cellphone in hands, her posture a bit on the shrimpy side as she scrolled through something with quick flicks of her thumb.
"Hey," I called out as I came closer.
She glanced up from her phone, blinked, then smiled. "Oh, hey... you."
"Forgot my name?" I asked.
"Uh," she replied. "Nah, it'll come to me. I'm like that with names sometimes, sorry."
"Happens to everyone," I said. "So, you working here today, or just working out?"
She shrugged, and I couldn't help but look at the way her shoulder muscles moved. "I should be working, but it doesn't look like it'll come to that. I had a client no-show."
I brightened at that. "Really? That's great!"
"I don't know about that," Natalie said. "I do need to earn a living, you know?"
I laughed and waved it off. "No no, I mean, I came over to do some training, and I'd love your help. I could use a few hours of sparring, maybe some tips and tricks. Even if it'll mostly be you throwing me to the mat, that would still help a ton."
Natalie touched her jaw, then nodded. "I could do that, sure. I don't usually do private sessions with so little warning."
"That's fine," I said. I rooted around in my purse and pulled out a loose stack of bills. "How's... one twenty five for the morning sound?"
She stared, then hummed. "A bit under my usual rate, but something's better than nothing. The group that didn't show were six members at a hundred each."
"Damn," I said. "That's a big payday. Did they all just decide to no-show?"
"Pretty much. They're all corporate types. I really should have a no-show fee in my contract."
"Corpo types hire you a lot?" I asked.
She nodded along. "It happens. It's more that once you have a decent reputation with their circles, they come to you pretty often. I did work for Luna Corp and a few others, and that got me in. The no-shows today were all trying to hit E-rank this month. Basically special diet and exercise and twice-weekly near-portal sit ins."
"Does the exercise help?" I asked.
"A little. You hit D-rank recently, right?" she asked while standing up. She started walking towards one of the more private, larger, training rooms at the back. Probably the one she'd reserved already.
"About a month ago. A little less," I said.
"Cool. So, there have been studies. A person with a leaner musculature and lower body fat ratios tend to hit E-rank faster. Smaller people as well. It's one of the reasons that there's a disproportionate number of E-rank women. Something like sixty percent of all E-rankers are female, and there's some evidence that it comes down to sheer mass."
"Huh... I mean, I guess that makes sense. IF magical energy needs to sink into your body or whatever, then the less body you have..."
"Exactly. But that would just mean going on a diet might help. The muscle mass is something else. When you hit E-rank it takes about a year for the benefits of the rank to really start showing up. D-rank is about the same. So for now, you're not much faster or stronger than an E-rank. In eleven months or so, that might be different."
I frowned. That was a little frustrating.
"The exception," she continued. "Is for people that are pushing themselves. The theory is that you slowly replace all of your cells with some that are better suited to absorbing and handling magic. It takes seven years for all of the cells in your body to replace themselves, right? So that's how long it takes for a D-ranker to hit the peak of D-rank physique. But working out breaks down muscles. You can at least get your fitness to peak D-rank in a much shorter time."
That made some sort of sense. "I'd like to hit the peak in a lot less time than seven years. I know it's possible, right? There have been C-rankers in less time than that." Fran hit C-rank in like, eight or so months. It had been on the news. Not like, a massive story, and she wasn't a record breaker or anything, but it was still considered impressive.
"C-rank is a whole other matter," Natalie replied. She gestured to some gear on a rack, and I caught on and started checking to see what fit. It was just gloves and a padded helmet, the kind of thing that might stop a concussion from hitting the ground wrong. "At C-rank, the rules change, and at that point, I'm no longer suitable to help. But I don't think you need to be at the peak of physicality as a D-ranker to reach C-rank."
"Huh. I guess that makes sense," I said.
"So, what are we starting with?" Natalie asked.
We started by having a quick spar, and once again, experience trumped anything else. Not that I wasn't getting better.
I could actually feel it. When she swung at me, it felt like I had a half second more to react than before. The problem was that I didn't always react in the right way. Sometimes I dodged or moved, only to discover her already moving to take advantage of my new position.
Natalie was talented, experienced, and even if she wasn't a ranker, her physique was about as top as a normal person could be.
I did find myself holding my ground a lot more than I had just a few weeks ago.
Some of that had to be the slow improvement of my body, but I think a good chunk was actual combat experience. It helped with some of the hesitation.
Natalie ran me through some spars, then we ran through some exercises and stretches. I was less keen on those, since I knew that I wouldn't keep this loop, but she did eventually fall into more sparring and some kata-based training, so it wasn't all lost.
Eventually things ended, and I Reloaded.
This time, when I reached the gym, we skipped some of the discussion and went straight into sparring. It was nice. I was catching on to some of her moves, and learning how to apply some of the things she taught me previously.
"You're not bad," Natalie said as she wiped her face with a towel.
"Yeah, sure," I said. I had a few bruises that were smarting, and was covered in a sheen of sweat that made my clothes stick. "But you're better."
Natalie laughed. "What belt rank did you say you were at?"
"Eh, blue, but it hasn't been long enough for advancement or anything," I said.
"Hmm, you're on the better end of that," Natalie said.
"Well, thanks," I replied. "Wanna see if we can't make it even better?"
"Let's see if you can't run through some stretches first, alright?"
I supposed that was only fair. We did just that, then more sparring, though with less energy involved.
When I Reloaded it felt weird to return to a more rested, less beaten up self. I shook it off soon enough before heading back to Ctrl-Alt-Delts.
To change things up, I asked for sword-combat training. Natalie said she wasn't as comfortable with that, not having mastered it herself, but she still found some wooden swords to beat me with.
She fought with the more Japanese martial style. It didn't quite suit what I was doing with my own fledgeling style, but some things were universal, and there were a lot of techniques that were there to help with things like edge alignment.
Besides, it was good practice facing someone stronger and faster and with better technique without the fear of being killed.
We took shorter breaks, then got back into it.
The pattern repeated for a few more loops. I'd go to the gym, ask Natalie to help with something, pay her, then get my ass handed to me.
I was improving though. I could feel it. New techniques, sharper reflexes, and just more experience. It just wasn't instantaneous. That was frustrating, but it was also just how things tended to work out.
I was just getting really tired of the loops when Natalie and I sat down after having done a bit of boxing training. "So, uh, you're a pretty clear-headed woman," I said.
"I'd like to think so," Natalie replied. "At least, some of the time."
"Cool... hey, mind if I ask you for some relationship advice?"
She snorted. "Sure. If nothing else, this might be interesting."
***
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I reached over and grabbed a towel from a small rack of them, then dragged it across my face. I was stalling for time a little, which I supposed was ironic in a way. "Urgh... so, I met this woman."
"Ah, so you are," Natalie said with a nod.
"I am what?" I asked.
"Gay."
I blinked. "Only for hot women."
"I... I think that's how it usually works."
Fair enough. "Right. Anyway, let's say, hypothetically, that you were able to loop backwards through time as many times as you want in order to relive the same day over and over again until you get everything right."
Natalie stared at me. "That isn't the romantic hypothetical I was expecting you to go with."
"Just play along?" I tried.
"Alright," she said, but she sounded hesitant about it. She crossed her arms. "Go on."
I licked my lips, then continued. "So, uh, I met this nice woman called Fran. Francisca, actually, but I've been calling her Fran. Saved her, actually, but that's a long story. She's hot, rich, smart. We have a few conversations and... yeah, she's sharp as a tack, or whatever that expression is."
"You pointed out her physical appearance, her money, then her intelligence," Natalie said.
"I've got priorities," I muttered. "Anyway. I, uh, slept with her, but for that to work out, I used my hypothetical time looping ability to get it all right. To know what to say, to read her, I guess. And I guess to make myself look cooler."
"So you lied to her," Natalie said.
I rocked back a little. "What? No. I just used the ability to figure out what works. How to make her laugh, what makes her talk more, what she likes, how to get her to invite me into her bed."
Natalie stared at me for a long while. "That's kind of messed up."
"Is it?"
"Romance isn't some game," she said. "It's not a sport either. When you're drilling something over and over to get it just right then using it in the ring. It's... there's a point where you learn that fighting in the ring is different than fighting for real. In here it's practice, and yes, there's some level of competition, but you're working to improve yourself. If you were doing this 'time loop' stuff to make yourself better, then meeting this woman, I don't think that'd be bad. But instead you're using it to find the best way to corner her."
"I don't know if I'd say it like that," I said.
"No? I once knew this man, a great fighter, black belt. Probably one of the top Jiu Jitsu practitioners in ENE. He was stabbed to death just steps out of his dojo. It was some blue-belt asshole that had been reprimanded who took him out. Not because he was a better fighter, or had a knife. He just waited until my friend was tired from a long day's work and ambushed him. I think what you're doing is similar."
"What? No. I think that's too far," I said.
Natalie shrugged. "You think? Training is one thing, even for social stuff. People practice small talk and rehearse conversations all the time, and I suppose that's not awful or bad. But it sounds to me like this is less training and more like an ambush where you're the only one who knows its an ambush at all."
I pursed my lips and glanced away from her. Okay, so maybe it was gnawing at me a little. "It wasn't bad for her," I said. "We have good sex."
"I don't think that's making your case any better," Natalie said.
"I mean, a little? Once I figured out how she likes it, I got her to reach ten orgasms!"
"Ten..." Natalie blinked, flushed a little, then shook her head. "Okay, somewhat impressive, but still wrong."
I leaned back against the wall and stared up into the ceiling. "Now I'm feeling guilty," I said.
"Good? I mean, probably. Do you like this woman?"
"Eh," I said.
Natalie stared. "Eh?" she repeated.
"I mean, she's hot, like I said. I don't think I'd want to marry her or anything. It was a fling. You know, a hook-up."
"Does she know that?"
"I... think it was implied at some point? I mean, I left before she woke up. I didn't leave anything but my panties behind."
"Wow."
I glared at her, but there was no heat in it. "Okay, so maybe I fucked up a little bit? I have hooked up with someone else with the time stuff, but Jane seemed okay with it when I told her about the looping. Uh, not that she knows in the current timeline?"
"Are you serious about that? It's not some cooked up metaphor?"
"Sure," I said. "I'm looping with you right now to learn how to fight better."
"That... is also messed up," Natalie said.
I shrugged. "I'm paying you, and the 'real' you will only spend a real hour or two training me. Like, it's not costing you much, and I am working to save the city from being destroyed, so like, it's for a decent cause."
"You're trying to save the city and yet your primary concern is sex?"
It was my turn to stare at her.
She sighed. "Nevermind. Look, if you don't do anything about this, then... fine. I suppose this isn't the worst thing that could happen to someone. God knows I've had a few relationships with manipulative dirtbags before. People are assholes, and you might be one of them. Maybe you'll grow out of it. Hell, I've had exes reach out to me to apologize three or four years after we broke up. Actually, that only happened once, but it was kind of them."
"I don't want to be a manipulative dirtbag," I said.
"A bit too late for that," Natalie replied. "Unless things are more complicated than what you've said?"
"Urgh, yeah, but... fuck. Okay, maybe a little? Fine. I'll see if I can't make it up to Ojou."
"Ojou... wait, Fransisca Ojou, the Redline woman?" Natalie asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Guess that you know her?"
"Only from the news. You had sex with the corporate princess of Redline?"
I grinned, a bit smug. "Mindblowing sex. For her."
Natalie shook her head. "You're insane. If she decides that she doesn't like you, she can definitely afford to disappear you, pretty time powers or no."
That was concerning. "I'll make it up to her," I said.
"By admitting everything to her and asking for forgiveness?" she asked.
"What? No." That would be super embarrassing. "I'll figure something else out. Urgh... do you think we can get back to training or did I ruin it all by opening up to you?"
"I think you kind of ruined it," Natalie admitted.
"Yeah, figures," I muttered.
So I Reloaded.
Fortunately, that brought me right back home, where I turned around, walked over to my bed, and flopped down onto it with a groan.
Mister Couchtop came over and sat next to me. "Meow?" he asked.
"You'd never be angry at me for manipulating you, right?" I asked the cat.
He blinked languidly at me, then tilted his head and bumped my side for attention. I half-rolled so that I could better scratch him on the head, the silly cat.
I wasn't sure if I felt bad about 'manipulating' Ojou or if I felt more bad for not feeling bad. It was complicated, and... yeah.
Groaning, I decided not to linger on it for too long. Going back to the gym wasn't gonna happen. Besides, I'd gotten a good bit of practice in.
Might as well make myself useful, then. There was one thing I wanted to check.
Reaching over, I grabbed my notebook where I'd written down a list of future events. It was currently Sunday morning, part of an interminable weekend. The week didn't have too much going on, except for something tomorrow...
Monday 30th-> Prison custodian union goes on strike.
-> Security sweep along one of the channels discovered a colony of selkie in the water. Minor D-rank breach, but a surprisingly benign one?-> Get driving permit
The driver's permit thing would be in the evening. The breach, however, would happen while I was at work.
From the news reports I'd seen, it had been rather minor, and taken out quickly. The portal was barely D-rank. Still...
I had a good idea of where it was, and no reason not to go check it out. Might as well, right? And maybe it would be a good way to make it up to Ojou. She wanted to hit C-rank as quickly as possible, and tackling a D-rank portal would help with that.
But first, I'd need to scout the place out.
Easy enough. I... wait, where had it been, exactly? The last time I'd watched the news about it had been weeks ago. Dammit.
I needed to take better notes on these kinds of things.

***
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I rode my bike out to the centre of the city, next to where a long, narrow canal ran. It was one of the half-dozen or so channels feeding into that one natural river slipping through the city. I think it had been there prior to Fortress ENE going up, though it was obvious that some embankments had been built up and reinforced, and several channels and canals (what was the difference?) now dumped rain water and sewage right into the river.
The sewage probably explained the perpetual stink around the river.
So, the problem now was finding the damned portal. I knew it was along a channel, but not which one.
I had a map up, though, as I rode out towards the east-end of the outer city. The plan was simple enough. There were a lot of canals, but only so many where it would be logical to find the portal.
The inner-city was right out. It was congested and something like 30% of the population there was a Ranker of some sort. Way, way above the national average. Across the entirety of Fortress ENE, the percentage was a lot closer to something normal. It was just that rankers tended to earn more, and they tended to move into the nicer downtown part of the city.
If a portal popped up there, it would be noticed. Already as a new D-ranker, I could kind of feel ambient magic in the air in a way that I couldn't before. It was subtle, like a weird smell, but there. I imagined that C-rankers had it easier.
So, that excluded a big chunk of the city. I then decided to start from the east-end, near the shore, and work my way back and around the south-end of the city, mostly because that would eventually bring me home.
The first three places I checked were a waste of time. I Reloaded in the early evening and started over, this time while listening to some audiobooks. The twenty-third volume of Lost Dog Swagger was out, and I wanted to find out what the protagonist was gonna blow up this time.
I was halfway through by the time I found something promising.
It was near the industrial sector, but not in it. The channel was buried under layers of concrete, a large, flat-bottomed artificial passage that usually ran under the road, but which poked out in a few places. There was no easy access to it, but I eventually found a ramp that led down, and rode my bike down into it.
That was probably very illegal, but I didn't quite care very much, so whatever. I rode my bike through ankle-high water, and immediately regretted how absolutely soaked my pantlegs were. Another consequence that I wasn't going to suffer through.
The channel eventually ran under a large parking garage, of all things, and that's where I found the portal. Or rather, the camp around it.
There were some tarps up, and a few small tents, most seeming unoccupied, but some homeless sorts were living out of others.
They were higher up, on a flat section above the space where water ran, and right next to a large culvert that was probably being fed by the water coming down from the parking garage above.
I sensed the portal almost as soon as I rode near the tents.
So, I kicked my bikestand down, got off, and walked over to the culvert. Some old man called out a 'hey!' to me, and gestured for me to move on, but I showed him one of my top-two favourite fingers and went in, pulling out my phone for light.
And yeah, there it was, some two dozen meters into the tunnel. A gash in reality. Interestingly enough, there were tables around it, with odds and ends left on them.
"Hey, I said," the old homeless man said as he ran after me. "You deaf?"
"No, I'm fine," I said as I half-turned towards him. "This the selkie portal?" I asked.
He pursed his lips, eyeing me with naked suspicion. He had a piece in his belt, I noticed, but he wasn't reaching for it. "Maybe?"
"Just answer me straight," I said. "I'm not here to mess your shit up, I just need to know."
"Yeah. Who told ya? That bitch Nan?"
"No," I replied. "Just heard that there was some trade going on. How does that work?"
"Hmph," he said. "Ya go in, and there's some weird monsters, all wet and shit, like sirens but not. You leave stuff out, don't piss 'em off, and they'll trade ya. Food for food, stuff for stuff and the like."
"Interesting," I said. "What sorta stuff?"
He shrugged.
There was a wobble from the portal, and I fixed my attention forwards again just as two younger guys stepped out. One was a chubby little white boy, and next to him was a more latin-looking guy with some muscle on him. They were both struggling with... baskets?
Yeah, those were baskets. Like in some old movie or something. They were filled with some junk that I couldn't quite identify. Wooden bits and bobs.
They both walked over, only pausing to stare a little. "Hey, who's this?" the taller of the two asked with a nod in my direction.
"Iunno," the old man said.
"City inspector," I deadpanned, and then let them have a good look at me in my old ripped-up jeans and hoody. They laughed, which at least diffused things a little. "Nah, but seriously. I felt the portal around here. I decided to come and see what was going on."
"Felt it?" the shorter guy asked. "You a ranker?"
"And you're not?" I asked. "Brave to go in there without being one."
"We're both E," his taller friend said. "And we're armed, yeah?"
He shifted his hip, showing off the gun in a nice leather holster by his side. It didn't look all that impressive, unfortunately, just some little 9-mil piece everyone off the street could pick up for a week's pay.
"Alright," I said. "Well, whatever. That portal's about to breach."
"Nah," he said. "How'd you know that? The selkies in there ain't bad."
"Sure," I replied. "But the portal's already showing signs of destabilization, and I don't care how nice they are, they won't be as nice once they start leaving,."
There was some common knowledge out there that said that nothing that came from a portal was friendly. Now, I wasn't super taken with listening to common sense. So far, it seemed to me like most common sense was wrong in some way or another. Not always in big ways, but usually in some way.
If the media always told people that portals were dangerous, then it was probably true for ninety-nine cases out of a hundred, which was more cases than the average citizen was ever going to run into.
Maybe this was the exception. "Got any pics of these selkies?" I asked.
The shorter guy set his basket down. "Yeah, got a selfie with one of them. They're kinda hot, ya know?"
"Monster fucker," he friend said, only to jump back to avoid a kick a moment later.
The boy showed me a pic taken on his phone. He was in it, of course, smiling like a moron, and next to him was a monster.
I... kinda saw what he did. She was humanoid, with pale grey-hued skin and large black eyes. Her hair came down in larger strands, all stuck together. It reminded me a little of something like seaweed, only a dark brown.
Her chest was bared, and... yep, those were tiddies alright. Below that, however, her hips expanded into a long seal-like tail covered in some sort of fur, it was grey and brown and kind of mottled. The angle made size hard to tell, but she looked larger than the boy, which didn't mean much when he was like, five-two.
"Huh, alright," I said. "And they're friendly?"
"Sorta," the boy said as he stuffed his phone away. "If you don't touch them. They'll leave items out, and you can place stuff. If they like it, they take it, and you can take their stuff. Trick is, they'll take any old junk."
Right, that was some uneven trade then. The stuff in the basket looked a little primitive, but not all bad. It might've had some sort of magic going on.
"I think I'll pop in, then, see what's what," I replied. "Y'all don't mind?"
"You're not gonna pop it, right?" the taller latino guy asked.
"Nah. Not even armed," I said.
I could always come back properly armed, though. For now, the threat seemed pretty low, but I wasn't so sure it would stay that way. There had been a breach tomorrow, and it didn't sound like the selkie had come out to trade and pop over to the local corner store for a pack of cigs and a beer.
***
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I stepped into the portal and felt the usual strange, shifting feeling that came from moving into another dimension. It twisted at my gut a little, but I was kind of used to it at this point.
Blinking as soon as I was in, I tried to take in the opening room at a glance.
It was, unsurprisingly, a cavern. But one filled with water. The cave was shaped a bit like a bowl, with a wall cupping it from behind while one side opened up to what looked very much like an ocean. There was a rocky beach just a dozen steps away, and on that beach were some tables.
One was made of long strips of wood, tied together by lengths of corded... seaweed? It was some sort of dried plant-matter. The other table was a plastic-top fold-out table. The kind of thing I'd seen in convention halls, school gymnasiums during bakery sales, and anywhere that needed a temporary table for a few hours.
The wooden table was holding onto a few knick-knacks.
I looked around some more. The ocean was covered in a thick fog, so I couldn't really see far into it, but the upper end of the fog was startlingly bright, diffusing the sunlight as it was. There seemed to be a path along the shore to one side, just a yard-wide space that ran along the edge of the water. In some places the gentle waves were slipping over the path, leaving it wet.
The space smelled like the docks near the edge of Fortress ENE, though not quite as dirty. It was seaweed, stale water, and salt.
With nothing threatening-looking in the room, I decided to move over to the tables. The plastic one was uncovered, with nothing on it, though there were a few scratches on the plastic as if something had gouged into it.
The other had trinkets.
I carefully reached over and picked one up. It was a knife. The handle was a small, slightly-curved tusk, split to fit a hand-long piece of some sort of jagged stone into it, and then wrapped in layers of tine near the top to hold the rock in place.
Primitive, but not necessarily ugly or poorly made. Some craftsmanship went into making it, and as I felt the edge of the stone blade with a thumb... yeah, that was sharp enough to cut skin, and the uneven blade would make it an ugly, jagged sort of cut. The point was sharp enough to stab as well.
This could kill someone, or be a handy tool for someone who needed to cut things.
I looked up as something splashed in the water, then blinked as I found myself staring into big brown eyes.
"Hey," I said, keeping my voice low and gentle. I figured this would be a little bit like talking to an animal or something.
The selkie sank back down until just her eyes were out of the water. It was actually surprisingly hard to see her, her hair looked like a mat of loose seaweed, which wasn't uncommon, and her skin and eyes blended into the water.
"Hey, no no, I'm not gonna hurt you," I said. I carefully laid the knife back down, then took a slow step back, keeping my hands visible and empty.
The monster... person stared for a while longer, then shifted closer. When she was on the edge of the shore, she slowly rose up.
And... yup, that was a lady selkie alright. She planted her hands on the ground, then did a little hop forwards on her lower waist, which was rather seal-like. Not exactly a mermaid, but not too far from it.
I took another small step back, then watched as the selkie moved to the edge of the table with selkie-made things on it. She strained her back to look over it, then reached over and touched the knife. She tapped it on the surface a few times, then looked at me.
I wasn't sure what she was trying to say.
"You want me to take that?" I asked.
She stared, then made a surprisingly high-pitched yipping noise. I noticed that she wasn't entirely naked. There was a belt of sorts around her middle, with pouches, and a sheath for a knife on one hip. She had necklaces too. There were coins, pierced through the middle and run through by a thin leathery cord.
Carefully, I walked up and reached for the knife.
She yoinked it back, then hissed, brows drawing together.
"Okay, okay," I said as I backed up. "No taking the knife, got it."
She shook her head, a surprisingly human gesture, then tapped the knife again. This time she pointed to the other table, the plastic one, which was empty, then she started to gesture. It took me a moment to catch on. She wanted me to put something there for me to take the knife.
Trade, then.
I hadn't exactly come equipped with stuff to trade with, but my pockets weren't entirely empty. I moved over to the plastic table and pulled out whatever I had. There was a small microfiber cloth, for cleaning the glass on my helmet, some loose change, and a charging wire for my phone. I set it all down and backed up.
The selkie hopped over, knife still clutched in hand. She looked over everything I set down. The cloth didn't impress her, which... yeah, it wouldn't, but the charging cable seemed okay, and she compared the quarters and dimes to the coins on her necklace.
She stared at me, looking a little disappointed, as if I hadn't brought anything really worth the trip, then she tossed the knife onto the table and took everything I'd placed and shoved it into a pouch. She screeched at me, and I felt like maybe it had been an admonishment, a sort of 'bring better shit next time,' before she turned and dove into the water.
"Alright," I said.
I walked over to the table and picked the knife up. "Guess... man, this is probably worth less than my charging cable. Oi! Fish lady! Your sense of value sucks!" I grumbled, then turned. I wasn't sure what I'd do here, but I'd probably not--
I jumped about three feet into the air, heart almost leaping out of my chest.
A man was standing a few paces behind me. Far enough back to not be an immediate threat. He had both hands on a long cane and... was wearing a wizard's hat. Like, a full-on, pointy, wide-brimed wizard's hat. It even had an artful fold in the middle. He had a long coat on, made of dark leather, with some rather normal jeans on beneath.
"Who in the fuck are you?" I asked.
"Hmm, just a curious old man," he said.
He looked twenty-five, at most.
"How did you sneak up on me like that?" I asked. I glanced at the portal. There hadn't been any weird reactions to him entering, and the selkie didn't seem to notice either.
He shrugged, then gestured towards his feet. Water rose from the ground, covering his boots and muffled them. It was entirely noiseless. Worse, I couldn't feel anything. When Squad B used spells around me, there was always a sort of twist in the air, a shift in the ambient magic. This guy's magic was clean.
"I'm just a passing wizard," he replied. "A little concerned for the new locals, you see?"
"The selkie?" I asked.
"Mhm! When I sensed a little D-ranker lady stepping into the portal, I decided to see if you were here with ill-intent. But it seems like that's not the case. Or is it? I can hardly read minds or souls." He smiled, just his lips with no teeth.
"Yeah... I heard about this portal and came to check it out," I said. Fuck, this guy was a C-ranker, at least. I couldn't point out any one thing, and there wasn't that sense of magic around him like there was around Louise, but I was still getting a vibe that he wasn't to be fucked with. B-rank? That was possible, and disturbing. There weren't many of those in Fortress ENE.
He nodded along. "I see. That's fair, I suppose. And what will you do about it?"
"I mean... my instincts tell me to close it. It'll breach eventually, and a bunch of D-rank tool-users so close to the centre of the city would be a problem. But they also seem... more civilized than, like, orcs or goblins?"
"Sometimes it is that way," the wizard said. "Something will have to be done about this portal, I suspect. But it does one good to observe and learn when the opportunity arises. Perhaps not for you, little Regret mage. The water magics of the selkie witches would be lost on you. You don't fear enough."
I swallowed. "Yeah, I guess..."
Fucking what?
"So... I'll skedaddle along?"
"Wait a moment," the wizard said.
"Yeah?" I asked.
"You're looking for portals to sharpen yourself with?"
I nodded.
"In that case, who am I to stand in the way of your progress. Do you have a map service on your phone? Here, take note of this address. There's a small D-rank dungeon there. The inhabitants aren't nearly as kindly as these selkie. They'll make for great opponents for you to sharpen your teeth upon, though you may wish to bring a friend or two along."
***
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I left the portal and... walked off.
What was I even supposed to do? Pick a fight with the wizard? That seemed very unwise. The moment I was out and heading over to my bike (two guys were lingering near it until I told them to fuck off. A Shadow Bolt shot past their heads encouraged them to scamper) I started it up and rode down the culvert some ways.
I stopped eventually for two things.
First, to punch in the address the wizard had given me. It was... not that far from here, which was not surprising. What was surprising was that it was an address that led to a large food court beneath a smaller hotel. The kind of place that had seventeen chain restaurants all squeezed in close together and a large open space with tables and chairs for eating.
There was an active D-rank portal there? But that was a super-public space?
Shaking my head, I then started to look up local wizards. That proved a little trickier. There were a few shops that sold nerd shit that kept crowding into my search results. Eventually I found it, though. There was a F-ENE forum that had a whole section dedicated to talking shit about local rankers. Theory-crafting, who was stronger, versus, sightings, all that lame shit.
I logged into my account and made a quick post:
Topic: Spotted a Wizard
In: F-ENE Sightings
ILoveLouise69Sunday 29th - 20:09:47
Hey, I saw a wizard today. He felt strong. Was in a D-rank portal when he just showed up. Anyone know who it is? Short fatso, looks like he's 20-something. Water mage, probably? Might be a C-ranker?
---
It took a solid five minutes for some hater to pop in and start talking shit.
HopelessWebSunday 29th - 20:14:04
Moron. How would you even meet a D-ranker in a portal?
---
VeryCuteDuckyinJortsSunday 29th - 20:14:45
@-HopelessWeb By being in the portal too?
---
WolfknapperSunday 29th - 20:15:55
Wait... was the wizard hat bluish? Was he wearing a leather coat? That might be Jim the Enchanter.
---
AnIMPSunday 29th - 20:16:21
Jim's NOT his real name. No one knows what it is. But he's like, at least a B-ranker. Or like, a high-C. He just shows up and does stuff.

---
I read through the forum, which of course immediately went off-topic, proving once again that the internet was a mistake. I hummed to myself. Jim the Enchanter? Wasn't that some old reference to something?
Well, whatever. The dude was a high-C ranker, or a B-ranker. That made him someone I basically couldn't mess with. Strange how I couldn't feel him at all. Did all C-rankers have the ability to keep their magic in tight like that, or was that unique to Jim?
I had to abandon my bike in the culvert. There was no easy way to get it out, but it wasn't like my destination was far. It was just a few streets over.
It was late already, enough that the sun had set, but some places were still open, and there were still people out on the streets. No one stopped me as I made my way over to the food court. It was underground, so the fastest way to access it from the direction I was coming in was through a subway entrance where a few beggars were lazily asking for coins from anyone passing through. Not the nicest part of the city.
I yawned as I went down. Not just physically tired, but a bit mentally tired as well. I'd spent... what, twenty loops doing training today? My brain was filled to bursting with new techniques and practice from a few skills. It was a lot to take in and recall, and I still had a whole week of shit to prep for.
Making my way into the food court, I came to a slow stop and looked around.
It was quiet. A few places were closed, and those that weren't had small, anemic lines by them. About a quarter of the tables were taken. Some by small groups of teens, others by lone workers on their way home. There was a fair bit of foot traffic, but it wasn't hurried.
I moved over to a coffee place, ordered something cold and filled with caffeine, then sat.
That sonavabitch wizard had lied.
The address he'd given me was for an ice-cream spot that I was looking at across the court. It closed at seven.
Obviously, there was no portal going on. I couldn't sense anything, and no one was running around screaming.
Dammit.
What a waste of my time. I sipped at my drink and checked my phone. I'd... probably Reload in a few minutes, but I wanted to see what I could find about Jim from here. I was probably going to make my next Reload the 'true' loop, and I needed to figure out what to do in that one.
Probably hit the gym again.
That convo with Natalie had been awkward, but she was a good trainer, and I figured I owed her a bit. Plus I wanted to build up my muscle and that wouldn't happen if I only ever trained in lost loops.
I looked up as I felt something. Magic. A C-ranker, maybe? It wasn't impossible that one of them would be around, but it would be kind of uncommon.
But no, it was different than that.
I stood up, iced coffee still in hand and scanned the room. Nothing stood out, but the hairs on my arms were rising. What was...
I focused on the ice cream place as the air around it warped and shifted. People started to notice, and the general hum of conversation shifted. Then there were a few alarmed shouts. E-rankers who could probably tell what was happening.
The portal ripped itself open, the lights flickered, the shitty music over the loudspeakers warbled and changed pitch.
A portal. Fresh and brand new.
Damn. Had the wizard predicted this, or did he just have a way of knowing?
People were running now. There was a lot of public education shit out there telling people to get away. A few were sticking around. Some teens were encouraging each other to stay, and I overheard them mentioning E-rank, so... yeah, idiots.
I moved over to the portal, paused in front of it, then stepped in while ignoring someone calling for me to back up.
I took a moment to centre myself once I was within. This portal led to a large room... no, a large depression in the ground. There was a slight rise to one side, and above that a jungle. A small pool of stagnant water sat in the middle of the space, not too far from the portal, with large roots dipping into it. The space smelled strongly of dirt and moss and plants.
Slowly, I turned and scanned the place. Nothing stood out, though...
I jumped back as a vine fell from above and smacked the ground where I'd been standing.
Coincidence?
No, probably not. Especially when I heard a low growl coming from behind some bushes nearby. I tried to scan the area, to see what it was that caused that, but I couldn't see anything.
Frowning, I raised a hand slightly, focused, then cast Grasping Growth. Not well, but... yeah, this was a magic-rich environment with a lot of plants.
The bushes and grass shifted around, grasping for anything that moved.
And then the monster hidden in the bushes leapt out, tearing itself free as it ran perpendicular to where I was.
I caught sight of it then, properly seeing its shape and size. It was nearly as tall as I was, with a large head and feather-covered body.
"Ah, fuck," I said.
That had been a fucking velociraptor.
Worse, it was green. Its skin was a mottled grey-brown, but its feathers were the exact same colour as the bushes and grass growing around here, and the texture of both made them hard to make out from the greenery.
I lost sight of it almost as soon as it was back behind some trees.
Yeah... no.
I Reloaded.
Back home, I moved back into my apartment and just sat down to think.
Now what?
Was I too tired to take on a second portal in what was essentially two days?
Maybe, a little. Solo would be tough. But I could do it, I thought. It would just be a lot of work.
I slumped back onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. I didn't have to do it solo, though.
Actually, that might be a good opportunity, no? I pulled out my phone and looked up the monsters, then read through what public info there was on them. Mid-D-rank threat. Sometimes capable of very basic magic. Relatively strong, very fast, clever.
I could take them on.
But it would be easier with company.
And it might be a good way to bond with Fran as well. I just needed to arrange to have the right gear with me first. Gear for me and for Fran too.
Hmm...
Was that worth it?
***
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I was tired AF, so I kind of decided to spend the rest of this loop resting. I wasn't sure if mental rest carried over perfectly, but a break was good for the soul, and I needed one right now.
So, a long nap, Mister Couchtop on my tummy, and some food delivered to my door.
Yeah, this was luxury. I woke up well past noon, played some guitar just for fun, then watched some slop on the net for a few hours while planning. I had a rough idea of what to do for the rest of the week. Ideally it'd be a pretty calm one.
Around the time the portal opened, I started to pay more attention to the world beyond my apartment.
It took five minutes for someone to upload something to social media. A video. Strangely, I even vaguely recognized some of the teens laughing and disguising their panic with a thin veneer of bravery.
They had shaky-cam video of the portal, up to the point where a team of cops rushed in and evacuated the space.
Some more time passed. It was almost an hour before a squad showed up. There were six of them in full-tactical gear. Top-shelf stuff too. Better than what Luna Corp handed out, at least.
I squinted and rewound the video a few times until I could make out the NG logo. NetherGain?
That was a decent corp, situated in the City Centre. They were a big name. The company did resource extraction but also made gear for portal divers and ran security. In terms of which corporation had the best stuff, they were up there.
I screencapped some faces and checked them against the publicly available team listings.
So, that was... Squad Four. Two C-rankers, four D-rankers. Damn, that was a lot of firepower. It looked like NetherGain did most of their squad composition that way. Two and four. Their Squad One had two B-rankers and four C-rankers, which was nuts.
Definitely a bigger, tougher group than Luna Corp. The entry requirements were way higher though. They didn't just casually take on newbies. Maybe if I hit C-rank they'd consider me joining them, but as it was, I'd need connections or a few years at Luna Corp for job experience. Not that I was looking to change. Too much scrutiny. The lazier way they did things at Luna Corp suited me just fine.
Anyway, I followed along as they cleared the portal, or rather, as gawkers stood around outside the foodcourt, disregarding the F-ENE PDs suggestions that they head back home. It took a solid hour for them to finish up and pack their shit. A team of E-rankers from the company went in and cleared the portal out of valuables.
The evening news didn't even cover it.
That kind of minor portal opening up happened like, two, three times a day. Maybe more? If it was a recurring portal, or something particularly good was in it, then maybe it'd make the news. Breaches almost always hit the news.
It was a bit conspiracy-coded of me, but I suspected it was because a lot of companies received subsidies to shut breaches down and close portals, and people would bitch about their tax money going to that if there wasn't constant pressure from the news reminding them about how horrible a breach was.
Or... maybe that was bullshit and people just reported it because it was dangerous.
Whatever. My goal wasn't to untangle all of that.
I looked up more info on the monster I'd seen. The velociraptor wasn't a velociraptor. Some dinosaur nuts had checked, and they didn't match up to real dinos. Instead, they were semi-plant-like, winged, non-flying amphibians that basically shat all over modern taxonomy. Some of them had access to Nature magic, but that was uncommon at D-rank.
No clue what the boss would be, and it wasn't like NetherGain were advertising the fact.
I watched the news a little longer into the night, then shut my laptop, rubbed at my eyes, and Reloaded.
Okay... damn, this was gonna be one sucky weekend, but I could do it.
First, I'd need to secure some help. Not so much because I'd need it (not that it would hurt) but because this would be a good opportunity for some bonding. My first thought went to Fran, but there was another option. Becky might very well be down to help. All I'd need to do is bribe her with some gacha pulls and she'd show up, I was sure of it, and a lightning mage with her level of power and versatility would kick ass in any portal.
Plus, Becky had been kinda fun to work with.
Ah, but no, Fran first. She was just the better option for now.
I leaned back against a wall and pulled out my phone. I still couldn't get used to dialling a number. I mean, that's how phone numbers worked, sure, but I think I'd only done it a half-dozen times in my life before I started looping, and that was usually to call some customer service number to bitch at them about something.
What kind of maniac didn't have the numbers they were gonna call saved to their contacts?
The line picked up after four rings. "Hello, this is Fransisca Ojou, how may I help you?"
"Hey Fran," I said. Then I cleared my throat. No, bad me. No sexy half-asleep husky voice. I wasn't calling to flirt, I was calling for other things, dammit. "It's Deadline. Do you have a minute?"
"Oh. Yes, certainly. I was... taking a slight sabbatical today."
"On a Sunday?" I asked.
"Corporate America doesn't believe in weekends. Not at the top of the chain," she said.
Damn. Though I suppose that made sense. The rankers got weekend off because without there was a real chance they'd die, and that'd cost the company a fortune. Some industries were stuck in the good old five-day-workweek era, but a lot of things had evolved so that days off weren't as common.
"Well, I'm glad you're taking time off to recuperate," I said. "I discovered something of an opportunity, and I was checking in to see if you'd be tempted to help."
"An opportunity?" she asked. Oh yeah, she was interested.
I nodded, even if she couldn't see it. "Exactly. I know the location of a mid-D-rank portal. Or rather, where one will be this evening in about... ten hours."
"That's... far ahead of where we are," Fran said.
"I know," I said. "I was going to try to solo it, but that's risky. We'd only have an hour or so to kill the boss and evacuate the portal."
"That's... a very short timeframe. Though I've watched the video you sent me yesterday, of the orc portal."
Ah, yeah, that was technically just yesterday. Wait, there was no 'technically' about it. "That was a tough one. High D, at the very least."
"I see. You were... impressive. In any case, the video was very interesting. I've made some moves to short Synthcorp, just before the news broke. I hope you don't mind, but I also intend to use the footage to blackmail the corporation."
"Feel free," I said. "Though I'd rather not make enemies of them?"
"I haven't taken any action, yet," she replied. "But I'm certain we can work things out in a civilized manner."
"I'll trust you on that one," I said.
Fran was quiet for a moment. "Very well. I'll do my best. With regards to this portal, what do we know?"
"D-rank, like I said. Velociraptors of some sort. Plant-like dinosaur monsters. Relatively fast and strong, but fragile. Ambush predators."
"I'd be particularly well-suited to fighting those, I suspect," she said.
"Really? Then it would be really nice to have you along," I said. "Mostly I was thinking that it might be a nice way for you to tackle a D-rank portal in relative safety. You wanted to hit C-rank, didn't you?"
She inhaled. "A D-rank with only two people working on it would mean a multi-point increase in both of our potentials. That would be huge. A half-month's worth of very expensive supplements and guided E-rank finishes."
That's how she got to C-rank in the original timeline? Damn. How much did it cost to get escorted through a portal like that?
"It'll be a small boost," I said. "We'd need to solo like, a couple of dozen more D-rank portals to get our potential into the lower ranges of C-rank, so it's not something that will happen in a week."
"The world record from D to C rank is three and a half months," Fran said. "I don't think we'll be able to beat that. But there's no loss in trying, is there?"
"Hm. Does that mean that you're in?" I asked.
"... Yes. What do you need me to do?"
"Cool. So, there's a few things. First, I need you to go somewhere for me. It's called Full-Auto Stranger-Danger. I'll give you the address. There's someone there you might have to meet, but you have to promise me that you won't hold her mere existence against me."
***
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I showed up at the little chain restaurant in front of Full-Auto Stranger-Danger, parked my bike on the curb, then lingered there for a few minutes. Fran was on her way, but she had further to travel, and had to deal with inner-city traffic.
After ten minutes, I decided that sitting around was boring, so I got off the bike and headed in. I texted Fran instructions for how to make it to the shop as I walked, so I figured it was all good.
Jane was there. It was obvious as soon as I arrived because she was yelling... or maybe she was just talking enthusiastically? It was hard to tell with her. The front garage-style doors of the shop were opened, and I saw Jane standing up to a much taller man, poking him in the chest. "Nuh-uh, bitch, my shit's the bomb, especially my bombs. What I sold you was top-shelf. Top, shelf! You ought to know what that is, you freakishly tall weirdo. What, you get them leg extender mods going, huh?"
"Hey, I told you, they didn't cut it--," the man said.
"Yeah, well I'mma bout to cut you. Come in here and say that my shit's no good? What'd you even use it for, huh? Did you read the manual I gave you?"
"Yeah!" he said.
"Uh-huh, and what's page nine say? What's the special word?" Jane asked.
"Page nine?"
Jane exploded, which really just meant that she bounced on the spot a little. "Page nine! It's big letters, small words. Even you could figure it out! I shoved that in there. Anyone who even skimmed the damned book would know!" She moved back, pulled a drawer open on a desk--which made tall-boy and his two pals tense up until she removed a set of papers instead of a gun--and then she flipped through them and displayed a page, presumably the ninth.
Even from across the room, I could read the text. The special word is 'fuckadoodle.'
"Uh," tallboy said.
"That's right, bitch! You're not the first one to come in here, in my shop, and lie to my pretty face. Get-the-fuckoutta here. Didn't even read the damned manual and then you say that my gear didn't work? You're full of shit. No refunds!"
Jane slapped the booklet down, then raised both middle fingers at what I was assuming was some merc.
He tsked, but his buddies were holding in laughter, and it looked like he knew a lost cause when he saw one. "Fine," he grumbled. "We'll be back though. Next time, sell us shit that works."
"Next time, learn to read," Jane sniped. I don't think she knew how to not get in the last word.
I stepped aside, letting the trio past. Once they were gone, I turned back towards Jane and grinned. "Nice customers."
She shrugged a shoulder, suddenly all nonchalant. "It's Sunday. So, Beanstalk, what can I do you for?"
I stepped in, stretching my arms up so that they were folded behind my head, all casual-like. I noticed her eyes flicking down though. "Can't I visit my favourite fixer who only ever gave me one job?" I asked.
Jane snorted. "You know, I've got other work too! I'll get you more stuff to do, just gimme a minute. And no, you wouldn't just visit me. I know your sort, Beanstalk. You either need something or want something, and I bet neither of them are a roll in the hay."
"Fair enough," I replied. "I've got a thing coming up in... well, this afternoon. It's me and another woman. We're going to hit up a D-rank portal, solo. Or as solo as a duo can be. It's out in the open though, so people might see us entering it. I've got my costume thing to hide my ID a little, but my friend doesn't have anything of the sort."
Jane's eyes narrowed. "So you need gear, but far, far more importantly, you need a second costume, and you want it for this evening, and for a woman that I haven't met?"
"She's on her way here for the fitting and such," I said. "Actually, if I were to, say, hypothetically give you a person's measurements and tell you which items in your shop to grab over the phone, would you be able to do that?"
"You don't know what I have," she said.
"Hmm... assume that I've suddenly unlocked pre-cognition?" I tried.
Jane stared. "That's fucked up, Beanstalk. Have you been using me in discarded future timelines?" I looked away, and Jane gasped. "Wait, wait, wait! Seriously? I was just fooling. Beanstalk, have we future-fucked?"
"Uh, no?"
"You bitch! Ohhhh, you owe me so much for this," Jane said.
"This was a mistake," I grumbled. "Just... answer the question?"
Jane crossed her arms. "Maybe? Depends on what I'm working with here. Slapping a mask on someone's face and giving them an oversized hoodie is more than enough to conceal their ID. Have you never seen CCTV of someone robbing a store? As long as you can't make out too much of a person's shape and their face, it's pretty easy to get away as long as you don't fuck up in other ways."
"Yeah, but I feel like you'll want to go the extra mile for this one," I said.
Jane looked curious, then her attention snapped to the side and out of the shop.
I turned as well, in time to see Fran stepping into the small courtyard behind the fast food joint. She was dressed in casuals. Or as casual as Fran could be. That meant a nice blouse and skirt combo, with a designer bag and heels. She'd have fit right in on any of the streets in City Centre, or any of the nicer restaurants. She was entirely out of place here.
Jane let out a low whistle. "Damn. Beanstalk," she muttered.
"Deadline," Fran said as she came over. She nodded to me, then glanced at Jane. "Hello."
"Hey gorgeous," Jane said. "Is your hair real?"
"Pardon?" Fran asked. She reached out and touched a hairdrill, almost defensively.
"It is," I confirmed. She wouldn't sleep with a wig, and there had been some... tugging involved at some point.
Jane looked suitably impressed. "That is one hell of a hairdo. And your makeup is on point blondie. This is the woman you want me to dress up, Beanstalk? 'Cause I don't know if we need to. Look at her. She could shoot a baby in the face on live TV and she'd be acquitted before you can cough through 'bribed judge.'"
"I'm afraid that I'm not keen on infanticide," Fran said.
I sighed. "Fran, this is Not-so-plain Jane. She's one of, if not, the best fashionista in all of Fortress ENE. She's also good at procuring strange and interesting and dubiously legal equipment."
Jane made a mock-bow. "Hey hey. I'm also very hot and humble."
"I see," Fran said.
"Jane, this is Fransisca Ojou, heiress of Redline. If you hurt her, she will disappear you. In fact, I'll help."
Fran cleared her throat. "I'm quite capable of caring for myself. Though the thought is appreciated."
"You're welcome," I said. "But you never know with Jane. Her hands... wander."
"Redline, huh?" Jane asked. "Straight up corpo nobility, damn. So... you're what I have to work with? Can't say I can complain about the materials you bring me, Beanstalk. Give me a spin, princess?"
Fran stared at Jane, then looked to me, as if to confirm that I hadn't accidentally led her into the wrong sketchy alley.
"It's easiest if you just play along," I said.
Fran didn't sigh, but it looked like she wanted to. She raised her arms slightly and turned on the point of a heel, making it all seem rather graceful.
"Okay, damn," Jane said. "You work out, girl. Look at those calves. Flat tummy, huge knockers. That ass looks... mmm, that's a fine looking behind. The hair's on point, though I sure wouldn't want to have to take care of that every day. Pretty eyes too. Pale green like that... what's that, Light magic?"
"It is," Fran replied.
"Girl, you don't belong skulking about with Deadline here," Jane said.
"I'll have you know that I'm quite capable," Fran replied.
"Sure. I bet you kick ass, but have you considered being a model? Singing? Acting? You don't even need to know how to act. Just glare into the camera and tell people that you'll step on them if they don't listen and you'll have morons laying themselves out on the street for you."
Fran blinked. "That... ah, are you being complimentary?"
"Girl, I'm saying I want you to step on me, I'm not sure how else to interpret that," Jane said. "I am nothing if not honest in my opinions when it comes to pretty ladies."
I pinched the bridge of my nose. "Isn't it nice when your friends all get along?" I asked. "Jane, I'm sorry to bother you, but if you could extract your head from the gutter for a moment, we do have some stuff we need? You said something about oversized hoodies and masks?"
"Nuh-uh, no, I didn't say anything like that," Jane denied. She slipped up behind Fran and gently guided her into the shop. "Ma'am, you are a nine out of ten, but with my expert help I will make you stand out like no one ever has."
"This is a stealth operation," I pointed out.
"You will be the ten-out-of-tenest stealthy lady ever," Jane continued without missing a beat.
This was a mistake.
***
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The biggest issue, right out the gate, was that Fran took a liking to Jane.
Or, maybe not a liking but she didn't seem to mind it as Jane wasted the afternoon away, forcing Fran into different outfits.
Now, I'd be the first to admit that the time wasting was annoying, but as much as I disliked it, there was something I liked more, and that was cute women dressed provocatively, and Jane was providing that in spades.
Yes, I'd seen Fran naked before, and yes, I'd memorized every curve, but seeing someone naked in bed and seeing them look just a little embarrassed in a microskirt while Jane cackled was different.
Fortunately, Jane only had so many things she could squeeze Fran into. Her shop had more floorspace dedicated to guns and gear than clothes, and what clothes she had wasn't all meant for taller, bustier women. That limited selection was saving us at the moment.
In the end, Jane had Fran in a 'costume' and was instructing her to slowly spin around before us, as if she was at the centre of a runway.
The gear wasn't bad, which was the most annoying part of it. Jane had found stuff that was usable, of decently high quality, while also all being things that were 'off the rack.' If anyone tried to track us down based on gear alone, they'd discover that it could have come from any of a dozen shops across Fortress ENE.
Jane stood up, obviously proud of herself. "Starting from the bottom, you are wearing... rather boring combat boots. Sorry, they're what I have in your size. They're corpo surplus, but they're not bad. Steel-toes, some padding, shitload of laces. Ya know."
Fran nodded, flexing her feet in the boots. "Not as comfortably as my pumps, but I suppose fighting in heels is asking for too much."
"Babe, if you can pull it off, then kudos. Give me a week and I can source you some combat boots with stiletto heels."
Fran smiled demurely and brushed it off.
"Right! Next, some shin guards and knee pads. NetherGain surplus from their last gen equipment. I think they moved towards bigger, thicker protection. The new stuff is better, but it's heavier too, makes you walk funny. This is a good middleground."
Fran had a metal plate along her shin, with straps running behind her calf, all over a thickly padded dock-like thing that stopped just over the knee. The metal was painted a rubbery black, so it didn't stand out much.
"Do my thighs need to be so... exposed?" Fran asked.
"Yeah," I said.
"Yes, absolutely," Jane replied with a nod. "Are you familiar with the concept of absolute territory?"
"No?" Fran said, uncertain. "Should I be?"
"Darling, all things with a pulse should be," Jane replied.
Fran was in shorts. Not booty shorts, exactly, but not too far off. They were on the shorter side, with pockets and a decent belt that had a holster for a handgun to one side. Since Fran apparently didn't know how to use a gun very well, we'd stuck her with a simple nine-mil. The same Myalis Arms that I used at Luna Corp. It was reliable, had a good safety, and fat ironsights.
Anyway, the shorts... they were maybe a half-size too small, and squeezed in around Fran's thighs. I could see the vision Jane was going for, and it was good.
The top half of the outfit was a little more plain. A pretty tight, spandex-like material for the top, thick enough in some places to prevent chaffing, and smooth. It was long-sleeved, with a pair of bracers and elbow protection.
Her upper chest was covered by a light breastplate. Hard plastic covering half-inch steel plates. The kind of armour that a lot of corpo guardwomen wore. It left the belly uncovered a little, but that was often needed for flexibility. It wouldn't stop any bigger rounds, but it would prevent some E-ranker goblin from sticking a wooden spear through her chest, which is what mattered.
Then there was the coat.
It wasn't really a coat, more of an... artfully fucked up poncho-cape? The edges were ripped slightly. The poncho covered most of Fran's body except for her front. It had a tall collar that rose up to her chin, and swept down to just above the knees around her side and back.
"The poncho is C-ranked gear," Jane said. "It's designed for use in some portal worlds where the locals spit acid and shit at anyone passing by. It's pretty tough. Got it for cheap though, since it's used, but eh, it fits. Gives you a real distinctive silhouette."
It did do that, and well, too.
The final pieces were a ballistic half-mask. It covered Fran's lower face, from the nose down. Hard plastics and steel, painted in the same black as the shin guards and bracers. It was gear meant to help a diver not get their face ripped off, but it was also the kind of dehumanizing corpo thing that some companies loved dressing their workers in.
"Ah, and the piece de resistance," Jane said, pronouncing it... correctly.
"You speak French?" I asked.
"That bitch-ass Coco Chanel was a toad, and she and her sort dragged the fashion world around for a bit," Jane said. "If you wanna talk fashion, you need to know a word or two."
Fair enough.
Jane went to the back of the store, and I turned towards Fran. "Like the fit so far?"
"It's... a little different than anything I've ever worn," Fran admitted. She moved her arms up and around, shifting them through the material of her poncho. "But there's more mobility than I'd have in many of my dresses. I'll have to get used to the weight of the armour, but I'd rather have it and not need it."
She flicked her hand around, and with a snap-hiss, there was suddenly a beam of angry yellow light appeared in her hand. She swirled it around, expertly managing not to slice through any of the shelves, then she moved through a few guard forms.
"That's menacing," I said.
"Why thank you," Fran said. She dismissed the blade. "Will I even be able to use it? There's little point in a disguise if I use such an obvious signature spell."
"Hmm," I muttered. "You might want to invest in new spells, then. Maybe some that aren't as... flashy. Pardon the pun. That's part of what I do. As Deadline, I use one branch of magic. But outside of Deadline, I use another."
"You've learned an entire branch of magic just to further your disguise?" Fran asked.
I shrugged.
Jane had returned, carrying three items. Two of them she tossed to me. "That's the upgrade to your gear," she said. "To better fit in with the princess here. And princess, wear this."
It was a hat. Fran took it, turned it this way and that, then chuckled before sliding it on. "This looks like a cosplay piece," she said.
"Yeah, it's close to that," Jane said. "Oh... damn, that brings it together. Give me a week and I can redo it, replace the liner, put in one of those bump-guards on the inside. But for now, damn."
The look was nice. The hat looked like a slightly oversized naval-officer's hat. A flat-cap with a skull badge on the front. Combined with the high collar and the partial face-mask... yeah, Fran looked like someone else. Someone dangerous.
"Give me a glare," Jane said.
Fran glared, and I could see the vision.
"Now, tell me that I've been a naughty girl," Jane said.
The glare intensified. Jane cackled.
"Alright," I said. "So... that'll do for gear, I think, right?"
"It really depends on what we'll be fighting to begin with," Fran said.
I nodded along. "We'll get to that... in another time. We're kind of too late for it now."
"Pardon?" Fran asked.
"Just... give me a minute with Jane?" I asked.
She acquiesced, and Jane glanced over, then came closer. "What's up, Beanstalk?"
"Alright, so, hypothetically, if I were to call you and I needed exactly what Fran is geared up with along with, uh..."
I finally looked at what Jane had handed me. It was another one of those poncho-capes, with a hat. The hat was similar to Fran's, a tight cap with a little brim on the front.
"Nice," I said. "This is kinda villainous, you know?"
"Yeah, and half of it was sourced from questionably legal places, and you're using it to hide your ID while doing questionably legal shit. What, want some pink spandex and a big DL on your chest? Maybe a cape?"
"Fair enough," I said. The intimidation factor was well worth it, in any case, and darker colours would blend in better in most portals. "Anyway, I need you to work me through what to ask you to get that exact fit."
Jane stared. "Okay," she said at least. "But I need you to promise me you'll explain all of this."
"Okay, yeah. I promise."
***
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It was going to be tight, but I decided to bring Fran along with me to the site of the portal.
In my mind, I was gonna invite her to ride on the back of my bike. You know, arms around my waist, her body pressed into mine, maybe some boobs on my back and wandering hands.
Fran stared at me after I offered a ride, then pointed out that she'd come in her limo.
We took the limo.
It had AC, leather seats, and a mini-fridge. It was stocked with champagne and a type of soda made from portal-sourced materials that tasted a bit off, but also had a (literally) magical fizziness to it.
"So, is there a plan, beyond parking by the entrance to this portal, in a car directly linked to me, then stepping out in this... getup?" Fran asked.
"Oh, yeah," I said. I took a sip, then eyed her from the corner of my vision. "So, what are your guesses so far?"
"My guesses?"
I gestured at myself. I was in costume too, though my mask was lowered to dangle around my neck. "About how I'm doing all of this. I figure you're smart, so you should have a few educated guesses so far."
Fran eyed me, then glanced to the front of her limo. A press of a button later, and a small window came up between us and the driver... that was an option? Fuck, that was cool. I wanted a limo.
"I've spent some time thinking about it. Your magic isn't only Void. It has to be one of the more fringe magics. The less common outer magics. Those are very poorly documented."
"Are they?" I asked.
"Yes," she confirmed. "Magic hasn't been around for a large enough sample size to form around every kind of magic, and some are incredibly diverse, even within their narrower bands. So, something past Void. Dark magic makes up about three percent of the entire magic-using population."
"That's not bad," I said.
"Void magic makes up one point two percent," she continued. "Interestingly, Light magic is about as uncommon."
Neat. I'd never been one for stats like that.
"I'm assuming that you're not a Void user, however. That might make you a user of an outer-element, and that's tricky, because those don't have an 'element' attached to them."
"We're not as physical," I said.
"Exactly," she replied. "So, Contempt feeds your magic. Or Remorse. Or Regret? That latter is a point of contention in some niche academic circles. But academics enjoy arguing over semantics a little too much, in my opinion."
"Hmm."
She shifted, staring at me fully. "You can see how likely something is to succeed."
"Nope," I said.
"Tsk. It's not pre-cognition. You don't have the ticks that are associated with that."
I blinked. "There are ticks?"
"Yes," she replied. "Oneiromancy?"
I shook my head. "I don't even know what that is."
"Dream visions. I'll take that as a no. Is it a sort of second sight, then? Or causal intuition?"
I might have let it slip my mind, but damn, Fran was... smart. Sure, she knew a lot about business, but watching her work through something, putting little hints together, it was, well, simply put, she was a lot smarter than I was. Given the same power I had, Fran would be president within six months. Of her company or the world. I was just chugging along in comparison.
"Close enough, at some point," I said. "So, what we're living in right now is as good as a simulation. You and I, right now? We basically don't exist."
"So, if I stabbed you right now, there would be no consequences?" Fran asked. She summoned a small, six-inch blade of humming light pinched between her thumb and forefinger.
I stared at it. "Well, I'd be a little upset, I guess. And it would waste a perfectly good simulation, but yeah, no consequences."
"And how far along does this stretch?"
"Eh? Oh, this sim is... from this morning."
"That's quite long. Is that length normal?" she asked.
I nodded.
"And you used it on me to get into my bed?"
I blinked. "To be clear, if I didn't go to your room, you'd eventually get up and we'd fuck on the couch, so really, I was saving both of us some back pain."
She stared for a long, long time. I did notice a bit of rosiness on her cheeks. Was she embarrassed? Angry? I couldn't tell. "I see. And I won't recall this in the non-simulation, I take it?"
"Not one word," I said. "Sorry? Like... it sucks, but I need to know if I can trust you? Uh, and I think I can, but we're working on that. Look, the goal today is to clear that portal. That's it. Clearing it means we both get stronger, and that's just good, because we're going to need that strength for what's coming."
"And that is?"
"An explanation for another time?" I tried.
She glared. Damn, the mask and hat really made her glares intense. The heat from the glowing knife helped.
She dismissed the blade with a flick. "Fine," she said.
"Cool! This is the first time we go in together, and the last time, all I did was step in to confirm that it was a normal portal and to see what we'd be fighting. So, this is going to be an exploratory loop."
"Loop?" Fran repeated.
"A mannerism," I said dismissively. "A-anyway, we're basically here."
The limo pulled to a stop and we stepped out, masks on, weapons checked. I had my sword, my revolver, and that little Crow-Tec shotgun on a slung at the small of my back with some extra shells stuffed into my thigh pocket.
We weren't exactly armed to the teeth, but we did stand out.
People were staring, some of them a little concerned, and I noticed Fran hesitating a little. "It's fine," I said. "The portal is this way."
I took the lead, and she followed along behind me. It was... okay, it felt really cool to walk quickly with the poncho-cloaks. They flapped out behind us a little, and I felt like I'd just stepped off the set of an old-school hero movie.
People stared, sure, but no one approached. That is, until we entered the food court and came to a stop. I crossed my arms and stared at the space where the portal would be soon. I could already tell it was coming, there was a smell in the air that I hadn't noticed before. Almost a taste?
A guard started to walk over to us, but I glanced at him, cast See Darkness on myself to make my eyes glow, and then shook my head.
He backed off. Dude wasn't paid enough to deal with two D-ranker cosplayers with real guns.
"This is the place?" Fran asked.
"Yup," I said. I pulled out my phone and glanced at the time. "Two minutes."
That turned out to be a long time. Fortunately, people kind of just got used to weird shit in Fortress ENE, and other than a few folks taking pictures on their phones, there wasn't much of note.
I'd make sure that on the final loop, we walked in just as the portal was opening. Fewer pics that way... also, it would be so much cooler. Presentation was important, I was sure everyone sensible would agree.
The air shimmered, then the portal ripped itself into our reality. "There it is," I said over the growing panic all around us.
I stretched a little, then stepped towards the portal, arriving just as it was stabilizing enough that stepping through would be possible. "You ready?" I asked.
"I am," Fran said. She flicked her hand to the side, and a three-foot-long blade of spitting, hissing light appeared. It warbled and shifted, then tightened into a shape that was more sword-like. A blade that hurt to look at, a small cup-shaped guard, and a small bar over the hand. A saber? I think that was the kind of sword she was trained with.
We stepped in.
The world on the other side was just how I remembered it. A lush jungle, caught in the late evening, the air thick and humid.
I pulled my shotgun out, then panned it to the side, searching until... there. "I'm going to shoot," I said.
"Okay," Fran replied.
My eye met a single deep blue-ish one, hidden by the brush. Its iris narrowed. I pulled the trigger.
Buckshot ripped through the lower canopy of leaves and bushes and punched a dozen holes into something big that immediately darted ahead.
I pumped, fired, then pumped again. I was pretty sure my second shot had caught the monster too.
I was a lot more sure when I saw the not-a-real-velociraptor stumbling out around a tree.
It turned towards us, hissed, then it started running our way.
I shot it twice more, then jumped to the side.
As it crashed down a few metres ahead, a long, greenish tongue flopped down onto the ground between Fran and I. The monster's tongue, which was twice as long as its body, with a spike-covered barbed head.
"Well... that's good to know," I said.
***
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"Usually, when running through a portal, I like to start slow," I said. "We'll map out each room as we come to it, check the edges for secret passages, and count off the number of enemies and where they were when we entered," I said.
"Understood," Fran said. She shifted her shoulder around, loosening it, each motion made the blade of light she was holding hum through the air, and cast strange, stark shadows across the open space we were in.
"Is that thing intense? Mana-cost wise?" I asked.
She glanced down at the sword. "It depends. As an innate spell its magical cost is significantly lower than the naturally cast version of the spell. And mine allows me to change the size somewhat as I cast it, which isn't a normal feature for the Light Blade spell. As for the actual costs. I could hold it for seventeen minutes last week. But that was within a training hall. In this kind of magic-rich environment, I feel like I might be able to keep it up for far longer."
I nodded along, that made sense. I could taste the ambient magic here. This wasn't a high-D portal, but it was definitely somewhere in the middle of that ranking. The magical energy here was pretty strong, overall.
I reached over to Fran, then paused. "Mind if I cast something on you?" I asked.
"It very much depends on what," she said.
"Soothe Minor Pain. It's a cantrip. It's weak. Turns sharp pain into... well, it's still sharp pain. Honestly, it's about as good as taking a single ibuprofen an hour ago. It's really not much."
"Then why bother at all?" Fran asked.
"Because you can't think when you're in ten out of ten pain, and making it nine out of ten helps a little," I said. "Plus the cantrip is fantastic when you've got your period. Not exactly perfect, but like... better than nothing, and it works instantly."
"Hmm," she muttered, then touched her hand against mine. "That's a Nature spell, no?"
"Mhm!" I agreed as I cast. I applied it to myself. "And I can give you See Darkness. Another cantrip-level spell. It's... like having slightly better night vision. Think of it like closing your eyes for a minute before entering a dark room. It's not NVGs, but it's cheap."
"And that's a Darkness spell?" she asked.
"I think so? Dark or Void. Somewhere between the two."
She nodded again. "The line before elements is blurry at best. Like I said earlier, it's often down to semantics. Two casters can cast the same spell with nearly the same results but approach the elemental and emotional parts from slightly different angles. Depending on the spell. Some are more demandingly accurate."
"Cool," I said. It really was. Fran seemed to have studied this stuff. Did she know about the emotion stuff before becoming a D-ranker herself? Probably.
I wanted to ask... and I didn't.
Weird, but I didn't want to engage, do small talk, and get close to someone if I knew that this version of them wasn't going to exist in a few hours of my time. Was that fucked up of me?
"Any other buffs to share?" Fran asked.
"I've got Restore Stamina, but it's useless right about now. Let me know if you're suddenly really tired. I have been learning Nutrition, but again, very circumstantial."
"That's an impressive number of spells," Fran said. "I know that you're familiar with some variation of Shadow Bolt as well."
I nodded. "And... uh... crap." I checked my core, then nodded. "Right, Exhaust Senses. It's a cantrip that dulls some senses. Honestly, I never used it in a fight, and almost forgot I even had it."
"I think that's the main risk of learning too many spells," Fran said. "My instructor in the magical arts, a D-ranker that I have weekly sessions with--though only two so far--has given me nothing but exercise cantrips to build up to a set of second-level spells that should be my mainstays for a while."
"Oh?" I asked.
She nodded. "A shield and a ranged option. He said that I can either go wide, or narrow my scope, and with a magic as rare and with as few buffs available as Light, narrow, more powerful spells tend to be better."
"Can you make a flashlight?" I asked.
She stared at me, then very pointedly raised that large, glowing sword in her hand. It was almost too bright to look at.
"Ah... Well, so much for looking cool and suave in front of you at all times," I muttered. "Let's just... move along?"
The opening space of the portal world was a sort of basin-ish area, with several large trees, some bushes, and lots of hanging vines. The not-velociraptor had been hanging out behind one of the trees. I moved over to it while reloading my gun, placed a foot on its neck, and turned its head over.
"Weird teeth," I said.
It had fangs, of a sort, but its back teeth were all flat. An omnivore? It did look part-plant. The blood seeping out of its buckshot wounds was a muddy brown rather than red.
"It looked like it weighs at least a hundred and fifty, maybe a hundred and eighty pounds," Fran said as she knelt slowly. Seemingly on a whim, she lowered her sword and stuck it in the monster's side, then swiped the blade to the side.
It sizzled as it cut clean through. I grimaced, backing up as organs spilled out.
Fran didn't seem nearly as disturbed. "It has organs," she said. "Look, intestines, that might be a stomach, that... might be a second one? A ruminate? Interesting. That's the heart, there. It's mammalian-like."
"I suppose that's good. Mammals die when you stick them full of holes."
"They do," she agreed.
Let's keep an eye open for more of them," I said. "They look like ambush predators, but that tongue is going to be dangerous. And those claws look nasty."
It had velociraptor talons on its rear legs, long enough to eviscerate.
We'd move carefully, then.
The space only had one 'exit' and it was a short, relatively steep hill up an embankment. At the top, the ground flattened out, and there was a sheer cliff-face. I took the lead, only pausing to reach back and give Fran a hand up the muddy hill.
"I'm not used to this much nature," Fran said. "I'd much rather have some amount of civility."
"You say that, but enemies that have civility have weapons," I said. "Orcs aren't that tough, but an orc with a twelve-gauge is a whole other story."
"Fair point," Fran said.
The only path onwards was off to the side, a space hidden from below by tall trees growing so close to the cliffs that the wood had melded into the stone in places. There was a passage there, not quite a cave, but almost. It went up a little, then turned to the left.
I walked with my gun raised, expecting trouble, but the worse that happened was my foot slipping in some loose gravelly rocks. There was a tiny trickle of a stream down the centre of the path, and it looked like it might have been a common runoff for rainwater or something.
We followed the path. It twisted a little more, climbed, then finally opened up to a space with a large pond in its centre and a walkable area all around it. A small waterfall at the far back, with about as much pressure as a Fortress ENE water fountain, was gurgling down smoothed stones into the pond.
I raised a hand, stalling Fran. This area was... nice? Serene, almost. Like something out of a Kinkade. Pretty orange and green bushes, overhanging trees that cast dancing shadows, a pretty pond.
It made my hackles rise.
I scanned the space, then slowly pointed at something that caught my eye. It was a bare little glimmer of blue, one that I didn't dare look directly into because it would give it all away. "One in the pond, far left side. Don't meet its eyes," I muttered.
"Oh, I see it," Fran replied. "I think... that bush, to the right?"
I looked that way... ah, there, there were some 'leaves' that didn't fit with the rest of the leaves on the bush there. Same-ish colour, especially with the lighting, but the shape was all wrong. I couldn't see the monster's head, but it had to be around there.
"Alright," I said. "Pond monster will take a moment to reach us. I'll shoot our boy to the right first, then switch. You've got that nine-mil of yours?"
She nodded and carefully pulled the handgun out, then checked its safety. "Ready," she replied.
"Okay. Focus on righty. I'll take pondboy once I've shot righty once."
Fran nodded.
"On three... one, two--"
The monster in the pond splashed out of the water before I could hit three. The one behind the bushes moved, then squealed as I fired a shot into and through the greenery. Then a third leapt down from a tree across the pond and landed in a huge splash just ahead of us. Ah, so there were three!
***
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I froze for a moment. Three targets, all rushing in fast.
Fran fired, then fired again and again, and at that moment, the only thing I could think was 'wow, she doesn't know how to handle a gun.'
Then I mentally kicked myself in the ass, shouldered my gun, and fired.
Three more shots, all going into the face of the monster to my left, the one that had jumped out of the pond.
It went down, but then I had to switch the tubes over on my gun. Not something too hard to do, but it required an additional movement, and--
The monster coming down from above was right up in my face.
I cursed, swung my gun at it like a brick, and bashed it in the face. Then its long tongue shot out like a dart and I coughed as it punched me in the gut. The damned thing had long, narrow barbs that sank right into me, sending a lance of warm pain up my torso.
I Shadow Bolted the fuck in the eye as recompense, and it twitched back.
I was just regaining my footing when it charged forwards and rammed in me in the side, throwing me to the ground.
Landing in a roll, I spun around, reaching for my revolver. The shotgun wasn't far. The sling had kept it close, but it was all turned around already and I didn't exactly want to spend a minute untangling it.
Then I screamed as the velociraptor stepped on my leg, long talons digging onto my calf. It reached down, mouth opening wide, tongue shivering inside its gullet, teeth barred.
I fired three Shadow Bolts in quick succession into his face. They were just hard enough to make its head tilt to the side and to cause it to flinch.
That gave me the time to pull out my gun and fire six rounds into its chest.
The monster crumpled, and I winced as the falling body dug its talons in deeper, but my attention was snapping over to Fran.
She was bit. The velociraptor had her by the forearm and was shaking her like a dog with a toy, only Fran was able, barely, to keep her feet under her. Her sword was swinging up and down, sizzling as it dug inch-deep furrows into the monster's sides.
I kicked off the dead beast from off of me, then scrambled for my gun. Turning, I twisted the second tube into place, pumped a shell in, then fired.
The buckshot ripped the underbelly of the velociraptor apart like a waterballoon bursting.
It let go of Fran, and in that moment, after she regained her footing, she rushed in and delivered a heavy over-head swipe. The glowing blade chopped a foot into the monster's side, right at the shoulder joint and into its barrel.
It gurgled and fell, glowing blade melting through flesh on the way out.
"Are you, urgh. You okay?" I asked.
Fran winced, dismissing her spell to get a free hand. She pulled her poncho aside and inspected her arm.
There was some blood there. A lot of it, actually.
I rolled onto my feet, then gasped as it pulled at the muscles in my abdomen. Fuck, that was... not good.
I was covered in mud and my own blood and a lot of the monster's. Still, I tugged the front of my leotard up and inspected my stomach.
There was a pin-prick hole, maybe two inches to the left of my belly-button. It was oozing a fair bit of blood, but it wasn't spraying out or anything.
"Dammit," I muttered. "Fran, you okay?"
"I'm... I'm fine," she said. "You wouldn't happen to have bandages?"
"I do, actually." I pulled out my IFAK from a thigh pocket, then hobbled over. My leg was sore, and squished in a bad way. Not too much bleeding, though. The talon hadn't pierced through the tough denim-like fabric of my pants. It had still scratched, but when I pulled my pant leg up... yeah, okay, that would bruise, and there was some bleeding, but it wasn't that bad.
Fran fumbled with the first-aid kit one-handed, then I helped her, aware that I was on the dirtier side at the moment. Still, I got some bandages out, then directed her to a fallen log. "Can you reload one-handed?" I asked.
"I dropped my pistol," she admitted.
"That's fine," I replied, then handed her my revolver to hold for the moment, as well as a fistful of spare rounds.
It gave her something to do while I undid the brace on her arm. The bites weren't that bad. The velociraptor didn't have the jaw strength to punch through the polymer frame, though it was a bit mangled. The teeth had cut some furrows into Ojou's arm, though.
Spraying some disinfectant over the wound had Fran hissing in pain, but she didn't complain much, even as I wrapped a bandage around the cuts. "Alright... fuck, this hurts," I muttered.
I didn't have much for my own wound. I shoved gauze into the hole, then stuffed an adhesive bandage over the whole thing. With my leotard pressing down on it, it was... good enough for now.
"Okay," I said as I sat next to Fran. I started to reload. "Debrief? Ah, fuck, are there painkillers in that kit?"
Fran opened the pack up, then pulled out a small plastic-wrapped set of pills. "Looks like this is a painkiller?"
I took it, squinted at the instructions, it was just ibuprofen, so I figured I could take it. I bit the pack open and swallowed one of the pills dry. "You can have the other?"
"No thank you," Fran said. "This was... dangerous."
"Ambush predators gonna ambush," I said. "We moved too quickly. We should have stayed by the entrance, checked the space out, then moved in. Are you good to continue?"
She hesitated, then nodded. "I am. Sorry, to say that I'm not used to this kind of pain. And... I feel like maybe I need to question the utility of my training."
"Your training?" I asked.
"It's always focused on combat against people. Never... monsters. That now feels like it was a great oversight. None of the sword-forms I know account for dinosaurs."
"Yeah. They're kinda aggressive. Fast, too. But lighter than I expected? I dunno."
I stood up, wincing a bit as my muscles pulled. It wasn't all bad, though. Sooth Minor Pain was taking some of the edge off, and the drugs would kick in eventually. Fuck if it didn't hurt when I flexed my core, though.
"Alright, let's keep moving. Scouting is the name of the game, here."
The next section was up and around. There was a walking space around the pond, then some large steps that looked mostly natural carved into the stone, as if it had just fallen apart that way. We took those up and around a corner, moving far slower.
Around the bend, however, was a large clearing, one that didn't have so many hidden dinos. Instead, the damned things were frolicking around all over the place.
The 'room' was a wide, long space with a cliff at the far end that dropped down towards what looked like a distant jungle. Like... two hundred yards down distant. Obviously that was the edge of the portal. There was even a convenient fog covering everything below.
The centre of the clearing had a small rivulet running through it, but the greenery had been pushed back all around. Mostly by the monsters lingering in the space.
Some were laying on large, flat rocks, soaking in the sun while flies buzzed around them. Others were play fighting and tussling in the mud, while still others arranged large nests made of fallen branches and dried up bones into comfy places to relax in.
For some reason, it reminded me of finding a den of wild cats. Lions in the savannah? Or... some sort of jungle cat? Panthers lived in jungles, right?
I stayed low to the ground, using some scraggly bushes for cover. They hadn't noticed us yet. "I count... seven," I muttered.
"Likewise. There may be more in the bushes."
I nodded slowly, then gestured back. We returned around the bend, and when we continued to talk, it was in a low whisper. "We'll want to be ready, then. Seven is... more than we can handle in one go. At least from up close."
Her aim wasn't bad, for a civilian, but it wasn't up to even corpo standards. Her gun had a twenty-one round magazine, and I was pretty sure one hit wouldn't kill most of those.
I had my shotgun, with ten shells plus one in the chamber, and my revolver with six.
All told... more than seven shots, but that was if we were very lucky with both hitting and taking them out with ease.
"Do you think it's possible?" she asked.
"Sure," I said. "Just gonna need some doing. We'll have our guns ready. Take out those we can, then back up into here. This space should be just wide enough to fight side-by-side against them one or two at a time. I hope."
***
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"Okay... ready?" I asked.
"I am," Fran whispered back.
I glanced at her one final time, just to be doubly sure, but she was standing there, both hands on her handgun as if she was in line at a shooting range, and while I couldn't see her eyes well from the shade of her cap, her face seemed set and determined. Good enough, I figured.
I took a deep lungful of air, reached up, and lowered my mask.
"Hey!"
The shout carried, echoing off the stone walls and around the slight bend at the end of the passage.
I snapped my mask back into place, then shifted. I had reloaded all of my guns, my sword was planted tip-first in the ground next to me, and I had three spare shells between my fingers, for a quick reload.
We waited. The dinos didn't come hurtling around the corner. For a moment I was worried that we wouldn't see hide or... feather of any of them, but that moment passed as I heard stones shifting and water splashing. There was the strange sound of something large sniffing at the ground, then the first of the dinosaurs came around the corner.
As agreed, I'd take the first few shots. Fran wasn't as good of a markswoman, and her gun didn't have the penetrating or stopping power of either of mine.
I'd have passed her my revolver, but I was worried she might drop it, and it wasn't like we could practice to get her used to the recoil. The noise might attract the dinos early, and I hadn't brought boxes of ammo with me, just a few dozen loose rounds in a pouch.
Anyway, as the first velociraptor sniffed around and slowly raised its head like a deer looking up at the hunter, I placed the little bead at the end of my shotgun's barrel over its face in my one-eye-closed vision, then gently squeezed the trigger.
The gun barked, the monster's head exploded.
I pumped a fresh round into place, then slid one of the shells I was holding into the tube magazine, returning it to full. "More will be coming soon," I said while I worked my jaw.
How many times had I considered bringing ear protection, and why did I never actually do it?
Two more monsters popped into view. I aimed at the nearest, fired, then fired two more times. One of my shots had only grazed it, and the other two, while they hit, didn't have the killing power I needed to take it down.
I pumped two more shells into the next, then lowered my gun. "Take it out?" I asked. I started to reload the tube fully, pulling extra shells from a thigh pocket.
"Got it," Fran said. The monster was injured already, but it still took off running in our direction, bloodied mouth opening wide and tongue hissing with.
Fran took a shot, waited a half second, took another, then repeated that twice more. The monster crashed to the ground, just a couple of metres away, very dead.
She put another round into its head from up close anyway.
I finished reloading, put a shell directly into the chamber, then reshouldered my gun. "Three of seven, right?" I asked.
"Yes. Three of the seven we saw. There could be more," she said.
"Mhm," I agreed. I was still sighting down to the end of the passage, and I continued for a few more seconds, then a few more, then what had to be an entire minute.
No monsters.
I felt a bead of sweat slowly roll down the middle of my neck from my sweat-matted hair. The new hat was a little too warm. So was the poncho. All-black, thickly padded gear, was not suitable for the deep jungle. Figures.
"Where are they?" I asked. My arm was getting tired from holding the gun up for so long.
"Maybe they're wise?" Fran asked.
Shit... yeah, no one with proper thinking skills would run into a space where three others of their sort had died. The correct thing to do in this kind of situation would be to go around from another direction, or wait in ambush, and we'd already established that the velociraptors were very much ambush predators.
"Okay," I said after a while, my voice kept low. "We're going to have to push in."
"Are you certain?"
"Yeah, I think so," I replied. "They've got our number. There's four left, right? They'll maybe be waiting around the corner, or maybe they're real smart and they backed out of the area, but either way, they're not coming here. Too smart for that."
Fran worked her jaw, then nodded.
"So, we move in." She holstered her handgun, then flicked her hand to the side, summoning a lightsword. "I'll take point. Shoot past me."
"That's reckless," I said.
"I'm feeling a little reckless lately."
I watched her walk past me, eyes darting to her, then down, then back to the end of the area I could see from where I stood. Damn... that was a bit hot. Maybe I had a thing for confident women? Louise, Jane in her own way, Francisca... huh.
I should get a therapist.
As long as it wasn't a hot lesbian one. That might be problematic.
"Deadline?"
"Yup, I'm here, and ready," I said as I snapped back to the moment. Maybe I needed a small nap because my focus was wandering.
Fran carefully moved around, stepping to my left, then further around so that there was as much space between her and the open space where the dinos had been as possible. She was walking a little strange, low and a bit crab-like so that the point of her sword was always pointing towards the enemy.
Almost as soon as she could see into the cliff-sided plain, there was a burst of motion. Something big and greenish rushed out of the underbrush.
Fran's sword moved around fast, smacking something out of the air, and I heard her gasp. My attention was mostly on the target though. I lined up fast, and shot. Then I racked a round and shot again.
Fran leapt to the side, sword swooping into a side circle that cut a furrow into the neck of the monster falling next to her.
Then there were three more, and I was worried.
I fired over and over, until I had to switch tubes. I did, then continued to pump lead into the monsters but by then they'd reached Fran.
"Fuck!" I shouted as I dropped the gun, picked up my sword, and ran in.
I couldn't see her, one of the monsters had turned its back to me and was blocking her from sight, but I did see the light of her blade casting long, swinging shadows against the walls around us.
Darting in, I swiped at a passing tail, cutting into it. The monster it was attached to spun around lightning quick.
It reminded me a little of Mister Couchtop when he was after a feather-toy, only about two hundred pounds heavier and with much longer teeth and... actually, about the same appetite for my flesh.
I ducked as a tongue came spitting out, followed by a few flecks of foamy saliva, then I jabbed my sword forwards, point-first into the monster's gullet.
The blade-tip dug into its palate without piercing through, but it did cut a gash across its tongue.
The monster reeled back, and as it did so, I fired a Shadow Bolt from my hand. It flinched, closing its eye.
And that was enough for me to dart in and lunge at it again, this time holding onto the middle of my blade so that I was gripping it almost like a spear. I thrust the last foot or so of naked steel right into the monster's neck.
It leapt, clawing at the air, but missing me.
When I pulled the sword out, it was with a hard downwards swipe that opened a deep cut.
The monster went down, gasping on blood.
I looked up and discovered another on the ground, dead, and the last was hissing at Fran, its hackles raised, feathers vibrating. She was injured. I saw startlingly red blood and... cursing, I rushed to the monster's side.
It spun to face me, and that's when Fran charged forwards in a perfect rapier strike, free hand raising for balance and her entire body moving so that she'd have as much range as possible.
The top of her glowing sword stabbed into the monster's chest, right between two thick ribs.
It sizzled there for a moment, then the monster slowly collapsed. It was one of those that I'd hit, I noticed idly, its skin peppered with buckshot and dozens of small, bleeding holes. Not enough to kill it, though.
"Shit, are you okay?" I asked.
Why did that feel like I'd run a marathon? It couldn't have been more than a quarter mile's worth of running around, and I'd done more at the gym in an afternoon, and yet I was so much more tired than that.
"I... could use another bandage," Fran said. She dismissed her sword and gingerly touched her side.
"Damn," I muttered.
This was... proving to be difficult.
***
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"Okay, I think that's good," I said.
Fran nodded, then tugged her shirt down.
When I thought about moments where I'd be on my knees next to a woman with her shirt tugged up, my mind usually went on to fantasize moments that were a lot more interesting and hot than this.
At the moment, Fran was sitting on a log, my shotgun resting next to her, fully reloaded, and her handgun nearby as well. We had moved away from the corpses of the monsters to a spot a few yards away, mostly to avoid the stench.
I'd done what I could to help, but my skill as far as first aid stuff went was a little lacking.
I made a mental note to look into that. I was pretty sure Luna Corp had mandatory first-aid stuff. Actually, I wasn't pretty sure. I knew it because I'd done the training. But that was months ago, and I could definitely use a refresher.
"Try moving?" I asked.
She twisted her body to the left, then to the right. "It's a little tight, but nothing too bad. I've had bras that pinched more."
"Good," I said.
The wound was on her left side, about four inches to the left of her sternum. It hadn't pushed through her ribs. In fact, it hadn't broken any ribs either. What it had done was rip through her shirt and cut pretty deeply and messily into her skin.
The wound was gross, and one of the tongue's little porcupine needles had remained jammed in there, but at least it was clean now and covered up.
"Okay," I said as I smacked my knees and stood up. "So... we need to make a choice."
"A choice?" Fran asked.
"We either move on, or I call it quits and start over."
She stared for a moment. "What would you do, ordinarily?"
"Move on," I said instantly. "Neither of us are injured enough that we can't at least look into the next part of the dungeon. If the next room obviously needs us at our top, then I'd give up and start over. With what we've learned so far, we'll do much better next time."
"I see. But only you will take that knowledge back."
"Yup!" I said. "Shit's not fair, I know."
She nodded. "I know how life is. That's nothing new. Usually, I'll admit, the unfairness is to my advantage."
I supposed being the eldest daughter of a corporate overlord had its perks.
"So... you tired enough to call it quits?" I asked.
She grunted as she stood up. "No. I suppose this will do. I can live through the pain, especially knowing that it'll give an advantage to a future version of myself. My goodness... I haven't even begun to think through all of the implications of such an ability, and already I'm seeing how it would make me think differently."
"It's something," I said.
"It's dangerous," she replied. "But there's no lack of dangerous people around, is there?"
What was I supposed to say to that?
"We'll keep moving," I decided before scooping up my shotgun.
The cliff-side area was pretty large, and I really didn't feel like scouting it out. Still, it was probably worth doing, and I figured Fran could use a break. So I left her by the entrance to the next area (a cave mouth, that descended down and then seemed to rise up some ways in, so at least we weren't about to go cave diving) and then did a circuit of the place.
I found eggs. Big ol' dino eggs. They looked like they were about as large as an ostrich egg, maybe a bit bigger, and I had no idea what to do with them.
Still, there might be some worth in taking them along?
Someone in one of those fancy Semaphore-like restaurants would probably pay a grand to eat sunny-side-up velociraptor eggs.
...That someone might have been me. I'd pay that much, if I had money leaking out of my ears enough to afford that.
Other than that, however, there wasn't much of worth. Maybe some of the plants had medicinal value, and I knew that the dead dinos at least had meat that was worth harvesting. This was a D-rank dungeon, which made that D-rank meat, which was probably fillet-mignon prices for even the gristle.
Unfortunately, there weren't any chests with hidden loot or cool toys.
That was pretty normal. There was definitely a correlation between the level of civility found within a portal and the quality of the loot. Fully 'natural' ones like this didn't have convenient chests in them.
Too bad.
I joined Fran, made sure she was feeling alright, then we pushed into the cave.
It was, unsurprisingly, rather dark and gloomy, but it only lasted a while before we climbed out on the other side and found ourselves in a tight switch-back with crumbling rock walls and large scratchmarks on the muddy soil.
We slowed down, approaching the next area carefully, and that was the right move.
It was a boss room. Or something like that? Sub-boss, maybe?
The space was large and open, with a few stone pillars dotted throughout. The bushes and underbrush looked like it had been beaten back, all to make space for a small group of dinos.
Three normal-looking ones, and one that stood out as very abnormal.
They were a head taller than the others, with eyes that were so blue that they glowed. They were focused on a carcass at their feet, some sort of other dino? Whatever it was, they were chomping down on its insides.
The bigger velociraptor had a long row of spines that started at the nape of its neck and ran down its back all the way to its tail. The damned thing had a thagomizer!
"A caster?" Fran guessed in a low whisper.
"You think they're smart enough for that?" I muttered back.
She nodded. "They're hardly stupid, and innate magics are common enough. There's magic in the very air here. It wouldn't be impossible to learn some spells through trial and error alone. Even if they're too stupid to teach each other directly..."
"Yeah," I said to fill the silence.
Only four enemies. We could handle that much. But there was no easy space to use to our advantage here. No good cover. Just a lot of open ground and enemies that could run that distance in about ten seconds. Maybe that was even being generous. Call it five long seconds.
I could kill one, maybe two of them, in that time, sure. Maybe Fran could take out another.
That big one worried me.
I chewed on my lower lip. "Well... shit, nothing for it, huh?"
"Just like that?" Fran asked.
"Yeah." I unsheathed my sword and laid it on the ground by my feet. "I'll let you take the first shot."
I pulled out my revolver, then checked the position of my shotgun on its sling by my side. I'd want to be able to grab it quickly.
Fran nodded, squared her shoulders, then got into the proper shooting stance. She aimed in the general direction of the dinos. I couldn't pick out which she was aiming for. I aimed for the big one in the middle, though it was in a bit of a depression in the soil, and the others were covering it a little.
Fran's handgun barked. One of the velociraptors squawked and spun around. She fired again a half second later, after taking aim again.
Slow and steady, then.
I aimed myself, trying to focus past the thunder in my chest and the ache in my muscles. Feathers lined up in my sights, and I pulled the trigger. My gun roared, the recoil hitting my palm like a hammer blow.
One of the prehistoric birds went down.
Fran kept firing as they started to run our way. A second died...
And then they all glowed a pale blue as the largest one in the bunch screeched. The bird I'd thought was dead rose up, and I was certain I was seeing its flesh knitting back together.
"Fuck! Healer. Take it out!"
We both focused on the bigger dino. Fran hit it a few times, then I nailed it in the chest and its spell cut off abruptly and its steps faltered. Fran fired again, then again.
I whiffed my next shot, cursed, thumbed the hammer back, then hit with the penultimate.
The big dino went down.
I switched targets, fired, then dropped the gun. It was out.
The fight from there got a little hectic. The dinos had made it to our position, but their leader was dead and the rest weren't in perfect shape. They were in less-perfect shape as I started firing buckshot as if the shells were on sale.
Fran stepped up, lightsword appearing to slice a tongue out of mid-air, and that was all the stalling I needed to pump a few last shells into the final monster.
"Well... shit, that worked," I said.
"Yes, but now I'm out of ammunition," Fran replied.
"Oh..." I looked at my own guns, then touched my pocket. "Uh oh."
***
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I set the last shell down, then leaned back onto my heels. "Damn," I said.
We had the three guns we'd brought with us laid down on the ground with every shell and bullet ejected next to them.
Starting from the left, we had that little shotgun with four entire shells of buckshot. Next to that, my revolver. I had seven rounds for it. And finally Fran's little nine-mil. Three rounds. She'd switched magazines before hitting empty at some point, so there had been a few unfired bullets.
"It's not very much," Fran said.
"Yeah," I replied.
This was... fuck-all. The shotgun shells were probably enough to take out one, maybe two dinos. So that was something. The revolver rounds could pack one hell of a punch as well. The three nine mil... eh. Maybe that could soften an enemy up?
We had already scouted ahead.
The next area followed along the shore of a powerful river for a little ways, then moved left and up a hill. It was a strange spot. There was a thick forest, but also a cliffside that climbed up on one side and gave a nice view from above.
A sort of fork? I wasn't sure, and we hadn't gone in deep enough to see.
What we did know was that there were raptors in that forest. At least three that we'd seen, but it was like the perfect environment for an ambush. The kind of place I'd rather clear with a lot more ammo.
"This is on me," I said.
"Pardon?" Fran asked.
"The lack of ammo. I should have known better. I will, next time. But... yeah, this isn't enough. I think I was so busy trying to get you looking cool that I didn't consider what to bring beyond that. Next time, I'm bringing a backpack loaded with extra ammo. Maybe some grenades. Do you think Jane would have nades?"
"They're heavily controlled," Fran said. "Simple ammunition isn't that hard to procure. Anyone might have the need to defend themselves, but explosives are another matter entirely."
"Yeah, but... it's Jane?"
She frowned, but conceded the point.
"Anyway! We can either call it quits, or pick option B," I said.
"And that is?" Fran asked.
I glanced over to the riverside passage, then back to her. "Melee," I said.
Fran hesitated. "That's incredibly dangerous. I'm more confident in my skills now than earlier, but that comes with the caveat that I wasn't injured or tired earlier. The velociraptors are fast. I'd give myself even odds in a fight with any one of them, especially if I have access to a sword myself, either magical or not, but it's still a risk."
"Yeah," I agreed. "That's why it's option B. I'm pretty sure we can kill a few of them, at least, but we'll be overwhelmed if more than two or three of them show up at once."
For all that I was growing confident in myself, I knew firsthand that a lot of the shit the media said about D-rankers was propaganda. The movies liked to paint the average D-ranker as a massive step above the average man or woman. And in some cases that wasn't too far from the truth.
Some of the D-rankers I knew could probably solo this without a gun. Terry, maybe, Dharti definately. I could see Eldur pulling it off, and that cute gangster punk Becky would zap her way through these monsters with ease.
The thing is, we all used guns still. The average D-ranked human wasn't going to be as physically strong as the average D-ranked monster. The raptors were faster and more nimble and a lot more dangerous.
Guns and gear were the great equalizer.
And now we were basically without.
Fran stood, the motion so sudden it had me starting. She reached up, removed her hat, combs her fingers through her hair and fixed the bun she'd put most of her hair in, then she nodded. "Let's continue."
"Are you sure?"
"We need you to gather intel, don't we? Then let's move quickly. We can at least see how far it goes?"
I wouldn't mind that, yeah. I knelt down and reloaded everything I could. "We'll try to use as few rounds as possible. If we're lucky, we can make it to the boss and then go nuts."
With that, I handed over my shotgun to Fran. She could use it, and I'd stick to my revolver for now. I checked my sword real quick, looking along the blade for any nicks or signs of wear. There were a few... actually, I really ought to figure out sword maintenance at some point. A bit of oil or whatever, and some resharpening. It was keeping its edge for now, though, which is all that mattered.
We started along the river's edge, and if it wasn't for the knowledge that we'd soon be walking into the perfect space for an ambush, I might have found it nice and relaxing.
The rivers in Fortress ENE were trash-clogged and toxic, and generally smelled like piss. This one... well, I didn't remove my mask to sniff, but the water was clear and cold.
It made me a little thirsty, actually. Another thing to note. The next time I looped, I'd bring some water bottles along, maybe a snack or two? I was getting hungry.
Before we reached the jungle, I reapplied See Darkness and Soothe Minor Pain on both of us, just in case. The spells shouldn't have worn off so quickly, but they did tend to weaken over time.
Then we were off.
The jungle forked. One path leading above, the other following along through the trees. Above just looked way safer, mostly because there wasn't nearly as much foliage.
"Up?" I asked.
"Seems sensible," Fran replied.
We climbed, moving up a fairly steep slope and not being stealthy about it. Oh, we tried, but the rocks were loose and it wasn't long that there was a cascade of gravel falling behind us with every huffing step.
Once at the top, we followed along the ridge, only to quickly discover that it was a trap. It led nowhere. "Well, damn," I said, hands on my hips and sweat running down my back. These ponchos were not designed for this kind of humid and muggy environment, but they were all the protection I had against the sun and the rising swarm of mosquitos.
That was another thing on the list. Bug spray. Copious amounts of it, too.
"At least we can see where we're meant to go," Fran said. She pointed ahead. The path through the jungle pinched in, and led to a single wall with a narrow cave-like entrance on it. It was darker in there, but it looked like it opened up because there was some light deeper in.
It felt like a boss room entrance. I wasn't sure how I knew that, but it was what my gut was telling me.
Thank fuck for that. I was just about done with this whole portal.
"Around and back?" I asked.
With Fran's nod, we started to go around. At least going downhill was easier, though I did have to pause at the bottom to empty the gravel out of my boots. I think there might have been a way over from the top, dropping down the cliff and using a few handholds and ledges to avoid the first half of the jungle, but neither of us wanted to take that risk.
We were barely three steps into the jungle when the first attack happened.
Fran hissed, summoning her blade with a swipe to catch something moving fast to the side. I ducked away, then pointed the tip of my sword towards the nearest bush.
Half a tongue flopped to the ground, the middle sliced apart by Fran's swipe.
The monster came rushing out of the underbrush, only for a second to come out from our left. "Take him, I'll take the second," I said.
"Got it," Fran replied.
Fighting one of these wasn't simple. They didn't care about posturing much and didn't understand the danger posed by a sword, which meant that they were more than happy to leap right at me.
At least the orcs understood the implicit threat of a naked blade.
I grit my teeth and grabbed my own sword past the ricasso as I let the raptor plunge itself onto the end. It dug into its chest, but I had to duck down as it tried to bite my face.
I tried to wrestle with it, but soon gave up as it raised a leg and tried to gore me with its talon.
"Fucker," I muttered as I tugged my combat knife from its sheath and backed up.
My sword was still jammed in its chest, but it was sagging, the blade running brown with monster blood.
"Baster stole my sword," I complained. I turned to the side, glancing for Fran.
Fran was dead.
I stared, feeling my mouth go very dry. There was a third. It was chewing on her neck, and--
The monster ahead of me fell atop me, and I crashed to the ground. I saw its jaws rushing towards my face and--
I Reloaded.
I stood there, shocked. It felt like my blood was turning to ice inside my veins. It took a few long moments for me to calm down.
It was okay.
I was okay. Fran was okay. It hadn't happened.
Stepping back, I found a place to sit, then rubbed at my face.
I... needed to get better at this. What the hell was I doing? I... I could have done better, been better, but I wasn't.
Dammit.
***
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                Chapter One Hundred and Twelve - A Day Off
I took a day.
Just... kind of sat around, then when I started to feel this anxious ball in my gut, constricting and churning, I went out for a walk. I took Mister Couchtop with me, hugging him close. It was... not something I'd ever done before. He was a housecat, and I didn't want to get him used to being outdoors. Fortress ENE wasn't a good place for pets.
Still, I had to walk. Had to move. Had to get out of the house and stop brooding. And I couldn't do it alone.
The truth was that I had moved to Fortress ENE and had purposefully cut ties with a lot of people.
There were good reasons for it.
There were some real stupid reasons for it.
It was a bit of a mix, at the end of the day. One part of me knew that my family wasn't the healthiest. My aunt who lived in Fortress ENE... god, it had been a long time since I'd seen her, loops and all. Anyway, she was a bit of a mean woman, an overachiever, but she wasn't all bad.
The rest of my family... eh. There was this weird split. My mother's side had moved to the US from Europe not so long ago. They came here looking for the American dream or whatever. Settled in, got to work. They wanted a lot. My mom and her siblings were raised with that kind of work ethic.
Work hard, every day, all day, aim for the heavens. Nothing was more important than achieving greatness and passing it on.
My dad's side was a lot more laid back. Six generations living in the same small city along the east coast. The family was well off, but it was all generational wealth. A farmhouse here, a bit of land there, a hunting cabin and a chalet and a few places in the city. Like... things that had once not cost a massive amount, that one generation could buy and give to the next.
In terms of actual money, they weren't that well off, but they made due. It had been a big family, but the newer generations didn't have as many kids and so the wealth concentrated a bit.
My mom married my dad for that wealth and wasn't happy that he was okay with never being... big and important.
I think she poisoned my mind, a little. I grew up being told to be the best. To marry well, or whatever.
I had eyes on all the pretty girls at my school, not the sons of lawyers and doctors or whatever, and that created a rift.
Then I went all punk.
Real punk. Not... not the aesthetic I enjoyed now, but the actual rebellion against authority and all that shit. I drank, went to parties, skipped school, messed around. I never fucked around, but I put on airs, and that pissed off my dad and his side of the family.
Really, no winning there.
Eventually I wised up, a little. Not much, I don't think, but enough to get out of dodge and come here. To come and live in some shitty apartment, where I could make use of the convenient fact that I was a moderately fit E-ranker.
I hugged Mister Couchtop. He couldn't seem to decide between looking around and trying to free himself from my grip. "Mow!"
"Yeah," I said.
I was moping. Probably normal after seeing someone I cared--at least a little--about get her head ripped apart.
The raptor that got her had come in from the side. It gripped her around the neck and collar, and when she didn't stop it, the other had grabbed her arm and pulled.
The result was messy. Fran's head wasn't ripped off cleanly, but her neck was torn apart. Her eyes had been open.
I shuddered, and Mister Couchtop spun in my grip and looked up to me. "Meow?"
"Yeah," I said.
I licked my lips, then found a seat. I sat, immediately stood up, and continued to walk. I just... needed a bit of time.
I was not a smart woman. Damn, was I ever not a smart woman.
I could have done better. I should have pulled out as soon as I knew that it wasn't going to work. We had no ammo, she was injured, I was injured. Even now, I could feel the absence of pain in my gut.
Infinite tries and yet I was still impatient.
To some degree it made sense, right? I didn't want to spend ten years over the course of the next eight and a bit months. There was a real danger, I think, in becoming too casual with the looping. And I knew myself. Once the Breach was stopped, then it was very possible that I'd find some other crusade to work on, some other reason to fuck around and get stronger and do cool shit.
I... needed progress. Like, real progress, in time, in reality. It was probably stupid or something, but it was keeping me sane.
I just had to do better, right? Or... some other trip bullshit like that.
Damn, maybe I did need therapy. But how would that even work when I couldn't expect to be able to talk to the same person twice unless I purposefully messed with my own looping?
I'd come to Fortress ENE, abandoning a lot of friends--most of whom I could do without, I realized--and making few to replace them. A few of the E-rankers at Luna Corp had been acquaintances, but I never hung out much after work.
Now?
Surprisingly, I was better off now, and worse off, because the people I'd met weren't people that I could properly share things with.
The entire time, with Fran, I'd avoided small talk. What was the point when I'd remember half the conversation and she wouldn't?
I somehow ended up by the waterfront. It was a good, long walk from home. Sitting down on the side of a long concrete pier, I let Mister Couchtop go, and he immediately darted off. "Don't get killed," I muttered after him, but he didn't go too far.
I watched some ships pull into the bay, pushed along by little remote-operated tugs.
It was nice, just watching the world spin by. Eventually I decided that enough was enough. Mister Couchtop returned to sit on my lap, and I was idly rubbing a hand along his back. It was soothing. "At least I've got you, yeah?" I asked.
"Mrrr."
"Yeah," I said. "Yeah."
I Reloaded.
One of the first things I did was find a burner phone and punch in a familiar number. I... was going to bring Fran again. It wasn't fair to exclude her, and I needed the help. She'd been surprisingly competent in there too.
The line picked up, and a groggy-sounding Jane replied. "Who this?" she asked.
"Jane, it's... ah, Beanstalk." I was pretty sure she'd forgotten my actual name. "Hey, I need to put in an order for clothes. Just don't freak out about how specific it is."
"Alright?" she said, sounding a bit more awake. "What kind of order?"
"A big one. I need..." I paused for a moment, trying to recall everything, then I launched into it.
Jane made me stop three items in, then I could tell that she was cradling her phone against her shoulder because her voice came out a little muffled. "Go on."
I did, slowing down to the speed of Jane's scribble as she took notes. "And I think that's it for clothes," I said.
"Okay. So, how weird is it that you seem to know my inventory this well?"
"Very, but don't let it bother you," I said. "I need more stuff. Do you have grenades?"
"Christ, Beanstalk. Not over an unsecure line I don't."
That was a clear maybe.
"Fine. I'll need... a backpack as well. Something small for ammo. Actually, I'll need some ammo, and a decent gun. What would you suggest for something like jungle warfare?"
"Jungle? Like, concrete jungle?"
"No. More literal," I said.
Jane was quiet for a while. "I've got some little PDWs. Like a P69?"
"No, I need something with some real kick. I'll be fighting velociraptors. Magic velociraptors."
"Beanstalk, what the fuck?"
"Yeah, I know," I said.
"Fuckin'... I've got some older assault rifles sitting in the back. 7.62. Bit chunky, but it might do? I have some special ammo too, if you need to punch above even that."
"No, that'll do just fine with some normal rounds," I said. It would punch a lot harder than the pea-shooter rounds that Fran had, and a proper rifle would lend us a bit more accuracy.
It'd be clunky to carry around the city, but I didn't care overly much.
The next time Fran and I went into that portal, we'd be there to cull the local dino population in a big way.
***
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I arrived at Jane's shop to find a pile of familiar clothes on her front counter. She was dealing with a client though, so I moved around and looked things over.
Yeah, this was everything. The two ponchos, the shorts, the shirt, the hats. There was a nice all-black backpack as well. Nothing too special-looking, but that was probably for the best. The quality looked good, at least, and it wasn't too big of a bag. I wouldn't look too strange with that on over the poncho, though it'd certainly change the look a little.
Oh well. We'd live with it.
Jane finished up with her clients, then disappeared for a moment in the back. When she returned, it was with her arms full of weapons and ammo. "This is a weird one, Beanstalk," she said.
"I know," I replied.
"Any you care to explain?" she asked. I hesitated, and she noticed. "Fine. I've had a few moments like these before."
From the tone she used, I had the distinct impression that I wasn't going to get a friend discount on this one.
Hmm... maybe in the final loop I'd bring Fran back here again? They'd gotten along surprisingly well, and Jane hadn't charged me very much at all at the end. "Are those the guns?" I asked.
One was the same handgun that Fran had used. It had lacked punch, but honestly, it was small, compact, had worked for the most part, and had decent ammo. Plus, she knew how to use a small semi-auto gun like that, so there was not much unfamiliarity to deal with.
"Yup," Jane said.
The other two guns were new to me. I reached out and took one of them, then out of habit, I pulled back the charging handle and checked the safety. Empty, and on. The gun was a sleek blue-ish black, with some lighter grey parts and a nice, relatively short barrel with a slim angled foregrip.
"Grasshopper?" I asked as I read the name on the side.
"Not familiar with the brand?" she asked.
"Not really, no," I admitted.
"It's a weird one. They make two kinds of weapons. Extremely pricey marksmanship rifles. Like the kind of shit top-end corpo guards might use laying down atop a skyscraper to snipe some punk's face off from a few miles off. Or training guns."
I blinked, then looked the rifle over again. It had Trainer762 etched on the receiver. "This is a training rifle?" I asked.
"Yup! Semi-auto only. It's damned good stuff, though, and costs less than you might think. Production numbers are lower, and there's a long backlog to order through, but they never jack the prices up. Good second-hand too."
"Huh, alright," I said.
Jane patted the top of a small tin box with heavy clasp hinges on the sides. "Sixty round in this one. And six magazines. All M993. It's an older kinda round, but it'll fuck up most dinos, I think."
"I hope so," I said as I checked over one of the magazines. It looked pretty sturdy. Six twenty-rounders, plus sixty extra? Yeah, that would be plenty. "I'll take some buckshot as well, if you have any to spare."
No reason not to bring the shotgun along. It had served pretty well, especially when the raptors had been hiding behind some shrubbery. The buckshot lacked penetrating and killing power, but that wasn't all that mattered.
"You really gonna go off to fight dinos?" Jane asked.
"Yup," I said. "With a friend."
"She's the one the costume's for?" Jane asked. "Also, I have to point out how weird it is that you know what I have in here. I don't know what I have here."
"Don't think about it too much," I suggested. "And yeah. We need to keep her identity somewhat hidden. The costume will help with that. Plus it'll look good. I'll present you to her one of these days. You'll like her."
"Uh-huh?" she asked, her arms crossing.
"She has nice thighs?"
Jane blinked, then made a strange 'well, I suppose' sort of expression that dragged a chuckle out of me. "Right, well, once you paid up, we're square. But be careful out there, Beanstalk. Can't help but feel like you're running headlong towards some sorta trouble."
"Yeah, me too," I admitted.
I paid up, tucked everything into the backpack, then I was off.
There was a lot of time left until the portal opened. Still, I put in a call with Fran, convinced her that I needed help and that she should come, then I scouted for a place to meet.
I found a little coffee place just two blocks over. It was privately owned. Quiet. The kind of place that served cookies that had come out of a box, but the person manning the coffee machine knew what they were doing, and the wi-fi was pretty stable.
I had some cake and ice cream. Probably not the best meal before jumping into action, but fuck it. I wanted it, it looked good, it tasted great, and I'd only regret it for one loop. I did get a few looks, being in half my costume and carrying a bagful of guns did that, but no one seemed willing to bother me, and if they looked ready to, I'd make my eyes flash and that'd scare them off.
Fran arrived forty minutes before the portal was due to open. I stood up, greeted her warmly, then suggested she grab something light to eat before we headed up. Then I remember to buy water, which was important. I got two bottles and two cans of some sorta energy drink as well, and a few granola bars, just because.
I had to be careful, at this rate we'd be going in a little heavy, but in future loops, I'd be able to pare that down to just the essentials.
"You... want me to get changed, into that?" Fran asked.
"Yeah," I said. "Trust me?"
She stared, then took the clothes and slipped off to the washroom, returning ten minutes later walking with the confident strut of someone very much trying to project how comfortable they were while being anything but.
I didn't know her that well, but I could at least read that much from her body language.
"You look badass," I said as I slipped my hat on. "Come on. We're going to hit up a D-rank portal that'll be opening up in a few minutes. It'll be fun. Fun and safe. Very safe."
I think she doubted me. Maybe the reading thing went both ways.
In any case, she did follow me out and down the street, and we only stood in the food court for a few minutes before the air started to shift and even Fran, as an even newer D-ranker than me, felt the stirrings of magical energy in the air.
The portal ripped itself open, people panicked, and I gestured her ahead and into it.
The moment I was in, I grabbed my shotgun, dropped the bag, and started blasting. It wasn't long that the raptors in the starting room were dead. Then I turned towards Fran, who was lowering her hands from her ears.
"An explanation, please," she said, rather tersely.
Right... a lot of the camaraderie of the last loop was gone. Ah... well, shit.
"Okay. So, we're here. This portal is filled with evil velociraptors that want to eat your fa--who want to kill us. Our goal is to traverse to the boss room as quickly and efficiently as possible. I've got a very good idea of where a lot of them are, but they're ambush predators. Here, I brought some equipment for you."
Fran took the handgun and holster I passed her, then checked it over quickly before wearing the holster around her hip, then she took the rifle a little more awkwardly, but I was happy to see that she seemed to know how to handle it.
Still, I gave her a quick two-minute tutorial on how to aim and shoot, reload and eject a round if there was a misfire.
"If it comes to it, you can kill them in melee. They're not invincible. Just... it's better to kill them from afar, alright?"
"Okay," Fran replied. "Deadline, are you well?"
I paused, staring at her for a long moment. "No? But I will be. Especially once we're out of here. I think... I need a small vacation, maybe."
"I see?"
"Let's just get going? I'll warn you as best I can about anything that might be up ahead. I can't promise that it'll all be accurate, but it'll help, at least a bit."
She nodded, slowly, then shrugged in her poncho and shifted her grip on the rifle. "I suppose I'm ready, then."
"Yeah. Let's do this."
***
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We rushed through the opening areas of the portal. Not because of recklessness, but because we were armed enough that the challenge was negated a lot.
It was just one of those things. There was a reason why so many portal divers wore heavy plate armour or carried heavy assault rifles.
There was a good reason not to. Mostly because it was so damned expensive and made logistics complicated, but when facing a big threat, it paid to carry a big gun.
The first four areas passed easily. I remembered more or less how many raptors there were and where they hid. That meant it was easy to blast buckshot into the brush to scare out ambushers, and then switching to the rifle finished them off cleanly.
7.62x51 punched thumb-sized holes through-and-through any of the velociraptor's smaller limbs and I think punched right through most bones as well. Sometimes, for whatever reason, the bullet would go in smoothly and rip out a hole on the opposite end large enough to fit a tennis ball into.
The actual stopping power was a little lacking, but as long as something vaguely vital was hit, the raptors would go down like puppets with cut strings. None of that multiple-wounds and knockback that the shotgun had, just a quick, clean kill... if we hit the right spot.
Fortunately, the upper, more forward part of the chest was pretty much nothing but 'right spots.'
We took a break in the room with the sub-boss, sitting around the nest of sorts in the middle. "Urgh, it's not cold anymore," I complained as I took a sip from a freshly popped can of energy drink.
"A small price to pay," Fran said. She eyed her own can, turning it around slowly. "This is... trash. I can't believe people actually drink this."
"The nutritional information is never accurate on those. Assume it has way more sugar and way fewer vitamins," I said.
"There are no vitamins listed."
"Exactly," I replied, masking a grin by taking a sip. "Ah, there are granola bars too."
She nodded. "I wouldn't ordinarily be so hungry, or this thirst, but... yes, I feel like I could eat."
"That's normal," I said. I wanted to say more, but... this wasn't it.
Fuck, that wasn't a healthy way to think, but it was kind of what I was stuck with. This damned weekend just wouldn't end.
I think I was going to coast along for the rest of the week. "Alright," I said as I wiggled my toes in my boots. "How are you feeling?"
"I wasn't unwell," Fran said. "But I appreciate the sit-down. I think that some corporations that do portal extraction demand small breaks like these on occasion?"
"Yeah, once an hour for five minutes. The army actually does better when it's not an active-combat situation, but I guess they're not paid by the hour, ya know?"
"Sensible," Fran replied.
I really wasn't sure it was, but who was I to argue with the corpo princess?
I stretched a little, just to make sure I was all limber after sitting for a while, then I checked over our equipment. The rifle had fired a dozen shots already, and I wanted to see if there were any signs of wear, but it looked fine from visual inspection.
It only took a minute to reload the empty magazines we had, which left us with about a third of that extra box of ammo. Then the shotgun was reloaded too, and I checked the rest of my gear, just to be safe.
This wouldn't be as necessary in the last loop, I figured, but if we had a dud, I'd want to know about it now. "You had a round that didn't go off, right?" I asked.
Fran nodded. "I just pulled the charging handle, like you said."
"Which one was it?"
"Pardon?"
"Like, the fifth, sixth round?"
"Oh... I think it was the fifth?" she said.
I made a mental note of that. Next loop, I'd look at it. Maybe it was just poor timing or something, but it might have been a genuine dud round. That could happen, but it didn't need to if I could find the round and toss it.
With that all done, we continued.
There was that nice river, with the slight bend, then the area where... where Fran and I had failed last time. I swallowed, took a moment, then refocused. We wouldn't be failing this time.
"Let's see if we can't attract them out here," I said. "They're ambush predators some of the time, but they can be aggressive too."
"I'll stay here on overwatch, then," Fran said. She shouldered the rifle, aiming it down into the forest.
I nodded, moved closer to the jungle, then screamed. I didn't have anything smart to say, and I don't think the monsters would understand anyway, so the screams were just loud hollers that were swallowed up by the thick vegetation.
It took a minute, but a raptor poked its head out, growled, then launched itself out of the jungle towards me.
Fran shot it twice in the chest and it crashed to the ground, dead.
A second one popped its head out, but didn't move out, and when it looked ready to back off into the brush, I blasted it with my shotgun and heard a squeal of pain before the monster ran off. Judging by the red splatter of blood it left behind, I'd at least hit it.
"Think the rest will come out now?" I asked.
"Not if they're intelligent," Fran said. "We have a very obvious advantage on open terrain with longer sightlines."
"Yeah. They're too clever by half." I worked my jaw, then slowly walked along the length of the jungle's entrance, keeping a few yards away and keeping my shotgun aimed into the bushes, just in case.
There was a clear path through. It was one of those... deer trails, I think is what they were called? Space where animals crossed often enough that it left a mark. Fewer bushes, broken branches, ground that was stomped down and clawed into by a lot of talloned feet.
The trees and the long, deep shadows they cast somehow seemed very threatening to me at the moment.
"Should we go in?" Fran asked.
"I guess," I said. "Just getting bad vibes from this whole place. Maybe we can move along the side? It'll let us keep a wall to our back, at least."
That seemed sensible enough, I figured. Of course, there was no easy trail there, so we ended up hugging the side of the wall and walking through some annoyingly tough bushes. A few steps in, and Fran summoned a blade of light. It was shorter than her usual, more of a machete than a proper light-sword, but it worked.
She chopped through bushes and cut down a few vines, making short work of it.
In the meantime, I was scanning, searching the dark as best I could until-- "Wait," I said.
Fran waited, pausing with her sword raised. "See something?" she asked.
"Yeah. Don't move."
I brought my shotgun up, sighted down the length of the barrel, then fired.
The monster hiding in the bushes a few yards off jumped out, then ate a second facefull of buckshot.
Fran's sword lengthened a little, and when it came close, she swiped out with a quick thrust-jab that chopped into the monster's skull and shoved it down.
I swore as there was movement ahead. The raptors were circling around, using the trees as cover and blending in with the shadows. When I saw movement again I spun and fired, and I was pretty sure I nailed something in the flank, but I couldn't be sure.
They continued to move around, and I continued to take potshots. It had the added advantage of clearing out chunks of brush and blowing down branches.
Fran had her sword in one hand, and her handgun in the other. She was taking the occasional shot as well and her aim wasn't that bad. She was landing hits.
At some point, a hissing call went out, and all of the raptors seemed to decide that enough was enough.
I dropped my gun, grabbed my rifle, then fired as quickly as I could acquire a target. One went down, then a second stumbled onto the jungle floor, bleeding out, a third ate a round in the face, a fourth took two hits...
I ducked as a tongue lashed out towards my head. Damn, too close.
A few last shots, fired from the hip, then I dropped the rifle behind me as soon as it clicked empty and dodged to the other side to avoid being trampled as a velociraptor came charging at me.
Fran had moved as well, in the opposite direction.
I was hit, all of a sudden, with a wave of vertigo. No! She was...
But then the nearest monster was on me, and I scrambled to unsheathe my sword and make space to use it. I fired a quick Shadow Bolt into the thing's face, gasped as a claw almost swiped right through me, then I pinned the end of my sword into the raptor's sternum. It didn't penetrate deep, but it did give me some space and leverage to shove the monster back.
Its mouth opened wide, glistening teeth poised to bite. So I fed it a few quickly-fired Shadow Bolts, cycling my magic through my core as fast as I could.
The monster gagged, stumbled back, then went down as I punched the sharp end of my blade into its neck and opened up something important.
Heart thundering in my chest, I looked over to Fran and... and she was fine.
She was casually reloading her handgun, watching the raptor next to me slump down and die. "Well done," she said.
"Yeah," I replied. "Well done."
***

            

    
        Chapter One Hundred and Fifteen - Welcome to the Jungle

    
    
    
    
                Chapter One Hundred and Fifteen - Welcome to the Jungle
The damned jungle sucked.
If I went the rest of my life without seeing a tree, I'd be happy.
The damned raptors kept coming. Or, rather, there were just so many of them around that even after putting a few down, whenever we moved in deeper, another would pop out of ambush.
Fortunately, the big group we killed by the entrance to the jungle was the largest gathering of them. From then on, the only velociraptors we encountered were small pairs or alone, and it seemed like as long as we kept the wall to one side, they didn't have good spots to ambush us from.
Which is how Fran and I made it all the way to the entrance to the boss room.
It was, as I'd seen from the cliffs above, a gash cut into the side of the mountain. A deep cut that went in relatively deep, but there was light shining through from the hard end.
It was basically a tunnel, then, into another area. I suppose it might have just been a continuation of the portal, but my gut told me it was the boss arena.
"Reload," I suggested.
Fran pulled the magazine out of her gun, then handed it over while I gave her my own rifle so that at least one of us was armed and ready to fight. Then I opened my pack and pulled out the case of ammo.
It took a moment, crouched in the shadowy entrance of the tunnel, but soon enough I had three full magazines and one partway full one. "I'll keep this one," I muttered as I slid the near-empty into a pocket. We had used up just a bit too much ammo.
Oh well. Bullets were cheap. Now that I knew the best practices a little more, I could plan better for next time. Maybe Jane had something like hollowpoints? Maybe she had a flamethrower? That'd be a nice way to clear the jungle area.
Ah, but I was daydreaming. "Okay. Boss room. Do you know how to handle a portal boss?" I asked Fran.
"Only what I learned from osmosis," she replied.
"That's fair. The best way to handle them is overwhelming firepower." I handed her back her rifle. "Shoot, then keep shooting. We're not here to pick up any materials, so plug the boss full of holes."
Fran stared at me for a moment. "That seems economical. I've heard plenty of stories about long, drawn-out battles with portal world bosses."
"Yeah, because no one wants to talk about the boss that went down to one bullet to the forehead. It's boring. Besides, rankers, combat rankers at least, make their living fighting in places like these. If the penny pinchers knew how easy some bosses were to take out, they'd pinch even harder. It's a good thing that we can take out bosses with ease. The other option is that they're a pain in the ass to fight."
Fran nodded along at that. It made some sense, right? Bosses were only easy because we had gear and technological superiority on our side. A team of E-rankers or even normal soldiers could have gotten to where Fran and I were now with just some coordination and the right training.
We just had it slightly easier.
But then there were bosses and portals where guns simply wouldn't cut it. In those, we'd need more than just guns.
"Need anything before we head in?" I asked.
"Water?"
That was fair. I slung my bag around and pulled out a bottle that I handed over to Fran. She cracked it open and drank half, then closed it and handed it back. I opened it too, then downed the rest, only to notice Fran staring at me. "What?" I asked.
"Nothing," she replied, eyes darting away.
"Wait... because we shared a bottle?" I asked.
"It's... nothing," she repeated.
Wow, that was a weird hangup. I'd put my lips on far more sensitive things than a bottle she'd drunk out of, but maybe she just had a weird outlook on things? Whatever, it was fine. "Let's keep going," I said before tossing the bottle aside.
"You're just going to litter?" she asked.
"I mean, yeah," I said. "We left a scattering of shell casing all over the place, what's one more piece of trash left behind?"
Fran pursed her lips, but didn't say anything as she followed me into the boss arena.
As I'd kind of guessed earlier, it was a large, open space, with stone walls all around. A sort of bowl in the centre of a mountainous range with the only entrance or exit being the tunnel we'd just walked through.
In the centre of that space, standing up from where they had been resting on a pile of boney carcases, was the boss.
Like the magic-using raptor from an earlier room, they were bigger than average. The boss had stripes of a deep green rushing across their skin, and their feathery ruff was far larger and more colourful, with purples and pale blues mixed in.
They stared at us, then opened their mouth, and I felt myself tensing up as electrical sparks and motes of pure blackness gathered in their open maw.
"Jump!" I shouted before I dove aside.
A beam of actinic energy shot past, followed by jagged cuts of a black so pure they seemed almost unreal.
I landed poorly, rolled around, almost got tangled in my poncho, then managed to get onto my feet and raise my rifle.
Fran, who had jumped the other way, did the same, but with far more grace. She raised her own, and in the same moment, we started to fire.
The boss screeched, then started to shift from side to side, each shot shoving it in a new direction.
Eventually I clicked empty, then reloaded as quickly as I could, but it was already done.
The boss stumbled to the side, then crashed to the ground with a hard thump that shook the earth a little. They had to have some twenty-odd holes punched into their chest, upper legs and face. Sure, the 7.62 rounds tended to overpen, but if you turned something into a sieve that didn't matter so much.
"That was it?" Fran asked.
"Yeah," I said as I looked around, just to be sure, but I didn't feel anything, and didn't see anything amiss either. There was a shift in the ambient magic in the air, then the exit portal ripped itself open. "Ah, there you go."
"There's a chest," Fran said, pointing.
I turned, then grinned. There was, indeed, a chest. "Neat!"
Stomping over to it, I stood before the box and looked it over. It was definitely a chest, though it was also... well, made of stone, with a crude wooden top. It looked like it was carved out of a single large piece of rock by a thousand chisel strikes, and the cap was wooden, but it looked more like a rough plank shoved on top.
I kicked the top off, then looked at the goodies within.
There were three items.
The first was a few long strips of meat, dried and... smoked, maybe? They were sitting on some leaves, and the faint scent of them made my stomach gurgle. The meat was very magical. D-rank magical meat? Heck yeah.
Next to that was a long mantle. I scooped it out and held it up above me. No, not a mantle, a cloak. It was long and a dull brown, except for the fringe which was made of a panoply of colourful feathers, just like the feathers around the boss' scruff.
I could tell, at a touch, that it was a magical item of some sort. "Enchanted," I said as I passed it on to Fran.
She looked it over. "The cloak is crude, but the feathers are beautiful. The materials alone might be worth something, more if they're well enchanted."
"We'll have to bring it to an appraiser," I said. "I can handle it, if you want. Though I might leave the sale of it up to you?"
Finally, there was a little statue that looked to be carved out of some softer, smoother stone. It was shaped like one of the raptors. When I turned it around, I discovered a hole in the tail. A whistle? I... didn't blow on it, because it might be very studpid to use a magical item with a trigger without knowing what it did first.
"Let's store all of this and head out?" Fran asked.
"Yeah. Clean up a little first? Or as best we can?"
We'd come out of this a little muddy and sweaty looking. There was nothing for it. Trekking through a jungle without getting messy would be hard. I was sure I could do a decent job of it, but... it wouldn't be easy.
Still, I was happy. We'd done it!
The next loop would maybe be the last? I could try a dozen more, perfect it all, but at this point, I really just wanted this weekend to be done.
Fran and I packed things away, then cleaned up as best we could using the spare water bottle I had, and then we stepped through the portal.
We were greeted by a team of vaguely familiar people, all of them seeming to be very unimpressed by us. I could tell, immediately, that some of them were C-rankers, the rest D. Dammit. The team that had come here to clear the portal, then?
Behind them was a crowd. It seemed like they hadn't had as easy a time moving people back as the first time.
Great. Now I had to see if I couldn't fumble my way through this.
***
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Sundays were weird. They were either an absolute drag that just went on forever, or they were too damned exciting for her tastes.
That was mostly up to her clientele, of course. She couldn't settle for a little boutique two blocks off of the main fashion district of Fortress ENE, selling her clothes at the kind of price that would make a normal person wince and which would barely cover rent.
That kind of dream was for stupider, more naive fashionistas and designers.
Jane wasn't that. She'd like to think that she was far from stupid (depending on the time and circumstance) and she sure as she wasn't naive.
So she ran Full-Auto Stranger-Danger out of an old warehouse behind a cheap fast food joint and sold guns, ammo, and fashion.
It paid the bills.
It attracted a particular sort of client as well.
Strangely enough, there was an overlap in the venn diagram between people who needed a gun and didn't want questions asked, and people who cared about how they looked. She happened to like those clients the best, which is why she perked up when her favourite beanstalk entered her shop just as she was giving one of her regulars an earful for being a dumbass.
She might've put on a bit more of a show, for the lady.
Once her clients skittered out of the shop, tails between their legs, she grinned, wide and toothy and real, and turned her attention onto Beanstalk the way one of those fancy corpo laser implements might turn its beams onto a homeless person. "Hey baby," she said. "Come here for my company or my... expertease?"
Beanstalk's face--crap, she had to learn the woman's name. It was the least she could do if she intended to strap her to her bed and fuck her silly--contorted in disgust for a moment. "And I thought you were above puns," she said.
Jane laughed. "I'm above anything if the price is right," she said.
Beanstalk shook her head, and Jane took a moment to eye her up and down... for fashion, that was. Beanstalk had a nice figure on her. Taller than average, though not super tall. She was what, five ten? Nearly six feet, but not there yet. If Beanstalk was a man, her dating profile would say six feet.
She was on the thinner side, like a 2000s anorexic goth girl brought into the current, with artfully messy shorter hair and piercing eyes and nice tits.
It was a good combination. Jane could work with that. The ass was flat though, which was a crying shame.
"You're eyeing me strangely," Beanstalk said.
"I'm objectifying you with my gaze," Jane said. "Can you feel it?"
Beanstalk laughed, shaking her head. "Never change, Jane," she said.
"I don't plan on it," she replied before leaning on her counter. She did it in a way that would show off some of her best assets, and only smile wider as she noticed Beanstalk's eyes lingering. "So, came here to gaze upon my fertile form?"
"No," Beanstalk said. "This is probably my last run at something. Uh... nevermind that. Look, I've got a list of gear I need, and someone that'll be coming here that needs a costume."
"A costume?" Jane asked.
She pushed the horny away, locked it up, then focused back on work. Unfortunately, the box she put the horny in had holes and it'd leak right out, but it was the best she could do.
Beanstalk nodded, then stretched a little, rocking up onto her toes. She didn't even seem to notice what she was doing, or the way it made her shirt lift to expose a slip of tummy. The harlot. "Mmm, yeah. Look, it's kind of complicated, and I need you to promise me that you won't go blabbing about her or... like, feel her up or anything?"
"I can't promise that, but I can do my best," Jane said. "You've got me curious, Beanstalk, what's this about?"
"Right. So, long story short, there's a portal that'll pop into existence in town. Don't ask me how I know. I want to nab it, but doing it solo is risky. It's a D-ranker, and while I'm pretty good, I'm not that good yet."
"Alright, and you want to grab it as Dea--as your super cool alter-ego?" Jane asked.
A big part of her felt that what Beanstalk was doing was kind of silly. Heroes didn't exist. If they did, a lot more CEOs would trip out of their penthouse windows and maybe the world would be a better place.
Another, bigger part of Jane, loved it.
It meant costuming. Practical costuming, and she was the one in charge of it. Plus, Beanstalk was hot and a fantastic canvas for her to try new things on.
"Pretty much. My friend needs something similar to what I have. Ideally something that establishes a group identity of sorts?" Beanstalk said. "I was thinking matching hats."
Oh, oh yes. "This is gonna be kind of expensive, you know. And you're only giving me a few hours to do this?"
Beanstalk nodded. "Don't worry too much about price. Within reason. Ah, and I need some guns. A couple of good rifles. Semi-auto, decently large calibre, and ammo for the guns I normally carry."
"Mhm, yeah, sure," Jane said. She didn't care about the guns, she cared about the fashion part. "So, where's this friend of yours? I need to know what I'm working with, here."
The 'friend' arrived a minute later, and Jane found herself salivating.
She didn't recognize the woman, but like... there was this expression about how money talked and wealth whispered? And the woman that showed up was whispering sweet nothings into Jane's ears like top-quality ASMR.
Tall, though a bit shorter than Beanstalk, pretty rounded features, lots of curves, ample... everything, and long blonde hair that Jane would literally kill to have.
Like damn, that hair was fantastic, and it was very well maintained.
The woman, Fran according to Beanstalk, was well dressed too. It was off the rack clothing, but the rack it came from was the sort only found in boutiques that selected their customers. Her shoes were custom fitted AntithesisSkin specials, and her blouse was a Brocc&Bunch. She was pretty sure that the skirt Fran here was wearing was from a designer called Ivil Antagonista from Spain as well, but it could have been an expensive copycat.
The clothes was one thing, the cyberware another. Those pretty eyes were Orchid Lux, worth more than what Jane brought home in six months.
This lady was loaded.
And somehow Beanstalk had banged.
Oh, no one was spilling anything, but Jane knew. When Beanstalk wasn't looking, there was a conflicted, almost shy expression on Fran's face, and the way she shifted her hips, girl was still sore.
Jane wanted to whistle and hive-five, but she was a professional.
"Alright, let's see what we're working with, yeah?"
Fran was a gem. "So," Jane said the moment she and Fran were alone in a little changing room to one side, basically just a stand-up shower curtain she'd bought online this week. If she was gonna have cuties changing in her shop, she might as well prep for it a little. "You and Beanstalk?"
Fran stiffened slightly, but she was too much of a lady to blush. "I wouldn't know what you're talking about," she said. "And... Beanstalk? What kind of name is that?"
"Well, she's a little on the tall side, if you hadn't noticed," Jane said with her favourite panty-wetting shit-eating grin. That same grin had unlocked a few doors for her already. "But it's mostly a joke. She's a little too curvy for a beanstalk, but the name's stuck."
"Have you known her for long?" Fran asked.
"I'm her number one supplier of toys," Jane replied. She wiggled her eyebrows. "Ah, but I mostly just gear her up. I've only been working with her for a couple of weeks, but they've been memorable."
"I see," Fran said. "She seems to trust you a lot."
Well, if that didn't warm Jane's little heart up, nothing would. "Aww, she said that?"
"Implied it, mostly," Fran said.
"Well, shucks. Maybe I ought to give her a discount one of these days." A little one.
She had Fran try on a few things, but it was clear that if Jane wanted to have her newest customers looking like badasses, she'd need to step up her game and buy some new stuff. For now, though, she had a look in mind.
Fran was a surprisingly good listener, and had a good head for fashion on her shoulder. "Ah, I see. You're using the poncho to break the line of our form?"
"Mhm!" Jane replied. "But see, it's also more of a cape in some ways? So it masks without masking too much. Like... c'mon girl, you have assets that ought not be hidden. But if we don't have a choice about it, we can at least hint, yeah? Trust me, people go gaga for the mysterious look."
For the hair, the simplest solution was a larger hat, something Fran could bundle her locks into. She tied them into a few buns, then tucked that under a few caps. Jane ended up settling on this old navy officer's hat that she'd dyed a darker colour one day and slapped a little tin pin on the front. It was a skull, but like... that was cool as fuck, no?
"That looks good," Beanstalk said as she stood there and took Fran in.
"You don't look surprised," Jane said. She was pretty proud of herself. The outfit came together well. Maybe the knee and elbow pads could use some improvement, but that was something for later. She could only do miracles.
Beanstalk nodded. "It'll do. How do you feel about it, Fran? Can you move around well? It's not limiting your motions?"
They chatted for a bit, Beanstalk grabbed some guns, seeming to know what she was looking for, then she paid Jane out, but not before Jane got a question in. "Where is this portal, anyway?"
"Why do you need to know?" Beanstalk asked, but the teasing tone made it a bit less of a mean retort than it could have been.
"Hey, gotta look up the feeds, see what people think of my designs, you know?" Jane asked. "Critisicm is important for an artist to improve."
"Sure, sure," Beanstalk said. "By one of the food courts, you know..." she gave Jane a vague description of the location, and that was enough for Jane to know where she meant.
A few minutes later, both of them were off, and Jane found herself staring after them.
Beanstalk was... strange. She was definitely up to something, but like... it didn't seem all bad? Jane was willing to work with her some more, at least.
But that didn't mean she wasn't curious. And she did know where they were headed to.
What was the point of being her own boss if she couldn't call a day off once in a while?
***
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She showed up in the food court an hour later and immediately assumed that Beanstalk had been fucking with her.
The food court was semi-busy. Half the tables were taken up, and there were lines at all of the fast food places along the sides. The space smelled like fries and sweat and that weird rubbery stink that came from subways. She wasn't sure if she even wanted to stay.
Then again, it had been a bit of a walk. "Dammit," she muttered as she moved to one side. Beanstalk had lied. There were no portals here.
She wasn't even sure if she could blame the woman. There was something to say about playing things safe and keeping cards close.
Jane worked her jaw for a moment, then sighed and took off to one side. There was a little shop that sold ice cream and she could use a milkshake or something. It probably wasn't healthy, but nor was she. Half of her diet came out of a microwave and the other half was delivery.
She waited in line five minutes, then five more for the machines and the teens behind the counter to wrestle her order together, then once she had her five-out-of-ten drink in hand, she slumped over to one of the tables that were free in a corner and sat.
At least this was a good spot for people watching.
There was this common thread in the fashion scene, a sort of repeating thing that happened over and over again. Some new designer would get the cultural zeitgeist, then they'd iterate and refine it and turn it into something marketable.
Then the rich sort that lived in the city centre would buy it up for an insane markup.
Of course, that same designer almost always pigeonholed themselves as the person who did that one style, and they'd slowly fade into obscurity.
Jane sucked at her drink and stared at the crowds. There were a few generational trends. Teens didn't wear the same stuff as young adults, and kids wore whatever their parents gave them to wear.
The teens sitting a few tables down were in cut-off corpo wear. Basically jumpsuits and clothes with company logos, only they wore them with the sleeves cut off. One boy was wearing what was probably an employee of Brightbarrow Interlink's shirt cut at the middle to expose his abs and the cyberware running up his spine.
Further out a couple in their early twenties were wearing browns and greens. The neo-nature style had fallen out of fashion last year, but just because it had didn't mean that people didn't still wear it. Not everyone could keep up with the latest trends and people stuck to what they were comfortable with.
She glanced over where a group of thirty-somethings were mixing with some teens. A gang, probably, but small-fry. They were wearing armoured face masks, the same kind of oval thing that riot police wore all the time, only painted over with neons and bright colours. The same colours covered their jumpsuits and thickly padded coats. A few of them had vests on, bulletproof and military-surplus, but covered in bright ribbons and streaks of paint.
That was an interesting look, she supposed. The gang was carving out a visual identity for themselves, which was important if they wanted to get anywhere.
A man sat next to her, looking exhausted. He had a heavy-duty coat on, all plastics screens that had flashing, rolling ads on it, probably workwear for whichever corp held his leash, the poor fuck.
Jane was just considering getting up and tossing the second half of her drink when she noticed movement.
Coming in from the stairs not too far from her, with their backs in her direction, were two figures.
Beanstalk and Fran, only... not quite. Not when they were dressed that way.
What did Beanstalk say her 'heroic' identity was again? Deadline? Yeah, she looked the part of someone with that kind of name.
They moved into the food court like sharks swimming into a bay filled with scared little fish. People stepped out of their way, unconsciously or not, because both of them were moving with the kind of easy grace that suggested that they wouldn't stop for anyone.
They were in the gear that Jane had picked out for them. Immediately, she could see where she had erred, but also what worked.
The long poncho-like tops were acting like capes, billowing out in the shifting air of the food court, making both women seem larger, more imposing. In the neon-whites of the court, with light that usually made everything seem washed out, the deep black of their coats sucked in the light and drew the eye.
Jane glanced over to catch people's reactions. The gang at the far end had a few people looking over, the teens shifted a bit.
Nothing too egregious. That whole mental image of everyone falling over themselves when someone cool entered a room was fantasy bullshit. Still, there was some faint truth to it.
People noticed the guns, the sword on Beanstalk's hip. People with guns out here was normal as surcharges but swords? That was a little weird.
The two moved over to one side of the court and... stood there.
Jane took a little sip of her milkshake. What were they up to? Other than aura farming, of course, which was entirely valid.
Beanstalk reached up and tugged her hat lower. It cast a deeper shadow over her eyes.
Yeah, the villain hats were a good move. Very pretentious, especially with the masks and cloaks, but pretentious wasn't bad.
She could definitely amp up the sexy, tho. Fran's legs were very nice, and those shorts were doing things, but the kneepads... eh. Maybe full-length combat boots that climbed up to her knees instead?
That didn't exist, but it could.
And Beanstalk was hot already, but her pants rode too high. There had to be a way to make her cargo pants sit a little lower, exposing more of her delicious hips.
Jane took another sip, then choked on her drink as the air suddenly filled with a weird tinglyness. People spoke up, some went quiet, she noticed a few reaching for guns or phones.
And then a portal ripped itself into being at the far end of the food court, just a few yards from Beanstalk and Fran.
"Oh, shit," she muttered.
Well, that was something.
There was instant panic, some people running out, but most of them just kind of... stood around and stared, on high alert, but not doing anything just yet.
Beanstalk set her pack down, knelt, then tossed a rifle up to Fran who casually checked it over and inserted a magazine.
Oh no, that gun broke up the lines of her costume in a bad way. She either needed something much smaller or much bigger.
Jane shook her head. Not the time for fashion... wow, she never expected to think that.
The girls stood, then casual as anything, they stepped into the portal.
Jane wasn't the only one who was impressed. A few of the teens nearby were whispering, excited. She overheard one suggest that the girls were from Midnight Tea Garden, but that was stupid. MTG went all in on the pastelpunk anti-goth lolita fashion, not post-fascist punk dark reclamation like how Beanstalk and Fran were dressed. Morons. Those kids probably thought that chartreuse was a fruit.
She watched the portal for a while, but then the time came where the police and such showed up. Somehow, they decided to set their barricades down inside the court, so other than shoving people back into the corners where she was already, not much happened.
People with nothing better to do gathered around. She imagined that some of them just wanted to see what was going on, while others were taking the opportunity to bask in low-level magical energy for free.
That... wasn't all bad. She'd never gone out of her way to get magical shit, but turning into an E-ranker wouldn't hurt. She just never had the time or cash to invest in that kind of thing.
Then NetherGain showed up.
Six of them, with more support staff in the back. Jane had no idea what their ranks were or whatever, but even she, a normie, could tell that there was magic in the air when they came down.
C-rankers or something? They had nice gear. She knew gear, selling and maintaining it was her entire business, and NetherGain was at the top of the food chain in many respects. The stuff they had was top-of-the-line. The armour was all ceramics and titanium, the kind of stuff that was made-to-order for each individual member. Their guns were good. Not necessarily all the best brands, but the best models from respected brands that had stood the test of time.
So, not just expensive gear, but good gear. They probably had a quartermaster who knew their shit. Two of them had what looked like thin gambesons made of this off-grey material. She vaguely recognized it as spider silk, probably from this one repeating portal in Fortress SW. That shit was a thousand dollars a yard.
The six of them milled around, talked to the cops a little, then regrouped not too far from the portal itself. Jane tried to listen in on them, but all she caught was one of them mentioning 'getting the peasants out of here' with a rude gesture in the direction of the crowd she was part of.
That kinda pissed her off, but she could get it. Normal folk were way below them, and they had a job to do.
A few more NetherGain employees came down, and the cops helped too. Mostly what ended up happening was that everyone was shoved back about a yard, then people got too compressed and the push kind of just stopped.
The NetherGain team didn't seem entirely ready to just jump in. They had technicians come in, take measurements, and then they sent in a drone which came back a few minutes later.
All normal shit, she assumed. Jumping into an unknown, non-repeating portal without any intel was dangerous. It was how people died.
They didn't seem happy with their results, though.
Jane was just starting to get tired of standing on her feet. She'd ordered a second milkshake from the same place--which she knew she shouldn't have, she had to lose weight already, sitting down at work all day wasn't doing her any favours--and was about halfway through it already when finally, something happened.
The first signs were some murmurs in the crowd. There was one dude who was probably just an E-ranker in a group of gangsters. He had a keener sense for the magic in the air and was narrating some things that NetherGain had been up to. He was the first to speak up. "Portal's shifting."
"What's that mean?" someone asked.
"Either a breach or the boss is dead," the gangster said. He looked supremely unconcerned about either option.
The portal wiggled and then, stepping out of it, came the girls.
They looked fresh, walking out of the portal with casual disregard. Fran was a step behind Beanstalk, and she stepped out with just the faintest hitch. Both of them were carrying rifles slung low and there was some mud on their shoes, but otherwise, they looked fine.
"What's all this?" Beanstalk asked as she came to a slow stop before the NetherGain team.
The group bunched up a little, then one of them stepped up. "Can you identify--"
He paused as the portal twitched, then winked out of existence.
Jane felt it, a slight change in the air, like leaving a space with different pressure, or riding one of those faster elevators up a dozen floors.
"You closed the portal," one of the NetherGain guys said, not the one who'd stepped up, but one of those a bit behind.
"We did," Beanstalk replied. "Are we going to have problems?"
"We just need your credentials," one of them said.
"What you need is to get out of our way," Beanstalk replied. "We saw a portal, we tackled it, it's done."
The same NetherGain guy who'd spoken up walked forwards, arms crossed. He looked like the kind of bootlicker who wanted a fight. "You're both only D-rank. How did you end a portal so quickly?"
"Preparation," Beanstalk said.
"And what makes you so confident now, huh?" he asked. "You stole that portal from right under us."
"It wasn't theft. And this isn't a negotiation. Let us by or we'll make our own way through."
The man snorted. "You're 'prepared' for that, huh?"
Beanstalk tilted her head back a little, the shadows moving away from her eyes. "Adam Carter, Alicia Rodriguez, Benjamin Hayes, Brianna Sullivan and Caleb Johnson," Beanstalk said. "D-rank water, water, earth and ice, then C-rank fire and water respectively. We are prepared."
There was an electric thrill in the air that had Jane sucking on the straw of her milkshake like she was watching the finale of a particularly good soap opera. Shit, was this gonna turn to blows?
The first NetherGain guy to speak raised a hand, stalling things. "We'll let you pass," he said. "You're right, we can't ask anything of you. But... reports say that you were here before the portal even opened. How did you know?"
Beanstalk hesitated for a while, then shrugged one shoulder. "A wizard told me."
Somehow, that didn't sound as stupid as it should have coming from her.
The NetherGain guys backed off, one of them even seemed to know what that meant, whispering something to the others while the girls walked out of the food court uncontested, ponchos flapping like capes, no one standing in their path. Massive boss bitch energy.
And then there was a long, awkward moment before the crowd started to disperse. She did hear some of the teens saying that they were gonna post it all online.
She reached the end of her drink, then cursed.
Damn... she was thirsty.
***
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"That went well," I said.
"Went well? For a moment I was more stressed than I was at my first sit-down meeting," Fran said.
I laughed, even if I wasn't entirely sure what that meant. The amount of stress I'd just shrugged off was making me kind of giddy.
Fran and I had left the food court, crossed the street, then wandered through a few alleys until we made a stop at a little mom and pop corner store. We left out the back, then used the dead-end alley there to change real quick before entering another store from their backdoor and exiting on an entirely different street, dressed entirely differently.
Now we were sitting at a nice little coffee shop. Nothing really upscale, but it was on a street mostly filled with office buildings, so it wasn't super cheap either. We were waiting for Fran's ride to come pick her up, and then I'd probably call a cab to bring me back to where my bike was parked.
I couldn't wait to get home and just... slump into bed.
Though I was also feeling very hyper at the moment. Closing that portal had unleashed a lot of magical energy, and split between just the two of us, that added up to a lot. I could tell that it was even more juice than that orc portal. Not so much because the raptor one had been harder or bigger, but just because we were splitting it only two ways.
Damn, I really needed to get my hands on a magical energy reading device. I was sure that I'd gained a good number of... whatever the points meant.
"What are your plans now?" Fran asked.
"Well... hmm," I said as I considered. "A few days of relaxation couldn't hurt. A bit of normalcy."
"You don't strike me as someone who just relaxes," Fran said. "We had a nice meeting on Friday, then you... stayed the night."
The little bit of colour on Fran's cheeks made me grin. Was she still sore, or had the magic cured that up? I was kinda hoping that she was. "That was a nice evening, yes," I said. "Very... productive."
"Oh, stop," Fran said, but there was no heat to it. "Are you like this with every woman you meet?"
"Only the beautiful ones?" I tried.
Fran sniffed. "Flatterer."
"I try," I replied. "But yeah, Saturday was a busy day. That portal in Podunky was a bit of a challenge."
"Yes, that one. I still have the footage from it. I've sent copies to some of Redline's... dirty tricks division, and I shorted Synthcorp with my own assets. I haven't looked to see the results of that, yet."
"Mhm. That's good. I'll be honest, I don't know how the stock market works, and I'm afraid that I'd mess it all up if I poked at it. Having you gain something from the entire excursions is more than good enough." I wasn't so sure I was happy with Redline gaining something out of it, but it was a little too late to do anything about that.
"I'll make sure you're properly compensated," Fran said.
I nodded along, some of my attention going out of the window. The day was winding down. Offices were closing up and there was this mood across the city, like the weekend was over. One last hoorah, I supposed.
"Any plans I should know of?" Fran asked. "If we're going to be partners in this business... non-business venture of yours, then I'd like to know ahead of time if you plan on tackling two portals in two days."
"Nothing like that," I said. "Not for the rest of the week, at least. I think you're supposed to wait between large magic gains to consolidate the power you've earned. I'm not sure how true that is, but it feels logical enough. As for plans... hmm, I acquired some decent second-hand cyberware. I need to find a way to install it."
I think the magical energy was helping me get better, curing some ills and the like, but it wasn't entirely enough to stop my ears from ringing a little. I really needed to watch out for tinnitus.
"I can get you a reference at Orchid Lux," Fran said.
"Do you need one?" I asked.
She blinked. "Yes. The fact that you didn't know says a lot. Orchid Lux has two levels of customer service. The open plans and the private ones. If you want the best, you need to go private."
"And how does that work?" I asked.
"Via reference. Once you put in an order they contact you and arrange things, then you have your wares installed. They can be quite luxurious, or very private."
"I'd rather be private, yeah," I said. "How good is it?"
"A lot of celebrities and people of importance need to have cyberware and they need to be certain that the public doesn't know," Fran said. "Partly because some of the better Orchid Lux cyberware can be... cheat-y, and partly because people not knowing means that they can't exploit any vulnerabilities. In any case, the entire corporation's reputation amongst its richer clientele depends on their ability to remain discreet."
I worked my jaw. "I've been considering a few things. New optics, cochlear implants, sub-dermal, then extras, like a good bio-monitor and maybe some nerve threading."
"That's a lot of cyberware," Fran said. "You'll go full borg?"
"Nah. It's a vain wishlist. I'd be happy with new eyes, new ears, and the sub-dermal could save my life one of these days."
She nodded. "I'll call my contact at Orchid."
"I don't know if I can afford their services," I said. "Their cyberware hits six figures."
"It's an investment, certainly," she said with a shrug, and I think she didn't quite realize that until recently my bank account usually sat around the three figure mark on a good day. I couldn't casually drop hundreds of thousands on something that would only slightly improve my life. "We'll see what your actions in Podunky lead to? I'll be certain to give you a fair share, you've earned it, after all."
"Thanks," I said.
"And today's portal... well, that one will be less impactful in terms of earnings, at least monetary. I do appreciate the growth, however." She raised a hand, staring at it for a moment before closing it. "This feels like a lot more power than what I'd gain simply eating three high-magic meals a day."
Simply eating multiple hundred-dollar meals a day, huh? "I'm sure there's some corps that have programs that escort people through a dungeon for the exit benefits," I said.
"Yes, but those are time consuming, expensive, and... frankly, rather dull. Besides, they always go in with a large group, so the benefits are questionable. More magical energy is gained from one such trip than from a week of eating well, certainly, but the cost is nearly the same, and that's without factoring in the lost day."
"Mhm," I said with a nod. "I'd appreciate that. And thanks for the help today. I'm impressed. You handled that portal better than I handled my first."
"It was my first time entering a portal of my own volition. But yes, that went well."
I grinned, giving her a bit of bedroom eyes. "I hope that all of our first times together go just as well," I said before picking up my mug and taking a long, languid sip of my coffee.
Fran sniffed, but there was no disguising that bit of red clinging to her cheeks. "Yes, well... anyway, that friend of yours was interesting. Miss Jane, was it?"
"Oh, Jane's a sweetheart... or something like that. She's a wild one. Don't let her flirting disturb you too much, she's just very, uh, horny. But she will teach you a thing or two if you ever let her have her way."
"Something you know about personally?"
"I don't kiss and tell," I replied.
"Hmm, perhaps for the best. In any case, today was fun. Thank you. I see some potential in this kind of outing in the future. If we're to grow powerful enough to rival some of the foes we must tackle, then taking on portals and building a reputation this way can only help."
"That's what I was thinking too," I replied. "It might be a little difficult, with just the two of us."
"I might have a solution to that, but I'll need more time before I can make anything of it. Ah, on that note, I believe that's my ride."
I glanced out of the nearest window, and yeah, her limo was parked out front.
"Did you want anything from the portal?" I asked.
"No. Keep it, or sell it, or find a better use for it if you can. The experience was valuable enough for me."
"Alright then. Goodbye, Fran."
"Yes... goodbye, Deadline."
She stood up, paused, then left. I followed her with my gaze. Damn... I'd hit that?
But then she was gone, and it was just me, the smell of roasted coffee, the sweet taste of some pastry on my lips, and the slow cooling of the stress on my back.
Right, I needed a few days of normal, some time to recalibrate, and then I'd see.
***
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I got home, took off my shoes, then crashed back into bed and took a nap with Mister Couchtop hopping onto my back with his stupid needle-point feet to join in.
That led to me waking up at half-past three-thirty in the morning.
I rolled out of bed, padded over to my laptop, and then checked the news for the next couple of hours. There were whispers about what Synthcorp had done, and the company was obviously pulling out all the stops to do some pre-damage control. Some people caught on to that and there was a quick stock sale going on, but it wasn't anything too bad.
The incident in the foodcourt was on a few sites. For whatever reason, the civilians hadn't been pushed back as far, so there was good footage out. People were speculating, but it wasn't even a viral thing, just... another weird event going on in Fortress ENE. Normal Sunday afternoon stuff, basically.
I leaned back into my crusty old gamer chair, then did the reasonable thing and set a new Save. Probably should have done it an hour ago, but whatever. I wasn't going to repeat the day all over again.
I continued to waste time online until the sun was about to rise, then I did some floor exercise to make up for missing the gym yesterday. Had to build those muscles somehow, right? Then a quick shower before... well, I was ready an hour before I had to leave.
God, having my own transportation was nice.
I spent that hour practicing on the guitar. I was still nowhere near good, but I was... maybe getting there? I really had to take some time off and like, hire a coach for a week and do nothing but practice. That'd get me up to spec.
Anyway, after a bit of callous-building--which I wasn't sure was working, except that my fingers did hurt a little, so maybe?--I packed my stuff away then headed out, giving Mister Couchtop one last smooch on the head before leaving.
I rode through the morning traffic on the way to work, weaving around some cars and maybe speeding through a few oranges because fuck it, consequences were for people that couldn't reload the morning. That meant arriving in time, which was nice, because Eldur wasn't the sort to appreciate tardiness except from Terry, who probably had a doctor's note for it.
"Heya boss," I said as I stepped out of the elevator onto 'our' floor of the building.
Eldur looked up from a tablet and nodded to me. "Morning. Today's a training day. We have group work in the morning and individual work in the afternoon."
"Alright. Should I get changed into gym clothes, then?"
"That'd be for the best," he replied.
"Cool. Uh, actually, I was wondering..." I started.
He sighed a little. "You're going to ask for something?"
"Yeah? I mean, yes, sir. I was wondering if I could take part of the afternoon off?"
He stared. "Really?"
"Just the latter half," I said. "I have to go do the test for my driver's permit."
"You... drove here, no? I think I recall someone mentioning you owning a bike."
"Mhm, yeah," I said.
"And you don't have a permit?"
"Well, if you give me the afternoon off, I will have one," I replied.
He pinched the bridge of his nose. "You know, being a D-ranker lets you get away with some things, but you still need your permits and to pay your taxes and act like an adult."
"Is that a no?" I asked.
It was a yes, as it turned out, but the morning exercises sucked a lot, and I had the distinct impression that Eldur was picking on me. Fortunately, it was mostly group work. We paired off with Squad E4, the newest E-ranker squad.
That was a little strange, since I knew some of those people. Squad E4 had been mine, and while I couldn't say that the members were friends, exactly, they weren't strangers either. It was bizarre seeing them all looking a bit younger than in my memory, and seeing how... bad they were.
The exercises we were drilling were basic combat routines. Quickly forming up to repel an attack, then attacking in turn. We had large, foam-covered shields and these spears with blunted rubber tips. Later on, we did some training with these airsoft guns and then some basic CQC.
It was interesting. Eldur and the Squad E4 leader had us training a few different things, in different groups.
One thing that I realized pretty quickly was that I was... better?
No, not better but like, stronger than I had been before, and faster.
I could recall this kind of training back when I was an E-ranker, and it had been kind of fun and very tiring. Now I could fight for a few rounds and not be entirely exhausted by the end. It was easier to tell that I'd gotten stronger by the contrast.
After one of our first exercises, where one member of a team was 'kidnapped' and dragged off by the opposite team and they had to push through each member in turn to recapture their lost member, I was... fine?
Like, I was a bit winded, sure, but fighting off two E-rankers with a foam sword felt relatively easy, even if I could be overwhelmed and tapped out.
The E-rankers? They'd finish an exercise and look done for. Covered in sweat and ready to suck down water and slump over while I was only just sweating a little and breathing a bit harder.
Damn... D-rank was no joke. I supposed I'd forgotten what it was like to fight a D-ranker as an E-ranker. It wasn't night and day, but it was night and... dawn?
The really weird thing was that I didn't feel like I was faster or stronger, I was just... me.
The morning training ended, then there was lunch from a bistro next door which cost a fortune, and then the afternoon, which was more training, but more self-directed this time.
I did get to spend a solid half-hour with Dharti, going over the Nature spells that I knew. Soothe Minor Pain, Restore Stamina Nutrition, and Grasping Growth, one after the other. After each one, she'd give me a few pointers. Feel more like this and less like that. Push magic faster here, and slower there.
I didn't have Nutrition down well, yet, and Grasping Growth was far from something I could cast reflexively, but I was progressing, and I think Dharti was impressed by my speed so far.
To her, I supposed it probably was pretty fast. A couple of weeks to learn four spells was speedy, but when she told me to take some time to consolidate what I'd learned so far, I... decided to listen. For now.
I had to pace myself, and I still hadn't mastered any of the spells I did know. Besides, I had to practice my Dark spells some more on the side.
I left work an hour and a bit early, rode out just a few blocks over to the local DMV, and then used the Ranker line to cut ahead of all the normal folk and took a number from there.
It felt a bit weird to be sitting on one side, with nicer couches and free coffee, while some hundred-odd people were stuck in the rest of the room, cramped up like sardines.
My turn came up quickly, especially since I was the only Ranker in my section, and from there, I got to sit in front of an old-ass PC and do a digital test.
Stop on red. Don't go over the limit. The weird yellow signs were... probably yield? Whatever, I didn't need perfect results to pass, and pass I did.
From that, I got myself a nice provisional license. I was allowed to drive anything below 250cc between the hours of something and something else. I was barely following the law as it was.
Still, I rode back towards home with a freshly printed permit. A stop by the groceries on the way, and a quick nip into the pharmacy for some essentials too.
Then it was back home where I set a new Save, tossed off my shoes, and flopped down in front of the laptop. Since I had the evening off, I could loop a few times, order out... yeah, that was reasonable, but I wasn't going to spend a week on this one evening.
This past weekend was painfully long already, I wanted things to move along.
A few loops with the guitar, maybe some French to catch up, and then some more practice with magic? If the last two portals I'd hit had been worth anything, then... yeah, that was a lot of progress, and it might translate into some amount of magical aptitude, or something, right?
A few hours passed, a few loops, and then I gave up and just went to bed.
I'd improve over time, not over one night.
***
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I woke up, and decided that no, I wasn't going to get out of bed today. I rolled over, pspsps'd at Mister Couchtop, then when he was close to the edge of the bed, I yoinked him up and under the blankets. He struggled, but it was for nothing, it was snuggle time and he was my unwitting pillow.
I woke up to my phone ringing, and regretted ever giving anyone at Luna Corp my number.
So, I Reloaded, and when I woke up a second time, I begrudgingly got out of bed. I went to what passed for a kitchen in my no-bedroom apartment, put some bread into the toaster, and pressed it down.
The power went out.
"Fucking... fuck this."
I Reloaded, and this time I didn't get out of bed. Though I did reach over and grabbed my phone, then flung it across the room and smacked it with Shadow Bolt.
The fourth attempt at waking up worked better. Mostly it was guilt gnawing at me to get out and do stuff. Since I knew more or less when the power would cut, I got to have some toast, charge my phone a little, and got a warm shower in before the lights went out.
That had to be those rolling brownouts. The lights would dim, then the breakers would pop. I was pretty sure there was still power, it's just that Misses Tone took twenty minutes to go check on the breakers every time.
Last time I'd looped through this week, the power flickering had been annoying, but I'd also stayed up all night watching cartoons, so it has been a signal to go to bed and so I'd missed a lot of the inconvenience.
Setting out, I got on my bike, then discovered that the grid of street-lights was down.
Alright, so Brightbarrow Interlink was fucking with the grid again. I never did learn what they were up to, but I couldn't recall them getting up to anything big in the... first time I've lived through this nine month period.
Man, English was not suitable for all of these weird future-tense things.
I arrived at work, with a slight detour to grab some coffee along the way. I got one of those little box coffee things and a box of twelve doughnuts. That turned out to be a good move when Terry zombied her way into the Squad B space and lit up on seeing the food.
"My apartment was all bzz, bzz, this morning," she said. I was pretty sure she hadn't showered since yesterday. "So I stuck my finger in an outlet and tried to fix things, but apparently I only made things worse."
I blinked. "That does sound like a pretty bad idea," I said. "Are you okay?"
"Huh? Oh yeah! When you use an element a lot, you grow kind of immune to it? Fire mages can stand in saunas, and Water mages... actually, I think they still need to breathe, so it sucks for them."
"Uh-huh," I replied. "And Nature mages? Dark?"
"Shit outta luck?" she tried. "Oh! But I think Light mages don't sunburn, so that's cool?"
"Nature mages tend to have better immune systems against bacterial infections," Erde said as he stepped into the room. "Oh, hey, doughnuts. Did you guys hear about the strike?"
We chatted for a while about unimportant shit. The prison warden strike that had happened in my last loop of this week happened again. Yesterday, in fact, but it was an ongoing thing.
Usually, when people went on a big strike, the corps got real prissy about it unless it was a strike made up of lots of rankers, but in this case, the wardens and the cops were in the same union, and so they couldn't just be brought in to break it up. A few corps had volunteered to do it, but then where would they put the wardens if there were no wardens... wardening the jails?
It was a bit of a weird mess. The union might even get what it wanted in the end. They were pissed off about that little gang's jailbreak last week. They wanted bigger guns and better gear, and the cops were asking for the same.
Actually, that wasn't a bad thing, necessarily. When the Breach happened, the police had been a decent second line of defence, even if they mostly concentrated around the corporate district and along the edges of City Centre where the richer sorts lived.
Eldur eventually showed up, looking fresh and in a good mood. "We have a nice opportunity today. One of the higher-ups from the head office needs a guard team."
"Parade or..." Erde asked.
"Parade, yes," Eldur replied.
Terry groaned, folding down onto the table. I reached over and patted her on the back.
The rest of the day was a waste, but it was kind of interesting. As it turned out, Luna Corp was trying to make a small play, and that meant making a show of force. Or as much of one as they could.
We got dressed in our best, all the shiny armour and better gear that Luna Corp had. It was a few steps below what one of the bigger corps had, but it wasn't all bad. And then we went up onto the rooftop where we boarded a large transport chopper and rode out to the centre of the city.
That was neat. I'd never flown like that before. It was only seeing the others so relaxed about it that kept me calm. We were guarding a fifty-something looking man, an E-ranker from the feel of him, to a meeting with some bigwigs at one of those bigger hotels.
There were reps from a few other companies, but the one that stood out was the rep from Seraph. He looked like he could boil an egg by glaring at it. A C-ranker, and one filled with enough rage that it was palpable.
Apparently having anything past an E-ranker as a rep was a faux-pas, like walking into a business meeting with an assault rifle. Seraph was doing it on purpose though.
Squad B was made to stand to one side of a large room, all serious and boring as shit. The actual contents of the meeting were held behind closed doors, with anti-interference magic in the air and white-noise generators to block more technological listening devices.
Eldur would glare at any of us who asked anything, so we didn't learn what it was all about until two hours later, when we flew back to the HQ.
That morning, two C-rankers from Seraph were injured in a C-rank portal. They'd failed to contain it, and it was threatening to breach, so now they were clearing it on their own, but since it was particularly dangerous, they didn't want to just send in waves of D-rankers to die.
It was turning into a bit of a mess, and now other corps were looking to elbow into Seraph's spot on the hierarchy.
It wasn't gonna work out. Luna Corp didn't have the clout or the personnel to handle a C-rank portal that was that dangerous.
Seraph was down two C-rankers. Luna Corp only had two C-rankers.
That didn't mean that Luna Corp couldn't be in the room while others rubbed mud on Seraph's face. There was probably something to gain from it. I wasn't well-versed in politics, let alone corpo politics, so I didn't quite get it.
Nor did I give that much of a shit, to be honest. It wasn't my thing. Maybe Fran would enjoy the games being played here, but they weren't for me.
We got back, got undressed from all of the stuffy armour that we never wore otherwise, then Eldur basically told us to do whatever as long as we clocked out at five. I was more than happy enough to go to my little, undecorated office and just... waste an hour scrolling through memes on my company laptop.
I had to build a bit of a rep as a mediocre employee, and this was ideal for that. Also, I was feeling a bit lazy and annoyed, so... yeah.
I was out of the door by five sharp.
Time enough to ride back home and see if I couldn't get in a few more hours of practice. Maybe I could also slip over to the gym on my last loop?
It wouldn't hurt to work on my musculature a bit. Get some real-time training in before it was too late. But before that, guitar and French. I was spending enough time on both, actual dedicated time, that I was feeling like I was getting pretty good at them.
Next time I had to talk to Lousie in French, I wouldn't bungle it... as much.
And... yeah, I didn't know if the opportunity to play the guitar would ever actually come up, but maybe. I bet I could serenade Fran's tight little office worker pants off with a love ballad... And Jane would be down regardless.
Good reason as any to pick up the instrument, that!
***
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                Chapter One Hundred and Nineteen - That Painful Period
I woke up the next morning to a mild pain in the small of my back, and for once it wasn't Mister Couchtop who had decided to settle there overnight. I groaned, shoving my face into my pillow, then I absently cast Soothe Minor Pain.
When next I saw Dharti, I was determined to give the woman a hug. She deserved it.
I slid out of bed, feeling rather groggy, and then got up and showered, and yeah, the monthly firmware flush had started. It wasn't an excuse to miss work, even if it really ought to be.
Dressing up and packing some extras into my purse, I headed out the door and immediately drove over to a nice cafe along the way. If I had to endure this shit, I could at least tackle the sugar cravings early.
If I was gonna be bloated anyway, might as well stuff myself full of carbs to deserve it.
I really couldn't complain too much. I didn't have it that bad, not compared to some. It just sucked. I made it to work a few minutes before the start of the day and discovered a message from Eldur sent to everyone on Squad B. We had an early morning meeting in one of the loading bays downstairs.
Groaning, I took the elevator down while nursing a coffee in one hand and a breakfast wrap in the other.
I found the squad leader talking to Sol, our ice mage, over by the side of one of our APCs. They were both in armour already. "What's going on?" I asked.
"We're hitting an E-rank portal this morning," Eldur said. "Get dressed. We're leaving at ten."
"Alright," I said. I wasn't gonna get any sort of dispensation or anything. At best I might be able to convince Dharti to lay down some magic to heal me up, but apparently there really wasn't much that could be done. I know, I'd looked it up.
It was some bullshit about basic healing magic mostly only functioning in a way that helped the body heal. It could do nutrition and encourage white blood cell production and do all sorts of neat shit like deaden nerves a little, but some natural phenomena were way too finicky to mess with so casually.
Some Nature mages could play with someone's hormones but it was generally something reserved for third tier and up spells, and it wasn't safe.
Fortress ENE had two C-rank Nature mages working for some smaller medical corp that could work miracles with ease. Probably making seven to eight figures a year, too. I didn't have a millionth of the clout necessary to go bugging them for help for some mild cramps and bloating.
I got changed, slipping on the company's usual gear. Cargo pants, a tight shirt that felt a little too tight today, steel-toed boots. I was happy to see that some extras I'd requisitioned had come in as well.
There were these thin steel greaves and knee pads, as well as hard-plastic and steel vambraces and elbow guards.
I vaguely recalled the company shifting to better armour at some point, but that might not be for a few months.
After shrugging into a plate carrier, I checked over my gear. The company standard Myalis Arms handgun, a few extra magazines, a small first-aid kit and some portal diving equipment. I took a minute to replace the batteries in my flashlight, just in case.
When I left the armoury, it was to find Eldur looking over a tablet. "Hey," I said. "So, what portal are we hitting today?"
"Little E-rank thing just a few blocks over," he said. "It'll be a milkrun unless things go crooked."
"Nearby? Oh, the wind elemental portal?"
Eldur glanced up. "Yes. You know about it?"
"Yeah," I said. Then I realized my mistake. How could I know about it? Sure, it was a recurring portal that Luna Corp had, so I'd cleared it out as an E-ranker in the 'future' but no one had mentioned it yet. "Uh. Someone from Squad E3 mentioned it."
"Oh," he said, his attention dropping back to the tablet. "It should be easy enough. You might want to bring a melee weapon. We usually hit this one with spear and shield."
"I'll grab something," I said.
It took a solid twenty minutes before everyone else was ready, but that was fine. I was more than happy to lean up against the APC and let my brain melt for a while.
I refocused when Eldur called us all to attention. Being that this wasn't the army, the squad mostly just wandered over and stood in a rough line before him.
"This will be a refresher for most of you, but it's mostly for our newest member." His eyes focused on me, and I made the minimal effort to stand a bit taller. Then he raised a spear that he had been holding. "This is a custom weapon that is specifically designed for the recurring portal that we'll be running today."
The spear was a little strange. The haft of it was all carbon fiber, with a metal rod in the centre. At one end was a bit of a 'lump,' a section that bulged out. That was where the batteries were.
The spear head... wasn't. Not quite. The end of the spear was a hard plastic housing, with a small blade running underneath it, more like a bayonet than a spear, really. The housing was round and kind of bulky looking, with a hole on the end and six smaller holes along the shaft.
It was, basically, a cheap plastic fan with a small but powerful motor and a tube around it to create a stronger point of suction. Basically, the spear was really just a long vacuum without any sort of bag or filters.
"This is a Mark Four suction spear," he said. "The toggle is here." he turned the haft a little, revealing a simple switch that could be toggled with a flick. He did just that, and the entire spear started to suck, the fan spinning up with a loud hum.
It sounded exactly like a poorly made vacuum.
"The monsters that occupy the portal world are lesser air elementals. They're a non-threat in most cases, but can still be annoying to deal with. The best way to combat them is through mass air displacement, or targeted displacement. They are almost entirely impervious to small arms fire, and trying to take one down through magical means is generally considered wasteful."
"Unless you're an Air mage," Terry said.
"Unless you're an Air mage," Eldur conceded. "In which case, this portal would be a joke. Unfortunately, Air mages are relatively uncommon."
I nodded along. "So... we stick them with the loud, sucky end?"
"And they'll break apart," Eldur said. "Lesser air elementals can, at best, suffocate you to death, though they're not usually strong enough to do that if you're mobile and try to fight back. It can still be very disorienting, and they can create strong blasts of air that can be... a nuisance. We'll be carrying a few shields as well."
He tossed me the spear and I caught it out of the air. It was a bit strangely light and poorly balanced. The tip was too heavy and the battery pack at the back didn't counterbalance it well.
I stabbed forwards with it a few times. "What's the knife edge part for?" I asked.
"In case we run into something that isn't an air elemental," he said. "We're bringing small arms along, and we have spells, but it's best to be prepared, just in case."
I shrugged. Alright, that was fine.
We got into the APC after Eldur handed out a few of those spears. There were enough that we each had one, and he did a check to make sure they were all charged.
Then we were off.
Like he'd mentioned, this portal wasn't far from the Luna Corp HQ. It was, in fact, just a few blocks over. The building it was in was a still-functional clothing manufacturing place. They had a few floors of open-plan factory space with several dozen stations where tailors were putting together outfits. Specifically custom gambesons and thicker, padded armours. The kind of stuff that nice corps got their divers.
Ironically, not the kind of thing that Luna Corp equipped us with.
The back section of the factory space was cordoned off, and a faux-wall had been mounted there around the space where the portal reappeared.
It was strangely... normal. People looked up as we entered, but there wasn't much of a fuss except for a manager leading us to the back and telling Eldur how the portal had been here from sometime that morning.
Forming up, we plunged into the portal, one at a time. I was last in, which gave me ten seconds almost alone before I had to jump through to discreetly check myself over and rub at my stomach.
Yeah, I was not gonna be looping this day over and over.
***
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I hadn't been in this particular portal in... about two months? Three? It was a recurring portal, sure, but it wasn't one of those that came up all that often. Maybe once every two months or so? That was on the lower end of the scale when it came to recurring portals and their 'return' time.
Interestingly, I vaguely recalled seeing a graph that showed the rate of 'recurrence' in portals. It looked a lot like a bell curve. The lower the rank of the portal, the less frequently it would reappear. The higher the rank, the same. So, the portals most likely to reappear with any frequency were the C rankers. D was second, almost tied with B-rank portals, and on either end of the scale were the A and E-rank portals.
Like this one.
On stepping in, I blinked and tried to forget my worldly, bodily issues, because a few moments of distraction could be fatal, even if this was just a weaker E-rank world.
The room we stepped into looked like the entranceway of a large mansion. The floor was wood, with planks set in... I think the style was herringbone? Thin lattes of wood with a criss-crossing V pattern. The walls were covered in a sort of patterned wallpaper and there was a nice chandelier hanging from above. Not crystal or anything. It was just tin and steel, but it was worked in a nice way and had glass bulbs around candle holders. It was held up by a chain connected to a pulley on one of the nearby walls.
I'd taken that thing done, once. It was heavy as shit.
This portal could have been some ancient Victorian mansion. Only it was off. The chandelier was massive. The walls were twenty feet tall, the nearest door was fifteen feet tall and maybe five feet wide.
This wasn't a place designed by or for humans.
"Eyes sharp," Eldur said. He had his vacuum spear tucked under one arm, point hovering close to the ground.
I shifted my weight, lifting a shield up so that the bottom wasn't scraping the ground. I'd asked to be one of the shield carriers. It meant having fewer free hands, but the job was otherwise pretty easy.
When we went into this portal as E-rankers, it was considered one of those low-risk places, but it was still a major pain in the ass.
We started, pushing into a long, too-wide corridor just past a set of double-doors. There was art on the walls, looking like large, framed paintings of rooms and chairs, all empty of people. The room was lit by candles in little brass holders on the walls, and there were a few odd pieces of furniture here and there. Chairs that were too deep and narrow to fit a normal person.
The E-rankers would be lugging those out on carts later. The chairs themselves weren't anything too special, but the cloth covering their cushions was neat and the wood they were made of was apparently worth recycling.
This probably wasn't the most profitable portal to extract from. But hey, the corp needed to generate some amount of money every day, and having E-rankers and D-rankers sitting on their asses at HQ wasn't profitable.
"Contact," Edlur said.
I refocused. Damn, my mind was all wandery at the moment. Frustrating. But yeah, there was something ahead. For all that the lesser air elementals in his portal weren't a big threat, they still had a few advantages. One of them, perhaps the most obvious, being that they were as visible as their namesake element.
The most I could see of the elemental moving our way was a slight distortion in the air, and that might have been no more than like... one of those little floater things in my vision. The candles on the walls nearby flickering a bit more was a better indication.
"Alright, newbie, to my left, Erde to my right," Eldur said.
We shuffled into that position, the other three members of Squad B, Terry, Dharti, and Sol, taking up spots in the back.
The air elemental suddenly moved faster, and in doing so, became a little more obvious, though it wasn't any less ephemeral.
Eldur turned on the vacuum on his spear and I did the same a moment later. We levelled the spears up, ends pointed at the incoming monster.
Before it even hit, the air around us picked up, a strong gust of wind setting clothes and hair to flapping. Then the monster became somewhat more visible. It was a blurry, ball-shaped thing, about the size of a damned mini-van.
Eldur took a step forward, and I mimicked him. I shoved the end of my spear forwards while trying to use the shield for cover against the wind.
The end of my spear and those of the guys next to me, jabbed into the air elemental with no resistance. Then it screeched as the vacuums sucked it apart. The ball broke up, like one of those super-close-up images of a cell being stabbed by a needle on a microscope's plate. It shook, the wind picked up, and I found it hard to breathe for a moment and chose to just keep my mouth shut and eyes half-lidded.
Then it was over. The air settled, the last of the wind shifting through the corridor.
"One down," Eldur said.
That was it. The monster didn't even have the decency to drop anything on death.
This kind of E-rank monster could probably be taken out by a teenager with a tennis racket or some grandma with a handfan.
We continued to push through the portal, and it was... easy. The next room had two more elementals. The one after three. The worst part was a particularly tricky space, a large room that was like a library without the books where we were ambushed from five directions. Terry unleashed a single powerful spell that took out two of them, and then Sol summoned a wave of water out and used it like a large wall to smack the rest of the elementals down.
In the space of an hour, we'd gone from the entrance of the portal to the entrance into the boss' room.
That boss was housed in a large greenhouse. A room with glass walls far overhead, filled with climbing vines on these strange racks. The sky above was black, with only a few bare stars visible through the stained, dirty glass.
A large elemental sat in the centre of the room, in the middle of a ring of candles that flicked and flickered.
Eldur stomped a foot down, cast a spell, and brought up a thin, tall block of stone that he shoved forwards with another spell. It rushed ahead and rammed into the boss, crushing it. The boss didn't quite die from that, but it did weaken.
After that, it was just a case of mopping up. The boss created gale-force winds, and I almost lost my shield, but the fight itself was over before things could get too awkward.
"Alright," Eldur said as he brushed himself off. "Let's backpedal. Check corners for any stranglers, all of the squad leaders got an earful from above last week about securing portals for the lower rankers."
We did just that, moving back through the portal until we were out from the same portal we'd come in from.
Our job, now, was to either linger around and wait to be part of the closing party, or we could head back to the HQ with one of the vans carrying E-rankers back and forth.
I really wanted to stay. Closing an E-rank portal was... not a bad move. It'd mean one, maybe two more points on my next potentiometer reading, but I was feeling like ass, and I think the others noticed.
"Are you okay?" Terry asked me as I lingered around and watched the E-rankers at work.
"Cramps," I said.
"Oh," Terry said. She nodded. "I hate that. Can't focus on anything but the cramping and it makes my magic all weak."
"Really?" I asked.
"Yeah. We use emotions for magic. Having your hormones outta wack can't help."
That was a fair point. I was far from willing to start going on any sort of hormone adjustment regime to better my magic, though.
I got permission to head out, and jumped on the next ride back. At HQ, however, I didn't have much of a choice but to visit the on-site medic. Luna Corp didn't have a big medical staff. What they did have was a pair of nurses, two on-call army-trained medics, and a doctor that was around during business hours.
It wasn't hard to explain that I was just feeling slightly under the weather and would rather not wait around for hours. Then I noticed that there was a potentiometer in the doctor's office.
I set a Save.
Probably a dumb on, but... dammit, I was curious.
Last time I checked, my stats were 168 - D-04.
It wasn't hard from there to ask one of the medics to set it up. The guy was, in typical guy fashion, not all that comfortable talking about periods and the like, and would much rather fiddle with the cool magic machine.
Once it was set up, I pressed my hand down onto it, and let the machine go to work. It only took a minute for it to spit out a result. This was a medical grade device, not the little portable machines that people used more frequently, and so it was a bit slower, but more precise.
198 - D-28
Well, damn.
***
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I could have been productive.
Instead, I rode my bike home, regretting the purchase the entire time. Maybe I could get a car? Some old beater that I wouldn't have to give a shit about?
Anyway, I made it home, took a second shower, then slumped onto my bed and set a new Save. Fortunately, my first day was always the worst. I'd be fine...er tomorrow. It wasn't the end of the world.
I wasn't sure if I really wanted to stretch out the rest of the day, though.
Still, not doing it would be wasteful. I was sure that there were thousands of people out there who'd endure more than a little discomfort to gain a few more hours in their day.
I groaned, turned over, and pulled out my smartphone from where it was wedged between my bed and bedframe. I had a long charging cable, so I didn't need to get out of bed.
I then spent the next six hours watching documentaries and hugging a heatpack. It wasn't the best education, but it was something. Plus it was kind of entertaining, and I could do it passively.
Eventually I Reloaded, still in bed, and continued to remain in bed. The second lazy loop was spent on the Luna Corp site. There was an employee portal that I'd vaguely remembered at some point. There were training videos and courses on there. I could even get 'credit' for taking some of them.
Experience told me that those credits were worth jack, but that didn't mean that the lessons themselves would be all bad. There were some videos on swordcombat that I watched. A little dry, but it showed how to hold a sword, how to swing, it even had animations about edge geometry and some of the more practical aspects of combat and then some live footage of a D-ranker from somewhere in eastern Europe I think fighting various lower-ranked portal monsters one-on-one.
It was interesting, if a little dry, and very much edited in that lowest-bidder style that all corpo videos defaulted to.
The first aid videos were dull, the firearm safety ones I skipped, though I did notice that there were videos on using RPGs. We... didn't get to play with those. I was pretty sure that Luna Corp was just plain not allowed to have access to them.
Well, whatever. The video made shooting a rocket boring, somehow.
Then I found something interesting.
An hour-long video, named A Discussion on Potential. It had a lame ass thumbnail, and it was only base boredom that had me clicking on it.
It turned out to be a good click.
The video was three, four years old, so it might've been a little dated, but it talked about potentiometres and how to read them and what the numbers meant.
Honestly, the only reason I kept with it, was because the woman being interviewed through most of it was a forty-something year old scientist lady with serious meek-on-the-street-dom-in-the-lab vibes, and Akagi was best girl.
I'd actually had a discussion about that with Sol a few weeks ago. He'd told me that to hit rank C I'd need to get my numbers up to 350 or so.
I was currently sitting at 198 - D-28. My chat with him had explained some things, but left a lot unexplained.
The hour-long doc filled in the gap, though it wasn't exactly made for someone entirely new to the field. The start of each segment was easy enough to keep up with, then it would dip into deep, technical jargon and I'd be lost for a while.
Still, I got the gist of it.
The first number was 'potential.'
Broadly speaking, that first number was a measure of how well and how much magic was circulating through a person's body. The speed, consistency, and thickness of the magic could apparently say a lot about a person. There was actual science to back the fact that smaller people gained potential faster, which was neat.
Potential was more about magical density, then. A normal person had between 0 and 50. An E-ranker had between 50 and 150, and from there, a person would have enough magic that was dense enough to form a core. Maybe.
It wasn't exact. The video went on and on about possible reasons, but it was obviously not fully understood. There was a component that was emotional, but the cute science lady seemed to sneer at the idea.
Well, whatever. My potential was alright. Past 200 was good for a D-ranker. It was about what a corporate D-ranker would get to in their first six months of work. I'd almost gotten to that in three-ish weeks. So I was way ahead of the curve.
Hitting rank C would require somewhere between 350 and 700. The more portals one completed, the faster the growth, but the less each portal would help. The variance only grew worse as the rank grew, it seemed.
The second number was something else entirely. It was a measure of one's compatibility. The number didn't make sense right away. The letter was basically which rank the measured person was past . So, D-28 meant that I was 28 points of compatibility past rank D.
And that meant... fuck-all to me at first, but eventually I caught on a little.
Compatibility in that sense was more of a measure of how well one's body was adapted to their rank. Basically, I was 28% of the way to being a fully-fledged D-ranker. That number could climb past 100 as well. Someone could still be a C-ranker with a D-100+ compatibility.
To cross over required a sort of trigger. I figured that was another emotional thing, but the little science lady had her own theories and dismissed that.
So, the first number was how good one's magic was and how much they had in store, the second number was how well their body was adapted to the advantage of their rank, and how powerful their magic was as well.
It was actually a surprising amount of information to shorthand into two numbers. Which was why a lot of science-y sorts preferred this other system of measurement that spat out hundreds of distinct bits of data, but that basically required professional knowledge to read and understand.
I found some growth charts online with just a simple search, and... yeah, it looked like the average level of growth for an active D-ranker, one who was making a concerted effort to become stronger, was about 1 point of potential and maybe half a point of compatibility a week.
I was hitting closer to ten a week. That put me far ahead of even the better projections.
Not bad.
That night, there was a city-wide test of the alarms. I remembered as much from when I looped through this week the first time. It hadn't really worked in my area of the city, and that had caused a lot of complaints because... well, that wasn't a good sign.
I followed a few people moaning about it online, deep-dived some conversations about the whole thing, then yawned and Reloaded.
This time, I climbed out of bed, but only so that I could get far enough to reach my guitar. I played it laying down, eyes closed, fingering my way through a few songs I'd learned, then trying to see if I couldn't figure out the chords to some more popular songs.
It probably wasn't great practice, but I figured it wasn't all bad. I'd have to learn to play by ear at some point if I wanted to have even a middling amount of skill with the guitar.
For my next loop, I watched The Count of Monte Cristo in French (with sub-titles). It was kind of interesting. Needed more magic though, and maybe if it was the Countess, and she revenge banged some of her foes.
Eh, I could do better. As it was, I could barely keep up. The French accent was too much, sometimes, but I was definitely understanding one word in three and was able to use context clues to kinda understand what was going on.
It was probably not the most efficient way to pick up a language, but eh, it was fine.
I ended up falling asleep after the movie was done, then woke up at like, six the next morning.
Groaning, I rolled out of bed. Might as well keep this one.
I was feeling better, at least. Today was... Thursday. Right, it was the same day that Bloody Violet would hit up that portal that Seraph had messed up. Same day that some small fry gang would cause a fuss and get themselves all riled up and into trouble.
Hmm... maybe it'd be a good day to tackle a few minor things on my end as well.
I had some medium-term plans that I ought to look into.
***
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I got up, felt a bit better, if still a little annoyed and crampy, then went to work.
Work was boring and long. The best thing that happened was a quick conversation with Dharti where she praised me for the speed I was learning at, but otherwise the entire team was busy with small tasks. Mostly early-month accounting stuff. The only upside was that it was payday, and I got to watch a nice lump sum pop into existence in my bank account.
The hourly pay was alright. The danger pay was glorious.
As an E-ranker for Luna Corp, I was earning a bit more than the average unioned security guard. As a D-ranker, I was earning a cool six figures, and that was before danger pay was taken into account.
Good money, that. It was nice. And it was burning a hole in my pocket. My expenses were relatively low, all things considered. I was living in the kind of apartment that someone doing gig work could (just barely) afford. Gas was a recurring expense, so was food, but otherwise I wasn't spending too much. Living well below my means was nice for saving up cash, but I didn't want to save up cash.
I wanted to spend it all on cool shit.
I really had to get in touch with Fran about getting some of that Orchid Lux stuff, so I sent her a little text about it.
Private Number: Hello, Fran. I was wondering if that offer for assistance with procuring Orchid Lux cyberware was still on the table?
Wait...
A frisson of fear crawled down my spine. Had... had Fran and I talked about that in the current timeline, or had that been in one of my loops? Shit, I couldn't remember at all. I remembered the conversation, but where had it taken place?
Wait, no, it was at that cafe. And that was after we'd succeeded with the raptor portal, right? Yeah, it was then.
F.Ojou: Hello, DL.
F.Ojou: Yes, I recall. I'm certain I can assist you. Would you like me to forward your contact information to an Orchid rep? They'll take good care of you.
I sighed. That confirmed it.
Private Number: that would be nice. It really depends on the cost of the ware, though.
F.Ojou: On that note, I think I can assist. There has been some positive news with regards to the footage you took this weekend.
F.Ojou: Do you recall the location of our last drop? Would you like to arrange for another exchange at the same location?
Private Number: That seems doable. I look forward to seeing what you have there.
Private Number: btw, you're attending a ball this week, yes?
F.Ojou: I was informed about it late last night, from my father, in a private conversation.
Private Number: I was just confirming. The event might be interrupted.
I jumped in my office seat as my phone rang. I was 100% not supposed to be texting on a burner while at work, and I was most definitely not supposed to be taking calls. If I was an E-ranker and my squad leader found out, or god-forbid, HR, I'd have my hide tanned for it.
"Hello," I said as I picked up.
Fran's voice came in from the other side. "Explain yourself, please. This line is secured from my end."
"Probably not from mine," I admitted. "Long and short of it is that some street gang might try to break into the... event. Minor gang. I don't expect them to accomplish much."
"Somehow, Dead... somehow, you do not cease to amaze me with the things you know. You are a very curious woman," Fran said with just the faintest stumble over my false name. She probably didn't want to leave any hints over the line. "What can you tell me about this gang?"
"Right now? Nothing. But if you want to know more, I can arrange that. Is it worth the effort to find out?"
Fran was quiet for a while, then she hummed. "I wish I had more time to discuss this. I'm in the middle of something. But yes. At least knowing the who and perhaps the why before the event could well be valuable."
"Sure," I replied. "I feel like this might not have much to do with the main... goal of all of this, but I can spare some time to look into it. It might be a little costly, however. And unlike quick portal runs, I won't be gaining too much from this one."
"I see. How bad do you expect this attack to be?" she asked.
"How many C-rankers are going to be at the event?" I asked in return. "A small-fry gang might only have D-rankers, maybe one or two C-rankers at best."
"I see. I don't think there are any B-rankers in any of the gangs in Fortress ENE. That wouldn't be tolerable. Though there are some independents."
There were? That was news to me.
"But I see what you're getting at. Even unprepared, it would be... hard to make a splash, so to speak. I'll be making slightly different wardrobe choices. Thank you for letting me know."
I shrugged my shoulders. "I'll see what I can find and send you what I learn by tonight. I don't know if it'll be enough for you to capitalize on anything, but it might help."
"I also don't know how or even if I can use that kind of knowledge, but there's potential there. Thank you. I'll be contacting my rep at Orchid as soon as I have time tonight. Expect a call relatively soon."
"Sure," I replied.
We said goodbye right after, all business-like. I found myself staring at my phone for a moment before I tucked it away. Fran was... not as fun over the phone. Or maybe it was that she was easier to flirt with in person? Or flirt at. I wasn't sure if Fran had ever actually flirted back with me. At least, not the way Jane did.
Well, whatever. I had a new task ahead of me.
It was a little... not clever, but I set a new Save then and there, then got up and just left work. No one stopped me, probably because I was walking with the kind of determination that showed that I was going somewhere.
Unfortunately, I didn't quite know where I was going.
How to track down a gang before they did something stupid... hmm. I really didn't know enough about the criminal side of Fortress ENE to really have a good idea of where to start. But I did have some friends who might know.
I called Jane.
Jane told me that she could find out, but that it would take her a while. She spent ten minutes of the twenty minute call gushing about how some random client had asked her about the kind of cool poncho we'd worn to take out that portal and how we were actively starting a new trend, then five more minutes telling me, in great detail, of what she would do to me if I was standing in front of her in nothing but that poncho.
I had to Reload to set my mind back straight. Well... straight-ish. Dammit, Jane.
Since I was back in the office (a slight miscalculation, that) I decided to look up the local gangs. There were some forums that kept track of that kind of thing, but the internet was so bot-poisoned that I wasn't sure I could trust even a tenth of what I read.
The claims that Fortress ENE had no gangs were obvious bullshit. I'd met with the River Rats already, hadn't I?
Actually...
That might not be a terrible idea. Becky had been fun to work with, and there was no reason that I couldn't reach out to her again.
I had gotten her number at some point, mostly because I needed her contact information to pay her back for her help in that one goblin portal.
Becky might be a dumbass, but she was also kind of clever in her own way, and I had no doubts that she'd know a lot more about the gangs in the city than I did.
I had her email address, so I sent her something, a little 'hello' and a request to meet this evening. It was from the email address that Luna Corp gave me, so it would be hella traced, but I really didn't give much of a shit.
Surprisingly, she replied three seconds later.
From: [email protected]
Subject: Potential meet up?
yooooo
sup deadline. Nice to chatto!
You wanna meet? Okay! But you're paying for the food!
:3
Where do you wanna meet?
I blinked as I read through the message, then I did a quick search. If this was a meeting with Fran, I'd find someplace nice. But this was Becky. There was a restaurant chain just a few blocks over from where I'd first met her. A McMouses. There was a child's play area, and they sold overpriced toys with their meals.
It was exactly the kind of place that I figured someone like Becky would love.
Now... to go in-costume, or not?
There were advantages to one... well, I supposed that it would only take a few to get changed, and the costume presented a nicer image, overall.
***
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Did I feel cool grabbing the door, ripping it open, and stomping into the restaurant?
Yes. Yes, I did. The poncho-cape thing swirled dramatically behind me and settled around my shoulders in a very satisfying way, and there was just something about that, and being in my full costume, that just made me feel powerful and awesome.
Was it a little much for entering what was basically a fast food joint?
Also yes.
The cashier, some twenty-something who looked like they were running on two hours of sleep and six coffees, just stared at me blankly. The only customers inside at this time of day were a pair of old ladies and a trio of laughing teens at the back.
One of the grannies clutched her purse closer.
Yeah, okay, maybe I was being a bit dramatic, but this was a loop that I didn't intend to keep anyway, so what did it matter? I moved over to one of the many free tables off to one side. This place had a setup where you could order through their app and have things delivered to your table. It was pretty cool, and it ensured a level of privacy.
I logged into the restaurant's godawful app, linked a prepaid card to it, then set the phone down and waited.
Fortunately, I didn't have too long to wait.
I glanced towards the entrance as soon as I saw something yellow from the corner of my eye. Becky had arrived.
She was in torn up fishnets and old jean shorts, with a bright yellow jacket tossed on. Her stomach was exposed, revealing a pretty cool rat tattoo peaking out from the band of her shorts. My eyes strayed up to her face, and I got to see her expression light up as she caught sight of me.
Becky was cute. I wasn't sure if I dug the weird super-short haircut she had on the side of her head, but it did fit her, especially the bright blue highlights.
"Yo! DL, sup?" she asked as she stomped over. "Love the hat. That's a cool hat. Where'd you get it?"
"I know someone," I said. "Also, hello, Becky."
"Nuh-uh, if you're here in a mask and cool hat, with a fucking cape and codename, then I want one too," she said.
"Oh?" I asked. "Let me guess, you want me to call you Pikachu or something?"
She froze for a split second. "Yes? I mean, yeah, that's what I was gonna say. Holy shit, can you read minds?"
"No, I can't. And if I could, I wouldn't touch yours. Also, we're not calling you that."
"Raichu?"
I frowned, trying to remember what that even was. "No, not that either. Can we stick to non-copyrighted names? I don't want a corpo hit squad dropping in on us."
"Fine! Lame. Call me... heh, call me Buzzkill." She grinned, extremely proud of herself. "Get it? Because I buzz and I kill."
"I get it," I replied. "At least it's not innuendo."
"I mean, it could be," she replied. "Did you order yet?"
"No," I said. I turned my phone around and slid it towards her. "Order whatever you want. It's on me."
"Anything?" Becky asked.
I shrugged and gestured for her to go on. "Yeah, anything."
Becky cackled, then started to order. I didn't. I figured with the amount she was adding to the cart, I'd be able to grab something to eat off her tray. God, not having to suffer the consequences of my culinary sins was a blessing.
"So, is this a date, or did you just wanna talk?" Becky asked. "Because I was told in no uncertain terms that I shouldn't put out on the first date, especially to someone wearing a mask and hiding their identity."
"Uh," I said to get a bit of time to parse that. "No, this is more of a business meeting. Not a date. Why would you even assume that I'm single?"
"You're wearing a hat with a little skull on it and a cape," Becky said.
"It's a combat...poncho," I tried.
She stared at me.
"Okay, so maybe I am." I really wanted to say something like 'but I sex ladies all the time' but that would have come off as way too desperate, as true as it may or may not be. "Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?"
"I'm single too," Becky said. She smiled, strangely proud. "No one can handle me, even at my best."
"Not what I was going for," I replied. "I meant more... look, there are a few things I need to know, and I figured you might know them."
"How much?' Becky asked.
"How much what?"
She stared at me. "Deadline, DL, my gal in the mask... we live in a capitalist dystopia. Money! How many dollars?"
"Lunch?" I tried.
She paused, tilted her head left, then right, then shrugged. "Okay. Fair."
"Cool. So, a gang is planning on hitting a gala tomorrow night. It's a big gala held by Seraph. I don't know which gang it is, why they're attacking the gala, or what they plan on gaining from it."
"But you know it'll happen anyway?" Becky asked. At my nod, she leaned her elbows onto the table. "How?"
"Does it matter?"
"I mean, a bit," she said. "Are you a pre-cog? Can you read my palm? Will my gacha pulls be fruitful this week, because that hundred pull thing you got me? I got shit-all out of it. It was real bad. Nothing but max pity the entire time. I even complained about it."
"If I had that kind of magic, do you think I'd waste it on something so silly?" I asked.
I was the world's biggest hypocrite.
"Hmm, I would," Becky said. "But also, you were super mysterious and strange last time. Just showing up. And Mousey's been paying attention to you too."
"Who?"
"Leader of the River Rats," she said with a dismissive wave. "She said you hit up a Synthcorp place that was all breach-y, and like, two days ago you yoinked a portal from right under NetherGain then aura farmed your way out. The video was cool, even if it got no views. Did you really meet a wizard?"
"I did," I said. "He was weird."
"I mean, if it was a wizard that kinda goes with the hat, no? Wait, is that why you have that hat?"
"It's unrelated," I said. "The hat is to protect my ID... and it's a fashion statement?"
"Hell yeah it is," Becky said. She perked up as a drone rolled over to our table. It was a tall, pillar-like machine on a wheeled base carrying three trays with these little extendable arms. It spun, placing one tray after the other on our table until there was no room for anything else.
Becky dug in, unwrapping a burger and sinking her teeth into it like a famished dog.
"So, the gang I'm looking for is based out of the west-end of the city. They might be involved with some pizza place?"
"Oh!" Becky said, then she started talking with her mouth full. Why had I thought she was cute before? "I know who you're talking about. That's the Weiss crew."
"The Weiss?" I asked.
"Means white, or something? Anyway, they run like, three little pizza places out in the west end of the city. Not that much of a gang, really, only they have this whole turf war going on with who gets to drive delivery in their part of the city. It's weird."
"And they'd stoop to attacking a Seraph gala?" I asked.
"That sounds real stupid," Becky said. "Like, Seraph have a bunch of rankers, no?"
"Yes, they do," I replied. "And I take it this Weiss gang don't have very many?"
"Their boss is a normal dude, but their biggest muscle is a C-ranker. Uh, I think a Wind user?"
Elemental wind? That meant that they were a Joy mage. That was one of the most uncommon elements out there. Probably not one of the most dangerous, but still, anyone who had made it to C-rank was worth respecting, and C-rank would mean that they had a lot of power behind their attacks.
"Think they'd be able to attack a gala just like that?" I asked.
"I mean, they might ruin the catering. Hey, those are my fries," she snapped.
"I paid for them," I replied as I stole another.
I wasn't sure if the situation didn't add up, or if I was just missing something. Probably a bit of both. Becky went on to tell me some more between stuffing her face. It was almost interesting to watch her disappear so much food. Where was she putting it all?
As for the gang. Well, I had an idea, but not the whole image.
"Hey... if I called you out of the blue and asked you to help me stalk a gang, would you be down for that?"
***
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I ended up Reloading, mostly because Becky had eaten about two hundred dollars worth of food. Or... she'd ordered that much. Really, it was insane how much she'd ordered, and she seemed willing to take at least one bite out of everything before setting it aside.
I don't know if this was the physical manifestation of the kind of typical flightiness that was the signature of Lightning mages or if this was just a Becky thing.
In anycase, I found myself back in the office, this time with something of a plan.
Standing, I left the office and headed outside to place a call. My phone rang six, seven times before someone answered. "Becky," I said.
"If you're a scammer, then you should know that I know a spell that can zap you through your phone," Becky said.
I blinked. "Do you actually?" I asked. "How would that even begin to work?" I'd maybe be willing to believe that a B-ranker could do something like that, but Becky wasn't anywhere near that.
"Ah... maybe? Wait, I recognize your voice! You're Deadline!'
"Hello, Becky," I said. "I was wondering if you were free this evening?"
"Uh, maybe? What for, though? You know, I'm a busy woman."
She wasn't. She'd told me about her daily routine. Mostly she went around doing grunt work for the River Rats, but as one of the gang's few rankers, she was mostly just muscle and she seemed to spend at least half her day playing games on her phone.
She'd learned a spell to recharge the battery with her magic. It was probably the spell she used the most. Basically, she wasn't busy.
"I have a mission I'm carrying out. It's one that you might be helpful on. I was wondering if you'd be free for a bit of mercenary work?"
"Ohh, what sort?" Becky asked. "If it involves blowing up orphanages, I'm not down for that. I'm chaotic good."
"Nothing like that," I replied. "It's an information gathering operation."
"Okay," Becky said. "Where and who are we spying on? Do I need to dress up for it?"
I considered bringing her to Jane, but... no, not yet.
Honestly, I wouldn't mind bringing Becky closer. I had Fran that I could rely on to hit a portal if the need arose, but Fran wouldn't always be available, and while Becky was... Becky. She was also a strong mage. Her magic probably put her on the higher end of the scale for a D-ranker, and she was pretty experienced.
Better yet, she wasn't super expensive. I mean, yeah, big meals and paying for her gacha pulls was a lot, but if that was all that was needed to entice her, then that still made her a lot cheaper than the average mercenary. Any corp would bend over backwards to hire her, at least until they saw what her work ethic was like.
Also, she was cute.
She was all brash and loud and carefree, like an actual punk, but at the same time I think she'd fold if anyone tried to actually flirt with her.
If I got her and Jane in the same room, Jane would have poor Becky wrapped around her pinky in the space of an hour.
"Let's meet at the Amber Green park at five thirty or so. Wear something that'll help you blend in."
"I can do that," Becky said. "Hey, how much are you paying me for this?"
"Call it a hundred dollars?" I asked.
"Hey! That's nothing!"
"You'll get to spend the evening with a hot bitch too," I said.
"... Well, okay, fine. But if this is a trap, I'm gonna have to zap you, you know?"
"I can live with that," I replied.
"By the way, how'd you get my number?" Becky asked.
I smiled. "I have my ways."
Becky sniffed, and I hung up. Mostly because I knew that she could easily start yapping and then getting her to stop might be a massive pain in the ass.
I returned to my office and finished the day rather normally, which meant filling out the paperwork that needed filling, poking around some things, and generally spending more time scrolling than working.
I did find out that Luna Corp had a small stipend for cyberware spending covered by the shitty insurance that the company gave to all of its rankers. As a D-ranker, I could have up to 60% of the cost of new ware reimbursed.
That 'up to' was shouldering a lot of work. 1% was up to 60% too.
It might not be worth it, but I had used that same program when I got some sub-dermals in the last timeline, and it had saved me a few grand. As a higher-tier ranker, they might be willing to shell out some more if I got something that was in-line with the job.
I'd see what the Orchid Lux deal with Fran turned out.
Once work was done, I headed out, hopped on my bike, then rode out across town to the Amber Green park. It was one of those 'green spaces' that all the psychologist types kept going on about. Something about how humans needed some open, not-grey spaces to live in sometimes.
In reality, it was more of a fancy set of walking paths around a shitty children's play area that was home to more druggies than kids. It was in the outer west end of the city, just a couple of blocks over from the ports. There were homes here, but they were the kind of stacked apartment buildings like where I lived. Nothing fancy or comfortable.
Becky arrived ten minutes late, hopping off a bus, then jogging over. She was dressed in a black t-shirt and mom jeans. There was a little chain on her jeans, but otherwise it was just... plain.
She had even stuffed all of her hair under a baseball cap with a mushroom logo on it and small text that just read 'Kill Rich People.'
It was such a plain look that it actually stood out a little for being so plain. "Hey," I said.
"Hi!" she replied, a smile lighting up her face. "So, what's all this about? And is that your spy look? Oh, you're cute without the mask. I thought you might be wearing it because your face was all fucked up."
"My face isn't," I assured her. "And yes, this is my plain clothes." I was in office-appropriate slacks, a nice off-white blouse and my leather biker jacket. It wasn't an outfit that'd stand out very much. If anything, I looked like an off-hours secretary.
"Cool, cool. So, uh, are we actually spying on someone? Because there's a bet going on."
"A bet?" I asked.
"Uh-huh, with the crew," she said with a vague gesture in an easterly direction. More or less where the River Rats were located, I supposed.
"What are the bets?" I asked.
She ticked the options off on her fingers. "Least common is that you're legit asking for help to spy on someone, but that's low odds. Much higher is that this is a trap to fuck with the River Rats in some way. There's also the shippers."
"The... to be clear, I'm not here to double-cross you, and this isn't a date," I said. "If it was, I'd have brought... well, I suppose flowers would be wasted."
"I'd be cool with chocolates," Becky said.
"Noted," I replied. "This actually is a bit of spywork. Mostly I want to get a feel for a local gang, and you're one of the only people I know who might have first-hand knowledge on them.
"Aww, okay," Becky said. She sounded a little disappointed. Did she want me to doublecross her? Or was she hoping that this was a date? It would have been sad if she wasn't so cute. "So, which group are you looking into?"
"Weiss crew," I said. "I know that they have a C-ranked Wind mage, and that's about it. Well, that and that they're based out of this part of the city, more or less."
"Mhm!" Becky said.
"If you want, we could pretend that this is a date. Come on, there's got to be somewhere to eat around here, and we can take a walk after. I want to see what we can learn."
"Sure!" Becky cheered right up. "Weiss crew run a buncha pizza places. I bet we can eat at one of them."
That was as good an idea as any. It would maybe let me see the kind of money the gang operated with. A pizza place could hardly bring in a fortune, right? But it might be a front to launder cash, or a front to sell drugs out of.
It was worth investigating, though I was starting to get the sense that this whole thing was a bit of a waste of time.
Oh well. It'd make Fran happy to know more, and I could deepen my understanding of Becky. Maybe I could invite her to a portal like I did with Fran? She'd look good in black.
***
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This was a mistake.
Not so much hanging out with Becky. She was... fun. Carefree and loud, and opinionated, but fun. I actually thought that she'd get along well with Jane, because she had ideas about fashion that would clash with Jane's own ideas.
No, the issue arose when we arrived at a pizza shop owned by the Weiss gang.
There was no hiding who ran the place. The joint was called West ENE Pizza, which wasn't the most creative name I'd ever seen. The building was squeezed in between two others. Half of it was a hairdressing salon, and to one side was a tobacco store and on the other was a small grab-and-go roboticized pharmacy.
It was in a corner of the city with slightly wider roads, along a one-way street with cars parked on both sides.
The shop had a stylized white W spray painted on the wall next to the door, and one entire wall on the inside was covered in some pretty nice street art of a man wearing a white bandana and scarf throwing a lit molotov at a corpo building.
Not exactly subtle.
Becky and I lined up before a long glass counter and eventually it was our turn to order from a young woman that couldn't be more than sixteen-ish. That's when the horror started.
"I'll have... just a small pepperoni and cheese, with a soda," I said with a gesture to the drinks fridge to one side.
The girl behind the counter nodded along, tapping the order into an old tablet. "And you?" she asked, looking up to Becky.
"Yeah, gimme a med. Uh, a Jalapeno, pineapple, onions," Becky started.
"Hmm, okay," the girl said, tapping her tablet.
"And mushroom, black olives, pepperoni, of course. Uh, extra anchovies. And can you sprinkle some garlic powder on top? Hey, do you do banana?"
The girl paused for a moment, processing all of that. "No? I mean, no we don't do fruit here. We do... pizza."
"Alright, fair 'nough," Becky said with a casual shrug.
I paid. I didn't want to. Not because it was expensive (as far as pizzas went, it wasn't actually that bad, price-wise) but because I didn't want whatever that was to mar my financial records for the rest of forever.
I sat, and Becky slumped into the seat across from me. She sat strange, legs spread and shoulders loose. Somehow, just the way she was sitting screamed 'troublesome punk.' I supposed that you could dress her nice and tell her to pretend, but it was impossible to remove the punk from her.
"Not a terrible spot," I said.
"Yeah, not bad," Becky said. "The Rats should get something like this going. The best we have is this sandwich truck. You know the sorts that deliver food to construction sites? It's not even a Rat thing, but like, it's run by someone's cousin or something and they're friendly. I get a discount for showing my tat." She patted her gut, where I knew there was a tattoo of a rat.
I nodded along. "So, the... people from here, they don't seem entirely unhinged. This place is working well enough. The neighbourhood isn't the nicest, but I've seen worse."
"Yeah, probably doing alright," Becky said. "I know of a couple of gangs in the area, but they're mostly chill."
"Chill isn't something I associate with gangs," I said.
Becky snorted. "That's cause you're not in one. You think it's shootouts and drive-bys all day long?"
"I mean... a little?"
Becky giggled. It was a strangely girly sound. "No no. C'mon! We're doing it for the money and the cred and the rep, but most of all it's a nice way to get a roof over your head and food in your stomach and maybe it's a good way to make some friends. You can't be fighting all the time. It's not like that."
"So what, drivebys are weekend activities only?"
Becky shook her head. "Nah. It's rare. Usually things are handled with words first. Cooler heads and all that. Fighting in the streets is bad for every sort of business. Look at this place? What if it burned down? That's a big loss of cash. You'll have a cook or two without work, a waitress or two, some drivers. Less money flowing around."
"So, the other place that burned down could have been a hit?"
"Yeah, maybe, but it was probably not. I mean. Why? Things usually escalate in like, little steps. First there's insults, then someone bangs someone's girlfriend, then maybe some scuffles, maybe a knife gets pulled. If someone dies, then it might get serious faster, but I haven't heard anything like that. No one just jumps straight to burning places down. Not between gangs that aren't already fighting."
I supposed that made some amount of sense. It painted the whole thing as something a lot more reasonable. Civil, almost. Or maybe the right term would be political.
"Okay, so those are all reasons not to burn a place down. But one was."
"Yeah, weird right?" Becky asked.
"Can we work backwards, then? Find out why? Or who, I guess?"
"I mean, if Weiss knows, then they'll go after whoever's responsible," Becky said.
I sat up a little. It couldn't be that obvious, could it? No... but maybe it could. Dammit, I'd have to pay attention tonight and see who Weiss targeted, specifically.
I was startled out of my thoughts when the pizza arrived. Mine looked greasy and warm and like a pizza should. Becky's looked like something off the side of a cigarette packet.
"Hell yeah, pizza," Becky said before ripping a slice out and chowing down on it with all of the energy of a puppy discovering leftovers carelessly left within reach.
I kept my attention on my own meal for a moment. I didn't want to see Becky doing horrid things to that poor pizza.
I... kind of wanted to Reload, but I really didn't want to. This was fun, and I wasn't sure I'd ever be able to recreate it.
I was debating over what to do when I felt someone walking up to the edge of our table. Three someone's. Younger guys in their later teens, wearing thick synthetic coats, tough jeans and workers boots.
One of them grinned at me, and I almost recoiled at the sight of the gaps in his teeth. "Heard you two talking about us," he said.
He was wearing a scarf, one of those lighter, more airy ones that was more middle-east than middle-of-the-arctic. A member of Weiss?
"Just talking," I said.
"Yeah, fuck off, you're ruining the vibes between me and my pizza," Becky said.
The boy's lips thinned. "Don't piss us off." he reached for Becky's pizza.
Becky paused, slice halfway to her mouth. She then looked up and met the boy's eyes. The lights in the room flickered. "Touch that and I'll fry every one of your nerves, Weiss-boy," she warned.
He pulled his hand back. "What're you talking about the Weiss about?"
What? Did he pick up English from the back of a milk carton? What kind of broken vocabulary was that? "We heard that one of your shops burned down," I said.
"Yeah? You heard that, huh?" he asked, attention turning to me.
"Yes," I replied evenly. "Who did it?"
"Why you wanna know?"
"Because we don't do business with people who rock the boat," I said. "And it sounds like someone did a lot of that here."
The boy worked his jaw. "That's it? You're here to eat our za and talk shit?"
"Yeah," I said.
"Maybe they're gay?" one of them said before snorting.
I looked over to him, then cast See Darkness, just to make my eyes glow. "You have a problem with that?" I asked. "I'm just here, on a nice date with my girl, grabbing something to eat, and we're talking about what's going on around town. We didn't ask for the reject squad to come out and poke us."
The boys backed up a little. But boys were stupid like that, and they rallied. Becky smacked the table. "Oi. My g-girlfriend said to go away. Dumbasses. Bunch of one-star pulls. Now, fuck off... wait, no." Her hand shot out, so quick that I could barely follow it, and I was sure three normal boys couldn't follow at all. "Before you go. Who lit that fire?"
"Fuck, lemme... Y'ouch! Fucking shocked me?" the boy yelped.
"And I'll do it again. 'Til you piss yourself. C'mon, spill."
The boy shook her off, or tried, but when he saw that it wouldn't work, he gave in. "Fine. We don't know. We think it's some big-wig corp."
"Seraph, probably," one of them said. "We took one of our portals in our turf that they keep calling theirs, and was pissed about it."
"Dude, shut up," the quieter boy hissed.
Seraph, huh? Interesting.
Almost as interesting as seeing Becky blush.
***
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It was a long deliberation, but I decided not to give up on the loop.
That was something I came to after saying goodbye to Becky at the same bus stop that I'd seen her arrive at. I probably should have been worried about leaving her alone there. It wasn't a nice part of the city. But then it was Becky, so my worry was probably better directed at the city and citizens.
The 'date' had been fun, and Becky being Becky, I was pretty sure she was too random and weird for me to be able to recreate anything like it exactly.
Besides, we'd accomplished what we came for.
I saddled my bike, then rode it out of the pay-per-hour parking that I'd stashed it in. That had been a fun evening, and I was feeling pretty good, overall.
After our little chat with the local brats, we'd actually gotten to the bottom of things, and... yeah, there wasn't much I could do.
I mean, no, there was plenty I could do, but I wasn't going to stick my neck out on this one. There was shenanigans afoot, but I was pretty sure it had nothing to do with me. I paused at a red light, then removed my helmet to fit a headphone into my ear. Then I Saved before placing a call.
Might as well bite that bullet.
It rang twice, enough time for me to slip my helmet back on and get honked at when the light turned green.
There was a faint click as the line picked up. "Hello?"
"Hey," I said. "Me again. Seems like I'm calling you more often than my own family." Damn, what was the last time I talked to my mom?
"Ah, hello," Fran said cooly. "I'm free now. Did your attempt to discover anything go well?"
"Very," I said. "Unfortunately, while I discovered a few things, I don't know if there's anything I can do about it."
"What did you find out?" Fran asked. I had the impression she was moving around, maybe in that fancy kitchen of hers?
I cleared my throat and spared some attention for the road. I was more or less heading back home since there wasn't much left to do. "So, I went on a little excursion with a little rodent I know. We looked into some things. Long and short of it is that the gang that'll cause a fuss tomorrow is known as the Weiss. Or Weiss' crew? They're settled in the western part of down, not too far from the industrial district and the port there."
"I've never heard of them. Though I can't say I'm well versed in that side of things," Fran replied.
"Not too surprising. So, the Weiss are all about money-making rackets and the like. They run a few small businesses, do protection stuff, maybe peddle some drugs, but nothing too strong. Typical small gang stuff. They have a few D-rankers, one pretty strong C-ranker, but their leader's a normal guy. Maybe an E-ranker at best."
"Noted."
"And a couple of days ago, Seraph burned down one of their pizza places."
There was a pause. "That seems unlikely."
"Ah, there's a whole story to it. We bullied it out of a few teens."
"Pardon?"
"Longer, unrelated story, sorry," I said with a chuckle. "I'll tell you over pizza one day. Anyway, as far as the Weiss are concerned, Seraph is responsible. They have this pizza joint off along some side street just off the docks. Greasy junkfood kind of place, selling weed on the side, mostly there to cook the books but also a place where some dockworkers come in to eat. You know the kind of place?"
"Not personally, but I can imagine."
I nodded along, then almost cursed. I'd missed my turn. Dammit, I wasn't familiar with this part of the city, and I didn't have a GPS running. Oh well. "Right, so, a portal opened up in the kitchens about three months back. Little E-rank think. Weiss cleared it. Had a bunch of them on lookout just outside soaking in the mana and sent their D-rankers and C-ranker in. A few injuries, but nothing serious. The gang made a small profit and they were happy overall."
"They didn't report it?"
"Why would they? Portals are dangerous, but they're profitable. The same portal reappeared two weeks later."
"A recurring portal. That's very valuable. And two weeks? That's on the shorter end."
"Two weeks and three days," I said. "And then again, and again. The gang started to basically farm E-rankers from it, waiting longer to take it out and parking people in the kitchens when they thought the portal would appear again. It's a cheap, free way to bolster their numbers and strength."
A gang filled with E-rankers would be more intimidating than one filled with normal folk, even if the difference between a normal person and an E-ranker wasn't always that big.
It was still a difference. A group that was slightly faster, healed slightly better, and was slightly stronger... well, it added up. And there was always the fact that to hit D-rank, one had to be E-rank first. Even if only one in twenty E-rankers eventually hit D-rank... well, having twenty more E-rankers would amount to one more D-ranker eventually.
It was a huge windfall for the gang. They'd have another reason for people to join them, and their guys would slowly be stronger.
"So, the gang was given a huge economic boost on a silver platter," Fran said.
"Just about, yeah," I replied. "Then the place burned down a couple of days ago. Weiss thought it might have been an accident, but they looked into it. There were cameras around, off of any grid, and they saw people coming in to sabotage the place. Tracked them down, and one thing led to another, and they're blaming Seraph for it."
"That's the part that doesn't make sense," Fran said. "Seraph is a larger guild. A respectable one, even. They're second only to NetherGain in Fortress ENE in terms of capital."
"Aren't Midnight Tea Garden and like, Chatterbox big too?"
"Yes. But while Midnight Tea Garden has more A-rankers and Chatterbox better contracts, Seraph have been edging into domination for a while now," Fran said. "Some might say they're too big to fail."
"And just this week they lost some C-ranker in a dungeon or something, no? Isn't that one guy, Bloody Violet or whatever, livestreaming a run through that portal today?"
"I hadn't heard of that, but it's possible. In any case, I can't see why they'd... no, I can see why, but I don't imagine them doing it," Fran said. "A recurring E-rank portal isn't worth the hit to their reputation."
"I think they used someone else to burn the place down," I said. "They didn't send their own people. And I don't see the point, entirely. Not like the portal won't show up again... probably?"
"It might not," Fran said. "There have been recurring portals that ceased to appear after the area was destabilized. A fire might be enough to stop the portal entirely. Or it might not, and the portal will reappear in the burned out building, in such a way that this Weiss gang won't be able to disguise it."
"I don't think it matters either way. Maybe Seraph wanted the contract for themselves, or maybe there's more to it. In any case, the gang is pissed. They had some people get hurt in that fire. Now they wanna take it out on Seraph."
"Maybe it was a false flag?" Fran asked.
I shrugged even if she couldn't see it. "Maybe. Not something I can really dig into on such short notice."
"That's fair, I suppose. Do you believe I should attend the gala?"
"It's a small risk," I said. "But no more than the risks we took this weekend. With the portal, I mean." That last bit was important.
In reality, she'd probably not actually be at risk at all. I'd make sure to set a Save early and wait until I heard back from her later before setting another. That way I'd know she was fine.
"Speaking of risks. This might be premature, but I think I have a bead on another portal this weekend. I was wondering if you'd be interested?"
"I would," Fran replied instantly. "Just the two of us?"
"Uh... maybe."
"Maybe?" she asked.
"I was thinking that our little operation might use one more? I'll see. She's competent... or at least, she's powerful. You might like her?"
She wouldn't. Becky and Fran would clash, hard, but I kinda liked working with Becky, and getting her close would undeniably be a good move. Becky was strong. Give Becky a dozen portal runs, even just E and D rankers, and she'd be a bit stronger.
The breach might be too much for one D-ranker to handle, but if I could climb to C between now and then, and if Becky and Fran did the same, then... maybe three C-rankers would be enough?
It was a hope.
"Anyway, we'll keep in touch tomorrow," I said. "Before and after your gala. In the meantime, I've got more work than you could imagine lined up."
***
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When I got home, I decided to be productive. I was still feeling a little crampy and gross, but it wasn't as bad as the day before, and I had more energy. Maybe being a D-ranker had more upsides than I'd initially realized?
Anyway! The evening was a good time to train.
I first went through a full rotation of spellwork practice, using up all of the magical energy I had blasting Shadow Bolts in the backyard, then spending the rest of the evening playing guitar... also in the backyard. It was a little embarrassing to have random neighbours, some of whom I only vaguely recognize, see me plucking away on my old electric, but I figured that I'd have to play before people at some point.
Maybe I could start learning how to sing at the same time?
That would require learning how to sing, though.
Other than a few one-woman concerts held in my shower, or singing along to some classics on the radio, I'd never really dived deep into singing. Wait... I think I'd done a show as a kid in elementary school? I was pretty sure that didn't count.
In any case, I was putting in more hours per week practicing on the guitar than some professionals, I bet. That didn't suddenly make me one, however. How many hours had I accumulated in the last month? Fifty? Sixty hours of practice? That was good 'get the basics down' time, but it wasn't nearly enough for any degree of mastery.
The next loop I tried Grasping Growth, using up the spell until the backyard looked like a poorly tamed jungle. Then I did French practice.
I actually asked around, and discovered that not one of my neighbours spoke a lick of French. Someone spoke Italian, I had a few Spanish, one German, a smattering of Asian languages, and a couple of Hindi and some who spoke other, less common languages, but no French.
Too bad. It would have made practice easier to have someone to bounce off of.
So the next loop, after burning all of my magical energy on Grasping Growth--this time going slower and really feeling out the spell, I wanted to have it be pretty efficient, and just casting it as hard as possible wouldn't help with that--I then spent the evening looking for a teacher online.
I actually found one. Some sites had AI training software to learn languages with, but I was worried that I'd learn some bullshit. So I dug deeper and found an insanely expensive course for like, C-suit corpo types who wanted to learn a language fast.
That course included one-on-one training with a native speaker. It cost several thousand dollars a month, but money meant nothing, so I got it and ended up in a video call with a sixty-something year old man sitting in his home off in France.
We had a conversation.
It wasn't good. I was a stuttering, uncertain mess, fumbling over words, forgetting half of the vocabulary I'd learned, and generally probably sucked more than most of the people he trained.
Still, he was patient with me and I liked the lesson for the hour and a half it lasted.
I did the same thing the next loop, though that time I started training Nutrition. The next was Restore Stamina, and the next Exhaust Senses. Not spells I was using very often, but I figured that if the spell was in my toolbox, I might as well have a decent idea of how it worked.
At the moment, I was still not sure what other spells to pick up. I figured I was ready for a few more Level Two spells, however. Stuff like Grasping Growth, only more... potent.
Maybe some variation on Shadow Bolt? The one I had delivered a weak punch's worth of energy at a decent speed. Having something with more oomph to it could give me a flexible combat spell.
Seeing Becky and Mizu fight with overwhelmingly powerful magic, either given to them from an innate ability or from learned spells, was making me a little envious.
Just a little.
I spent the before-last loop playing guitar in my room while idly listening to the news. I had a sockless foot next to my mouse and would sometimes turn the scrollwheel down to go to the next auto-play video.
There wasn't much that interested me, but there was a lot. Fortress ENE alone generated plenty of news, and then there was the rest of the country and the world. I sat up and listened more attentively to a story about a Peruvian fortress city being hit particularly hard by a breach until a pair of A-rankers showed up and blasted a large part of the city apart to quench the breach.
An estimated three thousand dead over a forty-eight hour period. It wasn't even the top news story at the moment.
Had Fortress ENE's breach made international news at all? Had we hit three thousand dead?
Probably. I could remember a large chunk of the city being on fire. That was maybe not even the breach's fault. When people were running away in a panic, it was only natural that they'd sometimes cause other, unrelated accidents.
I found some guy online, on one of the bigger video-sharing sites, who had an hour and a half long breakdown of the entire situation.
It was hard to focus on playing while I watched, but I tried.
My last loop of the evening was spent suffering through some basic exercise in my room. Burpees and situps and pushups until I was a sweaty mess. I cast some basic spells, mostly See Darkness and Nutrition, over and over again to almost-drain my magical energy. There were some things that said that draining and regaining one's energy was a somewhat efficient way to work on one's magical reserves, like a sort of muscle.
It was lame, but the shower after was nice, even if I ended up using even my expanded hot-water reserves and ended up getting splashed by cold water by the end.
I slept like a babe.
The next morning, I got up early, wasted the hour I'd gained in the morning cuddling up to Mister Couchtop and doomscrolling on my phone, then I rushed through getting dressed and darted off for work.
Work was lame.
We had more training, but it was mostly non-physical stuff. The most exercise I got was taking the stairs instead of the elevators. Some of it was vaguely useful. Codes and alerts to call out, how to use some of the radios and more specialized equipment, a whole hour about putting on PPE and environmental protection in case we ever had to handle a portal world filled with toxic gases or enemies that used aerosolized attacks.
Boring, but not useless to know.
How would Fran and I handle something like that? We had masks as part of our costumes, but... yeah, it wasn't everything. We had a lot of exposed skin. But that was necessary. How would people think that we were hot as hell if we didn't show a bit of skin?
That reminded me. I sent a quick text to Jane, asking her if she could arrange for a few more costumes in a similar style and promising her pay. Then I sent her a censored image of Becky and told her to find something that might fit someone with those proportions.
Jane seemed halfway between amused and annoyed, which was a good sign, I figured.
The most interesting thing in the day happened almost as soon as five o' clock rolled around and I set a new Save. The goal was to just keep an eye out on that gala, in case Fran needed help.
I was just stepping out of the office when I heard a ring.
Pausing by the threshold, I picked up my phone and stared. Orchid Lux. Huh?
"Hello," I said as I answered.
A young man was on the other side of the call. "Hello. I'm a representative of Orchid Lux's Private VIP services. We were made aware that you had some interest in some of our products as well as our private cyberware installation services."
"Oh! Yes, uh, you caught me with my... you caught me at a good time, actually. Give me one moment? I'm moving into a parking garage."
"Of course. In the meantime, please be advised that this call isn't being recorded, and we suggest that you keep personal information to a minimum. Orchid Lux's Private VIP services are second to none because of how guarded we keep our client's privileged information."
Nice corpo speak, there.
I climbed to the top of the parking garage, then told the rep to go on. "So, what do you offer?"
"We can install any of our mainline products, and even some of our competitors' cyberware, all while keeping extremely discreet. Did you have your eyes set on any particular model?"
"Uh," I replied. "Not just yet. How much does this service cost?"
"Our Private VIP services aren't inexpensive, understandably. We have certified surgery teams under oath, using specialized censoring cyberware that ensures that no identifying information about you or what cyberware you've equipped will leave the surgical suit. We have transportation, privately, to and from the suit, as well as back to a desired location for private convalescence. I see here that your operational budget is... one hundred and fifty thousand dollars at the moment. Prepaid."
I felt my mouth go dry. How much? "Who prepaid that?" I asked.
"I'm not at liberty to know."
Well... shit. "So, uh... do you have a catalogue?"
***
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The Orchid Lux rep gave me a link to a website.
The site was only reachable through some heavily-encrypted browser, and he warned me that it was best, and safest, to only use the internet through a pre-paid card on a burner, or to use public wifi on a brand-new device that I was going to trash.
The fact that this company that I'd never done business with before was this safety-aware made me feel a certain way.
I had so much to do today, mostly checking up on Fran and making sure she was safe, but... yeah, this was a nice distraction.
Since I didn't intend to keep the timeline where I spied on the gala, I went out, bought a new laptop, then bought a burner phone with some data on it. My little hacker setup wasn't anything special, but it was better than nothing.
I installed myself in a cafe a block away from the Seraph Headquarters.
That's where the gala was going to take place.
It was a swanky kind of building, right smack in City Centre, with a bit of a yard leading up to this kind of brutalist entranceway with huge, probably unnecessary pillars. The bottom twenty-ish yards of the building were all glass. The rest of it was a tall, grey pillar with a few windows to break it up.
The Seraph logo sat proud and shiny at the top, backlit in deep neon yellows.
It was easy to see that they'd set up for the gala from where I sat. The cafe was across the street, on the sixth floor of some mixed office building. I'd bullied someone out of the seat I was now in so that I could better spy on the event.
Cars were already out in front and a red carpet was rolled out. Security seemed pretty... present, but I wasn't sure if it was tight exactly.
I gave myself even odds of being able to break in with just ten or so loops.
But, ideally, it wouldn't come to that at all. I was just here to watch. Watch... and shop.
The link that the Orchid Lux rep gave me sent me to a site where I had to log in using a password he asked me to come up with on the spot. That was the only thing on the front page of the site. A prompt asking for a password.
I typed mine in.
CantCheatKarma
The site portal let me in and I leaned back. The site's UI so far had been uber-minimalist. But once in, it was really nice, clean, modern shit. Corpo to the tits, but also without any on-screen ads, no pop-ups, just clean thumbnails and everything laid out.
I licked my lips as I looked it over. There was a navigation thing to one side, with filters.
What did I want, exactly?
I opened the list and scrolled through, then clicked on Nerve-Threading. It brought up some half-dozen options, only two of which were Orchid Lux. I clicked on one of the non-OL options, out of curiosity.
Ex Y Nerve-Nine Combat Spinal Lattice
Manufacturer: Ex Y Defense Industries
Rating: Military Grade, Class-IV Neural Interface
Description:Designed for high-speed neural conduction in field operatives. The Ex Y Nerve-Nine replaces the body's natural spinal relay with a carbon-sheathed fiber lattice, reducing lag between motor intention and muscle contraction to sub-10 millisecond response times. Integrated shock-dampening and EM shielding ensure stable function even under electronic warfare conditions.
Side Effects: Occasional phantom limb sensation and transient muscle spasms during calibration. Installation time is 8 hours. Three to seven days of sick leave suggested post-operation.
Price: $182,000
Installation cost: $17,000
Holy. I stared at the image, but it was really just a diagram of the nervous system down someone's spine.
Idly, I opened a new tab and posted the name in. The cyberware was made in China, and was currently intended for use in special-ops units starting next year. It wasn't field tested yet, or available to the public.
Damn, Orchid Lux didn't fuck around.
Bit too pricey for me, that. I did check on some others. Orchid Lux had their own nerve-threading which was a little closer to affordable. As in, I'd be able to buy and install it and maybe afford a taxi back home after.
Maybe not, then.
My shortlist of wants, as far as cyberware went, was simple.
Optics, sub-dermals, cochlear protection, skull plating, and maybe a bio-monitor.
I poked around the site some more and felt a weird frustration as I did so. It was so well-made that I was just now realizing that all of the other sites I'd used throughout the rest of my life were shit in comparison.
This was like someone who only ever ate compact protein bars having a home-cooked meal for the first time.
I glanced out the window. People were arriving at the gala. There were limos parked around the block, and some nice sports cars too. A few cameras were flashing, but it looked like the media was mostly relegated to a pen off to one side.
No explosions or violence yet.
I went back to navigating the site and drawing up a wishlist. It conveniently had all of my purchases to one side, with prices and thumbnails and placed them all within easy-to-read categories.
They had to give their IT people a raise, damn.
Optics was my number-one priority. Mine were trash, and I found myself not using them because they just weren't secure enough.
Orchid Lux had good optics. Maybe the best. But... I was on the fence as I looked through different options. Mostly because I maybe wanted something a bit more? Good optics weren't cheap.
Orchid Lux "Seraphim Veil" Bioptic Array
Manufacturer: Orchid Lux
Rating: Civilian/Military Hybrid
Description:A luxury combat optic built for both elegance and precision. The Seraphim Veil replaces the sclera and iris with liquid-crystal membranes capable of displaying tactical HUDs directly over the user's vision. Smart pigment adaptation maintains a natural appearance when inactive. The user can change the colour of their iris with ease thanks to the Orchid Chameleon™ system. Optical nerve threading enables automatic focus tracking, target tagging, and microsecond light compensation.
Side Effects: Mild vertigo in zero-light environments. Risk of temporary blindness if exposed to directed EMP.
Price: $214,500
Installation Cost: $21,000
Installation Time: 2 hours
I chewed on my lower lip. Too much. I could cheap out a little, get something that was second-best, but then... hmm.
I started to play around with options. I didn't need the best optics. I needed good enough.
In the end, I had a combo of three items that came in at... well, it would be a lot.
VaxOptic "Eidolon" Mk.IV Retinal Overlayer
Manufacturer: VaxOptic Defense Opticals
Rating: Class-IV Combat
Description:A direct sheath retrofit over the natural eye, the Eidolon replaces organic corneal and retinal layers with a reactive diamondweave lens and synthetic photoreceptors. Designed for forward scouts and drone pilots, it allows full-spectrum imaging, magnification up to x12, and adaptive glare suppression. Optical feeds can be shared across squad networks in real time.
Side Effects: Temporary light hallucinations during recalibration. Requires daily lens rehydration fluid for optimal clarity.
Price: $69,000
Installation Cost: $3,800
Installation Time: 4 hours
That was a good set of eyes. It was current-gen from a military contractor. The software for it would be a bitch to work with, from what I could tell online from user reviews of the previous generation, but that also meant that it was a pain in the ass to hack into.
It wouldn't even change my iris, which was nice. No colour changes, though. So that'd be annoying.
Orchid Lux "Pulselet" Subdermal Health Band
Manufacturer: Orchid Lux
Rating: Civilian Grade
Description:The Pulselet rests just beneath the skin of the wrist or neck, sampling blood flow, oxygenation, and adrenaline levels in real time. The display projects softly onto the skin surface, glowing gently when vitals drift outside optimal range. Integrates seamlessly with most personal devices and helmets.
Side Effects: Slight warmth at the site during exertion.
Price: $9,800
Installation Cost: $700
Installation Time: 45 minutes
Simple, but it could interface with the new optics. I'd have a real-time feed on my bio...stuff. The glowy bits could be shut off so that I'd just have a constant monitoring of my vitals. There were even upgrades available. The Pulselet was one of Orchid Lux's more popular items.
Orchid Lux "Lilt" Bio-Aural Enhancer
Manufacturer: Orchid Lux
Rating: Civilian/Military Hybrid
Description:The Lilt enhances frequency discrimination and music-grade fidelity, favored by snipers, pilots, and audiophiles alike. Its sub-cranial filter translates ambient data—heartbeat, speech cadence, engine tone—into color-coded sensory cues overlayed on peripheral vision if linked to compatible optics. The implant replaces the user's natural cochlea with an advanced system. Designed for comfort and aesthetic subtlety.
Side Effects: Overstimulation in loud environments; mild vertigo during firmware updates.
Price: $41,000
Installation Cost: $3,000
Installation Time: 4 hours
That would cover my hearing issues. There was a neat little video that showed what the visual cues looked like. It would be nice for stealth, I supposed. Mostly, I was interested in the implant's ability to record stuff and save it for later. And it would interface with the bio-monitor. The Atyacus model F1R3 cochlear implants I'd gotten were... nine years older than this, and not even in the same ballpark for quality.
It was almost enough to make me want to have Orchid-Lux eyes as well, but... nah.
Once I removed all the other options, I was left with a final price. 127,300. Operation time of six hours, which wasn't bad.
More money than I'd ever spent on anything before.
Then there was a small informational pop-up that appeared. It was from Orchid Lux, informing me that all three items were currently available. The message also said that the stock would be set aside for me immediately, and that the costs did not have any hidden or additional fees. Also, there was a memo that confirmed that the bio-monitor and cochlear implant could all be connected to the new eyes without issue by some Orchid-Lux technicians.
I chewed on a finger. Could I... get more? I had my own funds for this. Maybe some sub-dermals? But the good stuff would blow my budget.
Skull plating? But that would easily push me past the 150K mark.
I decided not to. I pressed the 'purchase' button, and received a confirmation. Then a nice message from Orchid with a calendar attached, asking me when I wanted it all done.
Damn.
And that's about when the first explosion occurred just outside.
***
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I shut my new laptop with a click and jumped to my feet. Right, I was here to spy on the gala, not just do some shopping.
That could wait for... well, probably earlier than now, I guess? Whatever.
I shook myself awake and focused on the gala.
The Seraph building was sporting a huge hole. One of the massive windows at the front framing the entranceway, had been blown apart. Glass was still in the process of shattering. But window panes that big couldn't be normal glass. That stuff had to be some sort of reinforced stuff, right?
People were running around by the entrance, guests running around the outside of the building away from the front while more were milling around just inside. Security was out, pressing people back in and trying to bring order to things, but they were very obviously distracted.
Probably by the six vans parked out front.
The Weiss had come in numbers. More than I expected to see. Six beaten up old vans, one parked right in the nearest intersection, the other at the far intersection. They had unloaded a few guys each, with what looked like assault rifles and bandana masks all in white.
The middle four vans unloaded even more gangsters. Some of them had white Ws spray-painted on their sides, and judging by the way they were dressed, there was no mistaking who this was.
I squinted, wishing I had that 12x zoom eyeware installed already, because from where I was, it was difficult to make out any good details.
The gangsters ran up towards the entrance, and when one of the guards opened fire, they replied with a hail of gunfire. Their aim was... more enthusiastic than anything. They were spraying while running, some of them holding their rifles out at arm's length before they dove behind cover.
I blinked as I saw one guy trying to reload what looked very much like an RPG from behind one of the vans.
Where in the fuck did they get that? Who was going around selling idiot gangsters rocket launchers?
The guy finished reloading, came around the van, and fired. The rocket shot across the little garden space before the Seraph building, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake. I ducked down a little, expecting a huge explosion.
I was honestly a little disappointed when it blew up a solid ten feet from the hole they'd already blasted in the front.
There was a large ball of roiling water floating in the air where the rocket should have passed. It hovered there for a moment, then fell apart, splashing down at the front of the HQ.
Five people stepped out of the Seraph building.
It was impossible to confirm it from so far away, but I definitely had a strong suspicion that all five were rankers, and not little E and D rankers either. Even from across the street, they looked like people carved out of marble. The four men were handsome enough, some tall and wide, a couple more wiry and lithe. The woman in the group was supermodel hot in a deep red dress that had a long slit along one side showing off some well-muscled leg.
Seraph's rankers? They would be here. The gala was meant to show off the company, so it would only make sense for them to have their best here.
If I recalled correctly, Seraph had a decent number of C-rankers, and a few Bs as well.
Then the Weiss crew stepped out with their own rankers.
Seven guys. Six of them looked like... just guys from where I was. Maybe they were handsome or something with their neon hair and ripped out leathers, but I couldn't quite tell. The guy in the middle though? Definitely a C-ranker. He was a head taller than all the rest, and a fair bit wider, too.
The dude wasn't wearing a shirt, revealing a lot of tats. I couldn't make out of what from so far away, but the dude was covered in them. Very Yakuza-chic.
There was no way that I'd be able to hear what anyone was saying. Not through a window and a hundred-plus yards, but I could tell that both sides were chatting.
Then the big guy gestured forwards and seemed to yell something and all hell broke loose.
It was common knowledge that no matter what, the humble gun was still a threat. Like, yeah, no shit. I took out high D-rank monsters with guns, and I was pretty confident that except for the rare exception, guns would take out just about anything in a portal.
It went double for humans.
People died when you punched them full of holes. And while I was still only just discovering how much faster and tougher being a D-ranker made me, I wouldn't casually allow someone to shoot me and expect to come out of it just fine on the other end.
The big Weiss guy ran forwards while all of his pals rose up from cover and opened up. That was some two dozen morons with poor aim, but all of them had automatic weapons and it looked like they had the time to reload.
The C-rankers from Seraph reacted differently. Some stood their ground, one dove for cover, and the rest crouched down and used magic. The fancy stonework before them rose up in a half-wall and a massive barrier of water appeared before the group, bullets splashing into the water, deforming it with huge splashes.
Then the Weiss guy made a huge sweeping gesture and the wind picked up as a massive, localized wave. Dust and loose leaves and trash were picked up off the ground and flung at the rankers.
The watery shield was ripped apart.
Behind it, the Seraph rankers were preparing spells.
I winced as several things happened all at once. Multiple explosions, beams of light and some fire raced around and blew Weiss gangsters back. Some of them looked like they'd cooked in the explosions and I was pretty sure I saw someone's arm go flying.
The water reformed into a bigger ball, then it burst into two dozen twenty-feet long spears of ice that criss-crossed over where the Weiss C-ranker was.
He dodged them all. The D-rankers following behind him weren't so lucky.
They flung their own spells forwards. Bursts of fire, some splashes of water, one guy was flinging what might have been Shadow Bolts or some derivative forward.
The Seraph rankers were taking it more seriously, though. One of them stepped up, and I suspected that it was one of their B-rankers because all of the water in the air started to move around whip-quick. It wasn't so much the control that hinted at B-rank, but the quantity. Balls of water the size of heads swarmed around, three dozen of them, and they'd deform into long ice-y spears that jabbed into the Weiss below, then reform into balls of water in a blink.
The Weiss' leader crashed into the water user and there was a massive bursting explosion of wind that made the glass I was behind shudder. Some of the patrons screamed.
I just watched, but honestly, I couldn't make out too much of what I was seeing. I could tell that things weren't going well for the gangsters. Those that stood and fired at the Seraph rankers were put down with impunity.
That Seraph woman was flicking fireballs around, one every half second. They curved and spun through the air, then exploded on impact with enough force to send people flying. The fire seemed... sticky. Some of those gangsters weren't going to enjoy the next couple of years, not with the way they were dropping and rolling, clothes burning.
I wasn't sure what happened, but between one moment and the next, the wind died down, and Seraph came out ahead.
Two of the vans squealed as they shot off. A few fireballs chased them and nailed one in the rear, lighting it on fire even as it drove off, but other than that, the fight was over.
The Seraph people hadn't come out unscathed. It looked like at least two of them had been shot. They were bleeding pretty badly, but they were alive, and it looked like some of the other rankers coming out of the building had some access to Nature magic.
The Weiss crew? Of the three dozen that had shown up, half were on the ground, not moving. The rest looked injured in one way or another, and a few odd ones out were entirely fine, though they were quick to surrender when security showed up.
No sign of Fran.
So, she was fine, then.
I watched for another hour, but it was mostly the police showing up and people gesturing at their shot-up limos. Then the media showed up and I figured there was nothing left to gain.
I Reloaded after checking in on Fran, just to be sure.
What the hell had all of that been?
***
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The next loop was spent doing research in PJs at home. Mister Couchtop came over and installed himself across my lap, a warm, fat pillow that I idly scratched while awkwardly using my off-hand to poke at my keyboard.
Since the gala hadn't happened yet, and wouldn't for another... two or so hours, I spent the early evening looking up the cyberware I was planning on buying from Orchid Lux.
There was no worry that this timeline would lead to anything traceable, so I just poked around and read reviews, with the occasional watch-through of some videos online.
The first thing I looked into was the Eidolon.
VaxOptic was a pretty decent brand. It was a military contractor, but a lot of that was for the country's military, as opposed to PMCs and portal-divers like Luna Corp. So, the gear they made had to pass a lot more standards and such than normal semi-civilian grade stuff.
As much as military-grade had a reputation, when it came to cyberware it was pretty good. There was an expectation that anyone who served would get to keep their gear post-service. That meant that the Veteran's Affairs got their nose into things and they had started to insist, a few years back, that post-service cyberware continue to have long term support.
That was a pretty normal thing to be worried about, honestly.
No one wanted to wake up one day only to discover that their eyes were no longer supported, or that the software on their artificial heart was no longer going to receive security updates.
Anyway, VaxOptic seemed like a decent choice as far as that kind of thing went. Their solution was mostly to have it so that most of their cyberware could function entirely disconnected. It was even a positive when it came to more... secretive operations.
The one moderate issue was that they suggested using an 'eye lubricant' with their cyberware every day.
A lot of users said that was bullshit, and it was just the company trying to sell a subscription on their anti-dry-eye droplets. Over the counter stuff worked just as well, and dry-eye wasn't that frequent of an issue.
The other two pieces of cyberware I looked into had more reviews. A lot more. There were also a lot more influencer reviews and product placement stuff and so on. Orchid Lux might have been good about privacy, but they had a marketing arm bigger than some entire corporations.
The Lilt Bio-Aural Enhancer was semi-popular with B-list musicians. It wasn't what the lead singers used, but it was what the others in popular bands had, and it was considered a good choice by producers and the like. Audiophiles liked it as a good stepping-stone piece of cyberware before reaching the real peak stuff.
That peak stuff cost an added zero on top of the normal price tag and usually required a lot of added maintenance. Honestly? Not worth it for any normal use. I didn't need gold-plated wiring in my head.
I did find a few reviews of people in louder careers, and it seemed like it did what I needed it to--blocking super-loud noises and preventing anything like tinnitus from forming.
Good enough. Plus as an Orchid product, it had great interconnectivity.
The Orchid Lu Pulselet was one of their more popular products. The one I was aiming for was on the higher end of the product's line, and it was new as well.
The pulselet line was a fairly common item and it had been one of the first things Orchid Lux started producing like, twenty years ago when they went hard into cyberware. The oldest models still worked, which was a good sign.
There were probably a few thousand people walking around Fortress ENE, credit debt up to their eyeballs, who had sacrificed a lot to have that Orchid Lux logo planted over their wrists.
The models ranged from discreet to shiny to the point of gaudiness.
I think it was one of those fancy-purse situations, where people bought the versions with the biggest logos to show off how rich they were, while those who were actually rich had smaller, more discreet versions of the same.
What I was aiming for was a thinner, less obvious item. It would look like a small tab on the inside of my wrist with a thin metal plate that served as a small monitor. That could display the time, connect to a smart phone, and most importantly, the higher end models had magic energy readers. The real bulk of the cyberware would be screwed into my radius and wrapped around some of the veins in my arm.
Nice and subtle.
I'd have to put in the order once I was in a 'real' loop.
In the meantime... evening rolled around, and I opened four news sites and started to refresh. It wasn't too long before one of them had a story, though I doubted the veracity of it since it didn't quite match up to what I saw.
Still, it was something.
I spent the next three hours reading posts and comments and refreshing the news to get more out of it. I even subscribed to like, five sites to get stuff without ads.
I really didn't learn that much, though.
No one had a good idea of why Weiss attacked the Seraph gala.
The results of the attack were mixed. Nine dead according to one report. Another said twenty-plus, but that sounded like too much. I think they might have confused 'casualties' with 'dead' or something.
Lots of gangsters were jailed, and as far as I could tell, no one from Seraph died, though there were a few injuries reported.
People online were of two minds:
The first camp came out and said that Seraph had done well, had saved the day, and were cheering on seeing some gangsters put in their place. They were hollering for blood. That crowd had a few people in it that just felt like Fortress ENE wasn't safe enough. Some said that the gang was all immigrants. Some said that they were happy to see the corp finally acting to put the gangs down.
The second camp wasn't as vocal, but it was still loud enough. They suggested that maybe there was a reason for two dozen gangsters to take such huge risks.
The more paranoid and conspiracy-prone pointed out that it was weird that a gang would just... do that, and that there was definitely something more going on.
Knowing what I did, I kind of felt like the conspiracy-prone might be onto something, but they were also the most insane of the bunch and it was hard to read the shit they came up with. Morons never heard of Occam's Razor.
I waited until late in the evening before making a call to Fran. She was fine. The incident hadn't even cancelled the gala, though it did make it weird and a lot of people had left, so the evening was a bit of a waste. Though being there was good for her presence or something. I didn't know how that worked, so I just agreed with her and then wished her a good night.
Then I took a nap, woke up on Saturday morning, and looked at the news again to see if anything new came up, but it looked like there really wasn't much, and it had turned into an 'investigation' which meant that no one would ever find out the truth.
Oh well.
I Reloaded. No point in wasting the entire evening.
Since it was the end of the week, more or less, I was probably gonna get a week of nothing soon, and... yeah, that'd be nice.
Before that, though, I did have one option for something. I knew about a small E-rank portal that was coming up, and I knew two girls that might not mind going through it with me.
An E-rank portal would mean... not much, in terms of growth. If I solo'd it, then I'd get a small boost, and that was it. It wasn't so much that I'd mind splitting it two or three ways.
Urgh, I was doing it again, obsessing with hitting up the next portal. I was growing fast already, wasn't I?
At the rate I was going I'd be a C-ranker by the time the Breach happened.
Obviously, that meant keeping up the pace I was on, which would become increasingly tricky. Eventually, E-rank portals wouldn't boost me nearly as much. I'd have to start looking for more D-rank portals, and maybe sneak through a few C-rank portals as well, though I wasn't sure how I'd manage to do something like that yet. Not solo, at least.
But with a few friends that I trusted and had practiced combat with? Yeah, that was just plausible enough.
Plus it'd be a good excuse to hang out with cute girls!
***
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Saturday! Blessed day where all the office drones went home and tackled all of the shit they didn't have time to do during the week and where half of all factories were closed. The party day. The day off!
I decided that I needed a vacation, so the plan was simple; for the next week and a day or so, I'd stay home and do nothing.
More or less.
Even if I wanted time off, there were a few things that I had to lock in on, and I couldn't just not do them, mostly because I had to see how they'd work out.
So, the first thing I did was... head out to buy food. My fridge was empty, and I wanted a bit of time out in the city. My bike didn't have much room to carry goods, but I didn't care too much. I ended up leaving home at eleven-ish and only returned around nine in the evening.
Mostly I checked out a few things here and there. The city centre was a cool place to hang out in. There were a few tourist traps that I'd always avoided, mostly because they assumed that people had disposable income and not much sense.
I checked out this little interactive museum about Fortress ENE--and learned nothing while I was there--then headed out to the edge of town where that one E-rank portal I knew about was going to open. I poked my head in long enough to see what kind of monster it was filled with, even if I didn't intend to close it.
The portal was filled with this weird sort of bug monster that came up to about my knee. Nothing too impressive, honestly. I killed one by kicking it pretty hard with my old steel-toes.
Good to know, at least. The portal was definitely on the lower end of E-rank, so it would be a cakewalk, and it was out of the way, which was nice.
Anyway, after that, I hit the groceries and headed home where I tossed off my pants and determined that I wouldn't be wearing them for the rest of the week, as one did.
The rest of the day I spent playing some hyper-addictive slop games on my laptop until it was accidentally three AM.
I slept in the next morning, ate junk food warmed up in the microwave, and burned through my water allotment by zoning out in the shower.
The week passed like that, more or less, though two things really stood out.
The first was my deal with Orchid Lux.
I called them up after placing my order, confirmed it, then they gave me a time and place for my appointment. That Wednesday, at six in the afternoon. A time-slot right after work.
Obviously, I wasn't going to go myself. So... I did something a little stupid and expensive. I hired someone to go in my place. I pretended to be a competitor looking to see how Orchid Lux's service went, found someone that more or less fit my description online and who was looking for work, and paid them a cool thirty K to go get shiny new cyberware installed.
They went through with it, too. Maybe because I promised them a hundred grand and paid thirty up front?
They came back with new eyes, and new cyberware, and told me everything about the operation. It sounded cool, professional, and quick.
The poor jobless lady probably thought she'd won the jackpot.
I felt a little bad about using her like that, but it was the only way to be entirely sure.
I paid to have a third party check on her new cyberware, and it came back clean. Orchid Lux wasn't fucking around. Or if they were, it was hella subtle. Judging from what I saw and discovered online, though, they really were just that good.
The second thing that caught my attention, and the attention of a few people in Fortress ENE, happened on Thursday, sometime in the early morning.
It was on the far end of the city from where I lived, so I didn't pay it too much attention in the original timeline, but there was a cascading breach way out on the outskirts of the city that got a little out of hand.
This time, I was paying a lot more attention.
Three portals, all more or less close to each other. E, D and C ranked. One of them breached, then the other two, which were common recurring portals, breached as well.
There was something weird about that. When I looked into it some more, I discovered that there was some research into it, but it wasn't deep yet. Still, when one portal breached, there was a chance that others nearby might also breach, or at least act strangely.
The leading hypothesis was that the breach caused a large fluctuation in the ambient magical energy. That could destabilize other portals, especially if they were weaker.
A three-portal breach wasn't anything to ignore, but it was out in the suburbs of Fortress ENE, by the more industrial parts of the city. So the reaction time was... kind of ass overall. Eventually a team from Seraph of all people went out and tackled it, with the assistance of a team of normies from some other company who wanted to test out some new gear or something. It was settled by the end of the day, but not before causing a fair bit of damage.
Nothing like the capital-B Breach. This was smaller, more contained. Reactions were slow, but not so much so that things got out of hand, and casualties were low because it was out in a less populated area.
I watched a few shaky-cam vids of the fighting, took notes, and then found some people who had been there complaining online and asked them whatever questions I could.
This could be a big break.
The C-rank dungeon was beyond me, still, but the D-ranker?
It was an unstable, dangerous, D-rank portal in the middle of a breach. If someone, or a small group of someones, appeared and simply took care of it... well, that would mean something, right?
Already, there were a few people making posts and speculating about when me and Fran showed up in that food court. So far, people were assuming that we were some corpo team or something, but others were assuming a more generous take on the situation. It wasn't too much, not with how quickly news moved, but it was the start of a reputation and that was good enough for me.
When the real Breach happened, I wanted to be able to be listened to.
If I couldn't, then people might actually die, and... yeah, no, I didn't want that.
Having a rep as a vigilante would come in handy, especially if we had a knack for showing up where trouble would be before it appeared. We'd done it once in the public eye already, doing it a couple more times could be exactly what we needed.
And it might be a good way to show off another new member, maybe?
Hehe, I was having too much fun speculating on all of this.
When I finally Reloaded, I was quick to grab my notebook and note down what I needed to.
Saturday 5th-> Bright Barrow drone crashed in the middle of a park. (Still don't know about this one)
-> E-rank portal opens up on the edge of town. Took four hours for someone to decide to close it. Could be a good spot to hit for practice. Just E-rank, but looked relatively easy? Soloing it could be worth the experience and magic energy.
Sunday 6th-> Nothing much.

Monday 7th-> Bright Barrow had a whole press conference about their drone. No one cared. Felt off? Maybe investigate more?
-> Seraph and that one A-ranker, Bloody Violet, had a little insult match online.
Tuesday 8th-> More nothing

Wednesday 9th-> Appointment at Orchid Lux after work

Thursday 10th-> Starting at around 0800, a portal breaches about 3 miles west of the industrial park.
-> Second breach of D-rank portal at 0930.-> Third breach of E-rank portal at 1045
-> Seraph shows up at 1145 to push back monster tide. Some locals already fighting. Police already on the scene.-> Seraph pushes over to C-rank portal and closes it.
-> Seraph takes out D-rank portal.-> A smaller team takes out E-rank portal.
-> Mop up of monsters starts around 1300.
Friday 11th-> More of nothing.
I nodded to myself. A week off had been nice, but it was time to get back to it. I had plans, a lot of plans.
And they'd start with inviting Becky to join Fran and I on a little excursion... I checked the time. It was five-thirty PM, on Friday the fourth... Right, that would be tomorrow. So I really ought to call her now, then check in with Orchid Lux.
Damn, so much to do already.

***
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Convincing Fran to come was surprisingly easy. A quick text letting her know that I'd found an E-rank portal that we could hit and she was onboard. She did say that it helped that it was the weekend, where she wasn't as busy
Becky... was a bit harder to convince. "How much?" Becky asked.
"How much what?" I asked.
"Money? I though that was obvious from like, context clues," Becky said. "I don't do things for free. Sometimes I'll do them for cheap, tho."
I rolled my eyes. "Fine. The reward is the amount of growth you get from finishing an E-rank portal. And you'll get to meet the other woman I work with. I recall you mentioning seeing her in a video?"
"Oh, the blonde with the villain hat?" Becky asked. "Yo, she was cool-looking!"
"I'll let our costume designer know that you approve," I said. "Think of this as a... test, I guess? We're looking for a few more people to help out."
"Help clearing an E-rank portal?"
"No, with something bigger. Nothing I'll say over the phone, though. Maybe tomorrow, after we're done?"
Becky snorted indelicately. "You're trying to tempt me with secrets... fuck, it's kind of working. Okay, fine. But you're paying for lunch."
That sealed it. I promised to pay for a post-portal dinner for the three of us. We'd probably be hungry anyway, hitting up a portal was hard work.
With that done, I set a fresh Save, then knuckled down and did some research. I was going to hit the portal solo in the morning. I... wanted to share in the bounty a little, but I was pretty sure I could solo that portal anyway. And I didn't need to look bad in front of not one, but two cute women.
Obviously, the solution was to cheat by seeing how deep into the portal I could go on my own, and the first step there was seeing what I could find out about the monsters within.
I'd seen one of them when I ducked into the portal for the first time. I'd even kicked it around. So, I had a decent mental image of what we were dealing with. That didn't mean that I had a name for them.
So, I went online and looked up some bestiaries. There were a good number of them available. Some were corporate, and demanded that people pay a monthly subscription for access, but there were a few that were made and curated by random nerds. As it turned out, people would geek out over anything, especially if it was something that could be fit into categories and neat little boxes.
It took me a solid hour to narrow down my search to something less vague, but I did stumble onto the right monster eventually.
The main image on the wiki was a slightly grainy image of a monster about as tall as my hip. It was taken in a room with some fluorescent light, with the monster obviously locked up in some sort of cage.
The name section had a pretty long entomology. The current name was 'bugling' but that was more of a nickname. The real name was Eldur-bug, and it had a long latin-sounding name as well, Cerebromantis Infirmis.
The second name gave me pause. Eldur? Wasn't that my boss in Squad B?
I dug into it, and it turned out that the guy who'd first discovered and started the process of categorizing and exploring the taxonomy of the Cerebromantis Infirmis was one Freidrich Eldur. He looked a lot like the Eldur I knew, only... not entirely. He had the same eyes and some of the same facial features, but Freidrich was a few years older and a lot skinnier.
On a hunch, I looked up Eldur on the Luna Corp site and was surprised to discover that his real name was Carl. Eldur was his family name.
Weird coincidence, that. But it looked like the Eldur family was pretty big, and they had a lot of rankers and were mostly located around Germany and Austria. Maybe Eldur... Carl, that was, had a reason to be in Fortress ENE? Or it was all just an innocent coincidence. The Cerebromantis Infirmis had been discovered in Europe before they were found here in North America.
The monsters had a long, narrow head, with an oversized brain and thin eyes recessed into a rather sharp skull. They had two sets of mandibles. I was sure that someone who knew insects better would be able to name them, but as far as I could see, there were 'big' ones and smaller ones. The bigger looked like they were designed to grab onto things and the smaller looked like scissors over their mouths.
They had six legs, though the two fore-legs had different claws than the rear four, so more like... hands, kinda? They were reportedly able to use basic tools, but they weren't tool-makers. At most they'd pick up a stick or a rock, though the wiki did warn that they liked to make traps.
Usually those were pitfalls with like, a layer of spit and dirt covering the hole. Their excrement was a sticky, cement-like liquid that they used to make walls and build their hives.
Basically, we were going to have to watch out for monsters coming at us from strange angles.
Sure, the portal was an E-rank one. I'd felt how relatively weak it was when I stood in it. That didn't mean that it would be smart to underestimate it. That's how people died in stupid ways.
I slept rather fitfully, then woke up a bit late, got dressed, had a light breakfast, and then headed out with a backpack loaded with guns and supplies.
The portal showed up in a warehousing unit. One of those long buildings with dozens of rentable spaces with garage-style doors at the front and enough driveway room to move a truck around in.
The doors each had the logo and signage of a different company on them, or at least large numbers. The one I was looking for was 51, which was on the fifth row in, first door on the right. I moved around on my bike until I made it, then parked it as close to the wall as possible.
It was a pretty busy area. People were moving in and out of some of the other warehouses, and it looked like a few smaller businesses ran entirely out of their rented space, which I supposed made sense.
Still, for all that a few spaces were busy, not all of them were.
Unit 51 was currently unused, so the large door at the front was conveniently left unlocked. I grabbed the handle, twisted it, then tugged the door open and shoved it upwards.
The space within was dark and rather poorly lit, but that changed when I walked over to a panel on one wall and tripped on the breaker for the lights.
No portal. Just a few old boxes, some dust and junk left on the floor, and old signage leaned up against the far wall, probably from whichever company ran this place previously.
I brought my bike in, since... well, trucks were moving just outside, and I didn't need it swiped. Then I closed the door from inside. It'd probably look sus as hell for anyone who saw me, but I'd rather not have the portal entirely visible. Maybe when I came with the girls I'd rent a car or something? Hmm, that'd be something I'd have to think about.
Anyway, I started looking over my gear. The handgun would probably be overkill for the buglings, but it was usable one-handed, technically. My sword was a must, and my combat knife was a good side-option as well.
So, what to bring as a primary? The rifle, or the shotty?
I debated for a moment before settling on the shotgun. Cheaper ammo, and it was a little punchier. Besides, I might not have been a gamer, but even I knew that in close quarters, one should always pick the shotgun.
I loaded it full of buckshot, then slid some extra in a back pocket. I was going in with my biking leathers instead of the armoured leotard and my usual gear. I did clip on a flashlight to my coat though, and a second one to my belt. It was dark in there, last I checked.
The portal showed up an hour after I'd finished preparing, which meant an hour of sitting on cold concrete looking at memes on my phone.
Standing up, I cracked my knuckles, stretched my back out to limber myself, then cast See Darkness and Sooth Minor Pain on myself, just in case. This was probably going to be an easy one... probably.
Only one way to find out, really. Shouldering my gun, I stepped up to the portal, then stepped into it.
***
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The opening room of the portal was a dark, poorly-lit space. If it wasn't for the portal a step behind me, the entire room would have been so dark as to be impossible to see in. Even See Darkness only helped so much.
It actually reminded me a lot of the first portal I'd ever tackled solo, that little one with the lizard guys in it. Damn, that had been less than a month ago, real-time.
Just like in that one, I needed some tools to see with. I reached up to the front of my coat and clicked on one of the lights I'd brought with me. It created a cone ahead of me... more or less. It was actually pointing off to the side a little, but I could live with that.
The second light was on my belt, and it was more diffuse, with a shitty plastic cover that made it so that the light spread out a lot more. I shifted it so that it was on the hip opposite the light on my coat, and that helped a little.
I was now a little island of light in a sea of partial darkness.
Damn, maybe I should try writing poems or something? Or... maybe not, actually. The last time I'd done that had been in middle school, and it hadn't been anything worth reading. There was a level of edginess that was too far, and I strived not to reach that.
I was just getting situated when the first bugling of the portal noticed me. It stood up on its rear four legs and opened its mouth wide, making a dangerous clicking noise.
The bugling, standing up as it did, came up to my hip. It was a bit bigger than a large dog, and covered in its spikey carapace and blending in with the dark as it did, it was on the spookier side.
I shot a Shadow Bolt into its face and the strange clicking cut off with a cough.
That wasn't enough to kill it. These might have been lower E-rank monsters, but it would take more than the equivalent of a weak punch to take one down.
Still, it distracted the monster for the three seconds it took me to whip my sword out and lunge towards it.
The tip of my sword bit into the monster's chitin, splitting the tough material and digging an inch or two into the flesh beneath.
The monster squirmed, its entire body snaking around left and right to try and dislodge the sword.
It managed to free itself, but not before I was close enough to swipe its legs out from under it, sending it crashing onto its side. I stabbed down again, pinning the monster in place even as its many legs scrambled. I didn't want to get caught by its scrappy little claws.
So I stepped on the side of its head, right over its oversized brain, and I pressed down hard.
My foot crushed through the exoskeleton over the bugling's brain and ripped into the ripe, juicy insides.
"Oh, ew, ew, ew!" I said as I jumped back. I'd felt that squish. It was like stepping on a cockroach only a million times worse.
I wiggled my foot, dislodging bits of monster gunk from my boots and the hem of my pants. Shit, some of it had leaked into my boots.
Why did these disgusting monsters have such runny brains? Who needed a brain that wet?
I hopped over to a rocky pillar nearby on one leg, then laboriously removed my boot and emptied it out. The monster's brain smelled like meat left out of the fridge for a week. My stomach protested at the smell, but I kept it in.
Right, I was all for being stealthy and quiet, but I really didn't like these guys and didn't need more brain on me. Guns out it was.
After getting my boot back on and retying it, I switched things around so that I had my sword in one hand and my revolver in another. Obviously the revolver was overkill, but I didn't really care all that much.
Now gunk free, I decided to continue to explore while taking a few mental notes. We'd probably want more lights. Especially if we were going to go loud to begin with. I could see Fran being subtle, but her magic wasn't, and Becky...
No, Becky was about as subtle as a kiss on the lips.
The main opening chamber naturally led down a slight slope in the cave towards a larger, wider room. There were two pillars here, reaching up to the ceiling not so far above. I thought there was just one route onwards, but on leaning to the side, I saw a second path to the left.
So, a fork.
And there were more buglings here. Three of them, in fact. They were... squirting some juices onto a large padded thing made of interwoven fibers. One of them seemed to be knotting the fibers up into a sort of crude mat, and the other two were squirting their stuff onto it.
Next to them was a pit in the ground. I couldn't tell how deep it was, but it looked dangerous enough.
Right, that wiki article had mentioned how buglings sometimes laid traps. Pitfalls were about as simple as traps could be, and with their ability to make simple tools, they could disguise them. I'd have to be careful while moving around.
One of the buglings raised its head and turned my way, either hearing me or seeing the ring of light around me. It opened its larger mandibles, then started to clack them and the smaller set together, creating a two-beat sort of sound.
An alarm, maybe? It certainly warned the other two, who dropped what they were doing and whipped around to look my way.
I hesitated for a moment before firing a trio of Shadow Bolts. It was the fastest I could cast the spell, one after the other, with no time in between. It was surprisingly mentally taxing. I had to practice casting quickly.
In any case, the buglings didn't get to see any of my inner thoughts, not when I nailed all three of them in the kisser. They flinched back, and one of them almost fell into the pittrap it was standing next to.
Then all three charged and I readied myself. First, I shot the one in the lead, with my revolver this time. The cave made the already loud bang echo much harder. The round took the upper half of the monster and pulped it, sending bits of exoskeleton and innards flying all over and the bottom half rolled across the ground, boneless.
The next two shots went centre-mass on the second monster spraying more gunk around, and, importantly, covering the third in bits of its pal.
I lowered the gun, then just kind of pointed my sword at the third while channeling some magic through the blade.
The monster ran into it, headlong.
I had to drop my revolver and grip the hilt better. It was that or snap my wrist because the bugling's weight came down weird and I didn't want to just let go.
The reflex was a little stupid, but it worked, the blade skewed into the monster's forehead, digging in deep, and once it stopped moving forwards, its only motions were a few spasming twitches.
"Damn," I muttered as I pushed a boot against the monster's face and dislodged my sword. I scooped my revolver up, then reloaded while standing there and looking around.
If the buglings had even moderately good hearing, then they'd have heard that bang across the entire portal, probably.
Nothing for it. I finished reloading, then continued forwards. I made sure that I could see the ground ahead of me, and I had my eyes peeled for traps, which is how I found one, no more than a yard or so from the pitfall that these three had been covering up when I arrived.
The patch of discoloured ground was almost perfectly camouflage, only the colour was slightly off, and the texture wasn't quite right.
I leaned closer to the cap, then poked it with the end of my sword. It took a few poked to bring the whole thing down. It collapsed, revealing a hole about three feet deep, maybe four. It was lined with sharp-edged stones and the bottom was covered in small spikes made of broken rocks.
That'd suck to fall into.
It wasn't the most complicated of traps, but yeah, it was clever. And now I'd have to be careful wherever I went in this portal.
Fantastic. I loved having to be paranoid.
***
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                Chapter One Hundred and Thirty-Four - Left or Right
I had choices. Left or right.
The right path seemed a little wide and more inviting, the left more narrow and winding.
I went left. Maybe I was a bit of a masochist, but some gut instinct told me to always pick the harder-looking option first. I'd circle back around and see what the right path was like later, if I felt like it.
The path was, initially, just wide enough that I could reach out both arms and touch the walls to either side. As it went, the path became tighter, climbing up and squeezing until, in order to move forwards, I had to either duck my head low, or crouch-walk. Nice and suffocating, especially with the constant darkness just around every slight bend.
I was coming around the first of those bends when I came face-to-face with a bugling.
It seemed as surprised to see me as I was to see it, which is what might have spared me, because it hesitated for a full two seconds before launching itself at me.
I'd made a serious mistake, though. I'd sheathed my sword and didn't have my gun in hand. I was so used to finding the monsters first, and worried that I'd run into a trap, that I didn't consider walking around with my weapons in hand, not in such tight confines.
Stupid. And it was something that I should have known better than to do.
The bugling raced for my face, mandibles opened wide, forelimbs clawing at me. I reached out and grabbed it around the neck, then I slammed it to the side. It only weighed as much as a large dog. I had the advantage in mass.
Pressing it against the wall, I winced as its scrambling claws cut into my forearm. Still, pushing it against the wall freed up my other hand to tug my combat knife out. I plunged it into the monster's neck, right where there was a sort of joint in its exoskeleton.
The knife went in deep, and I wiggled it around. It was only seconds before the monster stopped trying to break free and simply slumped.
Cursing, I pulled out my revolver and looked around. But there was nothing, and I couldn't hear anything either. I should have been listening more carefully, maybe I might have heard it scrambling my way.
Lowering my arm, I brought it into the light and winced. The monster's clawing had ripped through some of the cheap faux-leather of my coat and cut into my skin.
I removed my coat, tears filling my eyes as the adrenaline wore off and I started to really feel the cuts. Fortunately, they were on the more shallow side. Not so deep that it would really be too much of a bother, but... yeah, not enjoyable.
Some of the thinner scrapes weren't bad. I'd cut my legs harder, shaving, I could live with them. Two were a bit deeper, but they were on the top of the arm, kind of away from the bigger muscle groups attached near the radius.
I had a small backpack with me, with spare ammo and a few essentials, including that individual first aid kit.
I ripped the IFAK open, then pulled out bandages and some disinfectant. And then I decided not to bother. If I got infected, it wouldn't last, and... didn't bugs hunt based on pheromones or something? I wasn't sure, but the strong scent of alcohol might alert them more than the noise I was making.
Wrapping some gauze around the wound, then a layer of adhesive bandages, was about the best I could do. It would at least keep the cuts dry and any blood off my hands.
I opened a spare water bottle, drank half--because fighting was thirsty work--then used the rest to wash my hands and knife. Not ideal, but better than nothing.
Patting my hands dry on my pants, I picked up my combat knife and revolver, then continued to move.
The tunnel veered left, eventually right, and then up. I met two more buglings, but they seemed distracted. They turned aggressive when they saw me, but a quick Shadow Bolt to the face followed by a stab brought them down.
These guys weren't all that tough. Very much lower E-rank fodder.
The passage eventually, blissfully, widened. It was a room with water that branched off in three other directions. A few 'islands' in the centre were occupied by some buglings who seemed busy. They were building a sort of bridge across the centre of the room. Rocks stacked one over the other, then... well, to put it plainly, shat on.
Their cement-like excrement was covering up some of the many flaws in their building techniques.I was pretty sure most of their work would topple over from a mild shove.
Since I didn't feel like fighting while swimming, and since I hadn't been noticed, I took a moment to switch gear. My short little shotgun came out, and then I carefully aimed down its sights to the nearest bugling.
Four shots later and the room was cleared. I waited for the echos of the shots to die down before slowly reloading. No reinforcements? Interesting.
Three directions to choose from...
Since I'd gone left already, I decided to go left again, taking the route that was closest that way. It did mean stepping through the water, which left me cursing with every step. It was cold as tits and just tall enough to fill my boots, and the water was all brackish and grey besides. Disgusting.
I stomped into the leftmost corridor and almost onto a pitfall, it was only noticing a lack of any rocks or unevenness on the ground that had me stopping in time to notice.
Kicking the top of the trap down, I continued, then navigated around two more until, finally, I came onto a door.
The boss room? Already?
The door was more like a large plug, made of vines woven together and shoved into a narrow space in the tunnel, but it was definitely a door, of sorts, and...yeah, there was something about it, or maybe about the magic around it, that screamed 'boss area' to me.
I hesitated, then went back to the room with the pool.
This time, I took the path that would have been to the right for me earlier. It was longer, wider, and filled with buglings. Buglings looking the other way, though.
I came up behind a group of six, and it looked like they were waiting to ambush someone coming from the other way. So, since they were in an ambush-y mood, I gave them one and opened up onto their backs.
Shooting them was very satisfying when I was outside of the splash radius. They kind of just exploded into gory bits that went all over. It was like shooting ripe watermelons with, like, elastic bands around them.
I reloaded after the last went down, then walked over to inspect the direction they were facing only to discover that it was the room with the two pillars.
Ah, so both paths led back to the room with the pool. Neat. This path seemed safer. Minus the buglings waiting in ambush.
So, what was that fourth path in the pool room, then?
Shrugging, I turned and went to find out. It wasn't too difficult. The room's entrance squeezed in, then opened up to a large, low-ceilinged space that was, unlike the rest of the tunnels, at least partially illuminated. The room had some two dozen large 'vats' on the ground, each one filled with eggs and a sort of glowy moss.
More buglings were tending the eggs, poking them, shifting them around, and generally doing... bug things at them.
I parked myself by the entrance, then crouched down and opened up.
Did I feel bad for blasting what was essentially a hatchery? Surprisingly, yes, a tiny bit. These were innocents, in a way.
They were also giant insects, so the guilt was rather limited.
Could I bring a few big cans of bugspray? Would that even work?
No, probably not. I was sure there was something to do with concentrations with that kind of thing, and a few cans wouldn't be enough. Though maybe they'd work as a distraction.
Or, I could just keep blasting instead of letting my mind wander.
It took a few minutes to clear the room, and in the end... yeah, lots of dead bugs, and not much to show for it, though there was a tunnel at the far end of the room that looped around and seemed to lead right back to the boss room.
Figures. The portal was going to end there, one way or another.
I checked my gear over. I wasn't sure what to expect from the boss, but it'd be stupid to walk in without fully-loaded weapons.
***
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The door into the boss room didn't exactly have a handle, so after gingerly poking at it from a few angles, I decided to say fuck it, and kicked the door in. It held from the first blow, but a few extra kicks sent it crashing down where it kicked up a wash of dust on landing.
The boss room was a large space, filled with pillars that rose from the floor to the ceiling. The light I carried could only go so far, but it was more than enough to see the boss.
The boss was a large monster, three times longer than I was tall. It was, superficially, similar to the buglings, only this thing looked obese and longer, with legs too small for its massive girth. Its stomach and rear abdominal region was swollen up and distended. It glowed from within, and I was suspicious that it was filled to the brim with unborn monsters.
A queen? Or something like that.
The boss spun around, turning to face me and the direction I was coming in from. Then it opened its mouth and I found myself jumping to the side on reflex. It was only barely enough to dodge a squirt of something goopy and green, shot out with the velocity of a fastball.
I landed a little wrong, shoulder scraping on the ground. Some speckles of the goop the queen had spat landed on my pant legs and I started to scramble and hiss as it burned through the material of my pants and started to burn me.
It wasn't the hottest thing I'd ever touched, but just feeling a few spots turn very hot was panic-inducing.
Then the boss started to swell up, and I imagined that it was about to spit again.
I flung a Shadow Bolt at it, the quickest thing I could do from my prone position while fishing for my revolver. It was enough to make it flinch a little, and that split second was all the time I needed to pull out my revolver and fire it from the hip.
My first shot went wide, but I reached over and two-handed the gun, then aimed a little better. I kept firing until I clicked on empty.
The boss had taken five rounds to the torso and face, each one punching through the relatively thick plating that covered its body with ease. The exit wounds out the back were large enough to fit a fist through.
The boss gasped, and instead of a powerful spray of acid, it simply vomited down its front while it deflated.
I reloaded while climbing back to my feet, then shot the boss again, just to be sure.
An exit portal ripped into existence near the back of the room, right next to a conveniently placed chest.
If this were a normal portal, and I had the backing of a corp, then I suspect that they'd want that boss' body. It was large, acidic, and probably had lots of low-level magical properties. Hell, the other monsters too. Their weird cement goop was probably good for something.
But I didn't have a corp at my back, so too bad.
I hissed as the acidic goop continued to burn. Pulling out a fresh water bottle and dumping it onto the burnt out holes in my pants helped, a little. It mostly spread the acid out and made it burn in more places and ruined my pants even more.
Getting hit full-on by that goop might just be lethal.
Then again, it wasn't like I expected any portal boss to not be lethal in the first place. It's just that they usually tried to gore me, or crush me, or maybe use some magic? Acid was new, and kind of high on the 'horrible ways to die' list.
Once the burning stopped, I found myself pinching my calf and thigh to inspect the damage. I had large, red burns on my skin, and it looked like I'd been assaulted by a toddler with an exfoliating scrub. Nasty, but not so bad. I suspected that it was going to turn to welts, though.
Well, whatever. I could endure for now.
I walked over to the chest and kicked it open. Within were two... three-ish objects. A small buckler-type shield, and next to that a pair of... greaves?
I plucked the latter out and turned them this way and that. Yeah, these were greaves. They were made from the hollowed-out legs of a larger bugling, with leather staps to keep them in place, and some sort of padding on the inside. These were well-made. Better than I might have expected, really.
The buckler was about a foot and a half wide, with more leather straps on the rear and a small wooden handle too. It was the face of a bugling, or most of its face? The smaller mandibles were missing and it was clear that it had been carved up a little to make it fit as a shield a little better.
I didn't sense anything magical from either object, though I was hardly an expert with that kind of thing. Still, I could feel the magic on my sword and it wasn't exactly top-tier, so I gave myself even odds of being able to tell if something was magical, especially if I could handle it.
Well, whatever. I left the loot behind before hopping out of the portal.
Now, to wait... I wanted to see who would show up post-portal clearing, in case the girls and I were ambushed on exit again. Meeting with NetherGain after that dino portal had been frustrating.
This one seemed so low on the totem pole of portals that I wasn't sure if it would even rate a company like that heading out to nab it. Though... no, they would. It was an easy clear, and would give a small team one or two points of potential each.
In the short term, that was nothing, but if corporations were good at one thing, it was hedging their bets on medium-term gambles.
I waited around, scratching at the side of my leg while looking at memes on my phone. When an hour passed with nothing, I decided that it was good enough, and Reloaded.
Back to the day before, this time without the painful leg and the cuts on my arm. Going back to a pre-injury state was always such a relief.
That night, I tossed and turned before finally falling asleep, and when morning rolled around, my alarm had to go on its third loop past snooze before I actually rolled out of bed.
Stupid brain wouldn't shut up.
Mostly I was worried about Fran and Becky not handling the portal well, but that didn't make sense. I'd done it solo. They were gonna be fine. We weren't going to trip into a pitfall or have anyone be eaten. This was a milkrun.
And yet, I still woke up in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, vividly recalling seeing Fran dead.
"Dammit," I muttered as I sat on the edge of my bed.
Maybe I could Reload and try to sleep again? Only I wasn't sure it would help any. And more time... wasn't always the solution. I stood, waddled over to the shower, did my morning routine and freshened up while pressing some pop-tarts into the toaster, then I got dressed in some casual but tough clothes. Stuff I could wear in a portal and not have any trouble with it.
No armoured leotard for this one. We weren't playing heroes, just knocking out an easy portal for a bit of advancement and growth.
I slid into my leather jacket, made sure I had water, a first aid kid, my guns, and a few extras all tucked into my backpack, and then I was off.
We were going to meet at a little dinner just off one of the main roads not too far from where the portal was located. It was a nice, centralized meeting spot, and the kind of place that had enough traffic that bumping into someone wouldn't be too suspicious.
I got there, fully expecting to be first.
I wasn't as surprised as I might have been to discover that I wasn't. Becky being first... did strike me as odd. Seeing her with a full plate of bacon and eggs and pseudo-ham at one of the diner's tables, a smug grin on her face as she chowed down... yeah, that just fit.
"Heya," I said as I slid into the seat across from her. "You know, we're not gonna be staying here for long."
"I paid already," Becky said. She stuffed a forkful of potato cubes into her mouth, then chewed. "Want some?"
"I'm good," I said. Though I did steal a strip of bacon a moment later. "Ready for the big day?"
"Big?" Becky asked. "We didn't talk about paying for big."
"Small, then," I replied.
"Cool, small I can do. Also, you're paying for lunch still, right?"
"I am. Are you even going to have room for it?"
Becky flashed me a confident smile and gave me a thumb's up. "You bet I will!"
***
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Becky was nearly done with her breakfast when Fran arrived. I'd ordered a coffee and a single piece of toast, mostly because the waitress behind the counter gave me the stink-eye and I didn't want to cause a fuss or be any more memorable than I had to.
We were just chatting about, of all things, music.
For someone so punk, Becky's taste in noise was real... mundane?
I liked classic punk rock and the late-90s early 2000s rebellious team-spirit kind of music that my grandparents had probably been raised listening to. The kind of stuff that told people to stick it to the man.
Becky liked video game OSTs and whatever was on the radio.
Pop. She listened to pop.
It was hideously un-punklike and uncool of her, but... yeah, I supposed that it kind of fit, in its own way. She was non-conformist to the point where it wrapped around to her not caring about being non-conformist. So punk she outpunked the punk stereotypes.
Cool shit.
Anyway, we were just wrapping up when Fran arrived. She pulled in at the back of a car so nondescript that it was almost hard to pay attention to it. Not some old beater, but like, an all-black SUV, with slightly tinted windows and no mods. Good brand, but nothing insane. The exact kind of car you'd expect a spook or a drug dealer to be moving around in.
She stepped out of the back shouldering a backpack, one hand casually shifting her hair over her shoulders before she called something out to the driver and they slowly took off and merged back into traffic.
"Oh, Blondy's here," Becky said. "Are we going to go meet her?"
"Better, yeah," I agreed.
I moved up to the counter, paid for my meal in cash, then asked the waitress to watch over my bike for a few minutes. I wasn't sure she would, but it cost nothing to ask.
Then I ran out, because I didn't need Fran meeting Becky unsupervised.
"Fran!" I called out as I caught up to Becky and placed a hand on her shoulder. "Good of you to make it, you're a little early."
"I enjoy punctuality," Fran replied. She smiled and nodded to me, then turned her pretty yellow-y eyes onto Becky. "And you must be the young woman that Deadline was talking about."
"Did she mention how hot I am?" Becky asked.
"Not in so many words," Fran replied. "You're certainly... forward."
"Yup, forward is what I am!" Becky said. She smiled, all smug and cocksure.
"You two can flirt later," I replied. I wanted to put an end to that, actually. Why? Because...
...
Maybe I should talk to a therapist at some point? Me not wanting two of the women I flirted with (and one with whom I'd banged) to get too chummy with each other was probably a bit weird. Like, I had no business sticking my nose in between whatever they might have. It wasn't like I owned Fran, and I certainly didn't have dibs on Becky.
Whatever. I took a deep breath, buried all of that to worry about it in a future loop, then gave both of them a confident grin. "You two ready?"
"Hardly," Fran said. "You haven't told me what to expect. I believe your instructions were to bring 'tough' clothes and that was all."
"Yeah, pretty much the same," Becky said. "What's the portal like?"
"I'll tell you about it on the way over," I replied before I started heading towards the lot with the portal. It wasn't far. Walking over would be fine. "The portal is an E-rank, on the lower end of that, even. Monsters within are buglings. Are either of you familiar?"
"Nope!" Becky said. She walked with her arms crossed behind her head, swagger on full effect.
Fran walked with far more grace and decorum. How she could give off 'corpo princess' vibes just by walking was a mystery, though it was one I wouldn't mind solving if I got to stare at her hips some more. "I'm only vaguely familiar. From the name, they're insectile?"
"Yeah. About this high." I gestured to my side to show what I meant. "Six limbs, big mandibles. Secrete a sort of cement in their... scat, and have a mean bite. They're insectile, so they're covered in an exoskeleton. It's pretty tough."
"How do they handle voltage?" Becky asked.
"I have no idea," I replied honestly. "But having seen you fry a few goblins, I feel like your magic will rip through them. Yours too, Fran. Like I said, bottom of E-rank. I wouldn't say that they're a non-threat, because that'd be too overconfident. They're still the size of a dog, they still have tough skin, and they still want to eat you."
"You seem to know a fair bit, did your research, did you?" Fran asked.
I nodded. "Yeah. Won't even be the first time I fight buglings at all. Ah, we're almost there. Here."
Reaching into my pocket, I withdrew something I'd brought just for the occasion. A set of three paper masks, the kind worn when someone had a cold, or when the air quality index was particularly bad. Then I pulled out three very cheap sunglasses, picked up at a gas station, and three baseball caps with the F-ENE Beavers logo on it. I didn't play much baseball, or care for it much at all, but they were cheap and had elastic bands.
"To keep our identity hidden?" Fran asked. "Shouldn't we have worn full costumes, then?"
"It's more of a just-in-case," I replied. "The site we're going to definitely has security cameras, but I know how to get us in. Still, if someone notices, at least some amount of cover is better than none?"
"Neat," Becky said as she took hers and fit them on. It did change her appearance a lot, though her clothes were very distinctive. Fran, in contrast, was wearing... okay, so her cargo pants and blouse and her canvas jacket all had designer logos on them, and her boots were hella nice, but it was all plain-looking-enough, even if I was sure there wasn't anything affordable on her.
We made it to the yard with the rows of garages, and slunk along the edge, heads down and business minded. No one came out to stop us, which I was kind of expecting. No one had poked around last time, either.
I made it to the door with the big 51 stenciled on it, unlocked it, then let the girls in. "Okay," I said. The portal was here already, buzzing and humming away, releasing a small but constant flow of magical energy that made the hairs on my arms stand on end. "I've got some gear to share. Mostly lights. It'll probably be dark in there."
"I can make my own light," Becky said. She snapped her fingers and produced a small, twisting ball of lightning that hovered above her.
"Sure, but can you keep that going for an hour or more, while casting other spells?"
She though about it. "Yeah? Maybe? It'd be tricky."
"Maybe take one of Deadline's flashlights, just in case, but there's no reason not to have you practice another trick at the same time," Fran said. "As for light, I also have my own. But yes, I'll take a light as well."
I passed around flashlights. Small ones, with clips meant to hook onto the belt.
I looked at the portal. It was just doing normal portal things. I hoped that it would go even better with two more people with me. It should. More hands made for lighter work, or however that expression went.
"Alright, I'll take point. Becky, let us know if you're going to cast anything, I don't need to be blinded in there. Ah, do you two want buffs? I don't have anything great, but it's better than nothing."
"Oh, what kind?" Becky asked. "Wait, buffs weren't on offer when we did stuff together last time!"
"I didn't have them, back then," I said.
"That was like, two weeks ago," Becky said. She started to count on her fingers. "Ish?"
"Yeah. It's nothing great. See Darkness, which gives you better night vision, and Soothe Minor Pain, which takes away the bite of some pain."
"I'll take that buff," Fran said. "I've been studying quite hard lately, to learn more spells. Unfortunately the branch of magic I'm most attuned to doesn't lend itself well to performance enhancement."
"Performance enhancement?" Becky said. "That's a lot more syllables to say the same thing."
Fran gave her a flat look. "Yes. Too many for you?"
"Alright!" I said. Well, there went the flirting... maybe? "Let's get this started, yeah? Save the sassy remarks for the bugs."
This was going to be a whole thing, wasn't it? Hopefully not, though.
***
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I stepped into the portal first, sword in one hand, revolver in the other. It was a decent combo at short and medium ranges, and that's about what I needed at the moment.
Taking a few steps forwards, I waited for the girls to pop in behind me, then I gestured ahead. The lone bugling in this room was to one side, minding its own, at least, until Becky spoke up. "Damn, it really is dark in here," she said, very much using an outside voice.
The bugling spun around, beady little bug eyes searching for us in the dark, and finding us right away.
"Enemy," I warned. "And keep your voice down. We don't need to attract the entire dungeon's crop of monsters."
Stepping forward, I met the little monster with a quick, hard thrust of my sword, letting it impale itself on the tip before I moved to the side and jerked my wrist to dislodge the blade before it got stuck.
That wasn't quite enough to kill the bugling, but it left it dazed and a little injured, enough that I was able to kick it in the side with the end of a steel-toed boot. My sword came down in a hard chop, and that was it for the monster.
I checked my lights, making sure to turn them all on, then I scanned the room, looking for more buglings. We were in the clear, for now.
"Nice moves, DL," Becky said.
"Thanks," I replied before tugging my mask off. There was no need to cover our identities in here. The buglings weren't going to report us to anyone. "So, this is the main kind of monster we can find in here."
"It seems insectile," Fran said as she approached. She flicked her hand to the side and summoned a beam of light.
Becky stared. "Is that a fucking lightsaber?!"
"It's a Light spell that allows me to summon a sword," Fran said. "No relation to the Disney property at all."
"Uh-huh. Does it cut through shit really well?"
"I'd hardly use it as a blade if it didn't," Fran said. "It isn't the stealthiest of spells, I'm afraid. The light alone is eye-catching, obviously, and it makes this noise when moved." She swished the beam around, and it made a humming noise as it... probably cooked the air or something.
"It's definitely a ligh--"
"Becky," I interrupted. "Stop staring at Fran's stick for a moment? We're in enemy territory."
Becky sniffed. "Fine. That's super cool, blondie, but I'm not gonna let you get ahead of me."
"Oh?" Fran asked.
Becky nodded. "Gimme a week or two, and I'll figure it out. I'll have my own lightsaber, but it'll be made of lightning instead, which is way cooler."
"I look forward to it," Fran replied. "Do you have any training with bladed weapons? We could spar."
"Oh... shit, no? Was that a requirement? Am I missing out?" Becky asked.
"Only if you keep failing to pay attention," I said. "Buglings. Lots of them. I'm pretty sure any one of us could solo this portal, but it wouldn't do for us to be casual about it."
It felt kind of weird and off-putting to be the one insisting that others pay attention and be careful, but... yeah, I had infinite-ish tries to get things right, but my friends (if I was ready to call them that) didn't. They had one life to spend on this, and I was feeling strangely risk-averse on their behalf.
"Yeah, they're ugly, aren't they? I've seen pics of some cute bugs, but this ain't it," Becky said. She poked at the dead bugling with a foot. "Big tho."
"Quite," Fran agreed. "These could be a menace. Are they well-suited to this environment?"
"They can dig traps, and I guess use sticks and stuff. I don't know if I'd call them tool-users, any more than like, a bird might be. So low on the intelligence scale, but high in adaptability," I said. "Look at those mandibbles. That'll claw through dirt like nothing, and probably legs too."
"Yikes," Becky said. She pointed down at the bugling, then a zap of electricity shot from her fingertip and into the corpse. It twitched. "Conductive."
"Was that a spell?" Fran asked.
"Nope, just raw magic," Becky said. "Anyway, if they have nerves and don't have some sort of resistance to my moves, then this will be a cakewalk."
"Sure. So let's get that cake walking, shall we?" I asked.
Becky grinned. "Thanks for noticing!"
She strutted forwards while I shook my head.
The rest of the portal was... easy. The moment we were in the next room, Becky spotted the three buglings deeper in, and then she fried them before we could come up with any sort of plan.
Big lightning bolts that could fork in mid-air to hit multiple opponents and which left the air smelling like ozone were strict overkill on such low-ranked monsters.
I still made a point of showing them the trap that the buglings had been digging, and when we went into the next tunnel, I fired some Shadow Bolts ahead of Becky, smacking a few of the buglings hiding in ambush.
She then rained down electric hell on them, cackling all the while.
"She's strong," Fran muttered from next to me. We were some ways behind Becky, who was having fun.
"Yeah," I agreed. "She's probably closer to C-rank than most, I think. Maybe? I hardly have her stats, but my gut tells me that she's been a D-ranker for a while. Still, I think she, uh, lacks some of the kind of formal training you'd expect from someone who has worked in a more corporate environment."
"She's casting without spells," Fran said. "That's... dangerous, and powerful, and most of all interesting. How hasn't any corp picked her up? No, don't answer that. She seems too free-spirited for corporate work. Lightning mages rarely fit in that kind of environment."
"They don't?" I asked.
Fran shook her head. "The emotions that power her magic are somewhat antithetical to office work."
Fair enough. There was Terry at Luna Corp, but I think the company was working pretty hard to keep her interested in her work, and giving her lots of opportunities and cash. Compared to some of the others on the team, she probably cost the company a lot more to keep on board.
And yet, she was also fast approaching C-rank, a point where all of the company's hard work would pay off, because they'd gain another heavy-hitter.
"What's your plan with her?" Fran asked.
"I told you a little about what's coming," I said. Damn, I couldn't even remember all the details I'd actually given her, but I was pretty sure she had the basic outline.
"You have," she replied.
"Well, I'll need every bit of help I can get. Becky's strong. More importantly, she's not hard to work with, and I think our goals will align, at least a little."
During the Breach, there had been several street gangs that had come out of the woodwork to help. I wasn't sure if the River Rats were one of those, but considering their location, it wouldn't have surprised me at all.
"I can see that. And how large is this team you want to build going to be?" Fran asked.
"Well, assuming you can take the occasional afternoon off from being the queen bee at Redline, three people, so far," I said.
Fran sniffed. "Hardly. Though... completing portals on the side, on top of my training and magical intake... I don't intend to remain at D-rank for very long, and I imagine the same is true for you. D-rankers in positions of power aren't that uncommon in the larger corporations. Not all of us are suited to delving. But C-rankers? Those are significantly rarer."
Yeah, that was obvious. A C-ranker was one step away from a national asset. A minor national asset, but still.
"Then we'll tackle it as a team of C-rankers. How's that?" I asked.
She paused, then nodded. "Good. Very good. Ambitious, but I believe that Midnight Tea Garden started in a similar way, and it worked out well enough for them, didn't it?"
Yeah, because we were just going to casually match up to one of the strongest teams in Fortress ENE and probably a top one-hundred in the nation.
"Miss Becky," Fran called out. "How about you allow me to take on a few? I'm not going to improve if all I see is your back."
"Yeah, but it's one hell of a back, ain't it?" Becky asked.
Fran chuckled, then stepped up. The next room, with the large water feature, was all hers, even if Becky grumbled about it being practically designed for her.
At this rate, we'd be through this portal in under an hour. It really had turned into nothing more than a cake walk.
***
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"Ew!" Becky said as we shone a light into the room with the birthing pools.
I was pretty sure that wasn't the technical term for what we were seeing, but it was close enough. There were large pools, and little baby buglings were being born in them, bursting out of weird sacs almost fully formed and just a bit smaller than they would be as adults.
"Oh, god, it smells weird in here. Like a barn or something," Becky said.
"It... does smell like a barn," Fran said. "Strangly so."
"It does?" I asked. I sniffed at the air, but while I'd agree that the smell was strange, it wasn't anything I was familiar with. Warm and kind of humid, mostly.
Becky turned towards Fran. "You've been in barns before?"
"I was part of an equestrian riding club for years," Fran said. "We'd tend to the horses, who lived in stables. Not exactly a barn but close enough, I suspect."
"Oh... horse girl."
I stared at Becky, wondering what that meant, exactly, then I decided to refocus. "Let's clear the room out first?" I asked. "We can talk about Fran's horse-girlness after."
"Okay," Becky said.
"I'd rather not," Fran replied.
I wasn't so sure. I'd seen some images of women in full equestrian riding gear, and those tight pants had me thinking unwise thoughts sometimes. But it wasn't time to be horny, it was time to blow up monsters.
Becky was given a minute or so to go nuts, blasting spells across the room with wild abandon and frying a dozen or so buglings with ease. Then Fran and I stepped in for the mop up. I smacked a living bugling with a quick Shadow Bolt and used the time it was flinching to get in close and stab it dead.
Fran had an easier time. Her sword could burn through the monster's exoskeleton with relative ease. It wasn't instant. A swipe would leave a long burn, but not cut cleaning through, but if she slowed down her motions a little, she could pin one of the monsters down and basically melt through it. Not only was she cutting them open, she was cooking them from the inside. It was effective.
I pulled out a little bit of cloth to wipe my sword with after the last bugling in the room was dead. "Next should be the boss room, I think," I said. "This should be a small portal, but don't underestimate the boss."
"We're not gonna loot?" Becky asked.
"What is there to loot?" I asked. "You want a dead bug as a souvenir?"
"No? But I wouldn't mind looking into that chest."
I blinked, then spun around to see what she was talking about. There was, indeed, a chest. It was half-buried in one of the watery pools. It looked like it was made of bugling carapaces, and it was covered in a fine layer of dust. Still, now that she'd pointed it out, I felt stupid for not having noticed it sooner.
"Well, damn," I said before I moved over. I helped Becky pull it out, grabbing one side while she pulled out the other. We forced the chest out and onto the floor, then I backed up a little as Becky figured out how to open it.
"Oooh," Becky said.
"What is it?" I asked.
"No clue."
I looked in, tilting one of my flashlights to see better, and I had to agree with her. I had no clue what I was looking at. There were three objects in the chest, each one separated from the others a little. They looked like they were made from the exoskeleton of some buglings, only these things were about the size of like a baseball?
I knelt down, then carefully picked one up. It was in a recess in the bottom of the chest, wood shaped to keep the thing in place.
An egg? Only no, that's clearly not what it was.
"May I?" Fran asked.
"Sure," I said as I passed it up to her. I brushed my hands clean on the front of my pants while Fran turned the thing this way and that.
"This is a bottle," Fran said. "See, there's a cork, here. It's organic, however." She shook it lightly, and it made a bit of noise, water or something sloshing about. "Definately half-full of something."
"Do we take them?" Becky asked.
Fran nodded. "Oh, yes. Potions are sometimes worth their weight in precious metals."
"Really?" I asked.
"Of course. A magical solution to something? Just the potential of reverse-engineering something like that could be worth millions. It's how magical-energy replenishing drinks became possible, certain magical medicines, and treatments for several issues have arisen. There are entire corporations dedicated to producing and selling product that only exists because something useful was found in a portal." She shook the bottle for emphasis. "This could be that."
"So we could be rich?" Becky asked.
"Or it could be a potion with an effect that no one cares for, with a short shelf-life. Or one that has been reverse-engineered already. Or some other liquid that humanity has no use for? The chances of this being something good are slim."
Becky deflated. "Aw."
"I'll... buy these off of you? A thousand dollars each?"
"For each of us?" Becky asked.
"Sure," Fran said. "Three thousands to both of you."
I think Becky meant one thousand dollars for me and her, not one thousand per bottle, per person, but when I looked up and met her eyes, there was an instant flash of understanding. We weren't about to correct Fran when she was tossing that kind of money around.
That was two month's rent for me. I didn't know what it was for Becky (probably a dozen gacha pulls or something) but it was more money than I bet she saw most months.
I tucked the maybe-potion bottles in my backpack, wrapping them in a spare shirt to keep them safe and to stop them from shifting around too much, then I gestured forwards. "Shall we?"
We shall'd.
The door to the boss room was as I remembered. Becky and I prepared to kick it in while I gave instructions on how to handle the boss. Very simple instructions that involved 'overwhelming' and 'firepower' in roughly equal measure.
When the doorway came down, it only took us a moment to spot the boss, then I brought up my shotgun--the quieter of the options I had--while Fran opened up with a handgun and Becky started zapping.
The boss kind of just... exploded.
Very satisfying.
"More loot!" Becky cheered. She ran off to the chest, shoving it open and then she immediately started to play with the stuff within. Fran and I moved over, a little less curious.
"You two can keep the armour, I'm hanging this on my wall!" Becky said as she moved the shield around.
I looked at Fran, who shrugged.
"You might as well take them. Maybe there's something you can do? I don't really need leg armour, I don't think," I said.
"Very well, if you insist," Fran said. "Though... I suspect I can purchase batter."
"I mostly suspect that Jane would be upset that they don't fit the look," I admitted.
Hmm, was now a good time to onboard Becky? We had some things to talk about, and inside of a portal was one of the few reliably private places that existed. Where there were, technically, ways to get a signal in and out, it was the kind of thing that was so expensive and complicated that only the bigger, richer corps and the government ever bothered, and it wasn't subtle. So, unless one of my friends here was recording, this was quiet.
It was also a little... ambushy, to give someone a chat in a place like this.
"Alright, I think we're ready to head out. Becky... we need to have a chat, so don't just run off, alright?"
"Sure?"
The exit portal was up, so it was simple to hop through it, and return right back into the garage we'd started in. I pulled up my mask and slipped on some sunglasses again, just in case, which prompted the girls to do the same. "I... didn't plan on where to go for lunch, Becky," I admitted. "Anything that you want to try?"
"What's the budget?"
"I can call my car to the restaurant we met at, if you want to fetch your bike. Becky can ride with me," Fran said. "As for where to have lunch, I'm sure I can get us a reservation."
"Since I'm paying, maybe not somewhere with a triple-digit menu?"
Fran didn't roll her eyes, because she was too classy for that, but I did get the impression that she wanted to convey the same sort of emotion. "I don't only eat at Michelin Star restaurants, Deadline," she said.
"Fair, fair. Just somewhere quiet, then?"
"Quiet I can do."
***
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Fran ended up getting a reservation at... a perfectly ordinary restaurant. It was one of those nicer chains, the kind of place that sold expensive steaks and had a wine menu on the table next to a lit candle. It was a place called Chez Slowbane. More French, so I supposed Fran had a taste for that.
It was nice but not, like, insanely expensive. I could imagine my parents going to a place like this for their anniversary or something, or taking someone here on a second date.
Becky didn't fit in at all. It wasn't even her punk attire, she just didn't sit right for a place like this. We were led to a nice booth near the back, far enough from any windows that no one would be seeing us from outside, and only a few steps away from the door into the kitchens. It provided a nice ambiance, if one liked the sound of cutlery clattering and plates clinking coupled with the occasional barked order.
The waiter returned with some menus, then explained that we'd be served by the usual restaurant robot before dipping. I took one of the menus and looked it over. Yeah, not cheap, but not... insane. "I hope you're not too hungry," I said to Becky.
She laughed. "Nah! Breakfast wasn't too long ago. Though that run did open up my appetite. Do you two do portals like that often?"
"No," I said.
"Yes," Fran replied at the same time.
We looked at each other. "Ah, well, that was our second one together," I said.
"In only a week," Fran replied. "That rate is actually exceptional. A corporate team will usually only take on one portal a week, at best, and usually as a much larger squad, so the benefits are split even more."
"Yeah," Becky said. "Soloing is the way to do it. Mouse did a bunch of solo runs before. She said that they're what she needed to rank up."
"Mouse?" Fran asked.
"The boss of the River Rats," Becky said. "She's a C-ranker! Super strong, too. Taught me a few tricks, but mostly she does her own things. If you want, you could meet?"
"I think I'm good," I said. "So, uh, do we want to get to the heart of things right away?"
"Sure!" Becky said. "What's the big deal? Or are you just recruiting me into a small army of cute girls because I'm just that adorable? I will wear animal ears as long as they're mouse and-slash-or rat themed, but I'm not into BDSM."
"Uh," I said. "No? I mean... no? No. What... okay, let me start over from the start." Dammit. Becky had a way of just tossing a wrench into whatever I intended to say.
Fran gave me a look that was at once pitying and amused.
"I have... a way of obtaining knowledge about the future. It's inexact, and not always as clear as I would like, and that's all I can tell you about that. Any more and... honestly, it would be stupid of me to say. So let's keep it at that?"
"What? Are we talking Terminator, Hot Tub Time Machine, or more of a Tenet kind of deal? Or are we talking more of a Minority Report?"
"I've seen none of those," I said.
I think I might have come out and told Becky that I liked running over babies in a big rig and she would have had less of a reaction. "You've never seen... I mean, Tenet and Hot Tub Time Machine, sure, but Minority Report and Terminator? How?"
"I don't watch many movies?" I tried. "Isn't this besides the point?"
"No!" Becky said.
"A little, yes," Fran replied. "Go on, Deadline."
"Thanks. So, Fortress ENE is going to be destroyed, and I want to stop it."
Becky paused. She was clearly on the edge of a rant which I had just stalled out. "Really? Like, when?"
"In about nine--eight months and a few weeks."
"Oh, shit, that's forever from now," Becky said. "What's gonna do it? Nukes? Invasion from another country? Massive portal breach?"
"Yes. To the last of those. Several portals, from E to A rank, breaching all at once, or within hours of each other. I'll have more details soon enough, but for now, my goal is to... stop that. Either prevent it from happening at all, or having enough powerful friends in place so that when it does happen, we'll be able to turn the tide."
"I mean, eight months is a long time. Could probably hit C-rank if you go hardcore mode between now and then, maybe, but a C-ranker ain't gonna stop an A-rank portal."
"Yeah," I said. "So it's a multi-pronged thing. In any case, I--" I paused as the robo-waiter rolled over, its screen flashing the restaurant's logo. Sitting back, I gestured for the others to order while I looked at the menu again real quick. I was kind of hungry, but... yeah, today had been active, but not that active, all things considered. When it was my turn, I ordered a salad with some chicken on top.
Becky ordered a steak, with all the trimmings, and Fran some sort of tartar sliders. "What you're proposing is interesting, but I'm not certain it's... economically interesting," Fran said.
"Keeping the city alive isn't economically interesting?" I asked.
"Not particularly, no," Fran said. "Firefighting companies are almost always state-owned because, while they're necessary, they're also generally not very profitable. Just because something needs to be done, doesn't mean that you'll come out the winner for having done it."
I shrugged. "This is somewhat out of my area of expertise, I'll admit. It's also one of the things that makes you so attractive."
"One of them?" Fran asked.
I resisted the urge to mention her eyes or her pretty face, and I definitely resisted the urge to stare down her blouse even if it required superhuman strength out of me. "One of many," I agreed instead. "My first concern is making sure we can. Whether we can make it profitable would be a secondary, or even tertiary, objective. Ah, but again, off-topic. Becky, the part of the city you live in, and the River Rats, will be hit pretty hard."
"I figured," Becky said. "We're well-positioned, you know? But... yeah. I'm not sure about all of this, DL. Sounds too big for me."
"What if I make it simpler, then," I suggested. "You help me and Fran, and we pay you. Not... well. You'd probably make more working in a corporate environment." Her nose scrunched up, cutely, in disgust at the idea. "But what we can't pay in money, you'd make up for in experience"
"Hitting portals on a weekly basis, as part of such a small team, would mean an incredible amount of advancement," Fran said.
"And you'd look cool doing it," I said. "Like one of the waifus in your gacha games."
Becky snorted. "Even I know that that's a sad reason to join... and it's even sadder because it's kinda really tempting. I've seen the two of you in your costumes, and you looked badass. I think I might be down for that. I don't exactly have work-work, you know? Just enforcing for the River Rats, but even that's not much."
"We'll cover costuming fees," I said. "Hell, if you're free tomorrow, I was planning on going to see my girl for that. Could bring you along."
"Was there going to be a need for it in the coming week?" Fran asked. "Something more public-facing?"
"Maybe... probably. I heard something. Anyway, I might be asking both of you to help with something this week. I don't know what kind of fight it'll be, but it might be big."
There was that breach on Thursday. That was going to be a pretty important event. Like, not in the grand scheme of things, but for us? Maybe. Another opportunity to work together, and since it was a breach, it would be like a tiny recital of the big Breach later on.
I'd get to see if Fran and Becky and I were up to capping a live breach.
"Big?" Becky asked. "What's that mean?"
"It means that we might be in the limelight, at least for some of it. So protecting our IDs will be a factor. And we might have to seal a portal. Probably another E-ranker."
"Meh, that's easy stuff! If it's only as hard as today's, I could do it with my eyes closed!" Becky said.
"I appreciate the confidence, but we'll have to see what it's like at the time. Between now and then, we have a few days to prepare. I need to work on my cover a little as well. Fran, can you free up time?"
"I... may be able to. You are aware that I'm usually quite preoccupied? I've marked today as a training session with a private tutor, but I can't do that too often without raising some amount of suspicion."
"Well, if it helps, maybe I can give you some... private lessons?"
Wait, no, I wasn't supposed to be flirting!
***
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I spent Sunday doing... not too much, really. I did a few longer loops practicing with my guitar, then some doing some French exercises, but I mostly took the day off and fit in three days worth of relaxing into just one day. It was very unproductive. I did call up Becky to see if we could go meet with Jane, but she was 'hella busy' so we had to put it off for Monday. As it turned out, that was a better time for Jane too, so it was all good.
So, the next morning, on Monday, I left the house only somewhat reluctantly, and headed out to work for another boring day.
"Yo, boss," I said to Eldur. It was... ten something in the morning, so too early to really start thinking about lunch, and I was currently tangled in a torture device that was claiming to be an exercise machine.
It wasn't all bad. The Luna Corp gym had some pretty nice machines, and this was probably one of them. I just wasn't feeling very charitable to it since I'd set the machine to 'D' on the scale and now I could barely keep up with it.
"Morning," he said. "Working hard?"
"Yeah, you could say that," I replied. I let go of a handle, letting some weight clink back down, then I grabbed a towel and rubbed my face free of sweat. The one nice thing was that... well, I needed this?
If I wanted to increase my capabilities, then I'd need to keep working out. As it was, I was a little, teeny-bit, lazy about it.
Look, no one wanted to wake up at god-no o' clock in the morning to do push ups and situps on the floor.
At the same time, if I expected to get stronger, then I needed to push myself, work on my musculature and cardio, and actually, physically, get stronger. I still had a bit of flab around my stomach, which was especially visible if I bent forwards a little, and my arms had a bit of dangly skin, and my thighs weren't thick enough to snap someone's neck. The less said about the flatness of my ass the better.
Basically, I had an unrealistic mental image of what I could be, and I'd never reach it if I didn't do an unreasonable amount of work to get there.
"Hey, Eldur," I called out before he could head out. "Uh, what's the plan for the rest of the week?"
"We're on workout duty today. Some training tomorrow, and then Wednesday to Friday we're the squad on quick-response. There are two or three portals that might re-appear in that time."
"Cool," I said. "Uh, hey, let's say I had an operation scheduled for new cyberware, how would I go about asking for a day off?"
Eldur stared, then sighed. "When's the operation?"
"Wednesday night," I said.
"And the cyberware?"
"Nothing too special," I replied. "Some ear augs. To keep the tinnitus at bay. New eyes. And I'm getting a little biomod too."
"That's a lot," he said.
"Nah, it's three small things," I said. "But... a day off to recoup wouldn't hurt?"
Eldur rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "Fine," he said. "I'll see if I can't get you scheduled medical leave for Thursday. But next time, two week's warning."
"Two weeks?" I asked. "That's not much."
"How quickly did you get your operation scheduled? Usually there are month-long waits."
"Oh, uh, yeah, I had a minor op planned. Just tacked on the rest. Maintenance, you know?" I lied on the spot. I wasn't a very good liar, but it was believable enough. All cyberware needed maintenance, and it wasn't impossible to get something new installed at the same time as one was checking out their other stuff for firmware updates or whatever.
Eldur frowned. "Fine, whatever. Don't make a habit of this, alright?"
I saluted. "Promise not to, boss," I said.
I went back to self-torturing myself with the weight machine. That occupied most of the rest of the day for me, though there were a few breaks and some chatting with others. I even got a few minutes to talk to Dharti and get some advice on the spells I knew. She seemed pretty happy for me, and said that maybe tomorrow, which was more of a calm training day, we could go over some options for new Nature spells.
That'd be nice. I was very much down to improve my repertoire. Soothe Minor Pain was a go-to for me at the moment, and while I didn't use Restore Stamina very often, it wasn't a bad cantrip to have. I was ready for something better, though.
Work ended with more of a whimper than a bang. Five rolled around, and I stepped out of the Luna Corp HQ fresh out of the training room showers, dressed in casual clothes with my biker jacket slung over one shoulder.
I paused a little as I saw Louise by the lobby. Could I go say hi? Only... she was busy, talking with someone else, and what would I even do? Walk up to her like a puppy starved for attention and make eyes at her?
What would Louise think of Deadline? Not me, the me that came in to work every morning and took that corporate cheque, but the me in a cool costume, fighting for love and justice and to line my pockets?
Well, I wouldn't be finding out today.
I got on my bike, started it up, then headed out. I rode pretty much straight to Full-Auto Stranger Danger, parking my bike out of the way before climbing off and simply walking through the fast food place out front to go right in.
Jane was there, sitting up on her counter, one hand behind her, the other tapping away on a phone.
"Hey," I said as I came up to her. How had she gotten up there? I didn't see a stool.
She looked up to me, then grinned. "Beanstalk! You're early."
"Only by a few minutes," I said. "How are ya?"
"Not bad, love, better now that I see ya. You been good?"
I smiled. "Yeah. I've been alright. I'm assuming you got my message about today?"
"Yup! You're outfitting another member of your secretive little group." She leaned back, one leg folding up so that she could hug her knee. It made the long skirt she was wearing bunch up and I found myself fighting not to stare at the shadowed outline of her thigh. I think she knew, because her grin became shit-eating quick. "If we have time to wait, I can think of a few things we could do."
"In ten minutes?" I asked.
"I'll make them feel longer," she replied smoothly.
I fought back a blush. Dammit, Jane. "Maybe hold off until you've met Becky. I'm... genuinely afraid of what will happen when your energy meets hers."
"Oh? She's a fun sort?"
"You might like her. Or hate her. She'd got style but no... direction with it? It's frustratingly casual for her."
"Beanstalk, you do know how to pick 'em, don't you? First the princess, now the Becky character. Are we going for the same style of outfit?"
"More or less, yeah," I said. "Something to help cover her ID, maybe make her look like she's part of the group, you know?"
"I can do that, easy," Jane said. "By the way, don't you think that it's time for an update?"
"On my existing costume?" I asked.
"Yeah. You came in here with a budget of fuck and all, and I worked miracles, but I've got the impression that you have a little more in the bank now. Give me a budget and I can probably work on something real cool. There's magical materials out there that are wild, you know? Cut-proof leathers and magic-reactive metals and shit like that."
"That... might be interesting, yeah," I said. "But how big of a budget are we talking, here?"
"I don't know. A thousand bucks and I'll get you a better cut and tailored version of what you have already. Ten and I can slip in some decent magic materials in, but nothing too special. That'll at least cover my time and effort. Five times that, and I'll make you something real awesome. The kind of shit that you only usually see B-rankers strutting around in."
"For that kind of money I could get plate armour... like, really top-end stuff."
"Sure, off the shelf. I'm talking bespoke, usable, high fashion, probably enchanted, definitely magical, and unlike all those prudes who make that shit high-ranking corpos wear, I know that there should be gaps to show off some skin."
"I feel like armour very much shouldn't?" I tried.
Jane glared. "Then you're only protecting yourself from people who want to ogle! That's the opposite of what you want to do! No one will know that you're hot if you're covering up too much! You need to tantalize, to hint! To show off some sexy, sexy skin!"
Right... this is why Jane was... Jane.
***
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"I'm here, I'm queer, and-- ohh, guns!"
Jane and I looked at each other for just a moment before turning towards the front of the store where Becky was making her entrance.
She walked in like she owned the place, arms swinging and head on a swivel as she took in Jane's shop. Then she spotted us and grinned. "Yo!"
"Hey," I called back. "Glad to see you finally made it."
She was a solid twenty minutes late. Fortunately, I didn't have anything planned for the evening except for a few practice loops, but still, that was time loss that I wouldn't get back. Not that I expected punctuality from Becky.
"I'm not that late, am I?" Becky asked She looked innocent enough saying it that I almost believed her.
"You're right on time, Baby Blues," Jane said. "Oh, come on over here and let me see what I'm working with."
Jane walked over to Becky who... froze up for a moment? I wasn't expecting the temporary deer-in-headlights moment, but there it was, and then there it wasn't as Becky grinned and strutted a bit closer. "Y-yeah! You're the fashion lady?"
"Damn right," Jane said. "Not-So-Plain Jane, best designer you've ever met, though you're not so bad yourself. You put this look together yourself?"
Becky looked down at herself. "Huh? Nah, this was what smelled best off the floor."
She was in a loose black t-shirt that was torn up and looked a little singed and plaid-pattern pants with more rips than was strictly fashionable. That, and a faux-leather jacket that had been a bright yellow once, but was now stained darker by wear and tear and... well, stains.
Becky had enough chains on her, dangling from her coat and from pockets, to start her own biker club.
It was... effortless? The coat's sleeves suggested that it was probably a size XXL before Becky folded up the sleeves and cut the coat in half just under the lapels. The remainder was a torn up mess that exposed all of her stomach and sides and back and... and I was pretty sure she wasn't wearing a bra under that burnt up tee.
"Ohhh, I've got some good materials to work with here," Jane said. She grinned as she came to stop before Becky. "How do you like it when a lady gets handsy with you? I've been told that I'm a little too forward sometimes, so I'm trying this thing called 'asking permission.'"
"What kinda touching we talking about?" Becky asked.
Jane stared at Becky. Really stared. To the point where I was starting to feel a little uncomfortable. "Hmm," she finally said. "Don't worry. I won't take your first time from you. Not unless you ask nice. What I will do is make you look badass. Now, get out of that coat--which is a phenomenal statement piece, by the way, nice contrasting colour, and I love what it does for your silhouette."
"Uh," Becky said.
Had... had Jane just stunlocked Becky. Was that even possible? Damn, I had to take notes. Jane was getting better grades in Girls than me.
Jane stepped back and away from Becky for a moment, then returned after disappearing in some racks of clothing with a couple of items folded over her arm. "Here, put these on? It'll make it easier to fit everything later."
Becky blinked and took the items, stretching them out. A sports bra and some spandex shorts, the sort I might've worn to the gym. "These'll fit?"
"They will," Jane said. "Room's right there. Leave your stuff on the chair."
I waited until Becky was in the changing room before I siddled up next to Jane. "You have her figured out?" I asked.
"Oh yeah," Jane said. "I know two things, Beanstalk. Fashion, and ladies, and there's one hell of a lot of intersection between the two."
"Okay? And what's my fashion say?" I asked.
"Insecure wanna-be punk with the weight of the world on her shoulders, wants to trust others but can't bring herself to, bit lazy, bit dumb, very gay, always horny, and slowly growing more confident and comfortable with herself."
I stared. There was a long, long pause between us, one that very clearly stretched on into uncomfortableness. I wasn't even sure how to process the first quarter of that, let alone the rest.
"And Becky?" I finally asked.
Jane snorted, either at the poor change of topic or because she just found it funny that she was somewhat, slightly, a little-bit right.
"Becky is a simple girl. Does things her way. Knows what she likes. Hell, I like her already. Becky's also got no experience with the ladies."
"Really?" I asked. "I figured..."
"What, because she shows off some tummy and doesn't wear a bra means that she puts out?" Jane asked. She shook her head. "She's nice. And nice girls don't get banged."
"I feel like that probably says a lot about you, more than Becky," I said.
Jane shook her head. "Don't try to read me, Beanstalk, I'm not-so-plain for a reason. Though, if you want to see a whole lot more of me, you just got to ask." She winked.
I really didn't want to blush, but my body betrayed me and made my cheeks warm up anyway. Jane saw, because she was smiling like she'd scored a point. Which she had.
"Alright!" Becky said as she stomped out of the changing room. She was a lot less dressed and had her stuff in a big bundle that she dropped casually onto the floor. "Super-hero me up!"
"Oh, I will, Baby Blues," Jane said.
"Why do you call me that?" Becky asked.
"I call every pretty lady by their best feature," Jane said. "That right there's Beanstalk, cause her legs go on for a while. And you? I could get lost in your eyes, love. We're not hiding those."
"Might be best to, no? For her id?"
"Nah," Jane said. "We'll work something out. Leave it to me! Now, what are we looking for?"
I crossed my arms and shifted my weight onto one hip. "Same as what me and Fran have, more or less."
Jane nodded along. "I thought so. Stand there, Baby Blues, while I give you a turn... yeah, I can work with this. BB, how do you feel about shorts?"
"Uh, shorts are alright, I guess," Becky said.
"And armour?"
Becky shrugged. "Never wore much of that."
"But you fight with your hands."
"I do? I mean, yeah, I do. How'd you know?" Becky asked.
"Scarred knuckles," Jane said. "And when you were looking at my guns by the entrance, you didn't stare down the good ones."
I glanced by the entrance, and yeah, there were guns on display, but my eye gravitated to a rifle hanging up and over the counter. A gorgeous Model 1887 with some pretty golden filigree. And there were a few other stand-outs mixed in with the more ordinary guns. Jane had noticed Becky not staring at the rarer pieces? Crap, she was kind of scary.
"Hey, if I get one of those cool hats, can mine have rat ears?" Becky asked.
"I don't think that's--" I started.
"Sure," Jane said.
"Really?" I asked.
"It'll be cute," Jane replied.
I shook my head, but what did I know?
Jane got to work. She had Becky try on a few things, some of them right there in the middle of the showroom. It looked like Jane was focused on getting Becky geared up in some some light armour. The sort of synthetic, slick fabric that some corpo security wore. It was more of a sleeveless shirt than anything else, but it was padded and had large laminate 'plates' built into it, designed to be puncture-proof.
Then plain shorts, with the hems rolled up a little, and then boots. Big boots. With a million laces and inch-thick soles.
They looked good on Becky, though,even if they were a bit much. Finally, a mask for her lower face, fingerless gloves with padding over the knuckles, and elbow and knee armour.
Becky looked like a ninja. A ninja who shopped at Hot Topic in 2004, but still, a ninja.
Jane left for a solid twenty minutes, and when she returned it was with a black cloak and a hat, one similar to the ones Fran and I had, but with two folded pieces of cloth hastily sewn into the side.
Becky gasped. "Yo! That's perfect!"
"Mhm," Jane said. "It's temporary, just to give you the look. Give me half an hour and I'll have something proper put together, but for now, it'll do to see how things come together."
They came together well. Becky looked like some sort of...
"Holy shit, I look like a gacha character," Becky said as she looked at herself in the mirror. She turned to us, and even if I couldn't see her mouth with the mask on, I knew she was grinning ear to ear. "I look awesome!"
"That's what I like to hear," Jane said. Then her smile turned a little sultry. "So, were you paying in cash, or experience?"
***
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“Experience?” Becky asked. It had sounded just a little squeaky, which wasn’t something I was used to hearing from her.

“You know, you pay me in first times, and I call it even,” Jane said. She was very clearly teasing. 

I... could put a stop to this. It wasn’t creepy or anything yet, but if Jane pushed it even a little further, it might be. So far she’d always been forward, but never pushy to the point where I’d find it wrong. 

So far, things had gone well. About as well as I could expect, really. So I set a Save. 

It might have been a little preemptive and silly, but I knew that there wasn’t anything else special going on today, unless inviting Becky here changed that, and... yeah, I wanted to see where Jane was going with this, a little.

“What are you getting at, Jane?” I asked. 

The designer shrugged a shoulder very casually. “Mostly teasing her because it’s fun? You’re still paying for everything one way or the other. Though I might not be averse to a friend discount or two?” She said that just loud enough that Becky could hear it, but it was still a murmur, the kind of thing that was clearly not meant for her.

Damn, Jane was good at this.

“And what kind of experience would you ask for?”

“The fun kind?” Jane tried. “What do you say, Baby Blues? Would you say my services are worth the experience of a kiss?”

“M-my first kiss?” Becky asked. “I mean, no? I mean... I’ve kissed people before. Yeah.”

“Uh-huh,” Jane said. 

Even I wasn’t convinced. 

“Did I ever say it’s be a kiss-kiss?” Jane asked. She walked right over to Becky, bold as day, then stopped before her. Becky wasn’t a tall woman, but Jane was very much on the short-and-stout side of things, so she had to look up to meet Becky’s eyes. Still, their body language was very clear; Jane was in charge here. “Have you ever seen two girls kissing, Baby Blues?”

“Yeah, of course,” Becky said.

“Not on a phone screen,” Jane said. “In real life. Two women, lips locked, eyes half-open, pressing into each other, trading breath. I mean real kissing. Have you see that with your own two eyes?”

“Uh,” Becky said smartly. 

Wow, Jane was three-for-three on stunlocking Becky. Then she turned towards me, and her grin was dangerous. “Come over here, Beanstalk.”

“Oh boy,” I muttered. I could see where this was going. It was stupid. But damn if I wasn’t feeling just a little warm as I walked over to where Jane was waiting.

She reached over and pinched the front of the old band shirt I was wearing. I felt a bit of it slip out from where I’d tucked them in my pants as she pulled me closer. “Now, I know you’ve pleased a lady with those lips before, Beanstalk.”

“You know that, huh?” I asked.

“Oh yes. I’ve seen the way blondie was looking at you. Now, care to show me what you can do? For poor Blue eyes over here?”

“Um,” Becky replied. “What’s going on?”

I sighed. “Jane here is teasing you. I think she’s trying to see how far she can go.”

“No no,” Jane denied. “I’m being paid in experiences. See, Becky there is gonna experience all sorts of new things, and I want to be there to see them.”

“That’s just sex with extra steps,” I said.

“What if I pinkie promise not to lay a single finger on Becky, hm?” Jane asked. “Today, at least.”

Oh, I saw where this was going. 

I glanced away for a moment. Did I really wanna participate in something like that? How would this impact things with Becky moving forward? That was important to know. Things had worked out well with Fran, all things considered, but she had a lifetime of training in making things professional, so she was able to overlook anything that happened between us. At least a little. 

Becky... wasn’t quite so professional. Or professional at all.

But fuck it, if I saw that Becky wasn’t enjoying it, then I’d Reload and call it off. She was a big girl--probably only a year or two younger than me, even--and if she couldn’t live with the fact that the team I wanted to bring her into was... very active in certain ways, then it wasn’t going to work out in the long run.

At least, that’s how I justified it to myself in the moment. “What kind of experience did you want to show Becky first?” I asked.

“Hmm, let’s see. First... follow me, you two.”

Jane walked off. 

Becky and I started for a moment, before following after her.

It wasn’t far. She went into a room at the back that I was intimately familiar with. That same bedroom where, in a timeline that had never happened, Jane and I had... ah well... 

Jane moved some clothes off of a rather nice chair, then gestured. “Sit,” she ordered.

“Me?” Becky asked.

“Mhm! C’mon.”

Becky did as she was told, sitting on the edge of the chair before looking up at me and Jane with rather wide eyes. “I think I've seen this in a... thing once,” she said.

“Oh, sweetheart, you haven’t seen anything like this,” Jane replied, her voice turning sultry. “So, you’ve never seen two girls kiss before, right?”

“Not IRL, I guess,” Becky admitted.

“Beanstalk, did you hear that? It’s awful!”

I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen that either, actually. Not in real life. Not without being one of the girls involved. “Yeah, awful,” I agreed. 

“Well then... permission to give you a lil’ peck Beanstalk?” 

I snorted, then gave Jane my cockiest grin. “I guess. Can you even reach me?”

“This kind of thing is about meeting each other halfway, legs,” Jane said. 

I bent down. Jane climbed onto the tips of her feet. Our lips met. 

As far as kisses went, it was rather chaste. Jane fell back down onto her heels, then turned to Becky with a grin. “How was that?” she asked.

She was really stretching this. We both knew it was just an excuse to allow Jane to get handsy and push boundaries.

That didn’t change the fact that when my tongue darted out, I could taste her a little on my lips. She tasted like coffee. 

“That was cool, I guess,” Becky said. “Uh, was that it?”

“Not enough huh?’ Jane asked.

She reached up, hooked a finger in the collar of my shirt, then pulled me in for a second kiss.

This time, Jane was working for it. She locked her lips onto mine, and I found myself stifling a surprised sound for just a moment at how hard she was pressing into me. Then I softened, opening my mouth just a little bit to capture a breath of her. Jane pushed up again, and I met her properly this time. 

Her lips captured mine, and I felt the lip of her tongue dart across my lower lip, even as Jane stared right into my eyes with half-lidded intent.

I pushed in myself. I’d kissed Jane before. I knew that if I didn’t assert myself a little, she’d take the lead the entire time, and while that was very... very enjoyable, I would like to pretend, in the privacy of my own mind, that I was a bit more top than that.

Jane’s lips curved up into a smile a moment before she broke the kiss. “Ah, hmm... not bad, Beanstalk.”

“Yeah, thanks,” I said. I swallowed. My mouth felt very wet, and my lips a little bruised.

I glanced over to where Becky was sitting. She was all the way into the seat, looking with wide, wide eyes. It was almost like she was afraid of missing anything, at least until she caught us staring and she shifted. “Uh,” she said. I didn’t know Becky could go so red. She had a smattering of freckles that I really hadn’t noticed before, but they stood out a lot more when her cheeks were flaming.

“How was that experience?” Jane asked.

“Good?” Becky replied. Her voice broke.

“Well, I’m sure we can give you a few more experiences,” Jane said. “Did you get anything out of that?”

“Kissing is good?” Becky tried.

Jane tsked. “I mean, yes, but that was some intense kissing. Now, if you’re gonna kiss a girl one day, you might not want to skip right to this... level of intensity. Maybe we’ll want to start a little slower. Beanstalk, do you mind if I demonstrate?”

“I’m enjoying myself,” I admitted. “Though, uh, how far are you taking this?”

“You’ll get to keep most of your clothes on,” Jane said.

“Jane, that means nothing with you,” I replied. “How about we keep it above the belt?”

Jane's eyes darted down to my chest, then lower. “Okay,” she said. “I can live with that.” She leaned in closer, to whisper. “Bet I can get Becky off without ever touching her.”

“No bet,” I said.

I mean, c’mon. Jane could be confident, but that was pushing it. Her confident grin said otherwise. “Look, Becky, not all kissing is that intense. Sometimes, it’s more about passion.”

“Passion?” Becky asked.

“Like this.” Jane moved in closer, then she slowly, carefully, wrapped her arms around my waist. I think she was being sure to keep her hands above my hips, which was probably harder with the height difference.

Jane came in for a kiss, only she moved to the side and pressed her lips against the side of my jaw, then my neck, then she slowly trailed kissed along my jugular and finally along my collar, the end of her nose brushed softly against my hair, and every kiss came with a wet, sucking noise that felt intimately close.

“See, Baby Blue,” Jane said. Her voice was husky and low, just loud enough to carry, and warm on my neck. “It’s not all about tongue in mouths and pushing. Sometimes, being delicate is just as important. There’s a lot more warmth this way.”

She came in closer, hugging me.

I returned it, slowly wrapping my arms around her, pulling her in and close to me. I knew my cue. I pressed a kiss onto Jane’s hair, then pressed my nose into it, smelling her shampoo. Then more kisses along the side of her head and face. 

Jane’s hands moved to the front of my shirt, ripping it out from where I’d tucked it before she slid her hand under and along my stomach.

My own hands weren’t being very chaste either. Jane had promised to keep it above the belt, but I made no such promise. My hands reached down along her sides, then down. I grabbed her ass and grinned as Jane gasped into my side. 

Then she reached higher and somehow my bra came undone inside of my shirt and she was fondling me. 

I gripped tighter, pulling Jane up so that we were face to face again. Our lips locked, and the earlier kiss was starting to look like something cute in comparison to the tongue wrestling we were getting up to now.

One of Jane’s legs rose up and hooked around mine, forcing me to bend a little and bringing more of me into the range of Jane’s grasp. A hand reached up and slid into my hair, long nails scraping wonderfully along my scalp.

Jane and I both froze at exactly the same moment.

There was a noise, from off to one side, like static electricity, or that weird crinkly buzz that came from a power socket not being plugged in correctly. 

We turned.

Becky was on the chair, legs pressed together, bent over a little. She looked like someone suffering from a bad cramp, only her face was red, and sweaty, and the air around her was snapping with tiny electrical discharges.

Then it ended, and she let out a long, wooshing breath and sucked in more air with a gasp.

Becky blinked, then looked up at us. Somehow, she went even redder.

“I... I gotta go,” she said before wobbling to her feet as if her legs were noodles.

I couldn’t help but stare and wonder if her shorts were dark or if they were wet at the front, but she was gone in a blink, stumbling out of the room and almost bouncing off the doorframe on the way.

“Heh,” Jane said.

“You’re proud of yourself, aren’t you?” I asked.

“A little... a lot? Never actually got someone off without touching them before. I was boasting a little.” Jane stepped back and out of the tangled embrace we were in. She righted her shirt, shifted the waist of her pants, then eyed me up and down before sighing. “Damn... I actually do have work. Uh, you think Baby Blues is going to be okay?”

“I think she’ll manage,” I said. Becky was a grown woman, she could handle herself. Probably. I felt a little bit of second hand embarrassment for her. I also felt very, very horny, and a little envious. At least one of us got to climax.

I adjusted my bra, hooking it back into place before I tucked my shirt back in. 

“Uh, yeah, so, send me the bill?”

“Can do, Beanstalk, can do.”

***
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To say that I was a little distracted the next day would be something of an understatement. I couldn't stop thinking about Becky's face, and the sparks that went off around her when she... yeah. Also, kissing Jane.
I could use more of that, actually.
Shaking my head, I refocused on the now. I was heading in to work. It was Tuesday morning, and today we had... not too much going on. More training, but less physical stuff. The idea being that we shouldn't do complex workouts the day before hitting a portal because it would mean dealing with sore muscles.
And yeah, I was a little sore from the day before, but a few hits of Soothe Minor Pain kept the worse of it at bay.
Anyway, when I arrived at work it was to find the office pretty quiet. Whatever training we were going to do today, it was going to mostly be self-study. Probably why I found Sol in the small kitchen area, sitting at one of the tables with a tablet propped up on the desk before him.
"Hey," I said. "What're you watching?" I figured it was fair to ask if he was listening to some stuff unmuted in a public space.
"Morning," he replied. "And I'm listening to a report on Brightbarrow's press conference."
"Oh, the one they did yesterday?" I asked.
I hadn't seen it yesterday. Or not the yesterday I just lived through. I had seen it the previous time I looped through yesterday, though. It had been twenty minutes of corpo 'it's not us' propaganda delivered by some pretty-enough public relations officer to a room of paid-off journo shills that didn't ask a single pertinent question. I'd clicked off of it.
"Yeah," Sol said. "I have some BB stock. Was wondering if I should sell it off. It's been fluctuating a lot, lately."
"Yeah," I said. I came to stand behind him a bit and watched. There was some podcaster-looking dude sitting in front of a green screen, the Brightbarrow PR thing playing behind him while he paused, yapped, then unpaused for a few seconds. "So, what's it all about? I know they crashed a drone in the city."
"They're saying it's nothing," Sol said.
"And people are buying that?" I asked.
"Nah. It's obvious they're up to something, but no one is sure what. Brightbarrow has a huge R&D budget, so it could be important or it could be nothing. They've mostly focused on tech stuff, but over the last couple of years they've been dipping into magical-tech."
"So what do you think it is?" I asked.
"Dunno, but it's messing with my portfolio," Sol said.
Shrugging, I left him to it. Brightbarrow wasn't on my shortlist of suspects at the moment. They were definitely doing something, but I didn't think it'd matter in the long run.
Maybe in my next week-long loop, I could deep-dive it a little more? There was always a chance, and that was worth looking into, just in case.
I wandered over to my office, but paused halfway there when I saw Dharti moving by. "Hey," I said.
"Ah... hello. And good morning. How are you feeling today?" Dharti asked.
"Good enough," I said. "You?"
She smiled. "I'm well. Were you coming to me for more advice on your spellwork?"
"No? But I mean, I won't say no if you have any. I was thinking I could start trying to pick up another first or second level spell. I've mostly got Grasping Growth down."
Dharti eyed me, then shrugged. "Certainly. Come. We can have breakfast. You shouldn't skip yours like that. Not when you're still so early into a new rank."
I blinked. How had she known? Was it some Nature mage bullshittery? Actually, it might be. If she had healing spells, then it stood to reason that she had some sort of diagnosis spell as well.
"Since you haven't gone through medical training yet, I think it would be unwise to try and learn anything in that direction. Would you mind if I offered you a particularly interesting spell?"
"What spell?" I asked.
"Hmm, it's a First Level spell called Sap Strength. And it's not the spell I truly want you to learn, but it is one that you ought to learn as a stepping stone."
I stepped into Dharti's office and took a moment to eye all of the plants all over before moving over to one of the free seats next to the low table that Dharti used for making tea. She moved to the back, opening a small fridge and then popping something into an air fryer that she pulled out of a cupboard. I waited, letting her do her thing. She returned and started to prepare tea.
"There's a spell called Mourning Vine. It's a rather powerful Second Level Grief magic spell. Would you like to see it?" she asked.
"Sure," I said.
Dharti smiled kindly, then gestured, and one of the taller plants next to her, some sort of spider plant, twisted, and its leaves reached out towards me. Dharti gestured, and I reached over, letting the long leaves wrap around my hand and wrist. They were surprisingly sharp feeling, though they seemed to angle themselves to avoid cutting me.
Then Dharti made another gesture. "I'm activating the spell, now," she said.
I started to nod, then let out a surprised sigh. I felt like something was sucking through me, pulling at all of the heat in my arm and leaving it feeling suddenly cool. It wasn't just cold. As I pulled my hand back, I suddenly felt a strong wave of sleepiness pass over me.
"Oh, that's... unpleasant," I said.
Dharti nodded, then stood. The spider plant returned to where it had been. "I'll make some tea to wake you up a little. And give you a little pep as well." She tapped my shoulder in passing, and I sat up as a jolt of energy shot through me. It was like taking a few shots of espresso all at once and then licking a battery.
"Oh, what was that?" I asked.
"An energizing buff," Dharti said. "Don't get used to it. It's to make up for the loss of energy from the spell I just used." She did something at the counter and I perked up at the smell of something warm and bread-y and very testy smelling.
"That was Sap Strength?"
"It wasn't," she said. "That was Mourning Vine. It's a second level spell, but it's one so complex that it's only a hair's breath away from third level. You could spend a few weeks training and practicing to learn it. Seeing your rate of advancement, I'm sure you'd manage it. But if you learn the building blocks first, you'll better understand the mechanics and fundamentals."
"Right," I said. That made some amount of sense. "So, I need to learn Sap Strength first?"
"It's a useful spell. It allows you to pull at a person's magical energy, draining it."
I perked up. "And I get to keep it?"
"No. That's another spell. A third level one that I'd advise against. It's a very simple spell, first level in complexity, but it's labelled as a third level spell to warn people away from it."
"Why?" I asked.
"Because it may well lead to some dangerous temptation," Dharti said. She placed a plate before me. There was some sort of warm bread on it, a large round thing pressed into small round bundles, covered in a layer of melted cheese.
I reached over and broke off one of the buns, and it came with a string of sauce that smelled like garlic and butter and oh boy, I hadn't realized how hungry I was.
Dharti served some tea, then sat. "Sap Strength takes magical energy and disperses it. It's a decent way to disable a mage or magic-using foe, though it requires physical contact. Mourning Vine, like Grasping Growth, empowers plants and essentially allows them to cast a version of Sap Strength."
"So suck people's power away using plants," I said.
"Yes. But it also loops back around, empowering the plant and the spell itself. It's not a perfect loop, but it does allow you to turn a bit of vegetation into a surprisingly effective weapon and trap without costing you too much magical energy to maintain the spell as long as it can reach a target."
"Okay, yeah," I said.
This would have been a nice spell to have in that one portal, with the dinos. Grasping Growth was too expensive to throw around all the time, but this sounded like it only cost more to cast, but sustained itself otherwise. "Alright, so where do we start?"
"We start by following the text book. Or rather, you do," Dharti said. "Come back to me in a week or two when you have mastered Sap Strength, and we'll see."
I sniffed, but... yeah, her time was valuable.
I stole another bread bun though, because they were tasty.
***
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When I got home that evening, I tossed off my shoes, then set a Save. The first thing I did was go to a trustworthy site and download the spell formation for Sap Strength. That required my ID and about three thousand dollars.
Luna Corp had a version of the spell as well, but looking at it, I discovered that it was a three year old pattern and that that specific version of Sap Strength wasn't rated really well.
Crazy that people had entire rating systems and reviews for different versions of the same spell, but I supposed it was a bit like anything else.
Sap Strength had a weird rep for being almost... dark? Not quite. Like... every elemental spell branch could blow off someone's head, so who was going to sit there and moralize, right? But some spells still felt more icky in the way they worked.
Nature spells that promoted bacterial growth were apparently hella illegal. Those that fucked with a person's immune system were the same.
And yet, spells that lit people on fire were A-okay.
I understood the people that pointed out the obvious hypocrisy, and yet I was firmly in the 'I'm a hypocrite too and don't care' camp, because I'd personally rather have a water mage drown me with a 'bubble around your head' spell rather than kill me with a 'dessicate you alive' spell. Even if the end result was more or less the same .
Sap Strength was seen by those with a stronger moral trigger as the first stepping stone down the long path towards some rather messed up spells. At the same time, it was also an entirely non-lethal touched-based spell, so the same people kinda liked it, because non-lethal spells that could safely put a person down without physically harming them were rare.
Sap Strength was well-studied, and there were several dozen variations on the main spell.
The formation I picked was noted as being a bit weaker than some, but it was also simpler. That had the key advantage of being faster to cast. Not as efficient as some other version--notably the ones that people used in more medical settings for various reasons--but I figured that if I was in physical contact with an enemy, I didn't want a spell that took three seconds to cast. I wanted something instant.
I could fire off a Shadow Bolt in about a second. Faster if I focused. I wanted Sap Strength on the same timeframe.
So I started carving out the spell, and two hours later gave up with a pounding headache.
So... simple didn't mean simple. It was a relative thing, and Sap Strength had a weird three-dimensional structure that had a sort of suction-cup end and then a long shaft-y bit with a lot of smaller spell parts built into it.
I had a vague idea of what some of the individual parts did, but nothing concrete.
Maybe I could take an online course or something on spell crafting 101? I felt like I was probably just not smart enough for that. It was a lot of math. Anything past a level two spell needed computer simulations to figure out, and anything past like, level six took years to craft and super computers to figure out.
At best, I might be able to tinker up some minor, inefficient cantrips at home.
Infinite time was nice, but it didn't make me infinitely talented.
I spent the rest of the loop taking a nap. Then I Reloaded and did it all over again.
It took four loops before I had a completely carved version of Sap Strength, and it wasn't a very clean one.
Oh well. It was... what, four days of normal progress for a normal person, condensed into a single evening? That wasn't bad at all. I Reloaded, did a run through just playing the guitar for an hour or two, then I looped again and practiced my French a little. I was... maybe getting somewhere with that. Not fast, but it was going.
I was gonna be conversational one of these days, dammit. At this point, I wasn't sure I even needed to, but learning a new language was like self-improvement 101 and I had lots of time to do just that.
The next Reload I spent catching up to anime, but with French dubbing and English subtitles. It was headache-inducing, but I might've learned a word of two. Très sugoi. 
Before calling it for the night I recarved Sap Strength one last time. I didn't have anyone to test it on, so I 'dry fired' the spell, and it seemed to work according to what I'd read. It was good enough for now.
I slept surprisingly well, woke up, showered, then headed out to work.
Today was a non-training day. We were on standby the entire day, in case one of the recurring portals activated. I knew there were some E-Ranker teams at each location, lingering around and waiting. I also knew that none of those portals were going to go off today.
It made the fact that Eldur didn't want us casting anything, to preserve magic, even more annoying. Couldn't just work out, either, since we were 'on call,' so I did paperwork and looked at memes on company time.
The free time was mostly just getting me stressed.
I had an operation coming up. My appointment with Orchid Lux was just in a few hours. I was going to go in, follow their little identity-disguising thing, get my new cyberware installed, then I was planning on having all of it checked over by a third party before Reloading and doing it all over again.
I wasn't too stressed. Like, there was no reason to be?
Orchid Lux did good work. Their reviews were good. My guinea pig had gone through the same operation with no issue. The cyberware was fine.
Hell, I'd gotten operations before without any fuss, so like, why worry. Last time it had been sub-dermals, and in that timeline I'd only been an E-ranker. As a D-ranker I probably had much better healing and I'd be a lot more likely to come out of things alright.
Still left me feeling like I had a growing pit in my gut.
Should I go in with an escort? Fran wouldn't find it amusing, but Becky might come. Only... no, Becky and operation rooms probably didn't fit in together well. Besides, things might still be a bit awkward between us, yeah?
The day crawled. It felt like every hour took five, and it was worse when I considered going through the whole thing again, only I didn't want to just casually have my Save point too close to the operation. If something did go wrong, I wanted a point way earlier in the day, so that I'd have more time to track the culprit down.
Eventually, five o'clock rolled around and I was out of the door and riding my bike over to a pre-determined meetup point. It was just a few blocks over, a discreet little parking garage where I sat down and waited. I'd changed from, from my workwear to something more casual. An old t-shirt and sweatpants, ballcap and shades. Clothes that I didn't care much about and which were painfully nondescript.
A van came around, stopped, then opened up. It was unmanned. One of those fancy self-driving units.
I sat in the back, buckled in, then gave the passphrase to the automated driving system. The doors shut, and we were off.
It wasn't even far. Three or so blocks away from Luna Corp's HQ, a bit closer to city centre. The van came to a stop in an alleyway between two office buildings that were... kind of plain and boring and barely worthy of note.
The door opened, and I stepped out, just in time to be greeted by a young woman with full-facial cyberization stepping out of a doorway on the side of one of the offices. "Miss X, welcome," she said. "Codeword for the day is Argent."
"Uh, mine's Lily," I replied.
"That checks," she said before smiling and gesturing within. "We have been waiting for you. The operation is set to begin as soon as you're ready. Did you want a moment?"
"No," I said as I shook off the nerves. From what I'd learned, this young Orchid Lux lady, and all of the surgery team, had implants that would superimpose a false face over anyone they saw. It was all very secure and a little freaky. Probably made six figures a year just greeting people.
Within was a small waiting area with a pair of very shiny drones, and then further in, the surgery. All clean, all nice, all easy.
I felt like puking, but that was normal too. "Let's get this over with, yeah?"
***
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                Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Four - Eyes Out
BirbNote: I don't usually put author's notes here, but... a few readers of the advanced chapters on Patreon mentioned feeling a bit squicked by this chapter. There's some detailed explanations of (fictional) surgical operations in this one. If that gets to you, feel free to skip, you won't be missing too much that's plot-relevant!
"Hello, Miss X."
I nodded to the man who'd spoken. It was one of the doctors. Middle-aged man in scrubs and with a pristine white lab-coat on. The only logo on him, and in the entire room, was a small Orchid Lux logo on the lapel of his coat. "Hey," I said.
"Is this your first operation with us?" he asked.
"Uh, yeah," I replied.
"Fantastic. Don't you worry, this will be over in no time, and I promise that it will be painless," he said. I couldn't see much of his face through the mask he wore, but I had the impression that he was smiling as he directed me to the seat that I'd be on for the operation.
It was a pretty typical hospital seat, with a hydraulic base and lots of ways to be shifted around and moved. More like a dentist's chair than a seat, really.
The doctor wasn't alone. There was a second woman in similar clothes nearby, and a pair of nurses, one real, the other more of a... android? Or no, that was just someone with extensive cyberization. The last person in the room was just in scrubs and was standing to one side.
"We're going to have to ask that you remove your top," the nurse said. "Are you comfortable with that?"
"Sure," I said.
I mean, I wasn't, but this was an operation, wasn't it?
She helped me remove my shirt, then my bra, and then I was directed to sit down and... wait, was this a heated seat? Damn, I was pretty sure it was real leather, too.
The seat rose up, and I found myself blinking up at some lights fixed to the ceiling. The nurse came up to my side, and soon I had cuffs around both biceps and a small device over my right wrist.
"Just monitors," the nurse said as she fixed everything into place. She returned with a spray. "This will be cold," she said.
And then I winced as she sprayed down my front, from my collarbone, down my arm and all the way to my left wrist. It smelled like some sort of disinfectant, which I supposed was exactly what that was.
The doctors moved a few things around, and I tried to settle into place. The cybernetic nurse approached with a small cup with water and a tray with a small handful of pills. I was instructed to take all of them, and either swallow them, or chew on them. Then the seat shifted further back and I found myself waiting.
"Alright, we're ready here. I just have a few questions before we begin," the doctor said. "My notes indicate that you're a... D-ranker?"
"Yes," I said. "You had notes?"
"The readout from our monitors indicate it," he said.
"Oh," I replied. There was a machine nearby with an EKG and a bunch of other numbers on display, so that tracked. "Anyway, yeah, D-ranker."
"Any active or passive spells?"
"No," I said.
"Good. We're going to cast four spells on you. One of these will numb you, another will reduce the sensitivity of your nerves--slightly different, another will blind you temporarily, and the last will make you rather drowsy. You might fall asleep."
"Uh, that's normal?"
"It is, don't worry. Before that, let's get you oxygenated."
I had a mask fit over my mouth, then the guy in scrubs from the corner moved up and pressed a hand against my upper arm. A moment later I felt a spell wash through me. That felt like Sooth Minor Pain, only way more complex and with more of a kick to it.
No clue what the next spell was, or the one after. The last was cast through a small device, and I instantly felt woozy and tired, but not entirely out of it.
"Okay. If we're ready... good. Procedure start." Some music came on, soft, classical, just loud enough to be heard over the shift of clothes and the clink of tools.
The next few minutes were a weird blur, and not just because my vision darkened and then blinked away. I found myself focusing on my breathing even as the minutes crawled by. It was... soothing?
I was pretty sure some of those drugs were drugs. The floatiness didn't stop me from noticing when they cut into my skin near my collarbone. I felt something wiggle inside of me, moving into my chest, then down. The bio-monitor? I supposed it made sense to start with that.
They cut me more, a long slice from my collar, then down to my armpit, and finally along the inside of my arm, all the way to my wrist.
Wild. I should have been freaking out a little, I think, but I wasn't.
Then, while one doctor was doing something to my wrist, my head was tilted back and I felt a clipper shaving some of the hair near my ears before something cold was applied there.
I felt and heard the incision there. It was loud, weird, and after a few minutes, nauseating.
Still, I managed not to freak out even as my hearing went out entirely on that side.
Then they moved onto the other, even as the doctor working on my wrist finished and I felt another set of spells work through me. Those felt like something Dharti might have cast.
The other ear was next. Another cut, another movement, and then I was blind and deaf.
I... really didn't like that. Not at all. It was hard not to freak out, but the weird floatiness made it more bearable.
My head was moved back into position, and then tilted further back. I felt my eyelids be pried open, then something cool and metallic dug into and around the back of my eyes. I felt my eye being pulled out of my socket and could smell a faint, burning odour that I really hoped wasn't my eye juices being cooked.
That part was the least pleasant.
And then I was hit by another set of spells, and the drowsiness was much stronger. Strong enough that I slipped back into a light sleep.
I awoke with a shock, and the first thing I realized was that I could hear once again.
"Alright, Miss X? Can you hear me?"
"Yeah," I said, my voice muffled by the mask.
"Perfect, we're going to give you a series of auditory tests, then we're going to run tests on your new eyes. Let's start with some directional hearing."
I was run through a set of tests. Noises coming from different directions, at different pitches and tones. Some of them felt insanely faint, like someone whispering two doors over, but I was able to make them out anyway. Others were loud. The doctor even warned the others about the loudest of these.
Apparently, I passed the tests.
I could tell that the ears were working, mostly because I could hear so much more than before. The faint rustle of cloth, the small sniffles and shuffles of the people around me. It wasn't stuff I couldn't hear, of course, but it was louder, clearer. Like washing out my ears after they were badly clogged, or pulling out earplugs and suddenly listening.
Then my vision slowly faded back, assisted by another spell, this one cast from a small metal rod.
"There you go," the doctor said. "We're going to start by running through a simple eye exam, then we're going to test the compatibility between your visual cyberware and the rest of your cybernetics, to make sure that everything is in order. Are you ready?"
"Yeah," I said.
My vision was... nicer? Maybe? I wasn't like I could see a million times better. I had 20-20 vision before, and I was pretty sure it wasn't that different.
Still, the tests were interesting. Reading tiny letters, following cues. The most interesting was when they shut the lights and... I could still see. Not perfectly, but it was like I had stood in the dark for twenty minutes already. My dark vision came on in a blink.
Flashing a powerful light in my face did nothing. I could see the inside of the flashlight and the bulb, and also the world around it, as if the glare were entirely missing.
Then they started connecting things, inputs coming in from a computer in the corner. The bio-mod came online, and suddenly I had a running EKG in the corner of my vision that I could blink away. Audio-visual cues, and all the rest of the usual stuff that came with augmented visual displays. The time in one corner--yikes, it was nearly midnight?--and a heap more information that I'd have to go through and curate.
The most interesting was the magical readout on my bio-monitor.
Magic
201 - D-29
Capacitance:
N/A - Insufficient time for baseline
"Alright. One last spell to purge your system, then I would advise a moment spent in our facilities. You're going to be given a few pills. Take one in the morning on awakening, and one in the evening. Please don't skip these, they're to prevent any issues. Of course, if there are any issues, abnormalities, or if you have any questions, please contact Orchid Lux immediately. Your satisfaction and health is important to us."
***
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The doctor said something to me, but I was a little zooted, and didn't really pay attention.
When I left the surgery room, I was escorted over to the auto-van, and then I mumbled an address to the driver. The doors shut, and it took off.
I... wasn't feeling so great. The new cyberware seemed to be working just fine. I had new readouts on my vision that I'd have to take some time to customize. The most important of those, though, was from the bio-monitor. The monitor had an in-built potentiometer. It wasn't going to be the most accurate thing, but like... damn, was that ever a nice feature.
Leaning back into the seat, I closed my eyes and just listened as we rode along. I could make out a fair bit more noise. The car's wheels spinning, some electronics humming, the world just outside, with advertising jingles and honking horns and shouting people.
That would take some getting used to. All of it would.
The van came to a slow stop next to the curb and I got out without saying anything. I was in front of a rather nice shop. This was in the centre of the city, not too far from that nice apartment that Fran lived in, and only a block over from the Seraph HQ that I'd snooped in on the other day.
The building I was standing before was tall and narrow and entirely windowless. The only signage on it was a mono-font band with the name of the company written on it. Ex Y Defense Industries.
I'd considered some of their cyberware, but that shit was expensive.
I stepped into the lobby and wobbled my way over to the front counter. The operation on my ear hadn't really touched the little vertigo doohickeys, but the way sound happened around me had changed, and my eyes seemed to focus differently. It all added up to making me feel a little nauseous.
It took three minutes of talking to the woman at the front before I was brought before an expert salesman. Then I explained my situation. Or at least, the story I made up.
I had just purchased some cyberware from a competitor, and wanted to make sure it was all legit because I was feeling a little ill.
Yes, it was a fresh install. Yes, I didn't mind paying up-front for the procedure. Yes, I did have people who knew I was here, thank you very much.
It took a solid hour, and an extra two thousand paid for an 'emergency visit' fee, before I was brought into the back and was sitting in a surgical suite yet again.
This time, things were a lot colder, more professional, and a lot less glamorous.
If the Orchid Lux treatment had been a stay at a nice five-star lodge, then this was popping into a budget dentist for an emergency visit.
The people that came in next started by asking me questions. A lot of them. Intrusive ones. Unlike Orchid Lux's very quiet and professional and rather... lax way of doing things, these people were insistent on a lot of things. And it wasn't just the usual 'are you pregnant... are you sure?" type of stuff.
I gave blood, peed in a cup, waited another two hours, and finally had someone run a full diagnostic routine on my cyberware, including a quick MRI.
The techs seemed annoyed when everything came back clean.
I Reloaded soon after getting the results.
And that put me back before the operation to get my new cyberware. Snapping back to my old hearing and vision really made it clear how much worse it was. It had felt like a subtle improvement, but my 1.0 body was clearly a downgrade, and I'd only had a few hours to get used to things being better.
This time, if anything, the operation and the whole show was worse. Not because I had the jitters (I was way less stressed having gone through it all before) but because it was so damned boring.
Hours of laying there, hearing people mess with my body, experiencing the same weird pulls and sensations, and I really wasn't a fan of having my eyes messed with a second time.
Still, other than being unbelievably boring, it passed as easily, if not easier, than the first time.
This time, when everything was done, I sat on the edge of the operation seat and actually listened to my doctor.
"The general anesthetic will wear off in the next six to nine hours. You will feel a certain amount of discomfort, especially along your inner arm and near your armpit. I'd advise, strongly, against scratching or pulling at the sutures there."
"Got it," I said.
"I would suggest taking it easy for the next three to five days. A week or two would be best, honestly."
"And if I don't?" I asked.
The doctor sighed. "Then at least keep exercise to a minimum. Light jogging and lower-body exercises should be fine. You must not drink alcohol for the next two days, at least. Also, the medications we gave you will cause constipation. I'd suggest drinking lots of water and eating a fibrous meal. Actually, drink more water in general."
I blinked. "In general?"
"We took your bloodworks during the operation. Take this as unsolicited advice: you need to drink more water. And you might want to look into your diet overall. The amount of plastics in your blood almost outweighs the amount of nutrients."
"Noted," I said. My diet had been a little... bad. I'd been trying to eat more protein here and there, but I supposed it wasn't enough. "I'll see to it that I eat better."
He nodded along. "Talk to your GP, they might have a good diet plan for you. I'm not one to upsell people, that's not my job, but Orchid Lux does have some decent nutrition supplements available."
That might help. There were some with magical produce in them that were also decent-ish.
The doctor gave me a small jar of Orchid Lux branded salve to put over any itchy skin from the operation, then a small bottle of eye-drops. "Don't use more than one drop every three hours per eye. You don't want to strain your tear ducts, but some degree of itchiness is to be expected."
"Okay," I replied. "Anything for the ears?"
"No. If you take a shower tonight, wear a shower-cap and don't let water into your ear canals. Cover the new interface port."
I unconsciously reached up and touched the little metal port at the back of my left ear. It was just a thin metal strip, maybe half a centimetre wide and an inch long? It was one of those contact plates that could transfer data without having to have a port actually inserted. It was pretty subtle, as far as cyberware went. Fran had a lot more cyberware that was a lot more obvious.
Was she going to be picking up more upgrades as we went? Hmm... probably. It seemed like something she'd consider.
Becky, the other member of our fledgling little team, didn't seem the sort, mostly because I wasn't sure she could afford it.
I thanked the doctors and the nurses, figuring that there was no harm in being polite, then I headed out.
The van brought me back to where my bike was parked.
I got out, wandered around the block, trying to get a feel for the slight swimminess of my enhanced vision, then I returned to my bike, grabbed some stuff from the bags I had on it, then went and got changed.
Dressed for riding, I set a new Save. I was pretty sure that Orchid Lux' entire privacy thing would hold up.
The ride back home was a little iffy. The new eyes, or rather, the new stuff in my eyes, made focusing on random passing details so much easier that things were a bit distracting.
Also, the sound of my bike felt off. The noise was different, I could better hear each click and thump of the cylinders, and the rattle the bike made was... more precise? It was hard to put to words.
I made it home, then went up to my apartment, allowed Mister Couchtop to take over my lap while I turned on my laptop and started to look into some things. My eye augs, the VaxOptic "Eidolon" Mk.IV Retinal Overlayer, had a small heap of features that I could unlock and fiddle with.
There was a range-finder, a zoom feature, some anti-glare stuff, low-light vision... a lot of those features needed some way to be turned on, and then they needed a bit of adjusting. I didn't want to blink twice and accidentally turn on nine different features with no shut off option. That was a quick way to give yourself a seizure.
***
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                Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Six - Operation: Look Like A Big Hero and Don't Die
I decided to keep that one Save I had standing next to my bike. It was just far enough 'back' that I could use it as a starting point for scouting, and there would be a lot of scouting.
I was about to do exactly what the nice doctor had told me not to. There was a breach coming up, and I was going to be there to stand in its way... but not the first time, and not alone.
The plan, for now, was simple; get Fran and Becky onboard with playing the big damn heroes again. We had done a bit of fighting next to each other, and while that had only been against a little E-rank portal, I was pretty sure it was good enough.
I had a lot of stuff going on all at once, so I decided to draw up a list to start with, something simple.
Operation: Look Like A Big Hero and Don't Die.Part 1: Convince Fran to join
Part 1b: Convince Becky to join (don't mention the electrical discharge thing)Part 2: Wait until tomorrow
Part 3: Inspect the Breaches in person.Part 4: Reload and call Fran and Becky again, but better.

That seemed like a more or less reasonable setup. The long part would be the wait overnight, and then waiting overnight again. As much as my time looping power was a huge blessing, sometimes it could be a bit of a curse. Two nights of post-op recovery in a row, maybe more, all because I wanted a better idea of what I was getting into was... a bit much?
Still, it wasn't all bad. Better a bit of inconvenient suffering now than... death?
I grabbed a spare burner from the back of my bike. I had a few stashed there, batteries out and sim cards pre-paid, just in case. I plugged one back in, then dialed Fran's number from memory.
The conversation was short. She was busy with something, and we'd already more or less agreed to meet up. I told her that I'd call her tomorrow with more details... which wasn't true. Well, it might be true in some future version of tomorrow? Yeah, that was good enough to assuage some of my guilt.
Then it was Becky's turn.
I took a deep breath and then hesitated some more. Calling Becky wasn't the issue, it was... okay, so it was calling her that was the issue. After her little moment at Jane's shop, I figured that Becky had either changed names and cities, or was going to act like nothing at all had happened.
If it was the latter, then I was happy enough to play along.
The phone rang, then someone answered. I waited.
They waited too.
The moment stretched on for a few awkward seconds before I cleared my throat and spoke up first. "Hello?"
"Oh, uh, hey," Becky said. "Sorry. Usually, when it's a scam call, you can kinda just leave it all silent for a while, and if you don't say anything, they eventually give up. And I wasn't really expecting to be called, you know? Who calls, nowadays, anyway? You know, we have an Order server we're all on, it's way better for chatting and shit, and there's some voice channels too, if you want. Sometimes I watch Mouse playing games on there."
I found myself relaxing a little. Something about Becky's prattling was oddly comforting. "Hi Becky," I said.
"Yeah, hey," she said. "So, uh, what's the call about?"
"Just wanted to see if you were down for a bit of..." I paused. I was about to say 'fun,' which would have been a nice, if sarcastic, way of saying that I wanted her to come along to beat up some monsters and be our third fighter, but the implication there might have been a bit much. "Uh, sorry. I mean. Fran and I know about a breach that'll be happening on the edge of the city tomorrow. We could use you for it. In-costume."
"Oh, yeah, the costume that I got at Jane's place? That one?"
"Yes?"
"Oh... right, yeah. I can do that."
"Is something wrong with the uniform?" I asked.
"Nothing," she said, very quickly.
"Becky?"
"Hey, uh, text me the location, I'll see you tomorrow. K? Bye!"
I blinked at the phone, the dead line tone the only sound coming from it. That was... weird, but maybe it was something innocent? Or maybe it was very much the opposite of innocent. My mind certainly went places.
Well, whatever. I got on my bike and headed out. The breaches, as far as I had discovered, more or less started some three miles to the west of the industrial park.
It was a nice ride, at least once I got out of the city centre and into the calmer parts, where the traffic wasn't as bad. That area between the walls, where traffic squeezed down into three incoming and outgoing lanes, was always a nightmare to navigate. Even cheating by riding between cars didn't save me very much time.
Eventually I made it out of the city. It was damned near one in the morning though, and I knew that the breaches were going to start at some ridiculous time in the morning.
So, I stopped by some gas station, filled up on energy drinks and some shitty reheated glizzies, then I checked my phone for a while and found a shitty pay-by-the-hour capsule motel out by the edge of the city. Not ideal, sure, but it was better than nothing.
I rode in, parked, picked the slab that looked the least crusty, then tried to sleep.
Fuck, I missed my bed. And I couldn't stop wondering if Mister Couchtop was missing me, which was a stupid thing to be thinking about while in a sleazy motel in the ass-end of the city. This was the kind of dimly-lit, cigarette-smelling place where pretty young women went missing. Most pretty young women didn't carry a hand cannon with the safety off, but maybe they ought to.
It took a long time for me to fall asleep, but eventually my alarm went off and I awoke with a start, feeling more tired than when I'd settled in. The drugs were wearing off.
Groaning, I slid to the edge of the slab, applied some of that salve to my arm and armpit which really was getting crazy itchy, then I dropped some of that eye stuff into my eyes, just in case. I left me blinking back tears.
It was currently six in the morning. A whole two hours before shit went down.
Breakfast was a XXXXL Burrito from a vending machine. It tasted like sadness and damp socks, but I supposed there were some calories in it, maybe. I really didn't want to find out, truth be told. It filled me up a bit, and left me a little depressed, but that was what I had around.
I made a mental note to bring better food, the next time I ran through this whole thing. Not that I planned on being here at this kind of hour for the final loop.
I was a little worried that with the operation, the post-op jitters, and only, at best, six hours to sleep, I'd be a bit rough even in the final loop, but maybe things wouldn't be so bad? At least I wasn't going in solo.
The first stop was...
I stepped outside and then stared at an empty parking spot. A spot that had very much contained my bike.
"What the fuck," I said.
Shit, I'd started off being constantly worried that my bike would be nabbed, and then I relaxed about it, and now it was just, not where I'd left it.
I stomped into the motel's lobby, demanded the guy behind the counter pull up security, and when he refused, I reached over the counter with glowing eyes and pulled him close enough that he could probably smell the burrito on my breath. He politely acquiesced and I got to see some grainy CCTV footage of a couple of young punks fiddling with my bike before casually riding off with it.
Fucking Fortress ENE. Couldn't have anything nice here.
There wasn't even anything I could do. Not reasonably. Why chase after them when I could just Reload. But I was here, now, already, and not in the mood to Reload.
So I called an auto-taxi instead, pissed off the entire damned time. That was the kind of mood I was in when I arrived at my first destination.
All around Fortress ENE, and most other fortress cities as far as I understood it, were 'checkpoints.'
They were large, reinforced buildings, a couple of stories tall, with almost medieval parapets above them. They were always alongside the main roads in and out of the city, and there was usually some token guard force at each one. They were meant to have shit like AA emplacements too, but I had a sinking suspicion that those around Fortress ENE were undermanned and under-equipped.
The one I was stopping at was checkpoint West-Two, the nearest to the breach, and where any teams coming over to stop it would be told to muster.
***

            

    
        Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Seven - Itineranting

    
    
    
    
                Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Seven - Itineranting
The interior section of the guard station, which was just off the highway, was fenced in on three sides, but it was open on the road. The fences weren't anything too special either, just about twice as tall as I was, with angled-barb-wired tops. The building itself was a big grey block, with two 'wings' off to the sides and a larger central building. Every wall had been covered in graffiti and repainted, but poorly, so there were still vague markings left over from where fresher paint had been applied.
I was leaning against one of the concrete walls of the fortress when someone called out to me. "Hey! Fuck off, no homeless here."
I blinked awake. Not that I'd been sleeping, exactly, but my mind was a little fuzzy. Ahead of me was a guard. Dude in brown pants and shirt, with a tactical vest on that had a flashlight in one pouch and a radio in another. He was packing, just a little handgun, but it was strapped to his side at his hip, and he had his hand close to it already. He would have been a lot more intimidating if he weighed about fifty pounds less.
"I'm sorry, what?" I asked.
"I said no itinerants," he said. "This isn't a space for you to have a nap."
"Look, sorry," I said. "I'm waiting for something."
"Well, go wait somewhere else, you tramp."
I twitched. "What the fuck is wrong with you?" I asked. "No, nevermind. Don't answer that. Look, man, I've had a shit day, alright? My eyes are itchy. I have a stitch in my armpit, my back hurts from sleeping in a fucking motel. I think I might have picked up bedbugs or something, and some fucking punks stole my bike. I've had it up to here with today already, and this is only my first attempt at the day, so how about you spin around and fuck right the fuck off?"
Somehow, this failed to intimidate.
"I don't care how bad your day was. Go have it elsewhere."
"Oh, for the love of--" I began.
We both jumped as a car came barrelling into the driveway of the watch-station. It was a beater of a car, all patched up and rough with a fender that didn't quite match the colour of the rest of the car. It bumped over the ridge protecting the sidewalk, then came to a stop just a few yards from the entrance.
The side door banged open, and a dude stepped one foot out. He was sweaty, looking like he was wide-eyed and maybe tweaking out on something. "Hey!" he shouted.
"What the hell," the guard said. "You can't park there!"
I mean, he could. He was just taking up two and a bit spots angled that way, but it wasn't like anyone else was there. "Yo! There's monsters out there!" he shouted.
"Get outta here," the guard said.
I glanced at the time display in the corner of my augs. It was seven ten in the morning. The sun had only just come up maybe an hour ago. "Hey, man, there's monsters out there."
"Do I need to call a tow truck?" the guard asked.
"Hey," I said over the guard. "What kind of monster? Which direction did they come in from?"
The man glanced ay me, then pointed back the way he'd come, more or less to the west of where we were. "They're just off Seventh. Big fucking... ball of goop or something."
I nodded along. "Bring me over, yeah? I want to see."
"What?" he asked. "Man, I rushed outta there. One of those trucks ran into it and it got stopped cold."
"I'm a D-ranker," I said. "I can probably help."
"Oh shit, really?" he asked.
"She's a tramp," the guard snapped.
I flicked a Shadow Bolt so close to him that it ruffled his hair and he flinched. "Reach for that and it's the last thing you'll do," I warned. "Do what ya gotta to call it in." I turned back to the driver. "C'mon?"
He nodded, slipped back into the car, then reached over and unlocked the passenger side door.
I slid in, wincing a little as I had to move some bottles and trash aside with a foot. Still, he put it in reverse and we were out and onto the highway in a few seconds, before I'd even decided to buckle in.
The guard was yapping on his radio was we left. I might have just messed up the loop. He didn't seem the sort to call things in usually, so maybe the response would have been delayed by a few minutes if I wasn't here.
"Tell me about the thing, what were you doing when you saw it? What was it like? Were there more than one?" I asked.
The man flicked off the radio, which had been filling his car with the low thrum of some bass-heavy rap. "Just doin' deliveries, ya know? Lots of early morning folk order shit out here around this time, and there's not a lot of gig drivers out this early, so I get a premium. Anyway, turn the corner, saw this fat fucking thing on the road, then saw the truck smash right into it. Look, it's around here."
We turned around a corner and I gripped onto the door to keep steady.
Seventh was another one of those plain industrial roads. Bit narrow, with fences running on both sides and no real sidewalk, but there was a ditch on one side of the road. The area was mostly warehouses, large parking spaces, and a few dozen smaller factories making... something or another. It wasn't a front-facing place. Not the sort of area normal people hung out in unless they were here for work.
Down the street was a truck. It was halfway in the ditch, and there was very clearly something crawling on its side.
"What the hell is that?" I muttered. "Drive closer."
"Aight, but if my ride gets messed up, you're playing for it, miss D-ranker. I'm not insured, ya know?"
"Just get me closer," I said. I already had an idea of what we were dealing with, but getting close enough to see couldn't hurt.
As we came closer, I noticed that the blob on the side of the truck wasn't the only thing around. There were more of them, most congregated in the massive parking lot of some long factory. They varied in height, from about as tall as my knee, to tall enough that I might not be able to see over them.
Slimes.
There were only so many monsters that they could be, but... yeah, these were definitely slimes.
They were kind of a joke as far as monsters went. Physically no stronger than an aggressive bowl of jello, and magically they had all of the resistances of a wet paper towel. That was to say, they were very weak and rather unimpressive across the board.
That was the general consensus. Right now, there was a slime covering a full quarter of the front of a semi-trailer. It looked like the driver had kicked in the window to one side and had tried to climb out. I could see bones and melting flesh stuck inside of the monster. "Damn," I said.
The slime might have heard us approaching, because it started to detach itself from the truck, long tendrils of a pale, bluish goop stringing out towards us, almost questing through the air. Where it had been attached, the paint of the truck was eaten through and it looked like even some of the steel beneath was partially melted.
So, not a little baby slime. That thing had some magic to it, potent too. A D-rank? C?
"Oh, shit, there's more of them!"
The side wall of the factory looked like it was halfway melted, and more slimes were coming out. "Let's not stick around," I said.
"You're not gonna do anything about this?" he asked.
"No. It's a breach. Let's get back to the fort, alright?"
"Ah, man," he muttered, but he pulled a u-turn a bit further ahead and we raced out of the area. There were still people around here, though, and it didn't look like anyone had really sounded the alarm yet.
The news had been a bit off, then. This breach had started long before eight in the morning.
I kind of expected to get back to the watchstation and find people setting up for trouble, but instead, there was... a lot of nothing going on. Even the guard wasn't standing outside. "Hey, let me off here. Then... I dunno, keep on doing your own thing."
"Yeah. Bet I'll have to keep working, too. Shit, what an ass morning."
"Yeah, tell me about it," I said. I reached into my pocket, pulled out my wallet, and gave him all the cash I had. It wasn't too much, but what I was gonna do with it? At least this one, temporary version of the man would be happy for a while. That'd make one of us.
***
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                Chapter One Hundred and Forty-Eight - Slow Going
I expected things to escalate quickly. I was denied that, and a little flabbergasted by how slow the response was.
The first people that showed up near the watchstation were more people coming to report things. As it turned out, some of them had called the police and local security and whatnot, but no one had showed up yet.
It wasn't until nearly eight before I saw a few cop cars barrelling down the highway towards the industrial sector, probably on their way to the slimes.
At nine-ish, after ordering some very expensive food delivery, I found myself watching as the area by the industrial park emptied out. There were a surprising number of trucks that rode out of the space.
The alarms hadn't gone off yet, but people were letting each other know.
Then the alarms did go off. I flinched as a terribly loud wailing sounded from the building I was loitering by. Everyone around me though, the normal civilians just stopped here because there were others and that's what people did when they didn't know what to do anymore, all scrambled to cover their ears and winced.
The noise was... a lot, but also not? It felt like it should have been blasting, and I swore I could feel it on my skin and in my teeth, but it wasn't deafening, I could still hear my clothes rustling and the breathing of people next to me. Like, the siren was on one band, and my everything else was on other, untouched bands. Wild. These new ears were proving their worth.
I pulled out my phone and started to snoop. There was an almost visceral reaction to the siren online. The local net got busy, and people were all over the Fortress ENE boards asking what was going on.
A few images were being posted, almost drowned out. I rolled my eyes as I saw some of them. No, we weren't being invaded by dragons. There were some pics of slimes, though, so not everything was bullshit.
I sat up a bit as I saw some other, interesting pictures. They looked like the right streets, though I didn't know the area that well.
Kobolds?
There were a few of them in the image. Bipedal, almost dog-like, wearing crude leather armour and carrying blurry weapons. It looked like they were rushing out of another industrial building in the same park.
The second part of the breach.
I knew from reports that I'd read from later on today that there were three breaches. The C and D-rank ones had both been tackled by Seraph. The last, an E-rank, had been taken care of by... some corp team or another. It wasn't Luna Corp. Actually, that one had been light on the details.
The order of things had been one of the only things that was clear in all the reports, though. The first portal to open was the C-ranker, then the D, then the E. So... were these kobolds D-rank kobolds, then?
That... would be interesting to fight. If only I had any halfway decent equipment on me. As it was, I had my handgun and that was it.
Still... better to go scout than sticking around here, bored and tired.
So I checked online for a ride over. I honestly expected the apps to have shut down all of their services for safety reasons, but no, they were still up and active, only now there was a 'high danger' premium tacked on that jumped the price of a ride over by three hundred percent, and there was an obligatory sign-off. Press your thumb here to waive away your rights.
I ordered up a ride, then groaned. An hour until arrival? Yeah, no shit. The company might've been fine sending some gig workers to die, but the workers themselves were cool with waiting.
Oh well. I started walking. It was like, three, four miles down the road, more or less? The highway didn't have much of a sidewalk, but there was a bit of a path on the other side of the wind-baffle walls that had been walked on often enough to leave a mark on the ground.
As I walked, I made sure to keep my head up and scan the area. I wasn't sure if being familiar with the spot would help, but my gut told me it couldn't hurt.
I arrived at the edge of the industrial zone and glanced at the time. A bit shy of nine. Still earlier than the reports had said the second breach had occurred, but I was coming to learn that any report on the news was utter bullshit when it came down to actual facts.
I arrived at the end of the local exodus. People were rushing out, and the police were drawing up a cordon. It reminded me of Podunky, only somehow, less organized even though the cops here had more tactical gear and heavy weaponry.
Some rent-a-cop on a loudspeaker was telling people to calmly get the hell out, and all that was doing was gathering a crowd behind him. Not too large of one, though. It was growing with every passing minute as I walked over. Some of that was people running out of the area and to safety, but a lot more was people coming in to work.
It was the morning rush. Traffic was now blocked out for a mile or more, jammed tighter than a club bathroom after the band left. If reinforcements were coming, they'd have to come in with sirens and all.
I joined the edge of the crowd and just kind of stood there. A few gunshots rang out, and I started to notice figures in the distance. Kobolds? They weren't charging over mindlessly, though. They seemed to be hunting, clearing out some of the larger factories. I even saw some of them pushing cars over to create makeshift barricades.
Yeah, that tracked.
During the big Breach, there had been some monsters that just ran at anything human and ate them up. They were actually easier to handle, most of the time. The real dangers were the ones that laid traps and took territory. Those had to be cleared out room by room. And when they did attack, it was usually with something like a plan. They might charge in headlong, but they did it with shields and usually with a second force trying to flank, or at least some range support.
Worse were the monsters that could work together.
I narrowed my eyes, then remembered that they could zoom in. Some of the kobolds were shepherding a dozen slimes. One of them stepped too close and was swallowed up, its yipping screams like a dog who had its tail stepped on, at least until it drowned in the slime. The rest managed, though.
The police opened up on them, but that only caught the slime's attention, and then they started rolling our way.
Guns didn't seem to do much against a slime. The smaller ones might burst apart if focused, the larger just... wobbled a bit. I could see loose bullets swimming around inside of them. The heat of the rounds did seem to burn them a little, which was a good sign, but that was it.
Yeah, we'd need mages or specialized equipment to handle those.
More people evacuated, but it was turning into a trickle, and a lot of the people running over looked harried, injured, or a little bloodied up.
I heard one of them talking in a hurried voice with a cop. A big latino fellow dressed like an office worker but with a hardhat still sitting on his head. He was gesturing to his arm. "Ice! They were made of ice! Big as a man. They looked slow, but one of them spat out this water and I swear it flash-froze!"
That didn't sound like either a kobold or a slime. Interesting. The E-rank portal's monsters?
Then the good guys arrived, and I was momentarily distracted.
Seraph came down in a helicopter. One of those small, sleek ones, with a twin rotor setup and a jet engine, all white and blue with the Seraph angel wings on the side. The doors on it opened and a team of four rappelled down.
It was a bit extra, especially since a minute later a trio of vans were escorted in by motorcycle cops.
I tasted magic in the air. Some of those who'd rappelled down had to be C-rankers, at least. The vans were disgorging more, people in custom armour and with real nice gear. Not an E-ranker in sight, at least from what I could tell. I took pictures with my new eyes, trying to grab faces where I could. Some of them came off as suspiciously blurry.
Once this was all done, I'd compare what faces I saw to records and try to piece things together. But for now...
I was one of the only people in the crowd not to move back as a wall of fire was created by one of the C-rankers, fires taller than I was sweeping down the road and rolling over a few slimes that cooked on the spot.
Yeah, this was the cavalry.
Now, how would they handle this?
***
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I didn't get to see how Seraph handled things from up close. Mostly because the police tightened the cordon, and when spells and bullets started to fly, even the most rubbery-necked of the gawkers decided that sticking around was probably a bad idea.
I was pushed back along with the crowd, but I did get to stick around, at least on the edge of the industrial zone.
The seraph teams, because it looked like they had three squads of four here, quickly made space, then waited. It didn't take too long to see what they were waiting for as an armoured bus, in bright white with the company logo, pulled up and disgorged a full two dozen troopers.
Seraphims, I think they were called, because that guild had a gilded rod up their rears.
Their troopers did, admittedly, look cool. All-white armour clearly made of some sort of polymer, basically ceramic plates fit into custom plate carriers, with thigh and arm armour and an all-white undersuit that looked just a little shiny. Probably some stain-resistant material of some sort. Might even be something flame-retardant.
Damn, they must get sweaty under all of that.
I couldn't make out what their guns were from afar. I loved me a cannon, as all bitches did, but that didn't make me the kind of gun-nut that could identify a rifle from a hundred yards away. They did look decent, though, and if they weren't cheaping out with the rest of their kit, then... yeah, this group had their shit together.
The bus-riders were obviously E-rankers. Not quite fodder--not with gear that expensive--but definitely not the best that Seraph had.
That was the C-ranker team.
Four C-rankers, all in shiny white gear, though that was all that unified them. Their gear was very custom.
I connected to the net, and it wasn't long before I had some profiles up. The four of them were known members of the guild, had all been there for a year or two, and were generally pretty experienced. Mostly.
One of them was a twenty-something guy who'd joined late last year. Ernest Glover, a C-rank Light mage, of all things. From somewhere in California, though he'd moved to Fortress ENE as a kid, rode a scholarship through one of the tech colleges, then ended up as a D-ranker and skipped over to Seraph. Hit C-rank in just two and a half years.
Mostly found him interesting because he looked so much smaller than the others, and a bit clumsy. The other C-rankers and D-rankers had a sense of... professionalism about them. This guy looked like he was one explosion away from scampering off.
There was another that stood out. Big, burly woman, maybe in her mid-fifties, though it was hard to tell from the look of her. Being a C-ranker always made people a little... ephemeral? She had that in spades. Long blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, a sort of... wispiness to her, even if she was built like a fridge. It was more Amazonian than brick shithouse.
She was a C-ranker that had been with Seraph for almost a decade, all of that spent as a C-ranker. That made her senior, and it made her scary.
If there was a world of difference between someone who'd just turned into a D-ranker and someone who'd had the time to adapt their body to the rank and learn, then I couldn't imagine that the same wasn't true for C-rank, where people started to become a little more.
Lyra Varrock, native of Fortress ENE since before it was Fortress ENE.
If there was any doubts about the power of an upper-C-ranker in my mind, they vanished when Lyra gestured and made a fire hydrant explode, then used the water from that to pressure-wash a dozen slimes away, then did the same to some kobolds.
Seeing what high-pressure water did to flesh was not what I was planning on doing today.
Anyway, this was an observation mission, mostly taking in what I could from afar. I listened in on the police, but they didn't have a great idea of what was going on, and their orders mostly turned from 'contain the breach' to 'keep the people and media away.'
Seraph cleared the street, then started to head out deeper into the industrial sector. Soon enough, I kind of lost sight of them, though I could sorta follow what was happening from the sounds of gunfire deeper within.
Things seemed to be progressing. Slowly.
Maybe it was just because I was caught out so far away, but it felt like things were only moving at a crawl. Was Seraph purposefully taking things slow? They had lost some members recently. It was a bit of egg on their face. Losing even an E-ranker here might be more of an embarrassment than they wanted.
We were approaching noon, and I was approaching bored, when the situation developed a little.
A large armoured vehicle was let into the area. It wasn't Seraph, unless they had a 'dull-grey' division hiding in the wings. The truck was let in, and it was followed by a pair of little humvees with roof-mounted guns, also in the same grey.
I took a picture with my new eyes of the logo on their side. It wasn't one I recognized, though a quick search pulled up a name that I sorta did.
Bastion-Krieger. One of the larger weapons manufacturers based right here in Fortress ENE. And a big R&D company, apparently. At least, according to the quickest search imaginable.
The trucks pulled up, and out came some middle-manager sorts from Seraph. Even with my new ears, I couldn't make out what was being said. Then the lead truck, the big armoured one, opened up and five guys in power armour came out.
I stared. That kind of armour existed, sure, in like movies and games, and maybe guarding the CEO of a mega corp when they couldn't hire enough A-rankers to send a message, but like... no, seeing that wasn't normal.
What the hell was that all about?
I zoomed in, and discovered that all five of the suits came in a little blurry. Anti-spy tech? It wasn't perfect, though. Or maybe my eyes were just running the latest anti-anti-spy tech software, because I could still make out plenty. They looked... unfinished? I wasn't anything like an engineer, but the suits had some dangly wires, weren't fully armoured, and there was a sort of unfinished-ness to them that struck me as very prototype-y.
I couldn't know for sure, obviously, but that's what my gut told me.
The suits were soon followed by a small squad. A few guys with guns and basic gear, but some who looked more like mechanics or something.
They took off soon after, heading in another direction than the one the Seraph team had gone in. The direction that I suspected the third, weakest, breach was in.
I stuck around, doing a bit of research, but mostly waiting.
It wasn't until well past two in the afternoon that Seraph returned. Their pretty white armours looked a bit dusty, some of them looked like they had burns on their shells, but otherwise, they seemed fine. No injuries, no lost members. By then, some more teams had arrived, and they were quick to move in and I assumed, clear out the unbreached portals of any valuable loot.
The other team, from Bastion-Krieger, they returned looking like shit. I was no engineer, but even I could tell that dangly bits was a bad sign, and one of the suits was outright missing, though the pilot was there, one arm in a sling and looking like ass.
Things got annoying after that. Some news vans showed up, and some cleanup crews. It looked like there were a few people caught up in the whole thing that didn't make it. But... yeah, the big event was over.
A triple-breach, taken care of by Seraph.
That would probably boost their rep a little, especially after that last kerfuffle with the C-rank portal that took out some of their members.
Now... how would I handle this?
The C-rank slime portal was right out. I didn't think my guns would do much, and Shadow Bolt, my one good offensive spell, wouldn't do much more than smack the smaller ones around.
If I fought them up close, I'd get swallowed.
Becky might have an easier time of it, maybe, but I wasn't sure. It was entirely possible that slimes had some amount of magical resistance to specific things.
A portal full of them? One that was actively breaching? Nah.
The kobolds...
Huh, I'd set out here with a plan to hit the weakest of the three breaches. Whatever E-rank portal had blown up and was spilling monsters. Only I hadn't seen anything of them.
Kobolds, on the other hand, those I knew. And they died to bullets, like all good things ought to.
How pissed would Seraph be if we yoinked that portal from right under their feet?
I found myself grinning as I Reloaded. Time to see what the situation inside the park was, and then I'd have to start planning properly.
***
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I was a little confused when I Reloaded and found myself not just a day back, suddenly not tired, but also right next to my bike.
Right, this was just after the operation.
I started to stretch, then stopped when I felt a faint pull in my armpit. Best to not play with that too much, I didn't want to rip open a suture or anything.
The meds were still running through my body, and overall, I felt... nice? Nicer than I had for a while.
Sighing, I looked at the time and winced. I was a ways from the industrial area, but also hours away from the start of the breach... probably.
So, second loop, and I hadn't yet called Fran or Becky, nor was I going to. This was going to be another scouting loop, this time with a lot more information available to me. I was also not going to stay at the cheapest motel in the area. Screw that. I wanted a proper bed and a parking lot that wouldn't let some two-bit thugs steal my ride.
I pulled up the interface on my new eyes, a little annoyed that things that I'd moved had reset, then I went onto one of those godawful hotel booking sites and found a place to stay. There were a few nice hotels in the city centre, but I settled for a four-star just a ways to the west. It was far, far from cheap, but it was also money that I didn't care about. I booked a nicer room, then hopped on my bike and rode off.
In the meantime, I looked up a map. It was dangerous, splitting my attention, but I didn't care too much, and I did make it to the hotel, checked in, got increasingly annoyed as the lady behind the counter asked me for ID, then if I was member of this club, that group, if I had this points card, or if I wanted to sign into some other, unrelated white woman scam.
I think she was starting to catch on that I wasn't in a mood when I pointedly asked if weapons were allowed on site. They weren't. I didn't care.
I got into the hotel room, discovered that it was just a small space with a bathroom to one side (glass walls... why?) and a decently large, plush bed. Not the most comfortable thing, but it sure as shit beat that flea infested slab.
I kicked my shoes off, hesitated for a bit, then decided that a shower couldn't hurt, even if I didn't think I'd have anyone smelling me any time soon.
The shower helped. I slumped out of it, then flopped into bed, covered up, and almost forgot to set an alarm for 0500 in the morning, which was way too soon.
I slept like a babe, and almost opted to ignore the alarm, but... no, that wasn't wise.
I was a bit groggy, and sore, but the bed had been nice enough to make the post-OP situation somewhat bearable. I rubbed the salve I was given, took my meds, then gave myself a hefty dose of Sooth Minor Pain. Then I remembered that I'd been carving Restore Stamina for a while, and I cast that as well.
The second spell wasn't a massive boost, but it was probably better than a coffee for waking me up.
I went downstairs, grabbed a coffee and ate right out of the complimentary breakfast thing. After filling in on fake eggs and synth bacon and disgusting the one worker awake at this hour, I headed out, got on my bike, then rode like mad out of the city. The one major positive of being awake at this hour was the lack of traffic.
I made it to the industrial zone at around six. Early enough that the place wasn't filled yet. There was still movement, though. A lot of the trucking here was automated, and judging by the smoke coming from some of the stacks, a few of the factories either started operating early, or ran through the night.
Parking my bike in an alley, I took off through the industrial sector and started to walk a circuit around it. The area was larger than I expected it to be, so I didn't get too far before giving up on that. The sector had probably hundreds of buildings, some with large parking lots around them, or open-air storage areas, but there were parts of the sector where older buildings were squeezed in so closely together that their rooftops almost rubbed together.
Some areas had bridges that ran over the road, connecting two buildings together. I wasn't sure what that was called, architecturally... but I kinda liked them. They were a cool feature.
Just wandering around and getting a feel for the place was nice and all, but it wasn't that helpful.
So, I returned to the main road and started towards the area where I'd first seen some of the slimes. From overhearing a few people talking, I had a decent idea of which companies were nearby and who had sighted the slimes first, but that didn't give me a pin-point accurate location.
It did give me something like five possible factories, and they all happened to be relatively close to one another.
I didn't want to just sit around and wait, though...
My eyes moved upwards. The roofs were pretty close together, weren't they? Like, real close. So close someone could, probably, jump from one to the other, and they were all mostly flat, and there were bridges across almost every road.
"Dammit," I muttered.
It was going to be a decent vantage, though. I just had to find a way up.
So I walked over to the nearest of the factories, tugged on the door, and sighed when I discovered that it was locked. The next one over, however, wasn't, and there was someone inside.
They looked at me a little funny when I asked them if there was roof-access in this building, but said that there wasn't. When they asked 'why' and I said 'parkour' they... just kind of nodded along. "I mean, there's a fire access in that one office building just off to the side. They have offices for a few of the factories here, and IT stuff, but the top floor has a fire escape."
"Thanks," I replied before heading out. Weird how people would so easily dismiss something strange if it wasn't their problem to deal with.
I found the fire escape, as promised, and climbed up to the top of it. It didn't quite go up to the roof, but it went up to the topmost floor. I looked down. It was a long drop to the bottom. Some three floors and a bit. Looking up, the roof was right there...
I climbed onto the railing, balanced myself with a hand against the wall, then reached up and over the edge. I had a metaphorical finger on the Reload button. After grabbing the edge of the roof, I grunted and pulled myself up, feet kicking against the brick wall for purchase. I almost triggered my Reload when the lip of the roof made this faint little protesting rumble, but it didn't collapse, and soon enough I was rolling up onto the roof.
Nice!
The view was... alright? It was an industrial area, and I wasn't so high up that things looked impressive or anything. Still, I could see the street for some ways, and if I moved the right way, I might be able to make it pretty deep around this area.
Now, if I was an unstable slime portal, where would I hide?
I started to see how far I could go, moving from rooftop to rooftop and generally just jumping across the smaller gaps. It was actually kind of fun.
Normally I'd be... not afraid of heights, exactly, but I'd have a certain level of respect for them. I mean, that felt like it was just common sense, really. But with a Reload at my fingertips, and feeling like I was a powerful D-ranker, that kind of fear felt less... potent, than usual.
It took a solid hour, but I eventually discovered the breach. Only it wasn't the one I was looking for.
There were these four buildings at the back that shared a backyard. It was a relatively large open space, with the rear walls of a few factories leading into it.
Judging by the old, unmaintained machinery, the older sheds, and the way that the place felt abandoned, I had a suspicion that this was the kind of awkward space that probably belonged to too many people and had too little access to be of any real use. Wasted space, basically.
And in that space was a portal.
It was just... sitting there, next to a shed that was between it and one of the only active factories in the area with windows looking out onto the back yard.
How had no one noticed that?
The windows back here were grimey as hell, but all of the factories seemed like they might be in use, maybe.
There were monsters roaming around. Not slimes, and not kobolds. Instead, they were tall, ungainly pillars of what I suspected was either hardened mud, or ice. They had between two and eight legs, and about as many brain cells.
***
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"What the hell am I looking at?" I wondered.
I settled down in a crouch on the edge of the roof and looked down into the inner courtyard and the monsters within. I counted about eight of them, just milling around and not seeming to be up to very much.
They did react, however, when a stray cat wandered confidently through the yard. Two of the monsters turned towards it, then started to waddle its way. They glowed a little brighter as the cat paused to stare, obviously spooked by the sudden motion.
Then both monsters vented a wave of... steam? No, it wasn't steam, it was more like that cloudy condensation that happened when you opened a freezer in a warm room. The puffy white smoke rushed towards the cat who leapt up, spun around, and zoomed out of the area.
It left the ground behind a little white, the wet mud iced over and some blades of tough grass were covered in white frost.
Ice magic?
Did that make the monsters some sort of Fear-empowered thing? Terror? For that matter, they didn't look alive. Not in the traditional sense. I supposed that slimes also didn't have much by the way of organs and the like, so it was maybe not too unusual. Still, I kind of preferred my enemies to be nice and organic.
I took a picture with my new eyes, then frowned as I tried to figure out how to upload the image onto a monster-identification site. The amount of random disclosures I had to agree to before I even started to get anywhere was concerning, but I wasn't going to keep this loop anyway.
Eventually, I had the images up, and the site's shitty AI scanned them over. I stared at the result.
Field Guide Entry – Ice Elemental
Classification: Elemental, CryotypeThreat Rank: E (Minimal)

Identification:Ice Elementals appear as tall, irregular columns of compacted ice or frozen mud, typically two to three meters in height with two to six uneven, stilt-like legs. Their bodies lack clear facial features or sensory organs, instead glowing faintly from within when agitated or preparing to attack. Movement is slow and awkward.

Behavior:Ice Elementals are largely passive until a warm-blooded creature enters their detection radius. Response is usually slow. They show little coordination or pack behavior, even when gathered in groups, and will often lose interest once their target exits the area near them.
Threat Assessment (E-Rank):Low mobility, short range, limited pursuit instincts. Dangerous primarily to unaware civilians. Minimal resistance to concentrated kinetic attacks; shattering of the main body collapses the entity instantly.
Elemental Alignment:Cryo manifestation.
Recommended Response:Engage at a distance or break line of sight and withdraw. Avoid close-quarters movement over freshly iced terrain. Standard melee or light firearms are sufficient for neutralization. Protective footwear recommended when operating in known Ice Elemental habitats. Thermal protective clothing is recommended when operating in known Ice Elemental habitats.
Civilian Advisory:Do not approach. Ice Elementals are easily avoided and rarely leave their emergence zone unless provoked. Report sightings to local authorities.
An ice elemental? When I thought of that specific combination of words, what came to mind was a moving ice storm, something huge and dangerous and intimidating. The elementals down there were kind of too pathetic to fit that mental image.

I supposed that they were still kind of dangerous. They looked hard enough. No squishy organs. But they also looked clumsy as hell, and as flashy as their icy... mist attack thing was, it didn't look that harmful.
I pulled out my revolver, carefully aimed down the sights, then squeezed the trigger.
The top half of one of the elementals exploded.
I lowered my gun. Huh... shooting was a bit easier. The lack of super-loud sound helped me not flinch as badly, and my eyes adjusted for the bright muzzle flash. It didn't do anything for my arms and the kickback, but still, every bit helped.
The monster below that I'd hit was... kinda turbo dead. Bits of it had scattered across a chunk of the courtyard, and its entire middle was burst open and exposed.
It looked like they really were made of ice. The muddy exterior wasn't too deep. The core was clear, crystally water, it was just that last couple of inches of their 'skin' that was muddy and filled with detritus.
I backed up from the edge of the roof, keeping an eye on the others, but while they seemed a lot more agitated, they weren't doing too much about it.
Okay, so that was one of the breached portals. It didn't look like the inhabitants were violently expanding out of there, though. It'd still need to be sealed. E-ranked ice elementals might be a bit of a joke, but once they hit D-rank they'd be a threat, and then if they reached C-rank... well, it might take a long time and require that the portal remain unsealed for weeks or months, but if it did happen, then the entire sector might be in for a bit of trouble.
Kind of like that slime portal.
I started to navigate my way across the rooftops. Speaking of slime portals reminded me that I hadn't found it yet.
Not that it was particularly hard. When I reached the other side of the roof, hopped across a narrow alley gap, and climbed up to a slightly higher vantage, I found myself overlooking the same main road as last time.
People were already moving, and it wasn't hard, from above, to trace where they were moving away from.
Giant Hill Ltd.
The factory was one of those larger, three-ish story tall buildings, with a sloped roof and, unfortunately, no buildings close enough to make a leap from one to another possible. The side walls were half-melted in a few spots, and I could make out some slimes... sliming their way out from the interior.
Giant Hill Ltd was surrounded by several fences, and a few of these lead to other factories and warehouses which I might be able to reach with a bit of careful parkour.
I decided to park myself on the edge of the roof I was on, legs dangling over the side. I was going to just watch and see how things progressed from here.
It was at least somewhat entertaining to watch the slime's progress. They were kind of aimless, for the most part. They'd go this way, then that, and I wasn't sure if they could even hear anything.
Eventually, a small scouting party of kobolds came from just across the street, a half-dozen of the weird bipedal lizard-dogs. They snuck over, then started to poke and prod the slimes with the ends of their spears.
That got things moving. Seemed like the slimes were ambivalent about eating the kobolds, but when directed towards humans, they'd gelatin their way over with a bit more alacrity.
When Seraph finally showed up and started to clean up, I just continued to watch. They were aware that I was here. I caught some of the C-rankers and D-rankers looking up my way, and I even gave their leader a cheeky little wave, but it seemed like as long as I wasn't interfering, they didn't have the time or energy to care.
The force split up. Half of them, most of the D-rankers and all but one of the C-rankers, forming up before the Hill Giant Ltd. building. The rest formed two squads of mixed D and E rankers, with that younger C-ranker guy in the lead, and they ran off towards one of the other buildings nearby.
I took note of it. It was a red building, not a factory, but an abandoned shop of some sort. Redlad Welding? That seemed to be where the kobolds were coming from, in any case.
I looked into the place's history for a moment while still sitting on the roof. It looked like Redlad Welding had closed shop about six months back. The owner passed away, and now it was owned by his kids and there was a whole dispute going on about ownership and the like. Nothing too interesting, but if the place was shut down, then that left the place unsupervised, which was exactly what a portal needed in order to eventually breach.
Weren't there sensors around to take in ambient mana levels and sound the alarm in case of a breach?
The E-rank portal going unnoticed and even the kobold one... yeah, sure. They were low-magic portals and one was in an enclosed space. But the C-rank one? C'mon, those were noisy.
"Do you intend to spy on us for the rest of the day?"
I almost started, but managed to keep still. Turning, I glanced over my shoulder.
Lyra Varrock was standing there, arms crossed, legs set, and face blank.
"I mean, not the rest of the day, but at least the next hour or so," I replied.
***
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I stood up, brushing down the rear of my pants as I did so. "Pleased to meet you," I said.
"Did you not hear the calls for civilians to evacuate?" Lyra asked.
I glanced over to the end of the street. The police and such had pulled their cordon back, and that group with the exosuits had only just arrived. Hmm, was my time frame off a little bit? Or had the early reporting that first time gotten them here faster? I wasn't sure if I planned on repeating this day a million times to find out.
"Come on, I can help you down," she said.
"Nah, I'm alright up here. The view is nice, the skies are... gray, and the air smells like bleach. What's not to love?"
The woman's eyes narrowed. "Do you think yourself funny?"
"More witty and charming than outright funny," I said. "I wouldn't do well in stand-up."
I sensed that I was starting to annoy her. "Who do you work for?"
"Luna Corp," I said. "But I'm off work at the moment."
"Were you too witty for them?"
I racked a smile at that. Hey, she had a sense of humour! "No. New cyberware. Took a few days off to get over the post-op jitters, you know? Doctor's orders."
She looked at me, really looked, and I had to suppress a shiver. When normal people looked at each other, there was no real weight to their attention. A C-ranker was different. Her attention was magical, and I could feel the flows of it around me. Worse, I was just good enough with magic myself to sense that her attention was light, but like purposefully so.
"So, after three operations in a short amount of time, you found yourself skulking on rooftops out of sheer boredom?"
"I never said it was three operations," I said.
"Answer my question," she replied. "I have people waiting on me."
"Alright, alright," I said, both hands raised in surrender. I was keenly aware that there was a three story drop a half step behind me, and that she was between me and freedom. I also had a metaphorical finger poised on my Reload button.
I was pretty sure she wouldn't explode me, however. It would be a big faux-pas to murder someone like that, C-ranker or no. Lots of paperwork, and there were definitely enough people paying attention that it wouldn't go unnoticed.
"So, I heard that there was a commotion out here. Luna Corp pays well to know about portals, you know? Came to check it out, and saw all of this going on. Looks like some sort of big breach. So since you're here taking care of it all, I thought I'd just sit back and watch."
"And sell anything you learn to the highest bidder?"
"You know there are cameras and such around here already, right? But hey, I got to meet a celebrity, so it was worth it. Seraph's own Lyra Varrock. I should have brought my autograph book."
She stared harder. "You know who I am?"
I shrugged. "I might?"
That seemed to have caught her off-guard. Good to know.
"So, since I'm doing stuff that I'm well within my rights to do, are we going to have any problems?"
"You might not be safe here," she said.
Huh, she sounded genuine there. That was kind of her. "Thanks. But I can handle a kobold or two."
"And the slimes? They're a rank above you."
"And way down there. Unless they grow slimy little wings, then I should be fine. Besides, you're taking care of it, aren't you?"
"Yes. We are. And I should get back to it. Stay safe, little spy."
She walked past me, which wouldn't normally have been an issue, except I was way up on the roof. I spun around, only to see her crash down and gently land in a large puddle that hadn't been there before. A large bubble of water cushioning her drop like one of those huge stunt mattresses, only she stepped out of it entirely unscathed and dry. Neat trick, that.
I leaned back onto my heels and took a breath. That had been a little stressful. Even my bio-mod was warning me about it. Elevated adrenaline and whatnot.
Still, not that bad. And it had let me meet one of the leaders of the local Seraph force, without coming to blows. I'd consider that a win.
I stood on the edge of the roof for a few minutes more. Seraph came over, finished their encircling, then moved into the Hill Giant Ltd. building. I crossed my arms and tried to gather what I could, but any action happened indoors.
Well, mostly.
The slimes on the outside were blasted away in a quick, dirty group effort. Lyra led the assault, blowing up a few of them with some complicated water magic. Basically firing a sort of water bullet that punched into the slimes, then exploded violently. It did the job.
The others used a variety of different magic, but they all had a clear focus on ranged stuff, with some strong AOE thrown in.
There was some shooting, but it wasn't much, and it seemed like they knew to keep their ammo saved up.
The B-team, composed of most of the D-rankers and all of the E-rankers, moved over to the Redlad Welding building, and there the fighting was much uglier.
Where the simes had one strategy (roll towards the enemy, soak up all damage, then melt them) the kobolds had actual tactics going on. They had built up some barricades and had some ranged weapons at their disposal.
Spears were common, but instead of bows or javelins, they had this sort of... throwing stick thing? It was a stick with a cup that let them fling out a long, narrow arrow. They weren't super precise, but the arrows looked like they hit hard. They were moving pretty fast when they flew, and they looked like they might be heavy, so it was entirely possible that the old mass part of the mass and acceleration formula was letting them kick ass.
I winced as I saw an E-ranker eat one of those arrows in the chest. Their fancy armour held up, but they were flung back.
Yeah, if that hit me, I'd be screwed. Which, of course, begged the question: how was I going to handle them?
At some point, I'd decided that I wasn't going to settle for the lesser prize. I wanted that kobold portal.
It was a D-rank portal.
Sure, there were going to be plenty of opportunities, but... this one was sitting right there, in front of me. The slimes was too much for me, I'd admit, but the kobolds? Even splitting the gains three ways between myself, Fran and Becky, that would be a good amount of magical energy gained in a single big fight.
I watched the Seraph team, lead by that Ernest Glover guy, blow up the front of the Redlad Welding building, then they moved in. The kobolds were tough but... they were still just D-rankers. About as tough as a well-built human, with maybe a slight natural advantage, and primitive weaponry. They went down easy to concentrated modern firepower.
I chewed my lip. Getting in there would be doable. The building was two floors, with part of the lower floor extending out so that its footprint was wider, and there were windows that could be accessed from the lower roof. That roof was accessible from the next building over.
So, sneaking in was totally viable.
I wasn't sure if I'd do that with Fran and Becky. Fran might be able to sneak, but she didn't seem to have the disposition to it, and Becky was... Becky.
Still, for a personal scouting mission, it was doable.
So, that was the plan? Sneak in, poke around, see if the portal was even reachable, then if I could get into it without too much trouble, map out the interior as best I could.
It should be possible to speedrun it, in theory.
I was tugged out of my thoughts as a new team made their way down the road. The group with the exosuits.
I couldn't make out who in their group were the D-rankers. The guys in the suits? Why bother? I mean, yes, given a cool half-mechsuit, I'd take it, but a D-ranker had their own defences going on. Plate armour was more than enough for most.
I stopped paying attention to the Seraph team, then moved across the roofs to the courtyard, arriving just before they did. It let me watch them at work. And it let me stare in confusion at what I was seeing.
They... sucked?
The soldiers were kitted like pros, but weren't coordinated like pros. They came in like after-work office dudes given machine guns and power armour to play with.
I mean, it worked. The ice elementals got messed up hard, but only because they seemed to be about as smart as floating rocks.
I... started to have an idea. A very greedy, nasty idea.
If one portal... why not two?
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The first thing to check out was the area around the kobold portal. At the moment, it was surrounded by Seraph. Not so much delvers (though there were a lot of those) but support staff and E-rankers with rifles and some lighter combat gear. Lots of normal folk in one-piece uniforms that were coming out of the factory carrying bodies on foldable stretchers and random portal-world stuff in wheelbarrows.
A half-dozen trucks were parked around and more were coming. Seraph was going to make a good amount of money with this one... maybe. I wasn't sure if there was any use for kobold meat, but it looked like they were pulling out artefacts and some raw resources as well.
The slime portal, I knew, would be worth a fortune.
I'd had plenty of time to look up slimes, and to look at what people were saying about Seraph having found some out here, and... yeah. Slimes themselves were a living magi-chamical.
That was common-folk talk for thaumochemicals. Basically, any chemical derived from some sort of magical effect. There were some that were made from spells, and more that were mined or gathered from within portals.
I think, technically, they were almost all synthesizable, but then everything was technically synthesizable, that didn't make everything cheap.
Slimes were made of exotic chemicals that were all either imbued with a ton of magical energy, or which only existed while interacting with magic in some way.
There were comments that popped up online after the news came out about this portal that said that it was basically paydirt for any corp. A recurring E-ranked portal filled with slimes was worth ten goblin portals. More, probably. A C-ranked one? Well, other than the fact that it was filled with C-ranked monsters, and that was a nightmare all on its own, it was still valuable as hell.
If this one was recurring, then the property that the factory was on would be worth a small fortune and the contract to exploit the portal more.
But that wasn't something I had to worry about. Seraph could have their slime portal and keep it too. I was aiming for the kobolds, even if that wasn't my original plan.
I was still salivating over the idea of nabbing two portals in one morning. It would be... very risky, but damn, what a catch if we pulled it off.
I settled down on the roof, then... took a nap.
There were probably better things to do, but I had to wait a few hours to get to the next part of my plans, and I was tired. A nap would do me good, I figured, and an hour later, I was proved right when I woke up to find that the sun had finally poked through the clouds and was beaming down on me.
I licked my lips and regretted not bringing a water bottle with me. I think I had one in my bike's bags, but that was a ways away.
Shuffling around, I sat up, then looked over the edge of the roof. I'd picked a space with a raised lip to nap in, because I wasn't stupid.
There were just as many, if not more, Seraph people down below, but they seemed to have spread out a little and there were fewer people around. Just some clean-up crews, and it looked like everyone was distracted, so that was probably a good time to head over.
If I got caught, then I'd just try again later. Or in another loop. For now, I just wanted a good sense of the interior of the factory.
I made my way around, hopping from one rooftop to another, and getting a feel for those as well. It was very possible that I'd be taking the girls across the rooftops. Mostly because it was a fast and indirect route, but also because it was cool as fuck.
I might have to bring rope or something, or see if they were even down for this kind of thing in the first place. It would suck to plan a big escape only to learn that Fran or Becky was afraid of heights.
I found a spot where I could jump from one of the adjoining roofs onto the one of the Redlad Welding building. I almost went through the roof. It was old tin, and I felt it shift dangerously under my weight until I threw myself forward and spread my weight out.
"Damn," I muttered.
Still, it held, at least for the moment. I scampered on all fours towards the top of the roof, then I looked over the edge. The building had a lower roof and an upper roof. I'd landed on the upper one. There were nice old windows where the upper roof met the lower one, grimy with dirt and blocked by smoke within.
I shifted to the edge of the roof where there wasn't a window, then scooted over the edge. The lower roof, at least, was at less of an angle. Still tin, and I winced as I landed on it and it made some noise, but it wasn't that bad.
Turning towards the nearest window, I shifted closer, then started to look for a way to open it.
Unfortunately, it wasn't made to be opened at all. The window had caulk all the way around it.
I rubbed a circle clean on the glass to at least spy through it. There was a lot of old smoke staining the inside of the glass, but I could make out some of the inside anyway. A walkway ran just on the other side of the window which looked like it ran around the upper floor. I think there was an office on the far end of the room, with stairs learning down. The main floor was pretty open, with some old machines hanging around, but also space to move things in. The ceiling had a lot of gantries and big... chain things with pulleys on them. For moving large objects around? That'd make sense if this was a welding shop for more industrial machines.
No one inside was looking up, so I figured I was safe for the moment.
I sat back and waited, half expecting someone to call out for me or to come up to the window from the inside, but nothing happened.
When I noticed that there weren't any lights inside anymore, I pulled out my revolver, flipped it around, and used the butt of it to smack the window.
It shattered.
I was hoping for a small, discrete break, but the entire thing burst apart all at once, a crack running right across it that broke off into a few large pieces.
"What was that?"
I ducked to the side and shuffled away from the window. Okay, so it wasn't as empty as I had thought.
I hid from the window for a while, but all that really happened was that some Seraph guy came up and poked around it. I heard him over a walkie-talkie saying that it was just a broken window, probably busted from the fighting earlier, then he was off.
I still ended up waiting another hour or so before I snuck off the roof and into the building proper. By then, it was well and truly empty.
Cool, so that was one way in, though it wasn't subtle. Still, it might not be that bad? The upper floor had a good view of the space below. I could tell where the portal had been, if only from the sheer number of footprints in the dusty ground that people had left. It was near the rear of the room, next to what looked like a small break room and bathroom. Someone coming in from the front wouldn't be able to see it, on account of a few partitions, but from above?
Some of the prints weren't boots, but clawed feet, and those had clearly wandered around the shop's main floor.
Some things had been moved, and recently, and I noted a few holes punched into walls that looked distinctly like shotgun pellets. The Seraph's doing? There was a lot of blood left over, usually pretty close to those same shots.
Alright. I had a good idea of how to get back in here, but it was loud.
So, I wandered. I checked the front entrance, then the rear. The backdoor was bolted shut, with a bar across it, so that was a no-go. Not many windows on the lower level either. So, above was the way to go, unless we rocked up to the place so early that we could just come in from the front?
When did this one even breach? It might be sooner than I expected, if the kobolds wandered around for a while before breaching containment.
Well, there was only one real way to find out. Next reload, I'd be coming here first thing in the morning and checking the portal out.
If it breached overnight, then there was nothing to do, but if it wasn't breached yet... then that would be lucky.
***
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I Reloaded, and instead of popping over to a hotel for a bit of rest or anything like that, I drove to a 24/7 supply shop in the west end of the city. It was seedy, but it had what I was looking for. Mostly that was a few flashlights, some sprayable lubricants, rope, and a crowbar. The guy behind the counter barely even registered my presence, let alone what I was buying, which was one ski-mask short of an admission of guilt.
In any case, nothing happened and I rode out to the edge of the city, then out. It wasn't too long before I was parking my bike out front of the Redlad Welding building.
There was only one set of windows on the front, and it was on the lower side of the building. I moved over and shaded my face to see within, then pulled out a flashlight and tried to illuminate the interior. There wasn't much to see, a few desks, old filing cabinets, a computer that was three generations old collecting dust. Not even the local druggies and homeless folk had bothered to break in.
I pressed a hand to the glass and let my eyes close a little. I wasn't a genius when it came to magic. Fast, for the real-time amount of time since I'd risen to D-rank, but not particularly talented. Still, I could sense that the ambient magical energy was different than the usual, somewhat placid energy that I found in most places.
Now... how to get in.
The obvious solution was to punch in the window. It was a thin, single-pane glass. Nothing that would endure even a light smack from a rock or something.
Still, I wanted to be a little subtle, so I moved over to the front door and gave it a shake. Nothing. I bent down and looked at the lock. It was older, a bit rusty. Could I learn how to pick it?
Probably. I had what was basically infinite time, and picklocking was one of those handy little skills on the shortlist of things I wanted to learn. But I was also tired and lazy, so I took a step back and delivered a fireman's kick to the door.
It made one hell of a sound, but didn't blow off the hinges like I had hoped. Right, that didn't do it. A quickly-fired Shadow Bolt against the handle didn't do much more. That spell was nowhere near strong enough to break a door handle.
Time for the super-lockpick, then. I walked over to my bike and pulled my new crowbar out from the back.
Ten minutes later, with some bleeding knuckles and a bit more sweat than I was comfortable with, I had the handle ripped off. I'd probably made ten times as much noise than if I'd just punched the window in. Yeah, next time, I'd be a little more subtle.
I shoved my shoulder against the door, then pushed in, pulling out a flashlight as I did so to light the way. Mostly, it lit up the amount of dust in the room, which was... more than ideal.
I hesitated before I started to look for a light switch of some sort. Was it worth giving up on stealth so soon? Yeah, probably. If anything was in here, they knew I was around already.
Tugging my revolver out from inside my coat, I held it low to my side while I kept my flashlight in my other hand. A quick cast of See Darkness helped, though my new eyes did have far, far better darkvision than what I was used to. Maybe I could sneak around with only the light from outside the grimey windows, but I was afraid that I'd miss something.
The office area was separated from the rest of the factory by a simple door. It wasn't locked, which I took as a good sign for the moment. Then I was in the main area. It was familiar. I was here just a few hours from now, only the sun was up then, and a dozen others had been through, pushing things around.
"Hello?" I called out.
Nothing. It wasn't exactly quiet. There were trucks moving outside, and the low hum of electricity was still around, but it wasn't loud, and nothing replied to my call.
I moved around the outer edge of the room until, finally, I could see the portal.
It looked... off? It was a D-ranked portal alright. Tall, glowing a faint blueish colour, and giving off faint waves of magical energy that I could feel like warmth against my skin, but this one was twisting and bucking a little. Stray bits of energy were snapping off the portal and dissipating in the air. I think that orc portal had done the same?
It wasn't a good sign, I figured. This was ready to burst.
How long had it been here? A few days? A week? Maybe I should have come over sooner, though finding it would have been difficult.
Oh... wait, maybe I could buy one of those trucks with the magical energy detection machines and have it drive around? I could buy it and hire drivers in wasted timelines, then Reload and compare it... only that sounded like an absolute ton of work just to find a few spare portals when I knew there were probably hundreds of them out in the countryside just sitting around, ready to be harvested.
I walked around the portal, wondering what my next step should be. Jumping in was an option, but I also wanted to have a better idea of when it would breach.
So, with a yawn, I moved back to the office, found the least uncomfortable chair in there, then dragged it over so that it was across the room from the portal. I shoved a few of the partitions aside as well, clearing up more of a line of sight.
Then I sat and waited... then waited... then started to scroll memes on my phone.
Eventually I got bored with that and just sat with my arms crossed, then I decided to be at least a little productive with my time and I loaded up the instructions to cast Sap Strength. I was still pretty far from mastering that one.
When carving, repairing, and recarving that started to become repetitive, I fished around for some earbuds, remembered that I didn't need them, then linked my new ear cyberware to my phone to pull up some basic French lessons.
Multi-tasking, baby!
I shifted back into the seat. It might have even been comfortable if the room wasn't dusty, the exterior noisy with traffic, and the place didn't smell like burnt metal.
I mumbled my way through some common phrases, then spoke through basic conversations on repeat, an AI listening and correcting me, then asking me questions in return to keep the small talk going.
Then I jumped.
The first thing I noticed was that the French lesson had auto-paused at some point. Not without continuing to charge me, no doubt, but still. The second thing was that it was now dark.
I looked around and spotted the flashlight I'd brought sitting on the ground next to me, dead. Cheap piece of crap... only... a glance at the time in the corner of my eye and I found myself wincing. Oops? It was almost six in the morning. I must have fallen asleep, even if it was cold and not terribly comfortable, I was still working off the post-op meds and such.
Then I heard something.
Glancing up, I caught sight of shapes in the darkness. Focusing on them made them clearer, and casting See Darkness sharpened the edges and then my brain filled in the rest.
Kobolds. Three... no, four of them. There was one big guy in the lead, and two smaller ones next to him. Those smaller ones were a bit bigger than the average I'd seen in that first E-rank portal a few weeks back. Maybe. It was hard to tell at a glance, but I felt like that was right. The last was either a runt, or just a little guy, with a crudely made backpack stuffed full of crap.
The kobolds had spears and those arrow-flinging weapons that I'd discovered were called atlatls.
The bigger kobold was doing something. He had a small box and it was making a strange clinking noise. Every noise came with a spark. The smaller kobold was holding up a stick and...
The end of the stick went up in flames, a tiny ball of fire wrapping itself around oil-soaked cloth. The fire lit up the corner of the room around the portal, and the kobolds grunted, pleased, before the big one raised the torch he'd lit up and over his head.
Ah... crap.
There was an entire host of reasons why I liked it better when my foes hadn't figured out fire, right now, the biggest one was that they pretty much immediately caught sight of me, sitting there, looking like a fool with my legs curled up and a bit of drool on my chin.
"Uh... yo?" I said.
Their reply was violence.
***
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I dove out of the office chair and crashed to the ground next to it. Just in time, too. A large chunk of something metallic (A wheel hub?) smashed into the chair and flipped it over.
Staying on the dusty ground was nice and all, but not my idea of a good time, so I rolled across the floor, then jumped up to my feet only to duck again as something flew past my head.
The kobolds weren't happy, so I decided not to stay. At least, not in the middle of the room. I flung a Shadow Bolt at the big guy, and he ducked to the side, avoiding it. It won me a few seconds to run off and around the outer edge of the room.
I had two options. Stay and fight, or get the hell out.
Actually, the latter of those was... not too easy. The kobolds had kind of accidentally positioned themselves between me and the entrance to the office. Or maybe I'd jumped in the wrong direction? Yeah, that was more fair they weren't thinking that many steps ahead, I don't think.
I kept low, firing another Shadow Bolt, then another. Three in a row was starting to feel taxing, but the black darts shooting across the room with low thrums made the kobolds keep their snouts down, so I didn't care.
Once I was behind cover--some large machine that I couldn't and didn't care to identify--I took a moment to let my heartrate settle while I fished out my revolver.
Six shoots. Loud ones. That would attract attention to the building, though I wasn't sure if anyone would be stupid enough to come and poke their noses in to see.
Could I nail all six shoots in a row? There were four kobolds out there, they were more or less still grouped up on one side.
I poked my head around the corner, then back, just in time too, since something blurred by and cracked against the wall behind me.
Glancing back, I found a foot-long piece of wood jammed into the tin outerwall of the building. Ah, crap, they were using arrows indoors? I supposed it made sense.
The kobolds weren't subtle about their plan. Two of them circled around to my left, the other two held the exit and most of the room, both of them holding onto atlatls, ready to fling.
I looked around for something to grab and fling at the two, anything to distract, when my eyes landed on a large breaker panel. One of them had a piece of tape next to it with LIGHTS written across it in sharpie.
The two coming around to my left were approaching fast.
"Fuck it," I muttered before running over to the wall. The two jumped at the sudden movement. It was the big guy and the little one with the backpack. Both of them were armed. The larger had a long wooden board with obsidian chips fixed to it, the little one had a long, curved knife made of knapped stone.
I gripped the knob on the side of the breaker box and slammed it down.
The lights came on all at once.
If it wasn't for my new cyberware, I might have been blinded myself, at least for a second or two. But as it was, my eyes adjusted to the brightness instantly.
The kobolds weren't expecting it. Big guy still had his torch, but it wasn't nearly as bright, and I imagined that his vision wasn't made for such sudden changes because he raised a hand to cover his eyes.
I took three long steps closer, aimed my revolver up, then squeezed the tigger.
The upper half of his skull splattered all the way up to the ceiling.
Moving to the side with a quick step, I tugged my combat knife out, then swiped at the smaller kobold. He screamed at me and swiped in return. My blade met his fingers, and his angry scream turned into a pained one a moment before his knife clattered to the ground.
I put some weight into my next cut, turning most of my body around at the hip and slamming the edge of my blade against the kobold's neck. Or at least his lower jaw. With the cutting edge and the strength I put into it, it didn't matter too much.
I ducked back into cover, just in case, while the smaller kobold gasped to death beside me. It was gross, but I replaced my knife in its sheath, all bloody, and then two-handed my revolver.
When I came around the corner, I was already aiming. Two shots, one for each of the two kobolds waiting on the outside, then two more to make sure.
The echo of the gunshots died down, and I scanned the room. It was nice and quiet. No monsters left.
I wanted to start looting, but first, I reloaded. I didn't have all of my gear with me. I was dressed in civies, just normal clothes that wouldn't draw much attention to me, but that also meant no armour, no gear. My sword was in my bike, so was the rest of my stuff. I hadn't brought all of my guns though, since there was only so much room.
Bit of a mistake, that.
Was it worth sticking around? I'd kind of tipped the balance already. Whatever happened now, it wouldn't play out like the last few loops, or any of the loops where I didn't interfere at all.
I looked at the portal. It had changed a little. The energy around it was more violent and chaotic, and there was a certain... flavour to it that was different than what was there before. That wasn't the right term, but it's what came to mind when I looked it over.
Somehow, it was more disjointed than the portal in Podunky.
I moved a little closer, a hand raising up to feel the currents of magic around the portal. IT was almost like a faint wind was blowing...towards it, but not?
I had a small suspicion. Obviously, it wasn't anything I could prove, but maybe... when people talked about breaches, it was often in the plural. Portals that went wild tended to go off together. Like, three or four in a region would destabilize all at once. It was common.
Did one portal breaching cause others in the area to do the same?
I mean, it could be written off as coincidence too. What caused a portal to breach was time. That was very well documented. So portals in an area that wasn't maintained or guarded or checked over would always breach eventually. And if one went off, why not a few?
I worked my jaw. I'd have to do some research into that.
Later, because the portal ahead of me wiggled and then shifted.
I backed up, reloading the last couple of rounds into my six-shooter as quickly as I could. Three kobolds stepped out, sniffing the air. Two larger ones, one average. All three had some sort of armour on. It was all tanned leathers and some studded gambesons of dubious quality, but it was armour, and their weapons were... if not well-made, then at least clearly better than just claws and teeth.
I shot all three up right away, not giving them the time to argue or do anything smart.
Right, they were starting to come out. I'd have to be quick about the looting.
I reloaded again, then started checking the bodies. There really wasn't much to find. A few bangles and weird jewelry, but all of a quality that... left a bit to be desired.
I wasn't interested in beads and weapons that were primitive a thousand years ago. I didn't feel any magic from them either.
I decided to head out before things got a little too spicy. Only... I paused by the entrance, then shrugged and Reloaded.
Okay. Time for another attempt, only this time, I'd be pressing into the portal before it breached.
I suddenly found myself way back in the garage, next to my bike. Right... now, what did I need for this? More gear, that was for sure. My shotgun would be nice to have. Armour too.
What else? I was going to be fighting somewhat intelligent foes, which made everything a whole lot harder. The kobolds I'd fought on my first solo outing had been E-rank. They weren't much tougher than the average human. Less, even. D-rank kobolds though? The bigger ones looked about as tough as the mid-portal boss that I'd found in that E-rank portal. Their gear was better, they all had weapons.
Yeah, the portal was going to be a tricky one, but I was pretty sure I could take it on, especially with Fran and Becky by my side.
***
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Unfortunately, I had to drive back to my apartment before I could help back out to the portal. The moment I walked in, I felt a wave of tiredness that had me slumping--carefully--on my bed. I wasn't initially planning on sleeping, but it seemed like my body demanded otherwise.
Screw it. I set an alarm for four in the morning. It would give me a few hours, and I'd be able to make it to the Redlad Welding building before the breach happened, even through early morning traffic.
Then I sent a pair of texts. One to Fran, the other to Becky. I told both of them to meet me at a gas station not too far from the industrial zone at six and to text me once they saw the other.
I... wouldn't be showing up. That was rude as hell, but I had to know if one or both couldn't make it.
Honestly, I figured that if one of that would be a no-show, it would be Becky. I liked the girl, but she didn't give off 'punctual and organized' vibes the way Fran did.
I shut my eyes, groaning a little as Mister Couchtop climbed up onto my side and dug his little paws into some of my sutures, but he settled in nice enough and then I slipped into sleep.
All too soon, my alarm went off and I had to force myself out of bed. I was still feeling like ass, but the nap had helped. Downing some meds from my bathroom cabinet... didn't help right away, but once they kicked in, they might. I capped it off with a quick cast of Sooth Minor Pain, the best spell ever, then I slid on my boots, grabbed the gear I'd originally come here to grab, and then an energy drink as well, for the road.
It wasn't long after that that I was on my way through the city.
The caffeine and sugar and the stress of waking up all came together to help bring me back to something close to full wakefulness. Other than the slight phantom pain along my side and the itch of my eyes, I was nearly in top form.
I'd had worse days functioning on less sleep.
Damn, if this wasn't a once in a... well, maybe not lifetime, but at least a once-in-a-month opportunity to maybe take out two portals in a row, then I'd give up on the whole thing.
I wasn't in a state to be fighting. Easy operation or no. I was going to do it anyway because the pain now would be worth the reward later.
As it stood, I was hitting an average of one and a half portals a week, more or less. One with work and half just on the side as either a solo portal or with the girls. That was crazy good growth, but if I wanted to hit Rank C before the big Breaches, I needed to be fast. Maybe this pace was enough, but I'd rather sacrifice some comfort and sleep now and hit Rank C early than miss the mark.
I arrived in front of the Redlad Welding building, parked my bike, then stood off of it. I was in my leotard already, with my slightly-armoured poncho on. Basically, I was about as ready as I could be for a fight on short notice.
I'd really have to bother Jane to get some slightly better armour at some point. Arm guards, leg guards, maybe something like a helmet?
I was pretty sure that throughout all of human history, every army ever wore helmets of some form or another, even when they weren't big on other kinds of armour.
There was no wasting time before entering on this loop. I slung my rifle over one shoulder, made sure my shotgun was snug against my side, and I checked my revolver in its sheath and my sword in its own, then I picked up a fist-sized rock off the floor and put it through the window at the front with a loud crash.
I was in a few moments later.
When I found the portal, it was entirely unguarded, though I did walk around it and taste the air. The magic was a little... wonky? It definitely felt like it was on the verge of breaching.
I bounced on the spot a couple of times, making sure all of my gear wasn't too loose or clanky. I wasn't planning on stealth, quite the opposite, but if I had to sneak around, then I didn't want to be too absurdly loud if I could avoid it.
"Nothing for it," I muttered.
Just as I was about to step in, I got a text. It was from Becky.
Becky: where tf are u? Am waiting. Cold + bored.
Huh, would you look at that? And it wasn't even six thirty yet.
Shaking my head, I shouldered my rifle, then leapt through the portal.
The first thing I noticed was that the other side was well-lit. There was the familiar orange-red flicker of firelight splashing against the walls, illuminating the whole place well enough to see in. That was because there were about seven kobolds, all holding torches, and those seven were spread out amongst a much larger group.
There was a long, long moment where I stared at the... what, three dozen kobolds? There were a lot of them, and most looked like they were in the middle of preparing to have a fun little outing of the violent sort.
"Oops?" I tried.
That wasn't nearly as disarming as I had hoped it might be.
A particularly large kobold roared something and pointed what looked very much like a sword down and at me. Down because he was, when he straightened his back, a little taller than I was.
So I flicked the safety on my rifle off with a thumb and slammed three bullets into his chest.
The loud retort of my rifle had the kobolds flinching back, at least for a moment. I spun, tagging another, then I switched to full-auto and basically just sprayed...for about a tenth of a second before my gun clicked empty.
I was just tossing the rifle down to switch to my shotgun when I felt a sharp pain across my leg.
I hissed, but not before the pain worsened and I felt something touching the bone inside my leg, muscle tearing and blood pissing out of me.
Some little fuck had stuck me with a knife, right in the thigh, too. I bashed him in the face with my elbow, only to be slammed into the side by a bigger kobold that football tackled me. We went down in a heap, and I raised my arms to protect my face. Fuck, I was going ot be overwhelmed if I...
Screw it.
I Reloaded.
I found myself back next to my bike. I tested my leg, looking for a pain that wasn't there. That had sucked.
I wished that I had a recording off all of that, but all I had to rely on were my memories, and things had gotten a little hazy.
How many?
I tried to recreate the scene in my mind, counting heads as I did. I was pretty sure I was wrong, but there were at least a solid two dozen kobolds in that room.
The walls had been stone. Not cave stone, but like, worked stones, stacked together and mortared in place. A bit primitive, but not like, purely natural.
Right, that had sucked.
It was also about what I could expect, right? Even if the portal wasn't breached yet that didn't mean that the monsters within weren't getting ready for it. I'd seen something similar with those orcs. They had been organizing and preparing to leave their portal home for a while, and came out somewhat ready for it.
The kobolds had the intelligence to prepare and group up, they could work together and make tools. They were smarter than the average animal by a long shot.
Too bad that seemed pretty invasive and ready to stab me a bunch.
So, what to do... I could arrive earlier. Before they were fully prepared.
Arriving with the girls would help, but I didn't want to scout the place out with them. I wanted to take my time with the scouting, go at my own pace.
So, how could someone clear a room-full of antagonists without risking themselves? If I had access to better--no, not better just more explosive--magic, then I might be able to pick up a neat little AOE spell. Becky could probably clear the room just by charging up a powerful spell and letting it loose. Any of the C-rankers I'd seen so far could do it with ease.
Ah... wait, explosives.
How easy was it to obtain hand grenades in Fortress ENE at midnight? Because the answer to that might well be the solution to my problem.
***
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Okay, so as it turned out, getting explosives in Fortress ENE was... not easy at all.
I called Jane about it and she told me that it was possible, but she wouldn't be able to help quite so easily. She had friends and friends of friends who might be able to get me some explosives from, basically, mining companies of some sort, and there were some old military surplus grenades that I might be able to buy, but the quality wouldn't be the best.
Turns out, most explosives had a 'best before' date, and it was more important to respect that one than it was to respect the best before of, say, the chicken I had stashed in my minifridge back home.
There were some places where I could outright buy explosive munitions, but those required a lot of ID verification, and they didn't just sell hand grenades to random D-rankers at eleven thirty at night.
So, no big kabooms.
I was a little upset about it, but honestly, I understood, so I couldn't make too much of a fuss. The rules were good and I understood why they were in place, I just didn't want them to apply to me.
That didn't mean that I was without options, though. I outlined my problem to Jane, and she scoffed and said that if I had problems with dogs, then I didn't need hand grenades when a bit of pepper might do.
Honestly, that was a good idea. So I stole it.
Finding pepper spray was significantly easier. I walked into a convenience store and there was a shady rack in the back next to some other self-defence stuff. Plastic 'brass' knuckles, some small knives, a few single-use high concentration magic detectors for early warning. I looked around, then found three different sorts of pepper spray.
I bought all three before I went over to the spice aisle and picked up two large baggies of powdered cayenne pepper. It wasn't perfect, but I figured it might be worth trying. Kobolds were noted online as having a very strong sense of smell, so I figured blasting them in the face with something like that might put them down.
Then I rode across the city to the Redlad Welding building. I was tired, and could use a nap and some downtime, but I wanted to see what the interior of the portal looked like, and I needed to test my new weapons.
Really, all we'd need was a quick and dirty way to keep the entrance area of the portal clear. If we could do that, then exploring the rest would be relatively easy. At least, I hoped.
I took a few moments to check my gear over again right by the entrance to the portal. It was nice, the portal's magic constantly washing over me felt a little like getting spritzed by a cooling mist on a particularly hot day.
I was pretty sure that if I just stood here for a few hours, my post-OP wounds would slowly heal up. Or heal up faster, in any case.
Cracking my neck from side to side, I pulled out two cans of pepper spray, made sure my mask was on nice and snug, then fixed on a pair of old swimming goggles. They were hot pink and clashed horribly with the rest of my outfit, but the only ones who'd see me wearing this were going to die, so it was fine.
Then I leapt in.
Like last time, there were a lot of kobolds just within. Unlike last time, there wasn't an entire damned army of them. A quick count showed maybe ten. A lot of kobolds, sure, but not so many that I'd be swamped, and these were level less ready for me than they would have been later.
I immediately pressed down on the tops of the two cans I held, then cursed as one of them did fuck and a bit of all. It had a stupid little plastic lock thing on the nozzle. Who had thought that was a good idea?
I flung that one down, then sprayed the other around me like a boy in a gym locker room with his first can of spray-on deodorant.
Some of the smell made it though my mask, and I immediately held my breath and fought against the urge to cough. I dropped the can when it got so cold that I was starting to worry, then I pulled out another and sprayed it out as well.
In the meantime, I moved back and around, looking for a spot to press my back against.
The kobolds in the room were reacting to me, but not well. That was, not well for them. The nearest were choking and coughing, and those further back were hesitating.
That was good. It gave me time to empty the second spray can in the air then flick it aside. I was fighting against my own desire to gulp down air, but the last thing I needed was to start coughing myself.
Dammit, I should have checked the seal on my mask before coming in. Stupid.
I reached to my side and pulled out my sword. A bit of Boredom-flavoured magic coursed through the blade. There was no noticeable difference, but it still felt like I had a better idea of where the sword was in relation to the rest of me.
Then I darted forwards in a textbook lunge that I'd practiced a dozen times in half a dozen dungeons by now.
The tip thumped into the neck of the nearest kobold, then I retracted and stepped forwards, only idly noting the squirt of blood that followed the end of my blade. I started to weave through the kobolds.
I didn't have the grace and speed of Fran when she fought, and I'd seen videos of C-rankers and expert swordfighters sweeping through monsters with ease, making it look easy. I didn't have that. Not yet, in any case. I had a few quick jabs and slashes that I'd practiced at length, but they weren't always applicable to every situation, and I never knew exactly where to put my feet.
I paused after skewering the fourth kobold. Hmm, maybe if I held my sword a little looser? I had a good idea of where the tip went, so really I needed to work on ways of getting it there faster, and I suspected that my grip was a little too tight.
Was this really the time to be worried about my sword form? I... maybe? It couldn't hurt. Throw-away loops were probably the best time to figure out this kind of thing, and I was a little embarrassed that Fran, who seemed to have some good formal training behind her, saw me flailing around with a sword as if I was just bashing things with a sharpened stick.
I reset myself, shifting back into a more neutral stance, then I approached the next kobold and tried to fight it properly.
The kobolds were coming back from the surprise of my appearance and from the quick little gassing. A few were still rubbing at their faces, and one who'd gotten sprayed right in the face was still flailing on the floor, but otherwise, they were more or less back in fighting form.
I knocked a spearhead aside, ducked under a thrust, then jabbed my sword forwards into the kobold before me's chest. The blade tip caught in its sternum after easily punching through its padded leather armour. I pressed my hand against the pomel, then used my greater mass to shove the tip in.
Not exactly elegant, but it worked, only my sword was a bitch to pull out, and I was worried that if I did that wrong, I might snap the end off. So, not a good move.
I ducked back and then took a long step away from a larger, more aggressive kobold. He had a sword, or sorts. A long piece of wood with a metal blade running along almost its entire side. It was a little crude, but that didn't mean that it didn't look lethal.
He swung, and I wove back, keeping some distance between us. When he went for an overhead swing, I dove in, stabbed him in the gut, then back out before he could bring his sword down onto my head.
He was sweating, grunting, and bleeding, but was still in the fight. I parried his next attack, then moved in, let go of one hand, and punched him in the face.
He retaliate with a hard kick that caught me in the shin and sent my crashing down.
"Ow," I grunted as I laid there.
He chortled, then raised his sword high for a finishing blow.
So I pulled out my revolver and shot him in the chest point-blank.
Turning, I picked my sword back up, dusted off, then got back into a one-handed stance. "C'mon, the rest of you," I said. "I obviously need a bit more practice."
***
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