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Adventures in Clothing

	Lana shuffled the stacks of System papers before once again sighing. The slightly glassy feel of the papers, rough only at certain intervals to ensure that there was some purchase to grip still felt strange to her, even months after picking up the items from the Shop. While System notifications were useful, they also had certain limitations to their use. Chief among them, the inability of an individual to carry a notification away with them, if it was not linked to themselves.

	There were other issues as well, with System notifications as a managerial tool. If you had to pass on notifications to multiple individuals at once, and she was about to, you either had to upgrade your specific managerial Skill or pick the right one at the start. All those Skills came with their own benefits and hindrances, though, and there was never an easy choice. The fact that her own Class was a combat Class and not running a settlement, especially one as large as the free province of British Columbia, was a pain and a half. 

	The tired redhead ran a hand through her hair, once again cursing John. It had been nearly a year since his disappearance, and the war effort down in the States had stalled. Rather than continue to throw herself into violent, foolhardy situations, Lana had returned to Vancouver, picking up the task of managing his settlement in his stead. She’d still help out – as one of the higher Leveled individuals, she had to. But she would not lose track of the fact that the settlement needed managing. Life was more than war.

	For a moment, she considered the man, considered all that she had lost when he left. It still hurt; the death of her pet, the loss of her boyfriend when she needed him the most. She was still reeling, to some extent, from the death of her brother, the only family that she had for so many decades. To lose Anna on top of that had been too much.

	For a time, she, Mikito and Ingrid had tried to do what John had done for the United States Army. They drove themselves and their alien enemies to the edge, acting as the spearhead of the group. It was only a close call, one that nearly cost the life of Sam, the Technocrat, and herself, that she realized perhaps those choices weren’t the best.

	What was it that Mikito had said? Oh yes, “just because you miss the baka, doesn’t mean you should act like one, too.”

	That was the reason she was back up here, in Vancouver. Katherine Ward, the secretary and manager that John had hired, along with the AI, had done well at keeping things running. But neither one had much of a vision, and neither one did more than keep the settlement running.

	Today’s initiative was Lana’s first attempt at fixing that gaping hole in the settlement development strategy. She smiled to herself as she leaned back in her comfortable, swivel chair in the office that was in the back of a public library, overlooking the various streets below.

	If things went well, today would be the start of her special-teams.

	

	***

	

	The four individuals that stood before her, holding up the sheets of paper before them, were nothing special, at least in terms of their Levels. All Basic Classes, all of them in their mid-20s, and none of them so far had exhibited any particular specialty or gift. They were, in other words, entirely mediocre.

	Even worse, none of them were combat Classes by nature. The highest-level member of the group was the Tailor, whose level of 29 came entirely from her work as another underpaid Artisan. The problem for many Artisans in Vancouver and British Columbia was the lack of suitable material. Specifically, for a Tailor like her, they lacked cloth. System generated, System marked cloth or other clothing materials. There were rumors that in China mutated silkworms had been evolved, and over in the north, there was a dungeon filled with mutated spiders that spat silk. But all of that material was out of reach for your average Basic Class Tailor.

	As for the other three, there was the Model; tall, tan, very pretty and desperately in need of a pair of hamburgers who flinched at every loud noise or sudden movement. Of the other two, one was a five foot four blonde female, dressed in a Sailor Moon dress, fringed and green, while the other had the unfortunate class of costume designer. The designer had once worked on a few well-known DC tv shows, but was now out of work, having little else to do with her skills as production of entertainment venues were at an all time low.

	Lana knew that none of them other than the Tailor would have reached level 20 if not for the training programs that John and herself had put in place. Artisans and noncombat personnel were carried through combat missions by volunteer groups, allowing them to level up as necessary. Items produced by them, when it was possible, were also distributed to groups on the regular, providing for the needy, while giving a minor experience boost.

	In truth, there were still ongoing arguments about the carry program. Many pointed out that combat Classes could gain much more experience if they were not constantly babysitting Artisans and noncombat Classes in the dungeons or the outskirts of the city. The counterargument, that all individuals were important, and needed a minimum Level of 20 ensure that they could survive an unfortunate encounter with a roaming monster, were often dismissed and set against the concept of personal responsibility.

	Thankfully, the counterarguments came from only a small subset of the population. Still, Lana and Katherine kept an eye on that group, because you never knew when they’d hit an argument that could sway the minds of the general populace.

	Not that either Katherine or Lana intended to run the free provinces of British Columbia as a democracy. For one thing, the System did not generally register democracies as a viable government form. To make it viable, one would have to purchase the necessary Skills and options from the System, and thus block off the penalties in forming a democracy. However, neither Katherine nor Lana had the money to undertake such action. 

	More importantly, unless they intended to boot John off the city settlement orb, he was the settlement owner, the provincial Lord. And for reasons both personal and practical, neither party felt the need to force the issue.

	“Ms. Pearson?” The first to speak was the Tailor, holding aloft the sheet of system paper. “Are you serious about this?”

	“Ms. Williams,” Lana’s eyes flicked up quickly, so quickly that it was easy to miss how she checked Hana Williams’ status bar ahead of her head, “I am deadly serious. I would like all of you to form a party and complete a Quest for me.”

	“Why us?” This, from the old model. He flashed Lana a smile, one heartbreakingly soft and winsome. Unfortunately, his charms had little effect on Lana, her own charisma well above his, and thus providing her a small degree of protection. That, and he was just not to her liking. Too pretty and lacking in certain rough edges.

	“Mr. Obrav, we spent quite a bit of time searching for a mixture of classes. We believe, together, all four of you can form an unconventional but effective questing team.” Lana said.

	“I don’t fight,” the costume designer said. “I’m not a combat class.”

	“I never said you were,” Lana said. “There are more types of Quests, more objectives that need to be completed, than just combat. While there might be, probably will be violent encounters because we live in a Dungeon World, it is not the goal of putting this team together.”

	“And what do we get for working together?” The cosplayer asked. Meg raised an eyebrow, completely at odds with the sweetness she normally displayed in her videoclips.

	“Page five of the document lists your expected benefits, but in short, you will work as direct government employees with salary and benefits. In addition, you will be eligible to receive your quest rewards. It should be sufficient, even for you, Ms. Hillhouse.”

	“And what if we don’t like the offer?” Meg said, then, side-eyeing the rest of the group, she continued. “Or the people you chose for us to work with.”

	“Then you may decline the opportunity and inform Ms. Ward. In either case, you might or might not be assigned to a new team,” Lana said. “You are not the first nor the only individuals this offer is being made to.”

	When Meg moved to speak further, she felt a hand land on her arm. To her surprise, she found the male model pulling her backward with a surprising strength for his lean frame. When she opened her mouth, he glared at her further. 

	A slight increase in Aura pressure from the seated Beast Lord before her reminded Meg of who she was actually arguing with. That Aura was not a friendly, managerial aura but a combat aura. As if to remind her further, a low growl emanated from the floor, where to her – and the teams- surprise, a giant husky sat, cloaked in his own, moving shadow.

	How did she miss that? Gulping, she backed out, leaving the Beast Lord alone. Anyway, she still had the documents and those could be resold if she needed to. It wasn’t a complete waste of time.

	

	***

	

	The group of four reconvened at one of the numerous public tables located on the lower floor of the ex-public library. The fact that there were still tables had been one of many battles between the librarians and the new management, one that the librarians had won. Sort of. Even now, you could spot them moving from stack to stack, storing away books after using their Skills to store the information within. Even more, deep in the bowels of the library, the archive section brought back new books to be catalogued and stored in the libraries shared storage space.

	Though the System had marked much of that information and even kept an on-going storage of it all, what it did not do was provide such information free. Rather than purchase that information – and then break the System locks on sharing such information, librarians over the world had taken to storing what information they had to continue to serve the public good. Talks were already underway about the set-up of a global library network, to ensure that such information could be spread globally, providing a boost in education and information resources. Other talks were already underway to recreate or purchase System-stored information, Class information and Galactic information to expand the library services to the System-Age.

	All of that, of course, was unimportant to the four non-combat Classers who sat in silence, perusing the data sheets provided to them by Lana.

	Eventually, it was Obrav who spoke up, breaking the silence around the group. “This Quest doesn’t look too hard.”

	“What do you know?” Hana said. “You’re not the Tailor who has to make it.”

	“Har! You think it’s just tailoring that’s going to be needed,” Meg said, shaking her head. “This is going to need some creativity in it.”

	“Definitely,” Cassidy said. The costume designer ran her finger down the sheet, speaking out loud as she read. “Create four blueprints of minimum Tier IV quality, for non-combat personnel that maximises Skills of non-traditional combat classers.”

	“What does that even mean?” Hana said, shaking her head. “I can make clothing, but blueprints?”

	“Don’t you use blueprints? Tailoring guides?” Meg said, frowning. “I always did when I was working on my outfits.”

	“Sure, but that’s not what they mean here,” Hana said. “At least, I don’t think it is. And even if we do register a blueprint, what’s this about maximising Skills? Is this for combat? Or just in general?”

	There were a series of group shrugs at that, before Obrav continued. “It sounds like we’ve agreed to try this at least?”

	His pronouncement made the group freeze. They eyed one another slowly, uncertain about such a statement. They’d only met one another recently after all. And this seemed like a big project. On the other hand, it was a Quest and free Credits.

	“I’m game,” Cassidy spoke up first. When everyone looked at her, she shrunk back a little, waving a hand as if to distract them. “It’s… good Credits.”

	Obrav nodded. “Me too. I could do with a job. I’m getting really tired of hauling around stuff for other people.”

	“Is that what you’ve been doing?” Meg said, her lips half-smirking.

	“Oh, as if you’ve done better,” Obrav snapped.

	“I’ve been going out fighting,” Meg said, raising her chin. 

	“Not very successfully it seems,” Obrav said, eyeing her Level. Meg flushed, but didn’t refute his comment. Even if her Skills as a Cosplayer gave her some benefits, it wasn’t a pure Combat Class. It made finding pick-up groups who were willing to work with her hard. Either that or she was consigned to working low-Level zones, harming her own experience gain.

	“Well, at least I’m trying!”

	“Enough, please you two.” Hana said. “Or just drop out if you want, Meg.” The Tailor gestured down to the documents. “We can probably make do without you in this.”

	“You think so?” Meg said. “Because I’m pretty sure Ms. Pearson chose all of us for a reason.”

	Hana shrugged. “Maybe. But I don’t want to be in a team that keeps fighting. So unless the pair of you can tone it down…” She trailed off, leaving her choice unspoken.

	Obrav glared at Hana and then eventually looked over to Meg. He searched her face for a few long moments, before he sighed. “Fine. I can work with the amateur.”

	“Ama-” Finding a hand on her arm, Meg looked over at Cassidy who gave her a pleading look. Simmering slowly, Meg nodded. “Fine.” She said, mimicking Obrav’s tone. “I can play nice.”

	Hana rolled her eyes at the pair, since their definition of nice was certainly not hers. Still, at least they’d agreed. And, she had to admit, she was intrigued. “Then, perhaps let’s start by finding out what a blueprint is, in terms of the System. And what we need to do to get one.”

	The group nodded, before falling into discussion on the how.

	

	***

	

	Hours later, the impromptu team had re-grouped at the same table. A short discussion later, Hana was holding up her hand, raising fingers as she spoke. 

	“Let me summarise what we’ve learnt. Blueprints are System-registered designs, sort of like copyrights. Anyone can make them or create them, but it requires either a Skill to register them with the System or you need a specific organisation. A corporation or the like.”

	There were nods all around at her words. Meg smirked, having been the one to learn that. 

	“The easiest way to do that, the most cost effective one, is for us to set-up a System-registered clothing company. Once we pay for the set-up, it’ll give us the right to register clothing blueprints for a fixed price, rather than varying depending on the individual,” Obrav added. “Or we could find a System-registered Clothing Administrator or Blueprint Merchant, but that might be a little harder.”

	Hana grimaced at that. Generic merchants might be able to do that, depending on their particular Skills and their System Shop access that they gained. However, it was much more costly to work with a generalised Merchant than a specialised one, and registering through a generalised Merchant would be nearly as expensive as just doing it direct via the System.

	“I doubt there’s any Galactic specialized Merchants like that,” Meg said. “At least, they’re really uncommon.”

	“Compared to Earth specialised Classes?” When Meg nodded, Hana echoed her. “Yeah, makes sense. But that leads us to the next point, to make a company, we need a minimum of an Advanced Classer to head it or three Basic Classers.” She pulled out the System-sheets, flipping through the information before she came across the portion she was looking for. “And it seems Ms. Pearson’s bonus Credits for signing and accepting the Quest is equal to the amount for three such individuals.”

	“We still need materials,” Cassidy said, piping up.

	“Manipulative,” Obrav said. He sounded almost admiring. 

	“Annoying,” Meg said, crossing her arms. “So, what? We have to work together to build this company? Or do we try to build the blueprints first, then register it later, if we have Credits?”

	The group fell silent. Hana played with the sheets of paper, reviewing the Quest and the information provided. Obraz watched the group and those around, while Meg took out a pen and paper, sketching some ideas. It was Cassidy who spoke up, hesitantly.

	“There’s no real experience gain for a company, so maybe we should try at least one blueprint first? If it works, we can register the company,” she said hesitantly. 

	The hesitant suggestion brought quick nods from the group. 

	“So, what do we make?” Obrav said, brightly and innocently.

	

	***

	

	Of course that agreement led to another, much more heated argument. Eventually, the group broke apart, to come back the next day to restart the conversation, armed with reams of research and solidified positions.

	“If we make a single core blueprint, then modification for each Class afterwards is simpler!” Meg said, slapping her hand down. “It doesn’t matter what kind of magic girl costume it is, it’s still a magic girl!”

	“Magic girl?” Obrav smirked. “And mass-produced work is never going to be as strong as custom made work. We should choose a single Class and then tailor our work to them. That’s the way the elites do it, in the System.” He thumped his hand down on the stack of System paper, financials and articles before him.

	“That’s if you have the Levels. Which we don’t,” Cassidy said, piping in. “Also, we’ve got so many variant Classes that building custom work for all of them would be a ton of time. And limit our customer base. They can’t afford it anyway.”

	“That’s the point!” Hana waved her hand in the air. “Why are we targeting humans? They don’t have funds. We should be going after the aliens. The Movana and Truinnar all are roughly humanoid, so reshaping for them is simple. And they’ve got Credits!”

	“You might as well suggest we make clothing for the orcs!” Meg said, shaking her head. 

	“They’re Hakarta, not orcs,” Cassidy butted in. “And they’re quite nice too.”

	“Oh, really!” Catching something in Cassidy’s tone, Obrav rounded on her. The other two fell silent too, smiles growing as Cassidy grew ever redder under their observation. “I think we’d all love to hear about how these… Hakarta… are nice.”

	“It’s not like that!” Cassidy protested.

	“Really,” Meg said. “Because it sounds exactly like that.”

	“That’s not true.” Cassidy whispered.

	Taking pity on the poor girl, Hana broke in. “Look, working clothing for humans are nice and all, but if we target the aliens who are on Earth, a single sale would make us enough to Level and earn a ton of Credits.”

	“But why would they buy from us,” Meg said. “We don’t have the Levels, like I pointed out. Humans will though, if nothing more than because we’d be able to do it cheaply.”

	“If we can work out a variable blueprint!” snapped Obrav. “That’s much more difficult than customised, individual Class blueprints.”

	“Well, I’m up for the challenge!” Meg bristled.

	“Gods, you Americans are all the same,” Obrav said. “It’s not just about will.”

	“Oh, you Americans,” Meg mocked Obrav. “I’ve been in Canada for nearly a decade!”

	“Enough you two!” Hana snapped. “Arguing isn’t going to get us an answer. We need to decide on something, or else we might as well give up.”

	“Well, I think…”

	“We should…”

	The argument broke out again, even if it was a little more civil. Hana did her best to keep both Obrav and Meg in-line while Cassidy fell silent. Eventually, Obrav caught sight of the silent young lady who was studiously sketching on one of the pieces of paper and pointed at her. Startled, Meg looked over  followed soon after by Hana. Together, the trio stared at the silently working Cassidy who slowly grew aware of their regard.

	Peeking over the paper, light pen in hand, Cassidy stared at the group with wide eyes. “What?”

	“What are you doing, Cassie?” Meg said, her voice growing wheedling.

	“Yes, what are you doing?” Obrav said, hands on his hips. 

	“I’m…uh…working?” Cassidy said, uncertainly. She stared down at the sketches, watching as her Skill – Design Optimisation – overlay suggestions. It was rather distracting, especially when she was attempting basic sketches.

	Before she could react, Meg snatched the paper from her arm. She stared down at the sketch in hand, frowning. Obrav leaned over, staring at the barebones sketch, trying to envision the final product, only to hiss when Meg swiped to the next image and then the next.

	“You know… these are good,” Meg said, tilting the paper down at Hana’s insistence. On it, a stick figure outline sketch was seen of an outlined figure in what could be only described as a butcher’s smock. However, unlike the traditional smock, this one came with multiple side pockets and extended arms, closer to a surgical gown in design – if more stylish – than a full smock. In highlighted notations, recommended materials were highlighted such as ‘mutated bear muscle fibre’ or ‘ocra skin’. “Though your material choice is horrible.”

	“Agreed,” Hana said. “And you could adjust the line and cut for those sleeves. They’re a little shallow for full range of motion.” Without asking, Hana flipped backwards and tutted as she saw the sketch for the dress that next appeared. “And that’s just wrong.”

	“Sorry. It’s not what I’m used to making,” Cassidy said, ducking her head.

	“Still, these are pretty decent,” Hana said, biting the edge of her lips as she continued to flip it backwards. After a bit, both her and Meg spoke up at the same time. 

	“You’re using a single major design!”

	“Well, that’s what we suggested,” Cassidy said defensively. “I just… thought I’d get started.”

	“We haven’t decided on that yet,” Obrav said snootily.

	“But she’s got the basic plans for one… and look…” Hana stabbed a finger down. “The recommendations are mostly minor changes in cut and shape… simple enough to do…”

	“And materials. Don’t forget materials,” Meg said, eyes gleaming. “You could alter the material types and the lining form, to give those bonuses they’re looking for. This is exactly what we’re talking about. Good job Cassie!”

	“Thanks…”

	Rolling his eyes, Obrav stared down at the work for a little more before he shrugged. “Fine, so we’ve got a sketch. But that’s not a blueprint, is it? What else do we need to do?”

	Hana pursed her lips, then pulled out another piece of paper. A short while later, she waved it in front of the group. “Now, we get to work. We’ve got to create samples of them all.”

	“Sounds good,” Meg said, rubbing her hands together. “I can get started on finding the materials. I’ve got some contacts.”

	“I can do the initial roughing out of the designs. Cassidy, can you clean these up a little more?” Hana said.

	“What am I supposed to do?” Obrav said, frowning.

	“You can find your friends a better place to work in.” The voice caught the group unawares, making them all jump. Appearing from behind them, the man stood there with his arms crossed. “While we don’t mind you doing research here, actual work is not permitted.”

	“That’s–”

	“Fine. Not a problem,” Hana nodded, cutting off Obrav. He glared at her but fell silent when the librarian walked off, exiting the privacy bubble their tables created around them. “Don’t piss off the Librarians. They’ll ban you. And you don’t want to know what Library fines are like these days.”

	Obrav frowned and opened his mouth.

	In unison, all three girls chorused together, “Don’t ask.”

	Startled, they look at one another and then burst out into laughter, giggling and guffawing. At Obrav’s continued chagrin, they burst out into another round of merriment.

	

	***

	

	“What about group four?” Lana said, one hand down by her chair’s side where she idly stroked Shadow’s head. The immense huskie pushed its head into her hand, nuzzling it while looking up longingly at her. She kept scratching his head, mentally telling him ‘later’. The biggest issue with owning a husky was their endless energy. It was luckily tempered by the System providing the dogs increased intelligence and willpower, giving them the ability to handle the long periods of boredom as Lana was forced through paperwork. Still, extending her senses, she felt the other members of her group rushing through the local wildlife in North Vancouver, tearing apart monsters as they spawned. Even Roland was out tonight, though he prowled Stanley Park, scaring both joggers and hunting down the elusive Shadow Badgers that had made it their home.

	“They’ve rented a building in Gastown,” Katherine, the settlement manager, said as she flipped over to the particulars. “The hint we sent put them on the right course. Obrav has good instincts when it comes to negotiations. That Costume Designer has a good eye for design and is working hard on the base blueprints while the Tailor is attempting to make prototypes with the materials provided by the Cosplayer.”

	“And the blueprints?” Lana said, pursing her lips.

	“Unsuccessful thus far.”

	Lana shook her head in regret. “They should have aimed lower than an integrated blueprint.”

	“It is difficult, but they are Leveling,” Katherine pointed out.

	Lana nodded. “But will they manage to get it done before they drive each other apart? Or run out of funds?”

	To that, Katherine could only shrug.

	Lana sighed and flicked a finger, pulling up information on team five. She read over it for a second, a smile pulling at her lips. “Team five seems to be doing well. They’re already onto the sampling stage…”

	

	***

	

	“System-integrated cucumber and mint kombucha sample, miss?” The man thrusted the bottled drink forwards, the handmade label already beginning to peel as condensation gathered. He looked hopefully at Meg who paused, taking the drink and turning it over. A slight squint and thrust of will and the System provided her details.

	

	Cucumber and Mint Kombucha Beverage

	This Artisan creation is formed from System-grown mint and cucumber vegetables and processed for fourteen days in a welded tank. The drink is further enhanced by a Beverage Maker, making it taste barely palatable except to certain idiosyncratic groups of human and alien society.

	Effect: +12 base Mana

	Duration: 9 hours and 6 minutes

	Costume Synergies: Steampunk Alchemist

	

	Meg wrinkled her nose, then popped the top off. She swigged it down quickly, pausing as the first mouthful entered her mouth. Her eyes widened, and she looked at the drink for a second more before chugging the rest of the drink down. A moment later, she had her own Status open, eyeing the increase in base Mana that her Mana regeneration was filling.

	“Nice!” Meg said. “Though, 12 Mana is a little low, isn’t it?”

	“Sure. We expect that as we keep working on the base materials and Level up our Skills, we’ll increase that. But we’re also targeting more people like you!” the man said, beaming at her.

	Meg eyed the beanpole of a man with his mustache and vest, trying to decide if she was supposed to be insulted. 

	As if seeing the look she was giving him, the man hurriedly spoke. “I meant Artisans. We’re working on another formula that gives an increase to base Mana Regeneration that will be even more useful. But this way, you can channel a higher amount of Mana for enchantments.”

	“Huh,” Meg said. She knew what he was talking about, since even with her hybrid Class, she too had a Skill that relied on channelled Mana to make her costumes work better. She opened it to peek at the description again even as she continued speaking. “So, can I get a half dozen samples? I have colleagues who would love to test this out.”

	

	Class Skill: The Costume Maketh the Cosplay

	Authenticity is the name of the game for a good cosplayer! The closer your costume, the more believable you are as the character. Being believable for your adoring public is the most important thing. Effectiveness of Skill depends upon fidelity of detail of the costume to loaded Cosplay. Note that channelled Mana can help

	Effect: User gains x (where x equals Mana cost*costume fidelity/(System Mana differentiation level) ) Skills of cosplayed individual for use. 

	Cost: Varies

	

	“Sure!” The man smiled, handing over the bottles and taking back the empty one from Meg. “We also do deliveries to your work location and we’ll be selling them soon on the regular. Just check the System-link for more details.”

	Meg nodded, waving goodbye after storing the drinks and hurried off to their office. They were in week three of their current quest, and thus far, had yet to produce a single acceptable blueprint. They’d produced a bunch of blueprints, but none that met the requirements of the Quest and worst, none that would likely ever make their funds back. Certainly, building a blueprint was easy – but unless it was sufficiently robust, there was no way it would ever sell.

	As it stood, most of the human Tailors and other clothing designers on Earth bought and modified alien blueprints. Those were guaranteed to work, often had better base stats before and after modification for the human body. Until they could match that, it was a losing proposition to even attempt to register their blueprints with the System. No one would buy it.

	Cassidy refused to give up, producing blueprint modification after modification. From those blueprints, it was Hana’s job to turn it into a physical product, often with Meg’s help. Then Obrav and Meg would take turns wearing the design, using their own Skills to modify the clothing to suit themselves better. The fact that Meg could cosplay as a Class meant that they could verify bonuses for specific Classes, while Obrav’s own Skills like Perfect Fit and Work It gave them an idea of the maximum benefits that a particular prototype could provide.

	From there, it was a matter of passing that information to both Hana and Cassidy, allowing the two to modify the blueprint and prototypes further before a new piece was made. Once that was done, it would be up to Meg and Obrav to sell the product – Meg by taking it into the dungeons with other groups and Obrav on the streets.

	Of course, that required them finishing up a working prototype.

	“Goood morning,” Meg called out after shouldering the entrance door open. It was dull grey steel, heavy-built and required a significant amount of her improved strength to open. No more glass doors – these days, most entrances were modified with heavy security panels or ultra-high-tech System materials, depending on how rich the landlords were. In their case, their landlord had chosen the cheaper option of having a Builder or Workman or something similar to fix up the building for habitation. “I’ve got drinks.”

	Cassidy looked up from her drawing board, glanced at the drinks that Meg was holding aloft and sighed. “Kombucha, right? Put it on the coffee table with the rest.”

	“Rest?” Meg said, only to spot the pile of bottles. 

	“You weren’t the only one who conned them out of a few bottles.” Cassidy grinned, then shifted her demeanour a little, batting her eyes and smiling sweetly. She even dropped her voice a little as she added. “Oh, sir. This would be so useful for my team…”

	Meg snorted at the caricature but had to admit, she wasn’t wrong that the man had been an easy mark. And it wasn’t as if they weren’t going to use it... “Any progress?”

	Cassidy made a moue of a face at the question. “There’s a new prototype that Hana’s working on right now, but…”

	“Not close?” Meg said.

	“It’s a good costume. But I can’t make it fit into the configurable blueprint…” Cassidy muttered. “The zippers are in the wrong place, and if I adjust the seam for the shoulders, it knocks out the other option. The System is only allowing a tolerance of 0.2 cm adjustments, which is just…”

	Meg tuned out Cassidy as she blathered on about her problems. By this point, Meg knew that she spoke more for her own benefit than anyone else’s. At some point, both her and Hana would look over the next blueprint and offer their own suggestions, but Cassidy preferred to take the first pass herself.

	Walking up over to Hana’s station, she traded greetings with the Tailor. She picked up a hung piece, judging the work critically and once more, finding it more than sufficient. Both Skill and skill helped Hana cut, sew and adjust the pieces to exact levels of standards. Standards that had fallen to the wayside during periods of mass consumerism, where clothing was bought, worn for a month, and tossed aside. If that long.

	“New prototype?” Meg said, holding the short-sleeved dress up to her body. “Why the short skirt?”

	“It’s a skort,” Hana said, distaste in her voice. “You wanted something a little more maneuverable, right?”

	“And fashionable! Always fashionable,” Obrav thrilled as he flounced down the stairs. Meg frowned, eyeing his clothing and the state he was in.

	“Did you sleep here again?” She demanded.

	“Yes!”

	Meg paused, stymied by the unashamed statement. She worked her jaw, before she left it alone. Whether Obrav just had no place to go or preferred the office, she was just not sure. Sometimes, it was best not to ask. The wounds from the System’s arrival were rampant and as unexpectedly deep as puddles on a potholed alleyway in Gastown. Before its recent hippiefication, at least.

	While she was working all that out, Obrav bounced over to her, grabbed the dress and held it up to him. He twitched his fingers and the next moment, the clothing had replaced his current wear as he activated his Skill – Quick Change.

	“Oooh, I like these. Do you think they make my butt pop?” Obrav said, turning his head around to stare at the aforementioned part. He stuck his back out a little more, shimmying a little before he grew serious, his eyes glazing over a little as he accessed his notifications. “27% fit change. Not bad, though it’s a little loose in the chest region. And a little tight on the sleeves. Move that down maybe an inch. I’ve got a… hmm… +2 on Agility, +4 on Constitution and physical resistances, and chemical?, yes, chemical, resistances.”

	“It’s meant for the Painters and Alloy Makers,” Cassidy called out from her seat. “Of course there’s chemical resistances.”

	“Then why the physical resistances?” Meg said, frowning. “And give me that!”

	“Of course, girl. You only had to ask,” Obrav said. He snapped his fingers, triggering another Skill and the pair swapped clothing, his Perfect Fit Skill upscaling Meg’s plain brown t-shirt and grey yoga pants to his own form. “Mmm…. So pedestrian.”

	“It’s comfortable! And easy to change out of,” Meg snapped at Obrav. Ignoring the Model, she twitched the skort and the top of the dress, triggering her own Costume Skill. “Ooooh, I get a choice of Skills.” 

	Both Hana and Cassidy perked up at that. With some careful regulation and change of materials, potential Skills that Meg found could be added to the blueprints which would provide even more versatility to the work. Of course, it made the generic blueprint option even more difficult, but many would pay more for a clothing choice that provided new Skills – or bonuses to existing Skills.

	“I’ve got Fast Coat which seems to be a sped-up application Skill. A little boring, but probably generally useful and, Full Body Coverage.” Meg didn’t need to explain the second Skill. It was a common Skill that sometimes appeared as an enchantment, one that basically allowed an increase in resistances or lackluster physical coverage to actually take effect over the entire body. It even worked with certain armour types, letting people walk around with helmets. 

	“Again?” Cassidy said, groaning. “I swear, I think your Class is affecting the Skills we get.”

	“I tend to agree,” Hana said. “There shouldn’t be a reason for us to get it with overalls and a skort.”

	“Except that helmets suck,” Meg said, sticking her tongue out. “They mess with your hair and you lose major cool points.”

	“I have to agree – there is very little fashionable about masks.” Obrav said, tapping his lips. He’d changed back to his own clothing, having racked Meg’s clothing for her. “Even with the best art. Not when one is as handsome as many have become.”

	“Bah! That’s because you just don’t want your adoring public to miss your face. A good mask design can be just as characteristic. Like Darth Vader!” Cassidy said, waving the pen she had been using to sketch on the paper before her. “But still, Full Body Coverage seems to be a decent basic Skill. We could use that as the base…

	“And the kind of materials it seems to use include coastal seaweed, iron cotton…” 

	Obrav leaned over, whispering to the two other girls. “Did she just forget about us again.”

	“Yes. Now, why don’t you two try out the other options I’ve made, make some notes and test out the full limitations while I finish up,” Hana said, waving down to the piece she had been working on. 

	The pair of non-craftsmen traded glances and then nodded in unison. There was little direct work they could do right now. But in time, it would be their chance to shine. Once they’d done their initial jobs, they would head out to gain experience and take further tests.

	“Oh! And hand me one of those kombuchas before you go!” Hana called out as the pair left to change, bundles of clothes in their hand.

	

	***

	

	“And you’re sure this is the right call?” Hana said, biting her lips. The entire group were clustered around Cassidy and her tablet, all of them staring down at the five blueprints. Each of the other four blueprints were linked to the main one, the customisable main blueprint that allowed any purchaser access to the other specialised four.

	“Yes!” Cassidy said, exasperatedly. “You all agreed to this. You’ve seen the stats.” Then, realising what she said, she shrunk in a little before she shook her head and sat up. “No. I’m right. We did talk and agree on this.”

	“Sure, but the cost…” Meg said, trailing off as she stared at the Credit amount. Between the corporation registration they’d paid for already and the registration for the combined blueprints, it would wipe out their savings – including the grant-cum-salary that Lana Pearson had given them.

	“Once we complete the quest, we’ll be swimming in funds again,” Obrav said confidently.

	“No we won’t,” Hana corrected. “We have next month’s rent to pay.”

	“Shit,” Obrav said.

	“Yeah, my rent is coming due,” Meg said, frowning. “I was kind-of counting on the quest rewards. I can’t afford to pay it without the quest rewards.”

	“And if we don’t register this, we won’t have any money for next month,” Cassidy said, throwing her hands up. “We already took three months to get this done. I’ve been working on this day and night. I’m seeing blueprints in my dreams. Are we doing this or not? If we aren’t, I’ll just sell it.”

	“Sell it?” Obrav said, frowning. “What’s this about selling it?”

	“And what do you mean, you’ll sell it. We all worked on this!” Hana protested.

	“But it’s my design and my hours,” Cassidy said. “And you know, it’s not as if I was going to keep the entire payment. I’d share! But just sitting on it is not doing anybody any good.”

	“I just… that…” Hana fell silent, biting her lip.

	“She’s right,” Meg said. Her eyes twinkled a little and she reached out, pinching Cassidy’s cheeks. She pulled her hand back after it got slapped, laughing. “Look at our little Cas. All grown up.”

	“Hana, can I borrow your scissors?” Cassidy said, glaring at Meg.

	“No! No one touches my scissors.” Hana stared at Meg, then grinned. “Though I could buy a set just for stabbing Meg.”

	“Hey!”

	The group laughed at the annoyed cosplayer before sobering up after a few moments, their gazes drawn back to the System-paper that held the blueprints. Eventually, Obrav spoke up. “Just do it.”

	Hana put a hand on Cassidy’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze before Meg nodded. Receiving their confirmation, Cassidy’s hand hovered over the registration button, hesitating for a brief moment more, before it plunged down. 

	The data blipped, and then after a few seconds, a big ‘Registered’ notice appeared on the blueprint. Moments later, the party received a quest confirmation along with the rest of their rewards. One advantage of System-rewards was the lack of wait times.

	After finishing perusing the notifications, Cassidy looked around at the group before breaking the silence. 

	“So… uhh… what do we do now?”

	

	***

	

	“Finally!” Lana rolled her eyes as she read the notification. Group four really was the slowest of the groups she’d put together. Still, she had high hopes for the team. If they could keep producing blueprints, they might actually be able to start the formation of a new industry in the region.

	Though, she had to say, as she sipped on the kombucha drink with one idle hand; the other groups were much further ahead of them. But humanity could not rely just on producing unique foodstuffs and combat Classers. They needed to branch out.

	“Now, what else do we need…” Lana tapped her lips, flicking between the notices and messages she received. There had been something from the General, something about clothing. There! Their uniforms were becoming an issue, with the majority of their pre-System uniforms destroyed. In the field, they were working on purchasing System-enabled armor that was adjustable, but during non-duty periods, the General had begun complaining of a lack of uniformity.

	Hee. Uniformity.

	Lana cracked a grin at her own pun, before sending a quick message to the General’s aide. A few minutes later, she had her confirmation. A few more minutes, and the local Quest board had a new notice. One for an off-duty uniform blueprint and a second one, set to trigger afterwards, for the production of a few thousand pieces of said approved uniform blueprint.

	Leaning back, Lana nodded. Sooner or later, group four would spot it. And hopefully take on the contract. In the meantime…

	“What am I going to do with you?” Lana said, calling up the details of group eight. Converting vehicles to Mana-fuelled transportation methods were common. But group eight had chosen to convert construction equipment instead, figuring it was a good idea. Except, with the fast-increasing Levels of those around, the need for human-made construction equipment was quickly disappearing.

	She sighed, considering how best to shove them in the right direction. Or whether to just leave them alone…

	Beside her chair, a low growl erupted from below. Placing a hand down, Lana scratched Howard’s head while considering. Work for the wicked was never over. And if it was not as thrilling as killing xenos and taking back cities, it was just as important.

	“You better get back soon, you lunk…” Lana whispered, almost unconsciously.

	

	###

	The End
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