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Chapter 1: Compromise

“I really don’t think this is necessary. I feel fine,” Sal insisted as he tried to sit up in the bed before a hand pressed against his shoulder to keep him from moving.

“Just a few more tests, Sal, and you’re free to go,” Quest answered as he gave the infirmary staff a meaningful look. “Receiving treatment on the field from a fellow classmate is one thing, but Rochelle is not yet a certified Healer. We want to ensure there’s no lasting damage in the long-term.”

Sal sighed as he let himself be pushed back into a resting position on the bed. It had only been a few hours since he had returned from the exercise in the Reclaimed Zone, and Quest had wasted no time in getting him checked out. When Sal had received a knock on his dorm door, he had half expected it to be Brophy. Quest was the last visitor he would have imagined, but the headmaster had received the report from Prestige on what had happened during the exercise, which had resulted in Sal being confined to the infirmary.

“How is it looking?” Quest asked the uniformed Healer as he stepped closer to look at Sal’s exposed forearms. His expression was unreadable.

The attending Healer turned in her chair and gave Quest a smile. “Even if this was done in a panic, it was carried out well. We just needed to reinforce what the Healer started. It looks like they ran out of essence before they could finish the job properly.” She placed a hand on Sal’s forearm and closed her eyes for a moment.

“I saw in Doctor Bob’s report that there were some irregularities with Mr. Argento’s eyes. We see the same sort of reaction in patients who receive ability implants as the body tries to catch up with the physical demands of the new ability. The degradation of the eyes isn’t irreparable, and as long as we keep healing the tissue damage, it shouldn’t be an issue.” She opened her eyes and blinked a few times before looking at Sal. “So, make sure you come back in for regular checkups, okay?”

Quest uncrossed his arms and let out of sigh of relief. “Thank you for all your help. Could you give us a few moments?”

Even though he phrased it like a question, Quest strode across to the door and activated it with a keycard at his waist.

With a knowing nod, the Healer got to her feet and gave Sal a reassuring pat on the shoulder. “Try to get some rest before the next excursion. Your body is fatigued and needs time to recover.” With that said, she picked up her medical tablet and left the room.

The headmaster closed the door.

His expression was still unreadable, which gave Sal a growing sense of uneasiness. Even if Quest was annoyed, Sal hadn’t done anything wrong. Erika was the one who had controlled his body and got his arms shattered. Sal hadn’t been reckless during the excursion, and despite knowing that, Quest’s silence fed into that growing anxiety.

“I’m sorry, Salvatore,” Quest started as he sat on the stool the Healer had just vacated. He rubbed his eyes with his fingers, underneath his glasses. “We made arrangements and safeguards to ensure your safety, and they came right back to bite us in the ass. Neuro is currently talking with Erika about her behavior, and we’ll be putting in further safeguards before you challenge the tower.” Quest spoke through his hands before bringing them down and interlacing his fingers.

A few moments of silence passed before he continued with a heavy sigh and humorless smile. “My greatest fear was that you might use your Skill Master ability to cut off another student’s ability when you were personally threatened. Seeing how you responded to that wretch from Bastion, I was nervous that you’d do it again under similar circumstances.” Quest looked up from the floor and stared directly at Sal. “You didn’t, and I want to commend you for that. It showed incredible restraint and maturity.”

Sal wondered whether Quest knew that he had threatened to do that very thing to Erika when he regained his abilities. He hadn’t done it, which was what counted. Even if she absolutely deserved it. Sal had every right to feel angry and pissed off with everything that had happened—and he had been seething from the train station to the dorms—but now that he was lying in front of Quest, he felt vindicated.

Quest wasn’t telling him that he was weak, or that he had made the wrong choice, or anything like that. The headmaster of Quest Academy was apologizing to him, and that was enough to quell his anxiety, for the moment. Sal wanted to hear how Erika would be punished and whether there would be any sort of ramifications for her actions. But it would be petty to ask at this point. There were other answers he needed far more.

Sitting up in the bed, Sal was relieved to feel zero pain in his arms, which elicited a small smile.

“Erika told me that I’m wasting my potential as a Hero.” There was no point in dancing around the topic, so Sal went straight to the root of his uncertainty. “Skill Master, specifically. She believes I should be replicating the best Offensive abilities and working on the front lines. Do you agree?”

He tried to keep the edge out of his voice as he recalled the conversation with Erika at the train station platform. A part of him wanted Quest to give him the answer, rather than figuring out what he needed to do for himself. It would be easier to say that he was following orders than to carve his own path.

Quest chuckled and shook his head. “I highly doubt she was tactful when she said it to you, but it’s a valid question. Are you familiar with the Hero, Grant?”

Sal thought about it before admitting that he wasn’t.

“Grant got his name from being able to temporarily bestow or grant abilities to others. He is a walking catalogue, but he was born with what is called Skill Savant. From our own research, your Skill Master is a different strain of that same ability. We try not to determine them as better or worse than others, but rather that they’re different. Grant is able to see weaves just like you, but can temporarily implant one of his own creation into another person. When we asked him about knots, he said he couldn’t see them. Do you understand where I’m going with this?” Quest smiled.

Sal shrugged as he hazarded a guess. “That Skill Master isn’t that special?”

Quest barked a laugh. “Heavens, no. It’s incredibly special. Grant helped us create the technology for Skill Implanting and Imprinting. Our database of abilities was almost entirely constructed by Replicators like you and Grant. But the limiting factor for Grant is that he can’t see the knots like you can. Your limiting factor, by comparison, is that you can’t implant abilities into others. Neither of those things are negatives but are instead opportunities for us to advance our understanding of skills. If we can harness your capability of permanently improving the skills of others, it will be one of the greatest leaps forward for humanity in decades. But we need to exercise extreme caution with this until you’re more established.”

Sal blinked at that and looked at his own hands. “I don’t mean to be rude, but if it’s such a valuable ability, why aren’t you letting me use it? Shouldn’t I be out on the front lines or visiting the guilds to help unknot the top Heroes?”

A frown appeared on Quest’s face, and Sal quickly added more context, in the hopes it might sway him. “The visor that you encouraged me to Craft, it calculates the knots perfectly so I can use Skill Master safely. I’ve already checked with some people, and it looks like I’d be able to safely unknot their weaves without any sort of damage.”

Quest’s frown melted away as a wry smile tugged at his lips. “Like your friend, Blathnaid? A girl with a mangled weave is suddenly able to create a fort out in the wilderness. Don’t forget that I have a tracker too, Salvatore.”

Sal’s heart stopped as he realized he had been caught.

Quest waved a hand as though it were obvious. “Upgrade explained the circumstances, and we came to a compromise of sorts, but I’ll get to that later. We’re not letting you use your ability until you’ve showcased a proper mastery of it. Your visor is an incredible piece of equipment, but you need to understand your ability to the point that you can make the correct judgments without the use of equipment. It’s similar to Professor Beck’s Analysis ability, where the tracker ends up becoming a limiting factor to the true mastery of the ability.”

It was a lot to take in, but Sal found himself getting excited. It wasn’t a flat refusal and there was hope he could use his ability in the near future. He visibly perked up and leaned forward with a smile.

“So, do I spend extra classes with Professor Lombardi to learn more about the skill? Or is there a mastery-based skill in the catalogue? I need something like that to make a fix for Gallant’s problem with Soul Forge.” He stopped talking the moment he realized he was rambling.

Quest’s eyebrow perked up. “You’re trying to fix Gallant’s issue?”

Sal nodded but waved his hand as though it wasn’t a big issue. “Sorry, it was just when you mentioned about improving mastery. I think that’s probably the best solution for him, if I can create equipment that gives him a boost with it. Maybe something evolutionary, so Prestige can power-level the equipment for him until it gives him full control over his ability.”

“Hmm.” Quest folded his arms. “I was of the opinion that Mr. Brophy was aiming for the Savior class to get a Skill Implant. Mastery is an interesting angle. How confident are you that it could work?”

Sal lifted his upturned palms as he shrugged. “I don’t think there’s anything I can do from a Skill Master perspective as his ability has evolved beyond his control. Knotting it wouldn’t revert the ability to Hype, so the only solution I could think of was to increase his innate mastery over the ability. I just don’t know if such an ability exists and if I could put it into equipment for him. I only have a week before the tower, but I think I could get it done with Blathnaid’s help.”

Quest nodded with a thoughtful expression. “We’re going to be having several high-profile visitors arriving over the next month. The evals will be starting for the third-years. Guilds will be coming to scout and evaluate their progress before the draft next semester. I’ll see if we can get Coach to come in early and have a meeting with you. His proficiency ability might be able to help.”

Sal didn’t interrupt Quest as it looked as if the headmaster were conflicted.

“It’ll be cutting it fine in terms of time but leave it with me. There was another thing, relating to your Skill Master ability.” Quest looked at Sal carefully, as though weighing his words before continuing.

“The compromise I came to with Upgrade was in conjunction with the Doom Council, the Hunter Bureau, and the United Guilds Association. All parties were made aware during your admission that you had the Skill Master ability and that you could potentially create new weaves, but the fact that you can improve external abilities is still unknown. Mythcrafter will likely be revealed over time as the Reavers parade that Legendary sniper rifle around, but we’d like to keep the full potential of your Skill Master ability under wraps for a while longer, until you can control it and you’re more established.” Quest spoke in a quiet voice, but there was a smile on his face.

“Fixing Gallant’s issue would be a good start in becoming established, as Prestige is a fantastic person to have in your corner. We want to ensure that you’re prolific enough that nobody tries anything stupid to monopolize your capabilities.”

Quest raised a hand at the sudden look of shock on Sal’s face. “I’m not saying these things to frighten you, Salvatore. You saw yourself that Bastion are insidious in their tactics, and we can’t be too careful. We took the same precautions with Grant when we discovered his powers. It’s better for us to be hyper-vigilant rather than complacent…”

Quest paused with a frown as he likely recalled how easily the Bastion had infiltrated the Controller class. With a shake of his head, he smiled at Sal and continued. “We’ve put something together that should help all parties involved. You remember the list of abilities that I shared with you?”

Sal nodded as he reached for his tablet to show Quest the list.

“No need to get it. Grant compiled that list with other Replicators, but it’s still incomplete. We had a machine that was used to replicate the weaves and test their viability with different essence structures. Similar to how we used to determine strains for vaccines. Upgrade has been working on it for the last few weeks to make it more robust, and we’d like you to use it to improve your mastery over Skill Master.

“You’ll be able to test weaves and improve them with the machine. If it calculates them as safe, then we can use that data for the upcoming implants. It’s a safe method for us to use your ability. And to add in an incentive, we’ll pay Q-Cred for any new weaves you add to the database. So, feel free to experiment with different combinations that you think could work.”

Quest finished and looked at Sal expectantly, as though waiting for his verdict.

Sal exhaled slowly. “How many new weaves do I need to submit before I’m allowed to use my ability on others?”

Quest’s smile faltered. “It’s not something you need to rush, Sal. This is something that can be worked on over the course of your time at Quest Academy.”

Sal shook his head. “A lot of the people I want to help don’t have that long. How many weaves do I need to submit?”

A few moments of silence passed where Sal held Quest’s gaze before the headmaster chuckled and sighed in defeat.

“Suit yourself. I need a one hundred percent success rate on ten weaves in succession from each essence category. If any fail, Sal, you need to start again. With nine distinct categories, that should be ninety perfect successes in a row. That would fill me with confidence that you know what you’re doing, and you’re not allowed to use your visor for any of them.”

Sal frowned and tilted his head to one side. “Undoing one easy knot ninety times in a row wouldn’t actually prove mastery. What if I gave you one ultimate weave for each essence category? That will show that I had to make each one perfect and without the visor.”

In the back of his head, Sal was doing the numbers. Ninety flawless calculations in a row was going to be a massive task, and he needed to find a way to cut that number down dramatically. Smaller numbers with higher stakes would be much more straightforward.

Quest’s smile grew wider. “You can take the auctioneer out of the auction house…” He looked like he was thinking about it for a moment before clicking his fingers. “Three ultimate weaves for Body Manipulation, Invention, and Replication. One ultimate weave for the remaining categories.”

Sal returned the smile. “Remove the stipulation that they have to be in succession, and you have a deal.”

Quest shook his head. “We’ll switch it to a practical test in front of a panel. If you can showcase your capability to the standard that we need, then you’ll be allowed to use your ability on those who consent to it.”

Sal offered his hand to Quest, who shook it. “So, now that we’ve gotten all that out of the way… how is Erika being punished?”





Chapter 2: Change

“So, you’re going to get her to wear the restraining locket for the duration of the tower exercise?” Sal asked in disbelief. Surely it was a death sentence to send Erika into the tower without her abilities. Much to his surprise, Quest nodded with a resolute expression.

“It came from Neuro, not me. I thought a reduced grade would be enough to wake her up, but he stepped in and advised that solution. I’m sure Neuro would have preferred to have the conversation with you himself, but as you’ve asked, I’m happy to pass on the details.” Quest continued his explanation as he guided Sal out of the infirmary, pausing only to close the door behind them.

“It may sound barbaric, but his reasoning was simple. She is acting as a Controller, not as a combatant. She needs to be able to communicate with people effectively and utilize their strengths. For reasons unknown to us, she has been defaulting to using her powers to control her teams rather than building any semblance of trust with them. Neuro believes that this is an excellent opportunity for her to learn how to cooperate with others.”

Sal snorted, then immediately apologized. “Sorry, she’s just… not the type who will learn. I fully believe she’s going to double down and refuse to wear the locket. Even Prestige couldn’t get her to back down.” He thought back to their training out in the wilderness and shuddered involuntarily.

Quest’s expression softened as he shook his head. “I’d ask you to be a little more compassionate, Salvatore. Erika has lived a life where her every moment had a running commentary. I can’t imagine how horrid it must be to hear the intrusive thoughts of every person who locks eyes with you. She’s going to be experiencing true silence for the first time in her life, and it will likely be devastating for her. If she can accept this punishment and truly reflect on her actions, then she’ll be better equipped to become a Hero in the future. I know you have your grievances with her, and I can’t ask you to forget that experience. I only ask that you try to see the good in others, even when it might be really hard to see.”

Quest finished that last part with a wink.

Sal nodded. “I’ll try my best.”

If he was honest with himself, he was both shocked and impressed at how hard Neuro had come down on his daughter. The very thing Sal wanted to threaten Erika with, the removal of her powers, was exactly what Neuro proposed as a punishment. Brophy’s restraining locket was designed to keep him from using his abilities out in the field, but to have two people on their team wearing them was a little ridiculous.

No matter how much Quest tried to reason with Sal that Erika was just a misunderstood girl with issues, he wasn’t the one who took a golem punch to the chest. Quest didn’t see the look on her face when she’d called Sal a little bitch. She was calculating and manipulative, and soon, she’d be entering the tower without her powers. Sal wasn’t going to pretend he wasn’t happy about it.

“And here we are,” Quest announced as he stood in front of an unfamiliar doorway.

Sal looked around in confusion. “We’re still in the infirmary building. I thought we were going to the workshop to see the weave machine?”

Quest smiled as he clapped Sal on the shoulder. “All in due time, Salvatore. Patching you up physically is one thing, but mentally is quite another. Upgrade reported that you were experiencing nightmares since your foray into the dungeon with her and Chatfield. Coupled with your recent experience with the Mind Control and the golem attack… it would be incredibly irresponsible for us to just dust you off and send you on your way.”

Sal’s confidence in getting to the workshop anytime soon waned by the second. It felt like Quest was just placing new obstacles in front of him to stop him from getting to work on the weaves. He was also starting to wonder just how much Upgrade was reporting to Quest. She had ratted him out about Blathnaid and about the nightmares? He’d need to have a chat with her about that. She hadn’t steered him wrong yet, and there hadn’t been any negative outcomes from her meddling, so he wasn’t too annoyed. Just as he was about to ask where they were, the door opened to reveal a heavily scarred figure wearing bright-red pajamas.

Quest faltered but quickly recovered with a laugh. “I’m guessing you’ve clocked out for the evening. Don’t worry, I just wanted to introduce one of your new assignments.”

Without any hesitation, Quest glanced at Sal and gestured at the confused man. “Salvatore Argento, this is Sergeant Head. He’s the Resilience instructor here at Quest Academy. He’s going to help you understand the emotions you felt in the dungeon and during the excursion.”

Sal offered his hand in greeting, but Sergeant Head just looked at it before turning his attention to Quest.

“Why was a first-year student in a dungeon?”

Sergeant Head’s tone was so cold that Sal flinched.

“Chatfield took him,” Quest answered as he placed a hand on Sal’s back.

“Oh, well, that’s different then. What did he do to get on the captain’s bad side?” Sergeant Head chuckled as he finally grasped Sal’s hand in an iron grip. His smile was practically menacing, and Sal did not feel like he was the best person to talk to about emotional stability.

Sal tried to disengage his hand from the grip, but it was pointless. He’d only get his hand back when the sergeant relinquished it.

With a slight tilt of his head, the sergeant looked at Sal with narrowed eyes. “Say, are you the Support kid who’s on Brophy’s team?”

He finally let go of Sal’s hand and turned his attention back to Quest. “Prestige hit me up to say that Brophy’s been dodging my sessions and not to believe his excuses. Dragged him here myself a few hours ago for a debrief and heard all about the fuckery in the forest. Chatfield wouldn’t have put a Crafter in a dungeon, so why don’t you tell me what’s really going on here?”

Sergeant Head placed his hands on his hips, and even with his red pajamas, his imposing presence didn’t look comical in the slightest.

Quest looked as if he wanted to sigh in exasperation, but he kept a smile on his face before trying to explain.

“Salvatore has a higher Crafting potential than Doc Ameye but was terrified of demons. Upgrade wanted him to overcome that fear by pushing him to fight some demons in a dungeon, and Chatfield tagged along to ensure nothing happened to him. He’s been experiencing nightmares, and recently had a traumatic ordeal during the excursion in the forest. Rather than waiting for your Resilience classes to commence, I thought we could get ahead of the curve and set Sal up with some one-on-one sessions with you.”

Sergeant Head scratched at one of the many scars that covered his left arm. “Okay, but what outcome do you want? He looks scared shitless of his own shadow. Do we need to turn him into a killer?” He shook his head, as though dismissing the thought immediately. “Or just keep him operational long enough to reach his potential?”

Quest finally let out the exasperated sigh and shook his head. “The latter. I personally believe that if Sal reaches his full potential, we’ll be in for one hell of a show.” He turned and gave Sal a warm smile, which was ruined by the snort that came from Sergeant Head.

“Gotcha. We start tomorrow then. Where do you feel most comfortable? Scratch that. It’s probably the workshop. I’ll meet you there.”

When the door closed in their faces, Sal looked at Quest and exhaled slowly. “I’m guessing this is one of those Chatfield situations where he grows on you over time?”

Quest shook his head as he moved in the direction of the workshop. “Something like that.”

***

It had been close to a month since Sal had been in the workshop, and it finally felt like he was home. He could have done without the stares from the second- and third-years, but ignored those as he followed along behind Quest. If he was honest with himself, their gazes were more than likely being aimed at the headmaster for appearing in the workshop.

Sal glanced around at the workstations and couldn’t help but be impressed at the shift in quality in just a few weeks. It had been predominantly first-year students who had occupied the space while the second- and third-years were out on work experience and on excursions. But now that they were back, Sal finally got to appreciate what the higher years were capable of.

Elaborate sets of armor and weaponry were displayed at various stages of completion, some with intricate runes and shoddy craftsmanship, and others that had been meticulously forged. The only constant around the room was the clamor of students arguing over space, tools, and materials.

“It seems to get worse every time I visit,” Quest remarked as he looked around the workshop with a smile.

With a glance in Sal’s direction to catch his attention, he gestured to where Forge was mentoring a small group of students.

“I mentioned that the evals are coming up. It’s a big deal for the Support classes as they’ll be able to get their official licenses when the guild evaluators come to scout the third-year students. Appraisal, Restoration, Repair, Construct, Epicraft… you name it. Everyone here is trying to get the best license to secure their future outside the academy.”

Sal nodded as he followed Quest’s gesture to see Forge gently correcting a student’s movements. “So why are the second-year students panicking if it’s an evaluation for the third-year students? Is there an end-of-semester project that they’re working toward, too?”

He was also curious as to why people like Martin and Gosia chose to remain at Quest Academy and wondered whether it had anything to do with the evals. They weren’t instructors and they weren’t students, either.

Quest smiled as he came to a stop in the center of the walkway. “The evals are open to anyone who has the Q-Cred to take the test. We offer first-years a free test if it aligns with their ability.”

A slight twinkle appeared in Quest’s eye as his smile grew wider. “We tend not to dispel the rumors that at least a quarter of our students end up dropping out after the first semester. You’re likely aware of the disproportionate amount of Support class-oriented abilities we get at Quest Academy? The evals system allows us to get the first-year students licensed and trained to a basic standard that they can start working immediately, so that they have options if they decide that being a Hero isn’t for them.”

Sal’s eyes widened at the sudden realization. “They don’t get expelled?”

Quest shook his head slightly. “We would be failing them if we cut them loose just because they couldn’t punch demons to death. But we do need them to be able to add value to society, and licenses are an integral component. We have many companies and guilds waiting for a fresh roster of Supports to fill their ranks. With them, we can advance our reclamation and restoration efforts and start rehoming even more refugees.”

He paused before looking back at the rowdy bunch of Support students milling around the workshop.

“Competition is what drives them to become better. Our ranking systems and curriculum are designed to showcase how difficult it is to become a Hero. Sometimes, it’s a kindness to be shown that being a Hero isn’t everything it’s cracked up to be.”

Sal couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “So, there’s no penalty for failure? I already have an Appraisal license. Aren’t you worried that I’ll just get one for Mythcrafter and stop pushing myself?”

It somehow felt so hollow. Had they predetermined who would become a Hero and who would be designated as a Support from the beginning? Sal tried to wrap his head around everything Quest was telling him. It was great that the Supports weren’t being completely abandoned and that they had careers ahead of them, but it felt like they were set up to fail from the very beginning. The curriculum wasn’t taught to showcase their strengths, but to highlight their weaknesses.

If Quest Academy spent their resources nurturing the Supports as much as they did the Controller and Offense classes, then maybe it would be a different reality. Wouldn’t there be more Support Heroes? It finally dawned on Sal why he couldn’t find many Support guilds in the high tiers.

“Why are you even telling me this?” Sal asked in frustration.

Quest’s smile didn’t leave his face as he looked at Sal. “Because you have the power to change everything.”

With that said, he raised a finger and gestured at one of the private rooms on the other side of the workshop. “But before you can do that, you have a lot of weaves to complete. Your Q-Card is already set up with permission for the room, and I’ve been informed that your materials have been moved there from Room 17. Upgrade should be by shortly to run you through how it all works, so I wish you the best of luck with it.”

Quest started to turn away to leave, but paused as he looked around the chaotic workshop. “You might want to start thinking about using up some of that Q-Cred, by the way. Maybe get yourself a more peaceful workspace?”


Chapter 3: Weave

Sal couldn’t help but marvel at the floating orb in the center of the room. He tried tapping his card against the terminal to close the door behind him without looking, but missed three times and eventually had to tear his eyes away from the construct.

When the door closed, the curious glances from the workshop were cut off and Sal was left alone with the absolute feat of engineering. He couldn’t even begin to fathom how it had been Crafted in the first place. Six mechanical arms rested in place around the orb, each shaped like a sickle, cradling the sphere within their blade.

At the base was a wide cylinder that supported each of the arms, which was a messy array of cabling and pulsating lights. Sal followed the cables to a workstation that resembled a humanoid torso, covered in layers of fine thread.

No matter how curious Sal felt about everything around him, he knew better than to touch anything. It didn’t mean he wasn’t going to have a proper look, though.

	Name	Skill Manipulation Station
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	New
	Current Grade	Uncommon
	Materials	Plasmonics | Quantum Dots | Superconductors | Optical Fibers | Carbon Nanotubes | Liquid Crystals | Silicone | Graphene | Gallium Nitride | Ceramics | Neodymium…
	Attributes	Deduction: Can rapidly process real-time information.
Analysis: Can interpret visual data and information.

	Abilities	Deduction | Analysis
	Power Source
	External Essence
	Condition	100%
	Value	Est. $Unknown


Sal was stumped as he tried to get more information from the construct. He dismissed the dimensions as they hurt his brain even trying to piece together what all the different directions were. There were far too many shapes and curves for a proper calculation.

As for the runes, many of them were obscured from his vision and he couldn’t really see them. The materials, on the other hand, kept popping up for him, but he couldn’t recognize their names or what they even did. Only the attributes were familiar to him.

“So, what is the Master Appraiser’s verdict?” Upgrade’s voice sounded out from behind, causing Sal to jump.

Sal scratched the back of his head as he turned around to look at Upgrade. “Deduction, Analysis, and the fact that it’s called a Skill Manipulation Station. That’s about the size of it… and there’s about a thousand material names I can’t even pronounce.”

Upgrade laughed as she walked straight passed him. “Okay, that makes me feel a lot better. Most of this is old-school technology, and it’s no surprise that your eyes can’t make sense of it since there’s very little essence involved in its construction. We’re using good old-fashioned processing power for simulations.” She lifted the humanoid torso to one side and neatly placed the threads to the other side before flicking a number of switches on a nearby terminal.

“Obviously, we’ve got fancy abilities now that can do probability… but why reinvent the wheel when we can repurpose it?”

As Sal watched her work, the arms came to life and started to rotate around the sphere at a slow and consistent pace. The light from the orb seeped through the cables on the ground and fed into the thin threads that were stacked next to the humanoid torso on the table next to Upgrade.

“It’s still a bit of a mess, but you’re going to love it.” Upgrade beamed over her shoulder as she continued stuffing things into drawers and cleaning away tools and debris to make space.

Sal smiled and shook his head with a sigh. “Quest mentioned that you told him about me untying Blathnaid’s ability…” He left the sentence hanging there. Even though he didn’t get in trouble, he still wasn’t sure how he felt about it. Did he need to be careful about what he said to her in the future?

Upgrade turned around with a single raised eyebrow and gave him a pointed look. “Sal. I’m going to let you try that again.” She gave him a gentle smile before turning back to her station. “Because I know that it hasn’t been three weeks that we haven’t seen each other, where you’ve been off making forts out of wood that can amplify grenades… getting your arms broken and getting permission to use your unbelievable ability to help people unlock their full potential…”

Upgrade laughed as she shook her head. “I know that you wouldn’t start off our reunion with an accusation of me running off to Quest to tell tales about you. Because that would be ridiculous. Obviously, you’d want to talk about all the cool shit we’ve been building, right?”

Sal couldn’t help but laugh. He didn’t realize how much he had missed Upgrade in the time that he hadn’t seen her. “It was a really cool fort. I wish you could have seen it.”

Upgrade groaned as she turned around and leaned against the edge of the desk. “I know! Chatfield won’t let me go out to have a look at it until the excursion is over for everyone else. But the moment it’s over, we’re going out there, okay? He said it’s not completely busted, so I want to try repairing it a bit to see what happens to it in the future. Can you imagine what it would look like in a few years? Maybe it could become a man-made tower?”

Sal shrugged. “It was literally made with essence and scraps. At least we know what can be done with the right essence types.” He laughed as a thought came into his head. “If I’m going to be building sentient forts in the future, maybe I should bring around a load of cores with every ability essence type?”

Upgrade tilted her head and made a noise to indicate that it wasn’t the worst idea. “The core I wore around my neck was really useful for additional essence. Lots of people have an issue with essence familiarization—like Blathnaid, for example. She can’t use external essence because it disrupts her flow. She needs to convert it into her own first. Since you don’t really have that issue, you could make a scarf or something with dozens of core fragments that hold essence ability types?” She paused as though she just had a realization. “Doesn’t your visor already store the signatures?”

Sal shook his head. “It was different this time. I was using essence to break down the wood in the forest to make them into components I could craft with. Like, removing impurities. Since I was running out of essence, I borrowed some from the others. I didn’t replicate their abilities, but rather utilized their essence, if that makes sense?”

Upgrade shook her head and sighed. “It doesn’t make sense to me at all. I just want to see the final product, because the pictures looked amazing.” She took a step toward Sal and smiled widely. “Now, are you ready to give this thing a whirl?”

With a glance over her shoulder at the workstation, she made a satisfied sound. “Diagnostics are looking good to go, so I think we can do a test run, if you’re up for it?”

Sal returned the briefest of nods. “Just tell me what I need to do. None of this looks intuitive.”

Upgrade laughed as she moved behind him, placing her hands on his shoulders and turning him to face the gigantic orb. “This here is essentially the gigantic brain of the operation. All the processing power is done in that sphere. Think of the arms as giant spoons that are keeping the broth simmering, okay?”

Sal blinked. “Wait—it’s a broth or a brain?”

Upgrade slapped both of his shoulders at the same time with her palms. “Not important. Okay, so anyway, the brain broth is like a collection of synthetic essence that’s connected to the really fine threads we have over here.”

Upgrade moved to the right-hand side of Sal and shifted his view over to the humanoid shape resting on the table. “You just need to replicate a weave with those little threads and plot them through the dummy in the places that they’re supposed to fit, and if it’s recognized as a stable match, then boom! Success!” She clapped her palms against his shoulders again excitedly as though to emphasize her point.

Sal just shook his head. “How the hell are you a lecturer?”

Upgrade gave him a playful smack on the back of the head before leading the way over to the dummy. “Don’t worry, once we do this…”

She flicked a switch to her right, which caused nothing to happen. Upgrade stared at it before flicking it off again. She moved to a different switch and tried it slowly with a tentative expression. The fine threads suddenly sprung upright, as though they had been granted life.

A bright smile washed over Upgrade’s face as she bent the curtain of threads to the side so she could walk past them and return to Sal. “As you can see, they can now be shaped into weaves, and you can be as intricate as you like.”

A flash of red washed over the entire room, causing Sal to flinch in alarm.

Upgrade chuckled as she placed her hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. That’s the brain telling you that my impromptu curtain is not, in fact, a valid Skill Weave. Some of them won’t require the dummy, but some of them will. I was still working out all the details but thought we could probably get you started on it. So, what do you think?”

Sal didn’t say a word as he approached the threads. He was only used to seeing one thread in his own body that he used to craft a single weave, but now he was faced with dozens. The possibilities were practically endless, and it was exciting. Before he got ahead of himself, he wanted to ascertain whether what he was able to do internally would be reflected on this machine on a one-to-one basis. The simplest solution for him now would be to look at the only other person in the room.

“Don’t move for a second. I want to try something out,” Sal said as he looked directly at Upgrade.

As the Skill Master ability activated, Sal saw all the knots in Upgrade’s ability and rather than instinctively reaching for his own weave, he grabbed onto the foreign thread that felt weird against his fingers. It was coarse and resistant, and took a lot more movement than he was used to, but he moved the threads as he always did. Another factor he hadn’t anticipated was the lack of floating. In his mind, everything moved like it was zero gravity, so to compensate in the workshop, Sal had to balloon out certain parts of the weave to create the right curvature.

It was a painstakingly slow process with a lot of loops and twists, but Sal managed to replicate the weave based on what he was able to see. As he held it in place, he realized how stifled the weave was. It was like the entire thing was constrained in the small space it occupied.

Sal unconsciously refined all the areas between the threads, giving it ample room to breathe. When that was done, Sal instinctively understood that there were new weaves that could coexist symbiotically within Upgrade’s weave. It was just like when he had been creating the Mythcrafter weave at Skill Registration, but the difference was that he wasn’t working on a deadline this time around.

Upgrade’s actual weave was like a cautionary tale of where knots could form, and Sal used that knowledge to look carefully at the weave he was constructing. When he felt confident that there wouldn’t be any overlap between the threads, Sal added the new weaves his mind was showing him.

It was like an ethereal light that guided his path, and his fingers followed suit, guiding the threads in the directions it commanded. He could have imposed his will, like how he worked with the Mythcrafter ability, but he was happy to let the Skill Master ability pilot this one to see what happened.

When his new additions were established, Sal tweaked a few areas on the artificial weave to improve the rotations. He didn’t understand why, but Skill Master was suggesting it, and that was good enough for him. He then went through it to check for any mistakes, and barely got through it a second time before a flood of green light filled the entire room, illuminating Upgrade’s shocked expression.

An automated voice called out the verdict.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Evolve]

[Grade: 25]

[Description: Deducing…]

“What ability is that?” Upgrade’s voice was breathless as she alternated between staring at the orb and the weave suspended in front of Sal.

Sal smiled at Upgrade and pointed directly at her chest. “It’s yours. Or at least that’s what it could be in the future. How long did that take, by the way?”

[Description Deduced: Evolve is the final stage of the Repair ability, after Upgrade and Invent. Utilizing atmospheric essence, evolve and repurpose your surroundings with a thought.]

Upgrade didn’t answer. She continued to stare at the orb, her face unreadable.

Sal’s expression softened. “Upgrade, are you okay?”

“What do we need to do to get me to that level?” Upgrade’s voice cracked ever so slightly. Her eyes went wide as she finally looked at Sal with a wild smile.

“With a thought, Sal! Atmospheric essence. I could literally swoop onto the battlefield like Prestige and wave my hand and turn every demon into a flowerpot. THINK OF THE POSSIBILITIES!”

Sal sighed as he shook his head. “I genuinely thought you were annoyed. Are you going to tell me how long it took?”

Upgrade shrugged. “Something like fifteen minutes. And I was serious, by the way.”

Sal glanced up from the threads in front of him to see Upgrade smiling at him.

“I want to get to that level of power. Think of the difference we’d be able to make.”

Sal returned the smile. “If we can do it safely, then yes. But will you change your Hero name if that happens? Upgrade has a nice sound to it. Evolve… would we call you Volvo?”

The slap that came his way was faster than the golem attack.


Chapter 4: SynchroniZe

[No compatible users found]

[Closest Synchro Rate: 21%]

The declaration was damning and revealed a flaw in Sal’s plan. Quest’s intention had been to improve the Skills database by adding in a more robust selection of abilities, but the Evolve weave wasn’t compatible with any of the students or Heroes on record. It would have been easy for Sal to blast through a range of ultimate skills and be done with it, but it wouldn’t add any value if they were unusable. His agreement with Quest was to deliver on ultimate versions of the abilities, but the true value would be in adding records of improved skills rather than their pinnacle version.

“Don’t be disheartened, Sal. It’s still incredible.” Upgrade spoke as she watched him reaching toward the established weave that held the Evolve ability.

Sal shook his head with a smile. “I’m not. As you said, it only took about fifteen minutes for us to get that result. The real test for me is to find the middle ground between the skills we already know and the best versions of them. That’s where we’ll likely find the best synchronization rates.” He looked over at the giant orb of light as the mechanical arms rhythmically rotated around it.

“It’s actually really interesting. I’m learning how to practically utilize Skill Master, and that I can construct these incredible abilities… but the verdict from the machine is a sobering reminder that nobody is physically suited to actually wield them. At least not at their maximum potential.”

Upgrade’s worried expression melted away to reveal a smile as she sighed with relief. “That’s quite a mature mindset. It’s hard to believe that your first instinct is to make the weave worse so you can maximize its compatibility score. If it were me, I’d probably be hitting my head against the wall or trying to activate the Evolve ability just to see how it felt.”

Sal laughed as he started to reposition the weave. His eyes locked on Upgrade once again, and he used the knots in her ability as his template as he worked. Just as he was about to tie a knot into the weave, his fingers faltered. Glancing back at Upgrade, he had a thought.

“Upgrade, can you show me the Repair ability on the machine?”

Without questioning him, Upgrade moved to the terminal and inputted the request. “That should load now.”

The threads that Sal had been working on reformed in front of his face. The result was a much simpler version of the Upgrade ability, but it was enough to bring a wide smile to Sal’s face. He couldn’t explain it properly, but there were foundations. Almost like independent rotations or movements that needed space to work.

The later additions to the weave built upon the starting patterns and needed to respect what came before. Sal looked up from the weave and used his Skill Master ability to examine Upgrade’s, holding his breath in the hopes that he wasn’t going crazy. He quickly scanned through the location of the knots, and his eyes widened in shock.

Glancing back to double-check, Sal could see the overlap clearly. The starting patterns for the Repair weave had been overtaken by the Upgrade weave, which was causing a chokehold. All the guesswork that Sal had been putting into removing knots had been from a place of looking at what seemed the most restrictive. He should have been reestablishing the foundations of the base skills. All the percentages that the visor had shown him now finally made sense. He had been missing the context and understanding.

Before he could stop himself, Sal inspected the Repair ability in front of him and tried to determine exactly how it worked. To truly understand it, he needed to know what spaces were sacred, and what rotations needed to be prioritized.

It was much more difficult because he was looking at an inanimate weave rather than the ability itself. He could have easily just replicated it with his own internal weave, but he felt confident that he could do it with his eyes alone. Slight adjustments to improve flow rewarded both Sal and Upgrade with a flash of green light.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 92%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Repair]

[Grade: 4]

Sal ignored it and continued working with the thread. He had two options here. Either he could make it more compact and efficient to work as a stand-alone ability, or he could plan out the framework for it to later become the Evolve ability. One would suit students who wished for the Repair ability as an implant, and the other would work well for high-end Crafters.

Since there was no limitation on how many tries he had, Sal decided to do both, and started with the compact stand-alone version. He wound everything so efficiently that there was zero chance the weave would ever have the possibility of knotting because it would rotate too quickly. Using all the available threading, it hypothetically would use up the user’s full potential. A bead of sweat rolled down Sal’s forehead as he pulled his fingers away from the thread, just in time to see a green light flash.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 94%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Repair]

[Grade: 15]

“Grade fifteen!” Upgrade gasped as she whirled around to stare at the orb. “For a Repair skill? I have absolutely no idea what’s going on here. How did you go from a grade four to a grade fifteen?” She paced across to the terminal and typed in notes for each of the different recordings in the database. “I’m sending these across to Grant. He’s going to absolutely lose his shit. What should we call them, by the way? Do you have any fancy code names for them?”

Sal nodded as he wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “Yes, you can delete the first one. That was just the machine testing it prematurely while I was figuring things out. The second one is Solo Repair. It’ll never evolve beyond that ability, and that is the maximum potential it will ever achieve.”

Upgrade laughed as she looked at Sal. “That grade four is still better than the one we had on record. Most of the weave stability we have in the database is topping out in the eighty percent ranges. We’ve a few good exceptions in the higher ranks, and a lot more experimental ones in the lower ranks. As you can probably guess, the lower the grade of weave, the higher the weave stability.” Upgrade glanced back at the report on the terminal and shook her head. “Unless you’re Salvatore Argento, apparently.”

Sal just stared at Upgrade, not saying a word.

“What? Did I strike a nerve?” she asked with a raised eyebrow and a smile.

Sal pointed a finger at her accusingly. “Last time you started talking like this, I tried to make you feel better and you dragged me into a dungeon. So, this time, I’m saying nothing!”

Upgrade’s smile became much wider. “When you’re accepting your Lifetime Achievement Award from the Hunter Bureau, I want you to remember who it was that popped your dungeon cherry.”

Sal couldn’t help but laugh with her. “I’ll make sure to mention both you and Chatfield in my acceptance speech.”

[26 compatible users found]

[Highest Synchro Stability: 98%]

[Lowest Synchro Stability: 86%]

Upgrade whirled around to stare at the terminal. “Wait, was that for the grade fifteen Repair ability?” A bright smile flashed on her face as she rushed across to check the results on the terminal. “Yes! This is it, Sal. Exactly this!”

Sal had intended to continue with his plan to make another weave, but Upgrade’s excitement was so infectious that he wanted to better understand what was going on.

“It’s just the base ability, though. There’s no chance of it ever progressing to Upgrade, Invent or Evolve. Will that be okay?”

Upgrade snorted as though the answer were obvious. “Where you see a bottleneck in potential, I see the opportunity for us to have specialists. Grade fifteen, coupled with enough essence, would be able to repair practically anything we throw at it. Hell, if you could do the same with Restoration, then we’d have the guilds literally kicking down our doors to kidnap you.” Her eyes sparkled as she looked through the list of names that had been generated. “Fabi! She’s one of my favorites. You’d love her.”

Sal’s eyebrow shot up as he leaned over Upgrade’s shoulder to have a look. “Fabi Maccles? I bought her tutorial in the first week on the Credit Store. You’re saying the Repair ability is a match for her?”

Upgrade nodded with a wistful smile. “Yes, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves. She’s unlocked a lot of her gates, and uses Invention category essence, so it’s obvious she’d be pretty high on this list. She’s one of those Blathnaid types. Really hardworking, past the point of sense and taking care of themselves.”

She paused for a moment as though weighing her thoughts. “Do you think you could make a similar weave with the Upgrade ability, just to see if it could work for her?”

Sal frowned as he turned his attention from the list to Upgrade. “I could probably make the weave, but there’s no telling how suitable it would be for her. I have no idea what her current weave looks like, and how to make them work in harmony. It’s leaving a lot of it to chance.”

Upgrade smiled as she inputted a few commands in the terminal. She then pointed across the room to the humanoid torso resting on the bench. “I’ve uploaded Fabi’s profile to the body template. This could be a good time to practice your skills on existing weaves, rather than creating them from scratch.”

Sal sighed as he gave Upgrade a sideways glance. “So, I’m potentially helping one of your favorite students. Which is going to eat into my Crafting time for the tower…”

Upgrade raised an eyebrow and placed a hand on her hip. “And here I thought you just wanted to help others.” A small smile tugged at her lips. “Okay then, if you can find a compatible production weave for Fabi, I’ll help you with your Crafting for the tower. Do we have a deal?”

Sal raised a finger. “Actual help, not just mentoring. You can do that, too, but I’ve got a lot of stuff I need to build in just a week. Or… more like six days. Today is kind of a bust.”

Upgrade sighed as she placed a hand over her face. “Your priorities are literally the worst. You can just tell Chatfield and Quest that you’re not doing the tower and that you’re focusing on the Skill Master stuff. It’s a little ridiculous that you’re out in the field when you’re capable of so much more in here.”

Sal smiled as he walked over to the body template. “I thought about that a lot, and I think I have my answer.” He glanced over his shoulder to where Upgrade stood at the terminal. “Quest said that I should establish myself so that everyone will trust me enough to leave me alone. I need to build more connections, prove myself as capable and be seen as a Hero in the eyes of my peers. Not just as a commodity that can be plucked by the highest bidder.”

Pulling the torso upright, Sal could see a series of lights that represented the essence gates that Fabi had activated. He looked at them for a few moments before continuing.

“I want to keep learning new things and helping others. Either with equipment, or with unlocking their powers. That’s the kind of Hero I want to be. Not a frontline fighter, but someone who can be relied on.” Sal laughed as an egotistical thought popped into his head. “Who knows, maybe someday when people hear the name Argento, they won’t think of the auction house. Wouldn’t that be something?”

Upgrade let out an aggravated sigh from the other side of the room. “It was a joke. You didn’t need to get all sentimental on me.” She shook her head before a grin appeared on her face. “But, if you’re really going to set your sights high and focus on building up a reputation, then you’ll need to aim much higher than the Argento Auction.”

Sal laughed. “Let me guess, I need to overtake you in the Hero rankings?”

Upgrade shook her head, the grin never leaving her face. “Oh no, you’re going to have to be the best Crafting Hero known to man. One of the very few people the guilds and Hunter Bureau don’t dare fuck with is a Support Hero. You need to surpass Doc Ameye.”


Chapter 5: Raven

“So, tell me more about him. I’ve seen on the visor that Ameye Locomotive is like a faction or organization?” Sal asked as he continued to study the mess of threads that was supposed to represent Fabi Maccles. “He helped out with the evolutionary runes and the materials for the visor, so I know that he’s the real deal when it comes to Crafting.”

Upgrade exhaled slowly as though debating how to begin. “Like, where do you even start? He’s extraordinary. An absolute bastard, but simply extraordinary.”

“There.” Sal turned and pointed at Upgrade. “That’s where you start. Why is he a bastard?”

Upgrade chuckled as she shrugged. “Eh, alphabetically or categorically? He’s done a lot of questionable shit in his time.” She took one look at Sal’s unimpressed expression before gesturing for him to continue with the threads. “Okay, okay… sorry. Right, so the main thing is he doesn’t play well with others. Notoriously reclusive and not a team player at all. There have been so many events over the years where countless lives would have been saved if he had shown up, but it wasn’t a priority for him. He only does the bare minimum of what is required of him to keep his affiliation with the Hunter Bureau.”

Upgrade’s voice became almost monotone as she started to count off her fingers. “He doesn’t share any of the newest tech he creates, and instead releases a couple of commission slots for the highest bidders to keep the money coming in. He will only take on portal breaks after a period of time to maximize the number of materials he can farm from the salvage.” Her expression darkened slightly as she reached the last finger on her hand. “And what makes him a bastard most of all is that he attends the evals at Quest Academy every year and crushes the dreams of every Crafter he encounters.”

Sal winced at that last part. “Guessing you had a frosty meeting with him before?”

Upgrade barked a laugh. “You could say that. He said that I had the same potential as one of his earliest drones. He was smiling, too, like it was a compliment.”

“The portal break thing is fucked up, though. How could you classify him as a Hero if he acts like that?” Sal frowned, which caused Upgrade to fidget a little.

“It’s not the full story. I said he was extraordinary too, didn’t I?” Upgrade sighed. “Barrier systems, mounted turrets, the train connecting all the safe zones? All of them were developed or drastically improved by Ameye Locomotive. He’s a straightforward guy, in which he’ll tell you the correct way to do something. If you do it a different way, then he won’t come to help you when you fail.”

Upgrade took a steadying breath as she continued. “All the instances where he’s refused to help out have been when certain Heroes are involved. Remember I said he’s not a team player? Well, if you want Doc Ameye on your side, you can’t have a long list of Heroes or guilds in your corner. The man burns bridges, many for good reasons. Best way to get him to come and help you is to ensure that nobody on his blacklist profits from his arrival.”

“That is like… the height of pettiness.” Sal laughed as he shook his head in disbelief. “Like, I kinda respect it in a way because he’s not compromising. But, it’s really extreme, isn’t it?”

Upgrade nodded. “Yeah. He’s a bag of eccentricities, but he can back it up with his Crafting. Back before he became all reclusive and stuff, he did some lectures here at Quest Academy. Masterclasses before they were an official thing. It practically bankrupted me in terms of Q-Cred, but it was worth it.”

A smile appeared as she looked off to one side. She tilted her head back and impersonated Doc Ameye with a cold and calculating voice. “Standardized workflows and processes are the path forward with Crafting. Build your capability to the pinnacle you can achieve, and then automate it. Why iterate on perfection when you can reproduce it efficiently and effectively? In Crafting, if you continually chase a dream, that’s all it will ever be. Build small, build well, and grow from there.”

Sal dropped the weave in his hand as he turned to look at Upgrade in surprise. “The standardized workflow, like what’s going to happen to the Support classes here?” He thought about it for a moment, then smiled. “I know you said he was a bastard, but that advice is interesting. I don’t really understand the automation part, but I like what he said about sticking to building something small and growing it from there. It’s like what we did with the evolutionary runes for the revolver and visor.”

Upgrade nodded with a smile. “It was a fantastic lecture, and I learned so much from him. I practically ran back here after it was over and drew up the design for the drone concept. Automation is something you’ll learn in classes in the future, but it will be incredibly useful for you.”

She gestured at the floating orb in the center of the room. “Just like how this can run simulations and carry out commands, you can automate a crafted construct to do the same. But just to inspire you a little more, and to add an additional point into the extraordinary category for Doc Ameye… his train is a workshop with a sentient artificial intelligence.”

“Sentient? Like a consciousness?” Sal asked in shock. He couldn’t wrap his head around how something like that would be possible.

Upgrade laughed as she waved her hand in front of her. “Nothing as ridiculous as you’re imagining. He has a few of them on the train, but the main brain is called Protocol. It’s a repurposed dungeon heart with a series of commands and you guessed it, protocols. Essentially, it makes judgments based on all the information available. Doc Ameye has fitted out every available skyscraper with a turret and beacon, which let him map out the entire city. Protocol uses that information and optimizes the best routes and combat strategies based on the enemy types and firepower available.”

Upgrade raised her other palm and looked at it. “But then, the one I thought you’d actually like is called Vulcan. It’s an entire train cabin of mechanical drones that work on Crafting and refining materials around the clock.”

Sal couldn’t believe what he was hearing. How was any of this possible? Another thought came to him, which made him a little suspicious. “I thought you said he was incredibly reclusive. How come you know all of this?”

“As much as I’d love to say that Doc Ameye noticed my incredible talents and wanted to be my mentor, that would be an absolute lie.” Upgrade sighed as she dramatically put a hand to her forehead.

“However, my idiot brother somehow managed to befriend the cantankerous old git. Doc Ameye gave him a guided tour and even made him a new bow, just to show him how Vulcan worked.”

Sal just stared at Upgrade. “You never said you had a brother.”

“You never asked,” Upgrade shot back as she made a point to step up on her toes to look over Sal’s shoulder. “How’s that thread coming along? Looks like you haven’t even started?”

Sal ignored her comment about the threads. “What’s your brother like? How do you think he managed to get close to Doc Ameye?”

Upgrade’s expression darkened. “Everyone likes him. It’s the worst. He’s not even a Crafter.”

Sal thought about it. She had said that Doc Ameye made a bow for him. “Does he have a Mimicry ability? Or something that improves his accuracy?”

Upgrade sighed. “You’re not going to let this go, are you?” She pinched the bridge of her nose before continuing. “His Hero name is Raven. He was in the Offense class, and is ridiculously unsuited for the work that he does. He climbs buildings and shoots arrows at demons.” A humorless laugh escaped her lips. “He is a piece of shit and an endless source of my anxiety.”

“Why is he unsuited for it?” Sal prodded further, wondering how close he was to Upgrade snapping.

Upgrade stared at Sal for a few moments before answering. “His name is Raven because he can talk to birds. That’s his ability. It’s at best a Controller class ability, but at worst, it’s a Support class Scouting ability. But no, that’s not good enough for him… so he decides to be on the front lines, risking his life daily.”

Sal couldn’t even get an answer out before Upgrade started venting.

“Birds, Sal. He. Can. Talk. To. Birds. Not control them. That would be useful. He can just communicate with them. And yet, he is somehow the guy who Doc Ameye decides to befriend.” Upgrade’s teeth clenched and she was about to launch into another tirade when a thought seemed to pop into her head. “I haven’t had a coffee yet. Sal, do you want one?”

Sal nodded quickly. “Yes, please. I’ll get working on this.” He pointed at the threads with a nervous smile, happy that the outburst had been resolved. He couldn’t help but laugh to himself at how ridiculous their conversation had been.

Doc Ameye did indeed sound incredible, especially with both Vulcan and Protocol. In the back of his mind, he wondered whether the dormant dungeon heart in his dorm would be a suitable component to Craft something similar.

The idea of having a train as a base of operations, patrolling around the city and fighting the demons, sounded really cool. Sal even started to daydream of what it would be like to have an entire guild set up on a train line. Hell, what if he removed the restriction of a train and instead had a flying ship of some kind?

It took a few moments to purge his head of those thoughts. It was an exciting prospect to have such an accomplished person as a target, but incredibly daunting too. The best thing he could do was to heed the advice that Upgrade had recounted earlier: build small, build well, and grow from there. That’s exactly what he was going to do. Fabi Maccles’s power was just the next step of his own personal journey.

A few seconds later, Sal cursed as he tried to untangle the monstrosity that was supposed to be a weave. Fabi Maccles had somehow managed to access close to seventy gates, but her ability was barely functional. It existed, but it wasn’t drawing any of the power in her surroundings. Sal could only guess that she was encouraged to focus on her meditation in the hopes that it would heal her ability, but all it did was increase her essence capacity and control. That would be great if you were trying to make yourself a prime candidate for a Skill Implant, but not ideal if you wanted to improve your weave.

Sal rummaged through the thread for a few more minutes before finally accepting defeat. There was no way that he was going to figure it out by just moving his hands around in such a tight, enclosed space. He was going to instead try to replicate the weave himself in his mind and then use that to guide his actions. Even the smallest of knots being undone should reveal what Skill Weave he was working with.

That determination ended up being a complete lie. Sal was at knot seventeen and there was still no green light to indicate that there had been a recognized skill. It was an incredibly bewildering experience because he wasn’t rewiring her weave to create something new. He was cleaning up her existing one. How could it not be recognized with seventeen knots undone?

Sal kept at it, looking at the weave in his head and then at the one in the body, when he had an epiphany. Rather than trying to blindly unknot everything he could see, he tried to determine which threads were the foundation of the weave. It was a nigh impossible task considering that he had to ignore his Skill Master ability that wanted to make the ability amazing.

Since there were seventy gates, Sal had to use trial and error to determine which ones were integral to the functioning of the weave. It was on his twelfth attempt that he noticed a coffee beside him. By the fortieth gate, the half-drunk coffee was stone-cold and Sal finally had some progress.

A flicker of light in his mind’s eye told him that there was a weave here. He didn’t know what it was, but that didn’t matter. He held onto the weave tentatively as he checked to see how he had plotted it out. The pattern was new to him, and the energy that was drawn from it felt right. He still wasn’t happy with the progress, but it was a definite start in the right direction. A green light flooded the room, which removed all the pent-up tension in Sal’s shoulders.

[Skill Profile: Fabi Maccles]

[Weave Stability: 61%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Assembly]

[Grade: 1]

“Whoa,” Upgrade announced from behind Sal, causing him to jump at the sudden sound. She stood at the terminal, looking at the results. “This is a great start, Sal. The stability is quite low, but it’s far beyond my expectations.”

Sal wiped the sweat from his brow and downed the remainder of the cold coffee before joining Upgrade at the terminal. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but Fabi has no idea what her power is, does she? If that was her registered profile, then she can’t activate a thing.”

Upgrade gave a slight nod as she continued to read through the information. “Assembly makes sense. She’s a gifted Crafter despite not being able to utilize her ability. Maybe it’s influenced her intuition when it comes to putting things together?”

Sal frowned as he looked at it. “I don’t know. Assembly looks like it comes before Construct, but according to this… It’s in a completely different ability family?” He gestured at an area on the screen that was filled with question marks that should have shown the evolutionary path for the Assembly ability. “Also, it looked nothing like Blathnaid’s Construct ability. I should be able to go a bit faster now that I have the basis, but don’t expect anything dramatic. It’s painfully slow when working with the torso.”

Upgrade smiled before giving Sal a sideways glance. “There is an added benefit of using this method though.” She gestured at the orb in the center of the room. “Since you’re working within a profile of a student, that green light signifies that the changes you’re making wouldn’t endanger the student. Everything you’ve done so far wouldn’t harm Fabi. Rather, she’d be finally able to utilize her ability for the first time.”

Sal returned the smile as he rolled up his sleeves and approached the torso again. “Well then, let’s make sure we give your favorite something more than a grade one.”

“I said one of my favorites!” Upgrade laughed from the terminal.


Chapter 6: Maestro

Sal stepped back in a daze, almost stumbling but with a wide smile. He looked up in anticipation for the green light, but when he was rewarded with his seventh red light in a row, all he could do was laugh. It wasn’t going to defeat him, and he was having far too much fun to stop now. Fabi Maccles—it was going to be a name he’d curse for the rest of his life. Her entire weave was the bane of his existence, but it was also the most challenging thing that his ability couldn’t solve.

Ever since he had stepped into Quest Academy, he had just needed to throw in some effort and things worked out perfectly. Yet, here he was, trying to drag a fragmented and unstable basic power up a few grades in a way that was compatible with its host. All through intuition and self-learning, and it was an absolute pain in the ass.

Sal couldn’t remember a time he enjoyed himself this much, and that included all the times that he had been Crafting. There was something so primitive in the fact that this was his innate ability, and he was the master of this domain. He was the only one who could fix these problems, and that was an exhilarating concept.

In Crafting, there were mountains of concepts and techniques for him to learn that he could compensate for with his Mythcrafter ability. With Skill Master, there were so few people who would even understand what he was doing right now, and that probably included himself a little bit. He was using trial and error to learn what tweaks worked and why the others resulted in a red flash of light.

“Sal, it’s getting late. You should call it quits and maybe give it a shot tomorrow?” Upgrade cautioned from behind him in a worried tone.

With a shake of his head, Sal turned around to look at Upgrade, surprised that she was still in the room with him. “I’ve spent three weeks in a forest wishing I was right here. I can give this another few hours for sure. I’m not using essence this time, just my brain.” He looked back at the thread with another smile. “Wouldn’t say no to some food, though. Any chance we could get a delivery in? I’d even eat that sushi stuff you and Chatfield got last time.”

It was the middle of the night and he didn’t have high hopes, but Upgrade seemed confident as she moved to the door.

“I’ll sweet-talk the nightshift on the Credit floor to put an order in for us. It’ll be my treat, but next time we’re doing an all-nighter, you’re buying.” She laughed as she left the workshop, stretching her arms over her head as she set off toward the elevators.

Sal followed her example and stretched his arms and back out just like the warm-up routine from his workout. A few rotations of his hips managed to alleviate a chunk of the built-up tension from standing in the same position for hours. But it wasn’t really that much of a concern. He felt great after being treated at the infirmary, so as far as he was concerned, there was no better time to have an all-nighter. He didn’t need to wake up at a certain time tomorrow, so this would work out perfect.

After a few more movements, Sal clapped his hands together and got back to work. He was still playing with probability; when someone had over seventy gates that needed to be considered, it created a lot of potential permutations. His plan had been to reduce the number of possibilities by only putting in the basic formations that were required to power up the weave. That had resulted in the first green light, and then the problem arose from building up from that foundation.

All the weave was there, but it wasn’t even close to being functional. Every single time he checked someone’s knots, he looked at how to unravel them and make the weave more efficient. With Fabi’s weave, that was impossible. He needed to instead construct the weave from scratch, plotting it out like a constellation in sync with her gates.

Sal couldn’t help but grin as he continued to learn through practice, how all the little insights started to accumulate into a broader understanding of what he was doing. The cause of so many issues was the essence gates themselves. If they didn’t exist, then the power could never evolve past a certain point, because there was nowhere for the weave to hook onto.

More interesting than that was the fact that the gates could only handle a certain amount of weave, which meant that overlapping gates would cause an overload and break the entire circuit. It still didn’t answer the question why people like Rochelle and Blathnaid, who didn’t have access to many gates, could utilize their abilities in the first place. That would be something he’d need to figure out in the future. But for now, his hypothesis was helping him in practice. Theory could wait until the job was done.

Another red light illuminated the room, but Sal didn’t even register it as he continued to plot out the weave with his fingertips. He knew he was making progress and that was enough for him. There was a logic behind every action as he reinforced the threads of the foundation by utilizing some of the peripheral gates on the torso. They wouldn’t be used by the skill itself, but could be good to draw power from. It wouldn’t speed up rotations by having them hooked to other gates, but it would potentially increase the stabilization and foundation for future growth. There wouldn’t be any chance of overlapping either, which would hopefully open the doors to future evolutionary capabilities.

Sal thought that, but in his heart, he would have been satisfied with grade two at this point and a result higher than seventy percent. Those were the numbers he aimed for, and he was willing to spend as long as it took to get there.

Sal narrowed his eyes as his fingers sped up. He could feel it. This one was going to be the one that would get the green light. There was no basis for that reasoning other than a gut feeling, and sure, he had already had it a few times in the last few hours. But this one would be different; he knew it was going to work. Fabi Maccles wasn’t going to beat him this time.

He placed the last of the weave in position and stood back, holding his hands up in the air like a maestro conducting an orchestra. There was a half second for him to breathe before he was rewarded with another flash of red light.

“On that note, your food is getting cold,” Upgrade chimed in from across the room.

Sal turned around in surprise, his hands still in the air. “When did you get back?”

Upgrade shrugged as she gestured at a carton on the table in front of her. “About a half hour ago. You were in the zone and didn’t hear a word I said.” Her expression showed that she was conflicted, and it didn’t take long for Sal to learn why. “Sal, I have to say, your work ethic and focus are monstrous. It’s an absolute delight watching you work, but this road leads to burnout, so please start taking care of yourself. You have so much ahead of you, that it would be devastating for you to needlessly hit a wall in the future.”

Sal smiled as he picked up the carton and plucked it open at the top. “Thanks for getting this and sorry for being so zoned out. I was making progress.” He glanced back at the torso and laughed. “Well, if you could call it progress. We’re getting somewhere, though.”

Upgrade folded her arms as she put her feet on the table. Her eyes were locked on the torso across the room. “It’s just so bewildering for me. I see you come in here and create that Evolve ability in like fifteen minutes, and you manage to unknot my Upgrade ability for me in seconds. Hell, it took only a few minutes for you to do the same with Blathnaid.” She waved her hand as though it were crazy.

“But with this one, you’ve spent a solid five hours on just one weave and it’s not working? I thought you’d just undo a knot or something and be done with it. Like, you already activated it, so don’t you need to just unknot a few of the other threads or something?” Upgrade’s fingers traced through the air in a weak imitation as she looked at him in earnest confusion.

Sal suddenly realized that he hadn’t explained what he was doing. “Oh. That’s not what’s happening at all. Untying those knots would be easy.” He laughed as he started to eat some noodles. A satisfied groan left his throat before he could stop himself.

Upgrade stared at him with a raised eyebrow. “When you finish asphyxiating on noodles, explain what you’re trying to do.”

Sal added a few more mouthfuls while avoiding direct eye contact with Upgrade. He couldn’t help how hungry he was, and he was eternally grateful that she hadn’t gotten him sushi. He knew he said it would be fine, but he really hoped she’d have found something else. After a few more bites, Sal placed the noodles and chopsticks down on the table and cleared his throat with a smile.

“Sorry about that. So, yeah… I’m not aiming for just a quick win with Fabi. I want to help her as much as possible.”

Upgrade nodded. “But that’s what you’re doing. Sal, if she can activate her power, it will be a life-changing experience. Even if it’s just at grade one, it’s a thousand times better than not having it at all.”

Sal shook his head, the smile not leaving his face. “It became more than just a weave when you said it was Fabi’s profile. All her problems… I can see every single one of them in the weave. I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself if I pruned her potential by offering a half-solution. Sure, she might not have anything now, but that shouldn’t change the fact that I should do my best.”

Upgrade’s eyes widened as she stared at Sal. “So what are you trying to do with her weave?”

Sal shrugged as he picked the carton back up and carried it over to where he was working on the threads. “I’m reconstructing her entire weave from scratch, and plotting it out with her essence gates to give her the maximum evolutionary potential. It’s a bitch to get the basics down, but we’re getting there.” He placed the carton down and looked at the weave with a smile. “I think the food helped. I’m going to take another crack at this, so any last questions before I go back into the zone?”

Upgrade got to her feet and shook her head. “Sal, Quest only asked you to improve the threads in the database. This is going well beyond the agreement, and it’ll tire you out. There’s no feasible way for you to do this for every single profile on that database, especially if this is what it takes out of you each time.” She paused, as though choosing her words carefully. “I know I said that I’m quite fond of Fabi, and you’re likely spending this much effort on her because I asked for your help. You don’t need to go this far, Sal. What you’ve done is already incredible enough for her.”

Sal tilted his head to one side and looked at Upgrade with a confused expression. “Quest didn’t put in a time limit on that bet. If it takes me the entire three years of Quest Academy to get through the list, then wouldn’t that be a good thing? Obviously, we can focus on the people who need it most, but it’s really exciting. Don’t you think?”

Upgrade stared at Sal as if he were insane. “Sal, there are hundreds of students and thousands of Heroes in that database. If you’re not careful, this whole thing could consume you to no end. You need to draw a line and understand your own limits. It’s a beautiful thought, but you should be a little more selfish when it comes to taking care of yourself.”

Sal laughed as he placed a palm on his chest. “What’s the point of having an overpowered ability if I can’t use it to help people? But look, it’s all just words right now until we can make it happen. I need to get Fabi’s weave to the best it can be, and then we can reassess how feasible it is to do the same for others. Does that sound fair?”

Upgrade’s smile was bright as she rolled up her sleeves. “There are moments, Salvatore Argento, when you truly manage to surprise me. How can I help?”

“Wait, what?” Sal had to do a double take. “You want to help? Isn’t that against the rules?”

Sal looked around and tried to find something that Upgrade could do to help, but there was nothing. He didn’t want to offend her by telling her she was useless to him at that moment, but didn’t want to give her something arbitrary to do that would waste her time. She had no sense for Skill Weaves and wouldn’t add anything to the process.

“Man, it is amazing seeing you running through all those thoughts live.” Upgrade chuckled as she patted Sal on the shoulder. “You said you needed to start Crafting for the tower. I can leave the Skill Master stuff to you and get cracking on those projects. You’ll still need to send me the Q-Cred for materials, though.”

Sal grimaced as he gave Upgrade a sideways glance. “You don’t have to do that. I have time over the next week to get it all done.”

Upgrade smirked at him as she raised her hands like a maestro, imitating his earlier pose. “What’s the point in having an overpowered ability if I can’t use it to help people?”


Chapter 7: Brainstorm

“A whole new day! Are you ready to get some green lights?” Upgrade announced as she entered the room with a tray of coffees in one hand and a collection of blueprint tubes cradled under her other arm. When her eyes landed on Sal, they narrowed.

“You did sleep, right? Why are you here before me?”

Sal grinned as he gestured at his fresh coffee cup on the table. “Slept like a baby, showered and ready for all the green lights. Compared to the broken sleep we got in the forest, the bed was almost too comfortable. Woke up after something like five hours and decided to start the day.” He caught sight of all the coffees in Upgrade’s hand. “Expecting company, or are you going to pound all of them yourself to start the day?”

Upgrade stepped to one side with a smile. “I said I’d help you with the Crafting stuff, but I didn’t say I’d do it alone.”

Sal’s eyes widened at the sight of Blathnaid in the blood-red set of equipment she had Crafted a few weeks ago. “Blathnaid! What are you doing here?”

Blathnaid smiled as she took the coffees from Upgrade and set them down on the nearby workstation. “Hello to you, too. Upgrade offered to give me mentorship for understanding my ability better, and it’s really helping with my Crafting. I just need practical stuff to work on, which requires expensive materials…”

“And you’re loaded. So, she’s going to help me help you.” Upgrade finished the sentence with a laugh as she commandeered the other side of the room.

Each of the tubes were stacked at the side of the desk before Upgrade leaned back against it, crossing her arms. “But, we need to set up some parameters before we go shopping.” She raised a hand with her fingers outstretched.

“Cost, grade, complexity, functionality, and fit.” Upgrade counted each of them off. “You need to know upfront what you’re willing to spend on this, as it will impact the materials we’ll use. The desired grade is something that will obviously be harder if you aim for the stars, but things like evolutionary runes are well within scope if you help us design the blueprint. Complexity will be no issue if it’s me and Blathnaid working on it, so you can go wild on that front. Functionality will likely be down to what specific attributes you’ll want in the items, and fit is something Blathnaid can do in her sleep.”

Blathnaid glanced at Upgrade before nodding confidently. “I already spoke to Upgrade about this, and I should be able to Craft up to Rare grade with no issues. If you need something beyond that, Upgrade can bring it to the next grade with her ability and additional materials.” There was the slightest hesitation in her voice, but also a sliver of pride that Sal hadn’t heard before. “We just need the patterns to work from.”

“Blueprints,” Upgrade corrected her with a smile. “You’re not a Tailor anymore.”

Sal finished his coffee as he looked at the two women. “First of all, this is awesome.” He beamed at Blathnaid across the room. “Thank you so much for helping me out. I really appreciate it.”

Blathnaid tried to return the smile but a look of incredulity took over her expression, as though she just made a sudden disturbing realization. “No, you don’t get to thank me. This is me thanking you! The powers, the tournament, the… everything! I was delighted when Upgrade asked me if I’d be up for it. I wanted to do it for free, but she won’t let me.”

Sal couldn’t help but laugh at the slight outburst. “All the same, I’m grateful that you’re here.” With a look at Upgrade, Sal continued. “So, I was hoping we could brainstorm the concepts first. I have some ideas of what I want, but they’re not fully formed. Would that be okay with you two?”

Upgrade nodded as she hiked her thumb over her shoulder at the tubes of blueprints. “Brought a few standardized ones with me for inspiration. They’re nothing flashy, but good foundations for complexity and functionality. Since you’re going into the tower and you’re outfitting a team, I have some specialized outfit designs for the different Hero functions. What are your problem areas?”

“Healer and Offense,” Sal replied immediately. “Rochelle has a massive bottleneck and can’t utilize essence. I need something that will give her a massive reserve of essence, and a place to store siphoned essence that she takes from demons. Her ability is Transference, so she can redirect essence from one target to another and use it for healing.”

Sal gestured vaguely at Upgrade. “I was thinking about the core you used to have around your neck. What if we had something like that, but with a lot more potential and purpose-built?”

Upgrade nodded as she thought about it. “Going to guess that you want a high-grade piece to start with, rather than build up with an evolutionary rune?” She looked deep in thought for a few minutes before shaking her head. “You might want to start with a lower grade and build up with evolution. Otherwise, it’ll cost a small fortune just to buy the required cores. There are a few of them already on the market that have been Crafted, and they’re one of the many reasons that cores are so expensive.”

Sal bit his lip as he thought about it. “How much is a small fortune?”

He resisted the urge to offer a number as an example. It was one of the fastest ways to get screwed over in a deal. Even though it was Upgrade, and he trusted her completely, there were some habits you couldn’t let go. He was willing to spend up to a few thousand Q-Cred on this project if it meant getting it done in time. It wasn’t going to be a gift to Rochelle, but rather a temporary loan. If the crafted gear worked the way he anticipated, he’d be able to use it for large-scale Crafting projects in the future that required a huge amount of essence.

Upgrade waved her hand to signify that it varied. “Honestly, it depends on so many factors, but let’s just say that we’re aiming for a Rare grade. We’ll make it a trench coat, similar in style to Blathnaid’s, use an evolutionary rune on it… and put in three high-quality cores? It could be around eight hundred Q-Cred.”

Blathnaid whistled at the number as she looked over at Sal to see his reaction. “Seems a bit excessive. We could always aim for a bit lower with the grade, right? Maybe cut the costs down a bit.”

Sal kept his poker face as he took out his tablet. He needed to double-check his account balance, because he didn’t trust his sleep-deprived state from the previous night when he had checked it. With the evals coming up, quite a few Crafting students seemed to want a reliable blueprint to manufacture for the licensing exam. It had led to Sal getting a massive rush of sales for the Agent and Specialist sets he had created a number of weeks ago. Still, that didn’t even begin to explain the stupidity of his account balance.

Available Q-Cred: 9,652

A massive chunk of that sum had been a delayed payment from Villa and the Reavers Guild for the Legendary sniper rifle. Their version of events was that it took them a few weeks to estimate the value of the work Myth did for them. Apparently, Villa had been holding out payment in the hopes of delivering it to Myth in person—at least, that’s what happened according to Vanessa. Either way, Sal finally understood why Quest had told him to start spending Q-Cred. It was a little ridiculous at this point.

Upgrade misread the silence as trepidation and looked at Sal evenly. “If you buy cheap, you’ll buy twice. It’s better to pony up the higher cost now and have a worthwhile piece of equipment that will last you a lifetime.” She looked at Blathnaid, too. “This is good advice for you as well. You’re both capable of earning incredible amounts of Q-Cred at this academy, so don’t let numbers like this scare you, okay?”

Blathnaid gave the least convincing nod known to man while Sal laughed.

“Okay, hypothetically… what would the cost be if you used five high-quality cores on it? I’m thinking of using this thing myself in the future for big Crafting projects that require a lot of essence.”

Blathnaid frowned. “Both you and Rochelle will be using it? That will completely destroy the fit. Would you be opposed to having it structured like a spine? Sort of like a back brace?”

Before Sal could answer, Blathnaid moved to the workstation, her stylus already in her hand as she started to map out the design that had appeared in her head.

Upgrade smiled as she watched Blathnaid work. “Rather than asking me hypotheticals, tell me what your budget is. Don’t get cagey with me, and just say it.”

Sal sighed as he looked at Upgrade directly. “Two thousand Q-Cred. That’s the top end of my budget for this project. I’m an Appraiser by upbringing, so I know the value of items. I know you’re not going to screw me over, and that I’m essentially paying for your expertise with this. Whatever is left over from the project is for you and Blathnaid to keep. But if the standard isn’t at the level I’m looking for, it’s the last project I’ll ask for you to work on.”

Blathnaid looked up from her drawing, concern written all over her face as she glanced at Upgrade. “Sal, that’s a bit—”

“Perfect.” Upgrade wasn’t fazed in the slightest and offered a hand to Sal with a grin. “I like those conditions. High stakes, high rewards.” She glanced over her shoulder at Blathnaid, who was clearly uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken, and gave her a reassuring smile. “Don’t confuse business with friendship. Salvatore is setting healthy boundaries. It’s a smart move when money is involved.”

Sal returned the smile as he shook Upgrade’s hand. “I’ll send the money across in a bit, but first we should talk about the Offense equipment. Do you know of any way to increase mastery with equipment? I haven’t come across the attribute before and none of the materials Chatfield had me analyze had it as an option.”

Upgrade frowned before shaking her head. “No, but rather than telling me your solution, what problem are you trying to solve?”

“Our Offense class is a guy called Brophy. He’s Prestige’s son, and you might remember him as Gallant, the former Super Rookie,” Sal started, and nodded when he saw Upgrade’s eyes widen. “Yep, that’s the one. His ability has grown beyond his control and evolved into something he can’t even use. His mastery is at something like two percent, which makes him a risk to everyone the moment he activates his ability. Prestige’s solution has been to keep him sedated in a sense, by having him wear an ability-restraining locket.”

Upgrade’s expression softened. “I had no idea. I thought he had gotten tired of the limelight or something. No kid should be paraded around like that. The pressure must have been intense. And to think that his reward for all that hard work was this?”

Sal nodded with a grim expression. “Yeah, that’s why I’ve been trying to find a way to increase his mastery, to give him control of his power. I can’t tie knots in his ability because it’s at a whole new point of evolution. Even though he has all his gates open, his new weave hasn’t had sufficient time to adapt to them. It’s a—” Sal froze as he suddenly realized what was wrong with Fabi’s weave. “Give me a minute!”

Sal darted over to the torso, pulling at the threads with a wild expression on his face. There was no way that it was this straightforward.

His fingers traced through the threads and realigned them to the available essence gates. The theory of starting off slow and gentle had been deduced from interacting with people with very few essence gates available. Sal had somehow considered it a rule along the way, which was wild. He had an entire apparatus that allowed him to challenge the rules he had built up in his head. This was going to be the first one, and he almost hoped that he was wrong… as it would invalidate hours of meticulous work.

Sal incorporated every single one of Fabi’s available gates as the foundation. There was no more trial and error involved, as he decided to just brute-force his new theory. Why try to discern the strongest gates with pattern combinations, when he could use all of them? It was stupid, and Sal just needed to see the red light for vindication. Why had he never thought to ask why there was so much available thread for Fabi’s profile? It made sense that she’d have a huge amount available because of her seventy open gates.

With the thread in place along the final gate, Sal used the remainder to craft a rough weave of the Assembly ability. It wasn’t anything special or profound, and didn’t reach for the higher ranks of evolution, but it would at least operate as a functioning version of the ability. Sal glanced up in time, actually wanting to see the all-too-familiar angry red light. Validation that his previously measured approach was the right path and not this wild guess.

The entire room illuminated in a vibrant green light, which would have been a cause for celebration, if it wasn’t for Sal’s expression of horror.
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“Fucking hell,” Sal breathed as he stared at the torso and then back at Upgrade. “We’ve just hit one hell of a breakthrough.”


Chapter 8: Rotation

“It’s hard to explain.” Sal gestured at all the lights on the humanoid torso. “When I was explaining about Brophy’s issue, how he had his gates opened before his ability evolved, it made me realize it’s the same issue with Fabi’s profile. Since his ability evolved based on its surroundings, it originated at a much higher level than what Brophy could theoretically handle. My guess is that he had a high level of mastery over the Hype ability, but the weave for Soul Forge likely rewired the weave to incorporate different gates, and the result was a plummeting mastery score.”

Upgrade waved her hand in front of Sal. “That’s not what I asked. Why are you insisting that we delete the record? It’s an incredible result with really high weave stability and grade!”

Sal frowned. “I’m explaining that. It’s literally setting up Fabi to fail—exactly like Brophy did. Would this machine say that Brophy’s weave is perfect? Probably. It doesn’t account for the mastery element, which is something we need to be conscious of. The breakthrough that we have with this is that we know how to incorporate the existing gates before constructing the weave. I just threw together the Assembly one to test the theory, but now I can actually go in there and put some foundations and principles to it.”

Upgrade stood there for a few moments as though weighing the options. She looked at the terminal and then back at Sal. “I’m not deleting it until you produce something better, okay? It sounds selfish, but I don’t want to risk losing this progress for Fabi. We’re playing with a person’s ability here, and what you’ve just created will change her life forever.”

Sal sighed as he returned to the humanoid torso. “I get that. Do we have any sort of information on the other skills that evolve from Assembly? If not, we’ll be a bit limited in how much we can help her.”

“As you said before, it’s not in the same branch as Blathnaid’s Construct ability.” Upgrade glanced over to where Blathnaid was quietly drawing up designs. “My best guess would be the Fabricate ability, which also has no ties to Construct but feels somewhat similar to Assembly.”

Upgrade tapped at the console, causing a set of threads close to Sal to spring to life and form into the weave for the Fabricate ability. “There’s another one here that’s called Reinforce, but it doesn’t really match the trend. I’m looking for entries that have no confirmed ties to other abilities.”

Sal stared at the Fabricate ability for a few moments. A wide smile appeared on his face. “This is perfect. This is number three in the sequence, I think, with Assembly being the first. Let’s check if it’s the final part of the evolutionary path.”

Upgrade glanced at Sal. “How can you possibly determine that with so little information?”

Instead of answering, Sal started to pick apart all the flaws in the weave in front of him. Having spent nearly a full day working with threads, he was getting good at managing them with his fingers. All his indecision was gone as he confidently pulled at the weave to make it operate more efficiently, removing overlaps and giving everything room to breathe. Without having to worry about pairing the weave with essence gates, this was an absolute dream to work on. It barely took ten minutes before he withdrew his hands with a smile.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Fabricate]

[Grade: 18]

[Description: Fabricate allows the user to create items from visualizations, using both conventional and non-conventional materials.]

“That’s how you determine it.” Sal laughed as he listened to the report from the orb. “Most of the abilities we’ve looked at have their grade topped out at twenty-five, where this is at eighteen. My guess is that there’s another one after this.” He gestured at a few threads at the bottom of the weave, operating on the outskirts. “This here is a large chunk of the Assembly weave, which tells us that our hunch is correct. And this middle piece here, that separates the two…”

Sal moved to a separate thread and started to bend it into the shape he was visualizing from the Fabricate ability. He wanted to keep them side by side so he could look at the completed weave for context. It was much harder to create a regressed version of a skill because his ability always wanted him to make them the best they could possibly be.

Even now, every time he glanced over at Fabricate for reference, he had the urge to make improvements to the weave and bring it to the final phase. It was bewildering to Sal how the skill worked. It didn’t prompt him to go immediately to the final stage, but instead prompted him to fix what was already there. When that was done, then it wanted to improve it.

Just as Sal was about to move a certain thread, a thought popped into his head. “How the hell does Sleeping Tiger work?”

He looked at Upgrade, who stared back at him as though he had suddenly gone crazy.

Sal realized he hadn’t given her any of the context of what he had been thinking about. “Sorry, the Skill Registration we did on the first day. There were vendors who sold a drink called Purple Punch, and they called it Sleeping Tiger. Divinity saw that it could enhance our results during the registration and give us a higher result.” Sal looked at the threads in front of him. “I can’t see any way that a drink could possibly influence this level of complexity.”

Upgrade laughed. “Ah, that stuff. Yeah, our resident Alchemist, Alex, can probably explain it to you in a lot better detail. But it’s essentially drugs. They boost your capabilities for a short period of time, which is usually not worth the cost.” She looked at Sal’s alarmed expression and sighed.

“Okay, not drugs, drugs. But you know what I mean… performance enhancement stuff. All it does is boost your receptiveness to essence, and as you likely remember, the registration exposes you to a lot of essence that they ask you to utilize.” Upgrade frowned. “We still have to get around to fixing up that machine, but that’s a problem for the future.”

Sal nodded as he got back to forming the threads. He just needed to get the second phase done and then the fourth would be easy. The third phase was Fabricate and he already had it. Once he understood how all of them worked independently rather than as a whole, he’d be able to construct a perfect future-proof weave that Fabi could grow into over time. It would hopefully solve the mastery component from ever being an issue, and she’d be able to familiarize herself with her ability as it grew in strength.

A flash of green light filled the workspace, and Sal couldn’t help but smile.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Innovate]

[Grade: 12]

[Description: Innovate allows the user to craft items from non-conventional materials.]

“Innovate? Sounds like a knock-off version of Upgrade,” Sal muttered as he moved to create the final ultimate weave that incorporated Assembly, Innovate, and Fabricate.

“Be nice,” Upgrade chided him. “That might end up being Fabi’s new skill, and she’s one of your peers. So, I won’t have you bullying her incredible new ability, even if it does sound a bit like a knock-off.” She eventually broke and let out a laugh.

“The non-conventional materials do sound really cool, though. I’m thinking of the sentient fort you made out in the forest. Wonder if the ability would allow her to use cheaper materials?”

Sal shrugged as he continued to work through the weave. “If all goes according to plan, she’ll be starting out with the Assembly ability and progressing from there.”

“Couldn’t you check to see if she’s compatible with a higher version of the ability?” Upgrade asked. “I’m just thinking—I know it’s best to start off small—but would it work?”

Sal scoffed as he turned to stare at Upgrade. “Really? You of all people, who told me to settle for grade one Assembly? You’re asking me to see if we can give her a more powerful ability?”

Upgrade’s face went red.

Sal laughed as he shook his head. “Let’s do it my way first, see how it works out, and then we can look at stress testing against her profile. The green lights only matter when I’m doing the weaves within that humanoid thing.” He took a look at the suspended threads and weighed his options. “Now that I’ve got a working base, I want to see how much her profile can handle. It might be that seventy gates isn’t enough for anything beyond Innovate, but we’ll see. There’s only one way to find out.”

Sal smiled as he adjusted the threads again, constructing an entirely new weave using the other three as his template. It was one of those moments where it felt like he was Crafting again and had all the components laid out in front of him that just needed to be put together.

Sal progressively built up from the Assembly skill, spacing out the threads to give it as much room to breathe as possible. Innovate came next, interwoven into the Assembly ability and utilizing a whole new area of available space. It started to resemble an outline of a nucleus, with curving arcs that looped around a more intricate interior weave. Fabricate was an extension of both the interior weave and the surrounding loops, making them more cohesive and robust.

Only when those three were put together did Sal see the improvements that could be made to the thread. It wasn’t a case of seeing knots that needed to be undone, but rather seeing something incomplete that could operate more efficiently. His smile widened into a grin as he weaved new threads into the design, improving the flow and rotation of certain threads.

Pinching one of the threads with his fingers, Sal kept it bent as he stepped around the other side of the woven construct. His eyes darted across the curves as he checked his work.

“Did you make a mistake?” Upgrade asked from a few feet away. It was curiosity in her voice, rather than concern.

Sal blinked and looked at her for a moment, zoning back into the real world. “Mistake? No. It’s the rotation I’m trying to figure out.” He kept his finger on the bent thread as he moved around the weave, gesturing at the arcing loops with his other hand. “Skill Weaves are charged with essence, and they’re powered by our internal gates.”

Sal traced his finger along one of the threads on the outside of the weave. “This one is so long that it would normally slow down the transfer of essence and lower the power output of the skill. But I need to line it up with the most gate-dense area of Fabi’s profile, so this particular thread can hit every one of them for additional power boosts on its way around.”

Sal’s finger continued to follow the loop to the intricate center of the weave. “Which means coordinating the whole thing to suit Fabi’s internal network of gates.”

Upgrade’s mouth opened as she looked at the weave in confusion. “That… sounds like a lot of work. How are you able to visualize her internal network with these external threads? Does your ability allow you to memorize the placement of them or something?”

Sal laughed with a shake of his head. “I wish. You become very familiar with how the gates are plotted out when you’ve spent several hours shouting at them. At this point in time, I’m probably the leading expert on Fabi Maccles’s internal essence network.”

With a relieved sigh, Sal reached up and adjusted one of the threads until it was at an angle that satisfied him. “That’s better. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

With that, he let go of the bent thread and let the machine start its Deduction. After a few seconds, nothing happened. He looked at Upgrade in confusion.

Before she could respond, the arms around the orb started to rotate more rapidly. It only took her a moment to get to the terminal to check on the readings. A small smile appeared on her face as she gave Sal a thumbs-up gesture.

“Nothing to worry about… you’re just making it work for this one.” She tapped her palms against the edge of the terminal in excitement and bounced on her heels as she looked at the orb in anticipation. “This is really exciting. It has to be green, right? No way it takes this long to make a red light.”

Just as Sal was going to answer, the entire room was bathed in green light. Blathnaid shouted out in panic as she looked up with wide eyes from her workstation.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Customize]

[Grade: 25]

[Description: Customize allows the user to implant discovered attributes into fabricated objects.]

Upgrade stared at the orb with a grin. “Okay, that’s not a knock-off. That’s actually pretty badass.”

“Now we get to work on the fun part.” Sal sighed as he moved over to the humanoid testing area. “We have the perfect template mapped to her internal system, and the only thing we need to discover now is how much synchronization we can get.”

It was still early in the day, and he’d be delighted if he got this done by early afternoon. As nice as the noodles were the previous evening, he wanted to get himself a juicy steak as a reward for getting this project finished. When he looked up, he saw Upgrade standing to one side as though waiting for something else to happen. Sal realized he needed to manage expectations.

“This is going to take at least a few hours. You’re more than welcome to wait and watch, but it’s not going to be nearly as visual as the big threads.” He pointed at the threads within the humanoid torso. It was thankfully larger than an average human torso, giving him the space to navigate properly.

Looking at Upgrade and Blathnaid on the other side of the room, Sal reached into his pocket and took out his tablet. “I can send over the Q-Cred now so you’re not just hearing me curse Fabi’s name for the next few hours?”

Upgrade grinned as she held up her own tablet. “Sounds perfect. We’ll go material shopping.”

Sal faltered as he stared at Upgrade earnestly. “As an Appraiser, if you get screwed on the prices… I’ll never look at you the same way.”

Upgrade’s smile became almost predatory. “Want to make another bet?”


Chapter 9: Fabricate

The estimate that Sal had given himself of it taking a few hours turned out to be a lie. He had severely underestimated just how familiar he had become with Fabi Maccles’s profile. Now that each stage of the evolutionary process was mapped out in front of him in the form of the different threads, he was able to work much more efficiently as he plotted everything out. The framework that he had used temporarily to prove his theory was abandoned and replaced by the foundations he had created that would utilize all her available gates.

If his theory was correct, he’d be able to put in the full weave for Customize and all the previous iterations of the ability and tie it to the seventy available essence gates. Considering each of the weaves would be able to work independently, Fabi would theoretically be able to activate the different levels of the ability based on how much essence she put into it. Then, still in theory, as she unlocked additional gates… maybe with the breathing method that Brophy had spoken about… she would be able to increase her chances of powering up the higher versions of the ability.

It was a fun experiment, and Sal wondered whether it would be possible. Brophy couldn’t use Hype anymore because Soul Forge had overwritten a part of that weave. Upgrade only knew her ability as Upgrade, and never as its predecessor, Repair. Did that mean that she never had access to Repair? Without the foundation of Repair, would she be able to progress to Invent or Evolve?

If there was one thing Sal was taking from all of this, it was the importance of good foundations in the weave. He didn’t know how the simulation orb would treat his theory as it had only really given him binary answers so far, when what he was intending to do was a little more nuanced. Maybe it would be something to talk to Upgrade about when she was back?

Sal tried to visualize the rotations of each of the threads as he plotted them out in Fabi’s profile. That long arc that he had pointed out to Upgrade was one of the toughest things to do and he didn’t have a huge amount of space to position it. It was an unorthodox method, but Sal had the time to try it out.

With careful movements, he placed that long weave in first, even though it was a part of the final stage of the weave. It was like a slap in the face to the foundations he was trying to establish, but he only really had himself to answer to. Sal tried to dismiss the fact that he felt like he was adjusting the sights of a gun before assembling it.

When the weave was in place, Sal ignored the flash of red as he continued to plot out the rest of the Assembly ability. It was harder to do with the available thread, but his eyes and fingers found a way as he navigated it expertly. Essence gates weren’t on a flat surface internally, and existed almost spiritually at different points throughout the body. Sal didn’t have enough information on the gates to know whether Fabi’s were in a typical array, or whether she had an abnormal placement.

Another flash of red light went by unnoticed as Sal continued with the weave, adding in the Innovate components and ensuring that the thread for Customize wasn’t compromised. He had a couple of instances where the threads had come loose from the gates, which was a pain in the ass as he had to re-snag them. Despite those minor nuisances, Sal completed the Innovate section and moved on to Fabricate, which was Fabi’s original ability. He wondered whether it was like Upgrade, who hadn’t experienced Repair before. Maybe Fabi was just born with the ability and couldn’t utilize it? There were so many things he didn’t know about skills and he desperately wanted to talk to Professor Lombardi to understand more about them.

Another red light filled the room, and Sal was almost starting to get conditioned to it. Fabricate was a lot trickier to implement while respecting everything that came before it, as well as the foundation and the massive thread that dominated the weave for the Customize ability. Operating around all of it made the whole thing a bit of a nightmare, but it also came with a massive sense of accomplishment.

Sure, it wasn’t done yet, but the complexity involved in the process made Sal smile. He was elbow-deep in threads, and he understood every single thing that was happening. There was something to be said about having ownership of a domain and understanding it through and through. Upgrade’s expression of shock had fueled his soul in wanting this to be even better than before.

Sure, he was doing this for himself to get better at using Skill Master and earning Quest’s trust, but he also wanted to show off his innate ability to Upgrade. He couldn’t exactly explain it, but he wanted her to see his competent side, rather than the guy who just got his arms shattered or designed a shirt that knocked him unconscious. The Legendary sniper rifle had been incredible and worthwhile, but it was a team effort. Skill Master was his domain and his alone.

The best part was that he was using his ability to help someone. He would never forget the expressions of Martin, Gosia, and Upgrade as he unlocked parts of their powers. Sal didn’t know exactly what the future held for him, but he could be certain of the fact that he was going to continue to help people reach their full potential. Whatever obstacles Quest threw at him, he would overcome them and come out on top. He needed to succeed to get permission to use Skill Master on the people around him and help them become the best Heroes possible.

Sal’s brow furrowed as he put the final touches on Fabricate, only to be rewarded with a red flash of light. It didn’t matter, because now he could finally address the elephant in the room. The thread he had placed down first to utilize as many essence gates as possible was now active. He used it to add the last parts of the cohesion, that would add Customize to the ability. There were so many moving parts to this weave that Sal had to laugh. It was actually more complex than Mythcrafter, if he was honest with himself.

Sal had used the same principles of having the abilities coexist within the weave, rather than allowing them to overwrite one another and produce redundant threads that sapped power. There wasn’t a single inefficiency in the weave as Sal studied it, and it had all the respective skills locked in, utilizing each of the essence gates. Just because of his previous experience, Sal went through and checked all seventy gates and their connections to ensure they were snagged properly. When he was finally satisfied and had checked it over three times, he completed the weave and held his breath.

In a waiting game between Sal’s lung capacity and the simulation machine’s capacity to calculate, Sal broke first. It was the longest wait he had encountered so far as the arms whirled around the orb, stopping abruptly and changing directions. There were some beeping noises from the terminal, and Sal kinda wished he’d waited for Upgrade to return. The red lights had lost their anxiety-inducing effects a long time ago, but the beeping was a new thing to be scared of.

Sal wandered over to the terminal and looked at the screen to determine whether any of it made sense. He was surprised to see that it was just a series of loading bars where the simulation orb was checking the build he had created. It was almost a relief to see that it had already identified Assembly and Innovate, and hadn’t stopped processing. It at least answered his question whether the machine would be able to figure out what he had tried to do with the weave. It made sense in a way, because there were surely other people like Erika who had two internal weaves.

Sal took a seat and waited for the verdict. Until he saw a red light, he would hold onto the hope that it was working. The best part of the whole thing was that everything being calculated was for Fabi’s personal profile. Whatever result they got would have an associate synchronization rate, and it already successfully processed two abilities without a red light. Maybe it was premature to jump to conclusions, but that was a win by itself.

Whatever composure Sal possessed evaporated as the machine continued to operate for another twelve minutes. He needed to know the outcome, but he was conflicted about staying there in a state of perpetual anxiety. If it failed, that would be fine because he could adapt it and find some sort of compromise it would approve.

What he couldn’t handle was uncertainty and not knowing. After another few minutes of beeping with no lights flashing, Sal sighed and sent a message to Upgrade that he was going to get some lunch and that he’d meet them back in the room. He also said that he was done with the weave, but that the machine was taking its time deciding whether it was shit or not.

Sal waited another five minutes after he sent the message, guessing that it was going to give him the result the moment he left. But when it didn’t happen, he resigned himself to an anxious lunch and left to go to the canteen.

***

As Sal sat in the canteen, he placed his tablet beside his food tray and kept an eye on it as he cut into his steak. There was a chance that Upgrade would get back before him and contact him about the result. No matter what attempt he made to put it out of his mind, there was no winning against the excitement of seeing whether it worked. Although the steak did a great job of distracting him for the couple of minutes it lasted on his plate.

He was about to reach for his phone to check his messages when a familiar face appeared across the hall from him. All thoughts of the weave went out of his head as he saw Rochelle approaching his table with a stacked tray in her hands.

“Hey, Rochelle, how are you doing?” Sal gestured at the seat across from him, inviting her to sit down.

Her red hair was up in a hasty bun, with strands of curly hair coming down at multiple angles. Green eyes locked onto his as she stared at his empty plate. “You’re out of the woods for two minutes and you immediately abandon your salads…”

Her tone was casual as she took a seat, but he could see the amusement in her eyes.

Rochelle picked up one of the fruit bowls from her tray and set it onto Sal’s now-empty plate. “Much better. Now we can eat together.”

Sal stared at it for a moment before releasing a resigned sigh. Wiping his fork off on a napkin, he dug into the fruit bowl with a smile. “Did you manage to sleep well? I almost miss our little enclosure. Almost.”

Rochelle shook her head with a suppressed shudder. “Fuck no. I was happy to have my own space again. Don’t get me wrong, it was a lot cozier than what a lot of other people had, I’m sure, but it was a little too snug for my liking.”

“Noted.” Sal pointed his fork at a piece of a melon. “I’ll make sure that the next explosive fort we make will be palatial by comparison.” He winked at her before continuing with the fruit.

Both of them avoided the topic of the tower, and it was nice to just have a normal meal without a sense of impending doom. There were no ambushes planned, and they weren’t in proximity to someone who could read their every thought. It was a nice moment shared, and they just enjoyed it for what it was.

Sal eventually finished the fruit and had a thought. “Rochelle, would it be okay if I looked at your weave for a second?”

Her brow furrowed as she tentatively reached for her hair bun, and Sal realized that they were on two completely different pages.

“Oh, no. Sorry. I mean your Transference ability. Do you mind if I take a look at it? You don’t have to do anything. I’ve been working on some personal improvement stuff with my ability and wanted to learn more about essence gate placements,” Sal tried to explain to her with a laugh.

Rochelle’s face went a little red as she pulled her hands away from her hair. “Oh, well, yeah, if it’s something like that. It’s totally fine. It won’t be much to look at, though.”

She shifted in her seat to sit up a little straighter, as though it would give him a better view of her ability. She looked off to one side before snapping her attention back to Sal. “Wait, essence gates? They’re pretty much the same for everyone. I have a whole journal of notes on the topic if you want them?”

Sal’s eyes widened. “Am I really that bad at Skills class? How do you have a whole journal’s worth of notes? We’ve only had a handful of classes so far.”

Rochelle tilted her head to one side and gestured at her whole body with both hands. “It might have escaped your notice, but I’m incredibly shit at unlocking gates. I’ve been doing self-study on them in the hopes of finding a strategy to help unlock them. Most of them require ridiculous amount of Q-Cred, though, and a sympathetic Body Manipulator, neither of which exist for me right now.” She laughed with a shrug. “But, I have found a few interesting meditation techniques that might be useful for you. I’ve mapped out my entire system of gates, but I just can’t unlock them with the essence I have available.”

Sal had so many questions for her and was about to launch into them when his tablet vibrated. He snatched it up to see the verdict from Upgrade, but it was a message from Divinity. She should still have been in the excursion with her team. As far as Sal was aware, only his and Blathnaid’s team had managed to return early. It was something he meant to ask Blathnaid about when he had the time. Clicking into the message, he couldn’t help but stare at it.

Divinity Khan: Have you ever heard of a girl called Fabi Maccles?


Chapter 10: Workshop

“It’s been a single day,” Quest repeated as he looked between Upgrade and Sal. “Would the reason you called me here have anything to do with the fact that Grant has been freaking out and trying to call me nonstop?”

Quest wore a smile on his face but his eyes looked tired as he glanced past them to the simulation machine.

Upgrade stepped forward with barely concealed excitement. “Sal will be able to talk you through exactly what happened, but we need your input on how to potentially proceed from here.” She placed a hand on the terminal and got the simulation machine to repeat the last result it had generated.

The automated voice filled the room, causing Quest’s eyebrow to raise as he looked around for the source of the sound.

[Skill Profile: Fabi Maccles]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Assembly]

[Grade: 17]

Quest’s eyes widened as he whirled around to look at Upgrade. He opened his mouth to speak when he was interrupted by the automated voice once more.

[Skill Profile: Fabi Maccles]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Innovate]

[Grade: 11]

His jaw dropped as he continued to stare at Upgrade. “Two concurrent abilities, with a one hundred percent stability? That’s absolut—” Quest’s voice caught in his throat as the automated voice continued to speak.

[Skill Profile: Fabi Maccles]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Fabricate]

[Grade: 6]

Quest twisted around to look at Sal, who merely spread his hands as though he had no part in any of this. Upgrade’s laughter filled the room as the next report came from the simulation machine. Quest looked like he was on the verge of a breakdown as he alternated between shock and delight, his eyes glued to Sal in wonder.

[Skill Profile: Fabi Maccles]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Customize]

[Grade: 2]

[Synchronization Score:100%]

Upgrade sniggered as she leaned against the terminal. She gave Sal a pointed look before jutting her chin toward Quest. “Could you please put him out of his misery? He looks like he’s about to have a heart attack.”

Quest continued to just stare at Sal with barely concealed hope. His eyes were wide and his breathing was unsteady. “Did you create a weave with four concurrent abilities?” He faltered as his eyes narrowed. “No, they’re related, aren’t they? Fabricate was the third one.”

His eyebrows shot up as he came to a realization, his voice reducing to a whisper. “You deconstructed her existing weave and reconstructed all of its segments independently?”

Upgrade’s voice got louder from the other side of the room. “Seriously, Sal. He’s going to think himself into an early grave. Don’t kill the headmaster… we need him.”

Sal smiled at Quest and nodded. “Exactly, sir. I took the existing thread and deconstructed it to find the previous versions, then reconstructed it around her available essence gates to ensure she could access them by adjusting her essence output.” He stepped to one side to show Quest the humanoid torso that held the neatly organized weave. “I designed a framework around the gates and then built each weave separately before making them work in harmony. Theoretically, they should never interfere with each other or grow unstable. My hope is that the grades of each ability will increase as Fabi unlocks more of her internal gates.”

Quest marveled at the display of threading that was bathed in light. He reached a hand toward it before withdrawing it almost immediately, as though fearful he could compromise it in some way.

“Four distinct abilities…” He just shook his head and stepped away from the threads, looking over at Upgrade in wonder. “Why am I the only one freaking out here? The most we’ve ever seen has been three in a single person, and Salvatore has just created a solution that would give a Support class four abilities.”

Sal laughed as he pointed at Upgrade. “Don’t worry, sir. She screamed so loudly the Crafters tried to break down the door to save her.” He shot Upgrade a wide grin, but it wasn’t returned.

Quest paced around the room as he looked back and forth between the apparatus and the Crafters. “It’s truly extraordinary, and such a low risk. Was that a factor in choosing Fabi Maccles’s profile? The fact that she can’t activate her existing weave?” He nodded along to his own hypothesis. “Who better to test your ability on than someone who can’t suffer any consequences? A very sensible approach.”

Sal opened his mouth to correct the headmaster, but Upgrade shook her head in the background, as though telling him to shut up. He understood immediately and turned the action into a slight cough before returning to silence.

Quest nodded as he went through his thoughts. “This is far beyond the agreement we put in place, Sal. I will need to see a lot more volume, though, before I’m confident you can do this for anyone.” He looked genuinely conflicted as he glanced back at the terminal. “It’s simply extraordinary, and as a Support myself, I want nothing more than to bring Fabi here and to let you bring this concept to fruition. But as the headmaster, I can’t let my emotions cloud sound judgment. One example, no matter how extraordinary, is not enough data to suggest that you have full mastery over your ability. I’d like to see you work on more weaves, that can be improved upon without re-mapping them entirely.”

Sal frowned. “Why can’t I re-map them? It seems to be the most effective way to get them to work.”

Quest scratched at his forehead as he sighed. “Small changes are easier to rectify. But if your re-mapping project goes awry… then the student or Hero will lose everything they had before. I’m only giving you this guidance so you can start off gradually and build up your confidence in using your ability on others. Low risk is the best course of action for us as a next step. Upgrade and I can comb through the profiles and come up with a few suggestions of candidates we’d like you to look at… how about that?”

Sal looked at Quest with a curious expression. “What if I built up my confidence with the ones who had nothing to lose?” He glanced over at Upgrade to gauge her reaction, and her smile was enough of a sign that he was pushing in the right direction. “Rather than working on Heroes or students who have snags in their weaves, what if I looked at more people like Fabi? High performers who can’t activate their abilities, or those who are relying on getting an implant but are unlikely to get accepted into a Saviors class?”

Quest’s eyebrows shot up as he looked over at Upgrade. “Did you put him up to this?”

Upgrade smiled as she shook her head. “Nope, all him. You already know what my thoughts are on the topic. I’d rather see us giving the underdogs a chance instead of the ones looking for an increase on their existing powers.” Her tone showed her distaste of that latter category. “Sal’s ability shouldn’t be a golden ticket for those seeking a breakthrough of whatever bottleneck they’re facing. He could be helping people who have all the traits of incredible Heroes but lack the powers to stand among them.”

Quest smiled as he tilted his head slightly. “How very profound. I can’t help but agree, but that decision will likely be out of our hands when the Hunter Bureau and guilds catch wind of this. They’ll be sending people over constantly for the Argento treatment, so we’ll have to find a way to strike a balance.” He turned and looked at Sal with a cautionary gaze.

“Assuming all goes well and you’re approved to use your ability on others. I’m talking about a hypothetical scenario.” He took off his glasses and rubbed them on the lapel of his jacket while staring upward for a moment. “I won’t lie to you, Sal. I was hoping that you’d give us a much more mediocre showing with your Skill Master ability.”

Sal’s jaw dropped as he stared at Quest, but it was Upgrade who made sense of the headmaster’s words.

“It makes it harder to justify keeping you enrolled as a student,” Upgrade stated with a reassuring smile. “Mythcrafter and Skill Master are two very powerful abilities, and they’re both one of a kind. Whoever has you on their team will have access to unlimited power and the best equipment. Can you name a single Hunter or guild that would pass at that opportunity?”

Quest sighed as he put his glasses back on. “Then you consider the Bastion, who would see this as an opportunity.” He paused as though weighing something in his head before finally continuing. “Sal, I know we’ve made our stance clear on our expectations and hopes for the future. If you’d rather drop out of the academy to focus on refining your abilities, we can absolutely arrange specialist training for you in an off-site location. But, if you’d rather continue at Quest Academy, we’ll do our utmost to help you become the best Hero possible.”

Sal looked between Upgrade and Quest, wondering how the situation had devolved into a conversation like this. He had fully expected Quest to lose his shit when he saw the results of Fabi’s weave, but everything else had come as a surprise. Sure, they had concerns, and Sal wasn’t exactly an idiot.

Quest and Upgrade had both emphasized how much Sal needed to establish himself, which was a really nice way of saying that he needed to get strong enough that he couldn’t get kidnapped and locked in a black site, forced to Craft and work on improving ability weaves. Their question was whether he wanted out bad enough to leave right now. It was a question of value. They saw how much value Sal had, and Quest was testing him.

Sal could play that game.

“What is it worth to Quest Academy for me to stay?” Sal smiled as he looked directly at Quest. “I’m not talking about Q-Cred, by the way, or Masterclasses. What commitment could I get from Quest Academy that this place will be able to keep up with a Mythcrafter?”

“Oooooh shit!” Upgrade had realized Sal’s angle and practically bounced over to where he was standing so she could clearly show whose side she was on.

Quest shook his head with a groan before a wry smile appeared on his face. “Go on then, tell me what you’re looking for. Just know that there is a limit to how much favoritism we can show here.”

Sal shrugged as he gestured at the room around him. “You said yourself that I should probably start looking at a better place to work on Crafting, but this is like my home. There are five skyscrapers, with like eighty floors in each building, but the workshop counts for what… three of those? Maybe it’s time you announced to the world that there’s a Mythcrafter in Quest Academy and you’re going to be upgrading the workshop to foster that talent?”

Upgrade nodded enthusiastically. “Get the guilds to fund the expansion so they’ll be more inclined to protect their investment.”

Quest gave Upgrade a withering look. “Remember who pays your salary. Why are you on his side?”

Upgrade gave a guilty shrug as she jutted her thumb in Sal’s direction. “He sent me two thousand Q-Cred to get materials for a project earlier… and I reaaaally want a cooler workshop. We could even create designated zones and rooms for certain projects! Think about it—a specialized area for Mythcrafting. And Sal was telling me earlier how much he wants to take on Doc Ameye in the future!”

Sal desperately wanted to do a double take but kept his composure in front of Quest. What had started as a joke to get a permanent room reserved for him in the workshop had somehow turned into a workshop expansion. Sal started at a ridiculously high ask so he could be worked down to what he really wanted, which was a space to work with others in peace, that was specifically his.

Quest still looked unconvinced, so Sal glanced past him, at the simulation machine.

“When Fabi Maccles gets her Customize ability, she will outgrow this workshop in weeks. Blathnaid will be the same with the Construct ability.” Sal gestured at the intricate weave in the humanoid torso. “You said yourself that the Support classes were encouraged to leave after the evals once they got their licenses. Aren’t you frustrated? There’s an opportunity here for us to create a whole new group of Crafting Heroes.”

Quest smiled even as he shook his head. “It’s a nice thought, Salvatore. But it will take more than a few exceptional people to justify the upgrading of the workshop.”

Sal grinned. “Well then, it’s a good thing I’ve decided to only use Skill Master on Support classes, isn’t it?”

Quest’s face went white at those words, which was perfectly paired with Upgrade’s explosive laughter.

Sal decided to double down.

“Martin, Gosia, Upgrade, Blathnaid, and Fabi. It looks like my ability only works on Support class and Invention-type weaves.” He thought about it quickly, running through the potential scenarios. “It makes total sense since both my parents are Supports, too.”

Quest laughed as he crossed his arms. “You’re really going to play it this way? Aren’t you forgetting that Miss Khan was the first to report that you adjusted her weave?”

Sal grinned as he nodded. “She probably saw a potential future where I worked on other weaves. But I can tell you for certain that I don’t think I can make any sort of ability improvements unless the people are Support classes.”

It was a fun back-and-forth, mostly because Sal knew that Quest was taking it into consideration. Sal needed to be established? Well, having backing as a Mythcrafter might be the best method in getting that level of protection.

Upgrade’s laughter finally came to an end as she smiled at Quest. “You could call it the Mythic Workshop. Tell the guilds he’s working on making the first documented Mythic-grade weapon. They’ll eat that shit up and throw so much money at you that you’ll turn a profit on this.” She nudged Sal with her elbow and gave him a conspiratorial wink. “But you can throw in some sort of academy mumbo-jumbo about us giving back to society, and because he’s still a student, he needs to work on projects for the betterment of humanity. Special projects!”

Quest looked at the collection of threads one more time before glancing back at Upgrade and Sal. “I’m not saying yes, but I’m not saying no. We’ll discuss this later. I have some calls to make.” He moved to leave the room and then stopped to look back at Sal.

“You’ve done an incredible job. Keep it up.”


Chapter 11: Snake

“Whoa, these are incredible…” Upgrade exclaimed as she picked up the series of drawings that Blathnaid had been working on.

When Quest had arrived to have a chat with Sal about the Skill Master ability, Upgrade had suggested Blathnaid go out for lunch. What they hadn’t anticipated was that Blathnaid would continue drawing up designs in the canteen. In the hours that she had been sitting in the room, she had constructed over fourteen designs for the coat concept.

Upgrade pointed at a few of the features on the page and looked at Sal. “What do you think of having another trench coat in your life? She’s added in a modularity that would compress the fabric to fit different body shapes.” She looked at it a little closer and raised an eyebrow. “How did you manage to make that ruffle look at the back? The creases?”

Blathnaid frowned as she looked at the drawing Upgrade was referencing. “Ah, no. That’s one of the earlier designs. You should look at this one instead.”

She passed over a different page, which got another round of praise from Upgrade and a few nods from Sal, who was out of his depth. None of the designs had anything to do with the attributes or materials. They were aesthetic designs, and he wasn’t really sure it was worth all the effort just to make them look nice.

Despite his thoughts, he was happy to see Blathnaid having a good time with it all and smiled along with her. That was, until she passed over another sketch that had color. His eyes widened as he saw a silver serpent coiled around a staff that looked incredibly cool.

Blathnaid’s smile grew wider at his reaction. “There was a symbol in the past that used a staff and two snakes to represent Healers. I incorporated the evolutionary rune into the body of the snake to look like scales. Depending on which designs we go for, we could probably add the cores into the eye sockets to give it a glowing effect, but that might be a bit childish. It was just a thought.”

Sal gripped both sides of the page and looked Blathnaid dead in the eye. “I want it to have the glowing eyes.” He grinned at how impressive it sounded. Sure, he might look like he belonged in a gang, but if it was done tastefully, he’d be more than okay with it. “What made you think of a snake, though?”

He got a little worried for whatever answer she came up with. Snakes weren’t typically known for being kindhearted.

Blathnaid looked at the symbol on the drawing and shrugged. “Rochelle is a Healer, and the established symbolism originated from that point.” She glanced up at Sal and tilted her head slightly. “I suppose you could interpret the snake as cunning, if you wanted? I don’t really have a deeper meaning than that. Sorry.”

Sal laughed as he looked at Upgrade. “Yay or nay on the snake design?”

Upgrade shook her head as she looked at the picture over Sal’s shoulder. “No, it should be a big fuck-off dragon. Snakes are creepy.”

Sal turned around to give her an incredulous look. “Ah yes. The famous Healer dragons?” He shook his head with a laugh as he looked back at the drawing with a smile. “Don’t let Upgrade do the art and we’re good to go. I trust you’ll make it look great.”

With that, he handed it back to Blathnaid and turned to the huffing Upgrade. “How did the material hunt go? How many cores did you end up getting?” He looked at the packages on the table, but Upgrade stood in the way of them with her arms crossed. “Hey, what’s wrong?”

Upgrade gestured at the clothing that Sal wore. “Why am I not trusted with design when you’ve been wearing my creations for the last few months? And don’t even try to tell me that dragons aren’t cooler than snakes. There’s a kid who’s able to make ethereal dragons with his ability. He’s getting scouted left, right, and center.” Upgrade stared Sal down. “Ask me how popular the kid is who can talk to snakes.”

Sal laughed as he raised his hands defensively. “I get it, I’m sorry. Dragons are cool, I’ll admit it… but they seem much more Offense than Support, if you get me?”

Upgrade nodded as she gestured to the sheets of paper on one of the other workstations. “So, now that you’re finished with Fabi’s weave, I was going to show you something I came up with.” A confident smile filled her face as she walked backward toward the sheet, as though she were setting the scene. “Just remember back to the days where I admonished you for thinking too ambitiously, okay?”

Sal tried to look past Upgrade to see her design, but she stepped into his field of view with a cheeky smile.

“I’m not done explaining! I just wanted you to know that I felt really bad about telling you that you couldn’t have that grappling hook. Then I thought to myself… Upgrade, Sal has given you his hard-earned Q-Cred. He’d be delighted if you Crafted him a badass grappling hook as part of the jacket.” She finally stepped away to reveal her design, laughing all the while.

It took a few moments for Sal’s eyes to activate and parse the information on the sheet. He was going to dismiss the Mythcrafter ability to focus on just looking at the design itself, but he was surprised that there were very few suggestions appearing before his eyes.

The viability of the design was really high, and the attributes seemed to be a perfect match for what he was looking for. Even the grappling hook, which he had thought was a joke… actually served a purpose for the collection of essence? Sal had to admit it—if this was Upgrade’s idea of a joke, it was an incredibly detailed and intricate one that blew his expectations right out of the water.

Upgrade stepped around to his side and looked over his shoulder. “Managed to get six high-grade cores for the price of five. Seeing you work with the threads gave me the idea of the grappling hook. You know the way we had that Tether ability on the Legendary sniper rifle? I thought it could be a great attribute to have for the hooks.” Upgrade traced a finger along the design of the sleeves.

“We contain the coil in the sleeves. Blathnaid’s suggestion of a back brace to control the fit sizing led me to an epiphany.” She flicked over the page to show the interior design of the coat, revealing Sal’s exoskeleton mock-up. “If we have a back brace, we don’t need to worry about dislocating your arms with the grappling hook if you suddenly take off. The hooks can shoot from both arms, and when they hit a demon… the siphoning starts.”

“Siphoning?” Sal repeated the word breathlessly as he looked at the design in disbelief.

Upgrade nodded. “Those six cores are going to have self-replenishing runes engraved into them, but they can charge faster when you use the hooks to siphon off essence from your targets.” She tapped at one of the attributes with her fingernail.

“Rather than having a heavy metal chain, we’ve kept it as light as possible with the Feather ability. Add to that a switch between friendly and attack mode, and you’ve got the perfect weapon for Rochelle. Those chains in friendly mode will link her to people she can point to on the battlefield, connecting them to her essence. We just need to find the right attribute selection to give it a bit of bite when attacking the demons. Can’t have it bouncing off a hulker or missing a prowler completely. What do you think?”

Sal looked at Upgrade quietly. “Is this like a really, really cruel prank or are you actually going to make this?”

Upgrade’s grin reappeared as she pretended to think about it. “Hey, I was going to play it safe… but then someone had to go and say that he’d never give me a project again if we didn’t give him something incredible. This is what happens when you push those buttons. You gotta be prepared for what happens!”

Sal couldn’t wipe the goofy smile off his face. “This is phenomenal. I can’t wait to see how it turns out. Do you need my help with anything?”

Upgrade nodded as she glanced over at Blathnaid, who had gone back to sketching. “I want this to be a win for her, as we build up her confidence in her abilities. The evolutionary rune that she added is the same as the one from the trench coat she’s wearing, which might not work for this design. You’ll notice my design doesn’t include it yet, as that will be one of her responsibilities in this. I’d ask you to help on the runes and maybe work with me on the last stages when we’re upgrading it to its final form.”

“No problem,” Sal agreed immediately. “More than happy to help, actually.”

Upgrade shook her head. “You’re not needed until the end, so we might as well get you started out on a new profile. What sort of essence category are you feeling at the minute?”

Sal frowned as he looked at the two designs again, kinda wanting to be a part of the drawing and Crafting discussions. He was happy to start another profile case and work on a new weave, but rather than someone else’s, he thought it might be time to start planning his next weave. If he was going to become a Savior in the future, then he’d get the opportunity to get an implant. What better time to experiment with a simulator and a database filled with abilities? Instead of going into it blind, he needed to understand more about the kind of ability he was looking for.

“Would it be okay if I went through the database to look at the profiles myself? I’m curious about some of the Controller class weaves.”

Upgrade nodded as she gestured to the terminal. “The filter is already active, so you can just type in what you’re looking for and it’ll give you a list. I’ve set it to the essence categories, so you might want to change it over to Psionic or Energy Manipulation to find what you’re looking for.” She gestured back at the design on the desk. “Do I have your blessing to continue with this?”

Sal gave her a bright smile as he moved to the terminal. “Absolutely. I can’t wait to see how it turns out!”

Upgrade gave him a mock salute as she returned to her workstation and picked up her stylus to continue working on the design. Blathnaid was still oblivious to the world in her corner on the other side of the room. The bobbing of her head indicated that she was likely listening to music as she worked.

Before Sal interacted with the machine, he thought back to the moment that he had studied himself in the mirror of the dorm with the visor equipped. Analysis had told him the most compatible weaves for his two abilities, and they were going to be the first ones he looked at properly. Amplify, Configuration, and Enhance were the three that aligned with his Skill Master ability. On the Mythcrafter side, the three abilities were Construct, Concept, and Refinement. From that list, Sal had encountered four out of the six. Vanessa’s Body Manipulation ability was Configuration. Chatfield’s Replication and Invention ability was Concept. Whisper and Professor Lombardi had the Amplify ability, and Blathnaid had the Construct ability.

First thing Sal wanted to do was look up the other two abilities, but there was a small reservation in the back of his head. Skill Master’s synergies didn’t include Mythcrafter, yet he had created the ability and made it his own. That knowledge alone told him that even if there were natural synergies, they weren’t rules that couldn’t be broken. Nothing stopped him from creating an entirely new skill like he had done with Mythcrafter. It was an ability that was born from taking three completely different abilities from the same category—Appraisal, Restoration, and Upgrade—and blending them together with his Skill Master ability to create something new.

Sal looked at the list again and tilted his head as a terrible idea entered his thoughts. What if he combined all the synergies that each skill suggested? What sort of ability would he create if he blended Construct, Concept, and Refinement? Or if he did the same with Amplify, Configuration, and Enhance? A smile appeared on Sal’s face as he loaded up the weaves onto the different sections of physical thread. There was only one way to find out.

“Someone looks like they’re up to no good,” Upgrade said without looking up from her sketch. “Just don’t do to my simulation machine what you did with the Skill Registration one and we’re golden, okay?”

Sal shot her a grin. “Understood, boss.”


Chapter 12: Simulate

Sal really didn’t know what to expect from this or whether it would even work the same way it did with his own weave. When he had completed the Skills Registration a few months ago, he had tried to hold onto the best versions of Upgrade, Appraisal, and Restoration at the same time. Three independent weaves were far too much for his body, especially when all of them had their own complexities and took up an enormous amount of thread. He instinctively combined them in such a way that they would work together, which had resulted in the creation of the Mythcrafter ability.

The first three threads that appeared in front of him were the ones that had the highest synergy to the Mythcrafter ability: Construct, Concept, and Refinement. He chose it because he was most familiar with Invention and Replication category types. None of them were in good enough shape to work with, so Sal set about correcting them before doing anything else. He wondered whether his own profile was loaded into the system and whether he’d be able to experiment with his own essence gates in relative safety. It wasn’t important just yet as he approached the first of the abilities.

Concept was Captain Chatfield’s ability. It allowed him to inspect a piece of equipment and then use essence to recreate a version of it that he could wear. Temporary equipment didn’t feel all that safe to Sal, but it had apparently served Chatfield well in his rise to fame. Being able to outfit an entire team with equipment made of essence did sound like an impressive ability, but it wasn’t something that Sal was particularly interested in. Maybe when he had the new coat equipped and a much larger pool of available essence, but until then, it just wasn’t as appealing as Construct.

Construct was Blathnaid’s ability. It allowed her to use essence to shape materials into whatever she visualized. Sal had been able to do elements of that when he was refining materials and upgrading things using essence, but to Craft an entire project using just essence? It was a little intimidating to think that it was even possible, but he had seen what Restoration was capable of. Also, if he was honest with himself, the Customize ability, or even Fabricate that Fabi Maccles had, was on par with Construct. He wondered how much essence it would take for the complete restoration of one of the ruined buildings out in the Reclaimed Zones.

Sal twisted his head back and forth as he thought about it. Construct was the strongest contender so far for him as a straight-up ability, but there was no need to double-up when Blathnaid already had access to it.

Refinement was a completely new consideration. Sal studied the weave carefully but didn’t see any sort of clues of how it operated from the pattern alone. He walked back to the terminal and read the description for the Refinement ability, wondering what it did specifically.

[Refinement: Allows user to elevate a random stat of crafted equipment in terms of composition, quality, grade, attributes, outputs, and effects.]

Sal stared at it for a few moments in shock. He looked down at Upgrade, who was busy designing. He wanted to ask her whether she had come across the Refinement ability much in Crafting circles, but decided against it when he saw the look of concentration on her face.

His plan of combining the three skills into one was pushed to one side as he focused his full attention on the Refinement ability. It was the first one that sparked some sense of excitement in him as he thought about how powerful it might become with the right corrections. He looked at the weave they had on record for a frame of reference before getting started.

[Skill Registration: Known]

[Weave Stability: 64%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Refinement]

[Grade: 3]

Sal nodded as he approached the weave. He rolled his shoulders and pulled them back in a stretch before moving his fingers toward the thread.

“Time to show me your secrets,” he muttered as he inspected the pattern carefully.

Rather than jumping straight into making changes to it, he wanted to see whether he could determine the foundations like with the previous abilities. Quest didn’t assign him this task just to get results; he was there to learn, and that’s what Sal intended to do with his time. It was a slower process, sure, but Sal didn’t mind as he paced around the weave, following threads with his fingers to visualize their purpose. There weren’t many similarities that he’d be able to chalk up as principles for Invention category weaves, but that was fine. It would have been nice to build out some sort of rule set with the weaves, but a part of him was more excited by the fact that all of them were wildly different.

When he started to correct the weave based on his instincts, Sal managed to enter an almost flow-like state as one improvement followed another. It didn’t take long for him to understand the foundations, and he reinforced them unconsciously before moving onto other areas that were flawed. Although he could have tried to find the previous iterations of the ability or the future evolutions of its family within the Invention category, Sal was more interested in what a top grade would look like with the Refinement ability.

He wasn’t even sure every ability had evolutionary paths, or whether the ones he had looked at were the only ones. It was food for thought, and he became curious if Appraisal and Restoration had similar groupings. It was only when he was going through the weave and building it up to be the best it could be that he realized he had never tried to iterate on the skills of his parents. He only ever accepted them as they were and how they could be made more efficient.

All the ultimate abilities he had showcased were at the stage of the user he was replicating from. Was that the reason he hadn’t burned himself out and destroyed his own internal network of gates? What would have happened if he had tried to activate the ultimate weaves of the top abilities at grade twenty-five?

It wasn’t worth dwelling on, but it did cause an involuntary shudder to run down Sal’s spine as he continued his work. It meant two things, though: he had been playing with a very dangerous ability and his parents had been right to caution him against using it recklessly. The other factor was that he wasn’t utilizing his Replication ability to its full potential. Would the coat be able to handle the essence required for the heavy-hitting abilities?

Sal shook his head as he tried to discard the torrent of questions that pierced through his skull. He wanted answers to his questions but was worried that there likely weren’t any authorities on the subject. Skill Research was apparently manned by Replicators like him, but the results they had to show for it was a database of half-broken weaves and a Skill Implant machine that he knew very little about. There were all sorts of cautionary tales when it came to Skill Weaves and how they should be nurtured, but there were far too many opinions and not enough facts available as general knowledge.

Even the likes of Brophy having a secret breathing technique to increase the number of internal gates was mind-blowing. Sal grew up knowing he had an internal core of essence, but would never have realized that it was made up of a network of smaller gates. Those were things he learned upon entering the academy.

A flash of green light washed over the room, causing both Upgrade and Blathnaid to look up in curiosity.

Sal followed their gaze to the orb as it calculated the results of his freshly completed weave. It wasn’t as intricate as the others, so Sal guessed that it was an early-stage ability. If it topped out at anything lower than grade fifteen, he’d push it to the next stage to see what sort of improvements it could make. The random element of the skill was the only thing that bothered him about Refinement. To make it a real contender for his implant, he wanted it to be something he could control with his will, allowing him to increase the efficiency of the important parts of his Crafting.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 100%]

[Category: Invention]

[Name: Refinement]

[Grade: 16]

Sal waited a few moments as he stared at the orb, but the description didn’t change. He glanced over to Upgrade, who was still looking at the orb. “Does the simulation only make deductions based off the name and category of the skill, or does it factor in the grade when it’s making descriptions?”

Upgrade’s left eye squinted slightly as she looked off to the right, as though trying to remember. “I don’t think that was really a priority for us when we were putting it together. The grades were mostly below the fifth level, so there wasn’t a huge incentive to factor it in. The majority of processing power is focused on weave stability and identification.” Her brow furrowed as she got to her feet and moved closer to the terminal. “We could maybe get it to run simulations overnight, but it would require a new script. What’s the bottleneck?”

Sal gestured at the weave he had just improved without looking at it. “It’s gone from three to sixteen, but there’s no difference in the report it gives us. It would be nice to know the scope of the grades so we know what we’re working with. Like, at grade three, can I only refine an ingot of void metal? Would sixteen let us improve the Legendary sniper rifle? I don’t have any frame of reference.”

Upgrade nodded in understanding. “There’s no real rush on that sort of functionality for the minute, other than to sate your curiosity.” She looked at Sal with a smile. “You’ve got a tower to prepare for, and the licensing exams. Visualizing yourself as a Savior and planning ahead on what ability you’re looking for is smart, but you should focus on getting permission to use Skill Master.”

She tapped him on the shoulder reassuringly before moving back to her desk. “Correct some profiles, or play around with combinations. We’ll record all the data and then do a full-dive diagnostics on power scales when we’re closer to the finish line. Sound good?”

Sal looked at the thread for Refinement and nodded slowly. “I’m going to work on a few more weaves before getting back to the profiles. Are you sure there’s nothing you or Blathnaid need help with?” He tried to keep the hopeful tone out of his voice, but Upgrade caught it.

“Patience, Sal. We’re going to be doing this right,” she answered with a laugh. “I’m genuinely surprised that you’re not trying to create the Mastery skill, or whatever it was that you needed for Gallant. Wouldn’t you be able to test loads of weaves together to see if you can make the skill you need?”

Sal froze at those words and stared at the orb in shock. She was absolutely right. This was the best opportunity to find a weave that could work for Gallant. Even if it wasn’t a solution for Brophy’s personal weave, Sal could replicate whatever weave he came up with and use it in his Crafting. It was the perfect workaround and would reduce the reliance on others.

The only issue was that he had absolutely no idea how to build toward a completely unknown ability. He didn’t even know where to start, but it was an exciting prospect. The missing piece of the puzzle was something he could create with Skill Master. Sal looked at the simulation orb and grinned. He had everything he needed.


Chapter 13: Research

Rather than jumping straight into the weaves like was his first instinct, Sal tried to apply the lessons he’d learned from Crafting with Upgrade. For that reason, instead of obsessing over the terminal, Sal sat at one of the workbenches with a stylus and a sheet of paper. To his left was his open tablet with the entire list of abilities Quest had sent to him. It was going to be a bit of a slog, but Sal was prepared for it.

Ever since his conversation with Divinity about how he treated her powers, he was reluctant to ask her to look into the future for him. This was one of the times where he was severely tempted to do so but refrained from trying to take the shortcut. She was out in the Reclaimed Zone with a team, trying to fend off ambushers. The last thing that she needed was him asking her for favors from the comfort of Quest Academy.

Sal went through the list and started by writing down the names of the abilities that sounded like they might be useful. It was all guesswork at this point, though he needed to try. Instead of looking at it from an essence category perspective, he went with the names. Adapt and Harmonize were two that stood out the most so far.

[Adapt: Allows user to rapidly learn new skills and techniques.]

[Harmonize: Grants the user an innate proficiency in essence management and control.]

The learning part from Adapt sounded promising, and the innate proficiency part in Harmonize made it a major contender. Sal went through the list to find another ability that might create the perfect grouping. He was also counting on his Skill Master adding some proficiency for ability control. With Brophy’s temperament and the frequent outbursts, Sal was tempted to throw in the Calm ability to see whether that would keep him in a passive state, but it didn’t really fit the brief.

Another thought that had popped into his head was to incorporate Mind Master, the ability that Erika had. If Brophy could control his own mind, he might be able to sidestep his trauma and utilize his powers.

He didn’t even bother to write them down on the page. Sal sighed as he scrolled through the list, adding more names and their descriptions, and looping them with other abilities as potential combinations. A humorless laugh escaped his throat as he looked down at the most recent notes. Without even trying, he was pretty sure he had discovered the evolutionary path for the Adapt ability, with Hone being its predecessor and Integrate being its evolved form.

[Hone: Grants user an increased capacity to learn new skills and techniques.]

[Integrate: Allows user to treat newly learned skills and techniques as innate capabilities.]

As far as Sal could tell, it was like a hyper-efficient muscle-memory system that potentially operated like Absolute Counter. It would be cool to learn something new and be able to perform it at a really high level. If it was in fact an evolutionary path, and all the abilities carried over into the Integrate ability, Sal was definitely going to incorporate it into a weave.

He continued to scroll through the different abilities, making notes of ones that looked like they could fit in with a Mastery ability. There was one called Intuit that was a little underwhelming. It felt like a diagnostic ability that helped people understand abilities and status conditions. It might have been an earlier version of the Analysis ability, but Sal couldn’t really tell with a glance. He made note of it and moved onto the next one. Surge was a fun one that allowed a person to surpass their own limits for a short period of time. It looked similar to Overcharge, which was Anthony’s ability that only worked with equipment.

Hours passed, and Sal was still nowhere near a conclusion, but he had discovered a number of really interesting skills. It would need a lot of testing to see how compatible they all were with one another, and that thought alone was exciting. His scrutiny had moved away from the internal-focused abilities to the external ones.

There were so many Controller abilities that looked intriguing, particularly for their area-of-effect range. The logic behind using them was that they might be able to manifest as area-wide effects that could benefit a wider team.

Gallant was an incredible team player during the exercise and had so much knowledge that he could share with the others, but his ability sounded like it was suited more for single-target battles. If Sal could incorporate a wide-area effect, it might encourage Gallant to remain as a team player when he regained control. Sure, it was presumptuous of Sal to think that he could change Gallant’s fighting style by altering the nature of his ability, but it was worth considering.

The other reason Sal had been looking at them—and truthfully, the main reason—was that he wanted something for himself that would give him versatility out in the field. If essence was no longer an issue for him with the coat, and he could activate a high-powered weave, then there was no reason to shy away from the really destructive ones. Just like before, he was pretty sure he had unconsciously discovered a family of abilities. He looped them all together to test his theory out later when he started playing with the simulated weaves.

[Domain: Allows user to alter the essence category in a target area around themselves.]

[Killzone: Allows user to weaponize essence in a target area around themselves.]

[Conquest: Allows user to claim the essence in a target area as their own, cutting off essence access to any entity in the area around themselves.]

Conquest sounded incredibly badass, especially when you considered that demons were almost entirely made of essence. It would essentially make any area around the party a complete killing ground for anything that entered the space. Or at least that was how Sal interpreted it. Killzone sounded similar to Catalyst, the ability that Prestige used during the excursion. Since Innovate and Upgrade were so similar, Sal wondered whether this was another instance where two abilities felt like they were related. Either way, he made notes of them and continued with his research.

Well, he tried to, at least. The idea of having a protective area around himself at all times, that would kill demons that approached, felt like an incredibly overpowered ability. He absolutely wanted it for himself.

Sal moved Refinement down to second place on his list and put Conquest at the top of his desired abilities. Considering it utilized atmospheric essence and was a part of a controlled area, Sal smiled as he tentatively added in a few other abilities alongside it as a possible combination: Conquest, Concept, and Absolute Counter. Okay, that last one was out of place, but Sal had a funny thought while he was idling away at the abilities.

What would happen if he could control an area of the battlefield that was protected by Conquest, reinforced with weaponry Crafted by Concept, and activated them as a defense with Absolute Counter? It was stupid, but Sal was curious whether it could work. He had no idea whether Concept would be able to work independently without someone wielding the weapons themselves. But what if he used Concept to create an anti-demon turret? Would that work like the turrets that fired on any demons that came too close?

Sal drew a small question mark beside the combination but added his notes as to why he thought it might work. It was his non-combative nature talking, but he was comfortable with that. If he could make an ability weave that didn’t require him to use his reaction speed, then it would be invaluable out on the battlefield.

When Sal caught himself tapping the stylus against the page, he forced himself to move onto a different combination before he started to obsess over a method on making the dream ability work. He closed out of the Control category and looked at Psionics instead, hoping that there would be something in there that would stand out to him for Gallant’s ability.

Maybe an hour or so later, Blathnaid walked past him and made her way to Upgrade’s desk with a stack of blueprints under her arm.

Sal glanced up from his own scribbles to see what was going on, grateful for the break in monotony. He hadn’t managed to find anything that interesting for the last while, and had ended up making wild combinations in the hopes something would stick. All it was doing was making more work for himself, but he didn’t really mind.

“I’m happy with the designs, if you’d like to take a look at them?” Blathnaid held up the tubes for Upgrade to inspect. “I know we’re pressed for time on this, but would it be okay if I clocked out early? I’m pretty exhausted.”

Upgrade nodded with a gentle smile as she took the tubes from Blathnaid. “Of course! We should all wrap up soon. I’ll have a look at these before we finish, but you can head on to bed and we can chat about it tomorrow?”

Blathnaid gave her a grateful smile as she waved at Sal before heading out of the workshop.

When the door closed behind her, Sal looked over at Upgrade with a guilty smile. “Is it bad that I forgot she was in here with us?”

Upgrade laughed as she shook her head. “You get used to the breathing and the stylus scratching, but the best work is done in solidarity rather than alone.” She popped open one of the tubes and withdrew the blueprint with a sigh. “Let’s see what she’s been working on for the last few hours…”

Sal perked up from his own workstation and instantly regretted it as his back reminded him that it both existed and hadn’t moved in a long period of time. With a wince, he stayed where he was. “Anything promising?”

Upgrade frowned as she opened the next tube and laid it out on top of the first one. “If I’m honest, I thought her initial designs were already up to par, so going to these lengths is just a bit excessive.” The frown intensified as Upgrade opened the third tube and unfurled the sheet of paper. “You have to appreciate that she can’t visualize improvements the way we can with the Upgrade and Mythcrafter abilities. She’s doing all of this from instinct and the few classes that she’s had with me since the semester started.”

Shaking her head, Upgrade’s furrowed brow lightened, a smile forming on her face. “But no matter how much I look at them, they’re still the instincts of a first-year. Her production quality might be high, and her attention to detail is wonderful… but she’s still thinking like a Tailor.”

Sal massaged his lower back as he got to his feet and moved to Upgrade’s station. “Any chance you could put in a request for some comfy chairs? You know, for the Mythic workshop?”

Upgrade chuckled. “They’re uncomfortable for a reason. We don’t want people living in here.” She gave Sal a wink and a slight smile. “Some people just can’t take the hint and persevere.”

“Speak for yourself. I know for a fact that there’s no way you’re calling it early tonight,” Sal retorted as he crossed his arms and looked at the door where Blathnaid had just left. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you leave here at a reasonable hour.”

Upgrade sighed as she opened the last of the tubes Blathnaid had given her. “If I leave now, I’ll miss whatever late-night food delivery you’re paying for. You didn’t forget, right?”

Sal glanced at his workstation and realized that it was definitely time for him to step away from it for a while. “Do you want me to head up to the Credit floor to see if I can put through an order?”

Upgrade folded the page with her fingers, so she could see Sal clearly over it. “If I find out that my food went cold because you were too busy batting eyelids with Vanessa, I’ll gut you.” She released the fold and let the page spring back up to its full height. “But yes, if you go up and talk to Greg or one of the people on the night shift, they’ll show you the menus we typically use. I like spicy food.”

Sal nodded as he made his way to leave. “Any other dietary requirements?”

Upgrade didn’t look away from the blueprint as she answered. “Some sort of salad would be nice, too. Feel free to go wild—it’s your treat.”


Chapter 14: Royce’s

“Ooooh, let me think.” Martin swiveled in his chair as he rotated to face Gosia. “I could go for Chinese. You feeling it?”

Sal had decided to ask the other Crafters on his way to the Credit floor. Martin and Gosia were the first on his route, followed by Alex and Forge. Considering it was his treat, he wanted to make sure to build as much goodwill as possible. Especially considering that Alex might have an alchemical solution to the Gallant issue. If there was a concoction that could increase Gallant’s mastery stat, that would be a massive help in advance of the tower.

Even as he thought of it, a part of his brain dismissed the idea because there was no way Prestige and Gallant wouldn’t have exhausted all the common options available to them. But maybe they didn’t know the root cause of his issues with the ability? That was the angle that Sal was going with as he looked over to see Alex pottering away with a few different vials, a bored expression on his face.

“We had Chinese food three times last week. Can we have something a little less greasy?” Gosia pleaded as she looked from Martin over to where Sal stood. “Like literally anything with some steamed vegetables. Something fresh would be magic. There’s this amazing little pop-up vendor that does the absolute best dressings. All essence-grown produce and they’re made right in front of you. What’s the name of them? Roland’s?”

“Royce.”

Martin corrected her without looking up. His demeanor had changed drastically since his food option was vetoed.

“I think her son is a first-year. Has the exact same ability as his mother, but not exactly sure how he’s going to get past the evals. Can’t really see a food vendor making much of an impact on the battlefront.”

“Martin!” Gosia glared at him before giving Sal a sympathetic look. “You could ask Greg if he has a menu for Royce’s. They do other stuff too, but you won’t regret trying them out. I promise.”

“Thanks, Gosia. Anything in particular from that menu or will I just get a bit of everything?” Sal asked as he took note of the name. He had already met Anderson Royce, and guessed that his parents ran a restaurant. It was one of the few examples he had seen of a parent and their child having the same ability. He had thought that Erika and Neuro had been an anomaly, but maybe it wasn’t the case.

“Anything with mushrooms for me. Martin hates them though, so anything without them for him.” She practically beamed at Sal as she gave Martin a knowing look, as if daring him to correct her.

Sal smiled as he made a note on his tablet. “Steamed vegetables, something with mushrooms and something without. Gotcha.”

He told them that he’d be right back and moved over to where Forge sat with his arms crossed in front of him. The master of the workshop looked positively exhausted as he stared into space ahead of him. Sal was almost reluctant to strike up a conversation with him as he looked like he didn’t want to be disturbed, but to Sal’s surprise, Forge blinked suddenly and turned his head in Sal’s direction.

“Mr. Argento. What might you and Upgrade be cooking up in that room?” He looked past Sal to the door that was locked. “Seeing Quest down here is usually a good sign. I wish he’d stop by more regularly.”

Blinking a little more aggressively, Forge sat up and cracked his knuckles. “Guessing it’s one of those hush-hush matters relating to your ability?”

Sal laughed with a shake of his head. “Not this time, well… at least nothing to do with Mythcrafter. I’m learning how to use my innate ability, Skill Master. It’s a Replication ability that lets me work with Skill Weaves.”

Forge clicked his fingers, which produced a very impressive snap. “Yes! Upgrade was working on the simulation orb. I worked on the arms for it. It’s a very impressive piece of machinery. I hope it’s going well?”

“Very well, but it’s time-consuming. I’m getting food for everyone to keep us going a few more hours. Would you like anything? We’re getting stuff from Royce’s,” Sal offered with a smile.

Forge snorted as he shook his head. “Thanks, but I’ll pass. Rabbit food isn’t really my thing, but I appreciate the offer.” Hiking his thumb over his shoulder to a cluster of second-years, he gave Sal a softened expression.

“If you’re looking to make some friends, though, you might want to ask that group if they want anything.” A wry smile pulled at his lips as his voice lowered into a whisper. “They’ve already eaten.”

Sal laughed. “You’re just a con man, aren’t you? Besides, don’t you think I have enough friends?”

Forge tilted his head as he straightened his back. “You can never have enough. There are a lot of lecturers and external Crafters who know you, but not many of your peers. Could be worth extending an olive branch and getting to know them a little better.” He paused before adding another nugget of advice. “Maybe get ahead of the resentment they’ll undoubtedly feel when you hit Savior class.”

“That sounds like a them problem,” Sal answered as he looked over at the group.

They wore black uniforms with purple shoulders, indicating that they were Supports. It was three guys and two girls, all seated around two combined workstations. One of them in particular looked familiar. Sal’s chest tightened slightly as he recognized the guy he had pushed a few weeks ago. He was the one who had accused Sal of getting preferential treatment and monopolizing Upgrade’s time.

Forge shrugged as he got to his feet. “Up to you, of course. Just trying to make your time here as easy as possible. It’s hard to hate the hand that feeds you.” He waved his hand vaguely with a smile. “Or whatever that quote is supposed to be.”

Sal watched as Forge moved through the workshop, checking in on the remaining groups of students pulling a late night. It was admirable, to be honest, and also a little sad to watch. Sal had seen that man wielding a giant hammer, smashing through a wave of demons to protect the students at the academy. He was the very definition of a Hero, but right now, he looked like a tired parent who hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in years.

With a momentary glance at the group of students, Sal swallowed his reservations and put a smile on his face as he moved over to them. “Hey. I’m putting in an order for Royce’s. Any of you want anything? It’s my treat.”

“Hmm? Nah, we’ve just eate—” The guy who Sal had pushed turned around and stopped speaking mid-sentence. As the gears in his head turned, the other people on the team filled the empty space.

“I think we’re good. Thanks for the offer,” one of the girls said, her eyes taking in the Epic-grade equipment he was wearing. With a nudge to the girl beside her, she gave Sal’s clothing a meaningful look, as if telling her to check them out.

The other two guys made noncommittal noises through smiles and turned their attention back to the table.

The blond guy continued to stare at Sal with a conflicted expression before sighing and shaking his head. “Thanks for the offer. We’re all good here.”

Sal forced a smile and gave them a nod before turning around to move in Alex’s direction.

“Sorry about before, when I was a dickhead to you and that girl,” the blond guy called out after him.

Sal turned to see all the group members looking at the blond guy in confusion, then turning their attention back to Sal. He wasn’t exactly sure what to say, but the blond guy continued before he had a chance to respond.

“We hit a bit of a wall with our project and I took it out on you. It wasn’t cool, and I’m sorry I acted that way.” He spread his hands and exhaled loudly. “I wanted to apologize sooner but you all left on that excursion. Forge said it wouldn’t be a good idea to disturb you while you were working on the Appraisal projects, but I’m glad you came over.”

Sal suddenly understood why Forge had wanted him to extend the olive branch. He had even covered for Sal’s work in the locked room, by claiming he was working on Appraisals. Sal had expected a frosty reception when he approached the guy, but this was a very pleasant surprise.

“Water under the bridge. I never did catch your name, by the way. I’m Salvatore Argento, but my friends call me Sal.” He offered his hand, and practically heard Nova in the back of his head mocking him for the corny introduction he did every single time.

The blond guy’s eyes widened. “Wait, like the Argento Auction?” He took Sal’s hand and gave it a firm shake before turning to his group. He gestured at the girl who had been nudged in the side. She wore twin braids that came all the way down to her midsection.

“This is Anna Kay.”

“Konijnendijk,” Anna corrected him, as though this was an ongoing rite of passage. She looked at Sal for only the briefest of moments before turning her gaze back to the doodles on a page in front of her.

“It’s impossible to pronounce…” He laughed awkwardly in Sal’s direction before pointing at the two guys on the opposite end of the bench. “That’s Zac and Paul. You’d think they were Offense classes, but I promise, they’re actually Supports.” He tried to make a joke, but it resulted in a pair of scowls being directed right back at him.

“And this is—”

“Erin.” The blonde girl with piercing blue eyes answered for herself as she looked at Sal. “I like your equipment. Where did you get it?”

The blond guy frowned as he looked quickly between Erin and Sal. “And I’m Jules. Sorry for the long-winded introduction.”

Sal gave them a collective smile and had nodded each time a new name was called. He looked back at Erin and realized he should probably be careful with his answer. “I had it commissioned with Q-Cred.”

With a look to Jules, Sal tried to explain before there were any misunderstandings. “My parents do run the Argento Auction, and I was acting as an Appraiser when I got here. The Reavers gave me a lot of contracts and I had Q-Cred to burn.”

Erin’s expression didn’t falter as she continued to stare at Sal. “Epic grade is a bit heavy-duty for a first-year, don’t you think?”

Jules’s face showed that he wasn’t pleased with how the conversation was unfolding, so he tried to laugh off Erin’s comment like it was a joke. It earned him a withering look from Anna Konijnendijk.

Sal didn’t back down from Erin’s stare but kept things cordial. “Well, it’s a bit embarrassing, but Professor Sinclair’s demonstration kinda made me want to have the best protection possible.” He tapped at his chest with a nervous chuckle. “I’m told it can even repel a hulker attack, but I never want to find out if that’s actually the case.”

Erin’s face broke into a smile as she laughed good-naturedly. “I think we all tried to Craft a countermeasure for that in first year.” She glanced at the others, who smiled knowingly. “Anyways, it was nice to meet you. Thank you for the offer. We’ll take you up on it another time or loop you into one of our own orders. Sound good?”

Sal smiled and wished them luck. He didn’t want to offer help with Appraisal or anything like that as it felt like they hadn’t yet gotten to that point. It was a good introduction, and he had managed to resolve the issue with Jules. Overall, it was a positive encounter. As Sal made his way over to Alex, he caught sight of Forge smiling at him from across the room as he helped a group of second-years.

“He finally approaches,” Alex called out dramatically as he lounged across his desk. “Martin and Gosia gave me the heads-up already. Royce’s is fine. I’ll take their spring rolls, hummus, and pita breads. Also, a boxty with seasoning.”

“A boxty?” Sal repeated slowly, not even sure it was a word.

“Potatoes, my good man. Roasted, deep fried, in a box, covered with only the best herbs and spices. Get one—you’ll thank me later.” Alex shot up from the desk as he described it, his arms wide for emphasis. “Don’t bother getting any drinks. I’ve got us covered. Are we all eating together in your super-secret-private meeting room?”

Sal shrugged as he gestured at the mass of empty workstations. “We could probably eat out here.”

Alex frowned. “But how will I get to see all the shit you’re working on in there? I have needs, Salvatore. I want to know what’s happening at all times. Tell me some secrets!”

Sal added Alex’s order to his notes as he moved toward the elevators. He could still hear Alex’s voice following him the entire way there.

“Oh, I see how it is. I’m good enough to make you all coffee… but the moment I try to be a part of the cool club, I’m thrown away?” His voice was melodramatic, but Sal could hear the jovial tone mixed in with it. “You will rue the day, Salvatore Argento. RUE!”

Sal genuinely wondered whether there were any sane people in that workshop, or whether being crazy was a part of being a Hero.


Chapter 15: Grand Design

Sal unpacked each of the cartons and slid them across the combined workbenches to the respective owner. “Spring rolls, hummus, and a boxty. That’s Alex’s.”

“Sick bastard.” Upgrade shuddered as she watched the tray slide across to the very excited Alex.

Alex held up a large decanter filled with a questionable red liquid and cocked an eyebrow at Upgrade. “Want to try that again? I brought out a premium elixir for tonight, but if you’d rather sit in your ivory tower and judge the culinary arts of boxties, then I can put it back.” He made a show of sliding one of the plastic cups into another cup to reduce the amount. “It would be a shame, too. This bad boy sparks inspiration. Would have thought that sort of tonic would be ideal for a bunch of tired Crafters.”

Sal chuckled as he sent the mushroom dish over to Gosia and the one without to Martin. Upgrade was handed a large bowl of salad and spiced cheeses that were fried. Greg on the Credit floor had tipped him off that it was a favorite of hers. Despite Forge saying that he didn’t want anything, Sal ordered a range of sharing platters that came in large black trays.

There was more than enough to feed them all three times over, because Sal was trying to play it safe. All the side dishes of rice, pasta, and potato were placed in the center. Sal finally took his seat, folding away the packaging as he gestured for everyone to dig in and get started. Forge came over to have a look and was eventually convinced to pull up a chair and join them.

It was an odd-looking arrangement as they had pushed together four of the workstations to make enough table space. Alex had made a bit of a fuss that they weren’t eating in one of the private rooms, namely the one that Upgrade and Sal were occupying. He dropped it after a few moments, which told Sal that Alex was more than likely just provocative for fun.

Upgrade made a point of staring Alex dead in the eye as she took his cup and raised it for him to pour her a drink. She maintained the glare until he finally conceded and poured some of the red elixir into her cup. The moment he pulled the decanter away, a bright smile appeared on her face.

“Thank you, Alex. Now, keep that boxty away from me. The herbs make me sneeze.”

Sal accepted the red liquid from Alex and looked at it carefully. He was wondering whether it was actually an elixir or whether they were just messing with him—maybe it was some kind of in-joke he didn’t know about. Lifting it to his nose to smell it, he was surprised to find that it was virtually odorless.

“No, no, Sal. Like this,” Alex corrected him as he lifted his own cup and drank from it. “Give it a bit of practice… you’ll get the hang of—”

Upgrade’s hand shot out and smacked Alex’s shoulder, causing him to spill some of the red liquid over his shirt.

“I’ll admit, I probably deserved that.” Alex sighed as he put the cup down and dabbed at his collar with a napkin. “But for real, it’s not poison. Try it and tell me what you think.”

Sal smiled at the back-and-forth between them as he raised the cup and took a tentative sip. He had assumed there would be alcohol in it, or some kind of acidic flavor based on the color, but nothing prepared him for the assault on his senses. A spark shot through him, connecting dots and making him realize that Alex hadn’t been bluffing. It really did boost inspiration. Lifting the cup again, Sal took a healthier swig of the liquid and a wave of clarity washed over him. It was hard to describe, but it was similar to when he had used the Deduction ability on the visor and the monocle.

Where that had been a calm and calculated affair, this was anything but. It was like fireworks were going off in his head, connecting ideas that had earlier seemed foolish. Combinations of skills that he thought were unrelated, were actually… compatible? He knew they were. And when he sought to understand why, his mind showed him the curvature of countless weaves he’d inspected throughout his life. All stored away in his brain that he completely forgotten about.

Alex grinned as he looked at Upgrade. “I’ll never get tired of that reaction. Look at him solve the problems of the world. You ready to try yours?”

Upgrade frowned at Alex as she eyed the red elixir in her cup. “What sort of dosage did you pack into it?”

Alex shrugged really slowly and raised his hands while trying not to smile. “Since it was a group of veterans who have built up a bit of an immunity to my tonics, I thought I’d amp it up a little.”

Upgrade stared at him until Alex eventually broke with a sigh.

“He’ll be fine. It’s just a taste of the Grand Design. Enough to make him have a few breakthroughs, but nothing that will drive him loopy.” He gestured at himself with a flourish. “Trust me—I test all of them on myself first.”

Sal took in a sudden giant breath and steadied himself at the table, causing everyone to flinch in surprise.

Alex whipped his head around to look at Sal. “Oh yeah, don’t forget to breathe! Very important thing. Keep doing that. Good job.”

Upgrade’s teeth were gritted as she looked at Alex and then at Forge. “He gave him some Grand Design!”

Forge raised an eyebrow at Alex before looking at his own cup more closely. “I won’t say no.” With a single swig, he downed the entire glass and relaxed with a bright smile. “Alex, you truly are an incredible artist.”

Alex gave Upgrade a bright grin as he mocked her through mime, mouthing the word “Artist” and gesturing at himself as though in disbelief.

Sal felt so many things all at once that it was impossible to keep track of it all. He was looking at all the things he had Crafted in the past and realized how flawed their fundamental designs were. When he looked around the room, he thought of all the ways he could have improved his conversations with them all in the past, using the context he’d learned about them later.

The elixir was brute-forcing his mind into improving every thought that appeared in his head. He needed to channel it toward a singular purpose for it to roam freely and be constructive. Sal thought of his biggest problem at the moment: the fix for Gallant’s ability. When the image of Gallant appeared in Sal’s mind, his brain took an unexpected turn and instead produced all the telltale signs of why Gallant shouldn’t be trusted: the anger, the mood swings, the masking, the threat level spikes, and the fact that Prestige didn’t want him to be fixed or cured.

Sal couldn’t for the life of him understand where all these thoughts were coming from, but they ambushed his mind and threw ideas at him, of how he could remove the threat… of how he could tie up Gallant’s powers completely so he could never recover them.

He forced himself to confront those ideas and challenge them. If anyone on his team was a villain, it was Erika. In hindsight, Sal would realize that thinking of her was the worst decision he could have made. All his interactions with her flashed in front of his mind. Her standing awkwardly at the center of the Sky Lounge, wanting to take the crown of thorns as her prize. How he had offered to help her with a solution. How she knew already that he was Myth. She had made Rochelle apologize to him in the canteen, and used that as a condition for her being able to join the team. Images of Neuro’s face when he spoke to Erika harshly, and the same tone being used as Neuro’s appearance melted into that of Prestige. Another person criticizing her when she was trying her best.

“What the fuck is this drink? Why is it trying to make me hate a good person, and forgive a bad one?” Sal exclaimed through the vision. He tried covering his eyes to see whether it would help.

It didn’t. The images kept pouring into his head. Chatfield’s expression as he walked away from him at the train station, the pain he made that man feel for making the right call.

“Fuck you, it wasn’t the right call.” Sal grit his teeth as he rejected the thoughts in his own head.

How dare his own mind try to sabotage him and tell him what was right or wrong. These weren’t visions rooted in facts, but rather an amplified emotional response to the feelings he hadn’t been expressing. He was stronger than this, and he was going to flush the thoughts straight out of his brain with willpower alone.

Or at least, that was what he wanted to do. What happened instead was that his mind showed him just how strong he was… alternate versions of the past, where he had acted out of instinct and emotion, striking people down with powers that didn’t belong to him.

When he finally surfaced from the visions, he looked across the table to see everyone chatting happily and enjoying their meal. His own hand was held up to his face, a half-drunk cup of the red liquid in front of him. Hadn’t his outburst alarmed them? The shouting or the thrashing around? Was he still in that vision? All those questions swam in Sal’s mind as he calmed down and processed everything around him.

He knew instinctively that the others weren’t really reacting to him, and he could see that Martin’s eyes were glazed over as he stared off into space. The same was happening with Forge. Had everything he experienced just been in his own head?

“Alex…” Sal started as he placed the cup down on the table. “Just what is the Grand Design?”

Alex smiled at him. “You would have been better off with little sips, but it’s more fun when you take a proper mouthful.” He winked before getting comfortable in his seat and leaning across the table, a half-eaten spring roll in his left hand.

“The Grand Design is a concoction that shows us things we’ve overlooked. Our subconscious keeps a record of everything we do on a day-to-day basis, but we’re often too emotionally unstable to interpret it all properly. The Grand Design will show you the things your mind noticed that you didn’t appreciate at the time. For Crafters, it’s invaluable as it shows you the eureka moments that were just out of reach. It will connect the dots between a hypothesis and a fact, utilizing the full extent of your brain to process that information in the space of a few seconds.”

Sal gaped at the cup on the table. “And… you made this?”

Alex shrugged as he finished the spring roll. “Yeah. When you went up to the Credit floor, I threw it together with what I had available.”

“Does it mean that everything I saw was true?” Sal asked tentatively as he pushed the plastic cup farther away from him.

Alex’s smile faded slightly as his gaze burrowed into Sal. “Truth is subjective. Your eyes interpreted things that maybe your heart didn’t want to consider. I’m no therapist, but I’ve talked to quite a few of them. When it comes to the Grand Design, the best thing you can do is take the useful components of what you saw and discard the rest. If you want to channel it into your Crafting, you need to think of the part you can’t understand. That’s where Grand Design will help you. Otherwise, it will go off searching for everything else, and it can be a pretty draining experience.”

Sal nodded slowly as he tried to gather his thoughts. The fact that his subconscious mind believed that Gallant was a villain who needed to be stopped, and that Erika was just a misunderstood Hero—those things were massive problems because they didn’t reflect his feelings at all. He couldn’t go down the path of fearing every interaction, or looking for hidden meanings in every little thing. Sure, Erika might not be a villain, but she was still a bitch for what she had done to him.

Gallant, on the other hand, had been a Hero for years, who went through unspeakable amounts of trauma for someone so young. Of course he was going to be a bit rough from all of that. Did that make him a potential threat and a villain? Not necessarily. He had been helping Sal train and was working well as a part of the team.

Sal dismissed the thoughts of the elixir and settled his heart. There was no point in searching for secret intents, or else he’d end up mistrusting everyone around him. He couldn’t live like that. With his mind made up, he asked Alex the question he truly wanted to ask.

“Can you make an elixir or tonic that improves mastery? Like, innate mastery over Skill Weaves?”

Sal held his breath as he waited for an answer, and he could have sworn that Alex chose to feed himself another spring roll, just to build suspense.

When he finally finished chewing, he made a few vague gestures with his hands as though he were weighing the possibility. A few seconds later, Alex’s face broke into a grin. “I can make it for about forty Q-Cred. But for you, I’ll only charge thirty.”

Sal just stared at him as if he had two heads. Surely it couldn’t be that simple


Chapter 16: Proposition

“I’m not sure if you understand,” Sal tried to explain as he dug his fork into the casserole-type thing he had ordered for himself. “Mastery is an ability I’ve yet to see, like as an attribute or anything. My visor picked it up when analyzing Skill Weaves. You’re saying you can make something that could increase a person’s inherent mastery of their own skill? Not like Purple Punch or Sleeping Tiger?”

Alex raised an eyebrow and straightened his back with a smile on his face. “You knew about Sleeping Tiger? I’m impressed.” He looked at Sal a little more closely before continuing. “Analyzing Skill Weaves. Are you a Replicator? I had you pegged as a Crafter with how quickly you fell into this crowd.” He swept his hand around the table to where the others were sitting, when suddenly he turned his head slowly and put two and two together.

“Unless… you replicated a Crafting ability?”

Forge snorted and gave Alex a sad smile. “You should ease off on the tonics, Alex. Look at his eyes.” He waved his hand in a circle in front of Sal’s face as though making it as simple as possible. “He’s an Argento, of the Argento Auction. An Appraiser. They see things… and he just said it himself—he’s yet to see an ability called Mastery.”

Alex frowned, as though all his fun had just been trampled on. “Well then, Mr. Argento of the Argento Auction House. Let me be the one to tell you that I very much do understand. I’ve been making shitty tinctures that boost all sorts of stats since I got here. Mastery is a simple one, depending on the duration you’re going for. Are we talking a few minutes or a few hours here? Anything more than that will cost you the equivalent of a scholarship, and it’s just not worth it.”

Sal leaned a little closer over the table as he looked at Alex. “The thirty that you quoted me. How long would that last?”

“Fifty,” Alex corrected him. “Replicators are more useful to Alchemists than Appraisers. Discounts are for people who can be useful to me.”

Sal smiled warmly as he spread his palms on the table. “Okay then, the fifty you quoted. How long would that last? Humor me… what would the next two grades up from that cost and what would the duration difference be?”

Alex glanced between Upgrade and Forge, who didn’t say a word. He grinned as though he was finally being allowed to play. “Standard tincture at fifty will give you about ten minutes of a twenty percent boost. It won’t exceed your limits though, so don’t go thinking you can unlock a hundred and twenty percent of your capability. That’s not how it works.” He placed his fingers in front of him and started counting them down.

“Now, if you wanted that to be an hour, you’re talking about roughly two hundred Q-Cred. You want it for… clearing a tower? Well, that number will top out at roughly a thousand Q-Cred, but will give you a full twenty-four hours of the day and then some… depending on your digestive system and how you administer it.”

As if to answer the unspoken question, Alex tapped at the veins in his arm and then at the side of his neck.

Sal nodded as he did some quick math in his head. “What’s the highest percentage increase you can get with it? Twenty won’t cut it for what I need.”

Upgrade abruptly got to her feet with a glazed expression on her face. She dropped the empty cup in front of her and moved in the direction of the private room where the simulation orb was kept.

Alex watched her leave with a grin on his face. “See that? That’s the sign of a happy customer. She’s likely off to make something incredible with the burst of inspiration she just had.” He gave Sal a meaningful look as he spoke.

Sal just laughed as he shook his head. “I’ve been getting coffee from you for the last four months. I don’t need any sales pitches. I know you’re good at what you do. I just need to know what potency you can get to, so stop trying to increase your worth with things that don’t matter.”

Forge chuckled as he crossed his arms and watched the exchange with a smile.

Alex tapped the table with his index finger as he feigned dismay. “Ahh, you’re spoiling it. Come on… what do you want me to tell you? There’s a difference between what I can do and what I’m willing to do. It’s totally different when I can reach up to a shelf and give you a tincture versus making something from scratch. You’re paying for my expertise here, and I don’t have enough information to give you quotes.”

“Sure you do,” Sal corrected him. “You’ve got a buyer asking for the highest possible grade of mastery improvement. Tell me the highest you can achieve and what it costs, and we can proceed with the dance from there.”

Gosia perked up to point at Sal. “He’s actually an excellent dancer. Were you here for that, Alex?”

Alex gave her a quizzical look before turning his attention back to Sal. “I can get you to ninety percent safely. Everything after that is experimental. Duration is down to the quantity of ingredient I use, which is what throws the price up. The tricky part is that for me to get to that level of quality, I need to be meticulous and spend a shit ton of essence and time taking care of it. That costs me a lot more than reaching up to a shelf.”

“I’m not making an offer, I’m asking for a price,” Sal insisted with a smile.

Alex slapped both hands against the table in quick succession as though he was trying to make a beat before he raised a single hand and pointed at Sal. “Twenty minutes at ninety percent will cost you twelve hundred Q-Cred.”

“Ah, I guess you can’t do what I’m looking for then. Thanks anyway.” Sal sighed as he got to his feet and started to pack away the casserole for later.

Alex slapped the table again. “Did I say twenty? That was for the hour. I suppose I could give you thirty minutes for let’s say… seven hundred and fifty? It’s a lot of currency on materials, and… the time, ya know?” His eyes narrowed as he watched Sal continue to pack up the food.

“Look, I’m trying to give you a deal here, Sal. I just need a bit more information on what exactly it is you need. If it’s for clearing the tower, and it’s more heavy-duty stuff… we could work out a payment plan? You wouldn’t need to give me all the Q-Cred upfront, and could space it out over your time at Quest Academy. I’ve done that sort of deal with a few people in the past and it works well.”

Sal shook his head and smiled at Alex. “I know I come from the Argento Auction, but have you forgotten that wealth doesn’t matter at Quest Academy? The amount of Q-Cred I could have earned in the last few months is a few hundred at best, and I’m here, treating you to a meal, and your best offer of help is to gouge me over the rest of my time here.” Sal chuckled as he spoke. “Thirty-two months left before graduation. Best offer I’d give you is twenty Q-Cred a month for that duration, if you kept throwing in the free coffees.”

“Twenty!” Alex screeched as he shot up out of his chair. “Are you even aware of what ingredients go into a mastery elixir? We’re talking otherworldly shit here, and it doesn’t grow in your back garden. It comes at an absolute premium because it can’t grow this side of the portals. That’s right, you don’t see it in dungeons or towers either—all this stuff is portal produce.”

Alex looked around the table as though trying to get the support of the other Crafters, but none of them made eye contact with him, except for Forge, who hadn’t stopped smiling since earlier.

Alex pointed at Sal as he looked at the others. “Will someone tell him that this isn’t me being the bad guy here?”

Sal looked at Alex with a feigned expression of confusion. “You just said that it was seven hundred and fifty, and I said twenty a month for the remaining thirty-two months. Is six hundred and forty that insulting an offer?” He paused in his packing away of the food as he pretended to look for a compromise.

“Okay, I didn’t want to do this… but I guess I could ask my father to source those ingredients through the auction house, see if we could get some form of discount. I’d need small amounts of each of them to give to my father for quality control and to ensure we’re getting the real stuff from vendors.”

Alex’s expression did a complete one-eighty as he sat back down with a thoughtful look on his face. “That sounds very… good. I’m open to that. You just need bits of materials and you’ll be able to source the rest?” He drummed his fingers against the work surface as he glanced at Sal, then at Forge, then back to Sal. “What if there were other materials I was looking for?”

Sal nodded in understanding. “Of course, I’d be happy to get my father to look for them too. But our agreement would need to change, as it’s then a mutually beneficial one.”

“How do you mean?” Alex stared at Sal.

“Well, you could consider your payment from me as the access my father gives you to under-the-table vendors.” Sal smiled innocently as he shrugged. “Just means there’s no monthly fee. You buy your materials at a discount, and you produce the elixirs I need.”

Sal laughed as he held up his palm to placate Alex, who looked ready to hop up again. “Obviously, I’ll be paying for the ingredients I’ll need for the mastery elixir, but everything else you want is out of your own pocket. I’ll liaise with my father and act as middleman for free.”

Alex did get to his feet, but he wore a smile on his face as he stretched his hand out to Sal. “I think you’ve got yourself a deal.”

Sal looked at the hand and smiled back at Alex gently. “Handshakes mean something, Alex. When I have the ingredients from you, and their market values, I’ll shake your hand then. Not before.”

Forge’s chuckle acted as the backdrop for Alex sighing in defeat.

“You really were raised in an auction house, weren’t you?” He scanned the table before popping the lid back into his decanter and lifting it like a precious child. “Anyway, I have some ingredients to go and gather. Enjoy the rest of your Grand Design, and we’ll discuss the nitty-gritty details later.”

Just as he was leaving, Sal called out to him. “Just out of curiosity. How would a Replicator be of use to an Alchemist?”

He framed it like a joke, as though he were trying to understand it, and Alex was clearly convinced of his identity as an Appraiser.

“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Alex laughed as he looked around the room to see if anyone would venture a guess. When none were uttered, he smiled.

“Most Replicators make their money with the Refinement ability. It works great with tinctures and elixirs because there’s no stats to make random. Either the duration goes up or the proficiency. Both are an absolute win.” He shrugged as though it were no big deal. “But Replicators can’t get me ingredients, so maybe we’ll cut some slack for the Appraisers of the world.” He thought about it for a moment and then winced ever so slightly. “Well, maybe.”

When Alex was well and truly out of earshot, both Martin and Gosia leaned forward in their chairs as though waiting for a big reveal. Forge looked at Sal and smiled.

“So, go on then… tell us your angle. We promise not to tell him.”

Instead of answering, Sal pulled the packaging up from the ground and placed it on the table. The logo on the center of it was clearly legible as “Royce.” When Martin and Gosia gave him blank expressions, Sal smiled as he tapped the packaging.

“Anderson Royce is a first-year at Quest Academy. He’s able to grow resources with only the smallest amount of them. Who wants to bet that his power would be able to grow otherworldly produce?”

Forge’s smile faltered. “That’s a big risk to be betting everything on. His power might not be up to task.”

Sal’s smile didn’t waver, and instead grew wider. “Well, if that’s the case… we’ll just need to improve his power until it can make what we need.”


Chapter 17: Breakthrough

As the rest of the workshop crew called it a night and retired to their rooms, Sal remained with Upgrade in the private room in complete silence. Both of them had their personal projects to work on, and Sal was happy to leave Upgrade to it. He had his own things to process, and the stylus continued to scratch against the page as he wrote down his list of priorities.

With the tower coming up, he needed to put his team in the best position possible to clear it flawlessly. Their cohesion left a lot to be desired, but with Erika being neutered with the restraining locket, he felt like she’d be less trouble to deal with. Gallant was their main Offensive power, and he was fiercely competent even without his ability. Sal had promised to fix his Mastery attribute, and the best method for that so far was relying on Alex to come up with an elixir.

Sure, he’d be able to wait for the Hero named Coach to arrive for the evals but that wasn’t a certainty, according to Quest. Being able to replicate Coach’s proficiency boosting ability might not even lead to anything, as Sal would still need to Craft something that could utilize the ability. Quest had also said that Coach’s ability was the closest thing to what Sal was looking for, so it wasn’t even a guarantee that it would be a good match.

Right now, if he wanted to pursue the Crafting option for Gallant, he needed the Mastery ability. The best method to do that was to create the weave with the simulation equipment. Even though it was the best method, and he had everything he needed to try it out risk-free, he was still apprehensive. The Grand Design elixir had shown him a series of memories that were quite difficult to process, and Sal found himself doubting whether helping Gallant was the right call. An elixir would impose a time limit on Gallant’s recovery and would be a much safer method of showcasing his capability. If Sal gave him a set of equipment that solved all his problems, then it would be left to chance how Gallant would react. Would he drop out of Quest Academy and go straight back to being a Hunter?

Sal tapped the stylus against the page as he walked through his thoughts. There were so many variables, and he felt guilty that he was making a judgment call that he didn’t have any right to make. It shouldn’t be up to him to decide whether Gallant was fit for being a Hero, or whether his trauma was too far gone in the wrong direction. As far as Sal was concerned, the outbursts and the shift in mental states were caused by his ability misfiring.

A part of him wanted to ask for Prestige’s take on the whole thing, just to see whether she was truly committed to getting Gallant back in working order. With the resources she had as a top-ranked Hunter, she should have found more solutions than Sal had found in just a few days. Sal had to be missing something.

His gaze drifted across the workbench to his plastic cup that still held half of the Grand Design elixir. He hadn’t finished it earlier for fear of having another episode of potentially harmful interpretations. Sal sighed as he looked back at the list in front of him. Getting Anderson Royce’s power would be easy, even if he was out on the excursion with the others. The database of ability weaves included the Growth ability that Anderson used, so he’d be able to play with the different permutations of it later. Rather than having it as a contender for a Skill Implant, Sal was entertaining the idea of crafting a solution for making the elixirs that he needed. Upgrade had said that Doc Ameye was a big believer in automation, and Sal wanted to try it out.

Pushing all the useless thoughts out of his head, Sal moved the sheet of paper to one side and looked down at the empty canvas that remained. He needed to Craft something that would incorporate Growth from Anderson Royce, Alchemize from Alex, and Refinement from the database. It would be a construct that would craft the elixirs that he wanted with just the smallest of raw materials. There was no way of knowing if it would work, but Sal wanted to try.

With the parameters in place, Sal took a breath before raising the plastic cup to his lips and drinking the remainder of the Grand Design elixir. In the same moment, he activated Mythcrafter and tried to put his plan into motion, visualizing what he needed to make the plan work. He held onto the outcome in his mind and rejected everything else, then waited for his brain to start reacting.

His stylus moved quickly as he drew what he could see in his mind. Visualizations flashed into his brain as he recalled the moment Forge had given him a tour of the workshop. One of the 3D printers came into focus in Sal’s mind as he diagrammed the structure of the machine. It had just enough detail that Mythcrafter picked up on what he was creating, and Sal could see the improvements starting to flow through on how to Craft and Refine the project.

Like a flash, the scene changed to show the cafeteria, and more specifically one of the drinks dispensers. Sal didn’t think about it and just drew the outline on the available space on the page. Even without Appraising either object, Sal’s eyes had taken in enough information of their structure to draw them from memory. The inner workings weren’t as important at this stage; he just needed the Mythcrafter ability to understand what he was trying to envision.

Growth, Alchemize, and Refinement were sketched out next, each of their weaves being drawn independently from one another at the top of the page. It was incredibly rough, but Mythcrafter knew what he wanted and filled in the gaps.

Sal took a deep breath as Grand Design continued to batter at his senses. The bare bones of his blueprint were there, and it was enough for Mythcrafter to work with. He still had a little time before the effects of the elixir wore off, and he didn’t want to waste it on useless thoughts. Shifting the page to one side, Sal brought back the previous one that held his notes on crafting the Mastery ability. He tried to focus his intent on building a Mastery ability, but the visions didn’t come nearly as quickly as before.

Sal didn’t know whether it was because of the waning effectiveness of the elixir or whether it was because he didn’t have enough memories to draw from, but it was a much slower effort this time. Just when Sal believed that it was for nothing, a thought popped into his head: a visual of Fabi Maccles’s network of gates. The thought evaporated and was replaced by a bombardment of weaves that he had personally inspected over the years, including his parents, friends, and strangers. It was like a blockage had been cleared, and the memories burst past him in quick flashes that he could barely keep track of.

The last part of the puzzle came together as Grand Design finally evaporated from his system, leaving Sal shaken and sweating as he stared straight ahead in bewilderment.

“Experience a breakthrough?” Upgrade asked from her own station. She had her chin propped up by her palm as she rested her elbow on the desk.

Sal dropped the stylus as he fought to control his breathing. “Yeah… something like that. It’s a lot to process, so just… give me a second.”

Upgrade got up from her workbench and moved over to where Sal sat. “Sergeant Head was looking for you earlier. I said I’d send you up to him after we finished eating.” She looked at Sal carefully before reaching down and taking the stylus out of his shaking hand. “But change of plan. You’re going to bed.”

Sal blinked at her in surprise. “I’m fine. The elixir was just a little rough on the senses… honestly.”

Upgrade shook her head as she placed the stylus into the recess at the side of the desk. “Sal, trust me on this. You need to get some rest. You can drop by tomorrow after you’ve had your chat with Sergeant Head.”

“I think you’re overreacting. It was just a little shaking. I’m honestly fine,” Sal insisted as he reached for the stylus again, but Upgrade’s hand caught his own.

“Is this what I taught you?” Upgrade looked at the scrawls and scribbles all over the page. “You’ve hit some serious breakthroughs with adapting weaves on the simulation machine, but now you’re crafting a 3D printer?”

A frown crossed her features as she let go of Sal’s hand and sighed. “You’ve got a deadline coming up, and I understand that. Truly, I do.” She gestured at the scribbles all over the skill list page. “But this is frantic, and you’re not going to get anywhere by just racing between thoughts.”

Sal wanted to argue, but the expression on Upgrade’s face made him reconsider. She was genuinely worried about him, and he could see that.

Upgrade sat at the edge of Sal’s desk as she folded her arms. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

Sal leaned back on the stool and gave Upgrade a shrug. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Gallant needs to be fixed in time for the tower, and I don’t know if I can create the right weave to make the Mastery ability in time. Even if I do get it right, I’ll need to Craft equipment for him to wear.” He pointed at the drawing of the 3D printer design.

“Then I thought of what you said about Doc Ameye using automation, and I tried to find a way to solve the problem with Mythcrafter. A machine that could make the elixirs I need.” Sal hesitated for a moment. “Then there’s the stuff about the Saviors class. I wanted to design a skill I could use for the Skill Implant but couldn’t decide on what would be the best fit for me.”

Upgrade nodded as she listened carefully. When Sal finished speaking, she gave him a few moments before airing her thoughts.

“While it’s commendable that you’re living in the moment, you’re not going to get very far if you can’t look to the future. What happens if Gallant isn’t fixed in time for the tower? Do you think that he needs a solution this desperately, after having survived years of not being able to use his ability? No, Sal. He doesn’t need it right now.” She was gentle but firm with him as she spoke. “Obsessing over a Skill Implant that won’t be relevant for another couple of months? Does that need to be done right now?”

“No…” Sal agreed with a resigned sigh.

Upgrade gave him a playful nudge with her elbow. “You’ve been given a task by Quest that will allow you to help so many people in the future. Don’t let anything else distract you from that. You might be one of the top-ranked students in first year, but the fate of the world isn’t resting on your shoulders. Prioritize the tasks that will give you the best results both now and in the future.”

She grinned and tilted her head to look at him more clearly. “Gallant can wait. You can tell him that Alex is capable of making mastery elixirs and then you can let him bankroll that solution. Your Crafting ideas might be extraordinary, but right now they’re a distraction from what’s truly important.”

“So, you’re saying I should just give up on Gallant?” Sal asked in confusion.

Upgrade shook her head. “Deprioritize. I’m not asking you to give up on a friend, but rather ask yourself what is truly the best use of your time between now and the tower.” She laughed as she gestured at the room around them. “You’ve got so many commission requests that still need to be done. Vanessa keeps dropping hints that you’re going to set up a guild soon, and Chatfield is practically frothing at the mouth to get a production line set up with you and Blathnaid at its core. If you’ve got your heart set on helping your friend, then you can do that…”

Upgrade tapped the blueprint in front of Sal. “But not at the cost of your sanity. Take things slower and start taking care of yourself. Otherwise, I’ll start imposing time limits that you’re allowed to be in the workshop. Understood?”

“Understood.” Sal frowned. “So, should I get back to working on the weaves for Quest to approve my use of Skill Master?”

Upgrade’s brow furrowed as she slid off the table and moved behind Sal, resting her palms on his shoulders. “You’re not a robot, Sal. You can make your own choices on how to best use your time. I’m simply suggesting that there are better ways for you to use that time. Finish the tasks you started rather than leaving things half-done. I’m not going to judge how you operate, but it would be unfair of me to watch you burn out because you’re lacking direction.”

Sal nodded. He hadn’t really thought about it, but with just a few words from Upgrade, he understood how sidetracked he had become.

Picking up his tablet, Sal got to his feet and realized he felt a bit unsteady. “I’ll head to bed and see you in the morning. Thanks, Upgrade.”

Upgrade smiled at him as she walked back to her bench. “Your meeting is at ten with Sergeant Head. Don’t be late for that, and go straight there. This room won’t be opening until after you’ve had your meeting with him.”


Chapter 18: Perspective

“So, let me get this straight.” Sergeant Head removed his glasses, folded them, and placed them on the desk in front of him. “You’ve got a high-class Replication ability that allowed you to create the Mythcrafter ability.” He raised a finger on his hand. “You’ve learned that you’re able to adjust the internal Skill Weaves of the people around you, potentially granting them access to more power.” He raised another finger. “And you’re being tasked by Quest to overhaul the Support classes, while potentially starting up a guild with Vanessa on the Credit floor… as well as working with Chatfield on equipping the next generation of Heroes with evolutionary equipment. Have I got that right?”

There wasn’t an ounce of judgment in his tone, and it looked like he genuinely wanted to understand.

Sal nodded. “Yeah, and I need to fix Gallant’s ability. And then there’s all the commission requests I got from the faculty members when they learned about my Mythcrafter ability.”

He had been lying down on the leather couch for a while now as he and the sergeant had chatted. It had been quite nerve-racking at first, but Sal quickly realized that Sergeant Head was a no-nonsense kind of guy. There had been little to no pleasantries and just seconds after Sal had entered the room, he was instructed to lie down and talk about what was on his mind.

“Okay.” Sergeant Head raised another couple of fingers. “Now, what is it that you want?”

Sal blinked in surprise as he turned his head on the leather couch to look at the sergeant.

“You’ve told me about the expectations that have been placed on your shoulders, but what do you want to do?”

“What I want? Well… I want to do my best and not let everyone down.”

The words came out as though they were the most obvious thing in the world. He had started to feel competent in himself over the last few days when he saw how naturally he could use the Skill Master ability. Combined with how much potential there was with Mythcrafter, he was understanding how impactful his abilities were for the people around him. Upgrade’s praise, Chatfield’s confidence, and Quest’s shock… all those reactions were down to his own efforts, and he genuinely enjoyed the feeling of being reliable and dependable.

Sergeant Head chuckled humorlessly. “Your best, eh?” He slid a notepad across his desk and flipped it open. “We’ll start there. What is your best? Let’s talk hypotheticals for a second.” He took a few notes on the notepad before glancing in Sal’s direction. “How long does it take you to unknot a person’s ability? Let’s say something simple and something that would require you to use your brain a bit.”

Sal frowned at the question. He thought of Blathnaid’s weave that had taken him a relatively short period of time, and then thought of Fabi’s, which had taken almost two days to figure out. Making the weaves was a simple process but mapping them to the individual took more time because he needed to respect their essence gates and synchronization levels.

“Anywhere between ten minutes to two days. Maybe say three days to be safe.”

“Excellent.” Sergeant Head took a few notes as he nodded with a smile. “And your Mythcrafting. That Legendary sniper rifle. How long did that take? Rough examples are fine.”

Sal thought back to it. “I had help from other Crafters on that project. Upgrade, Martin, and Gosia. It took us the better part of two days to get all the components together. Maybe add another day for the drawing of the blueprints and the Appraisal? So, four people and three days… I think?”

The questioning was giving him a feeling of inadequacy just hearing it aloud. It only took him a few days to make something extraordinary and yet he had wasted so much time with other activities. How many Legendary weapons would he have been able to make if he hadn’t been sent out to the field for the excursion with Chatfield? Or how much farther along would he have been with his Skill Master research if he wasn’t required to challenge the tower?

So many of the things that took up his time were reactions to what was happening in his life. Equipment for his team going into the tournament. Appraisals to earn Q-Cred for his Administration class and training for combat. His last few months had been a hectic series of events, and Sal already heard all the justifications coming to his lips for when Sergeant Head would accuse him of not reaching his potential. That was the crux of it. He wasn’t reaching his potential, not even close.

“Well, for the sake of making this easier, we’ll give you the three of them and we’ll even shorten the duration to two days. I’m sure you’ll get the swing of things with practice,” Sergeant Head remarked as he made a few more notes with a wry smile on his face.

Sal propped himself up on his elbows, not sure what he was hearing. Resilience training, in his mind, was going to be a conversation with Sergeant Head where he told Sal to suck it up and keep going. Or that he’d give Sal a new perspective on how to manage his time.

Sal looked at the sergeant with a frown. “Am I missing something?”

Sergeant Head looked up with a smile as he lifted the notebook from the desk, flipping it back a couple of pages. “So, would you like the good news or the bad news?”

“Bad news,” Sal answered. His chest tightened.

He wanted to get this over with so he could get back to the workshop. At least that’s what he was telling himself. He didn’t know much about the Resilience lecturer, but there was no way that he could have come up with a solution to Sal’s life in just a few minutes. It was better to have the bad news first, because that would likely be the true advice that he needed to hear.

“Suit yourself.” Sergeant Head placed a finger on the notepad. “The bad news is that you’re not going to save the world.”

Sal stared at him as a pang of anxiety sprung straight to his heart, causing it to thunder in his chest. “What do you mean? That I’m not suited to being a Hero?”

Sergeant Head chuckled as he shook his head. “There’s a difference between being a Hero and saving the world. I tend to call it the Savior complex.” He lowered the notebook as he stared at Sal intently. “All of the expectations that you believe rest solely on your shoulders. Your abilities that you probably believe have the potential to turn the tide and give us a fighting chance in the war. The bad news is that you’re not going to save the world.”

Sal met his stare and returned it in equal measure. “I never said I was going to save the world.”

Sergeant Head lifted the notepad. “Sure you did. You’re going to unravel the knots of every Hero. You’re going to give them all the best equipment. That’s the basis of the two main abilities you have—Skill Master and Mythcrafter.” He looked at his notebook for a second before smiling at Sal. “We’ve got over thirty thousand registered Heroes with the Hunter Bureau, and if you only go with the top eight thousand in the rankings… and you’re able to dedicate a forty-hour week to just unraveling their abilities, then you’re looking at…” He checked his notes again. “Between thirty-three weeks, if everything takes ten minutes…”

Sal’s eyes widened and he opened his mouth to speak, but Sergeant Head continued.

“And sixty-one years, if you take two working days, at roughly sixteen hours total. So, yeah… you could dedicate between a half a year and sixty-one years to just working on the top eight thousand Hunters in the bureau. Which leaves out twenty-two thousand Heroes and doesn’t factor in any time for Crafting.” Sergeant Head flipped the page of his notes. “You can play around with those numbers, and you can lie to yourself about how long they might reasonably take, but the point of this exercise is to understand the scale of everything around you. You may have an incredible set of abilities, but you are a single cog in the machine.”

“A… cog?” Sal repeated slowly.

Sergeant Head nodded. “Perhaps even a vital cog. But a cog nonetheless, in the vast machine that drives mankind forward. We all have a part to play if we’re to turn the tide and win this ongoing war. And the fastest way for you to add that value is to understand the scale of what we’re doing. Even if you were to give your entire focus to Crafting and we gave you Martin, Gosia, and Upgrade… you’d dedicate the rest of your life to equipping less than twenty percent of the registered Heroes in this city alone.” He paused for a few moments as though to let his words sink in.

Sal couldn’t wrap his head around what he was hearing. Even as he ran through the numbers in his own head, he couldn’t refute what the sergeant was saying. All the excuses that rushed to his defense weren’t helpful in the slightest. He wanted to make the point that if each item was Legendary or had an evolutionary rune, that they could potentially add a dramatic difference to the warfront.

“You would bankrupt this entire city, twenty times over, to get the resources you needed to Craft at that scale. You’re not self-sustainable like Doc Ameye, and your efforts in creating large-scale weaponry for an army of Hunters would destroy the economy.”

Sergeant Head spoke as though he knew exactly what Sal had been thinking.

“I want you to use this perspective when you look at your tasks. Think of everything you could do to save the world, and then take a step back to realize just how unrealistic it is. There is no feasible way for you to save everyone, to Craft everything, and to improve us all.”

Sal faltered in his own thoughts as he realized that the sergeant was right. It gave him only a small sliver of satisfaction that Erika was wrong. Even with his ability, there was no way that he’d be able to make a massive difference in the war. Sal wondered whether Sergeant Head taught Resilience, or whether he just crushed the expectations of those who came to visit him. No wonder Gallant had been dodging his sessions with the instructor.

“Now, are you ready for the good news?” Sergeant Head flipped to the next page of his notebook.

Sal nodded numbly as he waited for the verdict, not exactly sure what he should expect. He felt somewhat hollow at the realization of how inconsequential he was in the greater scheme of things. All the praise that had been thrown at him from every direction since entering the academy suddenly felt meaningless. He started to wonder why he was pushing himself so hard in so many different directions when none of it really mattered.

“The good news is that you’re a hard worker.” Sergeant Head spoke in a matter-of-fact tone that cut through Sal’s melancholy. “Understanding your limitations is the fastest method of achieving personal growth. Once you understand that you alone cannot do everything, and you accept that, you’ll be capable of reaching even greater heights.”

He placed the notebook down on the desk as he smiled at Sal. “You want to do your best and not let everyone down? Some might call that a weak mindset, but it has the potential to be incredibly powerful. It’s the true nature of a Hero and it’s your instinctive desire. That’s a very good start.” He gestured at Sal as though it were obvious. “Combine that with aptitude, and you’re well on your way to becoming a vital cog in the machine.”

Sal tried to smile, but he was incredibly conflicted. It was still all very high-level stuff, and there wasn’t anything actionable in what the sergeant was saying. He’d essentially been brought into a room to say that he wasn’t special on a global scale, and that even if he tried his best, and worked his entire life… his efforts wouldn’t be enough to turn the tide of war. Sal obviously hadn’t been arrogant enough to believe that was the case, but the reactions of Upgrade, Quest, and Chatfield had filled him with a sense of obligation and capability. All his fears that the Bastion would be targeting him and kidnapping him to make them weapons or improve their weaves seemed so childish and trivial now.

Sergeant Head tapped his desk a few times to catch Sal’s attention. “I’m not telling you all of this so you become lazy, or use this as an excuse to not try your best. It’s designed to give you perspective of where your capability ties into the bigger picture.” He folded his hands in front of his chest and looked at Sal carefully. “If you want to help people, then do that. You’re a first-year, and there is a lot ahead of you if you want to become a Hero in the future. Placate Quest and jump through his hoops so you’re not operating with just one of your abilities. Get the Skill Master ability under control and start using it to help people. If you find that you enjoy that part of the process, then I’d genuinely encourage you to look further into the setup of a guild. You have all the traits of a great guildmaster.”

With just that sentence, Sal had his answer. “So, all I need to do is get Skill Master under control and start looking into creating a guild?”

Sergeant Head shook his head with a wry smile. “You’re not a soldier, Salvatore. I’m not giving you a set of orders that you need to carry out. This is your future, and you need to live it for yourself. Take a step back from all the requests, commissions, and expectations that everyone is placing on your shoulders. Think about what you want, and then go off and achieve it. You’ve spent far too long dancing to everyone else’s tune, and it’s time you made decisions for yourself.”

Sergeant Head stood and tapped at the watch on his wrist. “We’ll have another catch-up soon, and I want to hear about everything you’ve done for yourself in our next session. Understood?”

“Yes, Sergeant.” He got to his feet and tried to process all his thoughts when a question popped into his head. Resilience was likely an ability he could use for the Mastery weave, and if Sergeant Head had something like that, then it might be worth looking at his weave. On the off chance that he was a telepath like Neuro, Sal thought it would be best to ask him about it rather than just checking without permission.

“Do you mind me asking, but what is your ability? Something Psionic or Influence based?” Sal held his breath, wondering whether it would be something he could use.

Sergeant Head chuckled and shook his head. “If you’re thinking about using or improving my weave, don’t bother. There may come a day when I ask you to tie some knots in it, but only when I can pass on without regrets.”

Sal looked at the sergeant in confusion. “Why would you ever want to cut off your own weave?”

Sergeant Head smiled as he led the way to the exit. “Quest didn’t tell you why I teach Resilience?” He laughed as he shook his head. “Immortality, Salvatore. I was there when the first portals opened in the city, and I’ll likely be here for the outcome of this war.” His smile faded as he opened the door. “If I ever decide to throw in the towel and accept death, you’ll be the first man I’ll come to see.”


Chapter 19: Planning

Rather than going straight to the workshop like he had originally intended, Sal walked out to the amphitheater to sit down and think. Although the revelation that the Resilience lecturer was practically immortal because of his weave, Sal was more preoccupied with everything else they had discussed. When he thought about his role in society, and how much of an impact he could feasibly make on a large scale, Sal was… relieved. It was a guilty thought, but he clung to it.

It took him a few minutes, but Sal found the seat he had occupied with his parents in the amphitheater when they had first arrived at Quest Academy. When he had been sitting in that very seat, and looked up at the screens that Quest presented, Sal had been holding onto the hope that he’d be able to use his Skill Master ability without overloading his eyes. The migraines that wouldn’t stop until he wore sunglasses were now a distant memory, and Sal smiled at how much his priorities had shifted in such a short time. Crafting up to the Mythic grade, with the Legendary sniper rifle that would someday evolve. Unraveling the knots in Blathnaid’s weave. Finding a solution to give Gallant back his powers. So many responsibilities that he had taken on as though there were no other choice.

When was the last time he had carried out an Appraisal? Only a month ago, he had been convinced that he was going to earn a small fortune through his partnership with the Reavers Guild. Vanessa’s insistence was what made him look at the idea of starting a guild, but was that something Sal actually wanted? Huge upfront cost—not that Q-Cred had been a problem for him—but also a lot of responsibility. It would be like he was closing the book on the Argento Auction. If he was to become a guildmaster, would he be disappointing his parents? He knew that they’d be supportive of whatever he chose to do, but he couldn’t push that thought out of his head.

Going into the dungeon had been Upgrade’s method of getting him to overcome his fears. If Sal had to make a list of the things he wanted for himself, fighting demons wasn’t anywhere in the top half of it. It was an eventuality if he continued studying at Quest Academy, and a part of him wanted to get ahead of the curve and face his fears. But would that mean he’d join Gallant for dungeon raids? It wasn’t something that excited him, so he deprioritized it in his own head.

Crafting was something he genuinely enjoyed, and it gave him a massive sense of accomplishment. The Q-Cred he earned from it made it an even more enjoyable experience. Working alongside Upgrade and flexing the Mythcrafter ability had been one of the standout highlights of his time at Quest Academy. His visor and revolver were testaments to what he was capable of, and he was proud of himself for making them a reality.

Skill Master. The ability that had caused him so much anxiety in his childhood was now an entirely new avenue for him to explore. Being encouraged to use it by Quest came with a massive sense of relief, as it had always been an ability that he’d felt awkward about. Replicating the abilities of others at their maximum potential was a phenomenal ability, but Sal finally understood the true beauty of it, in that it allowed him to help others reach their full potential. That feeling, more than anything, was what gave him pause. Crafting, Appraisals, and earning Q-Cred was great, but the look on Upgrade’s face was what he kept coming back to. When he had unlocked her power, he felt… special. It was one of the first times that he had used his own power to help someone else.

“Helping people is the priority,” Sal muttered as he started making a list on his tablet. “Skill Master goes to the top of the list.”

He circled the entry with his finger a few times to add emphasis. If he was going to give it his full effort, he needed to abandon his apprehensions about skill combinations. If he couldn’t recreate the circumstances where he made the Mythcrafter ability, that was fine. There were hundreds of other abilities that he could improve within that database. Gallant’s issue had been around for a few years, and Upgrade was right. The onus shouldn’t be squarely on him to solve that problem.

“Crafting is next.” Sal continued with his list before he paused.

Looking up from his tablet, Sal stared at the horizon, between two of the large skyscrapers that towered on either side of his gaze. In the distance, he could see the faint shimmer of the blue barriers that kept them safe. The conversations with Upgrade about how his Mythcrafter ability could be a huge leap forward in societal technology was something he couldn’t ignore. Rather than focusing on weapons and defensive equipment, Sal wanted to make a positive impact with his abilities. Everything he had heard about Doc Ameye had been inspiring, and his earliest works on the train, turret systems, and the barriers was enough to tell Sal that he was making the right choice. Drawing a line from the word “Crafting,” Sal added some notes about wanting to make equipment that would benefit society.

“Money.” Sal added the third entry to the list and linked it up to the Crafting section.

Materials weren’t cheap, and he didn’t want to be indebted to any guild or faction that offered some form of sponsorship. Now that he saw his own earning potential, he questioned how good of a deal the partnership with the Reavers would have been. Appraisals were a good money-maker, but if he wanted enough Q-Cred to fund the projects he intended to pursue, he’d need a lot more. His outlandish concept for the potions manufacturing was still a possibility, but it wasn’t a priority. Now that he had come to terms with the fact that helping Gallant wasn’t on a time limit, the pressure of creating a fix for him wasn’t front and center of Sal’s mind. There were so many commissions waiting for him, and getting them done would give him a lot more Q-Cred to play with.

Sal looked at the three priorities he’d noted and recalled the conversation with Sergeant Head. If he wanted to create some sort of impact on society, then he wouldn’t be able to do it as just an individual. Sure, there would be a lot of positives and benefits from granting additional power to established Heroes, or by Crafting superior equipment for them to use, but it wouldn’t be enough.

Just the thought of having to focus on unknotting powers for the next sixty years was enough to cause Sal to shudder involuntarily. There had to be something more that he could do, and Sergeant Head had probably given him the answers. He had told Sal that he wasn’t self-sufficient like Doc Ameye was, and that getting enough materials for Crafting would be a challenge. Coupled with everything Sal had heard from Upgrade about him, he realized that there was a lot he could learn from the man. The only difference was that Sal was firm in his approach that he wouldn’t be a lone wolf who would try to do everything by himself like Doc Ameye.

Sergeant Head believed that he would make a good guildmaster. That he had all the good traits that would make him successful in the role. Sal didn’t know many guildmasters—unless you counted Jez, who was unhinged to say the least. Everything Vanessa had said about the resources they could provide made him think of his own abilities. If he decided to go down that path, he could incentivize people to join his guild by unlocking their powers and giving them the best equipment.

If they were a Support guild, he’d be able to concentrate on producing societal-focused inventions. Sal looped that note back to the “Money” section and the “Skill Master” part of his list. It also touched on his desire to help people, be self-sufficient, and ticked the boxes of becoming established. With his Mythcrafter ability, they’d be sure to be profitable in no time. He could even build out an entire roster of guild members who were all production focused.

Sal continued to write as the pieces of the puzzle started to click into place. He’d be able to recruit teams that would be responsible for the dungeon raids, and that would give him access to more materials without having to risk his own life. It would also improve their ranking and tier score, giving them access to more resources.

A wide smile grew across Sal’s face as he looked at his tablet. He’d be able to build cool inventions, help people, help society, and make money doing it. If he was able to pick up a few Masterclasses on how to operate a guild, and continued to learn from Jez about Administration, then he’d be set for his future at Quest Academy. Even the silly invention of that potion-making station would be possible if he recruited the right people for the job. Sal daydreamed about how much it would cost to convince Upgrade to join his guild, or what sort of conditions she’d have for leaving her lecturing role at Quest Academy.

It was naive to think that he was going to hit the ground running. There were definitely going to be problems, but it was all making sense to Sal. He wanted to set up his own guild. Not because he was cornered and felt like he had to, but because it aligned with all the things he wanted to achieve. Would he really be satisfied at being a simple cog in the machine, when he could create an entirely new machine? It was arrogant, but Sal didn’t care. If Doc Ameye was able to become a force that needed to be reckoned with, then maybe Sal could be that person, too?

The most important part of this plan was that Sal needed to prioritize his tasks and work toward the goals that made the most sense. Rushing off in multiple directions wouldn’t be helpful to him in the long-term, and he realized that he had been especially frantic over the last few days. The surge of confidence that he experienced with the weaves had been amazing. But at some point, he had lost sight of what was important and started to feel like he was capable of anything.

Sergeant Head had tempered those expectations and brought him back down to earth. He didn’t have to do everything, and he didn’t need to solve every problem. He just needed to take things one step at a time and move forward from there.

Sal grinned as he continued to make notes. When he walked into the workshop later, he wasn’t going to touch the blueprint station. Upgrade had helped design a Skill Weave simulator, and it was ridiculous that he was sitting in a corner, playing with lists. He had everything he needed to experiment and play with weaves, and he was going to use it to get as many positive results as possible. He’d work on the theories he had already come up with, and if they didn’t work, he’d create new ones. They didn’t need to be extraordinary ultimate versions like he had originally intended, but they could be useful improvements to the existing threads on the database. If he brought the standard of weaves up and focused on the student and Hero profiles, then he’d earn the proficiency with the ability that would then earn Quest’s trust.

Sal got to his feet as he looked at his tablet with a smile. “Pass Quest’s test. Earn as much Q-Cred as possible. Start a guild.”

It probably sounded insane, but Sal was grateful that he had taken the time to process his feelings. Sergeant Head had been useful in pointing him in the right direction, and Sal was pumped to get started. In the back of his head, he wondered whether Quest would change his mind about upgrading the workshop now that Sal intended to establish his own Mythcrafter guild. His smile turned into a grin when he thought of Quest’s reaction to his plan.

Sal left the amphitheater and made his way to the workshop. There was a lot of work to do, and he couldn’t wait to get started.


Chapter 20: Void

As Sal walked into the private room, Upgrade looked at him with a raised eyebrow—an unspoken question on how the session with Sergeant Head had gone.

She stood and cast a glance over in Blathnaid’s direction before gesturing to the area outside of the doorway. “Let’s have a quick catch-up.”

Sal nodded and retreated a few steps until he was outside.

When Upgrade joined him, she gave him a quizzical look. “You don’t look traumatized, so that’s a positive. How did it go?”

Sal gave her an earnest smile. “It was really good. Honestly.”

With a glance in at the simulation orb, Sal’s internal resolve strengthened. He just needed to be smart with his time and everything would slot into place.

Turning his attention back to Upgrade, he exhaled and gave her a shrug. “He helped me realize that I’m trying to do too many things at once, and that I was putting unnecessary pressure on myself. I just need to prioritize what’s really important and build on that.”

Upgrade nodded slowly. “Are you sure you went to see Sergeant Head? Normally we have people coming back crying after they meet him.” A smile tugged at her lips. “Then again, most of those people aren’t ready to hear that they’re not a Hero. I’m glad it went well.”

Sal laughed as he spread his hands wide. “It’s honestly a relief. When he broke down how many years it would take me to unknot the top rankers, or craft equipment for them… it was a sobering exercise. It really put things into perspective.”

Upgrade gestured for Sal to head back into the private room. “Well, it’s good that you got some value out of it. I’d encourage you to keep up the sessions until the Resilience class starts up for real. Keeping your psyche in healthy condition is very important.”

“I will,” Sal agreed as he entered their little domain.

The simulation orb was hovering and ready to be activated. He didn’t want to overpromise and under deliver, but he felt like it was the right time to tell Upgrade about his plans. He didn’t mind if Blathnaid overheard him, as it would affect her, too, in the long-term.

“I realized what it is that I want to do for myself.”

“Oh?” Upgrade leaned against her workbench.

“I’m going to start a guild. It might not be right now, and it doesn’t have anything to do with Vanessa or the Reavers. This is something I want to do, so I can work on projects that will help people… I’ll earn good money, and I’ll be able to unknot powers, and craft equipment for the teams in the guild.” Sal looked at Upgrade, trying to get a read on her reaction.

He guessed that after his nervous energy last night that she might be a little concerned with this sudden change in motivation and direction. To his surprise, she just smiled and gave him a nod.

“I think that’s a great idea, Sal.” Upgrade crossed her arms. “As long as you don’t get ahead of yourself and you keep an eye on your health, I don’t see why it wouldn’t be a possibility.”

Sal grinned as he waved his hand around in a circular motion. “Obviously, I’d need competent Crafting staff… so you might as well tell me what it would take to get you onboard with my future guild.”

Upgrade’s smile didn’t falter in the slightest. “What did I just say about getting ahead of yourself? Keep showing me that you’ve got the maturity to lead a guild, and I’ll consider it when the time comes. Until then, I’m paid to teach you and the other Crafters. So, get to it.”

She jutted her chin in the direction of the simulation orb before sitting back at her workstation, the smile not leaving her face the whole time.

Sal took off his jacket and slung it over the stool he had been using the previous day. Rolling up his sleeves, he approached the simulation orb with a smile. On the way to the workshop, he had thought about the best path forward, and that was going to be passing Quest’s test. Using the profiles that were on the database, like Fabi Maccles, he’d be able to potentially improve the lives of real people. There was far more value in doing that than creating new weaves like Mythcrafter. He’d still get to them, but they weren’t a priority.

Sal went up to the terminal and started going through the database, which was still sorted to the Support classes. Removing the filter, he instead sorted by the lowest grade scores among the students. There was an additional filter that allowed him to sort it further based on the amount of essence gates they had access to. It would give him a list of people who had a high chance of synchronizing to a stronger weave.

“You look like you’re about to reinvent the wheel,” Upgrade remarked from her bench. She was looking at him with a raised eyebrow.

Sal shook his head as he sent the first profile to the humanoid torso. “Not today.”

The lights sprung through the artificial threads, bathing the room in luminance before dying down to a steady glow.

“Today we’re going back to the basics.”

***

A flash of green light emanated around the room, highlighting Sal’s form as he moved back to the terminal to bring up the next weave on the list. It had been about four hours since he had started, and he was storming through them. Everything he had learned from Fabi’s profile was applicable to the profiles he was working on now, and it had sped up his progress massively.

He wasn’t keeping count of the weaves he was working through and instead looked at each of them as their own challenge that deserved his full attention. So many minor mistakes had become apparent as he worked through them, and Sal had created some processes that sped things up even further. Almost like a ruleset that he was unconsciously adhering to, and it was working out.

[Skill Profile: Kane Brigadir]

[Weave Stability: 94%]

[Category: Energy Manipulation]

[Name: Resonance]

[Grade: 12]

Sal blinked as he paused in his work, looking up at the orb. He had been going with the profiles that the terminal had suggested, but he hadn’t anticipated that it would produce someone he knew. Was Kane Brigadir the same Kane he had met in the elevator with Hannah? He didn’t know Kane’s surname, but maybe it was him.

Sal pushed the thought out of his head and resumed his work. If he could disable the sound for the terminal, that would have been ideal, but he needed to hear the success rate of his weave alterations as well as the grades. He wasn’t able to instinctively see which grade the weaves would end up at, but it was enough to know that he was fixing them with a high success rate.

The profile that had loaded up into the humanoid was by far the most complex that Sal had worked on yet, and it filled him with excitement to know that this was a representation of a real person. It meant that his work would potentially add a lot of value to the person, and he wanted to do his best to get it right. The weave itself was fully functional, but there was a huge disparity between the available essence gates and the condition of the weave itself. It was one of those occasions where Sal wondered what the right call would be. He could clean up the existing weave or push it to the next stage of the evolution to see how the synchronization would handle it.

Because he had spent so much time going through the basics with the other profiles, he wanted to test himself with this one and started to re-map the weave to incorporate the important gates. The Grand Design elixir had given him an epiphany of sorts toward the end of its duration, where he made a small breakthrough in understanding the weaves of everyone he looked at.

A pattern existed with each of them, and became the basis for his first ruleset. It was a simple design that formed the foundation of the weave, allowing for future evolutionary growth. When Sal had done it for Fabi, he incorporated every single gate available, where this didn’t put that sort of strain on the foundation. It wasn’t stretched thin, and instead allowed for more efficiency.

Sal couldn’t really explain it, but it felt like everything moved faster in the tighter array he constructed. The later parts of the weave would be able to incorporate the other gates, and Sal wondered whether it would boost the person’s growth rate. Faster weaves didn’t really have any sort of indicator with the terminal or simulation device, so he didn’t know whether his new mapping method actually offered any benefits. It just felt right, and Sal was content with that for now. The fact that there hadn’t been any red lights lately showed him that he was definitely on the right path.

The weave in front of him eventually revealed its secrets, and Sal built it up as much as possible, moving it to the next stage of evolution and wiring the threads to the available gates. It was a strange feeling, knowing that it was going to work. The indecision and doubts that he had been so scared of earlier were nowhere to be found, and it was simply from having so much practice with the other profiles.

Everything he wanted to test had no repercussions, and it was letting him run wild with his theories. He’d open the door to the precarious experiments when he wasn’t working on a profile for a person. There was no need to take risks when the solutions were straightforward.

After about forty-five minutes of toiling away on the profile, Sal stepped back and looked at his work with a smile. It was definitely an upgrade on the weave, and his foundation looked healthy too. It was hard to say by looking at it what the result would be, but he had definitely initiated the possibility for more progression on whoever owned the weave.

A green flash lit up the room, causing Sal’s smile to grow wider. He was halfway to the terminal to load up the next profile when the results came through. His mouth dropped when he heard the first words.

[Skill Profile: Anna Sakura]

[Weave Stability: 98%]

[Category: Energy Manipulation]

[Name: Void]

[Grade: 22]

“Void?” Sal repeated aloud.

Wasn’t her ability to cancel the powers of others? Void didn’t make any sense, as the only connotation he had with that term were the demonic voiders that teleported behind their opponents. Did the weave improvement actually make her ability worse? Going from a cancelation ability to a teleportation one didn’t seem like much of an improvement. Well, as an Assassin class, she would likely have a lot of usage out of a teleportation ability, but it didn’t have the destructive power of being able to kill demons with a single touch.

Sal frowned as he thought about reverting the changes or somehow putting a note on the terminal to revisit that particular profile. His goal wasn’t just the outcome, but instead to improve the weaves. The last thing he wanted was for Anna Sakura to hunt him down because he made her weave unstable. She was already a part of the Savior class for the third-year students, which meant that she’d almost certainly qualify for a Skill Implant or a Skill Imprint of this altered weave.

[Description: Allows user to create a large area of effect that nullifies movement and essence capabilities of any target within the area. User is not bound by these restrictions and can teleport freely within the area of effect.]

“Fuck,” Sal breathed as he heard the description.

Void no longer sounded like a downgrade.


Chapter 21: Invitation

Sal continued working away at the weaves for the rest of the day, smiling whenever he was rewarded with a green light. The profile improvements had ended up being a lot more gratifying than he expected, because each one of them had a name attached, which made it more personal. When he went up to the terminal to check on the next profile, he saw a counter in the top left corner that was tracking the newly added weaves. He tapped on it just in time for a green light to bathe the room. The number he had selected increased by one as the announcement came through in a robotic voice.

[Skill Profile: Dustin Farrows]

[Weave Stability: 94%]

[Category: Psionic]

[Name: Nightmare]

[Grade: 19]

Sal ignored the message, as he had with many of the others. Unless the description sounded particularly interesting, he didn’t really pay them much heed as he continued working. The screen on the terminal loaded before populating a drop-down list with all the profiles that he had successfully worked on for the day. It was quite a number, and Sal had to mentally discount Fabi Maccles from the list as he counted the names on screen.

Twenty-three people had their weaves improved in a single day, and it was more than enough to bring a wide smile to Sal’s face. He had made a lot of progress with Quest’s task and had worked across a whole series of essence categories. Quest had said that he would be paid in Q-Cred for each successful weave he improved, as well as for any new weaves he discovered. If they were on par with the Appraisal fees, Sal would have essentially paid for the jacket he commissioned with Upgrade.

“Great work today, Sal,” Blathnaid called out as she packed up her belongings.

Sal turned around from the terminal and smiled at Blathnaid. “Sorry if the lights were annoying. How did your work go?”

His eyes traced across her workstation, and he was happy to see that it was covered in fabrics and metals. It was a little concerning that both Blathnaid and Upgrade had spent a few days on the design stage. He had never dedicated that much time to any of the projects he worked on, and had only ever used the blueprints as a proof of concept or a template to work from. He couldn’t imagine how much they could have iterated in two days, when the designs he saw at the start were so good.

Blathnaid smiled sheepishly as she shrugged. “Guess you’ll have to wait and see how it all turns out. I can’t imagine you’ll have that long to wait, though. Upgrade is already finished tuning up the stuff I made today.”

“Is that so?” Sal asked of Upgrade, but when he turned to where she was normally seated, she was nowhere to be found.

Her desk was completely bare, which left Sal stumped.

Blathnaid’s laugh caught him off guard. “Wow, you really were in the zone. She left this afternoon, like five hours ago. How did you not notice?”

Sal continued to stare at the empty space before blinking and turning back to Blathnaid. “Not going to lie—it’s pretty concerning how much I don’t notice when I’m in the zone. Sorry if I ignored you at any point!”

Blathnaid smiled and shook her head as she slung a backpack over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it. I was talking to myself most of the time.” Just as she checked to see whether she had forgotten anything, she looked up at Sal with a curious expression. “By the way, Darren offered to take me on some scavenger runs. There’s one tomorrow and I said I’d go. I can ask him if he has another slot free… if you’d like to come along?”

“Darren?” Sal asked in confusion, when he suddenly remembered the Bastion target.

Darren Lenihan, or Dazzler according to his profile. He was the Controller on Blathnaid’s excursion team.

“Wait, I remember him. He’s taking you on a scavenger run… and you’re up for it?”

Blathnaid nodded eagerly. “Yeah, it’s apparently a great way to get materials. He wants me to Craft him some stuff, and he offered to run me through some dungeons, but I went with the scavenger runs as a safer bet. They typically have waiting lists, but he’s connected to some people who got him passes for the one tomorrow.”

Sal thought about it before slowly nodding. “Yes. I’d like that, actually. Could you see if he could get me a place?”

Blathnaid’s smile was bright as she gave him a quick nod. “Leave it to me. He’ll absolutely say yes. He’s really cool like that. Anyway, I’ll see you tomorrow, okay? I’ll text you when I hear back from Darren. It’ll be an eight in the morning start if it goes ahead, so don’t stay here too long.” She wagged a finger at Sal accusingly before laughing and saying goodbye.

Sal looked at the time. It was close to nine in the evening, and he didn’t even feel tired. Sure, he was hungry and could absolutely do with a coffee, but he caught himself in that thought and mentally rebuked himself. He wasn’t going to pull an all-nighter this time. Sergeant Head’s words were still fresh in his mind, and Sal understood that there was no longer a mad rush or panic for him to achieve everything all at once. He was going to have a good night’s sleep tonight.

Rather than going to the canteen to see whether he could get food, he eyed the leftover casserole from the night before that was still on his desk. It wouldn’t be fresh, but it would keep him going for another weave or two. No matter how much restraint he had, Sal didn’t want to end on twenty-three weaves. If he could push it to finishing on twenty-four or twenty-five, that would feel like more of an accomplishment in his eyes.

With that thought in mind, Sal went back to the terminal and started to look through the available profiles. Rather than leaving it to chance, he searched for a specific type of weave. Of all the essence categories that Sal had encountered, he hadn’t done any that used the Body Manipulation category. He wanted to see how Vanessa, Darren, and Lucia operated and what their weaves looked like. The added benefit was that Body Manipulators had a naturally high essence gate count. It would give him a lot of room to breathe when working with their weaves.

Sal set the filters and ignored the names that came up on the screen as he went through them. When he found one with a ridiculously high internal gate count, he loaded it up and made his way over to the torso.

A red light flashed immediately. Sal frowned as he stopped in his tracks. Why was it producing an error already? He hadn’t even gone near the weave. When Sal went back to the terminal to inspect what was going on, he saw an error message displayed on the screen.

[Test Apparatus Unsuitable]

Sal tried the next profile on the list and waited to see that it loaded correctly. He was rewarded with another red flash and the same error code.

[Test Apparatus Unsuitable]

The next Body Manipulator profile did the exact same thing, with the same error popping up, this time with some additional context.

[Test Apparatus Unsuitable. Please attach remaining testing components.]

Sal looked at the humanoid torso and wondered what it was talking about. If only to sate his own curiosity, Sal activated his Mythcrafter ability. The problem became apparent immediately, and his ability showcased how he could improve the existing design by adding limbs to the construct.

“So, Body Manipulation weaves require the full body,” Sal muttered with a sigh.

It made total sense, and he was surprised that he had managed to get through so many weaves without it being a factor. He was left with the decision of eating his leftovers and heading back to his room, or changing the parameters and working on a different weave.

It only took him a few minutes to decide, and Sal cleared the list on the terminal of all the profiles he had just attempted to refine. Instead, he entered it into sandbox mode, and targeted the terminal’s attention to the freestanding threads that had hung limply in midair. It was the end of the day, and Sal wasn’t going to finish it with disappointment. He had a few weave concepts that he wanted to try, and now was as good a time as any.

Looking at the terminal, Sal brought up three weaves from the database and activated them all at the same time. He watched each of them take shape beside one another and he smiled. He was going to find out whether he could reproduce the moment that created the Mythcrafter ability, but this time with three abilities that he’d never used before. Sal couldn’t tell whether they were compatible, but there was only one way to find out.

[Conquest]

[Concept]

[Absolute Counter]

Sal was going to test the theory about having a domain of essence under his control, that would allow him to automate a turret made from Chatfield’s Concept ability. It was ridiculous, but he wanted to give it a try.

Stepping over to the weaves, Sal didn’t bother correcting their flows. He would know whether they were compatible without making them the best versions of themselves. So, rather than wasting time by learning everything about each of the abilities, Sal inspected them to see whether there were any similarities he could use to construct a base foundation. The short answer was no. After about ten minutes of going through the weaves, Sal couldn’t find any common ground between any of them. He closed his eyes and looked within himself to try to remember how he had done it before.

There had to be something that could connect the abilities, and Sal was determined to find it. Looking at his own weave, he created the shapes of Conquest, Concept, and Absolute Counter with his own thread. He wasn’t going to activate it, because that would be the definition of asking for trouble. But by the looks of it, nothing would happen even if he tried to push essence through it. The weave wasn’t making sense at all as he moved through the shapes, creating perfect imitations of them.

Thinking that it might have something to do with the quality of the weaves themselves, Sal started to correct them in his mind’s eye. He had thought it would be a time-wasting exercise, but he was running out of options for why it wasn’t working the way it was supposed to. When they started shaping up and looking like stronger weaves, Sal tried again with his own internal thread to replicate them properly. It was only then that he noticed a fundamental difference between the artificial weaves and the one that he had been making within himself.

“I’m actually an idiot,” Sal berated himself with a humorless laugh as he opened his eyes.

Skill Master was the glue that kept the weaves together. It was the foundation that he had been instinctively utilizing, and he was mimicking the things that worked in his own body to improve the weaves of all the profiles he had been looking at. Quest had even told him that Mythcrafter was made with Appraisal, Restoration, Upgrade, and Skill Master. Combining the three different weaves wouldn’t work without the addition of Skill Master, which meant that simulating them with the artificial threads was never going to work.

“Unless…” Sal looked at a set of threads that weren’t in any shape. “We create the Skill Master weave and incorporate it into the design?” He spoke aloud under his breath as he tried to get his head around it.

Sal knew that implanting was now a reality, and he wasn’t sure how he felt about other people having the same power as him. It was a selfish thought, he was aware of that, and he told himself that he would be able to erase it from the terminal after he was done with it. Now that he wanted to set up a guild, would it be foolish to invite competition where other people could use his power more effectively and reach the top?

As soon as Sal had that thought, he laughed. Healthy cynicism was a trait he had picked up in the auction house, and it helped him understand when he was being an idiot. If Quest Academy could give other people the Skill Master ability, then it wouldn’t take sixty years to upgrade everyone’s ability. Hell, he’d be able to teach them how to use it, and potentially even learn from their discoveries too. There was no downside to it. As long as Sal kept working hard, he would make a success out of whatever he put his mind to.

With a glance at the clock, Sal saw that it was now well after ten in the evening. His experience told him that if he picked up the threads again, he would be there until the early hours of the morning. Rather than making the decision for himself, Sal took out his tablet and left it to chance. He opened his messages, somewhat hoping to find nothing new, but there was a single unread message from Blathnaid.

Blathnaid Clean: Darren got you a place on the train! See you tomorrow at seven fifty. Meet us at the train station!

Sal sighed as he walked over to the terminal and shut it down. He picked up his jacket and the casserole leftovers as he locked up the private room for the evening. When he glanced back at the door, he promised himself that he’d test that weave straight after the scavenger run.


Chapter 22: Dazzler

Sal shivered as the wind slammed against his face, forcing him to squint his unshielded eye. He tried to keep his coffee sheltered with one hand as he approached the train station on the other side of the amphitheater. It was suspended high in the air, where the wind was at its most powerful.

Sal was learning the hard way that there existed pockets of space that weren’t protected by essence barriers, which caused him to zigzag his stride in the hopes of finding reprieve from the onslaught of the elements. After a few paces, the wind dissipated and he sighed in relief. Looking up at the surrounding towers, he wondered whether they had been designed in a way that protected the interior plate that held the amphitheater suspended so high off the ground. He wasn’t an architect or engineer, so the math was completely alien to him.

“Sal! We’re over here,” Blathnaid’s voice called out from the platform.

Sal glanced over to see her waving a hand in his direction. She wore the blood-red tracker outfit and had a black backpack slung over her shoulder. Beside her was another first-year who looked to be twice their age. A tight black beard and thick arms made him look more like a bodyguard than anything else. His crossed arms didn’t do anything to dispel his imposing appearance. Sal saw how he stepped in front of Blathnaid slightly, as though he were protecting her from something. Without giving it much thought, Sal let his visor analyze the man.

	Name	Darren Lenihan
	Alias	Dazzler
	Class	Controller
	Profession	Current: First-Year Student, Quest Academy
	Rank (Hero)
	Hunter Bureau: Current Rank | 7,291st
Quest Academy: Current Rank | 16th

	Accreditations	Challenge Crests: 3
Enrolled Specialist Classes:
	Masterclass | Field Extraction 

	Masterclass | Subterfuge & Disguise 

	Intermediate | Coaching & Leadership 


Enrolled Classes:
	War Zone (Field, Survival, Combat) 

	Analysis & Demonic Behavior 

	Skills 

	Resilience 

	Administration 


Certifications:
	None 



	Ability	Skill Name: Configuration | Rating: XIV
Skill Category: Body Manipulation
Skill Mastery: 100%
Skill Efficiency: 96%
Progress to Next Rating: 87%
Evolutionary Capability: No
Potential Cap: XXV
Natural Synergy: Integrate | Harmonize

	Essence
	Essence Type: Body Manipulation
Essence Gates: 100
Essence Absorption Rate: 63%
Essence Control: 97%
Essence Refinement: 100%
Essence Calibration: 98% 

	Physical 	Strength Rating: XIII
Mobility Rating: XV
Speed Rating: XV
Fitness Rating: XIV
Current Status Effects:
	Injuries: None 

	Illnesses: None 



	Reputation	Hunter Bureau: Known
Guild Association: Known
Quest Academy: Known
Doom Society: Known
Doom Council: Known
Bastion Colonies: Known
Ameye Locomotion: Known

	Threat Level	Analyzed Equipment: II
Analyzed Martial Arts: N/A
Analyzed Movements: N/A
Analyzed Techniques: N/A
Analyzed Body Composition: XV

	Wealth	Q-Credit: 2,133


Sal parsed through the information at a rapid pace and decided that he’d need to reset the parameters for Analysis. There was far too much information being thrown at him, and it was fatiguing going through it all. The reputation thing didn’t add much value to the profile at the moment. Then, just as Sal had that thought, the reputation section disappeared from his view.

Experimenting a little more, Sal willed for the threat level component to disappear too. The visor would alert him if there were any threats incoming, so he didn’t need a report of someone just standing in front of him. He could do a specific Threat Analysis if he wanted to read someone’s body language or to try to detect lies with Deduction.

It disappeared, just like he had hoped. Sal quickly went through the other sections. He was happy to keep the essence, physical, and accreditations components, and the Q-Cred one was nice to have. Even though it felt like a massive breach of privacy.

He wondered whether he’d be able to parse the essence category into something that made more sense in a quick instance, but keeping the option to look deeper if necessary. Since the visor had Deduction, it should be able to function the same as the simulation orb, where it broke down information and delivered it in an easy-to-read format. Anyway, that would be something he’d experiment with later. He was happy enough with the more condensed view of the analysis.

The nice thing about having the visor respond to his thoughts was that the entire decision-making process and wondering had only taken a few seconds. Neither Blathnaid nor Darren were giving him funny looks. Well, Darren was paying attention to the visor and the outfit that Sal wore. The visor indicated that it was a mixture of surprise and approval. Sal would have been able to determine that by himself, though.

“Darren Lenihan. My friends call me Daz or Dazzler.” He unfurled his crossed arms to offer a handshake.

Sal gave Blathnaid a curious look, and she shook her head, as if to say that this was all Darren. A massive part of Sal wished that Lucia had never confronted him about how he introduced himself to people because he was hyper-aware of it every time now.

“Salvatore Argento. You can call me Sal.”

It even felt wrong saying it differently, but Sal pushed those thoughts aside as he accepted the handshake. Even if he hadn’t dispelled those thoughts, his mind would have been forced to divert its attention to survival as the iron grip locked onto him. It wasn’t an aggressive encounter, but rather a stark contrast of the difference in strength between them. Darren Lenihan was ridiculously strong, and he wasn’t even trying.

Darren gave him a curt nod as he gestured behind him to a gathering of second-years. “We’re going to be heading out to a newly Reclaimed Zone with them. Is this your first scavenger run, too?”

Sal nodded as he glanced at Blathnaid, who also nodded. Her hands were clenched, and there was a slight tremor in her shoulders. Was she nervous or excited? It was hard to know. The visor told him that it was the latter, which brought a smile to his face.

“Okay, well, I’ll take care of your registration. It costs Q-Cred to get a membership with the Scavs.” He plucked his Q-Card out of his back pocket and held it in his right hand. “You’ll be responsible for your membership fees going forward, but this one is on me.”

Sal raised a hand. “I don’t mind paying for us. How much is the fee?”

He looked over at Blathnaid to see if she was aware of any of this, but she looked just as surprised as him. There was nothing in Darren’s demeanor that looked suspicious, so Sal didn’t think he was being conned.

“It’s one hundred and twenty-five Q-Cred per license. The Scavengers will be able to explain the benefits a lot better to you, but it gives you all sorts of perks. You can’t go up the ranks with them unless you’re a part of their organization. Higher tiers get better benefits.” Darren sighed as though it were exhausting for him to recall all the information.

“You don’t need to worry about paying for it, though. I said to Blathnaid that I’d help her get some materials, since she offered to make me better equipment before the tower.” Darren gestured at Sal, the Q-Card still in his hand. “So, it doesn’t cost all that much for her to bring a friend along. I’m happy to pay for the two of you.”

Blathnaid’s cheeks went red, which clearly made Darren feel uncomfortable.

“Anyway, the train will be here soon to bring us to the site. I’ll meet you there,” Darren said as he looked squarely at Sal, giving Blathnaid the quickest of glances before he turned around and stalked off toward the rest of the group.

Sal smiled before he took a long sip of his coffee. Glancing at Blathnaid’s face, he couldn’t help but laugh a little. “I think he likes you.”

Blathnaid gave Sal a light punch on the shoulder as a response. “Don’t start. He just needs some help making equipment.” She watched as Darren started speaking to another student across the platform. “He’s a good guy, but not very expressive. Really helped me during the excursion.”

Sal’s smile didn’t leave his face as he followed Blathnaid’s gaze to where Darren stood. She didn’t know that Darren had been picked out by the Bastion as a person of interest. The fact that he was a Controller in contention for the Saviors class was a potential issue, but Sal had to trust in Blathnaid’s judgment for now. It wasn’t going to be of much help to think that everyone was out to get them.

Blathnaid let out an aggravated sigh as she turned to look at Sal with an exasperated expression. “Why did you have to say that you think he likes me? That’s all I can think of now!”

Sal shrugged with a laugh. “Well, isn’t it great? He’s a Body Manipulator, so you can just tell him your type and he’ll be able to transform into it. Sounds perfect, no?”

Blathnaid stared at Sal as though he were insane. “That’s like cheating on them… with them! Can you imagine how it would feel being told to change their appearance for someone?”

Sal sipped at his coffee and gave Blathnaid a sideways glance. “So, you’re saying that who he is on the inside isn’t what’s important?”

Blathnaid’s face went even redder as she raised her hand to hit Sal.

He dodged away with a laugh and raised his free hand in surrender. “Sorry! Just lightening the mood.” Sal laughed. “Anyways, I thought this was just like a treasure hunt to find some materials. Membership sounds a lot more structured than I was expecting.”

Blathnaid gave Sal a surprised look. “Really? You’re not familiar with the Scavs? They’re pretty much the equivalent of the Hunter Bureau for Supports.” She exhaled as she shook her head. “Like, really, I would have thought that you’d know all about them as an Appraiser. They’re like a leading authority on material production and trade.”

It finally dawned on Sal and his expression darkened. “Ah. The Scabs tax.”

Blathnaid looked at him curiously. “You mean Scav, right?”

“Sorry, my father dealt with all the financials for the Argento Auction. He always called it the Scabs tax, because he said that it was essentially paying people who added no value to the process.” Sal’s lips took on a wry grin as he recalled his father cursing them to no end. “I doubt he’d be happy knowing that I’m thinking of becoming a member.”

With a frown, Blathnaid looked at him and shrugged. “There’s no pressure for you to join us if it’s against your principles, or you think it would piss off your dad.” She glanced in the direction of Darren on the other side of the platform. “I don’t have many ways of getting Q-Cred, so I need to take this opportunity with both hands.”

Sal shook his head. “No need to worry. I’m going to need a lot of materials in the future. I’ll need to get on friendly terms with these guys sooner rather than later.” He drained the rest of his coffee before letting out a satisfied sigh. “Besides, I’m really curious what sort of benefits we get by being members.”

Whatever Blathnaid was about to respond with was cut off by the train thundering into the station at a reduced speed. The thick panels of metal along the side were completely covered in large claw marks and streaks of green blood. None of the turrets looked to be steaming, so Sal guessed they hadn’t gone through a Red Zone in a while.

“You waiting on an invitation?” Blathnaid joked as she gripped her backpack and set off toward the nearest carriage.

Sal grinned, thinking of his father in that moment and wondering how his parents were doing. He needed to give them a call at some point to keep them in the loop about everything. As Sal moved forward to follow Blathnaid, he realized that he hadn’t been checking in much with Barry or Divinity.

It had been a few days, but he still should message them before they got back from the excursion. He wondered how Divinity would react if she saw him willingly going into a Reclaimed Zone so quickly after escaping the hells of the forest.

Taking out his phone, Sal opened his messages and started to send a message when he saw the last messages from Divinity.

Divinity Khan: What have you been doing?

Divinity Khan: The entire saviors list is changing dramatically.

Divinity Khan: And don’t say it isn’t you, because there’s a Mythic Guild working out of the workshop with your name on it.

Divinity Khan: Not going to lie, I’m a little upset that you picked Fabi as your Vice-Captain of the guild. Didn’t even consider me for the position? Worst. Friend. Ever.

Divinity Khan: That was a joke. Please stop overthinking it.

Divinity Khan: You can also reply at any point. It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do in the forest.

With a grimace, Sal started to type back a reply. His head was spinning with all the messages that Divinity had sent across. Was Quest really going to approve of the upgrade to the workshop? And he was going to make a guild, with Fabi as his right-hand person? He hadn’t even met her!

Salvatore Argento: I’m so sorry, Divinity. I’m the worst friend ever. Things have been hectic.

Salvatore Argento: It’s no excuse, though. I promised I’d be better. How are you doing?

Within seconds, Sal had an answer that brought a wide smile to his face. Without asking her to look into the future to see how things would progress, she was already doing it.

Divinity Khan: How can I be angry when there are so many new Heroes in the future?

Divinity Khan: I’ve got no idea what you’re doing, but keep it up! Tell me everything when I’m back, okay?

Sal typed out his agreement and that he was looking forward to catching up with her before getting into the carriage. Blathnaid gave him a quizzical look, but smiled when he raised his hand to show Divinity’s name on the screen.

A few minutes later, the train started to move and Sal wondered how his first scavenger run was going to go.


Chapter 23: Ambitions

“Where do you see that?” Sal asked as he flipped through the pages of the dossier.

After about ten minutes into their journey, a uniformed member of the Scavengers visited their carriage with a stack of folders, not dissimilar to the one he received for the Administration class from Jez.

Blathnaid turned her own dossier and pointed at the page. “Here, it’s all the membership perks and details of costs.” She turned it back around and started to read through it quietly before frowning. “I don’t know what they mean by license discounts.”

Sal moved to the page she had been talking about and scanned through the contents. “Probably for the upcoming evals. Supports are encouraged to do licenses so they’re more appealing to the different companies and guilds outside of the academy.”

“Evals?” Blathnaid repeated the word as she glanced up at Sal in confusion.

“Evaluations. Third-years are going to be doing a load of tests in front of the United Guilds Association and Hunter Bureau, as far as I’m aware. Quest said that it would be their last chance to prove themselves before going into their final semester.” Sal glanced through the description of the section Blathnaid was looking at and smiled.

“Quest said that first-years are able to do a single license test for free, but it looks like the Scavengers take a chunk of the cost for subsequent ones if they align with the areas they’re looking for.”

“Appraisals are here.” Blathnaid perked up as she flipped her dossier again to show Sal. “Looks like you’ll be able to get the discount from them.”

Sal laughed as he shook his head slightly. “Dad got me licensed when I was twelve. I’ve already got the Master accreditation for Appraisal, but I might push for the next tier with the freebie.”

Blathnaid frowned. “Feels like a waste though, doesn’t it? Why don’t you just replicate another ability and get certified with it for fun? Might open some doors in the future.” She offered a slight shrug and a conspiratorial smile before burying her face into the dossier again.

Sal smiled as he flicked through the different benefits of a membership. It would apparently give them the Junker title as the first rank in the Scavenger Network. Contributions and success in scavenging would increase their ranks through Scrounger, Delver, Reclaimer, and Raider. With five levels to each rank, there would be something like twenty-four promotions required to reach the top.

Even though Sal was curious about what he could get at the later levels, he focused on the Junker rank and what benefits were available immediately. They seemed to be discounts for trading in a thing called the Scav Network. It looked like a variation of the Credit Store that accepted both Q-Cred and dollars. There was an increase in Hunter Bureau rank, but it looked to be quite minuscule at the Junker level. He’d be able to sell surplus goods that he scavenged for Q-Cred payments, but Sal guessed he’d end up using any surplus for Crafting.

“Oooh, they offer mentorship for a fee,” Blathnaid exclaimed as she glanced up with a smile. “I wonder what sorts of stuff they teach. Probably really useful for the licenses, I’d say.”

Sal nodded as he read through the list to find where Blathnaid currently was. “Deconstruction, Restoration, Assembly, Repair, and Appraisal. It’s all listed in the bottom column. Contributions of those abilities to the Scav Network apparently build merits and bonus reputation toward rank increases.” He frowned at that. “I’d prefer payment, personally.”

Blathnaid laughed as she read a section aloud. “Merits are a form of acknowledgment that can be redeemed for goods and services within the Scavenger Network. They are also integral for Trainee Scavs seeking to increase their rank.” She looked up from the page to smile at Sal. “Sounds like a cult, doesn’t it?”

Sal didn’t register what Blathnaid said immediately as he had found something he was very interested in. “Scavenger auctions. There are two sections here, for materials and… properties? Do you think they actually sell buildings and stuff in this Scav Network thing?”

Blathnaid inhaled sharply as she looked at it. “Sal, they’ve got a minimum deposit of ten thousand Q-Cred for even looking at the properties. You also need to be at Reclaimer rank to access that auction. What would you want a destroyed building for, anyway?”

Sal grinned as he kept reading through the auction information. “Well, if I’m going to be a guildmaster someday, I’ll want my own place. Might as well start looking at properties and plan for the future. There’s no harm in window-shopping.”

Blathnaid snorted. “You’d be buying a lot of windows for sure. Have you seen the state of some of them?” She gestured out the window to one of the many destroyed blocks of buildings on their train route. “It might be prime real estate at some point in the future, but it would take a mountain of money to get stuff like that anywhere near useable.”

Sal followed her gaze and smiled. “A mountain of money… or a mountain of essence? If I get the right people for the job, who knows? Maybe it won’t be too far in the future.”

Sal thought of Fabi Maccles and her Fabricate ability. Even Blathnaid’s ability could potentially recreate the same effect if she had enough essence and her weave was in top condition.

Blathnaid gave Sal a serious look. “Are you really thinking of making a guild?”

“That depends. Are you going to try to talk me out of it if I say yes?” Sal countered with a smile.

He didn’t even have a potential name, or a plan of how he was going to make it all happen. But the fact that he wanted it to happen was a good start.

“I’d try to talk you out of it if you made a Reclamation guild. Your power is way too valuable to waste on the front lines.” Blathnaid spoke seriously as she clenched her fists, as though readying herself for a fight. “You can help so many people with your ability, and making a guild feels like a waste of that potential.”

Sal smiled as he looked at Blathnaid calmly. It was a very different feeling compared to when Erika told him he was making poor choices with his ability. Sal could see the concern in Blathnaid’s eyes, and he took a gentler approach in his answer.

“I want to make a guild that will let me craft and help people with my abilities. A Tier 1 Support guild that can make the best equipment, and the best Heroes.”

Blathnaid’s smile returned, but she looked somewhat conflicted. “Ah, it’s like that then. You’re going to entice the top rankers to join you by making them Mythic-grade equipment? Sounds like you’ve thought about this a bit.”

Sal laughed as he shook his head. “Maybe that will happen, but not for a while. I’ll focus on building something up with my friends in mind. So, what do you say? Would you join me if I started one?”

Blathnaid stared at Sal for a few moments before her lips thinned. “No, Sal. I don’t think I would.” She tried looking at her dossier to continue reading, but after a moment, she let it drop to the table with a frustrated sigh. “I mean, I’m grateful for what you’ve done for me. I really am. But I don’t want to be in a guild because I’m friends with the guildmaster. I want to work hard to earn my place wherever I go.”

“Blathnaid, I didn’t mean it that way.” Sal tried to explain, but he was met with a raised palm.

“Don’t apologize. I know you didn’t mean anything bad by it, and it’s a lovely thing that you’ve asked me.” Blathnaid looked out the window to avoid Sal’s eyes. “You helped me access my powers and pulled me up through the ranks with the tournament result. We’ve trained together, and I know without you and Divinity, I wouldn’t have gotten this far.”

She fidgeted a little as she glanced toward Sal with a smile on her face. “But when I went into the forest on the excursion… I was so much more. My ability let me create a shelter for us, out of rock. I was able to fashion equipment with wood and clay. I constructed a well with just essence, giving us access to fresh water. I felt useful and capable in that team, Darren’s right-hand woman. I was able to call the shots on how we made our camp, and it was amazing.”

Her smile grew wider as she picked up the dossier and held it up for him to see. “I’ve been given an opportunity to prove myself, and I want to take it. I don’t know if I have what it takes to be a Hero, but I’m going to try my best. If I only stick to you and Divinity, I won’t be pushing myself to be the best that I can be. That’s why I can’t accept the secured future of being in your guild, because I need to keep clawing at making a better future for myself.”

“Whoa,” Sal answered with a gentle smile. “You could have just said no.”

Blathnaid laughed as she tried to swat at Sal from the other side of the table, but he easily dodged it. “You’re the worst.” When her laughter died down, she smiled and gave Sal a sideways glance. “Besides, if I manage to fuck up everything, I’ll come crawling back and ask for a low-level position at your guild. I promise.”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that.” Sal chuckled. “Lowest position is reserved for Barry. He doesn’t know that yet, but I’ll have to break it to him eventually.”

Blathnaid snorted. “As if. Barry is going to get snatched up by some guild in a heartbeat. He’s a talker and will be a ridiculously good Controller. Don’t tell him I said that, but you have to agree. He’d be wasted in a Crafting guild.”

Sal looked at the dossier in front of him, specifically at the entry about the property auctions. It was fun to dream.

“Well, I’ll just have to make a guild that Barry and Divinity wouldn’t feel bad about joining. Same with every other heavy hitter we come across between now and then.” He glanced up at Blathnaid with a smile. “And I didn’t want to take you into the guild because we’re friends. When I get permission to use my Skill Master ability, I want to push your weave to the limits of its capability. We can get Vanessa or Darren to unblock your gates, and then I can give you the best weave possible… and we can see about restoring some of these buildings, or making something even better.”

“You really do think a little too highly of me.” Blathnaid laughed as she returned to looking straight out the window.

Not before Sal saw her cheeks reddening slightly. The visor picked up her embarrassment without a hitch.

“No, Blathnaid, you just don’t think highly enough of yourself,” Sal answered earnestly. “We’ll see what the future holds, but just humor my plan for now. We’ve got a lot of equipment to make before any of this can be a reality.”

“And a lot of shit to scavenge, apparently.” Blathnaid tapped the dossier with her left hand as she continued to stare out the window at the destroyed buildings they shot past. “But, you know… when you get permission to use Skill Master, would you help Jack get a hold of his ability?” She looked at Sal with an awkward expression.

“I haven’t told him anything about what you did with my weave, but he’s pretty damn suspicious after seeing me do a complete one-eighty in terms of capability. I know he wouldn’t say anything, but I didn’t want to break your trust.”

Sal blinked in surprise. “Of course I will. I want to help as many people as possible, and our tournament team will be first on the list. You, Anthony, and Jack. I want to make us an unstoppable force for whenever they decide to resume the inter-cohort tournament.”

“You’re forgetting Barry,” Blathnaid chided with a laugh.

“Barry doesn’t count,” Sal argued. “His weave is perfect and there’s literally nothing I’d be able to do for him, other than mapping out how his weave can evolve. I don’t want to inflate his ego by telling him that.”

Blathnaid nodded in agreement. “Very fair. I’m looking forward to seeing the others when they get back. It’s only going to be a few more days, but it already feels like a lifetime since we’ve seen them.”

Sal sighed as he took out his tablet and waved it in front of Blathnaid. “I’ve been so caught up with everything that I keep forgetting to reply to people. It’s going to be a lot easier to keep in contact with them when they can just show up at my door or find me in the workshop.”

Blathnaid stared at Sal before shaking her head with an awkward laugh. “Your friends sure are lucky to have you, Sal.”


Chapter 24: Matron

“Newbies over here. If this is your first scavenger run, you need to be registered and briefed before you can start.”

A large woman’s voice cut through the crowd as she raised her arm to catch their attention before gesturing to a clearing off to one side. She wore a coat that looked more like an assortment of tools held together by fabric. Her messy bun of greying hair was hastily tied back, and a black tracker was clamped over her right eye.

Sal, Blathnaid, and Darren moved over to the area that she had indicated; a handful of others had joined them from the second-year group. There were seven of them in total. Sal noticed the purple shoulders on each of the students. All of them were Support class.

“Registered Raiders, Reclaimers, and Delvers can start after signing in. Scroungers hold back until the others have had their turn. Junkers will follow after Scroungers.” Her tone was practiced as her gaze pierced into everyone in the clearing.

“This area has only been cleared twice, so there’s a lot that the first teams missed out there. You’ll see our requirements in the dossier you received on the train or in advance of your visit. Antiquities and nostalgia products are in high demand and can turn a high profit with our on-staff Restorer. Broken artifacts and weaponry from the fight should have all been claimed, but if you come across them, make sure to pick them up. Same goes for cores.”

Sal listened intently as he observed her. He wanted to get a closer look at the tracker she was wearing, to give it a proper Appraisal. It was more out of curiosity than anything else, but it looked very sleek.

It hadn’t been that long since they got off the train and followed the group to the meeting point. A number of Scavengers had arrived by car and looked to be much better equipped than the second-year students.

“Demons have already been harvested and will be in various stages of decomposing. If you come across any corpses, focus on small wins. Prowler fangs are no longer being bought at a premium, but will still count toward your rank. Hides are valuable, but unless you’re skilled at skinning, don’t bother as it will just ruin the product and waste your limited time in the field.”

Her instructions were for everyone, and Sal noticed that quite a number of the more senior Scavengers listened intently to her. It was a little surprising, as he had expected them to be mentally checked out.

“Hand-in will be this evening at nine. We’ll have Credit floor reps visiting, and anyone who fails to show their gains will have a demerit on their record. Scavenger Network trading will start from eight in the evening for those at Delver rank and higher. All tiers below will wait until business is concluded with the Credit floor. Are there any questions so far from those at Delver or higher?” She waited for a few moments, but there wasn’t a single sound from the audience, so she gestured at the area behind her. “Then I wish you all a good run. Start the clock.”

She moved purposefully to the area she had gestured for the newbies to gather. In the time that it took her to move a few steps, the senior Scavengers were already darting forward toward the freshly Reclaimed Zone. All the other groups waiting for their turn set timers on their wrists.

“Now. You’re the newbies. If you haven’t registered with us yet, there’s a nominal fee for attaining the Junker membership.” She gestured for one of the staff members to approach. “You can pay in Q-Cred. Hundred and twenty-five a head… no negotiations.”

Her visible eye locked onto Sal before flitting over to Blathnaid as she spoke.

When both of them produced their Q-Cards, her eyebrow rose. “Very good equipment for students. Which guild is backing you?”

As she spoke, another Scavenger set up a bench with a machine that looked similar to the one Cooper had outside the dungeon that Sal visited before the excursion.

Sal offered the man his Q-Card and watched as it was placed on the machine. “No affiliation, but I’m a Silver token holder with the Reavers Guild.” Sal looked at the woman. “I didn’t catch your name, by the way.”

“Matron.” She spoke brusquely as her gaze moved over to the Scavenger at the machine. “Payment go through?”

A few moments of silence passed before the Scavenger nodded.

“Yes. Salvatore Argento, you’re now a Rank I Junker. Welcome to the Scavenger Network.”

Matron scowled as she looked at Sal. “Argento? You anything to Petro?”

Sal shrugged as he took back his Q-Card. “Depends on your opinion of him. If you dislike him, then I take after my mother.”

A small crack appeared in the scowl as Matron’s lip twitched. “So, does that mean you’re a Restorer? Far more use to us than an Appraiser.”

Darren moved past Sal and gave his Q-Card to the Scavenger at the machine. “Could you take payment for both me and Blathnaid?” He gestured at Blathnaid behind him with a resolute expression on his face, as though he was eager to avoid all pleasantries and conversation.

Sal frowned. He had intended to pay for Blathnaid with his own Q-Cred, but it would have been petty to try to argue with Darren now that he had announced it. Matron looked like the calculating type, and he was sure that the Scavenger read his abilities from his Q-Card… so there wasn’t really much point in lying to her.

“Replicator. I can use both Appraisal and Restoration.”

Matron froze as she looked at Sal properly for the first time. “Well now, that’s quite a boon for this line of work. I’d advise you to pay close attention to the dossier before it’s your turn to go on a run. There will be a lot of baubles among the debris, with broken materials that aren’t worth the essence of restoring.” She gestured at the group of Scavengers watching the timers on their wrists.

“There are six areas to explore on this run. You get thirty minutes in each. Raiders, Reclaimers, Delvers, and Scroungers will all have access to those locations before you. Each gets thirty minutes in the location, which means that you’ve got two hours before you start your run.” She gave each of the group a pointed look as she spoke.

“That means that you’ll be searching for valuables that the other groups missed, or what they felt wasn’t worth the storage. It’s a scrap for the best materials, and our system incentivizes you to learn what to look for.”

Sal was a little taken aback by their method. How could there possibly be anything of value after four groups had already searched the area? She had also said that the areas had been cleared twice already, so did that mean that five groups worked through the areas, twice? When Sal and the others got to each zone, they’d have already been searched over fourteen times?

Matron gestured at the block of buildings behind her. It was a large street that stretched far into the distance. There were about two dozen building fronts on each side of the street, all in a state of disrepair.

“This would qualify as a zone. We qualify them as between sixty and eighty buildings that can be searched. With thirty minutes per run, there’s no conceivable way for a single Scavenger to search everything, which is why we send in teams. The time limit stops groups from monopolizing loot and gives the following teams a higher chance of getting something useful.”

Looking at their faces, Matron continued. “Our statistics show that each Reclaimed Zone can yield valuable materials for up to a dozen runs. This is the third run on this location, so you’ve got no excuse for not finding something worthwhile.” Her eyes narrowed as she stared at Sal intently.

“Since you have a Restoration ability, you’ll likely get distracted out there. Not everything you see will be valuable, and if you ensure that your ambitions don’t become bigger than your pockets, you’ll come out of this with a profit.” Her gaze swept across Darren and Blathnaid.

“That goes for people with the Repair ability, too. There will be a lot of broken items out there that might look valuable at first glance but won’t be worthwhile to fix. If you have the essence to spare, be our guest, but don’t bring useless trinkets to our on-staff Repairer or Restorer, because the cost of fixing your loot will likely outweigh its value.”

Blathnaid and Darren nodded in understanding as they listened intently to what Matron was saying. Some of the other second-years looked unconvinced by her words, but they didn’t interrupt her.

“If you can find old weaponry, they can sell well as collectors’ items. Newspapers and magazines are also in high demand, but I’d caution against attempting Restoration yourselves, as you might end up restoring the paper to before it was printed. Some collectors prefer the yellowed pages, so preserve it in the storage lock as well as you can.” Matron pointed to a series of large chest-like containers set up at the edge of the clearing.

“Your Q-Card or citizen card will unlock your allocated storage area of each chest. It has high-grade dimensional storage, but will fill up fast at the Junker rank. Small and valuable items are better than large and unwieldy ones. Are there any questions so far?”

One of the second-years raised a hand as she stepped forward with a frown. “How fast can you move up from the Junker rank to get the next Challenge crest?”

Matron’s expression didn’t change as she looked the student dead in the eye. “You’re a student of Quest Academy, so I’ll give the answer in Q-Cred terms. After you’ve recouped your membership fee is when you’re seen as a true Junker. There are five tiers at each rank, and when you’ve accumulated a total of five hundred Q-Cred, you’ll be classified as a Rank V Junker. We’ll then take a look at your conduct and track record on the scavenger runs to determine if you’ve earned an increase in rank.” Her eyes bore into the student as she made her stance very clear.

“Challenge crests are a token that Quest Academy uses, but they’re worthless out here. If you want to get ahead with scavenger runs, you need to work fast, efficiently, and smart.”

“So, just five hundred Q-Cred?” the second-year asked as she stepped back to her friends with a smirk. “There’s no minimum limit between ranking up, I take it?”

Matron nodded. “That’s correct. If you come back with a yield that exceeds a number of ranks, you can skip ahead in the rankings, if the Scavengers agree to it.”

Sal felt as though she was missing the point of Matron’s words, and had a question of his own that he wanted answered. With a tentative step forward, he raised a hand until Matron’s attention snapped to him.

“What is the best way to build goodwill with the Scavengers who make those decisions?”

Matron’s lips curled upward as she gave Sal the slightest of nods. “Excellent question. The Scavenger Network is exactly what it sounds like, a community of Scavengers who look out for each other. Teamwork can coexist with self-interest, and respect is an equally valuable trait. If you only see a person by their rank, you’ll undoubtedly get blindsided. Mr. Argento, you’re an Appraiser and a Restorer, which could earn you a lot of goodwill from your Scavenger family in the years to come. How shortsighted would it be for us to discount your value based on your inexperience in our ways?”

She looked at the second-years with a forced smile. “Look at this as a sustainable method of building wealth and contributing meaningfully to the Scavenger Network, and you’ll fit in perfectly.” The fake smile vanished as her stare grew in intensity. “Treat the scavenger runs as a stepping-stone to increasing your grades at Quest Academy, and you’ll be seen as outsiders no matter the results you achieve.”

The second-year who had asked the earlier question blanched as she shared a few worried glances with the other second-years. Sal was confident that he had made a decent enough impression on the stalwart woman, but was surprised when he heard Darren’s voice.

“I don’t mean to disrespect the work that the Scavenger Network does, but I only joined so that I could help my teammate gather useful materials for Crafting.” He was ridiculously straightforward as he spoke, which caused Matron’s eyebrows to rise as she stared at him. Darren wasn’t done as he looked at Blathnaid before turning back to Matron.

“I personally believe that I’m unsuited to these types of tasks, but would be very grateful to learn how I can be useful. Is there any advice you’d be able to give to a Body Manipulator? I want to get as many materials as possible for my group.”

At the mention of Darren being a Body Manipulator, the expressions of every second-year darkened. It wasn’t enough that he had an imposing presence, but the fact that he had one of the rarest and most versatile abilities made him that much easier to resent.

Matron laughed as she crossed her arms. “You’d be surprised to hear that we have quite a few Body Manipulators in the Scavenger Network. Being able to adjust your eyes to finding the best loot, adjusting your muscles to get to higher ground, or moving heavy obstacles… the versatility works really well with our line of work.” Her tone softened as she looked at Darren with a smile. “And you’ve got a good personality. Straightforward with no bullshit will serve you well here.”

Darren returned the smile as he bowed his head at the compliment. “Both my parents are Supports and they spoke very highly of the Scavenger Network. I just hope that I can be useful.”

Matron waved her hand and gestured to a nearby table. “Carl, could you finish induction with the rest of the group? I’ll give Mr. Lenihan, Mr. Argento, and Miss Clean a crash course on how to make the most of a scavenger run.”

Sal faltered until he saw the white lights darting around Matron’s jet-black tracker. She had just revealed that she knew both Darren and Blathnaid’s names. It looked like her tracker had the Analysis ability, and he really wanted to Appraise it so he could compare it to his own. How much better would his visor be than the one equipped by an officer in the Scavenger Network?


Chapter 25: Hidden

“Not going to lie, this is pretty nerve-racking,” Sal admitted as they lined up with the other students.

He glanced down at the timer on his wrist that had been provided to him by Matron. It had been a pretty intensive two hours of guidance from the older woman, but she seemed to have developed a soft spot for Darren, which gave them a lot of insider knowledge.

Darren nodded as he got down into a crouched position, raising his head to stare off into the distance. “Just stick to the plan and we’ll be fine. I’ll lock down the farthest area closest to the next zone, and you two can join me as fast as you can.”

Sal clenched and unclenched his hands as he waited for the announcement. It was incredibly low stakes and he shouldn’t be nervous, but adrenaline coursed through him as he waited for everything to start. They were going to be competing against others to find useful materials out in the Reclaimed Zone, and it was genuinely exciting.

Matron had told them what they should be looking out for, but she also gave them some tactics that were more common for the higher ranks. That was what had given them their current game plan. While all the other groups would undoubtedly get stuck looking at certain buildings in the start of the zone, they would skip to the farthest point to give them the most amount of time in the least explored areas.

“We’ve got this,” Blathnaid reassured Sal as she gave him a gentle nudge with her elbow. “We’re here for fabrics and metals, which are two of the most common materials, according to Matron.” She tied her long hair back into a ponytail as she crouched slightly as though readying to take off at a run. “Sal will look for stuff that will earn us back our membership costs, but the priority is materials for making equipment.”

Darren checked his wrist before resuming his launch-stance. “Salvatore’s visor is our best chance of finding those rarer materials, but we need to stay vigilant. It’s unfair to put all the pressure on him.”

Sal smiled as he adjusted the visor on his ear. At Darren’s urging, Matron had gone the extra mile and had calibrated Sal’s visor to the Scavenger Network, much like Cooper had done with the Hunter Bureau’s information. She had insisted that it was only information for the Junker rank, but Sal didn’t believe her for a second as his visor practically hummed with how much content it had been fed.

It was such an odd feeling being in Darren’s company, because he naturally exuded a leadership vibe. Even when Sal had wanted to roll his eyes at how straightforward he had been with Matron, it had worked in their favor and gotten them one-to-one advice and guidance for the scavenger run ahead.

One of the biggest surprises for Sal was the fact that he and Darren were somewhat similar. His parents were both Supports, too. Maybe that was why he was so approachable and friendly? Sal had to stop himself from following that train of thought, because many his friends were Controllers. Barry, Divinity, and Lucia were all aspiring Controllers, and Sal couldn’t let his experience with Erika or his thoughts on Chatfield skew his perspective.

“Ten-second warning,” Matron shouted from behind them.

Sal looked back to see the second-years talking among themselves in a leisurely fashion. There was no urgency in their eyes, and Sal didn’t know whether it was a lack of motivation or overconfidence. Had they not seen how the previous Scavengers had taken off from their spots a few hours ago?

“Start!” Matron’s voice sounded out.

Darren Lenihan was an absolute beast of a man. Sal had never seen him in action, and the crouching start would have been enough to raise eyebrows if it had been anyone else. A crunch of pavement was all that remained of Darren as he bolted ahead at an inhuman speed, his legs not touching the ground as his body flew forward about thirty feet. Sal had barely made it three paces before Darren was visible in midair, turning his body around the wreckage of a building, dropping a single foot to the ground, only to launch himself farther than the pack.

“What the fuck?” Sal breathed as he tried to keep up with Blathnaid, who ran alongside him.

The second-years weren’t keeping pace with them. They had instead moved off to the sides to start their treasure hunt, just as Matron said they would. With just a short time limit on each area, they would only have a few minutes per building if they wanted to get to the end of the zone in time for the next location.

“Control your breathing,” Blathnaid said beside him as she followed the path that Darren had taken.

They only had a few blocks to get past. The wreckage made it anything but straightforward, but after a few minutes of high-intensity sprinting, they caught up to Darren, who held the trunk of a car in his grip. The car beside him was a mangled mess of metal, rusted to the point that Sal couldn’t even hazard a guess to what color it once was.

“Spread out. I’ll check the cars for any luggage,” Darren insisted as he dropped the sheet of metal and darted to the next car.

Matron had told them that the best way to find valuables in the Reclaimed Zones was to understand the psychology of the people who lived there over sixty years ago. If they had been trying to evacuate, would they have luggage with valuables? Would they have shelters or items in basements? What about storage rooms of high-end stores? Was the area residential? There were so many factors that were important to understand about the territory you were scavenging in.

Blathnaid ran into a nearby shop front, which left Sal standing alone in the center of the wrecked street. Each of the buildings had been ripped apart by the demons that roamed the area for decades. There was no time to be nostalgic, but Sal genuinely wondered how the buildings had looked in their prime. So many of the shop fronts had been burrowed out, leaving the structures looking incredibly unsupported. Claw marks identified prowler activity, and the smashed surroundings hinted at Hulkers. There were patches of burned surfaces that Sal guessed had been Leecher nests, or a characteristic of a demon he didn’t know about.

Willing his visor into action, Sal looked around to see whether there would be anything immediately apparent with the information he got from Matron. After a few seconds of panning around in a full circle, Sal knew there was nothing valuable in the immediate vicinity. He moved into the first burrowed-out area, wishing there was more natural light coming into the building. A set of stairs were off to one side, but they ended abruptly after something like twenty steps. The visor didn’t pick up anything in his surroundings, and he ventured up the steps, hoping there would be a method to get to the next floor without issue.

Sal saw remnants of display counters, which were violently crumpled or strewn along the sides of the wall. Broken glass and faded white countertops were hidden beneath the wreckage of the collapsed roof. There were no demon corpses in the area, which was something Sal was inwardly grateful for.

Deduction kicked in when he reached the top of the remaining stairs. Apparently, the bent railing would be sturdy enough to support his weight, and Sal trusted in the visor enough to take the chance. There were vertical metal bars with ornate shapes at the midpoint between the handrail and the base. Sliding his feet into the space between the bars, Sal moved sideways like it was a diagonal ladder up to the next floor. It wasn’t lost on him that Darren would have been able to make the jump easily.

Glancing down at the broken area of stairs, Sal almost let go of the railing when he saw what had to be a skinned prowler corpse. Suppressing a shudder, Sal continued up the stairs, wondering whether he should have just picked another building. Progress was slow, but eventually Sal made it to the top of what should have been the stairs, and it wasn’t good.

Most of the floor had collapsed at one point, leaving mangled remnants of concrete and iron bars visible. Sal panned the area with his visor, but it didn’t pick up anything valuable. It did highlight the iron as a potential material option, but the essence infusion was weak. Sal looked back at the stairs and considered going down when he saw another set of stairs leading even further up the building. It didn’t look promising, but he guessed he had only wasted a few minutes so far, and that he could just try going up another set to see whether there was anything of note.

It turned out to be a mistake. Four minutes to cross the treacherous floor and then a further three minutes to scale up the handrail. He was inadvertently falling into the sunken cost fallacy that Matron had warned them about, dedicating too much time to a single building and not being able to source viable materials. Seeing a carved-up prowler should have been the warning that this place had likely been already picked clean.

“Fuck.” Sal cursed as his right foot slipped through the railing, twisting his ankle slightly as he fought to maintain his grip on it.

It wasn’t enough to cause him any damage, but it was a reminder that he was being an idiot in climbing up to the next floor. In the back of his head, he justified it to himself that others would have taken a look at the floor he had been on and turned back. Maybe he’d be rewarded for his perseverance?

Sal spent another few minutes scrambling up to the upper floor, which was long enough for him to curse himself another dozen times. When he finally got there, it was another open space with a much smaller hole in the floor. It looked like a battle had taken place here. The lower floors had been clawed to all hell, but the upper floors were packed with pools of dried blood and long cuts in the wall that looked to have been made with a sword. More specifically, there were corpses… and a lot of them. All the prowlers had their heads cut off, leaving their bodies practically untouched. Sal looked around the room, and the visor sent him snippets of information as Deduction got to work.

Footprints that led to the nearest corpses were fresh, so likely belonging to one of the higher-ranked Scavengers who had been there a few hours ago. A smear of blood led to the hole in the floor, and Sal looked down it to see the carved prowler corpse that had taken out the stairs. On the closer floor that he saw through the hole, there was another chunk of destroyed prowler lying on the ground. Sal was surprised he hadn’t noticed it when he was on that floor, and he wondered whether the visor wasn’t working properly for him not to detect it.

After a few moments of looking around the scene, Sal concluded that a Scavenger had been throwing the prowler corpses that he had butchered and skinned into the hole. It might have been a tactic to make the area look like it had already been fully raided, or it might have been an act of desperation to cut off a route to the top of the building. Sal went back to inspect the other corpses to see whether there was anything valuable he could get from them.

His visor highlighted that none of the prowlers had an internal core available. With the heads gone and the cores taken, Sal looked at where the claws should be and was disappointed to see that they had been hacked off too. Two of the nearest prowlers had their hides completely removed, but the others were practically untouched. Sal realized that the Scavenger who had been there before took the most valuable pieces and left what he couldn’t take. One of the hides was halfway skinned, and Sal inspected it to see whether it was possible for him to finish the job.

Transforming his right glove into the metallic toolkit, he looked at the hide as the visor showed him where he needed to cut. He raised his hand and was about to cut into it when a thought struck him. There wasn’t going to be enough time for him to skin all of them, and they’d need to move to the next location. Taking out his tablet, he sent Darren and Blathnaid a message with a picture of what he had found and his location. He wasn’t exactly sure how he should proceed, since prowler hide was a fantastic material for them to use. He just didn’t want to squander it by ruining the skinning part.

Sal stood back and looked up at the giant circular pane of glass that had stretched high above the floor. It was so high above the top floor that the prowlers likely hadn’t figured a way to destroy it. The afternoon light shone in on Sal, illuminating his dilemma. They needed more time to be able to skin them, and three pairs of hands would be better than one. The question that remained was whether Darren and Blathnaid could make it in time.

Sal’s jaw dropped as a shadow crossed his face. Darren’s body appeared in midair, higher than the three-story building, holding Blathnaid in a princess carry. His expression was stoic as he struck the glass pane with his outstretched right foot, smashing to pieces what the prowlers had clearly never even reached. When the Controller landed behind Sal, the entire floor shuddered at the sudden impact, causing all of them to freeze for a moment.

Blathnaid’s scream died on her lips as her face went white.

When a few seconds passed and the floor didn’t give out, Darren exhaled slowly. “That was much higher than I thought it was.”


Chapter 26: Lockbox

“We’ve got seven minutes left,” Darren warned as he threw a skinned prowler into the makeshift stack he had created. “Is there anything else I can do to help?”

Sal followed Darren’s gaze to Blathnaid, who had both arms covered in green blood, her skinning knife slicing in practiced strokes as she cut through the prowlers like they were butter. It was the same intensity she had when she was using her ability, but there was no essence on display this time. Blathnaid knew exactly what she was doing as she deftly flicked the knife around her fingers in between strokes, slicing in different directions before bringing her hands back and moving to the next prowler to start up the process again.

“Darren, I need you to turn that prowler over to the other side so I can finish it after this one,” Blathnaid explained as she dug her knife into the rear of the prowler without even a fraction of hesitation.

Sal had thought he’d be finding all sorts of valuables with his visor, but in reality, he had managed to stumble across a collection of dead prowlers that had their heads, claws, and cores removed. Now he was relegated to watching as Blathnaid transformed the remains of those demons into useful hides that they could use later. Between Darren sweet-talking Matron and Blathnaid’s prowess with a skinning blade, Sal felt as though he wasn’t bringing much to the team this time around.

Blathnaid didn’t even look up as she pointed to one of the stacked hides that rested in the center of the floor. “Sal, there are puncture marks and burns on some of the hides. Could you try restoring them to see if we can bring up their value?”

“Six minutes,” Darren called out as he turned the prowler over per Blathnaid’s instructions. He gave Sal a concerned look. “Restoration takes a lot longer than that, so we can wait until we’re back at the meeting point. We might have more time before the Credit floor rep shows up.”

“Sal doesn’t need that long.” Blathnaid looked up with a knowing smile that would have warmed Sal’s heart if it hadn’t been for the splash of green blood across her face.

Although not acidic, it would cause irritation if not wiped away, but Blathnaid ignored it as she proceeded with the skinning.

Sal had a vote of confidence from Blathnaid, and the expression of disbelief on Darren’s face was further fuel for the fire. If he was able to surprise the guy who could leap higher than three floors, it would be an added bonus.

“I’ll get it done.” He moved over to the hides she had referenced.

None of them were flawless, but he found the most damaged one near the top of the pile.

Activating the weave was simple, and Sal channeled his mother’s ability like it was his own. He poured his essence into the hide and targeted each of the damaged areas first to force them to knot together to the original shape. Frayed edges smoothed out as each tendril of sinew and skin melded back into the hide. The fur itself had been greying and lacked any sort of luster, but Sal’s essence purged those impurities away as it rejuvenated the hide, bit by bit. Dirt and grime were expelled from the material along with excess moisture, creating a puddle of residue underneath the hide.

“Blathnaid, what length would you like the material for Crafting? I could probably combine them together while I’m at it,” Sal called out as he inspected the freshly restored prowler hide in his hands. It looked immaculate and premium now.

“We’ve got four minutes! You’ve only been holding it for—” Darren’s eyes caught sight of the hide, and his mouth opened in surprise. “How… how did you do that? Restoration takes thirty minutes at least. Even my mother can’t do it that fast!”

Sal’s eyebrow raised. “Oh. My mother is a Restorer, too. Wonder if they know each other.” He looked over at Blathnaid, who shook her head as she made her way back to finish the remaining prowlers that had been turned over.

“Don’t bother with combining them. I only need two at high quality and we’ll be able to make him a jacket at least.” She gritted her teeth as she pulled a hide free from the prowler. A wide grin appeared on her face when it came away in her hands. “My ability doesn’t need them combined. I could probably craft it in the next zone if we needed to.”

Sal moved onto the next hide that looked to be roughly damaged. It was only a couple of minutes’ worth of work, but he mended it as well as his ability would allow. The strain on his essence was minimal, as though he were cleaning his uniform two or three times in a row. It wasn’t intensive at all. He wondered whether that was down to the work that Vanessa had done on his internal cores. When the tower was resolved, he’d absolutely be asking her for another round of that torture to get more cores unlocked.

“Practice and a great weave to replicate.” Sal looked at Darren with a smile as he completed the next hide in an even shorter period of time.

It leaked the grimy residue just like the previous hide, and Sal was left holding a beautiful hide that had a lustrous black sheen to it. He folded it in his hands and placed it on the pile before looking over to Blathnaid, who was moving even faster than before.

“We don’t have to get all of them. It’s almost time to get to the next area.”

Blathnaid shook her head as she ripped the hide off the prowler. “Yes, we do need to get them. I could cut corners because you can fix them up with Restore, but this is far from good work.” Her eyes landed on the practically glowing hides that Sal had worked on and a wide smile crossed her face. “Perfect. They’ll be absolutely perfect.”

Darren looked at the timer on his wrist. “We’re cutting it close. I’ll take Blathnaid down first, okay?” He glanced at Sal, who just gave him a nod of approval.

Blathnaid wiped her blood-soaked hands on her thighs as she shook her head. “Take the hides first and put them in storage. The time stamp on it will show that we kept within the guidelines.”

Darren gathered up the hides without complaint and readied himself to launch upward.

Sal activated his ability and watched Darren’s internal weave to see what was happening in real time. To say it was a shock would have been an understatement. The Body Manipulation weave wasn’t centralized in the chest like the majority of abilities he had seen, but instead was interlaced throughout the entire body. Sal watched as Darren’s legs lit up, before they started to grow thicker.

Darren looked upward before pushing off from the ground, thrusting him through the gap in the roof and giving him quite a bit of air-time as he first floated in view and then disappeared from sight.

“He’s quite something.” Sal glanced around at Blathnaid’s handiwork. “So are you. You’ve skinned like five of them?”

It was hard to believe that she had managed to expertly skin the prowlers, but there was no refuting the evidence.

Blathnaid continued to wipe at the blood on her hands as she smiled at Sal. “If I didn’t have the deadline, they’d be better quality… but when you’ve got a Restorer on hand, it’s a game-changer.” Her eyes flitted across the prowler corpses with a grim expression. “Shame we can’t just follow the person who gathered all of this for us. Would take a lot of the guesswork out of the scavenger run.”

Sal nodded in agreement as he looked back at the footstep marks he had seen before. With the visor aimed at it, he tried to will the device into tracking the route the previous Scavenger had used. A few seconds passed with nothing popping up at all, and Sal guessed that it was a useless request. Slightly ironic that it was called a tracker and couldn’t even complete that function.

Darren’s feet slammed into the ground, creating a slight shock wave around the building. Dust fell from the ceiling and more shards of glass dislodged from the circular skylight above. He moved toward Blathnaid purposefully and offered his right arm.

Without missing a beat, Blathnaid placed her left arm around his shoulders and jumped up. Her body was caught by Darren, who cradled her. They didn’t say so much as a word as Darren launched upward once again, but this time in a more gentle and controlled manner, not reaching nearly the same height as before. It would have been smooth as hell if it wasn’t for Blathnaid’s involuntary yelp of surprise.

Sal waited for Darren to come back and get him, wondering how he’d be carried by the Controller. Just as he was debating using the stairs to get down to the lower floors, a flash of light burst forth from the tracker, showing a series of illuminated steps crossing the room in a zigzag pattern. Sal could see that his own footsteps weren’t illuminated, and understood that the tracker had been processing his request in the background and had finally come through for him.

With a laugh, Sal looked around and saw that there were two sets of footprints on the stairs, meaning that the Scavenger had left the way he had arrived. Turning around to look at the other side of the room, Sal saw a trail leading to a wall. What made it different from the other footsteps was that it was purposeful and concentrated. The Scavenger had paced around that wall for a while. Sal’s curiosity got the better of him. He knew that Darren would be back any second, so he needed to be fast.

Sal ran across the broken floor, retracing the steps of the Scavenger until he got to the mystery wall. At first glance, there wasn’t anything to it, but Sal’s visor was telling him that there was more than met the eye. There was a lot of unnaturally placed debris that Sal started to roughly pull at, but it was heavy and refused to cooperate.

“Salvatore! What are you doing?” Darren called out after he landed. “We don’t have time for this.”

Sal let go of the bent metal and gestured at it lamely while wincing. “Can you clear this? My tracker is telling me there’s something here.”

It was a lie, he didn’t know that there was something there, but there were footsteps leading to that location. Deduction was suggesting that there might be something there, but Sal didn’t need encouragement as he was already excited. A Body Manipulator would have no issue with clearing the wreckage to find what was beneath. Surely the Scavenger who came before didn’t account for a Controller to be doing a scavenger run.

“Okay, get out of the way for a second.” Darren burst forward at an inhuman speed before stopping a pace before Sal.

His arms bulged as he gripped at the wreckage, yanking it forcefully to one side in a controlled pull. Half of the plaster board on the wall disintegrated to reveal a large recess in the brickwork. Darren didn’t stop there. He forcibly threw the heavy shielding from the wall in an indiscriminate manner.

Sal’s tablet vibrated in his pocket, and he knew instinctively that it was from Blathnaid. He didn’t want to risk wasting time by taking the call and instead leaned forward to look into the recess as Darren made way. A small row of lockboxes were stacked neatly, covered in a layer of fresh dust to blend in with the stone. To the untrained eye, they would have been passed over, but the visor told Sal that they were made in the last twenty years.

“We’re taking these,” Sal instructed as he started to pull out the lockboxes individually.

There was no time to check what was inside them, because they needed to get to the next zone before the Scavenger Network came to claim the storage chest from their current location. If they were caught in the zone outside of the time limit, it would be demerits for sure.

“Fine. Get on my back,” Darren said in a flustered voice as he lowered his body closer to the ground.

The rectangular lockboxes were a dark-green metal, with a circular loop on each end. Likely designed for pulling them out of square recesses in the wall. Darren’s fingers locked around the three loops on each hand so he could carry all six of them.

Sal put his arms around Darren’s neck and climbed onto his back, suddenly self-conscious of how heavy he must be for the Controller. He was going to be piggybacking, while Darren had the lockboxes to worry about, too. Just as Sal was going to suggest a different way for them to transport the goods down, Darren set off at high speed as his legs thundered across the floor.

“Whoa, fuck!” Sal cursed as Darren took flight, or more specifically, jumped at speed with all the momentum of a freight train.

They punched through the skylight, and Sal closed his eyes tight as they collided with some of the glass shards. The sound of shattering glass was the perfect accompaniment to Sal’s screams of excited terror. His brain was piecing together the fact that the impact was going to be painful, when he remembered that his trousers specifically had the Feather ability.

As Sal was about to tell Darren that he could let go of him, the Controller’s body changed in midair to adapt to the circumstances. No matter what he changed, impacting from the third floor to the ground was going to bounce Sal against Darren’s back. Sal couldn’t foresee a way that they got out of this without someone getting hurt. If his shirt considered the impact as an attack, it would activate the Repel and Barrier ability, injuring Darren.

“Thanks for the ride,” Sal joked as he let go of Darren and pushed off his shoulders.

There was now a little bit of space between them, which was a relief to Sal. It was almost comical—until Sal saw the look of horror on Darren’s face as he tried to turn in midair to catch Sal.

It was too late, though, and Darren hit the ground first. He dropped the lockboxes, turned on his heel, and burst forward at a blistering pace to get to Sal before he hit the ground. Massive fissures of concrete split on the ground with a resounding crack as Darren shot along the ground with a roar.

“Fuck,” Sal managed to mutter as his feet touched down on the ground without any issue.

The cursing wasn’t aimed at the landing, but rather the human missile that somehow managed to sweep Sal off his feet within a second of him touching the ground. When he managed to orient himself and get over the sudden nausea, Sal saw Darren staring down at him with an expression of barely controlled rage.

“Don’t ever fucking do that again. You could have died!” Darren growled at him before letting him drop to the ground.

With a wince, the Controller limped slightly as he moved off toward Blathnaid and the lockboxes.


Chapter 27: Materials

The clinking of the lockboxes knocking against one another was the only sound coming from their small group. All the prowler hides had been successfully stored in the storage crate, but they didn’t have the opportunity to go through the lockboxes as it was already time for them to move on to their next destination. There was no longer a massive sense of urgency as they had managed to find prime materials for Blathnaid to Craft with. So, they approached the next zone at a more leisurely pace.

Sal tried to apologize again, but Darren continued to stalk forward; the limp he had picked up earlier had vanished in just a few minutes of walking. Exchanging a look with Blathnaid, Sal got a slight shake of the head as her response. The visor was telling him that Darren was pissed off, which was an understatement. Tension in his shoulders, an unnecessarily tight grip on the lockboxes, and a purposeful stride that was just a little too fast.

Sal couldn’t just leave it as it was, though. He hated the idea that he had left such a terrible impression on the Controller, and didn’t want the misunderstanding to fester. Taking a steadying breath, he sped up until he was walking alongside Darren.

The sideways glance that Darren gave him was enough to give Sal second thoughts. Before Sal could say a word, Darren let out an aggravated sigh as he stopped abruptly and dropped the lockboxes. Turning to face Sal, he pressed a finger against Sal’s chest and glared at him intensely.

“You put us in unnecessary danger. We’re behind schedule because you wanted to pick up these lockboxes.” His voice was strained, as though he were trying to keep his anger in check.

“Jumping three floors takes a toll on my body, and trying to save you caused me pointless injuries that I’m still recovering from. I’m trying to concentrate on repairing my body, and your incessant need to tell me your version of events is stopping me from recovering.”

Darren tapped Sal’s chest again, a little more roughly this time. “So, I’m asking you as nicely as I can, to back off and give me time to get back to optimal condition. Okay?” Just as he was about to jab at Sal’s chest to emphasize his point, Sal caught his wrist and stared back at him.

“This is an Epic-grade shirt. It has Repel and Barrier, and if it takes any sort of impact, it can knock a hulker on its arse.” Sal let go of Darren’s wrist as he gestured at his chest. “If you landed on the ground from a three-story fall with me on your back, there was a good chance my shirt would have registered it as an attack.”

Darren’s gaze didn’t waver, but it did flick down to look at the shirt more closely. He withdrew his hand and seemed to think about it for a few moments.

Sal brought his right hand up to tap the visor covering his right eye. “This thing calculated that you’d get seriously hurt if I stayed on your back for that landing.” It was a lie, but Darren didn’t need to know that.

Darren’s brow furrowed as his attention went to the visor. “Trackers aren’t capable of that sort of thing.”

“This will be faster.” Sal sighed as he took off the visor and handed it to Darren. “Put it on and see for yourself. Look at me and Blathnaid, and you’ll get to see what I see.”

Darren took the visor and placed it over his eye. His skepticism remained for a few moments and he even opened his mouth to say something, when the words died on his lips. His eyes widened as he looked around in different directions, holding his hands out in front of him and gazing at them in wonder.

Rather than asking him how he felt about the visor, Sal switched tactics and offered a sincere apology while Darren was seemingly in a better mood.

“I’m sorry I got you injured. I tried to think fast. My trousers have the Feather ability, and I was counting on that protecting me.”

Darren seemed like he didn’t hear a word Sal said as he looked at Blathnaid in surprise. “Whoa… you can see this information on everyone? Like, anyone you look at?”

Blathnaid shifted uncomfortably at the sudden attention from Darren. It apparently sparked something on the visor, because Darren took it off and apologized to her immediately. He turned his attention back to the visor in his hand and shook his head in wonder. “This is ridiculous.”

“I needed something with the Analysis ability for a project with Captain Chatfield. Blathnaid and I are working on a Support thing in the workshop.”

Sal decided to stay vague with what they were doing because Darren was still a target for the Bastion. Just like how they had converted Melanie and stopped her from becoming a calamity, Sal wondered whether he could keep Darren from joining the Bastion in the future.

“Apology accepted,” Darren said quietly as he handed the visor back to Sal. “You made that, didn’t you? With the Mythcrafter ability?”

Sal smiled as he equipped the visor. Darren had likely seen Sal’s abilities with the Analysis function, so there was no reason to deny anything. It was a risk for him to have his ability known by Darren, but Blathnaid trusted him and there hadn’t been any signs of him being a risk in the hours they had spent together. Either way, there was no point in being too carefree.

“Honestly, I can’t bring out the full potential of Mythcrafter. I can make the weave for it with Skill Master, but my body isn’t able to really utilize it. I got some help from a Body Manipulator in opening my gates, but even that wasn’t enough to get any more than Rarecrafter.”

It was a bit of a lie, but if anyone understood the potential of the body and the limitations it brought, it would be a Body Manipulator.

Darren’s eyes widened in shock. “There’s someone doing that for Q-Cred?” He shook his head with a humorless laugh. “I thought I was ingenious for coming up with it. Guess that’s on me for underestimating the other Body Manipulators.”

He paused for a moment before his eyes narrowed. “It’s Lucia Hernandez, isn’t it? She’s in the Silver cohort with you guys.”

Sal wasn’t sure how to deal with that information. Darren was doing the same thing as Vanessa? Breaking through people’s internal gates, but charging them Q-Cred for a fee? He was effectively admitting to doing something frowned upon at the academy.

Darren shook his head. “No, Lucia’s ability isn’t strong enough. Was it Kyndra from the Purple cohort? She’s stronger than me by a small margin, but I’ll catch up eventually.”

Sal stared at Darren for a moment. “How can you tell the strength of people? Like, how do you know Kyndra is more powerful than you, and that Lucia is weaker?”

Darren held up his hand and waved his fingers. “A handshake is enough to know immediately. Just send a little bit of essence, have a look around, and you know instinctively how their ability works. It’s a common practice with Body Manipulators, so don’t go thinking I’m being shady or anything.”

Sal offered his hand out of curiosity, and Darren just looked at it.

“I already know that you’ve got thirty-two gates open. Your body is still catching up to your gates, but it’s looking pretty good for now. Whoever did the work on your system was ridiculously efficient and careful.”

“Don’t mean to be that person, but any chance of us getting more scavenging done?” Blathnaid called out from behind them. “I can go and search by myself if you two want to keep chatting?”

If anyone else had said it, it would have sounded like a snarky comment, but Blathnaid genuinely meant it.

“I’ll need your help in getting the lockboxes over there, though.” She pointed at the new storage crate in the distance for their new zone.

“Of course!” Darren agreed as he disengaged from the chat with Sal and moved to pick up the lockboxes he had dropped. “What do you think is inside them?” He looked at Blathnaid, who offered a shrug in return.

Sal looked back in the direction they had come from and saw that the second-years were following in the distance. They looked like they were arguing about something. The visor helped him pick out their location, but he was fairly certain that they weren’t being watched. It took a few moments of observation before he realized that there was a Scavenger officer walking behind the group.

“Actually, let’s take cover before opening them up,” Sal said as he kept an eye on the second-years. “Don’t want any unwelcome eyes.” He pointed in the direction that he was looking. “There’s a group of second-years being guided to this location, so I’d say they stayed too long in that first area.”

Darren followed Sal’s direction and narrowed his eyes. “Keep quiet for a second.”

Both Sal and Blathnaid said nothing as Darren stared at the group with a fierce focus before he blinked and straightened his back.

“Yeah, we need to get out of here. Now.”

“What is it?” Sal moved to pick up one of the lockboxes. He cast a worried glance at Blathnaid, who did the same as him, to alleviate the load on Darren.

Darren picked up the remaining four lockboxes and set off at a jog, not answering Sal’s question. He had a concerned expression as he looked behind him to ensure that they were following.

Sal didn’t question him any further as he shared a glance with Blathnaid. Both of them jogged to keep up with him, and they managed to cover quite a bit of ground. Sal was relieved he had been so active out in the excursion with Brophy because the running around wasn’t tiring him out at all.

When they ran straight past the storage crate, Sal became much more curious about what Darren had heard from the other group. There had to be a reason that they weren’t loading the contents of the lockboxes into the storage. Or was it that Darren just didn’t notice it? Sal wanted to laugh at the thought of the Controller not seeing the giant container. It was incredibly unlikely.

“Here should be fine.” Darren came to a halt after he had veered off to an alleyway between the ruined buildings. He looked back in the direction he came and stayed completely still for a few moments before nodding. “Okay, they’re not following us.”

“What’s going on, Darren?” Blathnaid leaned back against a brick wall to catch her breath.

Darren placed the lockboxes down on the ground and gestured at them with a wry smile. “These were planted by another Scavenger team. Those second-years were complaining that the boxes were missing, and that the prowlers had been carved up already.” He looked at Sal with a quizzical expression. “Did you get any sort of hint from them earlier? Or did you really just stumble across that building by yourself?”

Sal shrugged as he took a knee beside the nearest lockbox. “Complete coincidence. I wouldn’t have picked up on it without the footsteps the tracker highlighted.” A smile crossed his face as he looked between Blathnaid and Darren. “But I guess we should take a look at our new spoils.”

Darren frowned. “There’s no way they won’t recognize the loot we picked up when we turn it in later. It’s going to create some animosity between us and them as we’ve clearly stolen their method of climbing the Scavenger ranks.”

Blathnaid laughed. “Their loss. We scavenged, and they were trying to cheat. Who will Matron side with, do you think?”

Darren stared at her in shock, clearly not used to this side of Blathnaid.

Sal nodded in agreement. “Let’s see what we’re dealing with, and then we can decide how to proceed.”

He pulled the stiff latches open and lifted the lid off the first lockbox. Folded newspapers were placed around the sides like padding, and a thin layer of slate kept them from touching the roughly cleaned cores that still held traces of prowler blood. The claws that were missing from the prowlers were also packed inside. Each of them had been expertly extracted, as they looked like high-grade materials.

“Whoa…” Blathnaid breathed out from another lockbox that she had just opened. She lifted two vials of green liquid that were as big as her palms. “Prowler blood! I’m counting eight of them in this one.”

Darren paced around as he looked at the lockboxes. “I really don’t like this. We can’t just profiteer off someone else’s work.”

Blathnaid snorted as she looked at Darren. “Come on, would you rather those second-years got this and coasted up the ranks? You should be relieved that your two Crafter friends found all this stuff. We came here for materials, and we got them.”

Sal smiled as he gave Darren a nonchalant shrug. “Can’t argue with that logic.”

He opened the next lockbox and saw that it was packed with small trinkets like antique watches, pens, and phones. There were so many of the small handheld screens that Sal wondered what information was on them. It was listed as a premium piece of loot in the dossier they had been given, so Sal knew that just one of them would likely be enough to get them to Junker II.

“Sal, did you find any fabrics or materials that I could make a bag with?” Blathnaid looked up from one of the lockboxes.

Darren frowned. “Didn’t you say that we were putting them in the storage crate?”

Blathnaid grinned as she looked him dead in the eye. “Only the stuff we can’t use. Everything else is for Crafting.”


Chapter 28: Jackpot

“Gotta admit, this is a much more chill run than the last one.” Sal laughed as he moved through the shelves of what used to be a department store.

It was a bit generous to call them shelves as everything had been smashed to pieces, but some of the stands had survived the test of time. There were rags strewn across the floor, all in various states of decomposing.

Blathnaid pointed to an area at the back of the building. “Maybe the storeroom? There could be some things that are better preserved back there.” She set off in that direction while scanning the aisles beside her. “We don’t need anything fancy or premium, just cloth that has a bit of durability.”

Sal nodded in agreement. “Even if it’s wrecked, I can Restore it. See anything, Darren?”

He glanced back at Darren, who was anxiously standing at the entrance of the ruined building, keeping an eye on the street outside. It was clear that he was uncomfortable with their plan, and his sense of righteousness really cemented Sal’s belief that Darren was never going to join the Bastion.

“Just hurry up.” Darren didn’t even cast them a glance as he remained diligent. The lockboxes were still gripped in his hands as though he were scared of losing them.

Blathnaid turned around and gave Sal a knowing look before speaking in a whisper. “Leave him be. It’s good to have someone vigilant.”

Sal laughed. “I think Darren is great. Not just because of his heightened hearing.”

“Cut it out,” Darren growled from his lookout post. He shook his head as though the entire thing were wearisome.

Sal was sure he caught a small smile on his face though, which was progress. It was going to take a bit to get around Darren’s sense of fairness, but they’d get through to him eventually. It would likely be Blathnaid’s influence that would keep the Controller in check.

“And… gotcha,” Blathnaid whispered elatedly as she stepped to one side with arms outstretched in a victory pose. In her right hand was her metal Q-Card, and behind her a newly opened door.

Sal just stared at her. “Did you… just pick that lock?”

Blathnaid grinned as she pocketed her Q-Card and moved into the darkness of the room without any hesitation.

Sal picked up the pace as he followed her through. If something was locked, it was likely to keep people out. Which probably meant valuables. He was about to say something to Blathnaid when his visor started to identify everything around him, and all mirth vanished in a heartbeat. He had to force himself to breathe as he covered his mouth with his hand.

There were four bodies in the room. All of them were skeletal remains, completely clothed. It was the first time Sal wished his visor hadn’t used the Analysis skill. His single thought of wondering what happened had highlighted a tiny broken window near the ceiling that had been poorly barricaded. A single gun was clutched in the hand of one of the bodies, and all the skulls had the same cause of death.

Blathnaid shook her head as she looked around the room. “Looks like they killed themselves with the gun. Insects likely got through that window and picked their bodies clean. Worst-case scenario, we can use their clothes for materials, but there should be better stuff in here.”

Sal stared at her, not sure how she could be so composed. “You don’t look that shocked.”

Blathnaid shrugged as she moved past the bodies to look at the stacks of boxes on the other end of the room. “I grew up in a Reclaimed Zone. I’m used to it.” She looked over her shoulder at Sal, and her expression softened at seeing his face. “It’s sad and I do feel bad for how they passed, but it’s quite common. The best thing we can do for them is to stay alive and find a way to win this war. At least, that’s what my parents always told me.”

Sal started to step around the bodies when he stopped. The gun on the ground wasn’t nearly as nice as the one from Quest’s office. While Blathnaid was rifling through the boxes, he used Appraise on the weapon to see whether it would be worth keeping or handing in to the Scavengers.

	Name	Glock 17
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	72 years (Relic)
	Grade	Common (Lower)
	Dimensions	7.95 inches length | 5.4 inches height | 1.57 lbs weight
	Materials	Stainless Steel | Laminated Walnut
	Attributes	No Essence Detected
	Abilities	No Essence Detected
	Power Source	Combustion
	Evolution	No
	Quality	Poor
	Condition	32%
	Value	Est. $200.00 — $400.00


It certainly didn’t look like anything special, but he decided that it would be worth handing in to the Scavengers after restoring it a bit. Could be worth a little bit of money if he was lucky.

“Jackpot!” Blathnaid called out from a mess of crumpled boxes with herself at the center. “Ostentatious as fuck, but definitely something we can work with. What do you think?” She turned around and held up a long fur coat with the puffiest collar that Sal had ever seen.

“Please don’t change the design. I want that to be Darren’s equipment.” Sal laughed as he moved closer to take a look at it. “It’s actually horrible. Was this fashion?”

Blathnaid beamed as she rifled through the rest of the box. “It’s impractical, but the print on it is really nice. Black and white stripes… eh, no.” She discarded the pattern and moved onto the next coat to check it out. “Yellow with black spots? Maybe.” This continued for a few moments before she found one that made her pause. “Think he’d like a full-black one?”

Sal grinned as he looked at it over her shoulder. “I’m pretty sure he’ll hate all of them. So let’s take the lot.”

Blathnaid stepped back and placed her hands on her hips as she looked at the selection of furs. “Okay, I’m going to use the black and white one to make a bag. Step back for a second.”

Sal took a tentative step backward as he looked at Blathnaid in confusion. The last time he had watched her use her ability, it literally drained the life out of her to the point that she fell unconscious. She also had to use a blueprint or pattern to visualize the end product. Had the improvements to her weave changed those constraints?

Blathnaid pointed her hand at the black and white coat, and it was immediately engulfed in an ethereal light.

Sal checked his wrist to see how much time they had remaining in this area. Twelve minutes was enough time to check a few more rooms, but he wasn’t sure whether there would be enough time for Blathnaid to make them a bag. He wasn’t sure whether he should interrupt her, but eventually decided to trust her judgment. She believed in him with the restoration of the prowler hides, so it was only fair to give her the same trust.

“That should do it,” Blathnaid said after a few seconds.

Sal stared at her in disbelief and checked his watch again. It hadn’t even taken a minute. “How the hell did you do it that fast?”

Blathnaid grinned at him as she lifted the gaudy-as-hell duffel bag and looped it over her shoulder. “What do you think I’ve been working on the last few days? I spend hours conceptualizing designs so I can make them fast. It’s what Upgrade has been teaching me.”

Sal stared at her, dumbfounded, as she stuffed the black fur coat into the duffel bag alongside the yellow and black one.

“Let’s get back to Darren. We have what we need from here.” She paused as she looked at the skeletal remains. “Did you check to see if they have any phones on them?”

Sal hesitated, and Blathnaid noticed his reluctance.

“Don’t worry, I’ll do it. You can head out to Darren and tell him we’re ready to go to the next area.” Blathnaid smiled as she gave Sal a reassuring nudge as she passed him.

“Sorry, I just…” Sal started lamely as he gestured at the dead bodies.

Blathnaid’s smile was gentle as she knelt beside the bodies and rummaged through their pockets. “Sentimentality can only get you so far, Sal. There’s nothing we can do for them now, so we might as well use whatever they have to help us. Everything that is scavenged once belonged to someone, so you can’t waver when you see stuff like this.”

Sal nodded after a few moments. “You must have had it rough living in a Reclaimed Zone.”

Blathnaid turned around to look at Sal with an expression of disbelief. “Sal, I really don’t mean this in an offensive way, but I think you’re the one who had it rough. Living in one of those gated estates will give you a lot of protection, but none of the life skills for survival.” Her smile turned warm as she turned back to her task.

“I think it’s great that you’re pushing yourself and trying to help people. There are so many others who have the same background as you who have zero interest in stuff like scavenger runs.”

Sal stared at her as her words sunk in. He hadn’t considered himself that far removed from everyone else, but Blathnaid’s words struck a chord in him. Rather than dwelling on his shortcomings, Sal resolved himself.

“Hey, next time we come across a prowler, could you teach me how to skin them?”

“Gladly,” Blathnaid shot back as she got to her feet. She was packing things into the duffel bag as she turned around to face him. “Few phones, wallets, and watches. Good haul, for sure. I’m surprised the other Scavengers never tried this room.”

“Let’s get back to Darren,” Sal suggested as he led the way out.

Darren was still standing guard at the front of the building. It was a reassuring thing to have someone so capable on their team, and made Sal feel safer just by having his presence nearby.

“Phones, watches, and furs!” Blathnaid practically shouted from behind Sal, which caused Darren to wince.

Sal guessed that he had his hearing on high alert and the sudden spike in volume had definitely pierced through his skull. If he had been eavesdropping, Sal couldn’t find it in himself to feel sorry for the guy.

Without so much as a word of complaint, Darren shook his head before giving the outside another cautious scan. When nothing caught his attention, he moved back to Blathnaid and Sal with the lockboxes still firmly clasped in his hands.

Blathnaid set down the duffel bag and took out the black fur coat. “We need to free up some space, so try this on. It should be your size.”

Darren stared at the coat and then back to Blathnaid with an expression of disbelief.

Blathnaid held his gaze as she repeated herself a little more slowly. “Try it on, Darren.”

Sal couldn’t believe that the mighty Controller would bend to the orders of his Support. It was a far cry from Erika and how she would react under the same circumstances. Sal tried to keep himself from laughing as Darren put the coat on with a look of barely concealed confusion.

“It really suits you.” Blathnaid clapped as she gave Darren a bright smile. “Now, give me those lockboxes and we’ll start filling our new duffel bag.”

Darren looked over at Sal with a pleading look, but Sal just gave him a thumbs-up gesture.

“I agree with Blathnaid… it really suits you.”

He did a much worse job of hiding his amusement, which wasn’t lost on Darren. Even though he knew they were joking with him, he didn’t take off the black fur coat.

Darren didn’t say a word as Blathnaid quickly nestled the vials of prowler blood in the yellow and black fur coat. The newspapers were slid into a different area, and the phones, claws, and watches were packed together. She moved from box to box as she expertly filled the duffel bag to the brim with their loot. After a few minutes of this, she got to her feet and tried to lift the bag, but it was almost comical in how it barely left the ground. Blathnaid looked at Darren expectantly.

“You’re both the worst.” Darren sighed as he lifted the duffel bag effortlessly and slung it over his shoulder.

As far as style went, Darren was looking particularly… extra. The puffy black fur coat with the black and white fluffy duffel bag wasn’t really doing him any favors.

“You’re the best.” Blathnaid giggled as she patted him on the shoulder. “Shall we go straight to the next zone?”

Darren shook his head as he moved to the entrance of the building. “Nah, we’ve got five minutes. The previous group will still be in the next area. What was it that came after Junker? Delver?”

“Scrounger,” Sal answered as he looked at the now-empty lockboxes on the ground. It wouldn’t do to have them out in the open, especially with the second-years coming to this area later.

While Blathnaid and Darren deliberated on their next course of action, Sal started to hide the lockboxes underneath some of the nearby rubble.

Darren turned around at the noise and stared at Sal like he was simple. “What are you trying to do?”

Sal grunted as he let a heavy rock fall to the ground. He dusted himself off as he stepped back with a sigh. “I’m trying to hide these lockboxes so the others don’t find them.”

Without a word, Darren moved to Sal and picked up one of the lockboxes with both hands on either end of it. In a single grunt of exertion, Darren’s hands came together like a clap, crumpling the entire lockbox into a pancake of metal. While keeping eye contact with Sal, he repeated the process on the other lockboxes, until they had a small collection of compressed metal.

Sal stared at him before smiling. “You know, I don’t think that coat really suits you after all.”

Blathnaid practically bounced over to their awkward standoff and looked at the metal chunks with a smile. “Oooh, those can probably be turned into ingots! Pack them too.”

Darren’s mouth opened as he stared at Blathnaid in disbelief, but she was already opening the duffel bag and pulling the metal from Darren’s hands and packing it in with everything else.


Chapter 29: Spoils

In their last few minutes of the final zone, before everything was wrapped up, Sal focused on refining the rough materials they had recently sourced. Ever since Darren displayed a capability of bending metal with his hands, it allowed them to be more creative in their salvaging efforts. Chunks of metal, like bent streetlamps or misshapen car doors, were crushed into manageable sizes. They specifically targeted the ones that had a high infusion of essence, and although it was a far cry from void metal, it was going to be useful for Crafting for sure.

“Just like this?” Darren held up a crude rectangle of metal. It was his best attempt at creating an ingot by mashing the available metal into a shape.

“That’s perfect, thank you,” Sal answered as he moved his attention to the newest piece.

He flooded his essence into it and repeated the process that he had done in the woods with Gallant. This time it wasn’t refining wood but metal, and he was reminded of his first time doing this with Hannah back in the first week. All the impurities seeped out of the cracks as the metal folded within the essence to create a solid block of iron.

Sal was pleased to see that the finished ingot had traces of Darren’s Configuration ability, as well as some of his Mythcraft essence. Hopefully, it would create some interesting outcomes with Crafting down the line, much like the unexpected boon that was the amplification tower.

“Am I putting these in the storage or are we using it for Crafting?” Blathnaid picked up two of the ingots. “I feel like we’re taking the lion’s share for ourselves, so maybe it’s worthwhile putting the ingots in with the prowler hide?”

“Keep the ingots for Crafting. Well, maybe put in half. We’re going to have close to a dozen of them, so we can keep six of them,” Sal suggested as he looked at the growing pile of ingots.

Just as he finished the refinement on the one in his hands, Darren handed him another crude chunk of metal. It was definitely worth waiting until the very end before he started using his essence like this, as it was starting to take a bit of a toll on him.

Darren paused between his crushing and glanced at the pile with concern. “I know this was all about getting materials for my equipment, but wouldn’t it be smarter to just use Q-Cred to buy materials that we need, and use all this to increase our rank?”

Blathnaid smiled as she reached into the duffel bag. “We’re going to donate everything that we can’t use to the Scavengers to increase the rank. So, keeping the claws, blood, and the more premium hides. They can have the phones, newspapers, watches, and all the other trinkets.” She paused before looking over to Sal. “You going to donate that gun, or are you keeping it?”

Without really thinking about it, Sal took the Glock out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Mine is far better and this is close to death. I think that Matron was right about the restoration thing, because it wouldn’t be worth the essence to bring that back to its prime condition.”

“And into the crate it goes.” Blathnaid laughed as she placed the pistol into the storage space.

It seemed to delight her when the spatial attribute of the storage kicked in and absorbed whatever she handed to it.

It took a few more minutes before they were ready to wrap up, and the duffel bag was filled with vials of prowler blood, and their hides and claws. The ingots were also nestled in there for safekeeping. Sal decided that he’d like to keep one of the phones to Restore it and see how it worked, and Blathnaid decided to do the same. Darren had no interest and was constantly watching the timer to see when they needed to get back.

When the storage crate closed and Blathnaid used her Q-Card to register the goods as their contributions, she got to her feet and dusted herself off. “We can head back now. I think that was a great haul. Well done, everyone, on our first successful scavenger run!”

Sal smiled but Darren still looked a little wary of the whole thing. When Blathnaid looked over at him to see whether he was all right, he just shook his head.

“When the verdict comes through and everything is tallied, I’ll relax.” Darren frowned. “I just don’t trust that group of second-years. What’s to say that there weren’t any other stashes laying around?”

Sal nodded with a frown. “I did wonder why they weren’t running ahead like us. I’d say that they’ve been staying at the back so they wouldn’t be followed. If they were leading and we constantly saw them getting the best stuff, it would be natural for us to follow them to see what they were doing differently.”

It confirmed Sal’s suspicions that they were being boosted by other members of the Scavenger Network. But to what end? It made no sense. Sure, getting a higher rank with the Scavs would be great, and had a few great discounts and bonuses, but was it really worth cheating for?

“Would you say they’re doing it for the Challenge crests? To increase their grades at Quest Academy?” Darren asked as he mulled it over.

Blathnaid shook her head and smiled at both of them. “Greed. If you’re a higher rank with the Scavenger Network, you can do solo runs in freshly reclaimed areas. Less time limits or constraints, and you get much better deals when trading loot. If you’re good at what you do, you could make a fortune.”

She laughed as she gestured in the direction of the Scavenger camp in the far distance. “You’ll see when we cash in on this stuff. Just this loot alone should push us up into Scrounger or at least Junker V. Did neither of you read the dossier before coming here?”

Darren frowned as he pulled the duffel bag over his shoulder. “I must have missed that part.”

Sal shrugged. “Hey, I was talking to you about buying properties. I didn’t have time to read that far ahead.”

Blathnaid laughed as she started to walk toward the base camp. “Just be grateful you have me on your team.” She turned around and walked backward as she looked at the two of them. “I think this was a great trial run, by the way. The three of us make a great Scavenger team.”

Sal tilted his head to the side. “You already know I’d be up for a few more of these. The big question is if our mighty protector feels the same way.”

Darren stared at Blathnaid. “If I agree to team up with you both, will you stop making me wear whatever you find?”

Blathnaid didn’t even blink. “Of course not. That’s an integral piece of loot from our inaugural hunt. I’m not going to touch the design of it, but I will improve it dramatically for what you need in the tower. I hope you’ll continue to wear it with pride.”

“Dazzler, the Prowler Hunter. It’s a powerful name,” Sal added as he gestured at Darren’s grey uniform underneath the mass of black fur. “We could probably make him some stylish black trousers and shirt combo to complete the look. Some metal fastenings, throw in an evolutionary rune?”

Darren’s scowl lifted, and his eyes widened. “Evolutionary rune?”

Blathnaid saw the weakness and pounced on it. “Of course. Sal and I have been using evolutionary runes for the gear we work on. We’d be able to put one on that coat and it would evolve into a higher grade over time. But if you don’t want it…”

Sal wanted to hug Darren when he saw the conflicted expression on his face. It was like they were actively bullying him, but it was just too damn funny to stop. As fun as it was, the coat actually did suit him in a strange way. Maybe it was his stocky frame that filled it out, or the confidence he exuded. Whatever it was, he was the only one among the trio who would be able to pull off that look.

Darren finally relented and sighed. “I’d like to have something with an evolutionary rune. If you say that this coat is the best option for it, then I’ll believe you.”

Blathnaid’s smile grew warm as she nudged him playfully with her shoulder. “Don’t worry, when I’m done with it, you won’t even recognize it.”

Darren showed a rare moment of vulnerability as he looked at Blathnaid with a hopeful expression. “Promise?”

“I promise. Only if you can help us get that bag of goodies all the way back to the camp. I’m dying to know how the trading works.” Blathnaid laughed as she looked over at Sal, as if to check whether he was equally excited.

“Sounds like a great plan,” Sal agreed as he followed them.

He had to admit, he was curious whether there would be any blowout from the second-years once they discovered the loot they lost was locked into the storage crates under Blathnaid’s name.

***

The Scavenger camp was a bustle of activity. Kiosks seemed to have sprung up everywhere in the few hours that Sal and the others had been out in the Reclaimed Zone. There were countless wares on display, hanging from hooks and spread out on makeshift tables. It was an odd assortment, with bloodied demon anatomy propped up beside archaic technology. Slate boards were marked in chalk, offering bargains and asking for trades.

Sal’s heart quickened as he looked around. It was a pop-up market like he used to love going to with his father when he was younger. Picking up undervalued items at markets was a definite highlight for any Appraiser. He could already see conflicting prices on some of the boards, indicating that a profit could be made by trading between stalls. The Restorer and Repairer stands were obvious by the massive lines waiting in front of them. What caught Sal’s attention most of all were the rates displayed above the stand. They were extortionate.

“Should we just hand them in at this stall?” Darren gestured at the nearest kiosk.

Blathnaid laughed as she shook her head. “I think Sal would have a heart attack if you did that. We should probably let him handle the negotiations.” She looked over at Sal. “If that’s okay with you?”

Sal grinned as he looked at the duffel bag. “That’s perfect with me. But let’s not show our hand too early. You guys wait here for a bit while I go talk to the different vendors. I want to see what sort of deals they’re looking for before we show them what we got.”

Darren sighed as he crossed his arms. “Really? Isn’t it just wasting time? You’re only going to get a few extra Q-Cred if you go between the stalls.”

Sal raised an eyebrow. “Darren, what is the joy of being a Controller? Is it being in the middle of a battlefield and giving the perfect instructions to turn the tide?”

Darren frowned at the question. “The joy of being a Controller? It’s a responsibility. Making sure everyone gets home safe, and that the mission objectives are achieved.”

Blathnaid laughed at how straightforward he was, but faltered when she saw the wounded look on his face. “Darren, I get what Sal is saying. Markets like this, and the Crafting rooms, are a massive part of the fun for Supports.” She used a gentle tone and smiled at him reassuringly. “He’s just asking what it is you enjoy so you can appreciate what he likes.”

Sal nodded. “Didn’t mean any offense by it. I grew up in markets, and I’d take this any day of the week over dungeons and towers.”

Darren uncrossed his arms and scratched at the back of his head. He avoided making eye contact with Blathnaid as he stared at Sal.

“Okay then, yeah… take your time and enjoy yourself, I guess.”

Sal’s visor caught the massive sense of discomfort from Darren. His attempts at lightening the mood hadn’t really done much to break through the Controller’s tough exterior. Most of his interactions with him had been strained, with both him and Blathnaid poking fun at him at any opportunity. How they spoke to each other didn’t really blend well with Darren, and Sal realized that he needed to change things up.

“By the way, Darren, I wanted to say thanks for today,” Sal began with a friendly smile. “We wouldn’t have managed to do any of this without you. I’ve teamed up with Blathnaid for the tournament and we’ve been working together in the workshop for a while…”

Darren’s expression darkened, and the visor highlighted the specific emotion as jealousy. He continued quickly to avoid any misunderstandings.

“And when she said that you were a good guy to go on a scavenger run with, I knew I could trust her. I can see why she speaks so highly of you.”

Darren’s face brightened for a single moment before he let out a nonchalant grunt and waved it away. “Thanks. You should probably get started before they close up shop.” He gestured vaguely at the market stalls behind Sal.

Sal laughed and gave Blathnaid a meaningful look. “Can you please explain to him that I’m not full of shit? I want him to help us run more of these in the future.”

Blathnaid gave Sal a mock salute. “Leave it to me. I’ll sweet-talk him into it.”

The reddening of Darren’s cheeks was a very clear indicator of how that conversation was going to go. Sal left them to it as he turned his attention to the markets. With a wide grin, he got to work.


Chapter 30: Haggle

“You’re saying you made this?”

The Scavenger didn’t look convinced as he inspected the ingot that Sal had made from the compacted metal they had found in the wild.

“Looks devoid of any infusions, so I can only really make an offer based on the weight category.” He shook his head and bit his lip as though it broke his heart to have to take it from Sal. “I think I could get a buyer for this, since it’s roughly formed and has a few impurities. Credit floor wouldn’t be likely to look at it. If you’ve got more of them, I could throw in a package deal and give you a decent price. Twenty Q-Cred a piece. Two-fifty for ten.”

Sal reached out his hand and the Scavenger’s smile widened.

“Pleasure doing business with you.” He reached for his card, but Sal shook his head and lifted the ingot from his grasp.

“I’m just a lowly Junker, here with my friends for a good time.” Sal weighed the ingot in his hand and gave the Scavenger a meaningful look. “I’m here to learn how this market works and who would be good people to develop beneficial relationships with.”

Pointing at the visor on his face and then moving his finger slightly to the left to highlight his glowing silver eye, Sal smiled. “I’ve been so caught up with the excitement of everything, that I forgot to mention that I’m an Appraiser. So excited, that I didn’t hear your first offer. What was it again?”

The Scavenger’s face broke into a wild smile as he chuckled. “Not going to lie—thought that headpiece was just for show. But there’s no mistaking the silver eyes… Nice job in not name-dropping your daddy.”

Sal kept the smile fixed on his face as he continued to make a show of weighing the ingot in his hand. Negotiation was like a dance, and although Sal could have stormed off in search of a better deal, it was better to see the barter through. If he got a more competitive deal, he’d work on it until he was satisfied. Perceived value was a big component of any barter, and a massive chunk of the fun was in creating the illusion of need. He was on the back foot, though, because he didn’t know the exact usefulness or value of the chunk of metal in his hand.

“Now that you mention it, I can sense some infused essence,” the Scavenger agreed, the wild smile not leaving his face as he gestured for Sal to hand the ingot back over to him.

Sal complied and pretended to look shocked by the revelation. Not too much that it would be mocking, but enough to play the game. “What about the impurities? Are you seeing them, too?”

A good-natured chuckle was his response as the Scavenger turned the ingot over in his hands, not even looking at it. “You know what? I can’t see them anymore. It completely changes the price, now that I think about it. I’d probably go up to eighty a piece… but might part with a hundred if they came in a batch.”

Sal nodded earnestly. “Ah, that’s an issue. I was planning on holding onto half for the Credit floor. Since my team made these and we’re pretty much guaranteed to get more on the next scavenger run, I’ll want to ensure I’m getting the best price possible.”

With that, the implication was made clear. If Sal waited for the Credit floor and found that the value of the metal ingots was far higher, then it wouldn’t incentivize him to deal with this Scavenger ever again and would cut him out of any potential profits. The big question was how much the Scavenger was willing to part with to ensure Sal gave him everything. The second question was how much Sal valued the essence and labor required to make them.

“One forty. Each.” The Scavenger looked Sal directly in the eye; the smile had vanished in an instant. “But if I see you handing any of them over to the Credit floor, I’ll treat it as bad faith.”

That was it. Matron had said that the fastest way to ingratiate themselves with the Scav Network was to build trust and play by their rules. Sal didn’t care whether it was a con, or whether he was getting a bad deal in the eyes of his opponent. A hundred and forty Q-Cred for a few minutes of essence refinement was very much worth it.

“I’ve got six in total, but I have four for sale…” Sal tilted his head slightly to the side and leaned closer to the Scavenger, who mimicked the motion and turned his ear to listen better.

“But I’m holding onto two of them for Crafting. I can guarantee you that neither of them will touch the Credit floor table, as I’d love to operate in good faith with all my new friends here. How does that sound?” Sal asked in an almost conspiratorial tone, hoping to drag the Scavenger back to a more jovial attitude.

Ultimatums were useful as they let you know exactly where the lines were in a negotiation, but they were also a massive risk. Using one too soon could blow up any chance of a deal. Sal didn’t need to reveal the fact that he had two extra ingots, but by doing so, he’d be able to earn some trust and give a useless “secret” that could be perceived as an offer of leverage.

“You give your word, and it’s a deal.” The Scavenger smiled as he offered his hand. “Your secret is safe with me, as long as you let me know what you end up making with it. Might get you a good price on it.”

Sal shook the offered hand with a grin. “Deal. Now, would you know which table I should go to with prowler hides? I’ve got some perfect condition ones that have already been restored.”

The smile on the Scavenger’s face widened. “You’re going to fit in well here.”

***

Sal navigated through each of the stalls, introducing himself to each of the Scavengers who were acting as vendors, trading the spoils of their runs. He never led with his name, but instead with a trade. Phones and watches were in high demand, but nothing moved faster than the newspapers. He made sure to sell the ones that looked the most damaged or were lower value, and kept the better condition ones for the Credit floor. Each transaction gave him a good grounding on the values he could potentially expect with the Credit floor, so it was better to err on the side of caution.

He had already gotten the all-clear from Blathnaid on what they were prepared to sell, and what they needed to keep for Crafting. It left him with a whole range of loot to part with. Each of the phones had been bought between eight and eleven hundred Q-Cred, while the watches didn’t go for any less than six hundred. Sal checked the value of the watches from a couple of vendors before restoring them away from prying eyes; the sales price only went up by about ten percent. It told him that whoever was buying it was factoring in the restoration cost.

The newspapers had netted his team nearly three thousand Q-Cred, which highlighted them as a ridiculously overpriced collectors’ item. Sal wondered what sort of premium they’d go for when they actually were presented to the end buyer. He was very aware that he was in a sea of middlemen, all trying to squeeze a profit out of the scavenged items.

When the seller added a fabricated story about the item’s origin, and provided Appraisal and Restoration documentation, they’d likely have a very fat margin for themselves. Sal made a mental note of which items would be best to keep an eye out for in the future, as he severely underestimated the value of the papers.

Sal didn’t need to check the account as the funds went through. He remembered every face and transaction he made, and was calculating how profitable the scavenger run had been. Without the lockboxes, they would have likely ended up with barely covering the cost of their memberships and remained at the lowest Junker rank. That is, if they didn’t skin and Restore the prowler hides. Sal was excited to find out just how much they’d earn with trading those.

“Ian said that you were the woman to talk to about hides and fabrics.” Sal gestured at the Scav who he had sold the four ingots to, on the other side of the market. It was time to find out what their hard work was worth.

“Ian?” She snorted. “Honey, you likely got scammed by that old bastard. But, I will say, the smartest thing you’ve done today is coming to my table. Let’s get you a good deal so you finish the day well, yeah?” She laid on her motherly tone thick as she fussed over a selection of folded materials on the table.

Sal’s visor sparked to life as he saw the various materials for the first time. Analysis told him that there was dried voider skin, prowler hides, scuttler shells, and thumper husks. Beside that collection was an assortment of metal bins, containing various bones belonging to prowlers, thumpers, and voiders.

“No point in sorting them by demon as they all pretty much give the same benefits.” She spoke as though it were a well-known fact. “Instead, they’re paired by the quality of the bone. Damage sustained, etc.” Her hand waved in a circle vaguely, as though it wasn’t worth his attention.

Sal could tell instantly that the bones all had completely different Crafting properties. The bones of the scuttler had the Reflect attribute and a minor damage absorption buff. Prowler bone added minor agility modifiers and potentially the Stealth attribute. The real question was whether this woman knew those factors, or whether she was trying to get him to consider the other materials.

“What do you even do with them?” Sal gave the bones a quizzical look and laughed with a shake of his head. “Decoration or something? You’d probably want a skull for that sort of thing.”

The woman’s smile tightened ever so slightly as she tapped at the hides. Her eyes moved around to look at the crowd that was wrapping up their trades.

Sal had intentionally left this trade until the very end because it was a common theme with markets. Everyone had targets they wanted to hit, and last-minute sales could make all the difference. With a lackluster crowd and nobody lining up to do business with her, Sal was likely her last chance at making trades before the Credit floor rep showed up.

Her fake smile reappeared as she took a breath and laughed. “Ah, yes… more of a byproduct bin. Could give you a good trade value on them. You have anything from the recent run?”

Sal nodded slowly as he looked at the prowler hides on the table. They were in poor condition, and unlikely to have been seen by a Restorer. His visor noted that the hides had aged in the weeks, which made Sal sure that she was having trouble selling them.

“How much for the hides?” Sal poked a finger through one of the holes on the fold that had been tucked away. He pretended to wince as he replaced the fold to where it was, hiding the defect from sight.

“They go for two-fifty each, but as I said, I’m happy to work something out for a trade.” She sounded almost forceful, her hands gripping the edge of the table as she kept looking past Sal to where the rep would be arriving.

Sal realized in that moment that it was all an act. There was no way that a Scavenger at the Delver rank, with the authority to open a vendor stall, would be this clueless. He wondered whether her angle worked. Was it to garner sympathy or to avoid new customers? He was curious to know and decided to play her game.

“That goes for two-fifty?” Sal laughed as he stared at her in disbelief. “You can’t be serious. It’s dried to hell, is riddled with holes, and is practically falling apart.”

Just as her face started to go red in supposed anger, Sal pulled out the almost flawless prowler hide that he had Restored during the scavenger run.

“So, by your logic… if that piece of crap is two-fifty, what is this? Two thousand?”

Whatever words the woman was going to choose, she reconsidered them at the sight of the perfect hide. Her mouth dropped open for the briefest moment before she regained her composure. With an almost accusatory glare, she folded her arms.

“Ian did this, didn’t he? He wanted you to come over here and mock me for having shitty stock?” Her voice was pained, as though she were on the verge of breaking down.

“So, it’s the sympathy vote.” Sal confirmed his suspicion and started to fold the prowler hide in his hands. “If you’re not going to show me your good produce, I’ll stop here.”

She stared at him quietly until her entire demeanor shifted, casting off the guise of the broke vendor. A wide smile graced her lips, and she planted her hands on the stall table and leaned forward to get a better look at him. “Did Ian warn you, or did you figure it out for yourself?”

Sal just smiled as he continued packing away the prowler hide. “Guess we’re not doing business today, but I’ll be happy to chat again the next time I do a scavenger run. Maybe you’ll have a different display by then.”

“Guess not,” she responded, with the same wide smile. “But, if you’ll humor me… what gave it away?”

Sal shrugged indifferently as he stepped away from the stall, the smile never leaving his face. His father’s advice practically echoed in his head.

Always leave them curious.

It was no hardship that he wasn’t able to check on the prices of the hides. And, if he was honest with himself, Blathnaid would be better off with more materials rather than less. Just an hour of bartering had left the duffel bag much lighter than when he had started. All that remained were the hides, ingots, claws, vials of blood, a newspaper, two phones, and the Glock.

Okay, maybe it wasn’t that much lighter, but the profits were substantial. Even if the second-years had thrown up a fuss, the loot that they had arranged for their fast track was sold piecemeal to nearly every vendor in the Scav market.

Sal made his way back to Blathnaid and Darren, who were engrossed in conversation with Matron. Before approaching them, he turned in a full circle to appreciate the market in the evening light. There were still Scavs trying to hawk their wares and make last-minute deals. His eyes scanned the crowd, and two sets of eyes locked onto him.

Ian had been joined by the Scavenger he had just been dealing with. Both of them looked at him, grins on their faces. They must have enjoyed the back-and-forth just as much as he did. But if Sal was honest, no matter how fun the market was, it was always going to be a poor imitation of the Argento Auction.


Chapter 31: Ranks

“Ah, Mr. Argento. Hopefully you can put us out of our misery here.” Matron gestured for him to stand beside her.

She held a tablet in her hand and was scrolling through the page with a frown on her face. Her tone was much friendlier than at the start of the day, but Darren and Blathnaid’s anxious expressions made Sal cautious.

Sal moved closer to Matron, and she turned her tablet to face him.

“These numbers aren’t adding up for your profiles.” There was no accusation in her tone, but rather a statement of fact. She gave him a quizzical look, as though it was an invitation to clarify what was going on.

Sal smiled as he looked through the numbers on the screen. “They look right to me. Is your question about the items we’ve been selling? I would have imagined that Blathnaid and Darren told you how we came across those boxes.”

He looked over at them, and they both gave him a curt nod before turning their attention back to Matron.

They had all agreed on the way back that they wouldn’t try to hide anything from the Scavengers, because as far as they knew, it could have been a test that was planted by them. It was unlikely, but not impossible.

Matron shook her head as she gave a half smile. “No, nothing like that. I’ve already told your team that you’ve profiteered off someone else’s stupidity or managed to find a treasure trove. The Scavenger Network will get its cut as those materials come into circulation, so we get paid regardless.” She pointed at the figures on the screen in front of her. “My question is about these markups. Are they factually correct?”

Sal scanned them again to be sure before nodding. “Yes, they’re all the agreed prices.”

Matron blinked in surprise before a hearty chuckle followed. “Well… that sure is something. You’ve managed to make quite a healthy markup on your goods. I’d argue that you could have squeezed more on these three watches, but you did very well with the phones. Well done.”

“Thank you, Matron,” Sal answered earnestly. He gave Blathnaid and Darren a smile, and they looked incredibly relieved that there wasn’t an issue.

Matron clapped her hands together as she looked at Sal. “So, what way would you like to end your first scavenger run? You can go and chat with the Credit floor rep to see if you can move more of your loot, or you can cash out now.”

Sal looked at both Darren and Blathnaid and determined that Darren was close to dying of boredom. The Controller had humored Sal’s adventure into the markets, and although it had been lucrative, it was likely as boring as hell to wait and watch the entire time. Considering he had already sold off a few of the newspapers, the Credit floor would likely lower the prices for a surplus. It wouldn’t be the worst idea for him to hold onto it for a later trade.

“I think we’ll cash out, Matron. What is the process?” Sal made the decision as he took out his Q-Card to complete the transaction.

Matron held up her two hands in a crude imitation of an old-school scale. “You can cash out for Q-Cred, split three ways on your team. Either the total amount, after the Scav tax, or a portion of it.” She raised one hand and lowered the other. “Alternatively, you could choose to reinvest in yourself and donate that Q-Cred to advance your rank. Typically, we see people cashing out a round number and using the remainder to boost their ranks.”

As Sal looked at Blathnaid to gauge her opinion on the matter, Matron continued as she pulled out her tablet to consult it again.

“With the full tally of your transactions, we’re looking at… twenty-three thousand, four hundred and eighty Q-Cred.” Matron looked at the number with a grin before whistling. “Eh, I hate fractions. That’s going to be seven thousand, eight hundred and twenty-six, each way.”

“Fuck off,” Blathnaid blurted out before she could stop herself.

Matron laughed as she held the tablet aloft. “And would you believe me if I told you that this is a pittance compared to what the other teams brought in today?” She paused for a second as though weighing her thoughts. “I will say, though, that this was one of the best showings we’ve had from a Junker team in a long while. Normally we have to have a chat with the groups to see if they’re okay with newbies going up the ranks, but Mr. Argento has already got himself four recommendations. They’ll be applied to your team.”

Sal smiled at that. He had guessed at three, but four was a nice bonus.

Matron looked at him first. “So, how much would you like to cash out?”

Sal didn’t hesitate as he shook his head. “Nothing. You can use it all toward my ranking up.”

He had made the decision on the train, that whatever he managed to get would go toward increasing his rank. The reason was the auctions he’d have access to in the future. Rare materials and the opportunity to pick up vacant properties was very appealing.

Matron grinned as she tapped her screen a few times. “As you’re the lowest rank, you’re going to be hit with a twenty-five percent tax on your yield. Which we’ll deduct first—one thousand, nine hundred and fifty-six. Leaving us with five thousand, eight hundred and seventy. If you put all of that into your rank, then the first two thousand will bring you up to Junker V, and then a five hundred nominal fee to progress into the Scrounger rankings. With three thousand and three hundred remaining, you’ll be Scrounger III and thirty percent of the way to Scrounger IV. How does that sound?”

Sal couldn’t wipe the smile off his face. If he thought of the Scavenger hierarchy as twenty-five steps, he had managed to get to the eighth already. Not only that, but having gotten past Junker V, he’d be eligible to get a Challenge crest that would add to his rank at Quest Academy. He owed a lot to Blathnaid for getting him his opportunity.

Matron turned to Blathnaid. “And your decision?”

Blathnaid clenched her fists for a few moments before answering. “I’d like to take out five hundred for myself, and the rest can go toward the ranking.”

She looked conflicted by the thought, and Sal guessed that she didn’t want to fall behind him in the rankings if they’d be teaming up together. Five hundred was a substantial amount at the academy and would allow her to go on outings and other activities that would help increase her rankings.

Darren raised his hand and caught Matron’s attention. “While you’re on Blathnaid’s profile. You can transfer a hundred and twenty-five to my account, so she can pay me back for the membership fee.”

Sal stared at Darren, not sure whether he was being petty or whether this was just his personality. Blathnaid didn’t look fazed by it, and just nodded at Matron to indicate that it was fine and she should go ahead with it.

Matron didn’t look particularly impressed but passed along the money as instructed. She looked at Darren with a tight smile and tapped the tablet. “So, what way would you like the split?”

Darren smiled as he gestured at Blathnaid. “I told you when I got here that my only goal was to get Crafting materials for Blathnaid to make me equipment. I didn’t anticipate making any Q-Cred out here, so I’d like you to transfer my entire cut to her.”

Blathnaid looked at Darren like he was clinically insane. “No way. You’re not doing that! Are you crazy?”

Matron agreed with Blathnaid as she looked at Darren skeptically. “As far as grand gestures go, this is a bit much. Are you sure you don’t want to think about this a little more?”

Darren shook his head and ignored Blathnaid’s protests. “She’s the Support on my team and we’re going to a tower in the next few days. All I did today was run around, jump a bit and use some strength. If she gets a high Scavenger rank, then it could give her a Challenge crest and push her into a higher rank at Quest Academy. I don’t want to take the risk that she doesn’t make it to the next semester. I need her on my team.”

Matron frowned as she looked at Sal in confusion, as though asking whether he was onboard with this plan, too.

Sal was still grappling with the enormity of the decision. When he thought back to his first conversation with Kane and Hannah, he saw how they had made a big deal over the vendor coffees costing a few Q-Cred. Rochelle had resorted to nefarious means to increase her Q-Cred and survive at the academy. But Darren Lenihan was parting with enough currency to guarantee him a place on at least three Masterclass courses. It didn’t make sense for anyone to be that selfless. Even if he was infatuated with Blathnaid, there was no way he didn’t understand how much Q-Cred he was throwing away.

“Darren, you won’t be able to do scavenger runs with us if you’re still in the Junker rank.” Sal tried to make sense of it. “What if you use the two thousand, five hundred to get to Scrounger I?”

Matron nodded in agreement. “It would put Miss Clean at Scrounger V, and eighty percent toward paying the nominal fee for Delver I. And if I may offer some advice.” She looked past them to the market stalls and smiled.

“A boon like this on your first run might feel uncommon, but there will be more of them. Scavengers conduct all sorts of fuckery out on the runs, and we’re very aware that these drop points exist. We have a few veterans who put them in like prizes, like they’re giving back to the community and helping out the newbies who are being thorough.”

Darren frowned at that and shook his head slightly. “I heard those second-years. They were looking for those particular lockboxes. I’m afraid it wasn’t anything to do with chance.”

“As much as I’d love to humor your conspiracy theories, sometimes it’s the simplest solution.” Matron smirked. “You said that the heads were removed from those prowlers? Well, that just tells me that whoever went out there had a very specific thing they wanted. Everything else they found was likely packaged up and hidden for someone else to discover. Hell, I’ve done it myself countless times. Nothing like a good treasure hunt to build excitement for the lower tiers.”

Matron tucked her tablet away as she brought her attention back to the three of them. “Just some advice from someone who’s been doing this for decades… remember the feeling you experienced when you discovered those lockboxes. In the future, when you’re on the first run of a zone, you’ll have loot that isn’t useful to you, but could be life-changing to whoever finds it. Maybe package it up and hide it for someone else to find. Pay it forward.”

Blathnaid smiled brightly at that. “I love that idea.” She shared a guilty look with Sal and Darren. “I was convinced it was all a giant conspiracy or something, but it’s just Scavengers helping out the lower tiers?”

Matron smiled warmly. “They might look like a ragtag group of people, but their hearts are in the right places. This is a fun hobby for a lot of them and it stopped being about the money years ago. Our membership fees and nominations are in place to deter people who don’t think the same way as us. But seeing a young group of students pouring substantial earnings into their ranks is a very good show of faith.”

“The vendors definitely get a kick out of the negotiations.” Sal turned to look in Ian’s direction. The Scavenger from the fabrics stall was no longer hanging around him. “I had fun talking to them.”

Matron chuckled at Sal’s observation. “Fun is subjective. For those who love doing the runs, and for those who love selling the gains. We even have people who gain their ranks from buying and selling here at the market, never setting foot in the Reclaimed Zones. There’s something here for everyone.”

Darren cleared his throat. “I’m very sorry to interrupt, but the next train is coming soon, and I think we should get back.”

Matron raised a finger in the air and shook it. “Ah, before I forget. I need your Q-Cards.” She moved over to one of the nearby tables and started opening containers left and right. “We never seem to run low on these ones.” She chuckled as she turned back to face them with three badges between her fingers. “Two Junker Vs and a Scrounger V.”

As each of them exchanged their Q-Card for the associated crest, Matron put them through the registration machine. With a few colorful curse-words and aggravated tapping of the console, Matron turned around with their Q-Cards in hand. “Each of your ranks have been successfully updated. Congratulations on an excellent run, and we hope to see you again soon.”

Blathnaid grinned in response as she grabbed an arm of both Darren and Sal. “We’re absolutely going to be back! Thank you so much!”


Chapter 32: Experiment

“Welcome back. Did you guys have fun?” Upgrade stood up from her bench with a stretch. With a half-yawn, she made her way over to where Blathnaid and Sal had just entered the private room, when she suddenly stopped dead.

“What on earth is that abomination?” Her weary gaze sharpened as it locked on the fluffy black and white duffel bag that was slung over Blathnaid’s shoulder.

Blathnaid grinned as she practically danced over to Sal’s bench. “I made it during the scavenger run. But we got so much cool stuff. Come have a look!” Blathnaid started to pull out the vials of prowler blood, the claws, and the ingots of metal.

Upgrade looked a little skeptical until she saw the lustrous prowler hide that was practically gleaming in the low light. “Whoa, did you skin that?”

Blathnaid nodded as she continued to unpack their goods. The black fur coat that she was going to customize for Darren was next, and caused Upgrade to scrunch her nose in distaste. Blathnaid took out the remaining two phones that they had decided to keep before stepping back triumphantly.

Upgrade smiled at her eagerness. “A very good haul. You should be proud of yourselves. Did you not put anything toward your rank?” She picked up the vial of blood with a frown. “Who taught you how to siphon off blood?”

Sal sidestepped the conversation and moved up to the simulation machine eagerly. He had been thinking about it the entire journey back… the weave that he wanted to test out—Conquest, Concept, and Absolute Counter, blended with his Skill Master ability. There was no guarantee that it would work, but he was unnaturally excited to try it out.

“Not even a hello?” Upgrade pretended to be wounded as she held a hand to her chest.

“Hello, Upgrade.” Sal shot her a smile as he took off his jacket and slung it over the table beside the simulation device. “Anything exciting happen when we were out?”

Upgrade nodded as she gestured to a small chest near the door. “Alex popped by with samples he’d like you to procure. His instructions are in there with them, and the scrawl of text is practically indecipherable. I’m not sure he even knows how to write.”

Sal nodded as he began to roll up his sleeves. “Guessing you didn’t hear anything back from Quest about upgrading the workshop?”

“No, not in the last day, Sal.” Upgrade snorted as she closed the door to the private room, locking it behind her. “Go play with your weaves while I have a proper catch-up with Blathnaid.”

She gave him a shooing gesture with her hand, but the gentle smile on her face showed she wasn’t upset.

Sal moved over to the terminal and searched for the Skill Master ability on the system. It was going to be an interesting one to see because he didn’t have a visualization of his own weave. Skill Master, from his perspective, was more like a spool of thread that he was able to call upon to replicate the abilities of others. It didn’t take long to scroll through the list of Replicators as there were less than fifty in total. Considering the thousands of Heroes and students, it was quite a low number.

When Sal loaded up the profile, the threads burst to life and reshaped themselves into a stable weave. Even from his position at the terminal, Sal realized that there was a problem. More specifically, there were two problems.

The weave was riddled with inefficiencies—that was the first issue. Secondly, his ability wasn’t telling him how to improve it. None of the feelings that he had with the other weaves were coming to him. It was like he was looking at a random collection of threads. Was there some sort of blocker where Skill Master wouldn’t activate on itself? Sal had no idea.

Before he could lift a hand to start moving the threads around, his gaze focused on the humanoid torso in the distance. After a moment of hesitation, Sal went back to the terminal and brought up his profile in the torso. If he was going to improve the weave, then he’d do it against his own profile. It was a long shot, but if he could increase the profile to a stable synchronization, would they be able to imprint the new weave layout for him?

As the threads holding Skill Master fell limp, Sal walked over to the torso with a conflicted expression. He was doing this with a blindfold on—or, at least, that was how it felt. The green and red lights would be the only indicators of whether he was going in the correct direction, and he needed to apply everything he had learned from the previous weaves if he wanted to have a shot at doing this right.

Reaching in to look at the weave, he could see that it was a bit of a mess. The complexity was much higher than the majority of weaves he dealt with, which spiked his anxiety that much more. A part of him wanted to use the visor to try to get a competitive advantage, but he stopped himself. This entire project was designed to increase his mastery of using the ability.

Sal took a breath and pushed the disruptive thoughts to one side. He had a weave in front of him, and he needed to fix it. That was it. Without the innate sense telling him what was wrong, he made judgments based on what he had done before. The first thing to do was memorize the thread, which was a little harder than usual due to the complexity. He managed it after a few minutes and had a fairly good idea how the weave operated. Now all he had to do was start moving threads.

The red lights that followed had never been more demoralizing, but Sal persisted as he experimented with the weave in every way possible. He had created a foundation for the ability that incorporated all the available gates, but there were far too many overlaps with the aggressively large weave. There was so much thread required to just complete it, that there was barely enough room for anything else to coexist with it. It was remarkable that he had managed to fit the Mythcrafter ability into such a tightly packed space. When the next red light washed across the room, Sal held onto that thought.

How did his Mythcrafter ability operate within the Skill Master weave? Looking within himself at his own weave, he saw the familiar thread that he had been using for years. Mythcrafter was completely independent and floated in his subconscious perfectly. Rather than using the thread to make a shape, he willed his subconscious to let it go and stop holding it.

The thread didn’t budge from his grasp and stood upright like an inquisitive snake awaiting instruction. Sal used the thread to recreate the Skill Master ability he had memorized, wondering whether he’d be able to determine anything different from doing it within his subconscious. It took awhile to organize the shape, but it felt… wrong. Not the inefficiencies or flaws this time, but that it felt fundamentally wrong to his core. With a sigh of frustration, Sal let it go from his mind. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that the Skill Master weave wouldn’t let itself be used to improve itself.

Gritting his teeth, Sal went down to his desk and picked up his visor. He had changed his mind about using it, and wanted to understand what was happening with the Skill Master weave.

“Everything okay, Sal?” Upgrade asked.

Just as he was about to wave her off, he remembered her concern about his frantic episode the other day. Taking a steadying breath, he looked at her and forced a smile. “I’ve hit a bit of a roadblock when trying to fix my Skill Master ability. It won’t activate on itself, and I can’t even do the forms internally.”

Upgrade nodded in understanding as she patted an empty area on her desk. “Come over here and tell me about it.”

Sal looked at the visor in his hand and then at the mass of threads leading to the torso. He didn’t want to waste time with chatting and instead wanted to fix the problem. If he could just nail down the foundation, then it would allow him far more potential than before.

“It wasn’t a suggestion, Sal,” Upgrade insisted with a wide smile. “When we hit roadblocks, we talk them through. You might have an epiphany by the time we’re done. So come over here and tell me all about it.”

Sal’s shoulders slumped as he dropped his visor back onto his bench and moved over to Upgrade. Rather than sitting on her desk, he pulled over a stool and sat down heavily, hunching forward. Placing both of his hands at his temples, he massaged them for a moment before wiping down his face with his palms. “Right… so, where do you want me to start?”

Upgrade shrugged as she looked over at the simulation device. “Why are you getting so worked up over your own weave? It works perfectly fine as it is.”

Sal frowned. “No, that’s not the problem.” He faltered as he tried to gather his thoughts. “I set out to experiment with weaves, to see if I could recreate the sensation that made Mythcrafter. All within the safety of the simulation device.”

Upgrade nodded quietly as she listened.

“The problem is that Mythcrafter was made with the Skill Master ability. I need to use it as a component to blend the other weaves together into something new.” He raised a hand and gestured wildly at the limp threads across the room. “But it’s not working. I can’t even look at the weave and intuit what’s wrong with it. My fixes that worked for the other weaves aren’t achieving anything other than red lights.”

“Who says you need to use Skill Master to make the weave?” Upgrade asked with a raised eyebrow. “Experimentation is healthy, especially in a safe environment like this, but when you convince yourself of absolutes like, ‘It can only be done this way,’ you’ll lose sight of what’s possible.” She stretched her arms over her head and stifled a yawn before continuing.

“Besides, you’re going to have it harder than anyone. When everything you’ve touched has turned to gold, it’s natural to come to the conclusion that everything you touch in the future has to turn to gold, too. Failure is a massive part of the process, and it leads to iteration and prototyping.”

Sal started to shake his head when Upgrade interrupted him with a laugh.

“It’s not advice, Sal. It’s common sense. You have a limitation right now, and that’s completely fine. If you can’t use the weave in the way you thought you could, find a solution that allows you to sidestep that requirement. In Crafting, you find a substitute material that you can use. Rather than focusing on the outcome, try focusing on the process. Improve it as you work, and the results will come in time.”

Sal raised his chin and looked up at the ceiling as he took in Upgrade’s words. Everything in him wanted to rebel against what she was saying, and he recognized it as arrogance. It was the belief that the visor would solve his problem and show him what needed to be done. If he insisted on pushing through with that method, he’d only be proving her right.

“Okay, how about this?” Upgrade started as she perked up. “Talk me through what it is you’re trying to achieve. That skill you’re trying to create. Tell me about it.”

Sal brought his head back down and looked at Upgrade before nodding numbly. “Sure. It’s a blend of Concept, Absolute Counter, and Conquest. I thought combining them together would allow me to make an ability that incorporated the essence constructs that Chatfield’s Concept can make, with the retaliation of Absolute Counter, in a wide area of effect from the Conquest ability.”

Upgrade tilted her head to one side. “Is that all?” She laughed at the scope of Sal’s plan with a shake of her head. “Okay, Sal. Without making any comments on what you’re trying to achieve… let’s look at some of the factors that we do know. If you look at Restoration, Appraisal, and Upgrade, do they sound like they would combine to create a Crafting-specific ability?”

Sal paused as he took that in. “No, actually. They don’t.”

She was right. Restoration and Appraisal didn’t really have anything to do with the Mythcrafter ability. Upgrade as a weave gave him the blueprint, and maybe Appraisal helped him understand what worked, but that was a stretch. Mythcrafter being born from those weaves didn’t really make that much sense.

Upgrade nodded slowly as she continued to hold Sal’s gaze. “So, with only one example of how your ability works, why are you expecting a wildly different outcome, and presuming that Skill Master is a given in whatever you make?” She gave him a gentle smile and pointed at the terminal. “You’ve already completed dozens of weaves without using Skill Master, and they work perfectly.”

Sal sighed as he rested his palms on his knees. “You’re saying I shouldn’t try refining the Skill Master ability, and just go back to fixing the profiles like before.” It was a disappointment, but he guessed that she had a point.

“Fuck no.” Upgrade laughed. “I’m telling you to stop dwelling on things that are out of your control right now. If it’s a blocker, sidestep it. Try making a weave without Skill Master and see what happens. You won’t know until you try.”

Sal smiled, but didn’t feel any actual relief. “Honestly, I was kinda hoping that I’d be able to register a better version of Skill Master so there could be other people with my ability.”

“Ugh, please no.” Upgrade shuddered. “One of you is definitely enough.” She gave him a playful wink before jutting her chin toward the terminal. “Now, I’ve got a jacket to finish. A massive pain in my ass made a bet with me, so I can’t spend all day chatting. Get lost and make some miracles happen.”

Sal chuckled as he got to his feet. Upgrade had a definite talent for cheering him up. He had nothing to lose from trying to make the weave without the Skill Master ability. All he had to do was iterate until he got the result he needed.

“Thanks, Upgrade. I appreciate it.”

Upgrade just waved him away without looking up from her desk. “It’s been a couple of days since you’ve shocked me. We’re overdue for another Salvatore Argento miracle.”


Chapter 33: Dominion

Another flash of red light washed through the room, almost like the signaling of disaster with how frequently they were appearing. Sal had stopped noticing them a few hours ago. Now, in the early hours of the morning, alone in the room, he wrestled with the weave in front of him.

He had taken Upgrade’s advice on how to make the weave without Skill Master as a component, but no matter how perfectly he combined the three weaves of Concept, Conquest, and Absolute Counter, they wouldn’t work together. He was grateful for the fact that Skill Master was helping him refine the abilities, but when it came to combining them, it seemed to be staying quiet in his subconscious.

Sal had tried seventeen different permutations of using each of the weaves as a base, then trying to change their placements and trajectories. At no point had he thrown in the towel or equipped his visor to see what was going on. This was a challenge to himself, and although Upgrade might have suggested he give up and try something else, Sal refused to sidestep until he had exhausted all the various combinations that sprung to mind.

It was after another red flash that Sal had an epiphany. He was trying to replicate a product that came from emotional desperation, with a rational solution. Mythcrafter was formed out of fear and needing to make it work. He thought about recreating the circumstances that led to Mythcrafter being formed before immediately pushing the thought out of his head. It was a ridiculous strategy and a definite sign that he was tired.

Nearly all the weaves he had worked on had eventually yielded results, but his efforts in creating a combination had all been failures. Another red light flashed around him, signifying that the weaves weren’t compatible. He was tired after an early morning going to the scavenger run and an action-packed day. If he was honest with himself, he was running on fumes at this point. It was time for bed.

Sal sighed as he rubbed at his face with his right palm. There was plenty of time for him to figure this out, and he didn’t need to solve everything in a single night. At least that’s what he told himself in an attempt to feel better. The reality was that Sal was frustrated. Not the frantic state he was in previously, but rather that he was genuinely stumped at how to proceed.

One thing he was certain of was that he didn’t want to walk into the workshop tomorrow and see the messy amalgam of threads waiting for him. He started to unravel the combination and separate the threads so he could approach it from a different angle tomorrow. He untangled the threads for the Absolute Counter weave from the other two.

A green light flashed around the room, and Sal laughed as he looked at the threads for Absolute Counter. The simulation orb clearly had terrible standards if it was classifying the mess he had made as a weave. However, even after a few more moments of silence… there was no announcement declaring the outcome. Sal rubbed at his eyes as he moved over to the terminal and was surprised to see that it was processing the result, and taking its sweet time with it. Had he overloaded the simulation orb with his different combinations?

Either way, it wasn’t a problem for tonight. If it was going to take its time like it did with Fabi Maccles’s profile, then he’d leave it to run until morning. With a quick glance around the room, Sal smiled as he saw an incredibly dapper version of the black fur coat hanging on the wall. The puffy collar had been tamed by a neat row of prowler claws, and it looked like Blathnaid had used some of the blood for making runes, as there were pulsating tendrils of green light coursing across the fabric surface.

Sal didn’t have it in him to Appraise the new coat, but he guessed that it was likely a Rare grade from appearance alone. Picking up his jacket, he glanced at Upgrade’s desk and was disappointed to see no signs of the coat he had commissioned from her. Blathnaid had made the one for Darren in a day, and Upgrade had close to a week to make something. He tried not to think negatively as he trusted both of them to deliver something great, but he was hopeful that he’d see some progress on it while they were all operating in a shared space.

Shaking his head, Sal opened the door to the workshop and peered outside. All the benches looked vacant, and it was a sobering thing to think he was the last one there. He locked the door behind him with his Q-Card and made his way back to his dorm like a zombie.

Tomorrow would yield a better result.

***

Sal blinked a few times as he walked through the workshop the next morning. Well, morning would have been a generous statement as it was closer to mid-afternoon by the time he managed to make his way to the private room. A few waves and greetings were exchanged as Sal reached his destination. Sure, there was a little guilt welling within him that he had spent a full nine hours sleeping, but the rational part of his brain insisted that he needed it to recuperate.

“Whoa, did you take a half-day or something?” Upgrade laughed at his bedraggled appearance. Her smile remained fixed as she gave him an appraising look. “Looks like a well-earned night’s sleep. I’m taking credit for your breakthrough, by the way.”

Sal chuckled as he took off his coat and hung it up by the door. “If you were hoping for a breakthrough, you’re going to be sorely disappointed. The machine was working overtime to calculate Absolute Counter. I think I put it through its paces a little too much last night.”

Upgrade looked at him with a confused expression. “Absolute Counter? The machine said it was a completely new weave. I thought you had figured out the whole weave thing.”

“It was called Dominion. And good morning, Sal.” Blathnaid perked up from her workbench with a wide smile on her face. “Let me know when you have a second. I’m dying to know what way the coat worked out.” She turned on her stool and outstretched her hands at the creation he had seen the night before. “I think Darren is going to love it!”

“Dominion?” Sal looked between Blathnaid and Upgrade in puzzlement.

There had to be some mistake; the weave had completely failed. He had plucked out Absolute Counter before calling it a night. Sal thought about it as his gaze caught sight of a completely new weave standing upright beside the simulation orb.

He rushed over to it with a dazed expression. There was no mistaking it—it was a completely functional weave. Concept and Conquest, the two abilities he had tried to combine, were working together… albeit terribly inefficiently. Which meant the green light the previous night hadn’t been for Absolute Counter, but for the other two weaves that were still interlocked. As much as he wanted to know more about Dominion as an ability, he focused on fixing the problems that were obvious.

Sal smiled at what he was looking at. It was a definite proof of concept… and it didn’t need the Skill Master ability to work, just like Upgrade had said. He couldn’t help himself from wondering how it would work as an ability. He pulled at the threads to give them more room to breathe and move around. The foundation principle was still in place, and Sal gave priority to the interior weave, to ensure that it was able to move as fast as possible, while being supported by the rotations of the exterior one. There were areas that had risks of overlap, and there were plenty of locations that would form knots if he didn’t correct them.

It took a chunk of time, but he didn’t care about that. It was an opportunity to see a completely new skill. Even if it was shit, and not functional or useful… it didn’t matter. It was something he had managed to create, just like Mythcrafter. Sal was ridiculously excited by the prospect, and he was delighted that his mistake had resulted in something.

As he finished adjusting the last of the threads, he stepped back with a laugh. He looked up just in time to catch the expressions on Upgrade and Blathnaid’s faces. They were looking at him in bewilderment as the wash of green light filled the room.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 98%]

[Category: Energy Manipulation]

[Name: Dominion]

[Grade: 20]

[Description: Allows user to summon essence-based constructs into a substantial area of effect. Constructs are created by user’s will, and can be re-summoned depending on the user’s available essence.]

Sal’s arms shot over his head in celebration as the description sounded out. It would take something extraordinary to remove the grin on his face as he enjoyed the moment.

“Thank you!” His voice was aimed at the simulation orb, until he caught sight of Upgrade’s stupefied expression.

“And how’s that for an Argento miracle?” Sal laughed as he brought his hands down to his sides. It was like a massive weight had been lifted from his shoulders. It was possible to create new skills, and he had everything he needed to replicate the process endlessly.

Upgrade shook her head in wonder as a playful smile appeared on her face. “Don’t know why you’re celebrating. I already told you I’m taking credit for that one. My sage advice clearly provided the breakthrough.” She laughed good-naturedly as she gave him a mock round of applause. “But I will say, well done. Dominion sounds pretty incredible.”

[No compatible users found]

[Closest Synchro Rate: 52%]

Sal’s celebration faltered as he looked at the terminal in confusion. He had forgotten about that part. Making new weaves was great, and exhilarating, but the usefulness of each ability was determined by how many people would be able to use it. Sure, he’d be able to bring down the requirements by breaking down the weave, but a part of him didn’t want to touch it. It might sound stupid, but Sal was looking at this weave with a sense of sentimentality. It was his first combination, and he wanted to savor the moment.

“Ah, that’s a shame.” Blathnaid voiced her opinion from her workbench. She looked between the orb and Sal with a regretful expression before offering her own thoughts. “It would be pretty cool if you could use those weaves in Crafting, though. Like, I don’t know… a totem or something that would give the Dominion effect. That way everyone would get to benefit from it instead of just one person.”

Upgrade shook her head as she crossed her arms. “A totem wouldn’t cut it. Since the concepts would need to be constructed, you’d need to have a single person operating it. Otherwise, it would descend into chaos.” She thought about it for a few moments before shrugging. “The tracker wouldn’t have enough essence to power something like that, but you could probably incorporate tethers or something to increase the effect radius.”

“Tethers?” Sal repeated, making sure that he was following what she was saying.

Upgrade nodded. “Similar to how they operate the barriers. Create points that extend the area of effect… but yeah, it’s a hard one. You’d need something that could handle a massive amount of essence.” She looked behind her to the desk she was leaning on before laughing and rolling her eyes.

“Yeah, no. The jacket we’re making will be meaty, but it won’t be able to pack that kind of punch. If Dominion incorporates Concept as an ability, Chatfield will be able to give you some pointers of how it might be used.”

Sal smiled at that and shook his head. “Nah, we can do this without Chatfield. I’m going to break the weave down to a more manageable state. See if we can find something that works a little better, or has a higher synchronization rate.”

Upgrade looked a little regretful about that comment but nodded quietly and got back to her table. Just when it seemed like she wasn’t going to say anything, she offered another perspective.

“You know, he’s not a bad guy. Underneath all the bluster and gruffness, he genuinely cares about people.”

“Yeah, but he also thinks that Controllers are within their right to endanger their teammates if it leads to victory,” Sal snapped back a little too quickly. He caught himself in the moment and shot Upgrade an apologetic smile that he hoped softened his words. “I won’t be asking him for help anytime soon.”

Upgrade tilted her head and resumed her own work. “Suit yourself, Sal.”


Chapter 34: Context

Despite the slight frostiness with Upgrade, Sal distracted himself by adjusting the Dominion weave. Lowering the grade of it had been a massive factor in boosting the synchronization rate, and after about an hour of fiddling with it, he finally got a hit.

[4 compatible users found]

[Closest Synchro Rate: 79%]

Sal frowned as he listened to the verdict. With only four people being compatible, and the highest synchronization rate at seventy-nine percent, it meant any increases in the rate would further reduce the amount of people who could feasibly use it.

The other issue was that he couldn’t make it work with the humanoid torso. It essentially ruled out his own suitability for the weave, which was a massive disappointment. Just because he could replicate the weave with his Skill Master ability, and activate it, didn’t mean it was compatible with him.

“Hitting a block?” Upgrade asked without looking up.

Sal didn’t react immediately as he looked between the terminal and the simulation orb. The bladed arms were still rotating around the glowing sphere, and Sal watched it for a few turns before sighing in defeat.

“Looks like I can’t use the Dominion ability. Only four people are suitable, and the synchro rate is below eighty percent.”

“Have you looked at the people who are suitable?”

Her question caught him off guard, and Sal turned around to look at her in confusion. “No? I don’t really think it matters, does it?”

Upgrade cupped her chin with her palms as she stared at Sal for a few moments. The silence was a little unnerving before she spoke.

“What are you hoping to achieve, Sal?”

Sal blinked as he returned her stare. “Improving the weaves on the database, and creating new ones. The more people who can use them, the better.”

A smile appeared on her face as she nodded. “Good. Now, while I have your attention. Blathnaid asked you very nicely when you came in to Appraise that coat. She’s too polite to ask again, but I’m curious, too.”

“Ah.” Sal inwardly cursed at himself as he shot Blathnaid an apologetic glance. “Completely slipped my mind. Sorry about that.”

Blathnaid held her palms up and laughed. “Don’t worry about it. You looked super busy, and I didn’t want to interrupt.”

Sal rubbed at his eyes as he moved over to where the coat was hung on the wall. A thought niggled in the back of his head, and he wanted to address it sooner rather than later.

He looked at Upgrade and chose his words carefully. “Why did you ask me about looking at the compatible people?”

Upgrade raised an eyebrow as she shrugged. “Was just worried you might have been obsessing over an implant for yourself and losing sight of the bigger picture.”

Sal frowned. “Would it have been so bad if that was the case? I already told you that I wanted to experiment with making new weaves.”

Upgrade stared at Sal before shaking her head with a sigh. “Sal, I’m annoyed at how you spoke about Captain Chatfield earlier. He brought you into that dungeon to help you… and I thought you understood that.” She waved her hand as though she was done with the topic. “Look, just forget about it.”

Sal most certainly wasn’t ready to drop the topic as he turned around completely to face her. “Chatfield agreed with what Erika did during the excursion. Said he’d do the same thing in those circumstances.” He took a steadying breath to avoid getting worked up, and he controlled his voice as he forced a smile onto his face. “I’m very grateful for the help that both of you gave me in that dungeon, but I don’t agree with Supports being expendable.”

He desperately wanted to add a barb to the end of that sentence, suggesting that he would have hoped Upgrade would agree, but he stopped himself. She didn’t deserve that.

Upgrade stared at Sal as her expression darkened. “He said that?”

Sal’s pent-up resentment evaporated as he saw the anger blooming on Upgrade’s face. He thought it would be a disservice to omit the details, so he added more context.

“Apparently, Erika was instructed to protect me. Chatfield expressed regret that she hadn’t done her job. And while he did say he’d do the same thing, he added that he would have had me transform my clothing into the black armor.”

It felt wrong. Sal had basically accused Upgrade about snitching to Quest when they had reunited after the excursion, and now he was standing there, explaining his grievances against Chatfield, who was just doing his job. Sal didn’t have to like the guy, and although he told himself that he was just stating the facts so Upgrade wouldn’t think he was being a dick, it still didn’t feel right.

Upgrade looked positively terrifying as she got to her feet. She clenched her fists at her side before a mask of calm washed over her features. The forced smile on her face was scarier than her true emotions, and Sal took a tentative step backward. He desperately wished he had the visor equipped, because although he could identify rage, he didn’t know where it was being directed. Had he fucked up?

“He failed to mention that part the last time we spoke.” Upgrade’s words were venomous as she snatched her tablet off the table and looked at it for a moment. “I need to make a call. I’ll be back in a minute.”

After storming across the room, she tapped her card repeatedly against the sensor before the door finally opened.

When the door closed behind Upgrade, Blathnaid audibly exhaled. She looked at Sal with wide eyes before a nervous chuckle escaped her. “I think you just became an accessory to murder.”

Sal stared after Upgrade for a few moments. Whatever way he had envisioned the conversation going, that wasn’t it. He really hoped that he hadn’t made things worse for himself, as Chatfield was going to be orchestrating the tower exercise. It was a simple question of whether he wanted to preserve a civil relationship with Chatfield, or whether he wanted to maintain his friendship with Upgrade. It wasn’t even a real choice in his head, as Upgrade won in every category.

Turning back to Blathnaid, Sal switched topics. “Let’s have a look at that jacket. Can you talk me through it? It looks incredible.”

Blathnaid practically beamed as she whirled around in her stool to look at the coat hung up on the wall. “Prowler poncho doesn’t have a good ring to it, but I didn’t want to name it a trench coat. Went with ‘stalker’ as it sounded much cooler.” She picked at one of the sleeves and raised it slightly. “I’ve been mapping out a load of runes that Jack made for me. I thought they all had to work independently, but he somehow blended them all to create shared effects. So, we have material bonuses and amplifications from the various runes.”

Sal just smiled as he listened to Blathnaid talking about the coat. She was clearly gushing about it, and proud of what she had accomplished, but the information she was giving him wasn’t all that useful for the Appraisal. That didn’t matter, though, and he happily played along.

“Is that the green glow from the prowler blood?”

Blathnaid’s eyes lit up as she nodded. “Sure is! Since you’re supposed to make runes with essence, I thought it might be better to use an essence-rich liquid that was compatible with the other materials. I’ve incorporated the prowler hide, the claws, and the blood into the coat. I’ve got no idea if it will give off much of a bonus, but guessed it was worth a shot.”

Sal laughed, which caused Blathnaid to look at him in worry. He realized that she was anxious and quickly corrected himself.

“Sorry, I’m not laughing at the method. It’s just a really cool glow that it gives off. I wouldn’t have even thought about material compatibility.”

Blathnaid’s worry vanished as a relieved smile reappeared on her face. “Don’t do that to a girl. You made me think I fucked up massively.” She laughed as she stood up from the stool and pulled at the collar of the jacket. “The issue was with the claws. I had no idea how to incorporate them as weapons, so rather than trying to make something for the sleeves, I made them a design feature around the neck to contain the puffy fur collar.”

“Not going to lie—it’s going to make him look like a supervillain,” Sal joked as he watched the ethereal green glow emanate across the surface of the fabric. The contrast to the glossy black finish was stark.

Blathnaid snorted. “Yeah, especially when he gives us that trademark scowl. I still think it’s going to suit him, though.”

“What do you make of him giving you all that Q-Cred from the last run?” Sal asked coyly, but Blathnaid just swatted him away as though it wasn’t worth talking about.

“Ugh, don’t get me started. I hate feeling indebted to someone, and this is… a lot of debt.” Blathnaid sighed with a wistful shake of her head. “Just means I’m really going to have to give it my all at the tower. Can’t have him thinking I was a shit investment.”

Sal was about to answer when he suddenly froze. His gaze was locked onto the jacket. His mouth just opened and closed.

“Eh, Blathnaid…” he started awkwardly. “How long did it take you to make this?”

Blathnaid tilted her head as she ran the numbers through her mind. “I’d say a good day. Maybe nine hours, but most of that was sketching. Construct moves a lot faster now than before.”

Sal stared at her, finally realizing what Upgrade felt when she interacted with him. “What grade do you think this is?”

With a laugh, Blathnaid winced. “Eh… I’d love for it to be Rare, but I’d be happy with Uncommon if the evolutionary rune worked.” She hesitated, as though doubting herself. After a quiet moment of reflection, she shook her head. “No. It’s Rare… I’m sure of it.”

Sal shook his head with a grin. “Wrong on both counts.”

His eyes were locked onto the coat as he Appraised it quietly. There was no mistaking it, and he had no idea how she had managed to do it. Was it the quality of the materials she used? The synergy of using prowler components? There was no telling how it worked.

“Wait, what?” Blathnaid frowned as she looked between Sal and the coat. “There’s no way it’s Common.”

Sal hiked his thumb over his shoulder to his desk. “Pick up my visor and have a look for yourself. I will say, though, you’re going to get a surprise.”

	Name	Stalker Overcoat
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	New
	Grade	Unique
	Dimensions
	Chest 46 inches | Neck 18.5 inches | Sleeve 26.4 inches | Length 54 inches
	Materials	Refined Construct Essence | Prowler Blood | Prowler Claws | Prowler Hide | Black Bear Fur | Infused Iron Alloy | Essence Core
	Attributes	Pack: When moving as a group, movement speed is increased.
Stalk: Allows user to approach targets without alerting them.
Stealth: Allows the user to conceal their presence by staying still.
Exploit: Allows user to make the first attack in combat.

	Abilities	Pack | Stalk | Stealth | Exploit
	Power Source	Enhanced Core
	Evolution	Yes - 0%
	Quality	Excellent
	Condition	100%
	Value	Est. $125,000.00 — $160,000.00


As Blathnaid fumbled with the visor, her face grew red.

“I triple-checked everything and it worked perfectly, so I don’t know what went wro—” Her words cut off as the visor locked onto the coat. She didn’t move from the spot she occupied and simply stared at it in shock.

“Going to go out on a limb and say that Darren made an excellent investment.” Sal chuckled. “There’s no telling what way it’s going to evolve either, but with the current options, I’d say that he’s definitely going to end up as some kind of Assassin if he uses it.”

Blathnaid started to move forward in a state of wonder. Her arm lifted as she caressed the sleeve of the coat. She stood like that for a few moments, as though lost in thought, when her eyes suddenly widened.

“It’s better than mine!” Her realization caused her face to go red as she looked at Sal. “Do you think he’d know if I switched it with a shittier one?”

“Depends. Do you have enough materials to try another one?” Sal laughed. He knew she wasn’t being serious.

Blathnaid tilted her head as she looked at the duffel bag on the floor. “I could make another one like this, but it would need to be for someone far more petite. Same runes, materials, but different design. Maybe a vest or corset. Can’t imagine he’d be happy with either of those options, though.”

Sal thought about that for a second before a smile crept onto his face. “If you’ve got time and you’re confident, I’d buy the corset from you.”

Blathnaid stared at him before her eyes narrowed. “I’m going to guess that you don’t know what a corset is…”

Sal snorted. “It’s not for me. There’s someone I want to keep on my side, and this would be the perfect way to get in their good graces.”

Blathnaid smiled at that and shook her head. “Give me the rest of the day and I’ll get something for you. No payment, though.” She pulled the Scrounger V Challenge crest out of her pocket and waved it for Sal to see. “This one is on Darren. I felt bad that he didn’t split any of his share with you.”

Sal laughed. “It was obvious what he was doing, though. I respect him for it.”

When Blathnaid cocked an eyebrow, Sal could see the challenge in her eyes.

“No, no, I’m not saying he was trying to buy your affection or anything. He knows that I’m third in the overall rankings, and very much in the safety zone when it comes to the end of the semester.” Sal pointed at the Challenge crest in Blathnaid’s hand. “You now have one from Chatfield and you’re at the top of the second tier at the Scavenger Network. That gives you a Hunter Bureau rank, too. There’s a very good chance, with the performance in the excursion, that you’re in the top ranks now.”

Realization dawned on Blathnaid’s face as she stared at the badge in her hands. “Whoa…” She blinked quickly before shaking her head. “Not going to get my hopes up with Savior class or anything like that, but if half of what you said is true, it’s pretty damn cool.”

Sal agreed. “It really is. I’m delighted for you.”

Blathnaid stood there for a second before pocketing the crest and removing the visor. “Go back to your simulations. I’ve got a corset to make. Who is it even for, by the way? I can’t imagine it would suit Hannah or Divinity.”

“It’s for Anna Sakura.” Sal sighed. “She’s on track to join a guild that has a pretty shitty track record, in exchange for Rare-grade equipment and a fast track through the ranks.”

Blathnaid’s eyes widened. “She’s a Savior, Sal. Are you really going to try to recruit her for your own guild? She’s a third-year and going to graduate next semester. I don’t mean to sound like a bitch here, but you might want to aim a bit lower.”

Sal smiled as he shrugged. “So what? Just means I need to speed up my plans a bit. I’ll have a guild set up by the time she graduates.”


Chapter 35: Recruitment

Sal was a little nervous as he waited in the canteen. He pushed his empty tray a little off to the left and centered his tablet in front of him. All the information was laid out perfectly and he was pretty sure that he had covered all potential bases. The bag at his side held the stalker corset, neatly folded. It had been a much easier concept when he was suggesting it to Blathnaid, but now that it was a reality, he was starting to doubt himself.

Blathnaid had stayed true to her word and had been able to replicate the stalker overcoat as the stalker corset. It had the exact same attributes, but actually looked far more stylish, if he was honest. Maybe it had been the introduction of void metal to make the grommets, as they had run out of the ingots they had made on the scavenger run. The prowler claws were used as the bones that gave it the structure. The contrasting shades of ethereal green and black gloss made the material look poisonous to the touch. Sal had expected Blathnaid to make threads at the back for tightening it, but she had created clasps with some of the prowler claws.

If Sakura and Darren both did a runway, wearing the overcoat and corset, it wouldn’t even be a competition. The corset was clearly made with a lot more finesse and design quality, and Sal guessed it was because Blathnaid leaned more toward women’s fashion.

Sal straightened the tablet in front of him again. He also tapped the screen to keep it active. It listed the improvements he had made to the Void weave, which he hoped could be a potential bargaining chip with Sakura. Combined with the corset, he’d be essentially helping her with both her internal power and with equipment for out in the field. He wasn’t going to try to withhold the advancements with her power, but rather talk her through it and explain how it worked. Considering she knew he had the Skill Master ability, and that he was a Mythcrafter, he wanted to keep her on his side.

The secret of him being Myth was possibly one of the worst-kept ones, but it still wasn’t public knowledge. Sakura was in talks with Shade at the Delvers Guild, and Vanessa had warned him previously that he needed to keep on Sakura’s good side as she would be reporting on Sal to Shade. It was in Sal’s best interests to pull Sakura away from Shade, or at least to control the narrative that was being reported to the guildmaster.

Sal looked up to see if there was any sign of Sakura, but she hadn’t arrived yet. He had been so nervous that he had arrived twenty minutes early to the meeting. She had agreed via message that she would see him in the canteen, but it had been a concise message with little to no clues in how she was feeling about it.

As he sat there waiting, he thought about Upgrade. She had sent both him and Blathnaid a message to say that she would catch up with them the next day. But when Blathnaid had revealed the stalker corset to him the following afternoon, there was still no sign of Upgrade. He hoped that everything was okay, and felt responsible for causing a rift between her and Chatfield. With what he knew of her, there was a high chance that she had taken it upon herself to go and talk to him face-to-face.

“You wanted to see me.”

Sakura spoke from the seat directly across from him. She had a bored expression as she leaned an elbow on the table, cupping the side of her face with her palm.

Sal visibly flinched as he looked at her in shock. He hadn’t noticed her approach, but to miss her sitting across from him… was either a testament to how stealthy she was, or a serious issue when it came to his own perception. As he fought to keep his breathing under control, and steady his heart rate, Sal tried to smile at her.

“Sorry about that… was just lost in thought… Eh, thanks for meeting with me.”

Sakura didn’t make any reaction to his words as she stared at him lazily. “Are you being bullied?”

Sal paused at that. “No? Well, not that I know of.” He was thrown a little off guard by the question. “I wanted to talk to you about your ability, if that was okay?”

Sakura sat up slowly and crossed her arms, slinking back into the chair as she kept her eyes locked on Sal. “If you’re thinking about replicating it, I wouldn’t advise it.” She sighed as she held her hand up to show him her pale skin. “Nullify allows me to cut off essence, which is fatal to demons, but it has drawbacks. You essentially get hit with the dregs every time you use it, and it takes a lot of self-awareness and mental fortitude to work through dregs in any scenario.”

That was news to Sal. When she had killed the commander during that raid, had she been hit with the dregs in that moment? In that battlefield? He had experienced it, and it had knocked him unconscious for hours. How was she able to continue fighting and moving when experiencing the dregs?

“Was that everything?” Sakura placed her palms on the table. “Or did you have any other questions?”

Sal faltered. This wasn’t going the way he had anticipated. Rather than trying to tease out information, he decided to be as straightforward as possible. “You know that I’m a Mythcrafter, don’t you?”

Sakura held his gaze for a while before slightly nodding. “Correct.”

“And you’re potentially joining the Delvers Guild upon graduation?” Sal ventured further, wondering how to pierce through the air of indifference she exuded.

“Potentially,” Sakura agreed.

Sal wasn’t in a negotiation at all, which was the hardest point. He needed to be able to walk away from this, to have his own leverage, but he was too invested in the outcome. It didn’t matter whether she didn’t join his guild, but he didn’t want Shade knowing about his Mythcrafter capability. He also didn’t want Sakura to experience the same treatment that Vanessa had endured when she had gone to the Delvers Guild.

“What would it take to make you reconsider that stance?” Sal asked slowly.

He didn’t want to make the first offer, and instead wanted to hear what Sakura actually wanted. That would give him something to work with.

Sakura smiled, revealing a perfect set of white teeth. “Are you trying to get me to keep a secret?”

Sal nodded. He was prepared to at least show some of his cards to see how she would react. “The Argento Auction has had some run-ins with Shade over the last number of years, where he has operated in bad faith. He has exhausted quite a lot of Appraisers in the city and has a poor track record when it comes to the survivability of his teams.”

Sakura tilted her head as her back straightened, the smile on her face turning almost predatory. “So, that was just words. What is the secret you’re trying to hide?”

Sal spread his hands wide. “Just wouldn’t want to see you become a casualty of someone’s greed.” He looked at Sakura carefully, trying to weigh her reaction.

Her smile remained as she shook her head. “Fluffy platitudes won’t work. Try again.” She tapped the table with a single fingernail. Her eyes didn’t leave Sal’s face.

Sal frowned as he glanced down at the tablet in front of him. Would vulnerability work? Appealing to her Heroic nature? He decided to give it a try.

“I don’t want people to know about my Mythcrafter ability. You know about it because of the Doom Council and from being very observant. I’m worried you’ll leak that information to people.”

Sakura nodded. “That’s better. Now, why would you think I’d tell Shade about your Mythcrafter ability?”

Her expression didn’t change, and her tone was controlled. There was no indication that anything had changed, yet Sal felt that he was in dangerous territory.

“Because he asked you to keep an eye on me,” Sal responded quietly.

Sakura stared at Sal for a few more moments before her smile grew wider. “Did he? I don’t seem to recall.”

Sal was exhausted by this back-and-forth. Getting information out of her was practically impossible, and every sentence he uttered felt like he had been lured into a trap. It wasn’t a negotiation, but rather an inquisition.

“I started working on your ability, and found a way to bring out its full potential.” Sal decided it was best to switch topics.

Rather than keeping things vague, he activated the screen on his tablet and slid it across to Sakura, who didn’t even give it a passing glance. Her eyes were still locked on Sal as she tapped the table with a fingernail.

“When you get approved for an implant as part of the Savior class, I’d suggest you get your existing weave re-mapped to that,” Sal continued, his confidence growing with each word. This was finally his domain, and he knew what he was dealing with.

Sakura’s eyes glanced down at the screen. She finally lifted the single fingertip that was tapping, and used it to scroll through the breakdown Sal had written up. It contained the report about the Void skill, its description, and how it compared to her existing Nullify ability.

Sal had to give her credit. Sakura was a professional at keeping her emotions in check. Nothing changed in her appearance as she read through the information. When she was done, she looked at Sal carefully.

“Why are you showing me this?”

There was a slight change in her tone, but Sal couldn’t identify what it was. She slid the tablet back across the table, and Sal was surprised to see that it landed in the perfectly symmetrical position it had been in before.

Sal sighed as he abandoned his negotiation tactic. If he wanted to work with Sakura at some point in the future, he couldn’t afford to play these mind games with her. Bartering with people was fun, but when the stakes involved his personal privacy and her personal development, it became a more serious topic that deserved more compassion.

“The secret I would like you to keep is that I’m a Replicator. My ability is Skill Master, and it allows me to create new ability weaves. I can also help refine them, to bring out their maximum potential.” Sal tapped the screen and looked down at the report on the Void weave. “When I made this, it was with your profile and your essence gates in mind. Your body is capable of handling the Void ability, and if the implanting process follows this method, you’ll be able to become an even more formidable Assassin.”

Sakura nodded at that, her smile slowly fading from her lips. “And what would you like in exchange for this supposed upgrade to my ability?”

Sal frowned as he shook his head. “That part was free.” He looked at her reaction carefully, but it was impossible to determine how she was feeling. “You made a joke when we first met that you’d join my guild if I set it up. I wanted to ask you if that was something you’d actually consider.”

Sakura’s face finally displayed an emotion, and it was one of pity. She looked at Sal and gave him a gentle smile as she sat up properly in her chair. Leaning forward ever so slightly, she shook her head.

“I’m in high demand. Shade is one of many guildmasters frothing at the mouth trying to get me, and I’m playing the game with all of them. Leveraging which ones can give me the best resources, and which ones will give me the promises of advancement.” She tilted her head. “I only looked at the Delvers Guild because I know it would be easy to get an officer position there. They’ve given me a Rare-grade piece of equipment, just to open discussions.”

Before Sal could say anything, Sakura continued.

“I respect your privacy, and I’ll keep your secret safe. But if I could offer a bit of advice to my junior…” Her expression darkened as her eyes locked onto the tablet. “Don’t ever lie to someone about their power, ever again. Leverage only works when it’s real. And even I can tell that your report is a fabrication. There’s no such thing as the Void ability.”

Sal sighed inwardly as he made a decision. As long as Quest didn’t know, he’d be fine. “Okay, since you’re good at keeping secrets… tell me how you feel,” Sal instructed her as he activated his Skill Master ability.

Sakura stared at him in confusion, clearly not expecting that kind of response. She was about to excuse herself, and even started getting to her feet when Sal reached across the table and made a movement with his hands.

Sal watched as her perfect appearance shattered. The precise control she employed to maintain her passive expression disappeared the moment he unknotted a segment of her weave. It had been a different sensation for Blathnaid, Martin, Gosia, and Upgrade. Sal had no idea whether she would even feel the change, but with the days he had spent working on so many weaves, in addition to having a full understanding of Sakura’s ability, it was done in an instant. He didn’t even need the visor for this as he knew exactly what he had done. The grade had gone up, so it would have likely been a noticeable shift.

Sakura staggered as her hands gripped the edge of the table. Her eyes were wide as she stared at Sal with a burning intensity.

As much as he wanted to be cool and composed for this moment, he was genuinely terrified. He had just played around with an Assassin’s weave, without permission, and without explaining what he was doing. Maybe it was time to give her some context so he could avoid any misunderstandings that may lead to his death.

“Your ability just went up a single grade. You have quite a few bottlenecks, but you should find it somewhat easier to use now.”

Sal tried to give her a reassuring smile, but it was hard enough to just make eye contact with her. Her jet-black hair fell over her pale face as she stared down at the table.

“That’s… a neat trick,” she eventually breathed out.

Her hand shot forward at an unbelievable speed, so fast that Sal didn’t have time to flinch backward. He could only watch as the tablet was snatched back by her.

“This… is a real thing? You’re saying you can get me this Void ability with your Skill Master ability?”

Sal nodded. “I could do it myself, but Quest has forbidden me from using it on people until I have full control over it. I’m able to do the simple stuff easily, but to re-map your entire weave against your gates would be a lot more dangerous.”

Sakura continued to breathe a little heavier as she placed the tablet back on the table. “Okay then, if that was for free… why are you not using it to bribe me?” She looked at Sal strangely. “Like… that’s how you bribe people. Give them that, and they’ll join whatever guild you make. Even if it’s a day-old, Tier 10 Trainee Guild.”

Sal’s eyes widened as he raised a hand. “Ah, the bribe. I almost forgot.” He reached down beside him and pulled up the bag, sliding it across the table to a very bewildered Sakura. “It should be better than that glove Shade offered you, and an example of what we’ll be able to make, even with low-grade materials.”

Sakura finally got her breathing under control as she opened the bag and withdrew the neatly folded corset. Her eyebrow shot up as she realized what it was. “You’re trying to get me to wear this?”

Sal put his palms up in front of him defensively. “Don’t misunderstand! We were constrained by the materials we had left. I’ve added the Appraisal forms beside it.” Sal gestured at the papers that were still in the bag. “For full disclosure, my friend Blathnaid made this with the materials we secured on a scavenger run the other day. I altered her weave in a much more dramatic fashion than yours.”

Sakura stared at the documents, and her eyes widened. “First strike on an enemy…” She started to mumble as she went through them. “It has Stealth!” Her face lit up in excitement as she turned the corset around in her hands. “Fucking hell, this is how you bribe someone. This is perfect!”

Sal smiled as he watched her gush about the corset, constantly switching from holding the fabric, to consulting the Appraisal documentation. Her wide smile faded after a few minutes, probably when she weighed up her options.

“So, what’s the angle? I join your guild and I get the Void ability and this Unique-grade equipment?” Sakura asked. “How many people do you have picked out for it so far?”

Sal smiled as he shrugged. “This is a new thing for me, so I hope to figure it out before you graduate. As it stands, you’re the first person to actually show an interest. I could probably rope Gallant into the lineup, and maybe Blathnaid, too.” Sal laughed at the horrified expression on Sakura’s face.

“You know it takes months to even get approval, right? Even if you have a roster, the funds and a sponsor… it takes time to get approval.” Sakura faltered. “Wait. Did you just say Gallant?” Her eyes widened before a grin appeared on her face. “Okay, that might change things.”


Chapter 36: Spectacle

The conversation with Sakura had gone relatively well from Sal’s perspective. They had continued speaking for a while about the logistics of setting up a guild and what Sakura would be looking for if it was to proceed. She had shared a few concerns about tying herself to an organization that didn’t have much security or backing, as she wouldn’t want to limit her options. It would be a different situation if he could field a few teams and got through the guild rankings.

Sakura had accepted the corset and assured him that she’d look into getting the Void ability with her upcoming Skill Implant. His secret was safe for now, and he was now considering himself to be in ongoing talks with Sakura about joining his future guild. Sal appreciated how she questioned his intentions, and the purpose of the guild. Sakura didn’t want to be there as decoration, or to be paraded around because of her high rankings. She wanted to be a Hero, and out on missions and raids.

Another interesting thing that she had brought up was playing in the back of Sal’s mind as he made his way back to the workshop. Sakura had offered to sense-check with a few of her friends who would easily be bought with equipment. High-level rankers in third year who would likely consider his guild proposal if the equipment was good enough and suited their needs.

Sal was pleased with how it had gone, and he even sent a message to Vanessa to let her know that Sakura was considering it. He hadn’t seen her since before the excursion, and he definitely wanted to get another round of treatment on his gates, but couldn’t risk being reduced to a weakened state before the tower. It was only in a couple of days, and he wanted to be in the best condition possible.

As the sliding doors opened, Sal instinctively turned toward the private rooms before stopping in confusion. A massive group of people were gathered in the center of the workshop, all clamoring to look at something on the far side of the room. Curiosity got the better of Sal, and he walked over to the group to see what was going on.

“Please tell me it’s not someone from our year,” a voice complained from the middle of the crowd, which elicited a peal of laughter from the others.

“Nah, this was custom for a Hunter, for sure. I’d say Forge made it,” another voice quipped, before more and more people shared their thoughts. It was chaotic as they all spoke over one another, with their attention glued to something that Sal couldn’t see.

Walking to the side to look around the crowd, Sal noticed Martin and Gosia standing side by side, with grins on their faces. When he approached them, they gave him a small wave before gesturing at the center of the crowd. It was Martin who spoke first, with a laugh.

“She’s never really been subtle, but this is a whole new level of petty.”

Gosia hit him with her elbow, giving a disapproving frown. “She’s proud of it… no need to call her names.”

Martin snorted as he turned to Sal. “What do you think? You’re the man of the hour, after all.”

Sal was very lost. “I’m not sure I understand. Who is being petty, and why am I the man of the hour?”

Gosia’s eyes lit up in excitement at those words. “You haven’t seen it? Ohhh, come on, come on!”

She reached for Sal’s wrist and practically pulled him toward the center of the crowd. The sound of Martin’s chuckling was all Sal could hear as he was roughly guided through the pack of students.

“Coming through. Sorry!” Gosia declared as she wove through them all, her smaller body doing a much better job than Sal, who managed to bump into literally every person he moved past.

Just as Sal was about to ask her for more context, and to insist that they hang back from the group, he saw it. On a custom frame, placed in the center of the main walkway in the workshop, was a mannequin dressed in an lustrous white jacket. It had a red collar that flared upward on one side, and the cut was incredibly stylish, looking like it was double-breasted at the waist. The left side of the coat was longer and curved up at the back, looking like a cape draped over a single shoulder. On the exposed right shoulder were a series of indents, designed to hold Challenge crests.

Sal stared at it in a daze before he caught sight of the chains that were draped around the wrist on each sleeve. They were pinned there for presentation purposes, but Sal knew they wouldn’t be visible when it was properly equipped. Probably the most impressive part of it was the design, that looked to be gender neutral. The flare to one side would look good on anyone.

Without Gosia’s insistence, Sal moved around the mannequin, completely blocking out his other senses as he appreciated the completed coat. Whatever resentment or concerns he had developed over the last few days about Upgrade taking too long were quashed the moment he saw the back of the coat. What was supposed to be a symbolic snake as a nod to Healers had turned out to be so much more. The “snake” was composed of core fragments, all interconnected and coiling around the spine of the mannequin. Sal could see from the rigidity of the shoulders that there was a sturdy frame keeping its shape built into the material.

“So, what’s the verdict?” Gosia caught up to him with an exasperated laugh.

Sal just looked at it and shook his head. “She’s definitely petty. Winning the bet was one thing, but showing it off like this so it would be the first thing I saw when entering the workshop?” Sal laughed in amazement, before starting the Appraisal. “I absolutely love it.”

	Name	Arbiter’s Judgment
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	New
	Grade	Legendary (Lower)
	Dimensions	Chest 30-44 inches | Collar 12-18.5 inches | Sleeves 20-25 inches | Length 45 inches
	Materials	Refined Construct Essence | Refined Upgrade Essence | Infused Ductrin | Webber Silk | Webber Mandible | Ether Crystal | Voider Heart | Gloomhusk Core | Leecher Pulp | Storm Steel | Commander Core
	Attributes	Tether: Connects user with their target’s essence.
Siphon: Hooks will absorb all available essence from connected target.
Hunt: Hooks have a certain chance of locking onto moving targets.
Embed: Hooks will adhere to targets until recalled.
Feather: Reduces the weight of wearer, increasing mobility speed.
Cultivate: Essence overflow will rejuvenate internal essence gates.
Reserve: Siphoned essence will recharge embedded cores.

	Abilities	Tether | Siphon | Hunt | Embed | Feather | Cultivate | Reserve
	Runes	Essence Replenishment Rune
Essence Absorption Rune
Essence Cultivation Rune
Reinforcement Rune

	Power Source	Premium Core x 5
	Evolution	No
	Quality	Excellent
	Condition	100%
	Value	Est. $475,000.00 — $700,000.00


When Sal started reading through them aloud for Gosia’s benefit, he didn’t notice that the crowd had slowly stopped their clamoring. By the time he had finished reading through the different aspects of the coat, a good twenty minutes had passed. Every observation had been accompanied by an explosive reaction from the crowd, before quickly dying down to hear what came next.

Sal was completely taken off guard. He had hoped for an Epic grade after seeing what Blathnaid had produced, but a Legendary was far beyond his expectations. Sure, it didn’t have the evolutionary rune that they had planned on, but it was a Legendary grade! In a single week, both Upgrade and Blathnaid had managed to create something incredible.

When it was clear that he was finished in his Appraisal, the group effectively rushed Sal, surprising him in the process.

“You can Appraise up to the Legendary grade!” The first voice gave him the context he had been missing up to that point.

Sal was still in a bit of a daze, wondering how he was going to get it to fit Rochelle for the tower exercise.

“Can you see who made it?” another voice chirped, before a few others repeated the question, but louder.

Sal put his hands up and smiled. “It was Upgrade… and Blathnaid Clean, one of the first-years from the Silver cohort.” He added that last part with a smile, seeing how many of the second- and third-years went white at the implication.

A first-year had contributed to the creation of a Legendary-grade piece of equipment. It also told them that their Crafting mentor, Upgrade, was capable of making something extraordinary. If any of them had doubts about Upgrade’s capability, this single example had crushed them.

Sal saw the group of second-years he had met earlier in the week. They were in the crowd, staring at the coat like it was some kind of holy relic. Jules shifted his attention and looked at Sal with a nervous smile, which Sal returned with a friendly nod.

“You know she put it there for you to see, right?” Gosia chuckled as she tugged at Sal’s sleeve. “I don’t think it’s petty at all. I think it’s pretty damn inspiring.”

Sal couldn’t help but agree with her. Upgrade would get a kick out of his reaction, and he couldn’t wait to talk to her about it to find out what happened during its creation. Getting to Legendary was apparently something that only Doc Ameye was capable of, but Upgrade had somehow pushed past her limits to achieve it. He had more questions than answers, but that was fine. He now owned his first piece of Legendary equipment.

“Any idea where she is?” Sal asked Gosia as he tried looking over the crowd that had no intention of dispersing. It wouldn’t hurt to leave it out in the open for a while as there was definitely a group of people who were inspired by it.

Before Gosia could answer, Forge’s voice thundered around the entire workshop.

“What the hell is going on here? Have you never seen a piece of gear? Get back to your stations and focus your efforts before the evaluations!”

A few grumbles were shared, as well as some looks of guilt, before the mass of students reluctantly made their way back to their respective benches. With the path clear, Sal was able to see Upgrade leaning against the doorframe of the private room with a smug expression on her face. He couldn’t even be annoyed with her, because she absolutely deserved it. She had won their bet fair and square, and he was better off for it.

Forge appeared beside Sal and lowered his voice. “I’ll have it moved to the private room so people don’t get too rowdy. Some damned rumor has them all thinking that it’s a piece commissioned for Twilight, so they’re waiting around in the hopes of seeing a celebrity.”

Sal nodded in understanding as he gave Forge a smile. “What do you think of it? Pretty incredible, isn’t it?”

Forge chuckled as he shook his head. “I’m sick to death of seeing it. It’s been in my private workspace for the last week, and Upgrade worked me to the bone to get those grappling hooks made to perfection.”

Sal blinked in surprise. “I didn’t know where she was working on it, but thanks for all your help on it. It’s turned out amazing.”

Forge snorted. “First few iterations were atrocious. She tried putting the evolutionary rune on it, but it kept breaking the cultivation aspect, which was crucial to the cores.” He scratched at his left arm before shrugging. “Will admit, though, it was good fun coming up with the exoskeleton for the interior. Without the Feather ability, this thing wouldn’t be moving an inch. Storm steel is amazing, but an absolute bitch to work with.”

“It’s my first time ever seeing storm steel,” Sal admitted as he glanced at the grappling hook chains.

“And likely your last for a while. Upgrade cleared out our reserves of it, and even dismantled some of the old student projects that used it to get what she needed.” Forge sighed before a smile tugged at his lips.

“Anyways, enough talking to me. It’s clear she wants to gloat.” He nodded toward the private room where Upgrade was performing mock bows to an imaginary audience.

Sal laughed and thanked Forge before excusing himself. Gosia gave him a thumbs-up, and Martin just gave a friendly nod as Sal made his way over to Upgrade.

“Do you even know what grade it is?” Sal laughed as he neared her.

Without a proper Appraisal, even as an incredible Crafter, it would be difficult to pinpoint the actual details of the work.

Upgrade shrugged as she pretended to inspect her nails. “Well, I set out to make a Legendary, so… it’s Legendary grade.”

Sal just laughed as he shook his head. “You did an amazing job with it. I love it.”

Upgrade’s grin grew wider as she rolled her shoulders and let out a sigh. “I know.”

Without so much as another word, she moved into the private room, chuckling to herself.


Chapter 37: Fashion

“It’s not even going to be a competition when you enter the tower wearing that coat.” Upgrade sat on the edge of her desk. She pulled her hair loose from the rough ponytail it was in before pulling it back and redoing it. Raising her chin, she looked over at Blathnaid.

“She’s going to be your chief competition when it comes to getting to the highest floor. Body Manipulators are a different breed when it comes to combat.”

Sal looked over at Blathnaid, who seemed to be quite embarrassed by the sudden vote of confidence. When he turned his attention back to Upgrade, he smiled. “I’d happily trade my Controller for Blathnaid’s. Darren was very… competent, during the scavenger run.”

He laughed at the thought of how strong they would be if he had a restored Gallant and Darren on the same team. Rochelle wearing the coat was going to make her a force of nature, especially when he considered her Transference ability. He wasn’t sure whether he had made that part clear to Upgrade, as she seemed to think he’d be wearing it himself in the tower.

“Rochelle will be wearing the arbiter’s judgment in the tower. I won’t be using it until afterward, but I still think that it will be a massive help for us.” Sal rotated his right shoulder. It was feeling a little stiff, and he reached up with his left hand to massage it.

Upgrade frowned. “Ugh. Why aren’t you going to wear it? The side of it is detachable because I knew we were designing it for both of you to wear, but I’m only really visualizing you in it.” She shook her head and crossed her arms. “Just think about how much it could help you with your essence gates. All you need to do is find a really strong opponent and start draining their essence.”

Sal raised an eyebrow. “I didn’t think you were so invested in me wearing it first.” He couldn’t really understand what the big deal was, but Upgrade just stared at him before giving an exasperated sigh.

“Sal, the cores are fully loaded at the minute. Any absorption will lead to the overflow effect, which means instant reinforcing of your internal cores. The moment Rochelle starts using the essence for fighting or healing, they’ll become depleted and you’ll not get any of their benefits.” Upgrade gestured at his chest as though it were obvious. “With the semester coming to an end, you need to bolster up your gates to get a good grade in Lombardi’s Skills class.”

Sal shrugged and instantly regretted it as his shoulder flared up with renewed pain. “I think I twigged my shoulder or something. It’s hurting for some reason,” Sal mumbled before answering Upgrade.

“I’ll tell Rochelle that she needs to return it with full essence. That should incentivize her to absorb more than she expends. Besides, she probably needs that bonus more than I do. While she has seventy gates, her essence absorption is currently below five percent. She can’t generate enough essence in her body to use her ability without help.”

“Ouch.” Upgrade winced at the prospect of having so little essence. “Does she at least have good control over what she has?”

“Yeah, she’s really good at controlling it. Very good at healing, too,” Sal answered as he looked behind him to where the chest was waiting for him. “I’ll take a look at Alex’s ingredients after the tower. We can just use the mastery potions for Gallant.”

He went through a mental checklist of everything that needed to be done before the tower. There was a lot still to do, and he didn’t have much time left. There was no point in playing around with the simulation orb until he was back.

Upgrade smiled. “You remembered your promise with Alex? Kind of thought that would have been the first thing you forgot. I personally think you should put him last on your list.”

Sal gave Upgrade a look, and she chuckled before turning her head away from him.

“So is your coffee machine concept on hold then?” she asked with a smirk. “Maybe you’ll make a healing pod?”

Sal did his best to look wounded by the question. “Hey, it did more than coffee. It was for elixirs, and it’s a good concept!”

Upgrade looked at her nails before brushing them against her chest. “Well, if you want to pay us more Q-Cred to make it for you… I guess we could have our arms twisted. Now that you know we can overdeliver.”

“Really?” Sal scoffed. “You’re going to squeeze me for Q-Creds two minutes after your first commission is completed? What happened to friendship?”

Upgrade grinned. “Our friendship got that much stronger, can’t you feel it? I made you a Legendary grade, so obviously I’m in a good mood… but my prices may have gone up a chunk.”

Sal laughed as he shook his head. “You’re unbelievable. Well, let me survive the tower and then we can talk about future projects. I think that the elixir idea is a great one, but it’s not really a priority for now. And what was that about a healing pod?”

Upgrade shrugged. “Just felt like something you’d try to make to avoid sleeping. Like, atmospheric healing or some shit.”

Sal stared at her for a few moments. “Is that… possible?”

Upgrade’s eyes widened as she pointed at Sal and looked at Blathnaid. “See what I’m talking about? He’s actually considering it!”

Blathnaid laughed from her seat on the other side of the room. “Don’t drag me into this. I like the wild stuff he comes up with. We wouldn’t have evolutionary runes if it wasn’t for him.”

“No.” Upgrade turned her finger to point at Blathnaid, a wide smile appearing on her face. “Don’t you start, too. I’m becoming infected with your ambitions. I was quite happy being a bored lecturer, but now you have me making Legendary equipment.”

“Did you? I don’t think you mentioned it…” Sal laughed as he moved to stand closer to Blathnaid, just to highlight that he was on her side with this one.

“But I promise I won’t try to create anything stupid between now and…” Sal thought about it for a second. “Until I come back from the tower. Then, I’ll likely start making stupid things. Sound good?”

Upgrade smiled as she nodded. “Only if you let me oversee your work. I’ve not had this much fun in years. And don’t forget your promise to me—you said that you’d help map out the drone blueprint with Mythcrafter.”

Sal had completely forgotten about the drone concept Upgrade had told him about. Since he had time, he thought about whether he’d be able to do it now and save himself the future hassle.

“Absolutely not.” Upgrade laughed. “That’s your ‘I can do it now’ face. You’ve got a single coat, which is incredible—don’t get me wrong. But you’ve got a whole set of other clothing to get prepared before the tower, don’t you? Weapons perhaps?”

Sal frowned as he shook his head. “Not really. We’ve got a solution for Gallant and for Rochelle. Ioseph is self-sufficient, and I couldn’t care less how prepared Erika is for combat.” He thought about it but couldn’t really think of anything else he might need. “Maybe I could make them some slacks or shoes or something?”

Upgrade stared at him as though he were insane. “You’re going to let Rochelle wear that coat with those ugly grey pants that the academy issues? It’s like wrapping a rat in silk.”

Sal saw his opportunity. “Ah, I don’t know how to make clothing for women.”

He left the implication there to see whether either Blathnaid or Upgrade would jump in to offer to do it for him. Instead, he was met with two blank stares.

“We’ll teach you. If you had enough time to think about drawing up drones, you’ve got enough time to make a few sets of pants.” Upgrade hopped off her desk and picked up a few sheets of paper. “Over to Blathnaid. She is your new teacher for today.”

Sal winced as he turned. “My shoulder is actually starting to hurt a bit. I should probably go and get it checked out.”

“No need.” Upgrade grinned as she pulled a small case out of her back pocket. “I’ve got pills here for hangovers, muscle pain, headaches, nausea… you name it. There’s even some here for dregs.”

Sal sighed as he admitted defeat. He moved over to Blathnaid and gave her a half smile. “Guess we’re doing this, then.”

Blathnaid jokingly huffed as she looked at him. “You know, you could at least pretend to be a little interested. And if we fuck up the trousers for Rochelle, you can always just give them to Erika as a peace offering. Maybe she won’t break your arms this time?”

“Too soon.” Sal smiled as he said it, so Blathnaid wouldn’t get anxious that she overstepped.

Sal was about to ask where they should start when a thought struck him. “Wait, when you left the other day—did you talk to Chatfield?” He looked at Upgrade, who merely raised an eyebrow.

“Hmm? Oh, yeah. I went out to have a little chat with him to see what he had to say for himself,” Upgrade answered in a noncommittal way.

Sal sighed. “Guess I fucked that up, then.” He looked at Upgrade with a regretful expression. “Sorry I caused a rift between the two of you.”

Upgrade stared at Sal like he was crazy. “A rift? Nah, we have a system for stuff like this. When he fucks up, I pretend to be outraged and then he tries to make it better because he’s secretly a softie. I then drop a few hints of things I’m annoyed with, like… ‘I’m supposed to be out buying storm steel for a commission, but I’m here arguing with you because you don’t see Supports as people,’ and then he gets the hint, and I mysteriously get some storm steel from the Hunter Bureau.”

Sal just stared at Upgrade. “When you left here, I thought you were pissed. Was that all an act?”

Upgrade shook her head. “Of course not. I was annoyed with him for not telling me, and annoyed at myself because I was thinking poorly of you without knowing the full story. Chatfield is a good guy, and painfully honest. It would have been easier for him to lie to you, but he didn’t. I may not agree with him, but I trust him.”

She smiled as she looked between Sal and Blathnaid. “It’s a really dysfunctional friendship, but it works. I help him where I can, and he does the same. Both of us are on the same page when it comes to protecting students. And the answer he gave you, Sal, that he would have done the same as Erika, was in relation to a life-or-death situation. If you got injured and it saved the lives of others, he’d make that choice.”

Upgrade reached a hand out and placed it on Sal’s left shoulder. “And I think we both know that you’d do the exact same.” A wild grin appeared on her face. “Because if you didn’t, I’d kill you.”

Sal let out an exasperated sigh before he laughed. “Honestly, if this is what you’re like after finishing a project, I’m not sure it’s worth it to ever give you another job. Even if they’re Legendary.”

Upgrade shrugged. “If you’d rather change the subject instead of talking about your feelings, then I’m okay with that. It’s not going to get you out of making some stylish outfits for your team.”

Blathnaid chose that exact moment to lift a piece of paper, which had countless fashionable designs on it.

Sal tried to look for the least complicated ones, and saw what looked like plain black trousers. “Those ones. Can we just do them and be done with it?”

Blathnaid looked at the one he had pointed at and her brow creased in dissatisfaction. “Really?”

Upgrade chuckled as she handed Sal a painkiller. “Baby steps, Blathnaid. We’ll convert him into a fashionista eventually.”


Chapter 38: IMpatience

“Don’t you feel much better?” Upgrade practically cooed from the other side of the room.

Her tone was sickly sweet and condescending all at once, and the permanent smile was fixed on her face for the last hour of Sal’s cursing.

Mythcrafter was an incredible ability. He was able to make extraordinary equipment and visualize what other people couldn’t even imagine. Which was why Sal felt so crap at how every little comment and piece of advice contradicted his ability. He could bring out the best from materials and attributes, but those things didn’t matter to Blathnaid. It was all about fashion.

“But why do we need a trim along the pockets?” Sal exclaimed as he looked at the thin piece of fabric he was adhering to the already constructed pair of pants. “We already know they exist. The wearer doesn’t need a slightly glossier strip of black fabric to tell them where the pockets are!”

Blathnaid’s smile was patient as she looked at his handiwork. “Because the Mythcrafter skill doesn’t appreciate these changes as necessary, you need to understand the emotional value behind the changes.” She held up the pair she was working on and highlighted how the trim went all across the waist to join the opposite pocket. “Like, in the auction house. There are bound to be people who buy things based on appearance rather than just performance, right?”

“Of course,” Sal agreed. “But they’re not looking for something powerful; they just want to look good. I’d rather make things with an actual purpose.”

Blathnaid shook her head. “It shouldn’t be unreasonable to have both, no? Why sacrifice the aesthetics when they’re so easily added?”

Sal snorted as he tried to line up the piece of fabric perfectly, but it kept warping slightly to the right. “Easy for you to say. There’s nothing easy about this.”

Upgrade’s laugh from behind them made Sal hunch over in annoyance. She had made the joke earlier that Sal was finally appreciating how difficult Crafting actually was. His abilities didn’t give him any hints or instructions on how to complete Blathnaid’s tasks, as they held no function other than looking nice.

Sal could only describe it as meaningless torture. Blathnaid would have been able to imagine the pants as she designed them, and use her Construct ability to make them with just a bit of essence. Yet, to prove a point, and to punish him? They decided to do it slowly and manually. Sal was holding a needle and thread and couldn’t for the life of him understand how he had been reduced to this state.

“When you finish that part, we can start on the buttons.” Blathnaid pointed to a small tray of glossy gold buttons beside her.

Sal stared at her. “They’re elasticated… they don’t need buttons to function.”

Blathnaid returned the stare.

Sal grimaced as he looked at the buttons and chose a different tactic. “I think that the gold will clash with the red and white of the coat, so we should probably go without them.”

Blathnaid’s blank stare turned into an amused smirk. “Well, isn’t it lucky that I have these in silver, too?”

Sal glowered at the silver buttons and wondered where his life went wrong. Just a few days ago, he was talking about setting up a guild, he was creating new weaves with his abilities… and now he was making pants like he worked in a sweatshop.

“Blathnaid, if I set up a guild, would you like to join it?” Sal asked her straight as he continued his stitching. He had brought it up on the train, but he wanted to ask her again after she had worked on the coat for him.

With a slight shake of her head from side to side, Blathnaid looked like she was dancing between saying yes or no. “It would really depend on what you want me to do there.”

“Uniforms, for a start.” Sal finally dropped the needle. “You can be in charge of making everything that comes out of the workshop more presentable to buyers and guild members.” He paused for a second as he thought about it. “Actually, what would you want from a guild that you joined?”

Blathnaid smiled as she glanced up at him for a second. “That’s a better question.” She continued to stitch rapidly, and Sal guessed that she wasn’t going to answer his question.

“Mentorship, probably.” Blathnaid finally answered after thinking about it for a while. “If you convinced Upgrade to join, and she was able to keep teaching me in the guild, then I’d likely go too.”

“And lots of money, Blathnaid,” Upgrade corrected her from the other side of the room. “Milk him for everything he’s worth. He’ll be able to afford it.”

***

When the door closed behind Sal, he suppressed an involuntary shudder. He never wanted to repeat that experience. But it did seem to provide endless entertainment to Upgrade and Blathnaid, which was a small price to pay, in reality.

He was now the proud owner of a full set of black uniforms. They were supposed to be basic, but with Blathnaid’s influence, they were stylized heavily. With just the basic materials, stupid buttons and a little bit of essence, they were capable of reducing damage received and added a bit of mobility for the wearer. Uncommon at best. Sal tried to push the thought of how many hours he had dedicated to something so useless, although his conversation with Blathnaid did feel like time well-spent.

As much as he didn’t want to give Erika anything, he had made an outfit for her. She’d throw it back in his face, but at least in Prestige’s eyes, he’d be classified as a team player. It was all being graded, and as a Support, making items for the team fell under his purview. He was excited to see Prestige’s reaction when she saw the arbiter’s judgment in action. Hell, he was more excited to see Rochelle using it in the tower itself.

It was such a weird sensation for him to be excited about the tower. If it had been a month ago, he would have likely been terrified, but after doing a dungeon with Chatfield and Upgrade, and then spending three weeks in the excursion, and now seeing how powerful his team was… a lot of the anxiety was gone.

Maybe it would be a different story when he saw the demons up close and had to rely on Erika’s leadership, but with their composition, there was a very good chance that they’d be able to make it through the five floors that Prestige required of them.

A vibration in Sal’s pocket told him that he had a new message.

You have 10 messages from Brophy.

Sal sighed as he scrolled through the list of unread messages. The man was desperate to have his ability restored, and Sal had consistently tried to manage his expectations. After sending over the details of Alex and the mastery elixir, he had expected Brophy to jump out of his skin with eagerness. What he had gotten instead was a series of messages asking about the validity of Alex’s operation and whether it was safe. There was apparently a very cautious side to Brophy that Sal hadn’t seen before, and it was on full display when it came to taking elixirs.

Brophy: I’m not sure how I feel about this. How do you feel about it?

Brophy: A temporary solution is still a solution, so I commend you for your resourcefulness in finding it!

Brophy: I’ve tried elixirs before and they’ve all hiked up the price after learning my identity. To the point of absurdity.

Brophy: Sal? You’ve not responded. I hope everything is okay.

Brophy: You must be hard at work, no doubt. Ignore me. I’ll see you soon.

Brophy: This Alex person. Do you trust him? If you trust him, then I’ll reach out. My contacts have had mixed experiences with him.

Brophy: Are you looking forward to the tower? I’m able to bring my armor this time, so I’m a little excited to get back into it.

Brophy: I’m being annoying, aren’t I? Ah, apologies Mr. Argento. I shall leave you to whatever pressing matter has captured your attention.

Brophy: I meant it when I said I’d run you through dungeons, by the way. You name the time and place and I’ll boost your HBR.

Brophy: Hunter Bureau Rank. You knew that though, I’m sure. Just confirming so we’re on the same page. Hope all is good with you!

Sal also got to appreciate just how neurotic Brophy became when he didn’t receive replies. He didn’t want to admit it, but ever since he had tasted the Grand Design and saw the interactions with Brophy from a different perspective, he had found himself being hypercritical of Brophy’s personality.

Sal: Just finished making some equipment for the team. There’s a big surprise that I think you’ll be happy to see.

Brophy and Rochelle had bonded during the excursion, and Sal knew that Brophy would be happy for her. An immediate vibration came back, just as Sal was tucking the tablet back into his pocket.

Brophy: A breakthrough? I can leave my armor at the dorm if you think your gear would be better. Really excited to see what you’ve come up with for my situation!

Sal stared at the screen in bewilderment. He needed to explain to him that it wasn’t anything to do with his weave.

Brophy: Honestly, between ourselves, I looked into that Alex guy and didn’t like what I saw. He operates out of a stall, which isn’t someone I’d want to be buying elixirs from.

“Fuck,” Sal muttered as the messages continued to appear on his screen.

Closing the tab, Sal sighed as he pocketed the tablet and made his way to the dorm. Everyone would be back tomorrow, and he desperately wanted to catch up with Divinity. She’d know what to do with this situation. Not even looking into the future, she’d know how to solve his Brophy problem.

Sal was outside the workshop when he took out his tablet and looked at the time. It was nearly ten at night, and it was one of the first early nights he was giving himself in a long time. Upgrade had joked with him about making a healing pod, or the concept for making an elixir device. The last week had been him watching Blathnaid and Upgrade crafting, while he worked on simulations for weaves. His only crafting accomplishments had been the most boring and basic uniforms.

Turning around, Sal looked at the mannequin that stood in the distance. The doors to the workshop started to close in front of him, and he stopped them with his hand and sighed. It was stupid, and he knew that it was irresponsible. Upgrade’s words to him about wearing it and getting the benefit of the five fully loaded cores had sparked an idea in his head. Mythcrafter was able to mimic Construct in a way. Back when he had made the barrier gauntlets for Hannah, he was able to flood the gloves with his essence to achieve the outcome he wanted. It took out all technique and discarded a lot of what Upgrade had taught him, but it would work.

Sal stood there at the entrance to the workshop for a few moments as he thought about what he was going to do. The mannequin was standing proudly in front of him, as though it were trying to entice him. Was it worth another sleepless night? Sal reluctantly brought his hand back from the door and let it close in front of him, obscuring his view of the mannequin.

Sure, he could probably justify it to himself if he thought about it long enough, but it wasn’t worth it. Brophy had a solution in the form of the elixirs, and that would have to be enough. The reason Sal wanted the coat in the first place was to bolster Rochelle’s capability on their team, and Brophy was capable enough to weather any scenario that was thrown at them. Sapping away the potential of the coat by using up the essence reserves was shortsighted, and Sal knew that. If he was to try to make the elixir production device, and even if it was somehow successful, it would be the same result for Brophy.

He had outfits for the team, and an incredible piece of equipment for Rochelle to use. It was going to have to be enough, because any spare time he had would be better spent on other pieces of equipment he wanted to make. Not just the commissions that were piling up, but the knife for Barry and the crown for Divinity. They were low priority, but he wanted to repay them for all their help over the last few months.

With his mind made up, Sal smiled as he turned around on his heel and walked away from the workshop. He recalled Blink’s knife that could siphon essence, and was deconstructing it in his head alongside the ethos blade that Villa used in the Reavers Guild. There wouldn’t really be any harm in spending a bit of time brainstorming a knife for Barry before he went to sleep. Maybe he’d think about a bow for Divinity, too? That was the weapon she picked, right?

Sal continued toward his dorm with a furrowed brow, his eyes glittering as they moved from blueprint to blueprint.


Chapter 39: Return

Sal watched as the wave of students descended upon Quest Academy from the train station. Even from his place at the lobby, the sea of people stepping through the amphitheater to make their way to the dorms and the canteen was immense. The common factor on every face was that of exhaustion. It was like an army returning from war, with many of them looking like their spirits had been broken. A procession of zombies that didn’t talk or rejoice as they mindlessly lurched toward decent food, showers, and their beds.

Try as he might, Sal was finding it hard to see any familiar faces as there were so many people caked in mud and grime. There was no way that they’d be ready to approach a tower the following day. His group messages to Divinity and Barry had resulted in very short replies.

Divinity Khan: Shower first, then we can catch up.

Barry Francis: I’m going to the canteen. Be drinking my body weight in coffee.

Sal couldn’t wait to see them. It was a month since they had a proper conversation in person, and he wanted to know how they got through the excursion. There was going to be a debrief that evening in the amphitheater from Quest and Chatfield about their next assignment, and everyone was likely trying to turn up to it somewhat fresh.

“Can you see Divinity?” Blathnaid squinted into the distance, holding her hand over her eyes as though it would help. She had stepped out of the lobby to the series of walkways between the towers. “I think I see Jack.”

Sal tilted his head as a thought struck him. “How did Jack help you with the design for the stalker coat? I mean, the runes.” He gestured to the sea of people lurching toward them. “Wouldn’t he have been busy with the excursion?”

Blathnaid smiled as she shook her head. “He designed the Stealth runes for the excursion so his team would be harder to detect. Literally created them in a few days, and he sent me across the design. That’s one of the main reasons that Darren’s coat has so many Stealth modifiers.”

Sal exhaled sharply at that. “I didn’t know Jack was at the level that he could create new runes himself.”

It was quite impressive, and a similar skill set as Ioseph’s. Would there be a chance for Jack to move into the Defense team instead of Support if he got a better hold of his powers?

“You didn’t ask him,” Blathnaid replied with a shrug. “He’s trying his best to stay at Quest Academy, and I’m pretty sure he will have marked high on this excursion. If you can help him with his weave, I don’t think it will result in a dramatic improvement. He’s learning things at a stupidly fast rate and hasn’t really hit many blockers.”

“Then why does he need his weave to be improved?” Sal asked in confusion. If there were no problems, what was the point in trying to fix it?

Blathnaid smiled as she looked back over her shoulder to where Sal stood. “In Crafting terms, all his runes are fine-tuned and able to bring out incredible results… but they’re all capped at Uncommon grade. Think about that for a second. He made a Stealth rune… at Uncommon grade.”

Sal blinked in surprise. “That’s impossible. The runes in that Unique coat weren’t at the Uncommon grade.” He tried to recall the exact image of them, but drew a blank. “How did he manage that?”

“You could ask him yourself,” Blathnaid teased as she shrugged, but less than ten seconds later, she skipped back to where Sal stood. “Okay, fine. I’ll tell you. It’s really cool,” she whispered excitedly as she looked around to see whether anyone was going to overhear.

“Jack knows his limits, yeah? So, instead of limiting himself to his outputs at Uncommon grade, he’s been designing runes that he can’t activate. Prototyping at the higher levels, and using intuition to make them much better. He made Stealth from a mobility rune. How cool is that?”

Sal found it hard to follow. “Wait, so it’s similar to him using the simulation orb? He’s experimenting with runes to see which ones work and which don’t?”

Blathnaid nodded. “Well, yeah… if you consider his brain the simulation orb. He’s not exactly able to verify if a rune will work since he can’t activate them with his power, but he can see if they’re correct by looking at them.” Her smile returned as she spread her hands wide. “You can’t argue with the results. He made the Stealth rune to perfection and it worked great on Darren’s coat.”

The mass of students arrived and drowned out Sal’s response as he tried to find out how Jack had activated the runes during the excursion. All he could hear was Blathnaid’s laughter as she melted into the swarm of people. Sal was bumped into a few times and heard a few mumbles of apology that were devoid of all emotion. He wanted to block his nose from the smell of students who hadn’t washed properly in a month but feared it might be a bit antagonistic at this point.

Just when he was thinking that it might be worthwhile to head to the canteen to try to find Barry, he saw him. And boy, if there was a picture of pettiness, it was Barry Francis. Sal knew for a fact that he was maintaining an illusion of his entire torso covered in blood, and it was an incredibly convincing display. He even went to the trouble of making himself look haggard and labored. The effect had meant a wide berth for himself in the sea of students, with a few people offering him their sympathies and help, but him bravely soldiering on. Garnering sympathy like an absolute champion.

Sal heard the end of his last sentence as he approached.

“And as the Controller, I had to take the attack head-on.” He looked regretful before shaking his head with a sad smile. “I just wish our Defense had been a little more careful, but that’s on me as captain for not guiding him.” Barry paused as he looked at the girl hanging on his every word. “Shame we didn’t have a Healer like you on our team…”

Sal watched as the girl draped an arm over his shoulder and assisted Barry in the direction of the canteen. He couldn’t hear whatever she whispered into his ear, but judging by the smile on Barry’s face, it was something good.

Just then, their gazes met and Barry’s smile didn’t falter in the slightest. He turned to the girl and made a heroic effort to stand without her assistance. With a gesture at Sal, he gave her an apologetic half embrace before leaving her. When Barry waved her off, he smirked at Sal.

“It’s been a month in the forest with a group of men—don’t judge me.”

Sal chuckled as he shook his head. “You really are the worst.”

Barry shrugged as he miraculously lost his haggard persona, and sauntered off in the direction of the canteen. “Come on, I’m starving.”

It was only when they were out of sight in the elevator that Barry’s illusion dropped to reveal a dirty set of clothes, devoid of any gashes or blood.

Sal wordlessly extended a hand and gripped Barry’s shoulder, using Restore on his outfit to bring it back to its original state. The dirt and grime puddled to the floor, where it joined the accumulated dirt from the previous students who had used the elevator.

“Thanks,” Barry muttered as he inspected his clothing with a smile. “Doesn’t beat a shower, but it’s a definite improvement.”

“How was the excursion for you?” Sal asked out of curiosity. “The truth, no valiant tales.”

Barry snorted with a shrug. “Ah, but the tales are fun. You’ll thank me when I end up recruiting that Healer to our team in the future.” He raised his arms over his head and stretched his back with an explosive yawn before dropping both hands to his sides with a relieved expression. “Even got a date out of it.”

Sal chuckled with a shake of his head. “Really? You’re going to date someone built on a web of lies. What will you do when she realizes you’re not the valiant Hero you’ve pretended to be?”

Barry clicked his fingers and looked at Sal. “Ooooh, Valiant. That’s a good Hero name. I’ll add it to the list.”

Sal just stared at him, before sighing. “Guessing you don’t want to talk about it, then?” He didn’t really know much about Barry’s experience in the excursion other than the fact they had holed up in a cave and avoided detection with illusions.

“Either way, just wanted to thank you again for the help with the illusion stuff. Really helped us out,” Sal added at the end.

“Don’t mention it. How are the nightmares?” Barry asked without looking over at him. “You better be keeping up with your practice.”

Sal nodded. “I’ve let it slip the last few days, but I’ll get back to it after the tower. No nightmares for the last week or so, but I did get put into therapy with the Resilience professor.” Sal shook his head with a laugh. “Essentially just a session where he tells me to stop thinking about saving the world.”

Barry grinned at that. “Sounds like fun. Nothing like a month in the wild with a bunch of rejects to make you second-guess becoming a Hero.”

When the doors of the elevator opened up, Sal took one look at the crowd and shook his head. “Nope. You’re going into that alone. You probably can’t smell yourself at this point, but I’d rather take a seat and wait for you to get your food.” He gave Barry a pat on the shoulder as he gestured off to one of the far tables that they usually occupied.

Barry nodded in agreement. “Want me to pick you up anything?”

“Nah, I had breakfast. I’m all good,” Sal responded as he watched the students continue to pour into the canteen from the stairwells and the other elevators. The lines were going to be manic for the next while.

“You actually going to line up this time or pull the same sort of…” When Sal turned around, Barry was nowhere in sight.

***

“It was a clusterfuck.” Barry spoke as he slid his empty plate off to one side. “Like, being a Controller sounded great on paper, but it’s essentially a glorified babysitting job. Not an ounce of initiative in any of them. All of them kept looking at me like I had all the answers.” He shook his head at the memory and lifted the coffee to his lips, stopping short of drinking. “And another thing. Those ambushes were a low blow. They amped up the difficulty every week just to test our defenses? Became a lot harder to fool them after the second week.”

“How did you fare with the combat section?” Sal asked with a frown. “Guessing the guy who can turn into a bear was useful?”

Barry looked at Sal in confusion. “We didn’t have any combat. The last week was them hunting us down every day, literally milling about and shouting out to us that they knew we were somewhere. Proper psychotic stuff that wouldn’t let us sleep.”

“That actually sounds horrible.” Sal shuddered at the thought of not being able to rest for a few days between attacks. Sure, they had Prestige giving them thunderstorms at night, but they had shelter so it was fine.

Barry nodded as he finally took a drink. “Oh, coffee… how I’ve missed you.” He looked at the cup fondly before grinning at Sal. “They stopped their goading once I gave them a taste of purgatory. Left everyone in the cave, made myself invisible and went out to have some fun.”

Sal stared at Barry in complete shock. “They’re trained Hunters… and you’re saying you managed to evade them for the entire month?”

Barry shrugged. “It’s no big deal. We’ll probably get nailed on technicalities when it comes to scoring, but I did my best as a Controller to complete the mission and keep the team safe. They didn’t have any combat, and we made a pretty sweet base. Most of our month was foraging and meditation. I’d say most of them gained between ten and fifteen gates.”

Sal couldn’t wrap his head around it, and tried to reframe his question. “Barry, you’re not understanding me. They’re Hunters. Qualified Heroes. They were hunting you for a month, and you evaded them the entire time?”

Barry held Sal’s stare and smiled. “What can I say? I’m good at what I do.”


Chapter 40: Facts

When Sal took his seat in the amphitheater, it was a very different atmosphere from the last time they had all been summoned for an announcement. In a word, everyone was broken. Either emotionally or physically, they all looked like they had been through hell and back.

Sal smiled as Barry sat to his left and crossed his arms. They had spoken for a while in the canteen before Barry went back to the dorm for a quick shower and change. Sal had opted to stay away from the workshop for his last day of freedom before the tower was his new reality.

“Ugh, I overslept,” Divinity proclaimed as she dropped into the seat beside Sal with a sigh.

Her hair was still wet, and she tossed it over her right shoulder to stop it from hitting Sal. She offered him a tired smile as she looked at him for the first time in a month. “No wisecracks about me not predicting it, okay?”

Sal raised his hands and shook his head. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”

Divinity shook her head with a smile. “Wasn’t talking to you this time.” She looked past Sal to where Barry was smiling knowingly. With a frown, she leaned forward and looked at the two of them. “We’ve so much to catch up on, and I can’t explain just how relieved I am to be out of that damned excursion.”

Barry laughed. “Melanie or Hannah?”

Sal looked between them in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

Divinity sighed as her expression darkened. “Melanie.” She gave Sal a reassuring smile when she saw his uncertainty. “Sorry, Sal. Controller is a lot more work than I had anticipated, as you’re essentially the shoulder to cry on for every little issue or problem on a team.”

Sal frowned. “They were an issue?”

Divinity tilted her head slightly. “Hannah spent the first two weeks reassuring me that she wasn’t under anyone’s control, and kept asking if she should reach out to you or wait until she’s back. That was a pain, but manageable.” She rolled her eyes as though it were the most inconsequential thought a girl could have on the excursion.

Barry leaned forward, his smile growing wider. “And Melanie?”

Divinity shook her head. “Telling someone that they have the potential to become a calamity gives them a very big estimation of their capability. Every minor achievement or progression in power had to be followed with congratulations, and every failure came with a consoling session that she wasn’t becoming a killing machine.”

Divinity exhaled slowly as she looked between Sal and Barry. “Honestly, I was ready to snap at her and just take the risk of causing the calamity myself.”

Barry chuckled before he asked a follow-up question. “How did you leave things? Is it going to be a pain in the ass to do the tower tomorrow?”

Divinity frowned. “We’re not doing the tower tomorrow. They’ve got classes for us to take before we get sent there.” She looked at Sal and Barry’s confused expressions before continuing. “Demonic Analysis and Behaviors? We’ve got a few days of mandatory classes before the tower, and they send people in batches. We’re not going to be entering for another week or so.” This time, her gaze was leveled at Barry.

“Sal, on the other hand,” Divinity said with a reassuring smile, “is one of the first teams up because they’ve already had a week off. He’ll still have the classes to do, though.”

“Sweet.” Barry slumped back into his chair. “You could have mentioned this, though. I thought it was immediately after the excursion. Did you see it in a vision or something?”

Divinity shrugged as she mimicked Barry’s movement and slumped back into her own seat, leaving just Sal leaning forward. “Honestly, everything is a blur at the minute. I pretty much used my power daily and it was exhausting. Looking up the Savior class, the ranking changes, the permutations… and the future calamities. Everything just blends into memories and you start forgetting which timeline is real.”

Sal looked at Divinity with a concerned expression. “Are you okay? That’s a lot of stuff to be dealing with alone, especially in that sort of environment.”

Divinity stared at Sal with a passive expression. “Well, someone has been actively shifting my visions, so nothing in the future is clear anymore. Not just with Saviors, but the Hero rankings. There are so many permutations to talk through, and figure out. But now isn’t the time.”

Without breaking eye contact, Divinity pointed in the direction of the amphitheater stage.

Nothing happened, which left Sal and Divinity staring at each other for a few moments before Divinity’s brow furrowed in confusion.

“Ugh, I thought I had that timed for dramatic effec—”

Attention, students!

Barry’s bark of laughter echoed out just before the student assembly hushed to a quiet murmur.

Quest and Chatfield stood on the stage, with the former gripping the podium, and the latter standing off to the side with his hands clasped behind his back.

First, I would like to congratulate you all on completing the excursion, or at the very least, giving it your all.

Sal frowned. Had there been teams that failed to complete it? He looked at Divinity for context, but she was very much engrossed in whatever Quest had to say. He cast the thought aside as he looked back to the podium.

I know that you are all tired, so I’ll try not to keep you too long. As you can all appreciate, your first semester at Quest Academy has been tumultuous to say the least. We’ve changed our curriculum and our expectations of your performance, all to help guide you to become the best Heroes you can possibly be. And, to a larger extent, to help you become the Heroes we need you to be.

Your final month at Quest Academy, that will bring you to the end of your first semester, will involve clearing a singular floor of a tower. We understand that this will be your first time facing demons, and we’ve brought in every precaution to ensure your safety. The guides you’ve been assigned for the excursion will be bringing you through the tower and will be more than capable of protecting you should any difficulties arise.

Harlan Geist, our resident professor of Demonic Behaviors, will be giving mandatory lessons to all students on how to dispatch demons effectively. These classes will be intensive, and I implore you all to listen and learn as much as possible. We’re also going to be hosting the evals, which is an ongoing yearly event at Quest Academy. We will be joined by the United Guilds Association, the Hunter Bureau, and a few other key notables. They will be watching the performance of our third-years, through a series of tests and simulations, in advance of making scouting offers.

This will be particularly relevant to you all, as the evals include licensing examinations. It is an opportunity for you to earn accreditations that will enable you to find gainful employment either as a Hero in the future, or as a valued member of our Support guilds and associations.

Sal didn’t like this at all. It was essentially the same conversation that Quest had with him after the infirmary. Where the Supports were being given an easy out from being a Hero. What better time than after the excursion and before the tower, with actual demons, to scare Support classes into surrendering their ambitions of being a Hero? Sal’s hands gripped the base of his seat as he continued to stare down at Quest from the stands. Everything was being framed as a positive, but it wasn’t fair.

“That’s good news for the guys. I’d say Blathnaid will be relieved,” Barry remarked with a glance at Sal, but faltered when he saw the expression of anger on his friend’s face.

Sal didn’t even turn to Barry as he responded. “Blathnaid isn’t going to be taking a license and leaving.”

It wasn’t even a question. She was going to be a Hero, and Sal hated the fact that Barry had been a Support just a month ago, but now he was speaking of other Supports from the perspective of a Controller.

“Sorry, Sal. Didn’t mean to strike a nerve.” Barry was genuine in his apology, which softened Sal’s anger.

“Don’t worry about it, I’ll explain later,” Sal answered as he stared at Quest.

Divinity, on the other hand, just laughed, which dissolved the tension very quickly with a single sentence. “I can’t imagine she’d be dropping out after becoming a Savior.”

Barry stared at Divinity in shock, but Sal just smiled. He had been hoping, but hearing it from Divinity was the best kind of validation. Better yet, Divinity hadn’t informed Barry of his own fate, which was entertaining to watch. Barry wasn’t asking, and Divinity wasn’t telling.

Okay, so now that you’ve heard the platitudes, time for the facts.

Chatfield had taken the podium, and the contrast of tone was stark to say the least.

There were two hundred teams. Twelve of them completed their assignments early. Some returned after a week, some after three. The vast majority of you barely held on to the end, and that would be a pretty damning result if this was anything more than an educational exercise.

We watched each of your teams carefully, and thirty-nine teams have been given a failing grade. One hundred and ninety-five students failed this exercise, but they at least tried. Which is more than can be said of the twenty-one teams that withdrew from the excursion. Let that sink in for a moment. You’re here to become Heroes, and you went on a glorified camping trip with a few ambushes. Such a simple exercise resulted in three hundred of you failing.

I have no faith in those teams to complete the tower. So, you know who you are… you’re exempted from the final task of the semester. As you sit there in your seats, I want you to focus on the emotion you’ve just felt.

If it was relief, Quest Academy has no need of you. You’re not fit to become a Hero, and you should focus yourself on finding an alternative path where you can contribute to society. Get a license through the evals and make space for motivated people who want to become Heroes.

“Fuck me,” Barry breathed as he stared at Chatfield in shock. “He can’t be serious. That’s cutting way too many people.” He looked at both Sal and Divinity to see their reactions.

Sal just shook his head in disbelief. “They’re just trying to scare the Supports, but this is laying it on a bit too thick.”

Divinity nodded. “If it wasn’t this exercise, it would have been something else to cut the numbers down. I just don’t understand why they’re doing it.”

If that emotion was anger, I want you to hold onto it. Because you are not equal to your team. You shouldn’t be punished for excelling in your role, and having a demotivated team around you. You might be a Support with a shitty Controller. You could be a Defense with an arrogant Offense. You could be a Healer who is ignored by your team. Hold onto the anger. You will have your opportunity to form new teams with likeminded students in the same situation as yourself, and you will be able to challenge the tower.

“Okay, wasn’t expecting that,” Barry muttered as he crossed his arms again. “Genuinely can’t get a read on this guy.”

Sal couldn’t help but agree. Chatfield wanted to give people another chance? He also mentioned Supports having shitty Controllers, and Sal couldn’t help but feel like that comment was aimed at him. It wasn’t an apology, but it was comforting to hear.

We want results. We want to see marked improvements, and a lot of you delivered on that. We have debriefed all the ambusher teams and scored each student group appropriately. Your guides have also shared their scores and expectations of you going forward.

Your results at this moment in time have altered the list of Saviors, and will continue to change after the tower trial is completed. Keep working hard, pay attention in your upcoming Demonic Analysis and Behavior class, and you will be one step closer to becoming a Hero.

Quest looked a little flustered at Chatfield’s closing remarks, so when the captain vacated the podium, he took it back to clarify some things.

All teams that have withdrawn or received a failing grade should make an appointment to talk to your excursion guide in the coming week. You will be given a performance improvement plan to get you back on track.

There is still time to improve your rank in the standings. Those of you who are in the lower ranks will receive an invitation via tablet to come and speak with me or our staff councilors. We’ll assist you in making the best plan for your future.

While gaining a license and seeking immediate employment is a viable option, we would much rather support you in your efforts to become Heroes. Not everyone is suited to team-based tactics, and many of you will shine as solo contributors in our ongoing war against the demons. Strengthen your resolve and push forward.

You’ve been tested thoroughly this past month, and I wanted to welcome you all back home to Quest Academy. Take some well-deserved rest and apply yourselves to your studies. That’s all for now, thank you.

With that, Quest gave Chatfield a pointed look before both of them exited the stage.


Chapter 41: Prediction

“So, eh… what do you make of all that?” Barry asked as they remained in their seats at the end of the presentation. All the other students looked to be ready for bed and didn’t linger around the place for long.

Divinity frowned as she continued staring at the podium. Lifting her left hand, she looked at it for a second, before returning her gaze to the stage.

“It was like they were in complete disagreement about the best outcome for students. Chatfield was pushing for performance and a zero-failure policy.” She waved her hand to the right. “And Quest felt more like he didn’t want us to be defeatist or discouraged. It was hard to get a read on what they were looking to get across.”

Sal sighed as he leaned back in his chair. “After I got out of the infirmary, Quest told me that there are all sorts of lobbyists who want the Supports to be managed out of Quest Academy.” He looked at Barry with a sad smile. “Sorry for snapping at you earlier, by the way. Blathnaid has been trying really hard, and she’s doing amazing. We did a scavenger run earlier in the week, and she’s now at Scrounger V rank. Pretty much ten levels into the Scav Network hierarchy.” He thought about it before laughing for a second. “Oh, and she also got back early from the excursion. So, I kinda guessed that she had gotten into the higher ranks.”

“Whoa, you can’t just drop that bombshell and then switch topics,” Divinity exclaimed as she perked up in her seat and turned on Sal. “Lobbyists who want the Supports out?”

Sal nodded with a grim expression. “Yep. Quest said that the restoration efforts require a lot of manpower, and there is an enormous demand for capable Supports who have licenses in Repair and Restoration. Apparently, they have this really tough first semester to make the Supports reconsider their desires to be Heroes, and when it comes time for them to choose, they’re grateful for employment as non-Heroes.”

Barry scowled at that. “That’s pretty predatory, man. Break their spirits and their dreams of being Heroes, and then offer them a job? Is that what you think happened over the last few years?”

“Yeah, which is why there are so few Support guilds in operation. Most of the capable Supports are either Scavengers, or working for one of the big companies that do reconstruction projects.” Sal looked around to see whether there was anyone in the vicinity who might overhear them. There was a single student passed out in their chair, snoring, and Sal smiled at the sight.

Divinity was still frowning. “Quest said all of that? And to you? What is his angle?”

Barry shrugged as he looked at Divinity. “My guess is that he’s hoping our Mythcrafter friend will make a different outcome happen. There’s no chance of Sal not becoming a Hero, I’d say. So, makes sense for Quest to try to pin his hopes on Sal to make something happen.”

Sal gave Barry a cocked eyebrow. “Are you sure you’re not the one with precognition? That’s pretty much word for word what Quest told me. I asked him why he was telling me about it all, and he said that I have the power to potentially change the fate of Supports at Quest Academy.”

Divinity sighed. “Welcome to the club of unreasonable expectations placed on first-years.”

Barry looked confused, so Sal added clarity.

“Divinity was enlisted from a young age to predict calamities. She’s still doing it for the Doom Society.”

Divinity nodded to add some authenticity to the remarks, and Barry just stared at her in bewilderment.

“Isn’t that a shitty deal? Like, is that why you two are so high up in the rankings? Because you’re doing Hero work already?”

Sal shook his head. “Speaking for myself, I can’t say that I’m doing much Heroics just yet.”

Divinity snorted at that and stared at Sal. “You’ve essentially changed the landscape of Skill Weaves in just a week. There are so many new outcomes and permutations in visions because of you. You’re absolutely doing Hero work.”

Barry raised a hand. “Hey, so I’m lost. What is Sal doing exactly?”

Divinity stared at Sal before sighing in defeat. “Ugh… Let’s go to the canteen or something. I can’t talk about all this in here and we’ve a lot of catching up to do anyway.”

Sal smiled as he got to his feet, when a thought struck him. With a devious smile, he glanced at Divinity. “Hey, by the way… did Barry get into the Saviors? I’m sure he’s dying to know.”

Barry’s expression froze, and Divinity noticed.

She smiled as she tapped a single finger to her nose. “Where’s the fun in spoiling that reveal?”

***

“Seriously, you two are the worst. Just put me out of my misery and tell me,” Barry insisted as he spread his hands on the canteen table. “I don’t even care. I never intended on becoming a Savior anyway. Lots of stuffy people with too many expectations on their shoulders.”

Divinity raised a tea to her lips and smiled. “For someone who’s not that interested in it, you talk about it an awful lot.”

Sal smiled at the back-and-forth. He genuinely missed them over the course of the last few weeks, and it was so good to have them back. He wanted to tell them about the progress he had been making with the Skill Weaves, and how Quest was allowing him to use his power. It wasn’t the right time, though, as they were still talking about lighter topics.

“So, Divinity.” Barry finally sighed as he looked at her seriously. “I know it’s pretty shitty to ask you to use your powers for our own benefit, but I have to ask.”

Divinity’s hand froze in midair as she held her teacup. “Go on.”

Barry interlocked his fingers and looked to be conflicted. “I need to know… does Victoria go down in the ranks? I’m pretty sure I contributed to her mental breakdown, and I feel a sliver of guilt.” His smile told them that he didn’t regret a thing, and would do it again.

Divinity laughed as she thought about it. “You know, I did see a vision with you and Victoria. But… I’m not sure it’s something you’d really want to know about. Probably best to leave it as a surprise.”

Barry snorted. “If you don’t know, there’s no need to pretend.”

Sal watched the two of them go on with a smile on his face.

Divinity placed the teacup down and shrugged. “Suit yourself. Do you want to know how you propose to her, or the name of your two kids?”

All color drained from Barry’s face as he stared at Divinity in disbelief. “No…”

Divinity smirked and gave Sal a wink. “See, this is the danger in asking too many questions.” She paused thoughtfully before a devious look crossed her face. “Actually, Sal… want to talk about Fabi?”

Barry’s expression of horror turned immediately to curiosity as he pointed at Sal. “Really? He doesn’t end up with Hannah? Who is Fabi?”

Sal raised his hands up and gave Divinity a mock glare. “Hey, come on! You’re punishing Barry here, not me. I didn’t ask anything about the future in like a month!”

Divinity waved her hand as though it were nothing. “Ah, you’re going to at the end of the day, so I thought I’d get ahead of it with a bit of teasing. You really want to know about Gallant’s issue, but you’re respecting the promise you made to yourself of not asking me about the future. It’s very sweet.”

Barry slapped the table with both hands. “Why is it sweet when he does it, but I get premonitions of a life with Victoria when I ask?”

Divinity giggled. “Maybe I didn’t see any future with you and Victoria… but you’re getting awfully defensive and cagey all of a sudden. Could your little bullying efforts be down to a deep-rooted attraction?” She looked at Sal with wide eyes, as though astonished at the revelation.

Sal nodded and tried to keep a serious face. “I totally get it. She is an attractive girl… But I don’t want to even consider what sort of kids the two of them would have. They’d give the demons a run for their money, I’d say.”

Divinity nodded as though Sal had imparted some sage advice. “I was thinking that he just likes doing as he’s told. Victoria would absolutely be wearing the pants in that relationship. Who knew he had a thing for the Influence types?”

Barry stared daggers at the two of them. “Are you done yet?”

Divinity held up her hand with a single finger raised. “No, no. Just one more. I promise.” She looked at Sal and shook her head sadly. “I thought Barry had a thing for me after all the gushing he did after the tournament. But to lose to Victoria, of all people? That hurts.”

Barry’s face went red at the mention of his drunken comments at the after-party a few months ago. He gave them both a steady look before sighing in defeat. “Okay, now are you done?”

Divinity nodded with a cheerful smile. “Yep. That was fun. I’ve missed you guys.”

Sal laughed as he cupped his face with his palm. “Same. I didn’t realize how much I needed you two to tell me when I’m being an idiot and hyper-fixating on the wrong things.”

Divinity’s expression brightened as she clapped. “Oh, the vending machine contraption thing.” She hesitated when she saw the look of shock on Sal’s face. “Ah, it’s too early to talk about that one?”

Sal shook his head. “No, it was just one of those ideas that came through in a panic. I wasn’t even sure if it was going to be a solution or not.” He hesitated for a second before continuing. “You don’t need to tell me, though. I know it’s not the answer to the current problem.”

Divinity gave him a bright smile and a nudge with her elbow. “Good instinct. But I want to hear everything about that new coat!”

“New coat?” Barry asked as he lazily looked at Sal’s shirt. “What new coat?”

Before Sal could answer, Divinity tapped the table excitedly.

“It has these grappling hooks that lets him swing from buildings. It looks incredible and the red collar really works with the visor!”

Barry straightened in his chair. “Swing from buildings?” He looked at Sal in disbelief. “Why the hell would you want to do that? Some sort of evacuation thing?”

Divinity shook her head and was about to continue when Sal stopped her with a laugh.

“Hey, I haven’t even worn it yet. Whatever you’ve seen might not happen if you tell me.”

Divinity frowned for a moment as though thinking about it, then a smile crossed her face. “It’s a really cool coat, though. Don’t worry about the swinging from buildings thing. It’s something that you learn on a scavenger run.” She shrugged a little guiltily. “And hey, if it doesn’t happen… at least you know it’s something possible?”

“Great save.” Barry snorted as he shook his head.

Sal thought about it for a second. Swinging from buildings sounded pretty terrifying, if he was honest, but not having to be reliant on Darren’s jumping during the scavenger runs would be ideal. He’d be able to get to the top floors of buildings without having to navigate stairs, and the amount of essence he’d have access to with the embedded cores would allow him to Restore and Refine anything he got his hands on. It was a great idea.

Divinity clapped her hands together. “So, this lobbying thing. What was Quest’s solution?”

Barry just stared at her lazily. “Nope, looks like you’ve broken him. He’s thinking about himself swinging from buildings.”

“Am I really that predictable?” Sal put a hand to his chest in mock indignation. When both Barry and Divinity nodded at the exact same time, Sal chuckled. “Okay, fine… well then, what is my master plan, if I’m so predictable.”

Before Divinity could utter a word, Sal’s hand shot up and pointed at her.

“No cheating.”

Divinity folded her hands with a laugh. She looked at Barry with a smirk. “That’s me out. What’s Sal’s master plan?”

Barry leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms, studying Sal for a few moments before speaking.

“You’re painfully naive, and you’ve already said to me that you’re being told in therapy that you can’t save everyone.” He thought about it for a few seconds before frowning. “I’d say that you’re probably still trying, though. You mentioned that there are very few Support guilds or Support Heroes, so I’d guess that you’re going to be the exception to the rule.”

Divinity smiled. “Or become the new rule.”

Sal gave her a warning look, and she backed off with her hands raised in surrender. He then gave Barry a reproachful look, miming the words “painfully naive” as though it had wounded him greatly.

Barry focused on that moment and looked at Sal with a concerned expression. “Are you really still thinking of becoming a guildmaster? I don’t see how that really helps the Supports all that much. You can’t take all of them with you as members.” He looked at Divinity for a brief moment before his eyebrows raised. “Become the new rule? You’re trying to show the Supports that it’s possible for them to be Heroes?” Shaking his head, he turned his attention back to Sal. “I don’t see how it works.”

“So, it’s not common knowledge yet, but Quest is letting me use Skill Master. Need to jump through a few tests before I’m trusted to put it into action, but I’ll be focusing on the Support classes to give them a competitive advantage,” Sal admitted as he looked at his own hands in front of him. “I don’t know if it will work, but with the right processes in place and Chatfield’s contracts, we might be able to keep the Supports in Quest Academy.”

“Processes and contracts?” Barry repeated in a deadpan tone. “Could you be a little more vague? I’m understanding far too much.”

Divinity leaned across the table to make eye contact with Barry. “Right now, the only option for Supports is to become Heroes or to leave Quest Academy and become employees. Chatfield wants to create a factory line in the workshop that gives Supports the chance to make equipment for Heroes, and give them a new avenue to stay here.”

Barry snorted as though it were a joke, but stopped laughing when he saw the serious expression on Divinity’s face. “Seriously? Him? He sounds like the type of guy who wants to ship everyone useless off on a Darwin Cruise Liner.”

Sal sighed as he gave a shrug of defeat. “Personal grievances aside, I think he’s one of the good guys.”

Divinity nodded and smiled at Sal. “One of the best, actually. You just need to give him the tools to work with and something incredible will happen.”

Sal just stared at her. “See, this is what I’m talking about. It’s impossible to know when you’re goading us. How do I know this isn’t another made-up future like Victoria and Fabi?”

Divinity stared innocently at them. “What? At least one of those was an actual vision. Feel free to discuss among yourselves which is likelier, but you’ll have to do it without me. I need to get some sleep.” With that said, Divinity rose from her chair and walked off with her tray in hand.

Barry watched her leave before turning his attention back to Sal. “You still think that I’m the worst?”


Chapter 42: Entities

“Welcome, all of you, to Demonic Behavior and Analysis.” Harlan Geist spoke in a friendly manner as he sat at the front of the entire assembly out in the amphitheater.

“As much as we would prefer to do these classes on a cohort-by-cohort basis, we’re against a pretty immovable deadline this time.” He chuckled with an innocent shrug. “I’ll also apologize in advance for not using the same voice modulation device that Quest prefers. I can’t hear myself think when it’s active, so please do try to keep your attention on me.”

Sal found it quite easy to hear him speaking, but that might have been because he was sitting close to the front.

“Now, we’re going to be getting to know each other quite a bit over the next few days, so I’ll ask for your patience. I try to be attentive to each and every student, but if you have pressing questions, I’d ask that you consult your class materials. We’ve implemented a search feature that should answer most of the common queries.”

Harlan raised a hand as though to indicate caution. “Please do keep your attention on what I’m saying, rather than reading ahead in the materials. There is a lot we need to get through, and it will be very easy for you to lose your place if you don’t remain focused.”

Sal glanced around and already saw a huge swath of people staring directly at their tablets, moving through the materials. Maybe it was because he had met Harlan at the Doom Society meetings, but he was going to listen to everything the man had to say.

Harlan interlocked his fingers and rested them on his chest as he looked around the group with a smile. “So, demons? Our first issue is that we tend to use a term that tries to encompass all of them under a single category. What even is a demon? A creature that emerged from hell to punish us for our sins? There lies another issue. I’m not going to delve too far into the theological beliefs or how our terminology was borne of fear rather than rationality.”

He waved his hand to one side as though dismissing the thought. “We’re going to start our lesson with a fundamental understanding of what demons are, what we know about them… and a few classifications that should help you determine the differences between them.” His expression brightened as he looked up to the back rows of the assembly. “Humor me for a moment. I’d like to ask all of you who have encountered a demon, excluding Sinclair in whatever form he used to traumatize you, to raise your hands.”

Sal raised his hand and didn’t need to look around the crowd to see the other hands, as he was already aware from Chatfield’s same question before the excursion. He was pretty confident that Harlan was going to start talking about leechers, happy that he was a little ahead of the curve in this class.

Harlan took a small remote out of his breast pocket and raised it over his head, clicking it once and smiling at the group. Up above, the holographic screens burst to life to show a series of pictures. The first showed a group of plants in what looked like a forest. Harlan didn’t even look up as he continued.

“To start with the variations of these demons, we should look at the silent killers. Ones that take advantage of your complacency and kill you without a visible attack.”

The tension in the room was palpable, and Sal stared at the screen in shock. He had no idea what he was supposed to be seeing.

Harlan chuckled as he zoomed in on the picture of the plants. “Constructs. They are the first type of entity that you need to be wary of, as they’re created by atmospheric essence. What you’re looking at may appear to be a harmless collection of flora, but I can assure you that the essence signature of that picture is anything but. Give it a few days, and that mass will form to create an entity that we call a leecher.”

Sal’s eyes widened. Weren’t the leechers from the other side of the portals? Was that how they repopulated in the dungeons, because they were plants that were mutated by essence?

Another picture appeared on the screen, showing a terrifying creature with wings and a long, sword-like nose. It was enough to make every single one of the students launch back in their seats in shock.

Harlan chuckled as he shook his head, zooming in on the picture to give everyone a better look. “This here is an insect that was quite common a number of years ago, with a body that could rest on your fingertip. By all reports, they were common pests but nothing more than an inconvenience. Same goes with these guys.”

A picture of a spider appeared above Harlan, and it was enough to elicit a cacophony of disgust or displeasure from the crowd of students.

Harlan’s smile faded as he moved to the next picture. “So, we’ve just covered constructs, but now we’re talking about variables. That mosquito and spider are just two examples of insects that were native residents of our world that have been altered by essence over time. The good news is that they tend to reject the nature of our next category, and we can see them as our very disgusting allies in this war.”

Sal looked at the picture Harlan put up on the screen and saw a cloud of the mosquitos blanketed around a high-rise building. There was a reddish hue to the picture, and Sal guessed that it was taken through a portal.

Harlan continued as he clicked to the next photo, showing the same image of the blanket of darkness at a closer resolution.

“We call them swarms, and they’re a deadly force that should never be approached. Everything is a food source for them, and they don’t discriminate between friend or foe.” Harlan paused for a moment before chuckling. “Okay, there is one exception to this rule. If you see Swarm on your team, the Crawler guildmaster, then the blanket of death is very much on your side. Best to still be careful, though.”

“Someone can control all of that?” Barry whispered beside Sal with wide eyes as he shook his head in disbelief.

Harlan remained on that picture for a few more moments.

“Now, we’ve covered constructs, and you’ve just seen variables. We classify variables as known creatures that have been enhanced by essence. Be they insects or animals. It’s worth noting that many variables have been greatly enhanced or altered in the years since the portals have opened. Any knowledge you have of them from history lessons is likely no longer relevant.”

Harlan went to the next photo. “That common spider and mosquito, which would both have comfortably fit on your fingertip, are now larger than a human hand. Just as essence has given us abilities, it has done the same with the creatures around us.”

“I hate this,” Divinity whispered from the other side of Sal. Her knuckles were white as she gripped her knees tightly, the tablet resting on her lap shaking as a result. “They’re disgusting!”

Barry, who Sal had fully expected to mock Divinity, was equally as pale. “They all need to be killed with fire.”

Sal didn’t have the same visceral reaction as his two friends as he looked at the larger spider. Sure, it wasn’t easy to look at, but it didn’t look nearly as menacing as prowlers or hulkers.

Harlan stopped the presentation briefly, causing the hologram to disappear from view.

“Now, I should add some caveats. Variables are named as such because they have unpredictable behaviors. Some act like a hive-mind and follow a pattern, while others act independently. If it was as easy as categorizing each of them by their appearance, we’d be fine. But unfortunately, we don’t have that sort of luxury. There are spiders in the wild that set traps with their webs, terrifyingly strategic and patient… so always be wary when you come across them. It’s best to consider any threat as the worst-possible scenario.”

“Why did he say ‘when’?” Barry asked in a strained voice. “He means ‘if,’ right?”

Sal smiled as he offered his friend a slight shrug. “Still, they’re smaller than the other kinds of demons, so that’s something?”

Barry stared at Sal like he was crazy. “Which makes them harder to see! They could be anywhere—under your bed, hanging from the ceiling… waiting to ambush you at any time!”

That reasoning from Barry did not improve Divinity’s state in the slightest. She dry-heaved before immediately covering her mouth with her hand. “Please stop,” she managed to mumble, her voice the epitome of unease.

Sal wondered whether he was in the minority of people who weren’t fazed by this.

Harlan continued to the next picture. “Constructs and variables are done, so now we move onto what most people classify as demons. Breachers. These are entities that have entered our world through towers, dungeons, and portals. It could be argued that every dungeon starts with a portal, but that’s neither here nor there. For the purposes of this class, we’re talking about the entities that have come through that we know about.”

Sal looked at a close-up of the prowler hologram.

“This is a prowler,” Harlan began with a smile. “You might have noticed that the naming conventions use the agentive suffix, where we have verbs converting to nouns. Prowler, scuttler, thumper, voider, et cetera. Each of these originated by the characteristics of each breacher. Prowlers… prowl.” He chuckled at his own joke while looking at the crowd. “Now, what do we think scuttlers do?”

Sal heard the group of students answer in unison, but in tones that were devoid of mirth. They were likely still reeling from the spiders.

Harlan nodded as he clicked on the remote. “Now, there is an exhaustive list of the known breachers in your class materials, and I encourage you to look at each of them in detail. We’ll be getting into the behavioral patterns and analysis in a few hours, but for now, we’re focusing on the basics.

“Prowlers are powerful four-legged creatures that stalk their prey, act in packs, and are very intelligent. Voiders are humanoid with very weak bodies, but can teleport and carry out surprise attacks with deadly claws. Scuttlers are heavily armored, many-legged creatures with venomous bites and high mobility. Hulkers are varied in their composition, but typically made of high-durability materials. They are highly resistant to both physical- and essence-based attacks, and can deal a substantial amount of bludgeoning damage.”

Barry looked at Sal and Divinity with a curious expression. “Hey, are we supposed to be taking notes?”

Divinity shook her head and kept her attention on Harlan.

“Thumpers are absolute bastards to contend with,” Harlan added with an uncharacteristic expression of revulsion. “They’re up there with switchers.”

Neither of those terms were familiar to Sal, and judging from the expressions of many in the crowd, it was new to them, too.

“Thumpers use a gravitational style of essence, pressing down an invisible force on their opponents. To those with weak compositions, it can be a fatal unseen attack, accompanied by a sound of a thump. They have a reptilian appearance, covered in scales, and lurk within dark areas. We’ll get to them later.”

Harlan paused, taking a breath before clicking to the next photo. It was a surprising moment for everyone in the crowd as it was a picture of a group of Heroes standing side by side in celebration.

“Switchers,” Harlan spoke with a grimace fixed on his face, “can mimic their opponent. You might notice that one of those Heroes isn’t smiling.” Just when it looked like he was going to leave the implication there, he continued. “There are some telltale signs of switchers, and a lot of rumors about how to deal with them. Unfortunately, the Heroes in this picture didn’t know about them, and were subsequently killed. This is the true form of a switcher.”

The next picture showed a black mass of slime at the center of a decomposing human. There were too many hands, a lifeless face, and what looked like a leg connected by the slime.

Harlan’s tone was sharp as he continued. “We instruct our students and Heroes to use hand-signal language that has been designed to catch out switchers. Their Mimicry ability is terrifying to behold, and we have countless research papers on countermeasures for them.”

Sal stared at the screen in horror. An opponent that could assume the identity of one of his friends was one of the scariest things he had ever heard. Judging by the expressions of the crowd, he wasn’t alone in that thought.

Harlan closed off the hologram at that point and looked at the crowd. “Those are the breachers. And as much as I’d like to tell you that it gets better from here, I’m afraid that it only gets worse. Next, we’re going to talk about the evolved and elite variants of everything you’ve just heard about.”

“I hate this,” Barry breathed as he leaned back in his chair. “Are you sure they’re not trying to make us all give up on being Heroes?”


Chapter 43: Terminology

“So, what is an evolved? We determine an evolved as a construct, variable, or breacher that has been enhanced to an entirely new form or has additional capabilities. It’s outside of our normal designation, so we treat it akin to the apex of its species. There are so many different considerations to make when taking on an evolved, but we have documented some strategies for the ones we’ve encountered thus far.”

Harlan was back to his normal smiling demeanor. His obvious distaste for the switchers and thumpers no longer clouded his expression. “Elites are the undisputed apex predators. We treat evolved like they’re a potential elite, to be safe. When you face an elite, you’ll know all about it as they are vastly more calculating than their counterparts. Which brings us to the behaviors aspect of this class.”

Harlan paused as he looked at the crowd, his expression becoming a little more gentle as he smiled reassuringly at them.

“We’re doing this class in this manner because you’re all going to be entering a tower, and it’s not my job to scare the shit out of you before that. We’re not going to delve into the various evolved and the elites at this time, because they won’t be present in this encounter. There will be time in the future for us to go through them, as part of my actual curriculum, and not this crash course.

“That said, we can look at some of the variations that exist of the common creatures that you’re likely to encounter. An evolved leecher isn’t going to be the same threat as a prowler, as there are clear limitations in how strong they can get.” Harlan waved a hand and squinted his right eye. “I say that as a guarantee, because the evolutionary capability of these creatures is limited in the time period we’re talking about. Give them another five years, and our data will change. The next month? Not so much.”

Harlan interlocked his fingers and cupped his hands to hold the remote. “So, recap again… and forgive me for the repetition, but I want this drilled into your heads. By the end of this lesson, you’ll never collectively refer to our opponents as demons. You’ll know them as constructs, variables, breachers, evolved, and elites. The Hunter Bureau has tried to categorize them by threat level, and associated them with military ranks. The United Guilds Association, on the other hand, has tried to categorize them with more common vernacular, like bosses, alphas, mobs, and creeps. If I so much as hear one of those words come from your lips, I’ll be assigning extra homework until you can list off every known creature backward.”

Harlan’s smile vanished as he made that threat. Which told them that it wasn’t an idle one.

“The only terminology that I can’t argue with is a ‘commander.’ This is used to explain the creatures who display leadership capabilities over their weaker counterparts. We’ll use various scientific terminology and etymology when describing them, but don’t fall into bad habits. Each and every one of these entities is worthy of study and is a threat to you. Don’t grow complacent by thinking that it’s ‘only’ a leecher or a prowler.”

Sal couldn’t for the life of him ever imagine a day when he’d think lightly of prowlers. Leechers, on the other hand, seemed a little more realistic, as he had started getting the grasp of fighting them in the dungeon.

“So, the behavior piece. I said we’d be moving into that area next. Let’s talk about the most terrifying thing about our opponents. They’re learning, at a ridiculously fast pace. If we put their evolutionary capability to one side for a moment, and look at their hunting methods… you’ll see why their threat level is worthy of study.” Harlan got to his feet and clicked his remote, looking up at the same time as the other students to see the photo that filled the screen.

It showed a dark room, and looked to be captured from body cam footage of a raid. The room itself had a wooden floor, and decaying walls that were entombed in shadow.

“How many demons can you see in this picture?” Harlan gestured at it. “For those of you that can see one, raise your hands.”

Sal didn’t raise his hand. He frantically looked to every corner of the room. He couldn’t see a single thing that looked out of place. Both Barry and Divinity leaned forward in their chairs, also not raising a hand. In the crowd, only a few people ventured to place a hand in the air.

Harlan waited a few seconds before clicking the remote, showing the same picture with the darkness removed.

“You’ll notice that the prowler’s eyes don’t reflect light sources. There is no glassy effect, which makes them much harder to identify in low-light environments,” Harlan explained as he pointed at the ceiling of the room. “We’ll get to this in later classes of how you can determine its next movements based on that pose, but to quickly summarize what’s going on in this room, let’s break it down. The prowler is about to pounce and is waiting for its opportunity.”

Harlan turned to look at the crowd. “Let that sink in. It’s waiting for an opportunity. Patience is a dangerous behavior in an opponent. It shows calculation and a high form of intelligence.”

He pointed to a now illuminated corner of the room. “Look at the buildup of moss and mold in that corner. See the darkened streaks? Those are the telltale signs that a leecher has detached from its crust. You’ll learn in time how to identify little clues like this to predict the opponents in the vicinity.”

Harlan took a breath as he pointed back to the prowler. “Vicinity is a very important word, because a lot of these entities are territorial. Leechers will literally bump into a closed door until it finds an essence source to latch onto. Now, who can guess what happened to the leecher in this scenario? Where might it be lurking?”

When Harlan was met with blank faces, he chuckled.

“Well, you’ll get there eventually. I’ve just told you that leechers will try latching onto an essence source, and there’s one big source of essence clinging to the ceiling. Habitats are important to know and understand, but so are territories. A prowler will eradicate everything that it determines as a challenge to its den. Which is a nice way of saying anything that moves.

“The only way for these creatures to coexist is when they’re being commanded by a more powerful entity. Now, you’ve all seen that there is a single prowler in the room. What can we parse from that?”

It was a rhetorical question, but Harlan let the students think about it before giving them the answer.

“It means that it has been separated from its pack. Prowlers hunt in groups, and to find a single one means one of two things. A solo prowler could mean it’s the last survivor, but as we’ve already noted, it’s displaying a patient hunting technique.”

Harlan looked to see whether there were any who had connected the dots in the crowd, but smiled and shook his head like it was no big deal.

“From everything we know about them, there’s no way that it would be that composed if its entire pack had been killed. Which tells us that it’s definitely not alone in this building, and is instead acting as a lookout or a scout.” Harlan pointed to the top right corner of the room, which had a broken wall and collapsed section of the ceiling. “We see a smaller prowler watching from there. You can see a claw if you look very carefully, as they’re hoping to join the hunt.”

After a few moments of leaving the picture on the screen, Harlan clicked the remote to remove the holograms completely. He pocketed the small remote and looked at the crowd with a smile.

“I’d like you to now use your tablets to access the course materials I’ve prepared. You have some independent reading to do, and we’ll reconvene after I take a short break. I would encourage you to read through the recap of sections one through four. A small test will be carried out and then we’ll move onto the next part.”

With that said, Harlan excused himself from the stage, leaving all the students seated in the amphitheater in a state of shock. It took a few moments for the crowd to descend into a chaotic mess of panicked conversation.

Sal turned to talk to Divinity, but she was intently scrolling through the documentation on her tablet. With a glance at Barry, he saw the same thing. Sal sighed as he tapped his tablet and navigated to the course material. It was a lot more detailed than Harlan’s explanation, and showed graphics of anatomy, characteristics, and common observations. Although Sal wanted to move straight onto the prowler section, he followed the instructions and studied the terminology stuff first.

It went on like this for the next few hours: Harlan gave a brief presentation of facts and observations, then guided them to take mini-tests on the topics after they’d had time to read through the prepared documentation.

***

“You really think that’s going to give you an edge?” Barry asked dryly as he watched Sal place the visor over his face.

Sal nodded as he activated it. “There’s no chance of me remembering all of this. My brain started melting when going through the scientific terms, so I’d rather the visor saved me all the Deduction time.”

“Fancy way of cheating,” Divinity said in a miffed tone, which drew a look of disbelief from Barry.

“Really? Foresight gets a pass, but a visor is the step too far?” Barry’s tone was exasperated, but the smile on his face told he was only poking fun.

Sal pulled out his tablet and set it down in front of him. “I won’t use it for the tests, but only the reading parts. Sound fair?” He glanced at Divinity to see whether it was a good compromise, but Barry put a hand on his shoulder.

“Sal, I can tell you with absolute certainty that we don’t care if you wear the visor or not.” Barry looked at Divinity, who just smiled. With a nod, Barry looked at Sal and sighed. “Any chance you could do one with a blue visor instead? I’d settle for green.”

Sal snorted and shook his head. “Is this before or after I make the knife for you?”

Divinity leaned forward abruptly in her seat to stare at Barry. “A knife? You can’t use knives. Why are you requesting something like that?”

Barry stared at her, a little hesitant as he responded. “I can learn how to use them… Why? Is there something I’m better suited for? You’d save him a lot of time in the workshop if you gave us the answers.”

Divinity shook her head and waved her hand like it was nothing. “Suit yourself. I’ve just never seen you with a weapon in any of my visions, so I just guessed you didn’t use them.”

She thought about it for a moment and then smiled. “Actually, I’ve never really seen you use your powers in any of my visions, so I don’t really think I could advise on what works best for you.”

Barry stared at her for a few moments before shrugging it off. “Makes sense. If I’m making illusions, you’re likely unable to identify them in your visions. That’s my best guess on why you thought I never used my ability during my entire time at Quest Academy.”

Sal cocked an eyebrow. “Does that mean you’re going to conceal a knife with an illusion?”

Barry nodded. “Yep… keep my opponents guessing. One of the knives will be real, and the others will be illusions. That would make anyone think they’re going insane.”

Divinity shook her head. “But you’d only be able to use it once. Better make sure the attack counts.”

Sal smiled as he shook his head. “I’m designing one he can control the trajectory of, and recall it back to himself. I’ve been playing with the idea of making multiple blades so he’d have more options for combat, similar to the way I’ve got different bullets for the revolver.”

Barry’s face lit up as he grasped Sal’s arm with both hands. “Have I told you lately that you’re my best friend? I never actually wanted a visor, so just please focus all your efforts on the knife project.”

Divinity shook her head with a smile, while Sal laughed. Just as she was about to say something, Harlan reappeared on the stage with a smile, and a glass of water in his hand.

“I hope you all had a good lunch. We’re going to be taking this up a notch for the rest of the afternoon.” He pulled the remote from his pocket and clicked it. “Differentiation of power. How do we best determine the threat level of our opponents? When two leechers look the same, how can you calculate which one should be targeted as a priority? That’s what we’re going to be discussing now. You’re going to learn the different levels, and how to identify them.”

A picture burst to life on the screen, showing five leechers side by side. At first glance, they looked similar, but Sal’s visor started to point out little details on each of the pictures and categorized them by threat level. Each highlight gave him context that he was able to read immediately.

He smiled as Harlan continued.

“I don’t expect you to count their teeth or measure their vines in the middle of combat, but you can tell a number of factors with a single glance. Speed of movement is a massive indicator of how dangerous these creatures are, but what do you look for when they’re not moving? Any takers?” Harlan asked the crowd as he paused for a moment.

“Discoloration.” Sal breathed the word in a quiet voice as his visor showed him what to look for.

Barry looked at Sal before shooting his hand straight up into the air. “It’s probably the discoloration?” He spoke loud enough for it to reach Harlan’s ears.

Each of Harlan’s questions had been rhetorical in nature, and few had ventured to give answers throughout the morning. So Barry’s action was met with a lot of surprise, from both the students and the professor on stage.

Harlan’s face broke into a wide smile as he nodded excitedly. “Excellent observation, Mr. Francis!”


Chapter 44: Promises

Sal could see in real time as his results were calculated. The visor had been a massive help for breaking down the relevant information from the weighty texts and highlighting what he needed to remember. Sal had picked it up from his room during the lunch hour after they had covered the fourth section, and the dramatic uplift in results was very much down to its influence.

	Course Material: Demonic Behavior & Analysis	Mark	Grade	Notes
	Section 1: Introduction to Demonic Entities	19/25	C	Good
	Section 2: Basic Leecher Profiling	15/25	D-	Needs Work
	Section 3: Basic Prowler Profiling	18/25	C-	Good
	Section 4: Introduction to Evolved & Elites	18/25	C-	Good
	Section 5: Introduction to Demonic Behavior	22/25	B+	Great
	Section 6: Introduction to Demonic Analysis	24/25	A	Excellent
	Section 7: Introduction to Demonic Countermeasures	25/25	A+	Perfect
	Section 8: Introduction to Territories and Habitats	25/25	A+	Perfect
	Overall Score:
	166/200	B	Very Good


He was happy with the result, but kept an eye on leecher profiling as a category. Sal promised himself that he’d look over those materials again in the evening so he wouldn’t make any stupid mistakes in the tower. On both sides of him, Barry and Divinity had managed to score quite high in their tests, with Barry actually getting the higher result out of the three of them.

As his visor absorbed information throughout the entire seminar, Sal found himself moving some of the Analysis sections around to highlight the more relevant stuff. For example, it was defaulting to Roman numerals for a lot of the sections and he wanted to have a more precise calculation. He didn’t know whether those details were rounded up or down, and that was a problem.

“Now, before you all run off to your dorms. I’d like to remind you that we’ll be back here tomorrow morning at the same time, and joined with Professors Alastair Maxwell and Beck Syme,” Harlan called to get their attention as the students compared their test results with each other. “You’ll be briefed on Tactics and Analysis in much better detail than what we covered today. There will also be an opportunity for you to retake the tests from today to improve on your scores, so don’t forget to review what you’ve learned.”

With that, he pocketed his remote and picked up the empty glass from the podium before walking off the stage.

Barry let out an explosive sigh as he slumped back into his chair. “So, do you guys need a little study group or something to get your grades up?” The shit-eating grin was back on his face as he gestured vaguely at their tablets. “I’d be happy to pause my training routine to get you up to speed, since I don’t want you falling too far behind me.”

“Are you sure you didn’t just get a bumped score for class participation?” Divinity gave him the side-eye with a playful scowl. “Discoloration? Really?”

Barry shrugged in a noncommittal way as he propped himself back up in his seat and looked at Divinity. “Since I’ve got no way to know if I’m going to get into the Saviors with you two, I’ve got no choice.” He lifted his tablet and waved it at her with a grin. “Need to use my massive brain for academics. Feels like such a waste.”

Sal chuckled as he leaned back so he could watch the two of them bicker. After a few moments, he looked around in his seat to see all the other students in the amphitheater. Erika was nowhere to be seen, but Gallant stuck out like a sore thumb as he waved from the opposite side of the stage. It was a little disconcerting that Gallant reacted in the exact moment that Sal made eye contact with him.

“Looks like you made a new friend,” Barry remarked with a raised eyebrow. “Someone from your team?”

“That’s Gallant, the former Super Rookie,” Sal answered, as though it were obvious. “Don’t you recognize him?”

Barry squinted before letting out a sigh. “Man, he really grew up. Has much less of a punchable face these days.”

“Not a fan?” Divinity asked curiously.

Barry smiled. “Massive fan, actually. When you’re the same age as the Super Rookie, there are bound to be comparisons thrown around. I admired him for taking on so many dungeons from a young age, but hated how he was constantly touted as the Savior of Humanity.”

Sal nodded. “They were pretty damn aggressive with that marketing. What was that shitty slogan they had on the commercials? ‘Is there nothing he can’t do?’”

Divinity frowned. “Ugh, I almost forgot about those. Can’t imagine it was easy growing up in that sort of environment. I feel sorry for the guy.”

“Same,” Barry answered before letting out a sigh, turning in his seat to look at Sal. “So, guessing you’re trying to fix his power? Come up with anything cool?”

Sal shook his head. “There’s a temporary solution that we can use for the tower. Alex in the workshop has an ability called Alchemize and it lets him make elixirs. There’s an elixir for mastery which should give Gallant control over his ability for a short while.”

Barry tilted his head. “Half expected you to build him a mechanical suit or something so he could punch through buildings.” He laughed at the thought of it. “You could always give him the power gauntlets that we used in the tournament. He’d probably kill everything with just one of them.”

Sal laughed before dismissing the thought. “Nah, I’m letting Jack and Anthony use those to give them as much chance as possible in the tower. Blathnaid has them too, I think?”

Divinity snorted, which drew the attention of both Sal and Barry. She looked at them as if they were crazy. “Blathnaid doesn’t need help… Trust me.”

“You know, the vague comments stopped being cute weeks ago. Just tell us,” Barry insisted in a deadpan voice. “Is that Darren guy on her team that good?”

Just as Sal was about to interject with what he knew about Darren, Divinity laughed.

“Let’s just say that I’m more worried about facing off against Blathnaid in the inter-cohort tournament than I am about most of the Offenses in the other cohorts.” Divinity smiled sweetly. “Sound clear enough, or should I add more mystique?”

Barry frowned as he looked at Sal for backup. “She has a Construct skill, though. Right?”

Sal nodded in agreement. He knew that Blathnaid was capable of handling herself and was an incredibly hard worker, but it didn’t make sense that she would be on the same level as the other Offenses. Hell, Gerard Kilsee’s team had been made up of Offenses almost exclusively and had a massive amount of firepower.

Divinity just sighed as she waved a hand. “Fine, don’t believe me if you want. I’m just saying that she’s turned into a powerhouse since the excursion, and the culprit for that change is sitting beside you.”

Sal raised his hands up defensively and looked at Divinity. “Hey, Upgrade asked me to. I know she’s able to make things if she has the materials, but not sure how that translates into Offensive capability.”

“Her outfit,” Divinity stated, as though it were obvious. “She’s good at hand-to-hand combat from our training, and now she’s able to take on close-quarters opponents. Combine that with her making defensive fortifications, and you have an all-rounder.”

Sal blinked. He hadn’t considered that her Hunter trench outfit would be that useful, but it made sense. If Divinity was saying it, then it meant there was a possibility of it being a true future. Did that mean that Chatfield was right about equipping students with better equipment?

“You thought I was talking about what you did with her weave?” Divinity asked coyly. “Nope. The dramatic improvement is down to the gear she’s wearing.”

“Speaking of all-rounders,” Barry interjected as he smiled at Sal. “Have you given any thought to what ability you’re going to take when you get into the Saviors class?”

Sal tried to give him a noncommittal shrug, but it clearly wasn’t enough for the illusionist.

Barry’s smile grew wider. “You’re holding out on us. You’re able to pretty much take any ability, so I’m sure that you’ve been thinking about it for a while.”

“He can’t take just any ability.” Divinity corrected Barry with a stern look, before catching herself and shooting Sal an apologetic look.

Sal laughed and spread his hands. “Honestly, I’ve no idea. I tried making a new weave that would give me some Offensive capabilities, but turns out that my profile isn’t compatible with it. It’s hard to explain, but each of us have a synchronization rate with ability weaves, and a lot of it is determined with how many essence gates we have access to.” Sal tapped his chest with his right hand. “Like, Darren Lenihan’s ability is similar to Vanessa and Lucia’s. Configuration, a Body Manipulation ability, I can’t work on at all because the simulation equipment isn’t able to handle it.”

“Why not? Is it too strong or something?” Barry asked out of genuine curiosity.

Sal bit his lip before shaking his head slightly. “No. Appraisal, Restoration, Mythcrafter, and Skill Master all use my eyes or hands, or a combination of both. Configuration uses a weave spread throughout the entire body, which lets them change their muscle composition. Even if I used my Skill Master ability to copy a weave like that, it would break my body.”

Divinity gave Sal a quick look before pausing and looking away, uncomfortably.

“Say it,” Sal muttered with a sigh. “I’m not annoyed when you look into the future for me.” He tried to be as reassuring as possible with his words, but wanted to convey how he was feeling. “I just don’t want you answering all my problems before I even know they exist.”

“Ha!” Barry barked a laugh as he looked between the two of them. “Are you serious? Why don’t you just make a new rule of it, where Divinity only tells you things that will either help you, or stop you from making terrible mistakes?”

Sal shot him a withering look. “Because not everything Divinity sees is correct. We’ve had a few instances of her having visions without context, like when I was in the dungeon with Chatfield and Upgrade, and she only saw me being attacked by leechers.”

Barry’s laugh died in his throat as he looked between them. “Okay, yeah… that sounds pretty shit.” He awkwardly smiled and tried to give a reassuring shrug. “Well, it’s a good thing you’re incredibly stubborn. It’s more likely that you’ll just do the opposite of what she says, anyway?”

Divinity smiled at that and gave Sal a guilty smile. “He does have a point.”

A smile tugged at Sal’s lips as he threw up his hands in defeat. “Fine. But if I stay awake all night imagining myself swinging from buildings with that new coat, it’s on you. Okay?”

Divinity grinned. “Deal.”

Barry interlocked his fingers as he leaned back with a sage smile. “My work here is done.”

Divinity rolled her eyes as she smiled at Sal. “We didn’t really get a chance to talk about your interaction with Erika at the train station.”

Sal frowned. “I thought you were going to tell me something about the tower or Gallant?”

“Yeah, I’m not missing Erika gossip.” Barry laughed as he sat up straight in his seat and made a show of leaning in closer.

Divinity’s smile faltered. “I told you before that there were a few visions I had of a distant future, where you make certain choices… that I massively disapprove of.” She kept her words vague as she glanced around the amphitheater, which was emptying out at a rapid pace.

Barry leaned his chin on a palm and stared at Divinity. “Do you even know how to gossip?”

Divinity ignored him and looked at Sal. “You know… the one with the portal, and stuff like that?”

Sal nodded and didn’t elaborate, much to Barry’s annoyance.

Divinity gave a faint smile. “Well, there’s another bad future that I saw. Where you took Erika’s advice and immediately started clearing dungeons with Gallant, going on every outing and making an entire database of abilities to copy and use, from every Hero and Hunter you meet.”

Barry blinked as he stared at Sal with a grin. “Not going to lie, that sounds pretty sick.” He looked at Divinity. “Does that future have Sal moving into the Offense class?”

Divinity shook her head. “No, it has him going blind.” Her voice cracked as she continued to look at Barry, as though she were avoiding looking at Sal directly.

“Mythcrafter is already beyond Sal’s current synchronization rate, and adding new weaves on top of that overloads his eyes. He’s been fine for now because people have been healing them every couple of weeks. Rochelle and Doctor Bob in the Doom Society.”

Sal inhaled sharply, but Divinity rushed to reassure him in a panicked voice.

“But in that vision, you don’t have the visor, or you don’t use it. You also don’t talk to me or Barry anymore, because we’re in the Controller class. So, it’s a really unlikely future.”

Barry’s eyes widened as he looked at Sal in disbelief. “You think we become Bastion people?” He blinked for a second and took a breath before smiling. “I mean, does this future you, that you know nothing about… think that we become Bastion sympathizers?”

“If it’s an unlikely future, why even tell me?” Sal asked in a strained voice.

The concept of losing his eyesight was absolutely terrifying, and all the little comments from people about the damage done to his eyes started to worry him. He wasn’t annoyed at Divinity because he knew she wasn’t happy about telling him this, but he was curious to know why she was telling him at all.

Divinity sighed as she looked between Barry and Sal. “Because you dwell on things. It might not be today, or tomorrow, but every so often you will think about Erika’s words and whether she was right. I’m telling you now that if you went to the front lines and started replicating people’s abilities, you’ll get hurt.”

“So, if I use my powers, I essentially die?” Sal laughed as he stared straight forward, not sure how he should process the information.

“Not at all!” Divinity exclaimed in a panicked voice. “You still craft things by using a blend of Barry’s illusion ability and Mythcrafter, but your eyesight is effectively destroyed. It’s only one future, and there are others where your body adjusts to the powers and your eyes are fine. The bad vision is only—”

“Phrasing,” Barry pointed out with a fake wince. “Can you say something other than bad vision? It’s a little insensitive.” He was smiling the whole time, and it managed to get a chuckle out of Sal.

Divinity glared at him before shaking her head.

“If you end up listening to Erika and heed her goading, then you’ll get hurt.” She turned her attention to Sal and gave him an apologetic look. “I’m sorry for telling you, but it was a really tough vision for me to see.”

Sal smiled as he met her gaze. “Don’t apologize. Thank you for telling me. It’s scary to think that I might lose my eyes in the future, but it’s also good to know that my resolve from a week ago was able to carry me through a series of dungeons with Gallant. It probably sounds stupid, but I’m happy to know that there’s a version of me that isn’t completely useless in battle.”

Divinity’s face darkened. “Never say that again, Sal.” Her fists clenched as she stared directly at him. “If you saw a sliver of the shit I’ve seen, you’d know how ridiculous those words are.”

Barry clapped his hands together. “Okay, you may be shit at gossip. But you’re unparalleled when it comes to being vague.”

Divinity sighed and crossed her arms. “Really, there are so many visions I could reference that would blow your mind. It’s unfair, though, because they could end up influencing you down the wrong path. In many visions, you often go down the route of self-sacrifice, which I hate, and hope you’ll never do.” She stared off into the distance as though weighing her words, before shaking her head. “No, there’s none I can show you that you won’t pick apart for clues.”

Sal laughed as he shrugged. “Self-sacrifice doesn’t really sound like an ideal way to go.” He gave Divinity a playful nudge with his elbow. “Don’t worry, though. I’m not going to run off into any portals any time soon.”

Barry gaped at him. “Wait, that’s the cryptic thing about a portal? You run into one… willingly!”

Divinity remained quiet as she looked at Sal with a resolute expression. After a few moments, she broke and finally spoke.

“Just promise me that you won’t let Erika’s words get to you, okay? There are too many outcomes where you hurt yourself to prove her wrong.”

Barry looked as if he wanted to make a quip at Divinity’s expense, but stopped when he caught the serious look on her face. He retreated back slightly from his leaning position in the chair.

Sal met Divinity’s gaze and shook his head slightly. “I can’t just promise that and make it go away. I agree with a lot of what she said, and don’t know that I can let it go that easily.” When he saw her expression darken, he added quickly added a little more context. “I mean, I won’t know what situations will arise in the future. I might need to risk myself and use my ability like Erika suggested. I don’t want to make a promise to you that I can’t keep.”

Divinity sighed in defeat as she grabbed her tablet and got to her feet. She paused as she looked at them with a fake smile. “The worst thing about my ability is that I see far too many outcomes. I want to push you toward the good path, but I’m constantly reminded that some things are destined to move a certain way. Just remember what I said, and be true to yourself. Okay?”

Barry quietly pointed at himself and raised an eyebrow, but Divinity rolled her eyes and walked away, leaving the two of them to sit in the amphitheater with the remainder of the first-year cohorts.

Sal exhaled slowly and looked at Barry for reassurance. “Should I have just promised?”

Barry shook his head as he watched Divinity walk away in the distance. “No. You can’t live your life worrying about making the right or wrong choices. All you can do is what feels right in the moment, and deal with the consequences when they come up.” He picked up his own tablet and got to his feet with a stretch and a yawn. “She’s far too wrapped up in potential outcomes that she tends to steamroll your actions. Take the useful information and leave it at that.”

Sal chuckled. “Pragmatic and useful advice, from Barry Francis?”

Barry shrugged as he handed Sal the tablet resting on his knees. “What you should be taking from this conversation is that there is a future that Divinity wants to show you, but is scared that it might not come true. That’s why she’s worried about you finding clues that might screw it up.” He winked at Sal and gestured for him to get to his feet. “You need to read between the lines a little better. There’s an exciting future awaiting you, and Divinity is dead set on seeing you reach it.”


Chapter 45: Bazaar

After chatting with Barry for a while at the amphitheater, Sal decided to go back to his dorm to do some study on the leecher profile section. It would be pretty fast work with the visor, but it still left him with a good few hours to kill before he’d need to go to sleep. If Harlan’s classes were anything to go by, then the addition of Alastair Maxwell and Beck Syme would be just as grueling. That said, it would be interesting to finally hear from the Analysis professor, and Sal was more than a little curious to know more about Tactics as a subject.

Despite his best intentions of heading straight to the dorm, Sal took the long route, via the workshop. Even though it was in a separate tower, that didn’t dissuade Sal in the slightest. He told himself he was only going to say hello to Upgrade and the others, and to pick up some blueprint sheets for ideation. Sal had been playing around with the idea of Barry’s dagger for long enough that it had blended into a completely new concept that went far beyond the requirements he had set.

He also wanted to play around a bit with the design of the crown of thorns that Divinity had picked out at the end of the tournament. It would likely look comical in combination with the moonsilver monocle that he had Crafted, but that would be a Divinity problem, not his. He chuckled at the thought of it as he walked through the near-empty corridor.

As Sal scrolled through his tablet, checking on messages, a force hit his shoulder that almost knocked him off-balance. It wasn’t perceived as an attack, thankfully, so the shirt didn’t activate. When he looked up, he saw two students running past him, with one calling back with an apology. Both had black uniforms with purple shoulders.

“What the hell?” Sal muttered as they ran off toward the workshop in the distance. Rubbing his shoulder, he pocketed the tablet and followed after them, curious as to what caused the rushing.

To his surprise, he heard the workshop before he even got close to the doors. It was a cacophony of excited voices raised at various levels. Surely it wasn’t a resurgence of interest in the Legendary-grade coat that Upgrade and Blathnaid had made?

When the door opened in front of him, Sal was met with a bizarre sight of all the workshop tables pushed to the edges of the floor and joined together. Each of them were adorned with a wide array of both completed and half-finished crafting projects, with students milling around them. Small notes were attached under each of the items, and Sal had to slow his stride to take a closer look.

The one closest to the door was a familiar chest plate of scale armor, with each individual scale holding a tiny, inscribed rune. Although it looked visually impressive, the Appraisal was able to see how fundamentally flawed it was. There were so many little inefficiencies, including a number of defective scales as well as weaknesses in the attachments. It would likely break apart or shatter with just a few hits. His eyes fell down to the note attached to it, and he had to stop himself from scoffing aloud.

	Titan Chest Plate	Not Appraised	Uncommon to Rare	320 Q-Cred Reserve


Clearly the Crafter who created it had intended on duping someone with more Q-Cred than sense. There was no way that it was worth the requested reserve price, and it was barely classified as an Uncommon grade at best. Sal moved along to the next entry, his Mythcrafter ability kicking in to do a quick Appraisal. It felt like a waste, but Sal logged each of the crafted pieces as blueprint designs. His visor recorded each of them, and before it had time to suggest a way to improve on the design, he’d move on to the next one.

	Paladin Pauldron	Not Appraised	Uncommon to Rare	310 Q-Cred Reserve


“You’ve got to be kidding me…” Sal breathed as he looked at the pauldron on display with a shake of his head.

It wasn’t even Common grade, and didn’t have a trace of essence in any of its construction. The design was misshapen, with countless mistakes throughout. It was essentially a glove with metal plates, attached to a bracer, that was attached to a shoulder piece. His visor was at a loss of how to improve on the design because there was so little to work with. Instead, it just showed him how to construct vambraces that looked to be closer to the intended result.

“An absolute bargain, isn’t it?” a voice answered his incredulity with a laugh. “You’re a first-year? I’d be able to sell this to you at the reserve price if you make a quick decision. Otherwise, it’ll be off to auction.”

Sal turned around to see a sandy-haired student with an easygoing smile. He was a second- or third-year by the look of his uniform, and based on how quickly he rushed to Sal’s side, he was eager to make a speedy sale.

Sal shook his head. “No, I’m all good… thank you.” He gestured at the other stands that stretched across the rest of the workshop. “I’m just browsing for the minute, so not really in a position to make any choices just yet.”

The sandy-haired boy opened his mouth to insist, but Sal raised his hand and shook his head before moving on to the next table. It was a little rude, but he didn’t want to get trapped by someone hawking crap gear.

Each of the next five tables had similar quality goods, with all of them claiming to be close to Rare in quality, but all of them being a great magnitude away from those claims. There wasn’t a single evolutionary rune in sight, and the build quality was quite low. The only ones that Sal had any sympathy for were the items that were labeled as failed crafts, that were on sale at material cost. Although he could buy them up and Restore them, it wasn’t worth the effort for the materials on offer.

Sal walked around for about ten minutes, wondering how the Crafters could sell their goods at such high prices, while intentionally misleading buyers. Just as he was losing all hope of finding anything useful, Sal came across what looked like a backpack with a set of folded tubes at its side. It was an incomplete project and labeled as a failed craft, but Sal didn’t pay attention to the note on offer. Mythcrafter recognized exactly what the Crafter had been attempting, and it was something quite spectacular.

	Valkyrie MK4 Replica	Not Appraised	Incomplete	620 Q-Cred Reserve


In Sal’s eyes, he could see the possible corrections to the piece of gear, and its full potential blossomed out in front of him. The Valkyrie MK4 was an exoskeleton with wing attachments for flight. Unfortunately, the replica didn’t manage to capture either of those qualities, and instead it was just a backpack and a frame for what could have been the wings. With a closer look, Sal saw that the tubes were supposed to generate wings made of essence, but there was far too much instability and nowhere near enough base power. It was an ambitious project, but had ultimately failed.

Sal stayed at that stand for a while, just staring at the replica as he weighed up the pros and cons of buying it. He was confident that he’d be able to fix it up, but the real question was how much it would cost for the materials to make the wings. It would be much cheaper to actually create the wings rather than relying on essence to construct them. He’d save a chunk of Q-Cred on the cores, but would need to find a way to give it the Flight ability. In the back of his head, he thought about the wing suit for Divinity. Her expression when she saw the angelic wings that were tied to the ultimate version of her ability. Sal wanted her to have the ability to fly like she had in Barry’s illusions.

After a few more moments, Sal put in a bid at ten Q-Cred over the asking price. He made a note of it on a tablet resting beneath the replica. A quick sync of his Q-Card registered his interest, and he was free to look at the other exhibits on offer. The closer he got to the center of the workshop, the more crowded the space was, with many students shouting numbers at each other like a frantic auction house. It was unruly and all over the place, but Sal didn’t expect anything different.

His eyes flitted over the different gear pieces, and he ignored the majority of them. Swords, shields, boots, and an array of gloves were being offered at exorbitantly high prices. It was a good lesson in economics, because Sal was learning very quickly just how dire the quality was of the available gear in the academy. He felt a greater appreciation for Chatfield’s plan to improve the prospects of the Crafters, especially if it lifted the baseline for what was considered decent.

The deeper he moved into the crowd, the better the quality of equipment. It was a relief to see that the Crafters at least had a decent eye for what was well-made by others. Sal saw a collection of cloaks and capes that had a series of designs available. The clamoring was a very good reminder to Sal that well-designed gear that was aesthetically appealing had a high chance of drawing buyers. None of them really caught his interest all that much, but he smiled as he moved away from the packed table, curious to know what the next one contained.

Sal stopped abruptly as he looked down at a tiny little drone that hovered around in a circle at the center of the display workbench. It was like a small circular construct the same size as his closed fist, encased in a rotating discus that kept the device afloat. It didn’t look like it had any combat capabilities, or any sort of functionality outside of hovering, but it was somewhat hypnotic to behold.

	Hover Bot	Not Appraised	Uncommon	60 Q-Cred a Unit


There was no reasonable purpose of the device, and Sal realized after a quick Appraisal that it was just a decorative piece, like art. Mythcrafter didn’t really know what to make of it either, as the build quality was practically perfect for what it was. Upgrading it served no purpose unless the design was to change completely. Sal played a little with the Mythcrafter ability and decided to imagine the small drone in a much larger frame, with the rotating ring acting like a blade.

Mythcrafter burst to life as it took the concept and expanded on it in multiple directions. Rather than reverse engineering, Mythcrafter showed an evolutionary path through the different grades, with the little drone becoming increasingly more menacing with each stage. All sorts of calculations were being made, with the drone requiring an absorption rune and a greater core. The blades were getting more vicious in design, with jagged edges and even some lasers?

Sal laughed as he went through the plans, wondering whether an evolutionary rune would benefit it. Mythcrafter obliged and showed him that it would require either a control device or to have protocols in place. Reams of information started to appear, showing Sal how much he’d need to upgrade the “brain” of the hover bot to make it a combat drone.

It was a fun way to brainstorm, and Sal put in a bid on the little hover bot. He was delighted to see that the cost was fixed, and the Crafter who made it had a ready supply of them. Even though it wasn’t particularly useful in its current state, and it was priced a little more than the cost of the materials, Sal was delighted with the purchase.

Just as he reached the largest of the display cases, he saw an item that everyone was fighting over. It was clearly made by someone who knew what they were doing, and Sal didn’t even need to Appraise it to know he was looking at something better than a Rare.

	Name	Vengeful Triple-Curve Plate
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	1 month
	Grade	Epic
	Materials	Enhanced Void Steel | Infused Epicrafter Essence | Hulker Core
	Attributes	Untouchable: Repels incoming attacks.
Condense: Stacks repelled attack damage into kinetic energy.
Riposte: Blasts kinetic energy to nearest attacker.
Adrenaline: Shirt abilities are always active.

	Abilities	Untouchable | Condense | Riposte | Adrenaline
	Power Source
	Internal Essence
	Evolution	No
	Quality	Perfect
	Condition	100%
	Value	Est. $95,000.00 — $120,000.00


Sal looked to the right of the impressive chest piece and saw the other item that everyone was shouting about. It was an understandable pain point as both items were part of a set. The fact that they were made by someone in the workshop made Sal very happy. It meant there was an Epicrafter among their ranks, and apparently someone who knew how to make great gear.

	Name	Vengeful Vambraces (2/2)
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	4 months
	Grade	Epic (Lower)
	Materials	Enhanced Void Steel | Infused Epicrafter Essence | Voider Bone
	Attributes	Materialize: Shape internal essence into an array of weaponry.
Attune: Wielder can control trajectory of essence-based constructs.
Recharge: Vambraces use a customizable portion of internal essence to amplify materialized weapon damage.
Synergy: Abilities are shared among set items.

	Abilities	Materialize | Attune | Recharge | Synergy
	Power Source	Internal Essence
	Evolution	No
	Quality	Perfect
	Condition	100%
	Value	Est. $62,000.00 — $85,000.00


Sal’s gaze latched onto the attributes for the vambraces. They were the perfect combination for Barry’s knife concept. Rather than just giving him a knife, he’d be able to give him equipment that could generate multiple weapons and allow him to control their trajectory. The real question was whether Sal could make something at the same caliber as the items in front of him. His gaze dropped to the price and it caused him to wince ever so slightly.

	Vengeful Vambraces & Plate
	Appraised	Epic	3,600 Q-Cred Reserve


Sal sighed as he withdrew his Q-Card and tapped it against the tablet at the base of the vengeful sets. What was the point in having Q-Cred if he wasn’t going to spend it? The other excuse he told himself was that he could likely upgrade the set in the future and sell them at an even higher price.

“He better be grateful,” Sal muttered as he looked at the set again.

In the back of his head, he promised himself that he’d not go crazy and wouldn’t buy anything else other than the little hover bot and the vengeful set.


Chapter 46: Payments

Sal stared down at his tablet in confusion. He was currently sitting in the private room in the workshop, as it was the only place he could go to escape the clamoring crowds of students. By talking with a few people, he had learned that the market was an occurrence that happened toward the end of each semester. This one in particular was busy because students were selling their crafts to earn some funds in preparation of the licensing exams and evaluations. There had been a lot of fearmongering from the students that the Credit floor would have limited supply of materials as the evaluations got closer. Apparently it was normal for the wealthier students to stockpile the materials they wanted, which drove up prices.

What was causing him the confusion was his Q-Card balance. He knew that he had been sitting on a nice chunk of Q-Cred from the Appraisals and the payment for the rifle. The blueprints for the evolutionary armor had also netted him a nice surplus, but it didn’t come close to the number he was looking at.

	Q-Cred	19,892


Sal was looking at his balance to justify his spending on the vengeful set, but the balance was after he had dropped close to five thousand Q-Cred on the Valkyrie replica and the armor. He went into the transactions section and started to scroll through the sales of the blueprints, looking for the cause of the sudden increase. It didn’t take him long to find it.

	Skill Weave Grade Improvement	250 Q-Cred
	Skill Weave Grade Improvement	500 Q-Cred
	New Skill Evolution Created
	750 Q-Cred
	New Skill Weave Created	1,400 Q-Cred
	Skill Weave Grade Improvement	500 Q-Cred
	Skill Weave: Fully Mapped	1,250 Q-Cred


Sal stared at the entries for a few moments before clicking into them for more context. He specifically went to the last one that was listed as fully mapped.

	Repair	Grades 1-12	250 Q-Cred (New High)
	Assembly	Grades 8-16	250 Q-Cred (New High)
	Fabricate	Grades 12-20	250 Q-Cred (New High)
	Customize	Grades 18-24	500 Q-Cred (Newly Registered)


Looking at the bottom of that list, Sal was confused. He had received five hundred Q-Cred for the newly registered Customize ability, but an earlier entry gave him nearly three times that amount for creating a new weave. He clicked on the entry that had netted him fourteen hundred Q-Cred for more context, and smiled when he saw the answer.

	Dominion
	Grade 20	0 Compatible Users	0 x 200 Q-Cred
	Customize	Grade 20	7 Compatible Users	7 x 200 Q-Cred


So not only was he getting a bonus for creating new Skill Weaves, but he got Q-Cred for the number of users who had a synchronicity with them. Sal went through the list and saw that all his creations and efforts with the simulation orb had been rewarded by Quest Academy. It was quite surreal to see how much they had given him. It was a fee on par with high-level Appraisals, and was an incredibly lucrative deal for him. He wondered whether Divinity was charging the Doom Council for her visions. Judging by her account balance, the answer was no, but he hoped she was getting rewarded for it.

He spent the next few minutes going through the different entries and checking to see the fees he received for the work. It was enough to make him want to immediately launch the simulation orb again and start earning more, but he refrained. Classes were back, and the tower was going to be happening in a few days. He needed to be smart with his time, and buying up pieces of equipment that he could improve later was a good investment, in his eyes. He couldn’t wait to see Barry’s reaction when he gave the equipment to him. It would hopefully be enough to sway Barry across to whatever guild Sal decided to create in the future.

Another factor that Sal had come across was the exchange rate. He had been curious for a while how Q-Cred related to currencies outside of the academy. Although it didn’t matter to him because Q-Cred was accepted practically everywhere, he still wanted to know. His Appraisal of the vengeful set had valued the items as anywhere between a hundred and fifty thousand dollars to two hundred thousand. He had purchased them with three thousand and six hundred Q-Cred. Which would put each Q-Cred roughly between forty-five and fifty-five dollars. Splitting it in the middle, he estimated that each Q-Cred was around fifty dollars.

Sal looked up from his tablet and stared at the wall. “How much have I been spending on coffee?”

The realization hit him hard. He immediately pushed the thought away, and instead looked at his remaining balance. It wasn’t even that hard of a calculation to see that his Q-Cred account was roughly worth a million dollars. Masterclasses that cost three thousand, were a hundred and fifty thousand dollars to attend. Setting up a guild was close to half a million. It was starting to make sense, and Sal had a better appreciation of how much he was being rewarded for his efforts. Appraisal was a lucrative career, as was Crafting. Yet, the Skill Master ability might be the best method for him to earn a fortune.

He couldn’t be complacent, though. His first time looking at the Credit Store had shown him that there were dormitory upgrade packages that cost five thousand Q-Cred a month. A quarter of a million dollars for a dorm… meant that there were students who could afford it comfortably, so he still had a long way to go if he ever wanted to be able to justify that sort of expense.

Even though his focus at the moment wasn’t Crafting, the words of the students had worried him a bit. If there was going to be a materials shortage, he didn’t want to fall victim to it and get caught out. Surely he’d be able to use the Scavenger Network to buy them, but he didn’t want to take the chance. With a sigh, he looked back at his tablet and navigated to his messages section. He sent off a quick message to Vanessa to ask her for advice on whether he should buy up materials or hold off on it.

With that done, Sal got to his feet and adjusted his visor. There were still some stalls to see in the workshop and he hoped that the lines had somewhat died down. Even though he told himself he wasn’t going to buy anything, he had still secured the Valkyrie and vengeful sets. It worried him a little how he was most excited to work on the hover bot, which was little more than a trinket.

***

“Is this some sort of elaborate joke?” Barry asked cautiously as he looked between the vengeful armor set and Sal. “Because, if it is… it’s working.” He placed a hand on the chest plate and frowned at it intently.

“Something the matter?” Sal asked as he tried to read Barry’s expression.

He had taken the newly bought gear to the same training area they had used for their formation drills. When he unveiled it for Barry, who had been expecting a knife, the reaction had been quite mixed.

Barry shook his head as he stepped back from it. “I’ve just never considered wearing armor before, and this is like… a lot of heavy-duty stuff. It’s not exactly my style, and would probably match up better with an Offense type rather than a Controller.” He looked over at Sal with a conflicted expression. “I do appreciate that you thought of me when you saw it, but I don’t think it’s a good match.”

Sal laughed as he activated his Mythcrafter ability. “Let’s run through the Appraisal and you can tell me if you still feel the same way. Deal?”

Barry folded his arms and looked at the armor with a raised eyebrow. “Honestly, it looks damned expensive. Even if it’s incredible, there’s no way I’m sinking further into debt with you.” With a glance at Sal, he gave him a meaningful look. “You spent close to a thousand Q-Cred on the equipment that saw us through the tournament. I’m not taking anything more from you, and will pay you for the knife and your work on it.”

Sal faltered as he looked at Barry carefully. There wasn’t a hint of mockery in his voice. He was dead serious. “It wasn’t like that, Barry. I was lucky and made a chunk from the Appraisals with the Reavers Guild. You’re a teammate, and I want to see you do well so that I can eventually drag you into whatever guild I end up starting.” He tried to add some humor at the end, but it didn’t faze Barry in the slightest.

“We’re not on the same team for the tower, so it’s a completely different thing this time,” Barry said as he looked at it. “Friendship isn’t one-sided like this. But seriously, Sal. I do appreciate the sentiment.”

Sal sighed. “Okay then. It’s mine… and it’s not yours at all. It’s going to be a part of my guild armory, and I need to test out how good it is. I’m asking you for a favor to try it out for me, because I don’t have enough internal essence to bring out its proper power.” Sal switched his tone to a cold and logical pitch, waving his hands as though Barry had finally seen through his ruse.

Barry’s face broke into a smile before he jumped straight into character. “Ugh, of course it’s something like that! Clearly you’d be screwed without me. Come on then, what does this overpriced chunk of metal do?” There was a lightness to his voice as he laughed at the end. “I don’t have all day.”

Sal listed off the various abilities of the vengeful vambraces first. “So, you said that you wanted to be able to throw a knife and have it come back to you? Well, these vambraces allow you to create weapons with your internal essence, any style or form that you choose. You can control their trajectory and create multiples if your essence allows for it.”

Sal gestured at the wrists of the vambraces before tapping the chest piece. “Any received attacks will be amplified and sent straight back at your opponent, hence the vengeful name. Both pieces are linked together through synergy and have shared benefits. You can even empower any essence-based weapons with the Attune ability. It’s the perfect Defense and Offense capability for someone with excellent essence control.”

Barry’s act came to a halt as he stared at Sal in shock. “Wait… are you serious? It can create weapons with essence?”

Sal nodded as he tapped the armor affectionately. “Imagine if the person wearing it was also able to disguise the weapons they created. If only we knew someone like that…”

Barry just continued to stare at the armor with a slack jaw and mouth wide open.

Sal chuckled with a shake of his head. “What are you waiting for? Try it on! Come on, I’ll help.”

While Barry continued to just stand there in a bit of a daze, Sal started to place the armor on him. The vambraces looked imposing as hell, with their jagged, greyish color only being broken up by a muted yellow that imitated veins coursing through the cracks. To Sal’s surprise, once the vambraces were equipped to Barry, the muted yellow burst to life and transformed into a vibrant and pulsating current that seemed to shoot through the arms toward the shoulders.

Ivory spikes that looked closer to demonic teeth joined the shoulders around the neck, seamlessly attaching to the chest plate. It added increased protection for the wearer but looked positively ghoulish, to say the least. Blathnaid would have her own thoughts on the aesthetics of the armor, but the abilities it granted were enough to quell those sorts of concerns.

“Whoa,” Barry muttered as he looked down at his arms. “Would you mind stepping back for a bit while I try it out?”

Sal didn’t need to be told twice as he moved away from Barry, giving him plenty of space to work with. It would probably take awhile for him to get to grips with summoning the weapons.

Barry paused for a few moments with his eyes closed. Both of his arms raised at his sides as he took a steady breath. “First, we conceal.”

Sal was about to ask what he meant when the armor disappeared from view. It looked like it had just vanished into thin air, leaving Barry in nothing but his uniform.

Barry smiled as he looked at his arms. “And now…” A single blade appeared above his palm, floating and rotating in the air, as though inviting him to grasp it.

“An illusion?” Sal inquired.

There was no way that Barry would have been able to activate it on his first attempt. There had to be a limit to how quickly he could adapt to a completely unknown piece of equipment.

Barry took his free hand and placed his empty palm at the side of the summoned knife. Pulling his hand back from the blade, he replicated the image of it multiple times in a wide arc until there were nine identical knives floating in the air in front of him.

“And… now we conceal?” Barry spoke to himself as he winced ever so slightly. The knives flickered out of existence in time with his reaction.

“Don’t worry, you’re going to get the hang of it. Maybe just try to summon one?” Sal suggested from his safe point on the other side of the training hall.

Barry laughed as he shook his head. “This is phenomenal.”

As Sal was about to ask what he was talking about, a series of sounds echoed out from a nearby wall. Turning to see what had caused it, Sal could see a set of knives embedded into the wall in a straight line. Well, almost straight. There was one that broke the order and another lying on the ground.

“You… created nine knives, made them invisible, and controlled them as projectiles, while talking to me?” Sal asked, just to make sure that he was clear on what happened.

Barry laughed as he looked down at his arms. “It’s not a drain at all on my essence. I can keep the armor hidden and use the knives at the same time. Could probably still do a few large-scale illusions at the same time.”

Sal sighed as he looked at the armor. “Well, guess you should take it off. You didn’t want it. Remember?”

Barry’s face whipped around in shock. “Whoa there, Sal. You must have misinterpreted what I said… I’m pretty sure I told you that I love this gift and accept it wholeheartedly. No takebacks.”

Sal laughed as he threw up his hands in frustration. “Come on! At least be consistent for two minutes.”

Barry shook his head with a smile. “I kinda want to try out a dungeon. Think about it—we’d be unstoppable. It’d be a way for me to start paying you back, too.”

Sal snorted. “Not funny.”

Barry met Sal’s eyes and stared at him. “I’m not joking.”


Chapter 47: Training

In the time that it took Sal to return to the training area with his revolver, Barry had progressed at an alarming rate. When Sal had left, Barry had been practicing with static targets. Now, he was weaving six knives through an illusionary obstacle course. It was the most focused Sal had seen Barry, and if Sal was honest, it was the first time he had seen a crack in the composure of his friend. Maintaining control over six summoned knives, an obstacle course, and an armor-cloaking illusion was enough to make Barry struggle. Sal knew it was much more than that, because Barry had been practicing for a couple of hours at this point.

“Ready to join the target practice?” Barry asked with a grimace and a humorless chuckle. “I might have gone a little overboard, but I think you’ll like the result.”

Before Sal could ask what he meant, the obstacle course vanished from view. What replaced it was an eerie darkness that obscured all the corners of the training room. It wasn’t like the purgatory area Barry had shown him in the past, but it was still quite intimidating.

“Try not to shit yourself, and try not to shoot me. I’d hate for my new armor to put you on your ass,” Barry teased as he dropped the illusion on his new equipment. “Going to need all the essence I have to maintain this one, so try not to waste it, okay?”

Within the darkness, Sal’s visor detected something moving, or rather, stalking. It was an incredible recreation of a prowler and despite his best efforts, Sal’s adrenaline spiked. There was no use telling himself that it was just an illusion, as it still had an incredibly foreboding energy. Rather than freezing up, Sal snapped his revolver up into position and pulled the trigger. It wasn’t one of the crafted bullets, but merely a bullet made of essence by the internal core of the revolver.

“Whoa,” Barry breathed as the bullet punched straight through the prowler illusion. “I didn’t even get it out of the shadows yet.” He didn’t sound annoyed, but rather amused by the situation. “Try that again with the next one.”

Sal remained focused and scanned the area around him with his visor. No other prowlers lurked in the shadows, but rather than becoming complacent, he stayed alert.

Barry followed his movements and pretended to be on high alert, too. As though this wasn’t all an illusion of his own creation.

“Since this armor allows me to make projectiles, I’ll give the next prowler an essence-based core. I’ll keep regenerating it until you hit the core that is somewhere in its body. Sound good?”

Sal grinned as he nodded. “Sounds perfect. I don’t know how you’re able to maintain this much control over all of this. There are so many moving parts.”

“I’m more than happy to tell you my secret,” Barry started as he gestured at his arm, beckoning Sal to come closer to take a look.

As Sal moved over, he felt a light impact behind him, which was accompanied by a burst of bright sparks. He turned immediately to see what had happened and saw an illusion of a prowler inches from his face, frozen on the spot.

“You got distracted and you’re dead.” Barry laughed as he dismissed the prowler illusion. “Sorry for the underhanded tactics… but this is training, after all.”

Sal stared at the empty space that had held the prowler. It was a much different style of training from what Brophy had put him through during the excursion. Barry was much more cutthroat in his approach, and a part of Sal was excited about it. It was a way for him to get an edge in battle without any of the risks, and it was far more useful for him to be fighting prowlers than aiming at rocks.

“Let’s go again,” Sal insisted as he got his revolver ready.

Barry grinned as he waved a hand. “No problem. We’re going to have to get you trained up with the illusion ability so you can run these sorts of trials for me.” He thought about it for a second. “Or you could just make something in the future that lets us both train. That would be cool, wouldn’t it? A training room of illusions?”

Sal whirled around to ensure that nothing was sneaking up on him, and true to form, Barry had done it again. A prowler was silently approaching him from the shadows, but Sal was ready this time. He took aim with his revolver and didn’t hesitate in pulling the trigger. The only difference between this one and the first prowler he took down was the fact that it wasn’t a one-hit kill. Instead of just disappearing, the prowler slunk back into the shadows.

“Oooh, nice try. Remember, the core is different this time. You’ll need to break the projectile if you want to kill it,” Barry reminded him from a completely different area of the training room.

He saw that Barry had moved into the darkness and was partly obscured, leaving Sal alone in the center of the training area. It was the only illuminated space available. Sal kept his attention on everything around him, not wanting to be caught unawares again. Barry was ridiculously sneaky in his approach, so surprise attacks were a guarantee.

Sal moved carefully and quietly as he scanned the area around him. The visor tried to make a prediction on the path of the prowler, but there wasn’t enough data. Sal wasn’t surprised because it wasn’t a real entity. Only when he was certain that there was nothing in front of him did he turn around to check his back. Nearly every time he did so, the prowler was waiting for a surprise attack.

This went on for a solid ten minutes, with Sal only getting two more shots on target. He missed one of them, but managed to dive away to safety, rolling away and getting back into a ready position. Just when he was sure there was a pattern to Barry’s attacks, the prowler changed tactics and attacked him head-on instead. Sal’s last shot pierced through the illusion and impacted against the conjured projectile hidden within.

Sal was exhausted. It hadn’t been that long, but the constant tension in his shoulders and the drain of hyper-focus had taken a toll on him. He tried to push those thoughts away and keep vigilant for whatever the next attack would be, but it never came.

Barry’s chuckle indicated that it was time to take a break. The shadows disappeared, and when Sal could finally see his surroundings, he saw Barry seated on the floor, covered in sweat. His armor was visible once again, and there were no illusions currently in effect. The visor double-checked and confirmed that Barry wasn’t using his ability or armor.

“That took a lot out of me, not going to lie.” Barry laughed as he lay on the ground and stared up at the ceiling of the training room. “It’s more the concentration required than the essence, but this armor has given me so much more versatility. Thanks for picking it up, Sal. I genuinely love it.”

“No problem, man.” Sal slumped down onto the floor. “You really put me through my paces there. I was so on edge.”

Barry still lay outstretched on the floor, but he brought his arms up and interlocked his fingers behind his head as a makeshift pillow. “You know, I was serious about the dungeon thing. If I could get a good layout of the place, and see the enemy variety, I could recreate it in this training room. Was thinking it might be useful for some of the people who are too weak to go into a dungeon.”

Sal smiled as he thought about it. “Who are you and what have you done to Barry Francis?”

“They’d obviously pay me for the privilege. I’m not a charity, at the end of the day.” Barry smirked. “Could be a nice little Q-Cred earner so I can secure some Masterclasses.”

“There he is.” Sal laughed with a slight shake of his head. “It’s a pretty cool idea, and so is the concept of making a training room with illusions. I’d have absolutely no idea where to start, though, so don’t get your hopes up.”

Barry leaned up into a seating position and winced ever so slightly. “You’re the type of guy who obsesses over things you don’t understand, so I’m pretty sure you’ll figure it out. It could be a pretty interesting draw for our guild in the future.”

“Our guild? What happened to the super-competitive Barry who was going to become a guildmaster to spite me?” Sal asked as he got to his feet.

Barry laughed as he raised his hands. “Spite you? I wouldn’t ever dream of it.” He shook his head. “I’m just saying that it might be worthwhile getting you started, so you can be indebted to me for years. It would be nice having a few favors owed to you by a Mythcrafter.”

Sal sighed as he placed his hands on his hips and tilted his head. “Wait, weren’t you the one just saying that you owe me far too much as it stands? The armor and the cost of Q-Cred for the tournament gear? How do you think you’ll turn that around?”

Barry smiled knowingly as he shrugged. “I have some ideas, but that’s for another time. Are you good to do this again after classes tomorrow?”

Sal frowned as he scratched the back of his head. He had intended to look at the Valkyrie replica in the spare time that he had before they went to the tower. But if he was honest with himself, the training with Barry would be far more beneficial.

“Yeah, sounds good.”

“Cool.” Barry nodded. “Gotta admit, though, I’m looking forward to hearing something about Tactics tomorrow. Might give me more of an edge for these training exercises.”

Sal shuddered at the thought. The last thing he needed was for Barry to get more formidable with his ambush methods. “You want to bring some of your team to help them with formations and training?” In the back of his head, Sal was hoping he’d be able to give Barry another target other than himself.

Barry snorted as he stared at Sal. “Hell no. If I make them capable, then it’ll be less of a surprise when we dominate in the tower. I need them to remain shit so I can be the extraordinary Controller who managed to get an incredible result with the worst team in existence.”

“They can’t be that bad, man.” Sal laughed at the earnest expression on Barry’s face.

Barry didn’t drop it, though. “I’m serious, Sal. I sent you those messages but I feel like you’re not appreciating just how awful it was. That fucker played music on his guitar the entire time! Every little thing that happened was inspiration for him to write a new song, and they were all terrible.” Barry clenched his fists. “I sat through every single chord change, and every time he restarted it…”

“Whoa, whoa…” Sal put up his hands with a laugh. “I’m not sure if you’ve heard, but there’s like free trauma classes with Sergeant Head. Maybe a bit of Resilience training will help you?”

Barry’s stream of anger cut off as he stared at Sal. “Really though, I’d literally take the drama of Melanie and Hannah than have another day with that team.” He shuddered involuntarily at the memory. “Fucking Ogden.”

“What a name,” Sal agreed with a laugh.

Barry smiled as he tilted his head. “Nah, Aeon Silverbright and Richdolphus Ironblood still take the top places for ridiculous names. Best guess is that their parents wanted them to get bullied relentlessly.”

“Anyway. You said you were thinking of Masterclasses. Have any caught your eye?” Sal started to pack up his revolver.

The little carry case wasn’t an ideal method for transporting it around. He thought about constructing a holster or something for it, and a bandolier for the cartridges.

Barry frowned as he thought about the question. “Still holding out that Alastair will put me in his Tactics Masterclass, but not going to pin all my hopes on it. I’ll have a better idea if he’s got some good stuff to teach tomorrow.” He folded his arms as he looked off to one side. “If you’re going to let me hold onto this armor for a while, I might look at some Offense-style Masterclasses. Assassination might be one to go for now.”

Sal looked at Barry in surprise. “Assassination, really? Wouldn’t you have any qualms about the sorts of tasks you’d be given?”

Barry stared at Sal as though he didn’t understand the question. “Won’t know until I get them. All I know is that there’s a high price tag on those Masterclasses, so it’ll take a good bit of saving.” His trademark smile reappeared in an instant. “But if I can get through it, my personal price tag increases drastically. We’re only a few months from the guilds’ embargo. They’ll be able to show interest in us and offer all sorts of ‘help’ to get us through the later semesters. That’s what I’m counting on.”


Chapter 48: Tactics

“Please, take your seats. We have a lot of content to get through today.” Harlan gestured for everyone to quiet down in the amphitheater. He was joined on the stage by Beck Syme and Alastair Maxwell, who were both seated on either side of the podium where Harlan stood.

The students took about half a minute to quiet down to an acceptable level, and Harlan waited another few seconds as he cast meaningful glances to the pockets of students who were still chattering. When they were collectively shushed by their peers, Harlan got started by gesturing to where Beck sat.

“Beck Syme, our professor of Analysis, will be giving you a crash course in weak points and how to effectively apply countermeasures. His contributions over the years, in the form of research papers and analysis, have ensured our survival to this point. Without his tireless efforts, we wouldn’t have even a tenth of the information we currently possess on the demonic entities. Please bring your hands together to welcome him to the stage.”

A round of applause echoed throughout the amphitheater as the students welcomed Beck to his place at the podium. He clutched his gnarled knuckles over the edge as he tapped a small button on his lapel.

I’m afraid I can’t speak nearly as powerfully as Harlan, so please forgive me for using the announcement device. I am not worthy of the platitudes placed on me by Harlan, but I will admit to what I think has been a revolutionary turning point for us as a people.

Quest, who built this academy, has an ability called System. You all heard about it on your first day, but it’s worth mentioning the impact it has had on how we perceive things. In our history, we had laws and rules that applied to everything, not just in a societal sense, but a series of absolutes that we gleaned from scientific discovery.

Rules are important. Structure is important. Without absolute facts, we can’t even begin to form a baseline. Quest’s System gave us that baseline that we needed, and we’ve been working hard on populating that database with every new discovery. Power levels, habits, behaviors, countermeasures… all those factors are recorded and analyzed by experts in the field. The information gathered by our students, Heroes, and Hunters—all of it is processed and disseminated across the bureau, guilds, and the various other factions that work for our survival.

My ability is Analysis, and it allows me to discern information of anything I look at. I can tell you the age of a prowler based on how many teeth it has. I can tell you how much range it has when it attacks, based on the musculature of its hind legs. I can see their fear, their temperament, and the accumulation of essence in their core. All of this comes to me in a glance, and I can categorize its threat level in the time it takes you to blink. Given time, I can create a countermeasure for its entire species. That is the power of Analysis. I will be sharing some basic insights with you, not in an attempt to overwhelm you, but rather to equip you with known facts that could save your lives.

Beck stepped back from the podium and gratefully took his seat. A moment of silence preceded a ripple of applause. Beck smiled politely from his chair as he looked over to Alastair, who was now approaching the podium. Harlan stood off to one side as he waited for the Tactics professor to take his place.

Alastair didn’t need any voice amplification to get his points across, so rather than following Beck’s example, he gripped the podium and defaulted to a roar.

“My name is Alastair Maxwell, and I’m the Tactics professor here at Quest Academy.” It was a miraculous feat that even without the amplification of his voice, he still managed to scare quite a number of the students in the first rows.

“I don’t have the same eloquence as Harlan or Beck, but I do have experience. Tactics is the lifeblood of every Controller. They inform your decisions, and help you navigate all scenarios in an effective and safe manner. By understanding your enemy, which is something Harlan and Beck can assist with, you’ll be equipped to counter any sort of attack. With Tactics, you can avoid that attack completely. You can use your terrain and your brain to navigate the safest route. You’ll have cover, protection, security, and safety. You’ll never walk through an open door the same way. You’ll question every piece of low-hanging fruit, and you’ll never be caught unawares.”

Barry chuckled. “Slightly different tempo from Beck, isn’t it?” He looked to his right, to where Sal sat with a smile.

“Yeah, kinda expected this sort of difference. He’s a really nice guy, though,” Sal said as he listened to Alastair jump from topic to topic. It didn’t have the same level of emphasis as Analysis, but Sal appreciated that there was still a lot to learn from him.

“Don’t you think that it’s a little ironic that he’s saying you’ll never get caught unaware? You know, with the Bastion stuff?” Barry laughed softly, but his mirth died with a glare from Divinity.

“Stop talking!” Divinity rebuked both of them before folding her arms and looking back to Harlan.

Barry and Sal exchanged a look and then shrugged it off and listened to the rest of Alastair’s introduction.

Alastair placed a hand on his chest as he stared out at the assembled students earnestly. “My ability is called Deduction. It is similar to Beck’s Analysis ability in the sense that it gives me information about what I’m looking at. The difference is that I’m able to calculate the optimal course of action based on my surroundings. It’s a high form of reasoning that I’ve honed for the battlefield. I’ve created countless strategies and tactics based off real-world experiences, and I’m going to share with you the most effective ones for your tower run.”

Barry couldn’t resist as he turned and smiled at Sal. “So, you’ve got both of their abilities in your visor? Guess we can skip these classes and get back to training.” His gaze flickered over to Divinity to see whether she’d take the bait, but she ignored him. After a few moments, he sighed in defeat and slumped back into his chair.

Sal did have both abilities in the visor, but they hadn’t been trained on the battlefield. He had some insights, but not anything comparable to the wealth of experience Beck and Alastair possessed. If he was able to absorb the information from the classes, then maybe it would push both Analysis and Deduction in the right direction.

Alastair took a breath before launching into a breakdown of what he’d be covering in the class.

“Risk assessment will be one of the key areas that you’ll learn from us today. Identifying threats, be they enemies or hazards in the environment. At early stages, that could be loose footing, or even traps. At later levels, this would be psychological manipulation. Assessing severity will give you a protocol for categorizing threats based on the occurrence likelihood, their impact on the mission or team, and the resources required for mitigation.”

Alastair was on firm footing now, and when he spoke, he knew exactly what he was talking about. The seemingly early nerves of following after Beck were gone as he talked about his expertise.

“You’ll learn the importance of different goals, and how to prioritize your objectives. That could be team survival or something more critical.”

Alastair’s words were met with unease, as he essentially told them that there was something potentially more critical to the mission than their survival. A lot of murmuring broke out in the amphitheater, with people checking with their friends to see whether they understood it correctly.

Alastair wasn’t fazed by the break in the room and continued in an even louder voice to drown out their words. “Resource evaluation will be another component, where you’ll evaluate the equipment, supplies, and personnel on your team. It will show you if you’re capable of taking on identified threats, or if you need reinforcement or additional resources.”

Barry looked at Sal with a raised eyebrow. “I actually really want to do his Masterclass now. I kinda thought that it was going to be about how to kick down a door and observe your surroundings, but this is a lot more than I was expecting.”

Divinity smiled in Barry’s direction. “He’s just getting started.”

Sal shushed both of them, and enjoyed the horrified look on Divinity’s face as she was hit with her favorite tactic.

Alastair continued on for another ten minutes. His introduction was more of a course overview and what elements they’d be going over in the next days of class. It was set to be an equally intensive set of classes that would take the entirety of their days. A lot of the themes Alastair was set on covering revolved around risk assessment, mitigation, controls, and contingencies. It was less about Tactics and instead a perfect complement to Demonic Behavior and Analysis.

As the class went on, Sal found himself learning quite a lot about how to safely enter a new zone. There were things he needed to look out for. Steady footing was one he had personally experienced when he had been on the scavenger run. What he hadn’t known was how to test the footing before committing to crossing it. A chunk of the lesson had been on looking around and observing the surroundings. If you saw water damage, then it could mean there was rotten wood. Cracks could mean weaknesses in walls. There was even a lot of conversation around the absolute basics of movement, like how to safely enter new rooms and making checks to ensure it was safe.

Alastair continued until he was hoarse. As though sensing his exhaustion from shouting for hours, Beck took a stand and placed a hand on Alastair’s shoulder, offering him a smile. Alastair nodded and wrapped up his lesson before handing it over to Beck. When he got back to his seat, Harlan handed him a small hip flask, which the Tactics professor accepted gratefully.

Beck looked at the crowd and smiled warmly at them. He tapped the button on his lapel once more before speaking.

Professor Maxwell is incredibly passionate about his craft, which I’m sure many of you can appreciate after listening to his words. All of his lesson materials have been sent to your tablets, and should be reviewed with self-study. Tactics are borne from our collective research, so it would be a disservice to all the work that has been done for you to not study it properly.

Now, I’m aware that many of you will be tired after hearing so much about risks and controls. I hope that the non-Controllers haven’t disengaged from the lessons, as they are relevant to all of you. Every single one of you has the potential to be the keystone of your group. All of you have a function that needs to be carried out efficiently and effectively, and while this is going to be unfamiliar territory, it will be a challenge to test your group cohesion and individual capability.

Tomorrow, we’re going to be dissecting leechers and prowlers at the research lab. I’ll be guiding twenty teams at a time, showing you the various factors you need to be mindful of when fighting against demonic entities. My hope is for you all to see what a demon looks like up close. This might cause you some anxiety, but I assure you that it’s for the best. The sooner you understand your enemy, the faster you’ll learn how to dispatch it.

“Wait, we’re going to be taking them apart?” Sal turned to look at Barry, who just shrugged, a smile still on his face.

Divinity nodded as she tapped her tablet to bring up the course materials for the Tactics classes. “Looks like it. It’s a shame, though. I would have hoped he’d do it by cohort so we could hang out more.”

“Not going to lie, I feel the same way,” Barry added. He sighed as he leaned back in his chair, his eyes still locked onto Beck.

“Don’t get me wrong, I’ll miss hanging out with both of you, too,” Sal started with a laugh. “But I’m more regretful that I’ll have to cut up a prowler with Erika telling me I’m doing it wrong every two seconds.”

Divinity’s face broke into a smile as she nudged Sal with her arm. “If it makes you feel better, I’ll be babysitting someone terrified of resurrecting the dead prowlers. Problems of having a Necromancer on your team, I guess.”

Barry’s laugh was explosive and managed to draw quite a bit of attention to their seating area. All three of them sunk into their seats and kept their eyes downcast as they quietly tried to stop themselves from laughing.


Chapter 49: Salvage

“Um, going to go out on a limb and say that you’ve done this before?” Sal asked as Gallant sliced into the prowler with a practiced efficiency.

Each stroke of the carving blade was measured, and Gallant didn’t so much as flinch when the innards of the creature spilled from its stomach. Another interesting thing to note was how immaculate Gallant’s clothing was. There wasn’t a splash of blood on his uniform, which was a stark contrast to how all the other teams were getting on.

Sal looked up slightly from their table to see Barry grinning from the opposite workstation. His teammate Ogden, who had a guitar strapped to his back at all times, was frantically trying to smear off chunks of prowler innards from his torso. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that Barry’s new armor assisted in the explosive display of gore.

Behind him was a hopeless team that hadn’t even started cutting into their prowler. They were arguing about who had to be the one to perform the first cut. Divinity’s group was much farther in the back, and she was unsurprisingly the one doing most of the work, with Hannah helping at the sides as Melanie stood back with a pale expression on her face.

“It’s easy once you’ve done it a few times. We’re looking for the core, right?” Brophy said while giving Rochelle a meaningful look.

Rochelle tapped her tablet to bring the checklist back to the screen. “Yes. We need to extract the core from the prowler.”

Brophy nodded as he rolled up a sleeve to his elbow, before plunging his entire arm into the chest cavity of the prowler. His expression was bored as he twisted his body to get a better angle. A few seconds passed before Sal heard an audible suction noise, followed by a sloppy tearing sound.

Brophy extracted the core and moved around the table to where the prowler’s tail was. “Useless fact for you. Prowler hide goes for a premium if you cut it well enough. Cut the hides before trying to extract the core—otherwise, you’re likely going to ruin it.” His eyes landed on Sal, as though the note was specifically for him.

Picking up a cloth from the workstation, he prioritized wiping the green blood and residue off the core before cleaning his arm. “Wiping your hands isn’t enough, either. You need to use a disinfectant. Otherwise, you’ll start feeling numbness and itching. Nothing lethal, but an inconvenience.”

Erika didn’t say a word as Brophy spoke. She remained at the edge of the table, watching the process with her arms crossed. Sal noticed the edges of a necklace peeking above the collar of her shirt and knew that it was the restraining amulet. She wasn’t able to listen to their thoughts or use her powers, but wasn’t putting it on display like Brophy was. Shame? Or was it that she didn’t want to announce the fact that she was cut off from using her ability?

“What’s next on the list?” Sal asked Rochelle, who still looked at the chart in front of her.

Rochelle scrolled through the list before frowning. “We need to count the teeth, and measure the claws to determine its age and power level.”

“Power level? Did we even cover that?” Ioseph asked with a groan as he leaned his hands against the workbench.

After realizing he was much closer to the pool of prowler innards, he pushed himself off the edge of the workbench and took a step back with a distasteful expression.

Much to Sal’s surprise, it was Erika who answered.

“Prowlers kill their opponents using their teeth and claws. They’re the first things to display physiological growth. We covered this with Beck in the morning class.” That was it—no barbed words or any sort of mocking tone.

Nobody was more surprised than Ioseph, who just gave Erika a curt nod. “Thanks.”

Brophy kept the cloth in his hand as he moved to the mouth of the prowler. “Don’t separate the jaw until you pull back the lip. Their teeth aren’t always symmetrical, and you could injure yourself by recklessly pulling at them.”

As an example, he used two fingers to press against the side of the prowler’s face and pulled them back to reveal a glimpse of the fangs beneath. Just as he had said, there were a number of rogue teeth that were aimed outward. More concerning was the fact that some of the teeth were starting to grow in length as soon as the opening appeared.

“Don’t worry about that. You already saw me remove its core, so it’s very much dead.” Brophy picked up a metal clip from the tray of utensils and used it to secure the pulled lip to a higher area of the snout. “We can open it up and you can experience prowler breath for the first time, or we can just do the measurement like this.”

Beck Syme suddenly appeared beside their table with a wide smile on his face. “Excellent observation. I can tell you’ve already dealt with your fair share of prowlers. Top marks for the extraction, too.”

Erika frowned as she took a step back from the table.

Brophy didn’t take the credit and instead returned the smile to Beck. “No matter the experience I have, I still managed to learn some great things in your class today, sir.”

“Flattery, too?” Beck chuckled as he moved onto the next table. “Keep up the good work.”

Brophy watched him leave. His smile disappeared as he turned his attention back to the prowler in front of him. “Sal, you come over here and do the measurements. I take it your visor can run the calculation?”

Sal nodded as he moved closer to get a better look. His visor had been watching the entire thing, and Deduction was working with Analysis to give him all the answers they needed for their chart. Rather than just putting in all the answers, Sal wanted to understand how they got to the results.

“These ones are…” Sal started, when his visor suddenly pulsated with a new image, showing him a simulation of the entire jaw that was behind the layer of skin. It had somehow managed to read his intentions and was showing him the baby steps of everything.

“They’re what?” Brophy looked at Sal.

There was no urgency in his voice, as though he had assumed the role of educator for this exercise. His patience was on display as he gave Sal time to walk through his thoughts.

“Those teeth are smaller than my little finger, which means it’s not an adult prowler. There are larger teeth back there, though, which I can tell from the warping of the gums here and here,” Sal explained as he pointed at the deviated angles. “The rogue teeth have been misshaped because of the new set that grew back here.”

Brophy smiled as he pulled back more of the lip to show Sal that he was correct. He looked at the visor a little closer and nodded. “I wanted to see how much your tracker could actually see. If it didn’t pick up on that, I wasn’t going to have much faith in relying on its intel in a tower.”

“Thanks… I think?” Sal answered in confusion as he moved his attention to the claws. “Do you want me to inspect these, too?”

Brophy shook his head. “No need. They’re going to tell you the same thing. Since they’re retractable, there’s a far greater chance of hurting yourself when putting them on display.”

He moved over to the paw of the prowler and reached over to the tray of tools. A set of vise grips were plucked up and spun in his hands to the angle he wanted. With no hesitation, Brophy pulled at one of the prowler’s digits, allowing everyone to see the gradual claw that started to emerge. Then, with no warning or movement on Brophy’s part, the claw shot forward at an alarming rate until it was the length of Sal’s entire hand.

With a grimace, Brophy pushed forward with the vise grips and caused the claw to retreat back into the paw. “It’s a nasty bastard for extraction. But it’s popular as a crafting material for Stealth weapons. Easier to just cut off the paw at this joint here.” He gestured at an area of the legs that narrowed and held a lot less muscle than the rest. “Now, I’m guessing we have to run a few checks on the core?” He looked over to Rochelle for confirmation, but she shook her head.

“No, there’s nothing on the chart about investigating the core.” She checked again and scrolled through it, but it caused Brophy to frown as he looked at it on the table.

“It’s one of the most vital resources from prowlers, and it’s not even on the chart?” Brophy shook his head. “That’s an oversight, I’m sure. I’ll go ask Professor Syme to ensure that he didn’t make an error.”

Wiping his hands off once again, Brophy dropped the cloth and made his way after Beck, who was visible in the distance.

“He’s pretty incredible at all of this, isn’t he?” Rochelle remarked as Brophy went out of earshot. She pocketed the tablet and turned to look at Sal with a reassuring smile. “I know I should probably be elbow-deep in all of this as the Healer, but it’s kind of a relief to have him step up like this.”

Sal nodded. “If it wasn’t going to be you, it likely would have been me as the Support. So yes, I’m very much in favor of him doing all the hard work.”

Ioseph didn’t say anything as he waited for Brophy to return. Erika just took out her tablet and turned away from the group as she tapped away at the screen.

Rochelle, noticing the tension in the air, kept the conversation going with Sal. “Are you worried about the tower or excited for it? I’ve got no idea how we’re going to do, but I’m looking forward to it being over. This semester has been intense. It feels like so much has happened!”

Sal smiled as he shrugged. “I wouldn’t say worried. I commissioned a piece of equipment that turned out really well, and I’m looking forward to seeing it in action. And I made some uniforms for the team, too.”

Rochelle’s eyes widened. “Oooh, uniforms? Are they nicer than these grey blobs? Please tell me they’re not grey.” She suddenly stopped herself. “Wait. How did you know my size?”

Sensing he was in dangerous territory, Sal laughed as he pointed across to Blathnaid, who was kneeling on her workbench. He was going to answer Rochelle when he noticed that Blathnaid had skinned the prowler on her table. She had also extracted all the available materials like the claws, teeth, and even managed to get a few vials of the green blood. It was everything she needed to make more Unique-grade pieces of equipment.

“Are we allowed to do that?” Sal asked, almost to himself. It would have been great if he could, as it would give him a lot more materials to work with.

“I hope so,” Ioseph answered as he reached into his pocket and withdrew a prowler fang. “I kinda wanted a memento and saw a few others doing it, so it should be fine.”

Rochelle frowned as though she wasn’t fond of the idea. “They’ve only put these prowlers here to help us learn. I don’t think they want us picking them clean for materials.”

Sal watched as Blathnaid picked up the materials from the workbench and returned to her own team. Wait. She was breaking down the prowlers for other teams? Sal started to laugh as he watched her deposit her spoils and move onto the next bench. It was certainly a good idea, but he couldn’t believe she had the nerve to do it.

He continued to watch Blathnaid until Brophy returned with a smile on his face. Sal broke his attention away from the others as he glanced back to Brophy.

“What’s the verdict?”

Brophy placed the core back on the workbench as he gestured for Rochelle to take out her tablet. “It wasn’t a part of today’s lesson, but based on our ability to assess the core, he’s willing to give us bonus marks for it. As well as additional points for any other byproducts we can salvage from the prowler. Let’s break it down.”

Sal glanced back in Blathnaid’s direction. “Are we able to keep the stuff we salvage?”

Brophy nodded. “Yes, they have hundreds of prowlers for today’s classes, and they’ll just rot if they’re not broken down properly. Beck is actually giving points for teams that can decrease that workload and successfully break them down.” He looked at Sal with a reassuring smile. “Do you want to see how to expertly break down a demon?”

A wide grin appeared on Sal’s face. “Absolutely!”


Chapter 50: Jealousy

“How the hell is she so damn fast?” Sal breathed as he looked up once again to check on Blathnaid’s progress on the other side of the room.

He had already seen her prowess for himself when they had been on the scavenger run, but this was ridiculous. Her hands were a blur of movement as she took apart the prowler in front of her with a clinical efficiency that was even faster than Brophy.

Brophy followed Sal’s gaze to see Blathnaid’s efforts, and a smile graced his lips. “Ah, she had a good teacher, by the looks of it. I’d wager she knows how to butcher the meat, too.” He chuckled with a shake of his head. “But there’s no point in trying to compete with her. You’ve got to learn how to do it at your own pace, not hers.”

Sal nodded and clenched the skinning knife in his hand. It was an odd sensation, trying to scrape the sinew between the hide and the body. He continually had to yank at the fur in an upward motion to have enough room for his hand to make a sweeping gesture with the knife.

“This isn’t as easy as it looks,” Sal said with gritted teeth, his arm getting tired from just a few basic strokes.

Brophy made a tsking sound as he observed Sal’s efforts. “Is that really the way I showed you how to do it? I hope you’re not relying on the fact that you’re able to Restore it later. That would be a defeatist attitude from the beginning and unlikely to give you good results… or even build any sort of proficiency for this.”

He leaned over Sal’s shoulder with a dissatisfied expression, shaking his head as he pulled at a tuft of fur that had been a casualty of Sal’s haste.

Rochelle stifled a laugh from behind them, which didn’t help Sal’s mood. He pushed the thoughts of Blathnaid’s progress out of his head and stopped trying to rush to completion. With careful movements, he used measured strokes of the blade like Brophy had showed him. In contrast to his hacking movements, it was a lot slower but gave gradual progress. The fur loosened in a more even fashion, and Sal could immediately see the difference in the section he was doing slowly from the jagged crap he had rushed.

“Better, but needs work,” Brophy said as he made his way over to the claws. “If you’re worried that you’re falling behind, I can do the claw extraction for you. I would have thought you’d want to learn how to do it yourself, but if you’d prefer to do a half-ass job on it, maybe it’s better that I step in?”

Sal grimaced as he shot Brophy a withering look. “You’ve made your point. I’ll do it slower from now on, okay? Wait for me to finish this and then I can look at the claws.”

Brophy smiled as he moved back to stand beside Rochelle. They chatted while Ioseph played with his tablet. Erika stood off to one side still, leaning against the wall of the classroom, watching everyone else closely, except for her own team. She had been uncharacteristically silent for the majority of the class, which was an apparent relief for everyone on the team.

Sal continued to carve at the hide for the next twenty minutes until he was satisfied with the result. Or rather, until Brophy stopped making offhand noises of dissatisfaction. It was an annoying trait, but Brophy was apparently holding him to a high standard for literally everything he helped instruct.

When it was done, Brophy wasted no time in folding the hide and placing it to one side. Sal was then guided through the process of claw extraction, and it was thankfully a lot easier than he had been expecting. There was a lot more technique involved to ensure the claw came out unbroken, but once he got the hang of it, he didn’t need Brophy to halt the retracting. He screwed up a couple of them, but still managed to source ten claws from the prowler.

“Okay, bloodletting? We’ve got a few vials here, so I can show you the best spots to get the good stuff,” Brophy explained without giving Sal a moment to catch his breath. “You can use your visor if you want, to see the best locations to cut. It’ll be congealed at first, but it’ll start flowing when we start moving around the innards.”

“Can I help this time?” Rochelle looked over Sal’s shoulder. “Feels like a Healer thing, and I’m genuinely curious to study it.”

Brophy shrugged as he looked at Sal for his take. “Shouldn’t be an issue. Grab a vial and come on over.”

Sal nodded as he twisted a cap onto the top of the glass container. There was a valve at the top of it, attached to a plastic tubing that led into the container. On the other side of the tube was a sharp metal blade that was designed to pierce into the prowler.

“Prowler blood is used as an ingredient for a lot of elixirs, usually for Stealth benefits. It’s also a decent substitute for Alchemists making Haste elixirs, whenever they can’t find blinker blood,” Brophy continued as he showed Rochelle and Sal how to start drawing the prowler blood from the carcass. “It has some other uses, and typically goes for a pretty decent price. Of all the resources you can get from a prowler, the blood sells for the most.”

“What’s a blinker?” Sal asked as he steadily punctured the highlighted area from his visor. It was in the neck, and the luminous green liquid started trickling through the tube, filling the container rapidly. “I don’t think we covered them with Professor Harlan.”

Brophy winced as he picked up a fresh vial and placed it beside Sal quickly. “That’s going to fill fast. Make sure you pinch the tube and start on the next one.” He moved back to Rochelle to help her with her own before giving Sal a glance. “Blinkers are exactly what they sound like. Teleporting bastards, or rather, just insanely fast in terms of movement. Voiders use portals to ambush, where blinkers grapple and teleport to the highest point they can. If you see people falling from the sky, it usually means a blinker is nearby.”

“Have you fought them before?” Sal asked, and Brophy just laughed, as though it were a silly question.

“Yeah… although fought isn’t really the best term to use. They’re good target practice, but you won’t see them in any of the dungeons we’re likely to be a part of. They definitely won’t be in the tower, either.” Brophy smiled as he gestured for Sal to switch the vials. “Careful, it’s going to overflow.”

Sal switched out the container just as he was instructed and he was surprised to see that he was likely going to fill a second vial of the prowler blood. It was surreal to hear Brophy talking so casually about the different demons that he had encountered in his career so far. Having only faced off against leechers, it was hard for Sal to imagine what he went through to get to where he was now.

It took close to an hour before the prowler was completely disassembled. Sal refused to look over to check on Blathnaid’s progress, as she was already on her fourth prowler by the time he had asked for Brophy’s guidance on how to carve them up. They had managed to get the extra points from Beck for breaking it down, but Sal wasn’t content with all the handholding he required to get it done.

Looking to the table across from them, Sal made eye contact with Barry, who was casually leaning against the workbench as his team bickered around him.

“Can I break down that prowler?”

Brophy raised an eyebrow as a smile crossed his face. “Ah, Sal… aren’t you going to offer him some sort of compensation?”

Barry gestured at the prowler beside him. “All yours. We have our charts filled out.”

Brophy stared at Barry in surprise and placed a hand in front of Sal to stop him from approaching the other bench. His brow furrowed as he studied Barry. “The materials from breaking down prowlers are valuable. You don’t have anything to gain from this… you can ask for compensation. Or are you going to try to hold this over him in the future?”

Barry returned Brophy’s gaze as he tilted his head ever so slightly to the side. “No need to worry. Sal and I have our own system. There’s at least seven teams here that would hand over their prowlers without so much as a question.” Barry gestured at the tables around them. “I can point them all out to you, if you want?”

Sal frowned and gave Barry an almost imperceptible shake of his head, as though asking him to drop the topic. The only problem was that Barry wasn’t looking at him to get that signal; his eyes were locked with Brophy’s as they stared each other down.

“Your own system?” Brophy repeated slowly as a wide smile crossed his face. “I think I understand. My apologies for interfering.” He turned to go back to Rochelle before stopping abruptly and turning to stare at Barry again. “Did he make something for you?”

Sal blinked as he turned to look at Brophy in confusion. “We’re friends. Same cohort, same tournament team. It’s not a big deal.”

Barry, on the other hand, clicked his fingers and let the illusion around him disappear. His vengeful armor was in plain view as he continued to lean against his workbench. “He also picked up some armor for me, so you could say I owe him quite a bit.”

Brophy’s eyes widened as he looked at the armor. He turned on Sal and spoke in a very strained voice, a fake smile plastered to his face. “Is this what you’ve been working on instead of a solution for me?”

Sal groaned inwardly as he moved over to Barry’s workbench. Placing the carving tools down and pulling out the vials for the blood, he composed his thoughts before turning around with a sigh and looking at the very wound-up Brophy. He didn’t need his visor to tell him that the threat level was spiking erratically. Before he could say anything, Barry continued.

“He didn’t make it for me.” Barry waved his hand, causing the illusion to reappear and cloak his armor from view. “I told you that he picked it up for me. He bought it and is loaning it to me for the tower so I have a better chance of getting into the Savior class.” He paused for a moment as he raised an eyebrow. “By the way, I’d rein in that murderous intent of yours. It won’t go the way you think it will.”

Sal’s eyes widened as he looked between Barry and Brophy in surprise. “Whoa, calm down, both of you!” He shot a warning look at Barry. “Don’t rile him up.” Then, with a turn to look at Brophy, he shook his head. “I told you he’s a friend and that it was fine. Don’t stand there glaring at him.” Sal was emphatic with his tone and tried to defuse the growing tension between the two of them.

Brophy’s expression turned passive as he ignored Sal and stared at Barry. “It will go exactly the way I think it will. Try me, anytime you want.”

Barry’s face broke into a smile as he slowly looked Brophy up and down. “It must be exhausting keeping up that act. That little sliver of entitlement almost broke the mask, didn’t it?” Barry’s voice went close to a whisper as he stepped away from the workbench. The smile disappeared from his face. “It must boil your blood, being surrounded by people who have mastered their abilities, and you, the Super Rookie… Gallant, who lived with the sun shining out of his arse, needs to hang off a Support for a solution? If you’re so incredibly capable, why don’t you solve the problem yourself? You’re not the only one with a bitch of a power to control.”

“Barry, that’s enough.” Sal spoke in a quiet voice as he put a hand on Barry’s shoulder. “I told him that I’d try to help him find a solution. You antagonizing him isn’t helping anyone.”

Barry snorted as he shook his head. “Trust me, it’s plenty helpful. If he wants to gain control over his ability, he can’t run around hoping that someone will do it for him. Even if you make him a piece of gear, it’s not true mastery.” Barry spread his hands in exasperation, as though it were obvious.

“My fear of purgatory, and your fear of taking a power that breaks you. What about Divinity’s fear of seeing a world-ending future? Melanie is terrified of raising the dead and becoming a calamity. We’re all dealing with our own shit.” Barry pointed at Brophy. “Except him. He expects a free pass because he was pushed into dungeons from an early age.”

Sal didn’t know what to say to that as he opened his mouth. It was an incredibly aggressive stance, and Sal had no idea that Barry had harbored such resentment for Brophy, nor did he really think that he was so conscious of the struggles everyone was going through. He wanted to placate the two of them before a fight broke out, but it seemed like he didn’t need to worry about that.

“Let’s say that I take your advice and work on this myself,” Brophy started with his arms crossed. “The trauma of my childhood sparks against my ability, and I become an unstoppable force that kills innocent people. Will you think of me fondly for trying to wrestle control, or will you see me as a monster? What wise words do you have for me now?”

Barry didn’t even hesitate as he kept his eyes locked on Brophy. “If you’re looking for sympathy, you’ll find it in the dictionary between shit and syphilis. It’s not my job to guide you, nor is it Sal’s role to fix you. All those things are on you. My wise words? You said it yourself—the trauma of your childhood. Start there and actually work on improving yourself, because the act you put on isn’t fooling anyone.”

A chuckle came from across the room, and Sal turned to see a smile on Erika’s face.

She looked up at them and feigned surprise, before pointing at her tablet. “Don’t mind me… just read something funny.”

Brophy twisted his head to one side before taking a breath. “We’ve finished the class assignment, so I’ll be taking my leave. Sal, I’d like a word with you after this.”

Barry shook his head. “Sorry Super Rookie, he’s already booked for the evening.” Looking over at Erika, Barry smiled brightly. “Since he doesn’t have a competent Controller, I thought I’d offer him some help with training for the tower.”

The smile on Erika’s face disappeared in an instant as she let her hand with the tablet fall to her side.


Chapter 51: Extra Credit

It didn’t take long for the rest of his team to follow Brophy’s footsteps and exit the lecturing hall. Sal couldn’t blame them as there was very little to be gained from watching him carve up the prowler corpse at another workbench. Rochelle had tried to initiate a conversation with Sal to tell him that he didn’t do anything wrong and that Brophy just needed a bit of time to cool off, but Sal had politely waved her off. He didn’t want to think about it, as it only annoyed him. Barry had been out of line by antagonizing Brophy, but that was nothing to Brophy accusing Sal of Crafting stuff for other people.

Just like Barry had stated, it was an entitlement to his time and it really rubbed Sal the wrong way. When he went to the training later in the evening, he’d absolutely call Barry out on his shit. There was nothing to gain from riling up Brophy, and it would only sour their already strained relationship before they went into the tower. The worst thing was, if Sal dwelled on the topic, he’d start thinking of that time with the Grand Design that warned him about Brophy. He couldn’t walk into a tower and put his safety into the hands of someone who was potentially an enemy.

Pushing the thoughts out of his head, Sal stabbed the metal pin into the optimal space on the prowler’s neck.

Sal looked up as he started to fill a new vial of green blood. As he waited for it to fill, he turned around to check the other teams and was surprised to see that only a handful were left. Blathnaid was one of them, and she was orchestrating the movement of all the accumulated materials, with Darren as her pack mule. Sal frowned as he saw all the tables with the prowlers still fully intact. There was no way they’d get to all of them before it was time for the next group of students to come in and complete the same class.

Sal used his tracker to inspect each of the prowlers, looking for the internal cores in particular. Considering Brophy had already asked Beck about the removal of the cores, he wondered whether the other teams understood their value. His eyes widened when he saw at least a dozen cores just resting on the workbenches, completely untouched. Looking back to where Beck stood with a group of students, Sal decided that it was in his best interests to get as many of them as he could.

Pinching the tube so the vial didn’t overflow with blood, Sal picked up one of the clear plastic bags that was designed for contaminated rags and moved to the other benches. He made short work of it and plucked each of the cores from the table, depositing them into the bag as he went. It was quite the haul, and Sal was already wondering how he’d best incorporate them into a piece of equipment. Blathnaid had successfully set the bar really high with her Unique-grade pieces for Sakura and Darren, so naturally Sal wanted to exceed that level and aim for Epic grade at the minimum.

“Ah, looks like we have some enterprising students!” Beck laughed as he approached Sal from behind.

Sal blinked as he turned around red-handed, a prowler core in his right hand and a half-full bag in his left. What made it worse was the transparent bag material, that showed clearly what he was up to.

“Sorry, sir.” Blathnaid’s voice echoed from the other side of the room. “I’m making equipment for my team so we have a better chance of clearing the tower.”

Sal turned to see Blathnaid holding a cleaving knife in her right hand; her left held a prowler claw as if to steady it before severing it. It had barely been a minute, and Blathnaid was back at it. Darren was already out of the room with a hefty amount of salvaged materials in tow.

Beck chuckled as he shook his head. “Resourcefulness is not something I would ever criticize. If you have the capability to use these components, I’d rather see you get use out of them than the Scavengers or the Credit floor.” His smile grew wider as he looked at Blathnaid carefully. “If you can equip your team half as well as you’ve equipped yourself, then I believe you’ll be off to an excellent start with the tower.”

Blathnaid smiled as she shook her head. “Thank you, sir. The prowler materials I’ve used so far managed to make a Unique-grade piece of equipment. That’s the benchmark to beat.” She shot a glance over at Sal, and her smile morphed into a grin. “I’ve also got competition, which will hopefully push me to a higher result.”

Beck looked at Sal with a raised eyebrow. “Oh, is that so?” He clasped his hands behind his back and smiled. “Unique grade is nothing to sniff at. Especially considering how early you are in your Heroic careers. I’ve heard about Mr. Argento’s exploits, but I’m delighted to see it’s having a positive influence on your development.”

He thought about it for a few moments before looking over his shoulder at the other students leaving the classroom. “You both don’t have much time left, and I’d be loathe to stop you from getting what you need.”

Blathnaid started to insist that he wasn’t interrupting, but Beck shook his head and raised a hand.

“If you two don’t have plans for your evening, you’re more than welcome to stay for the next intake of students. In an assistant capacity, for some extra credit.” Beck smiled as he gestured at the rows of prowlers. “You could help guide the students to speed things up. And the faster they finish up their charts, the more time you’d have to deconstruct their prowlers…”

Sal couldn’t believe what he was hearing. He looked over at Blathnaid, who was practically bursting to agree and slightly bouncing on her heels in anticipation. It meant he wouldn’t be training with Barry, but it would absolutely help him in his skinning proficiency. Getting more materials for Crafting would be a great resource, but he wondered whether it was the right choice to make so close to the tower excursion.

Beck raised a hand. “I will say, though, that I’ll need proof of what you’ve Crafted with the materials. If you just sell them off to make some Q-Cred, then I’ll have to charge you. How is that for a compromise? Shouldn’t be too much of an issue for aspiring Crafters?”

Blathnaid nodded eagerly. “That’s perfect. I can take inventory and send over an itemized list with updates.”

Sal frowned slightly. “What if we Craft with them and then sell the equipment to other students. Does that go against your rules?”

Blathnaid looked at Sal like he was crazy, but Beck merely laughed at the question.

“That’s completely reasonable. Although I’d love to see you donate the surplus equipment to your fellow students, I never want to cheapen the labor it takes to complete them. Our students are severely lacking in the equipment department, so it would be a net win for us to have all of this completed in-house.” Beck smiled as he clapped his hands together in front of him. “So, is that a yes to being my assistants for the next class?”

Both Sal and Blathnaid nodded simultaneously. It was too good of a deal to pass up, and was definitely worth a late evening if they were going to profit from it. Even with Sal’s weighty account balance, he was still worried about the materials shortage that was going to happen following the evaluations. If he wanted materials, this was the best method he’d get. Unless he wanted to go and kill a load of prowlers in a dungeon or something. Even that would have him being taxed on his profits.

“Excellent. Then, I’ll let you help the administration staff in taking in the next set of prowlers. The workbenches have wheels you can use to push them over to the loading bay at the side,” Beck explained with a smile as he gestured to an area at the back of the classroom that held a shuttered elevator door.

Sal and Blathnaid looked at each other and then at the rows of workbenches. They had essentially been roped into hard labor.

Beck chuckled to himself as he walked back to the podium.

***

“What time do you call this?” Barry asked from his seated position in the center of the training room.

Sweat lined his brow and his breathing was ragged. It looked like he had pushed himself to his limits several times while Sal had been absent.

Sal shook his head wearily as he joined Barry on the floor. “I’m still annoyed with you for that shit you pulled earlier, but I don’t have the energy to have it out with you at the minute.”

Barry snorted as he lay on the ground and stared up at the ceiling. “You’re too damn polite to say what you’re thinking most of the time, or maybe it’s because you don’t like conflict. Either way, I said what needed to be said to that asshole.”

Sal closed his eyes and took a breath before exhaling slowly. “Did it really need to be said just before the tower? Last thing I need is for Brophy to see me as an enemy. Not an ideal scenario when you’re supposed to be relying on him to keep you safe.”

Barry grinned as he spread his arms out wide. “What are you talking about? I absolutely helped. He saw me as the villain today, and you as the friend who tried to make us play nice. I got to throw in a few barbs about how he was acting entitled, and now he’s going to walk on eggshells around you to make sure that you’re still onboard with Crafting a solution.”

Sal sat up abruptly. “Wait. You goaded him on purpose?”

Barry sat up to look at Sal as if he were an idiot. “Yeah. You heard him, right? Accusing you of making me gear, or splitting your focus to other things? He was on edge and poorly masking it, trying to butter you up with his proficiency of carving up demons.” Barry shrugged as though it were obvious.

“All I had to do was call him out on his shit, and it will act like a reset button for his personality. You just need to throw me under the bus and say how angry you are for how I spoke to him like that, bitch about me a little, and Brophy will see an opportunity to worm his way between us and break up the friendship.”

Barry raised a single finger. “And the best way to do that is for him to be the perfect friend to you. He’s already seen that you equip your friends with great gear, so he’ll absolutely try that angle.”

Sal stared at Barry with his mouth wide open. “You really are a manipulative piece of shit, aren’t you?”

“You already knew that.” Barry laughed as he got to his feet. “But it feels nice to be recognized from time to time.” His smile eventually faded, and he looked at Sal with a furrowed brow.

“I’m being playful right now and giving you a strategy to manage the situation. Long-term, though, you need to cut him loose. I wasn’t kidding when I spoke about that murderous intent from him.”

“I know what you mean,” Sal said as he looked behind him to check that nobody was entering the training room.

“I’ve already bubbled us, the moment you came in,” Barry admitted as he waved his hand to reveal a shimmering vortex of smoke that whirled around them at speed. “You can be as honest as you want.”

Sal wiped at his face with both hands, groaning into them for a second as he took a breath. “Why can’t this all be straightforward? He gave off some really sinister vibes out in the excursion, and I just reasoned that it was because of all the dungeon trauma and his frustration of not having his ability. The restraining amulet he wears supposedly makes him calm, but he’s still super volatile all the time. There are some really good moments where he’s the best teacher and it genuinely feels like he wants us all to succeed.”

Barry nodded and placed his hands on his hips. “And then there are the other times when it all just feels like an elaborate act?”

Sal pinched at the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “Yeah. Pretty much. It’s hard to know what the real personality is when there’s so many new ones popping up. Like, I never thought he’d accuse me like that in the middle of the class, in front of the team. Sure, I’ve dodged a few messages and calls from him, but is that really a reason to start thinking that I’m conspiring against him?”

Barry shrugged. “Depends. First of all, we all know how shit you are with replying to messages. We’ve been friends for a short while, and I know to expect at least one response for every five messages. Unless it’s important. Brophy likely doesn’t know that yet, and has likely never been left on read in his life. Might be a sobering thing to realize that a Support is evading you. Probably felt like he hit rock bottom.”

Sal laughed and shook his head. “How did you manage to make that an insult? Anyway, what made you decide to antagonize him? Was it really because you had this master plan on getting him to focus his anger on you rather than me?”

Barry smiled as he tilted his head and shrugged. “Who knows? All I’ll say is that I knew Gallant and followed his career for years. The guy you met today in that lab was absolutely nothing like the Gallant of years ago. After learning what we did about switchers, I wouldn’t be all that surprised to hear that Gallant is actually a demon in disguise.”

Sal’s face paled as he stared at Barry. “You’re not serious…”

Barry chuckled as he dismissed the vortex around them. “Of course I’m not serious. Man, he has you wound up tight. So, are you going to tell me why you were a few hours late? It better have been worth it.”


Chapter 52: Mistakes

“Hey, when did you guys start treating this like a storage unit?” Upgrade ungraciously stepped and stumbled over the stacks of prowler hides that were set up near the doorway.

She caught the edge of her desk with a groan and shot Sal a withering look, as though he were the prime suspect.

Sal put up his hands to proclaim his innocence and quickly pointed over to Blathnaid’s corner, where she was smiling guiltily. “You’ll find the culprit over there. What was your final count of hides?” he asked Blathnaid with a shit-eating grin, because he already knew the answer.

Upgrade cocked an eyebrow as she looked at Blathnaid, who crumbled under the pressure.

“Twenty-six hides. But Sal got way more cores than me!” Blathnaid tried to justify herself, but the look of incredulity on Upgrade’s face told them that it was a useless effort.

“How did you manage to buy all of this? There’s a severe shortage at the minute on the Credit floor. Someone bought up every single prowler on the market.” Upgrade looked at the hides surrounding her. “What are you even going to use all this for?”

Sal perked up at that question. He looked over at Blathnaid with a smile. “Yeah, Blathnaid. What are you going to use it all for?”

Blathnaid shot him a glare as she mumbled to herself for a few seconds. “I’m going to try to get an Epic grade. I know it’ll be hard, but I think I can do it.”

Upgrade whistled as she sat at her desk. “I’m still not understanding where all of this came from. Did you buy it?” She looked at Sal because she knew he was the loaded one of the two.

Sal shook his head. “Professor Beck had an Analysis class earlier today where we were dissecting prowlers and learning how to tell their threat levels and stuff. After the class, we got to dismantle the prowlers for their materials. Beck let us stay on for the later classes to get more stuff. We can use it for Crafting, but not for selling.”

Upgrade frowned as she looked at it all. “Classic Beck. I imagine he made you work for it, though. He’s a crafty bastard.”

“Tell me about it,” Blathnaid answered with a smile. “I can barely lift my arms anymore. We had to help carry so many of them, load the carcasses, and then lug all the materials up here.”

Upgrade looked at them both for a quiet moment before tilting her head. “So why are you both here? You’ve got more classes tomorrow, right? You shouldn’t be pulling all-nighters just for Crafting.”

Sal gestured at the simulation orb beside him. “Trying to make a weave for Gallant while Blathnaid makes some drawings. We’re not going to be here long, promise.”

Upgrade shook her head as she turned her attention to her own work. “If you’re not out in an hour, I’ll kick both of you out. There’s a limit to how prepared you can be for the tower.”

Blathnaid perked up at that. “I don’t really know what to expect with it. We’ve been getting so much information from the lecturers that it’s hard to know how much is practical and what is theory. Any advice for us?”

Upgrade spun around in her stool with a knowing smile on her face. “Last time, I tried to tell Sal that the tournament was going to be a shit-show. He didn’t believe me and you ended up getting top place. I can’t tell you much about the tower, except for the fact that it’s not what you’re expecting. There’s a reason that theory is being thrown at you…”

Sal snorted at that as he pulled at the glowing threads in front of him. “Masterfully vague… thanks for the insight.” He frowned as a flash of red light appeared around him.

Blathnaid’s eyes narrowed slightly as she looked off to one side. “So, like a test… similar to how the excursion wasn’t what we thought it was going to be?”

Upgrade’s smile grew as she shrugged innocently. “I’d hit the books more than the workbenches, if you catch my drift.”

“Ugh.” Sal groaned as he finally remembered what he had been putting off. “I need to recap the leecher segment from Harlan’s class.”

“Upgrade?” Blathnaid raised a hand, before catching herself and lowering it with an awkward smile. “What are the best weapons to make out of prowler claws?”

Upgrade thought about it before answering. “Most would probably tell you to make a dagger or a knife with them, but the best I’ve seen so far is an arm attachment that has retractable claws. We pretty much just call it the prowler claw, which likely isn’t that helpful for visualizing it. Hang on a sec and I’ll draw it.”

Sal tried to zone out their conversation, despite being incredibly interested in the topic. He did want to join them in Crafting but decided it would be better to tell Gallant to his face that he genuinely tried to find a solution. All his previous notes were laid out beside the humanoid torso, and he was currently experimenting with Adapt and Hone from the abilities list. The weave wasn’t happy with the combination attempt, but Sal was persevering. He had tried already with Intuit, but that hadn’t been all that helpful. Cultivate was another one for his list that he hoped could help.

Another red light illuminated the private room, and Sal wiped at his face with his hands. Even if his heart wasn’t in the process, he wanted to be able to face Gallant and say that he tried. Rather than giving him a piece of gear that would miraculously fix his issues, if it was an implant ability that helped him, then it would be the responsibility of Quest Academy if he went psycho in the future. It was a weak excuse, but Sal couldn’t think of a better solution right now. He had already passed on Alex’s details to Brophy to give him an elixir as a temporary solution.

“Adapt allows the user to rapidly learn new skills and techniques.” Sal read aloud from his notes and looked at the weave in front of him.

It wasn’t playing nice with Harmonize, which granted the user an innate proficiency in essence management and control. The control part of Harmonize was what Sal was aiming for. Sal switched it out and pulled up one of the other prepared weaves.

“Integrate, allows the user to treat newly learned skills and techniques as innate capabilities,” Sal read as he lined up Integrate with Adapt.

There was a nice bit of overlap between the two, and Sal got to work by meshing them together. It had been a few days since he had done this earnestly, but the amount he had learned in that short time had allowed him to do most of the work automatically. His foundations were laid out first and the weaves eventually started moving in his mind the way they were supposed to.

Maybe it was because he was tired, but he didn’t bother smoothing out the rotations or ensuring the space for future evolution. Instead, he just went with a janky prototype of what should work. It would be a sacrifice of proficiency, but would at least tell him whether he had a winning combination. His eye caught sight of the Hone weave that was on standby, but he dismissed the thought almost immediately. There was no point in making more work for himself if he was able to make something useful with the two weaves. Hone allowed the user an increased capacity to learn new skills and techniques. There was so much overlap that Sal was pretty sure Hone was a variation of the Adapt ability.

“Sal, you should have a look at this!” Blathnaid called out as she lifted Upgrade’s drawing into the air with a wide grin on her face.

Sal looked up blearily and let go of the threads, just in time to see a green light illuminate the room. He stood there for a moment in disbelief. He was nowhere near done with it; even if he was admitting to it being a janky prototype, it was still too rough to be a real weave. Rather than waiting for the answer from the terminal, Sal looked back at the Harmonize weave and groaned inwardly.

Without so much as a sigh, Sal added the Harmonize weave into the mix and silently rebuked himself when the green light flashed again. This was something he had theorized a week ago, but Hone, Adapt, and Integrate were evolutions of the same weave. Sal didn’t listen to the terminal as he continued to refine the weave in front of him. It was annoying to think of the time he had wasted by creating a weave that already existed in the database.

Considering he was already in the middle of it, Sal pushed through his annoyance and completed the final part of the puzzle. All the mistakes Skill Master identified were ironed out, and he took it seriously to unlock the final stage of the weave. Whatever it was that came after Integrate, he’d be able to add to the database and start a different combination.

“You okay, Sal?” Upgrade asked from beside him, causing him to jump slightly.

“Hey, yeah… just a bit frustrated,” Sal admitted as he caught his breath. The green light flashed again, a little more urgently this time.

Upgrade nodded as she looked over at the terminal in concern. “Yeah, I get that… but if you overload the simulation orb like that, it might lose some of the weaves. Maybe take a break and let it finish the processing?”

Sal frowned at that as he followed her gaze. “It was weaves that are already in the database, so it shouldn’t be running into any issues.”

Upgrade shook her head. “No, the announcements were that it wasn’t finished processing when you moved onto the next weave. It’s currently trying to process the last three weaves you made.” She looked back at Sal with a confused expression.

Sal sighed as he moved over to the terminal. “Don’t worry, I’m just going to put up a weave for Integrate, so you can see that they’re the same. It already has it loaded, so you’ll see that I’m not going crazy.” He laughed to himself as he loaded it up on a set of free wires. “See, it’s…”

Sal’s words died in his throat as he looked at the completely different weaves in front of him. Whatever he had been working on wasn’t remotely similar to the Integrate ability.

“But… I loaded it from here,” Sal repeated in confusion as he looked down at the terminal to see the log of his activity.

Upgrade followed him over to it and read over his shoulder. “That’s not how you spell Integrate.” She laughed as she looked back at the weave. “I think you might have just accidentally made a few new weaves, with an ability called Interpolate. What does it even do?”

Sal looked at the word and saw his error immediately. He had searched the database by entering in the first four letters of the word, and clearly picked the wrong one to load up. When he went into the weave itself, he wasn’t sure exactly how it could work with the Adapt ability.

Upgrade started reading with a lot of amusement in her voice. “Interpolate is a Psionic category ability.” She gave Sal a shocked expression, milking the entire situation for maximum dramatic effect. “It grants the user the power to fill in information or gaps in knowledge with incredible accuracy. Apparently through pattern or trend assessment.” Upgrade couldn’t stop herself from laughing after reading the last line. She looked over at Sal with a pitying expression.

“I’m sorry that the processing power is being taken up by this one. Looks like it might be a dud.” Her expression brightened as she nudged his shoulder. “But, it looks like you’re in for an early night at least!”

“You’re terrible at consoling people.” Sal gathered up his notes with a sigh. “Interpolate being mixed with Adapt does sound like it’s going to be an Analysis-style ability, though. It’ll probably create Deduction or something.”

“But what about Harmonize?” Upgrade looked at the constructed weave. “I don’t see how Harmonize would make an Analysis type of ability.”

Sal followed her gaze to look at the weave in confusion. “Guess we’ll find out tomorrow.”

Upgrade laughed. “I’ll text you the result. You’ll be in class, remember?”

Sal’s shoulders dropped in defeat. It really wasn’t his day.


Chapter 53: Results

“Checking your tablet isn’t going to make it load any faster.” Barry laughed as he gave Sal the side-eye during their class.

It had been a recurring theme over the last few hours as they sat in the amphitheater, listening to Alastair Maxwell running through Tactics drills.

Sal ignored him as he refreshed his messages from Upgrade. She had replied the first few times he had asked for an update, but then went silent about an hour ago. His curiosity was getting the better of him, but the distraction had actually been welcome. Because Tactics was completely theoretical and relied on case studies, his visor made easy work of them. All sorts of new strategy simulations ran through Sal’s vision as the visor refined them and produced something superior. A lot of the time it just validated what Professor Maxwell was teaching and confirmed that the case studies were the best methods available for navigating a tower.

“It gives me so much anxiety to see that many unread messages,” Divinity remarked as she looked at Sal’s tablet. “I would have thought you’d be the type to check everything.”

Barry smiled over at Divinity, who had ignored most of their back-and-forth for the morning. “Welcome to the conversation. Any chance you’ve seen a future where Sal gets brutally killed by Gallant in the tower? Or maybe me getting killed by him?”

Divinity frowned as she looked between the two of them. “What did you do?” She seemed to think better of it when her gaze landed on Sal. Instead, she focused back on Barry. “What did you do?”

Barry shrugged as though it wasn’t that big of a deal. “Just called him out on being fake, and told him that it wasn’t Sal’s responsibility to fix him.”

“Fuck,” Divinity breathed as her eyes turned a milky white. “I try my best to avoid looking at futures for Gallant.”

Barry exchanged a meaningful look with Sal before muttering under his breath, “Probably a good reason for that. Wouldn’t you think?”

Sal looked up from his tablet to wait for Divinity’s verdict. Rounding on Barry, he sighed. “Stop trying to twist things. Also, stop asking Divinity to use her powers for silly stuff like this. It’s not cool.”

Divinity’s brow furrowed momentarily as she went through her vision. A few seconds later, her jaw dropped as she stared into the empty space in front of her. Both of her hands clasped at the table in front of her as she twisted her head slightly as though to see from a different angle.

“What… the actual fuck?” When her vision ended, she whirled around to look at Sal with wide eyes. “What did you do?”

Sal had to rely on his visor for this one, and used it to pick apart the emotions that Divinity was displaying. He was relieved he did so, because it wasn’t anger… far from it, actually. It was incredulity, disbelief, and wonder all at once.

Before he could say anything, Divinity turned to look outside the amphitheater, to the entrance of the administrative building. Sal followed her gaze to see Quest and Upgrade walking toward them. There was another man beside them who Sal didn’t recognize, but they were walking purposefully.

“Divinity, want to tell me what’s going on?” Sal asked with a hitch in his voice as he watched the group make their way to the podium.

Divinity stared at Sal and shook her head in shock. “Remember the forest of trees, when we worked together to read the future? The method I showed you to follow the different branches?”

Sal nodded slowly, not sure where she was going with this.

Divinity breathed out slowly as she stared at Sal with a stupefied expression. Her eyes went a milky white as she tried to validate what she was seeing again. “Well, that forest just got a whole lot bigger. I can’t even see where it stretches. The height of the trees is so much bigger now, too.”

Salvatore Argento, could you come with us for a few moments please?

Quest was at the podium, with Alastair standing off to one side in confusion. Judging by the grin on Upgrade’s face, there was nothing to be worried about, but Sal couldn’t help but feel like he was a fish out of water.

Apologies for interrupting the class, but we have need of Mr. Argento’s Replication expertise.

With that single sentence, Quest dispelled any rumors that would have started up about disciplinary action. The murmuring that broke out across the amphitheater was one of curiosity rather than judgment, and all eyes locked onto Sal as he got to his feet and gathered his things.

“I’ll take notes for you,” Barry said with a laugh as he moved his feet for Sal to get past him.

Divinity just stared at Sal as he moved past her. Her eyes were still white, and the wide smile on her face told him that he didn’t make a Deduction weave the previous night.

***

“Are you going to tell me what’s going on?” Sal asked as they entered a fancy meeting room in the administrative tower.

Everyone had been tight-lipped on the journey to the room, except for Upgrade introducing Sal to the mystery man, who turned out to be Grant from the research labs. That at least cemented the fact that this was to do with the weave he had constructed.

“Take a seat, Sal. We have another person who wants to be here. So, we’ll wait for them to arrive first.” Quest gestured to one of the plush leather chairs placed around the impossibly large mahogany table in the center of the room.

Upgrade sat directly across from Sal, but Quest gave her a look and she quickly vacated it before moving to another chair.

Quest took the seat across from Sal and made a motion with his hand to the area behind where Sal sat. “There are refreshments there if you’d like some tea or coffee?”

Sal politely declined as he looked around the room. Grant was the one who had the Skill Savant ability, and he was the person who had helped Upgrade make the simulation orb. Wait, did he break the machine by overloading it? Was that why they’d called him in? It didn’t make sense for Divinity to be that stupefied, though, if that was the case.

“Upgrade, could you fire up the gate?” Quest asked as he checked his own tablet with a frown. “She’s on the other side.”

Upgrade didn’t hesitate as she got to her feet and moved across the room to a mechanical arch nestled against the wall. She reached into a compartment at the side of the arch and withdrew a glowing rectangle of light.

Sal recognized it immediately as one of the cores they had used for the Skill Registration machine from his first day at the academy. It had a metal brace around each of the edges to contain it like a transparent briefcase. Sal watched as Upgrade slotted the massive core into the arch and stepped back in expectation.

His visor started to analyze the structure, and Mythcrafter was only able to offer a few small improvements to the overall design. Sal instinctively understood from the visor and his ability that he was looking at a teleportation gate.

A film of horizontal light descended from the top of the arch to the bottom slowly, similar to the rippling of water, but perfectly straight lines moving down in sequence. The lines became faster and more frequent, until they started to blend together, creating a wall of light that seemed to vibrate within the confines of the mechanical arch.

“Oh, and Sal?” Upgrade grinned as she looked back over her shoulder. “Doc Ameye made this teleportation gate.”

Sal smiled and offered her a shrug. “Good for him. I wouldn’t even know where to start with something like this.”

Quest got to his feet and walked around the table to make himself a cup of tea. He looked between the gate and Sal for a moment before a rueful smile crossed his face. “I somehow doubt that, Salvatore. You seem to surprise us at every turn.”

Sal’s eyes fell to the only person seated at the table. Grant was a tall man with broad shoulders. Blondish-brown hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His blue eyes were locked onto Sal throughout the conversation, and when they made eye contact, Grant smiled before clasping his hands in front of him. He offered a silent nod, which Sal returned.

Prestige stepped through the teleportation gate as though it were an open door, dusting herself off and adjusting her jacket that had twisted slightly around her torso.

“Tea for me, Quest.” She spoke like it wasn’t a request, but Quest didn’t so much as bat an eyelid at the expectation. Rather, he started preparing a drink for her.

Grant unclasped his hands and tapped at the table in quick succession. “Can we start now? This is killing me.”

Upgrade laughed as she sat down beside Sal and pulled in her chair. “To be fair, Sal doesn’t know why he’s here, and judging by his torrent of messages from earlier, he’s desperate to know the results.”

Sal was still looking at Prestige. It didn’t make sense for her to be there. Was she there because the weave he created was suitable for Brophy? Or was she there in a guide capacity for the upcoming tower run?

Quest placed a teacup and saucer down in front of Prestige with a smile before seating himself across from Sal with his own teacup in hand. “First, Salvatore, thank you for coming with us today. You’ve probably guessed already that we wanted to have a chat with you about the special project you’ve been working on.”

“The ability weaves?” Sal ventured, just to make sure.

Quest nodded. “Yes, the ability weaves. Each weave you’ve constructed has been sent over to Grant to run further simulations on. Synchronicity percentages are determined by Grant’s research, as he makes estimates on which registered students or Heroes could benefit from the weaves you’ve made. Rather than having me butcher the explanation, I’ll pass it over to Grant.”

Grant’s enthusiasm became apparent immediately as he leaned forward in his chair and spoke excitedly. “Synchro rate is an estimation. To leave room for error, I intentionally lowered the proficiency of each of the weaves that we put in the database. Sometimes between ten and twenty percent. It was to ensure that we were certain of any matches it produced.”

“And what does that mean in English?” Prestige asked somewhat testily as she stared at Grant.

Grant frowned ever so slightly as he turned to face her. “The simulation orb that Salvatore has been using has an artificial difficulty imposed on it. It was an intentional decision on our part, so that a weave at eighty-five percent suitability on the terminal would actually be closer to ninety-five percent. It was our way of ensuring a safety net.”

Sal nodded in understanding. “I was wondering why the registered weaves were so low in stability. But, I’ve had some that came through at a hundred percent. Would that mean that it’s possible to exceed the top result?”

He wasn’t sure the question made sense, and tried to remember an example of one of the weaves that had reached a perfect stability score.

Grant grinned as he tapped the table with his index finger. “That’s the beauty of it. When the algorithm sees a perfect weave, it reflects that with a perfect score. Each of those delays from the simulation orb when you create a new ability are the tests we’re running back at the lab to assess its stability and suitability to our registered people. Last night, you nearly overloaded our whole system by putting through three separate requests in the space of minutes.” Grant laughed as though it were the greatest problem to have.

Prestige seemed to be in the same camp as Sal, but her patience wasn’t nearly as strong. “Could any of you explain how all of this pertains to my son? I was informed that a suitable ability was identified for him.”

Grant smiled as he reached into his pocket and took out a shard of glass, which he placed on the table in front of him. Using two hands, he pinched the edges of the glass on opposite corners and pulled them outward to increase the size of the screen, which burst to life. Grant continued as though this wasn’t a piece of mind-blowing technology, and pinched at an area in the center of the glass-like panel and pulled upward. Following his gesture, a recreation of the weave appeared for everyone to see. It hovered over the glass like a projection, rotating on the spot. Grant looked to Quest, and the headmaster gave him a slight nod to continue.

Tapping the glass in front of him, Grant remained quiet as the familiar voice of the terminal announcements started to speak.

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 71%]

[Category: Body Manipulation]

[Name: Condition]

[Grade: 8]

[Description: Condition allows the user to diagnose inefficiencies within their body and correct them through the use of internal essence.]

“This was the first of the ability weaves, and while it’s not the one we think could benefit Gallant, it’s an extraordinary discovery.” Grant spoke excitedly as he looked at the weave circulating in front of him.

Prestige frowned. “I’m not a fan of dramatics, nor patient enough for a grand reveal. Could you get to the point so we can discuss how to move forward?”

Quest interjected with a raised hand. “Prestige, this is relevant. There is a chance that Gallant will need to take the Condition ability as a weave, and work toward evolving it. Body Manipulation is a difficult category for implants, but for some reason, Condition has a ridiculously high suitability range.”

Prestige tilted her head and gave Quest a meaningful look.

With a sigh, Quest just spread his hands. “Hundreds of students are able to take Condition as an ability. Normally there are only a handful of compatible students, but with this weave, the number is in the hundreds. Gallant is one of them.”

Grant nodded as he pinched the projection of the weave and pulled it to the left, populating the same space with a more advanced weave. “This is what we’re aiming for. It’s the combination of Adapt, Interpolate, and Harmonize.”

[Skill Registration: Successful]

[Weave Stability: 62%]

[Category: Body Manipulation]

[Name: Perfect]

[Grade: 21]

[Description: Perfect grants user an evolutionary proficiency focused on internal and external development. Offers heightened capability for learning new skills and techniques and continuously refines them.]

Prestige’s frown grew deeper as she pointed at the projection. “Am I understanding this correctly? It’s an ability that allows people to perfect their existing capabilities? Would that work for Gallant, like giving him an innate mastery?”

Grant smiled as he nodded. “Not just existing capabilities. If someone with this particular ability were to try to pick up a new skill, Perfect would start using internal essence to improve their proficiency with it. It’s like a permanent proficiency modifier that we’re incredibly excited for.”

Quest raised a hand to interject with a slight smile. “We’re still running tests with it to find the differences between what it actually is, and what we’re hoping it could be. Which is why we’ve brought Salvatore here.”

Sal raised an eyebrow. “You want me to bring the weave to a hundred percent?”

Quest shook his head with a smile. “No, we’re hoping you’ll replicate the ability for us today so Grant can verify its capability.”


Chapter 54: Perfect

“Am I missing something?” Prestige asked as she fixed Sal with a piercing gaze. “Replicators can’t just look at a weave and activate an ability.”

Her tone was one that brooked no argument. As far as she was concerned, it was a fact and she said it with so much certainty that Sal actually questioned his own ability.

Upgrade wasn’t fazed in the slightest and perked up in her seat. “Sal can. He’s been doing it since he arrived at Quest Academy, and can do so much more than just that.”

Prestige turned her attention to Upgrade. “I’m aware that he’s able to Craft. I saw the revolver and visor during the excursion, as well as the enclosure he made for his team.” She waved her hand vaguely as she looked at Quest. “I know Grant can bestow abilities he can see, but he can’t activate them himself. What am I missing?”

Quest smiled as he gestured toward Sal. “Skill Master is his ability, and it has some interesting permutations that allow him to adjust weaves to create new ones. We created the simulation orb to best use his talents, rather than putting his own body at risk.”

Prestige’s calm demeanor faltered for a moment as she whipped around to look at Sal in shock. “Wait… risk his own body? He can construct the weaves within himself?”

Sal got to his feet and moved around the table to look at the weave projected on Grant’s glass tablet. “Is it okay if I fix it up first?” he asked, ignoring Prestige’s questions.

It was quite the liberating feeling to see her uncomfortable for once, but he didn’t want to come across as weak. If one of the top ten in the Hunter Bureau saw him as a pushover, then he’d likely be pushed around by them and inundated with requests. Sure, it would be hard to twist the narrative at this point considering Prestige was very aware of his personality type and his combat capabilities from the excursion, but Sal wanted to at least come across as proficient and capable in his own domain.

“Be my guest.” Grant slid the glass tablet across the table so it was closer to Sal. “It’s already an ideal weave, but once you activate it, I’ll be able to read it with my own.”

Quest regarded Prestige for a moment, folding his hands in front of him. “Grant has the Skill Savant ability, and it allows him to temporarily bestow abilities to others. If we’re able to create a superior version of the Perfect or Condition ability, then Grant should be able to administer it to people safely.”

Prestige just shook her head. “You’re telling me that Salvatore can replicate existing abilities and activate them? He could replicate Catalyst right now?” Her disbelief was evident as she looked around the room, as though looking for support in how crazy that claim was.

Sal glanced over at her and nodded. “Yes, but I can also improve it.”

Seeing the expression on Prestige’s face was absolutely worth it. She was positively dumbfounded as she looked at Quest with wide eyes.

“It’s true. Salvatore is rather exceptional when it comes to Skill Weaves. He’s already added a number of new abilities that we’ve never seen before to the database, and catalogued a host of new evolutionary paths for basic abilities.” Quest smiled. “We’ve been rewarding him for his efforts with Q-Cred, but his contributions to this project have been nothing short of extraordinary.”

“Why are you sending him to a tower? Why is he even taking classes? You should have him working full-time on this project.” Prestige stated it as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, gesturing wildly at Sal. “He doesn’t need to understand combat maneuvers to create new weaves.”

Quest shook his head as he looked at Prestige. “It doesn’t work that way. This is an academy for students to learn. And when Salvatore arrived, he had no understanding of how to use his ability and was actually conditioned against using it. We only started making headway on his progress after the excursion.”

“He’s also going to start a guild. Quest is currently debating on upgrading the entire workshop to give him a place to work within the academy,” Upgrade threw into the conversation, earning her a warning look from Quest, but her grin persisted regardless.

Just as Prestige was about to say something, Sal clapped to get all their attention. “As great as it is listening to you all discussing my future, I have classes that I need to get back to. Can we get started on this? I just need a few minutes of quiet.”

Quest chuckled as he gestured for Sal to continue. Upgrade’s grin was still fixed on her face, and only Prestige looked ruffled by the whole thing. Grant moved his chair back to give Sal more room.

Sal sighed as he activated Skill Master. Because it wasn’t a real weave, he was essentially just recreating the pattern that was in front of him. He had been tired the previous night and wasn’t really operating at full capacity, so couldn’t exactly recall how it should look. It only took a few minutes of using his internal thread to make the pattern a direct copy of the image.

From that point, Sal smoothed out the inefficiencies of the threads. It wasn’t knots like he was used to, but rather a question of space and the movements. He was doing this with his ability rather than the threads from the simulation orb, so it was a lot more instinctual and the learnings from all his practice really came into play. He knew without opening his eyes that he would have gotten a few green lights by this point, but he wasn’t done. Placing a foundation for the future growth of the ability, he tweaked the rotations of the thread and was pleased to see it mimicking the movements he never got to see with the static threads in the workshop.

A rogue thought popped into his head as he worked. The simulation orb never included his Skill Master ability, which was one of the key ingredients for the Mythcrafter ability to work. Would the inclusion of Skill Master to the Perfect ability screw things up? There was nothing he could do about it, so he pushed the thought away and continued to refine the weave in front of him. When the final touches were in place, he took a breath and opened his eyes.

“Okay, I’m going to activate it now. Is that okay?” Sal asked of the room, which caused a splutter from Prestige, who held her teacup to her face.

“What? Is this some sort of joke? It’s barely been a few minutes.” She looked at Quest, but it was Upgrade who answered her.

“You get used to it… eventually.”

Sal smiled as he looked to Quest, who gave him a nod to proceed. With a push, Sal flooded the new weave with his internal essence. When he was sure that it was sufficiently powered, he activated it. The immediate reaction was nothing but a steady draw on his internal essence, as though it were being used as a fuel source. There were no perceptible changes, though, or at least nothing that Sal could feel.

“Gods…” Grant breathed as he stared at Sal in wonder. “What have you created?” He got to his feet and placed one of his hands on Sal’s left shoulder before bowing his head slightly and closing his eyes. “I don’t know that I’ll be able to take something this strong, but I’ll try my best.” His other hand reached out to touch the piece of glass on the table.

Sal watched as the image started to change on the tablet, as though Grant was somehow channeling what he could see in Sal onto the device. It was an interesting piece of technology that he really wanted to Appraise, but it wasn’t the right time or place for that. All he did was keep the ability active as he tried to discover what it did.

So far, there was nothing happening, which was a cause for concern. It was the ultimate level of an ability and its effects were invisible, which meant that the damage it was potentially doing was also invisible.

“Should we have a Healer here or something?” Sal asked Quest. “I can’t feel anything with this ability, but it’s in its ultimate form and I don’t want to be doing some irreparable damage to myself.”

Quest nodded as he got to his feet and went across to the drinks area. He picked up a sealed bottle and brought it over to where Sal stood with Grant. “Drink this and it should ensure that no damage is done.”

Sal took the bottle from the headmaster and drank it. He wasn’t expecting the fruity flavor, and told himself that he probably should have asked what it was before drinking it, but he trusted Quest. As soon as he had taken the first gulp of it, he was struck by the instantaneous effect it had on his mind. It was like the coffees he drank, but dialed up to eleven. The next thing that he became aware of was the overwhelming sensation of essence pouring through his body.

It was like when Vanessa had unlocked his gates, but there was no pain or discomfort. Instead, it was like an entirely new core existed within him, and it shot out in every direction to reinforce and heal his body. Sal knew immediately that the drink was an incredibly rare elixir that had likely cost an insane amount to create. The effects were almost like a complete restoration of his body in seconds.

“Whoa.” Upgrade stared at Sal in amazement. “Was that a beard growth elixir or something?”

Quest stepped back in surprise as he stared at Sal. “No, it’s just a basic health elixir. It shouldn’t have any sort of effect like that.”

Grant chuckled as he lifted his hand away from Sal’s shoulder. “My best guess is that you’ve just seen what the Perfect ability is capable of doing. It quite literally perfected the elixir the moment it entered Salvatore’s body.”

Sal reached a hand to his face and felt a bushy resistance. He had never let himself grow hair longer than stubble, so it was a peculiar and itchy sensation to suddenly have a thick beard. He looked at the bottle in his hand and saw that it wasn’t even half finished.

“This is a basic elixir?” he asked in bewilderment.

There was no way the Perfect ability had managed to make such a dramatic difference.

Grant wiped at his face before sitting down heavily into the plush leather chair. He pulled at the glass tablet and started to pinch it in several directions. “I was able to copy that ability, but the synchronization rate is going to be impossible for people. I can tell already that there’s pretty much no chance of anyone being able to utilize that power to its full potential.”

“Other than Salvatore, apparently,” Prestige remarked, her eyes not leaving Sal’s face as she spoke.

Grant glanced over at Quest. “I’m working off a wild hypothesis here, but there didn’t seem to be any sort of negative effects with the weave. Like, it’s literally designed to perfect and improve the host, so it doesn’t look like it would have many drawbacks if we were to put it into someone.”

Quest shook his head. “Absolutely not. We’re not implanting people with an advanced weave until we can determine its safety. Even if there are no drawbacks from a small demonstration like this, there could be risks in the long-term use of it.” He sighed as he tapped the table in front of him with his finger. “Trust me when I tell you that I would love nothing more than to see this adopted by everyone at the academy. But until we can verify the impact it has on the body, we’re not going to roll it out.”

“So, you’re going to ask Salvatore to keep the weave active for as long as possible?” Prestige asked incredulously.

Grant shook his head as he flicked through the projected images on his tablet. “That shouldn’t be necessary. The weave stability is at a hundred percent, so it’s truly the perfect rendition of the skill. It’s one thing to receive the reports, but another to witness it in action.” He grinned as he moved to different sections of his report, inputting certain commands with the base of the tablet.

“Synchronization rate was actually wrong this time around. I guessed that nobody would be suitable for the perfect version of it…” He tapped the tablet with a laugh as the automated voice filled the room.

[43 compatible users found]

[Highest Synchro Stability: 100%]

[Lowest Synchro Stability: 82%]

Grant was in his element as he continued to pull at the images and move to the next section. “And this is my favorite piece of the puzzle.”

He tapped the screen and looked up expectantly—not at Quest or Upgrade, but at Prestige.

[Registered Hero: Gallant - Synchro Stability: 94%]

Prestige’s jaw dropped as she listened to the reading from the device. Just as she was about to say something, Grant tapped the tablet again.

[Registered Student: Salvatore Argento - Synchro Stability: 100%]

“Wait, so it’s not a risk for him to use it?” Prestige asked warily as she looked at the images on the tablet. “Why would Salvatore have a higher rate of suitability than Brophy? From my understanding, Brophy has a much higher internal gate count.”

Grant didn’t even hesitate as he hiked his thumb over his shoulder at Sal. “He took one of the least invasive abilities and coupled it with the Skill Master ability. It’s practically made for him, so it makes sense that it adapts so well. Adapt is quite literally a part of the ability.”

Sal was still trying to make sense of the sensations coursing through his body. That single drink of the health elixir was wreaking havoc on his internal system as the essence refused to disperse. It was like he had consumed a ball of fire and it was heating everything up, aggressively.

“Are you okay, Sal?” Upgrade studied his face and got to her feet to move around to him.

Sal placed a hand on the back of one of the chairs to steady himself as he felt a massive buildup in his chest. As quickly as the discomfort consumed him, it dissipated with a very familiar sensation. He had to double-check to see whether it was truly possible, and when he saw it, he was certain.

“I’m pretty sure I just unlocked an essence gate?” Sal looked around the room in shock.


Chapter 55: Prospects

“Four?” Prestige asked in disbelief as she looked at Quest for validation.

“And counting,” Sal repeated as he checked his internal state.

He had decided to consume the rest of the bottle of health elixir, and it had resulted in three subsequent gates being unlocked. The discomfort he had initially felt was now just a faint numbness as he acclimatized to the sensations. It wasn’t any real effort to maintain the new weave, and Sal could feel it steadily improving him as it worked on his body.

All the small accumulations of exhaustion were leaving his body, to a much greater degree than the special coffees achieved. The only real downside was the increased growth of his hair and beard. He wasn’t sure exactly what the cause was, but his best guess was that the elixir had a regenerative property that was being amplified to the maximum by the Perfect ability.

“This is simply extraordinary,” Prestige admitted as she watched it happen in real time. “And you think that this Perfect ability would be able to build up Gallant’s mastery capability?”

Grant frowned as he offered a slight shrug. “Honestly, I’ve got no idea right now. My best guess is that it would require him to use his Soul Forge ability to get a reaction from the Perfect ability. If it was able to recognize the issues, there’s a very good chance it would start boosting his mastery of it. There are so many permutations that we’d need to experiment with, like how Salvatore here can pick up new skills and techniques.”

Upgrade tilted her head as she raised a hand. “I think that there’s an easier solution than that. What if we just got Gallant to drink one of Alex’s elixirs? The mastery one that he has would get amplified by the Perfect ability. Wouldn’t that solve the problem?”

Prestige nodded as she thought about it. “Definitely worth consideration. What would Gallant need to achieve to get that ability as an implant? I appreciate that you don’t allow any external currencies to be used at Quest Academy, but if there was anything I could facilitate to expedite the process, please tell me what it is.”

Quest’s smile thinned at those words. “Obviously we’re incredibly grateful for you taking time out of your schedule to help us guide the new students. As you’ve said, we’re not allowing outside interference, to promote fairness among the students.”

Prestige snorted. “Other than creating a ranking system based on a race.”

Quest winced ever so slightly. “Be that as it may, we needed a method to start off the rankings, which have dramatically changed since then, based on the contributions of each student in their classes and to society as a whole. Gallant has been an exemplary student, with exceptional prowess in everything he’s put his mind to.”

“But?” Prestige insisted as she leaned closer, linking her fingers in front of her.

Quest didn’t even try to smile as he continued. “But… he hasn’t done any outings, any additional classes, Masterclasses, or anything that would separate him from the pack of students. With his capabilities, he could be doing extra-curricular activities like the scavenger or dungeon runs. We’re not giving him a free pass for his contributions as a child Hero. He needs to earn his place in the Savior class as a student here.”

Prestige frowned as she crossed her arms. “Is that what your other Savior candidates have been doing? Erika Clifton, for example. Is she considered Savior material?”

Sal would have whistled at that if he hadn’t been doubled over and sweating profusely at the fifth gate breaking inside him. All he could do was watch the exchange between the two. Upgrade was rubbing his back as though he needed to burp. It wasn’t helpful at all, but reassuring in a strange way.

Quest sighed as he spread his hands. “You know I can’t talk about individual students, but I can tell that you won’t settle for that. Nor do I want you to be guiding Erika Clifton and Salvatore Argento into a tower while resenting them.”

Prestige’s eyebrows shot up, and Quest quickly clarified with a raised hand.

“I’m not suggesting you would be unprofessional. I’m merely stating that I understand that you’re here in the capacity of a concerned mother who wants the best for her son.” Quest gave her an awkward smile.

“Erika Clifton has used her abilities to help us uncover a Bastion plot at Quest Academy. That alone wouldn’t be enough to enter into the Saviors, but her academic records are excellent and she has completed more than a dozen outings in her time here.”

Turning in his chair, Quest gestured at Sal. “I shouldn’t need to tell you the contributions from Salvatore, but they’re far more than Crafting and Skill Weaves. He’s holding three Challenge crests, from Jez, Chatfield, and Matron in the Scavenger Network.”

Prestige nodded in understanding with a small smile on her face. “I wasn’t going to cast any doubts about Salvatore’s eligibility after seeing him in the excursion. Uncovering a Bastion plot is excellent work, but I was under the impression that it was a Miss Khan who was responsible?”

Quest nodded. “Yes, Divinity Khan uncovered it, and Erika Clifton helped on the interrogation front.”

“Sounds about right,” Prestige remarked as she looked at Sal with an unreadable expression. “I have what I need, and will inform Gallant that he needs to apply himself more in the time he has left. I don’t suppose there is a method to just purchase an implant outright? With Q-Cred, of course.”

Quest frowned as he looked at Grant. “We announced it to the parents at the start of the semester, that it was possible to purchase implants with Q-Cred. The price has grown far beyond our expectations, and we’ve had to apply a tiered approach based on the grade of ability being implanted.”

“Give me a number,” Prestige insisted as she started to stand up.

Grant held up a hand with all digits outstretched, which caused Quest to frown even further.

“Current estimate for this one is fifty thousand Q-Cred.”

Prestige laughed as she pushed the leather chair back into its place underneath the table. “Don’t suppose you’ll let me foot that bill?”

Quest shook his head. “I’m afraid it needs to be earned by Gallant.”

Prestige nodded as she moved over to the gate. “Thank you all for this. It’s been so long since I’ve had a sliver of hope for Gallant’s recovery. I genuinely appreciate the work you’ve all done.” Her eyes fell to Sal. “Thank you, Salvatore. I’ll see you in the tower.”

With that, Prestige moved through the gate and disappeared from view.

Sal stood up with a groan as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “How did she manage to make that ‘thank you’ sound like a threat?”

“Because she’s an incredibly terrifying individual,” Quest answered as he stared at the arch for a few moments. When he turned to regard Sal, his face broke into a smile. “But we should forget about that part. I wanted to say well done on all your incredible work so far.”

Sal returned the smile, or at least tried to. His chest started to flare up again. “Sorry, that elixir is confused about whether it’s trying to help me or kill me.” Sal gasped as he straightened his back with a groan. “It’s been fun working on the weaves, and having a potential solution for Brophy. Hopefully it’ll get him to calm down a bit.”

Upgrade sat down on the other side of the table and drummed her fingers against the table. When Quest glanced over in her direction, she gave him an almost predatory smile.

“Looks like Sal’s value just shot up again. Where are we with that workshop upgrade? Think of all the Crafting and Skill Weaves he could do in a dedicated space!”

Quest gave her a withering look as he groaned and put a palm to his face. “Could you at least give me two minutes to think? There are so many moving pieces at play here.” He gestured vaguely at the arch. “Prestige knows what Sal can do now, and while I know she’s on our side in all this, it means there’s a higher chance of the Hunter Bureau realizing his value. We need to be careful if—”

“We need to be bold! Act fast and figure it all out later,” Upgrade interrupted excitedly. “Think about it—we set him up with a guild in the academy and he can start pumping out new weaves and blueprints. All the Q-Cred you’re paying him can be on the books as guild earnings, and it would launch him straight through the tiers.”

Grant looked at Quest with a smile. “I’d invest in him if you’re worried about backers.”

Quest looked as though he had been betrayed by a friend as he gave Grant a shocked look. “Not you, too?” With a shake of his head, he laughed. “Honestly, backers aren’t even an issue. Harlan, Alastair, and Jez all want to see it happen. Hell, even Doc Ameye offered to buy a stake in whatever guild he starts. Reavers are on board, and Cirque are inquiring. Delvers have made a few passes too. Our issue isn’t investors.”

Sal blinked at those words. “Wait, did they all reach out? How did they know about the plan?”

“I submitted a request through proper channels to get approval from the United Guilds Association, to see if they’d accept a Trainee Guild with a first-year as guildmaster. They put out some feelers, and those people immediately contacted me to see if they could buy into it,” Quest explained with a wave of his hand. “There’s definitely an appetite for it, but I’m practicing caution.”

“Why, though? This is a great opportunity,” Upgrade stressed as she stared at Quest in disbelief. “If you had Doc Ameye on board, then the equipment we’d have would be top of the line. Heck, maybe he’d even throw in a train for Sal to use. Can you imagine it?”

Her excitement was clearly getting the better of her as she tried to get Quest to see her side of things.

Sal guessed that she just wanted cool equipment to work with in the workshop. From their previous conversation, he was certain that she was definitely very curious about the inside of an Ameye Locomotive.

Quest looked at Sal and shrugged. “I think I’d prefer for Sal to have a lot more control than what he’d be left with. If the investors are silent partners, that’s a different situation. But if they start pushing and pulling him in different directions, it will destroy any semblance of student life he has left. I’ve already reached out to a well-respected organization to see if they’d be interested in investing. When I hear back from them, then I’ll be in a position to make a decision.”

Sal frowned. “I’m not sure how I feel about this. You’re saying that a well-respected entity is the decider on if I get a guild or not? Would you mind sharing who it is?”

It was a little infuriating to think that his future was being decided by other people’s actions. Sal understood that if he wanted to set up a guild in the academy, and that they reworked the workshop, it would require a massive amount of investment. What he didn’t want was for it to be treated like he was being done a favor. Nor did he really want to be indebted to a group of people who saw him as a product.

Quest smiled. “Of course. They’re people I believe would have your best interests at heart, and would be a powerhouse for any investor negotiations.”

Sal grinned as he pieced it together. Any mounting resentment dissolved instantly as Quest confirmed his suspicions.

“The Argento Auction House.”


Chapter 56: Royalties

Sal couldn’t stop scratching his newly formed beard and was desperately hoping that his razor would be able to handle it back at the dorms. What made it worse was the fact that he now had locks of long black hair that kept falling in front of his face. His discomfort only seemed to fuel Upgrade’s amusement as she kept chuckling from the opposite side of the table.

The rest of the morning had been talking with Grant about the Perfect ability. Sal had kept it active and tried his best to answer the questions that Grant was asking him, but he felt useless because he couldn’t really make much sense of it. One of the interesting illustrations had been when Grant produced a pen from his shirt pocket and started to twirl it around between his fingers. After he asked Sal to replicate the movement and action, Sal gave it a shot and was quite surprised to find that he not only picked it up after a few tries, but that it almost became second nature to him in just a minute.

As they sat at the table, Sal continued to scratch at his face with his right hand as his left continued to twirl the pen in a series of deft movements that defied reason. A single moment had the tip of his thumb holding the rotation of the pen at its point of balance. Flicks of his index finger had the pen vaulting into the air, only to fall back into the unconscious rhythm he had started.

“Well, that’s incredibly promising,” Grant remarked as he watched the performance with a wide smile. “My best guess is that the Perfect ability trains movement-based techniques. Martial arts would be a natural next step, so maybe setting up a combat scenario with Rust?” He looked at Quest to get his thoughts on the matter.

Quest raised a hand to stop Grant from getting ahead of himself. “Let’s not try pushing him into too many different directions. With Salvatore being an avid Crafter, my thoughts would be to maybe see if he can build up production techniques like engraving or something that would be useful in that area. What are your thoughts, Upgrade?”

Upgrade shrugged as she looked between Quest and Sal. “Honestly, it should be his decision for what he’d like to do. He made that revolver, so I’d be curious to know if he becomes a crack shot with it during target practice. But when it comes to the technique side of things, maybe start off with something a little more reasonable, like workout routines? I know he was using Lars’s workout regimen, so maybe performing those actions would get the best results?”

Sal nodded as he placed the pen down on the table. It was starting to become a distraction. “I think that would be the least invasive method, but it would be hard to tell if it’s making any sort of impact. It’s not like it’s going to suddenly make me ripped by doing a few sit-ups.”

“But it could drastically improve your form, and rewrite your muscle memory. I’d be curious to see how walking and running might be influenced in the long-term,” Grant added as he looked around the table. “We’ve got so much to get through. I can exhaust a lot of the possibilities by temporarily implanting the weave into a willing participant, but I’m very keen to learn more from a student with a perfect adaptability rating.”

Upgrade pursed her lips as she leaned against her palm. “Does he really need to go to the tower? There’s a ridiculous amount of prowler materials sitting in the workshop that he could start Crafting with. My best guess is that the proficiency of his Crafting would come in leaps and bounds from just a few iterations. I’d personally love to see it.”

Sal frowned as he looked at Upgrade. “Taking me out of my team would leave them short, and our performance is the best chance Rochelle has of moving up through the ranks. I don’t particularly care about Erika or Gallant’s performance overall, but Ioseph and Rochelle shouldn’t be penalized because of me.”

Quest smiled gently as he nodded. “Excellent point. Rochelle has been moving up the ranks, and a solid result for her in the tower could be the deciding factor for a place in the Savior class. It’s also another opportunity for Gallant to increase his chances too. Knowing Prestige, she’ll have him doing daily dungeons to make up Q-Cred. With his Hunter Bureau rank in the top ten thousand, even after a five-year hiatus, he’s likely going to make a dramatic impact on the student economy.”

“Rochelle is in contention for Saviors? As far as I’m aware, she doesn’t have enough Q-Cred to be able to afford the outings or the things that would push her up the ranks,” Sal asked in confusion.

After hearing the spiel that Quest had given to Prestige about Gallant’s chances, he was genuinely curious as to how Rochelle was placing higher than him.

Quest raised his eyebrows in surprise. “She didn’t tell you? I highlighted at the end of the tournament that we had a few Healers who submitted anonymous reports about students who needed treatment. Rochelle was the one who highlighted your eye injuries to us, after your incident a few months ago. We already knew about it from Doctor Bob’s diagnosis, but there was an intention to help, which is Heroic in itself. She’s also submitted a further ten reports on other students with injuries, all the while asking to remain anonymous.”

Sal was a bit surprised by the information and had to take a moment to process it properly. “Still though, is it really in line with the contributions of others?” He caught himself mid-sentence and put up his hands. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d love to see her in the Saviors.”

Quest smiled with a nod. “It’s understandable, especially after that speech regarding Gallant. Rochelle is performing well in her classes and has submitted a number of case studies relating to essence circulation research. While they’re not particularly advanced, she has touched on some good topics that place her higher than her peers.”

Upgrade cleared her throat to interrupt the conversation. “I need to get back to the workshop. Is Sal allowed to skip the rest of his class today, or do we need to send him back?”

Grant glanced at Quest with a smile. “I could go with them to see the Crafting techniques being perfected. It would probably heighten my understanding better than relying on statistical information.”

Quest sighed as he finally conceded. “Fine. You can skip the remainder of your class today, Sal. Just try not to overwork yourself with the Perfect ability active. We don’t want to risk any injuries.”

Sal blinked as he looked between Upgrade and Grant. “They were the ones who suggested it. I actually want to go back to class…” He turned to Quest with a confused expression. “The tower is in just a few days, and I need to be as prepared as possible for it.”

Upgrade groaned as she dropped her forehead to rest on the back of her palms. “He was like this for the tournament, too. Please talk some sense into him.” She looked up and rested her chin on her palms, trying to sway Quest’s resolve.

Quest shook his head. “It’s a place of learning, Upgrade. I’ll be respecting Sal’s wishes on this one.” He paused for a moment as he looked at Sal. “But maybe stop by your dorm and get yourself cleaned up. I imagine your current appearance might cause a stir among the other students.”

Sal scratched at his beard and laughed. “I’m very onboard with that plan. Will you keep me in the loop about what my parents say?”

Quest nodded. “I’m sure that they’ll reach out to you directly, but if they’re in support of the plan, I’ll confirm with you before we make any arrangements. It’ll be your guild, after all. Maybe you should start thinking of names and who you’d like to enlist in the organizational structure.”

Grant smiled at the exchange. “Well, I said earlier that I’d be willing to invest, but if that’s not an option… I’d be happy to lend my expertise in building up a research function for ability weaves.”

Upgrade scoffed at that idea as she shot Grant a grin. “First point of business will be automating the simulation orb—you won’t even be needed.”

Quest got to his feet and smiled at Sal. “We’re at the early stages of all of this, but I just wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done. This ability may end up being a key component in our war against the demons.”

Sal smiled as he got to his feet. “Sounds like this one will be worth more Q-Cred than the others?”

Quest grinned. “Perhaps enough to remodel the workshop and set up a Trainee Guild.”

“You’re lucky my father isn’t here. He’d be telling me to get a royalty rate on each implanted skill.” Sal laughed as he pushed in his chair and disposed of the empty elixir bottle.

Just as he slid Grant’s pen across the table, he caught the thoughtful expression on Grant’s face.

“I’d go for that,” Grant eventually said as he looked at Quest. “Having him work off royalties would keep the coffers healthy and incentivize him into making more weaves. There’d be less of an upfront payment, but a lot more earning potential for him as we get funded.”

Upgrade whistled in surprise as she leaned back into her chair. “Ha, Jez is going to have to print so many new Challenge crests for the Administration class.”

Quest thought about it for a few moments before a smile crossed his face. “Let’s talk about the details later. I’m not against the idea, but I want to ensure that it makes sense for all parties.”

With that, the headmaster left the room and Grant ended up excusing himself shortly afterward, almost chasing after Quest to continue the conversation. Sal remained standing as Upgrade smiled at him.

“Sounds like we’re getting a workshop remodel!” Her excitement was palpable as she raised her hands over her head in celebration. “The squeaky wheel gets the oil!”

“Or replaced.” Sal laughed as he looked at the doorway in deep thought.

It was actually happening. There was a lot to process from their brief conversation, but there looked to be a path that helped him get set up as a Trainee Guildmaster. He had resolved the issue with Gallant and it earned him some brownie points with Prestige in the process. And, somehow, he had potentially negotiated himself a royalty share on Skill Implants, just like Vanessa had done in the past.

As he was lost in his momentary reverie, Upgrade clicked her fingers to catch his attention.

“Seriously, you need to shave.”


Chapter 57: Flow State

“Are you ready for tomorrow?” Blathnaid asked from her workbench on the other side of the private room.

Sal glanced up from his own space and smiled. “What, the tower?”

It had been a grueling few days of constant classes, and Sal had done his best to keep up with everything. He had so much stuff to review that it prevented him from staying in the workshop on any of the evenings since the talk with Grant, Quest, and Upgrade. His lack of time in the workshop was also a cause for Upgrade’s dismay, who desperately wanted to see him perform some Crafting with the Perfect ability weave in place.

As much as he wanted to test all the benefits it could offer, he had instead decided on a different area of development. Alex had come through for him and given him a number of different elixirs for a fairly reasonable price. Sal did have to endure a line of questioning about when the Argento Auction was going to start sourcing materials for Alex, but after a few diplomatic words, Sal was released from the interrogation with the elixirs in tow.

The last few days had been spent cooped up in his dorm room, reviewing the class materials while drinking the elixirs. Each of the health elixirs had reacted to the Perfect ability in the same way as the first one, and Sal finished his experiment with fifty gates unlocked in total. He needed to have sixty to achieve a perfect score in his Skills class with Professor Lombardi, and the elixirs looked to be his fast method in getting there.

It was a lot less painful than the method Vanessa used, and his body felt refreshed after each attempt. One observation he did have was the loss of effect as he progressed through the gates, and Sal decided he’d need to purchase higher grade elixirs to keep the same sort of momentum.

Another interesting element had been the thread from Skill Master. As each gate unlocked, the thread grew in length and in strength. It was more vibrant every time he looked at it.

“Yes, the tower. Don’t pretend that you’ve forgotten about it. It’s normal to be nervous,” Blathnaid rebuked him from her perch in the corner.

Scattered around her were various prototypes of prowler-based weapons. The days that she had been coming to the workshop were certainly not wasted as she continued to produce weapon after weapon. Not only that, but all of her team were going to be fashioned in a prowler aesthetic, but just not as ostensibly as Darren Lenihan. His fur coat was proving to be one of a kind.

Sal smiled as he shrugged. “We’ve done all we can in terms of preparation, so I can’t really say that I’m worried. As for ready, there’s still a couple of things I want to finish up.” He picked up the prowler hide in front of him and raised it up for Blathnaid to see. “Just need to make a holster thingy for the revolver.”

“Need help?” Blathnaid started to stand up from her chair.

Sal laughed as he waved her away. “No, I haven’t Crafted in ages. Let me have this… even if it turns out crap.”

“You said a couple of things. What else are you making?” Blathnaid, ignoring his protests, walked over to his workbench. She peered over his shoulder to look at the haphazard drawings. “Something with the prowler cores?”

Sal nodded as he pulled out a better drawing that more closely resembled a blueprint. “Yeah, was going to fashion them into cartridges for the revolver. Similar to the bullets that I have already.” He moved one of the sheets over to the other side to reveal a completely different drawing. “And this was a plan to make a core into a dock of sorts, to recharge the cartridges after I’ve used them all. I could just slot them in and I’d be able to cut down the recharge time.”

Blathnaid looked at the pages and frowned. “Seems like a lot of unnecessary movement, don’t you think? Wouldn’t it be better to just have the two projects together, like having the docking segment in the holster itself so it recharges when you store it?”

Sal stared at the pages for another moment before sliding the top one away and getting to his feet. “You’re probably right. I could draw up something better than this. It was mostly just ideation at the time.”

Blathnaid didn’t answer him as her eyes were locked onto the newly revealed page. She reached out and plucked it from the workbench, holding it and looking it over. “What is this?”

Sal glanced over at her and laughed. “Ignore that. It was just a plan to improve the little hover bot that I bought at the Crafter sale awhile back.”

Blathnaid stared at it for a while longer before looking up at Sal. “Why does it have an evolutionary rune? And the materials… you’re going to use the materials from the prowler?”

Sal nodded as he put down his holster idea. “Yeah. It’s a project for the future, though. Mythcrafter knows how to make it, but it would take a lot of detail work and expertise I don’t have. There’s elements of programming that need to be put into it, like this here.” He pointed at a section that listed the components that would become the brain of the construct. “It requires essence programming, and that’s not something we’re going to learn about until second year.”

“Can I borrow this?” Blathnaid held the page closer to her chest. “I kinda want to try it with the Construct ability. I think I could fill in a lot of the blanks with essence.”

Sal laughed as he gestured for her to have a go. “Be my guest. Upgrade will likely have a few thoughts on it, because she wanted to create a combat drone. I took a few of the designs from her drone concept, so she’d be able to talk you through them if you needed.”

Blathnaid didn’t look like she was listening as she stumbled through the collection of prowler hides strewn across the floor. She was still looking at the page as she sat down in her chair, pausing only to tie her hair back in a ponytail.

“Suit yourself.” Sal chuckled as he got back to his own project.

Blathnaid’s idea was a good one, but he was conscious of how much time he had to complete this small project. What he needed more than anything was a method of carrying around the revolver. That part came first, and Sal started to map out a belt that would sit comfortably on his waist and would have a holster for the gun on his right side. He designed some loops on the left that would hold each of the bullet cartridges.

With his new abundance of essence, Sal was also going to perform another experiment while he was in the privacy of the workshop. Just like he had Crafted Hannah’s barrier gauntlets with pure essence, he was going to try to do the same with the holster. Now that he had a lot more internal essence from his newly activated gates, he wanted to see whether he could push the limits of his Crafting without having to do any sort of tool-work.

It didn’t take Mythcrafter long to recognize his intent with the design, and it started to refine the details. What caught Sal by surprise was that the pencil strokes were getting increasingly smoother and more precise with every new tweak to the design. The Perfect ability was still active and it seemed to improve his artistic capability, allowing him to accurately translate his mental picture onto the page. Sal decided to keep going with it, and mimicked the image in his head until he was looking at an exact replica in front of him on the page.

Looking over it for a few moments, Sal willed Mythcrafter to incorporate the prowler materials that he had available. With there not being any metal, Sal presumed that it would be made entirely out of the prowler hide. But, to his surprise, Mythcrafter wanted him to use the cores as the main material. Each of the cores would be fashioned into flat rectangular clips that would interlock and snap around his waist? Sal frowned at the concept; it looked to be a massive waste of the cores, but Mythcrafter was insistent that it would improve the overall quality of the product.

Maybe it was the fact that he was comfortable financially, or maybe it was the gnawing curiosity in the pit of his stomach, but Sal decided to give it a try. He threw in an evolutionary rune, because everything he made these days had to have one. It felt silly almost, but Sal loved the idea that his equipment would grow with him over time. He’d need to upgrade his uniform when it came time to enter the next semester, but he did have a sentimental attachment to the Epic-grade uniform Upgrade, Martin, and Gosia had made for him.

“Okay, what do we need?” Sal breathed as he checked the materials required for the Crafting.

He didn’t want to go looking for them halfway through the process, especially if he was going to be doing it all with a flood of essence. If things worked out the way he hoped, he’d be finishing the project in one go.

“Ten cores?”

Sal double-checked in dismay. It wouldn’t leave him with all that many… and they were good quality cores, with many of them being on the smaller side, but still clocking in at Rare grade. With an aggravated sigh, Sal loaded them all onto the workbench after he cleared away the other sheets. He placed the prowler hide and claws there too, with a couple of green vials of blood for good measure.

Mythcrafter was different from Construct. Sal knew that, but a part of him believed that he was able to do a similar sort of Crafting method based on some of his experiences in the past. Obviously, he never imagined that he’d be able to compete with the likes of Fabricate, where he could wave his hand around and create things from atmospheric essence, but imitating Construct wasn’t that much of a stretch.

“Let’s do this.”

Sal took a breath before looking at the design in front of him. It was a little awkward in maintaining both Mythcrafter and Perfect at the same time, but he was pretty used to holding simultaneous weaves, so he kept it active. When he had the visualization perfectly etched in his mind’s eye, he picked up the first of the cores and poured his essence into its outer shell. It required deep concentration on his part to avoid recharging the core itself, and instead using his essence to shape it. It took a short while for the shell of the circular core to soften, and that’s when Sal started to massage it in his hands and shape it with his fingers.

It was oddly therapeutic to be bathed in essence and work without needing to worry about tools and procedures. Sal felt an almost primal instinct in how natural it felt for him to be shaping things with his hands and his mind. Maybe it was just for the first part where he was making them into rough shapes, but Sal was actually enjoying himself as he worked. When he split the putty-like core into three separate segments, he didn’t feel dismayed like he thought he would. A part of him understood that the power of the core was still intact, but now split into three smaller cores. It was like an instinctual recognition that he didn’t even need to think about.

When he fashioned the first segment into the desired shape, the second and third were fashioned in a fraction of the time. Sal unconsciously picked up two cores at once and repeated the process, but much faster than before. None of the quality was sacrificed, but rather, the speed increased alongside the proficiency of his actions. His hands knew exactly what they needed to do, and his essence output was no longer flooding the cores, but instead giving the perfect amount necessary.

Sal was very much on autopilot as each of the rectangular segments were constructed, and after about ten minutes, all of them were completed. With a flick of his wrist, Sal’s right hand transformed into his toolkit, and a singular finger produced an engraver. He twisted off the cap on the prowler blood and used it like an inkwell for the engraver finger. In less than twenty minutes, all the segments had an elaborate rune etched into their surface. The pattern only became complete when they were linked together, but Mythcrafter knew exactly which pieces needed which drawings. Sal stoppered the vial of blood and flicked his hand to transform the glove back to normal. There were no surges of essence required to activate the transformation, as Perfect had regulated everything Sal needed to work effectively.

Next came the prowler hide, which Sal cut with his finger into the ideal shape for the holster. There was no waste in the single segment of hide, and Sal trimmed down to a finger’s width between cuts. He folded and shaped the hide with his hands, both imbued with Mythcrafter essence as he made them in his mental image. A small burst of Restoration along the cut edges made the hide appear as though it were naturally formed. Another flick, and Sal was engraving once again, burning a pattern into the thick hide. His left hand once more reached for the green blood.

The next thirty minutes were spent on the finishing touches for each piece of the puzzle. Sal paid meticulous attention to every component until both he and Mythcrafter were happy with the result. When it came to the assembly of it all, Sal laid it all out in front of him and then willed Mythcrafter to finish the job with the essence he had left. That was the surprising part, because at no point had Sal needed to tether himself to a core for additional essence. His own internal core had managed to perform the entire procedure without any weird fluctuations. It would have been an exhilarating revelation, but Sal was entirely focused on the job at hand.

When he pulled his hands back, Sal released a steadying breath and smiled. He released his hold on the Mythcrafter ability and watched as the fruits of his labor glowed in front of him. Everything he knew about Crafting told him that it was a perfect execution, and there were no compromises.

“Are we going to talk about that?” Upgrade asked from her workbench, which caused Sal to jump in surprise.

“How long have you been there?” He turned around to see whether anyone else was in the room.

Blathnaid gave him a friendly wave from the corner, but that was it.

Upgrade folded her arms as she looked at the glowing mass of prowler core and hide on Sal’s workbench. “I’ve been here for about an hour. You were very much in the zone, but in a controlled way, if that makes sense. Did Perfect take over or something? It was like you were using the Calm ability.”

Sal shook his head. “It’s hard to explain, but it felt incredibly natural. Like, all the other times I’ve been Crafting have been with desperation or something. This time it felt like I knew everything I needed to know to bring it to completion, you know what I mean?”

Upgrade shrugged. “Flow state. It’s what we all chase in Crafting. The real question is what it resulted in…” She stepped closer to his workbench and stared at the still-glowing holster. “I was so certain that I’d be more invested in Blathnaid’s drone than this, but now I’m not so sure.” She smiled as she gave Sal a playful nudge and sat on the edge of his workbench.


Chapter 58: Goading

“Best of luck today.” Barry clapped Sal on the shoulder. “May the best team win.”

Divinity rolled her eyes as she walked slightly ahead of them. “It’s not a competition between teams. You just need to clear the floor and meet the objectives. Everyone can win if they do as they’ve been instructed.”

Barry sighed as he shook his head. “Oh, Divinity… that would be the case, if it wasn’t for the fact that we can challenge more floors than the base one. Which is the true competition… how many floors can the best team clear?”

Sal smiled as he exited the station with the rest of the Silver cohort. There had been so many journeys from the station that the administration decided to send them out by cohort rather than by individual team. It was apparently easier to coordinate ten groups than two hundred.

Blathnaid appeared behind Barry with a laugh as she nudged him with her elbow. “I’ll take your bet. May the best team win.”

Barry stared at her before looking back at Sal. “What have you done to this poor girl? She’s become a bloodthirsty barbarian in the last few months.”

“Ha.” Blathnaid mocked as she walked alongside them. “Need to maintain my reputation as a member of the top team in the Silver cohort. Don’t leave us hanging, Barry.”

Barry snorted as he hiked his thumb over his shoulder. “As if. We both know that place is reserved uniquely for Jack. Maybe you should pop over to him and give him a pep talk.”

“Already done. He’s pretty confident now that he has some decent equipment.” Blathnaid smiled sweetly before sliding off to chat with Divinity.

“Decent equipment?” Barry repeated in confusion. He looked at Sal. “Have you been Crafting more stuff for the others?” His eyes lowered to the belt that Sal wore around his waist. “That looks new.”

Sal shook his head. “Blathnaid’s been quite busy the last week, and decided that Jack and Anthony might benefit from a few sets of prowler armor. She made a few sets to give to our team and some of Divinity’s original team from the tournament.”

“Awfully shortsighted, wouldn’t you think?” Barry mused as he looked in the crowd for Jack. “It’s not like it’ll make much difference in their chances.”

“When did you become so miserly?” Sal chuckled. “It made Blathnaid feel better and it’s a nice gesture. I totally understand where she’s coming from with it.”

Barry just nodded before waving his hand at Sal’s midsection. “So, come on… what is that?”

“A holster,” Sal answered in a slow, deadpan tone.

“Are you sure you were an Appraiser?” Barry countered with an awkward wince, as though he was embarrassed for Sal.

Divinity looked at the two of them bickering and just shook her head. “Seriously, are the two of you going to concentrate at all? We’ve been working toward this for months now, with the excursion and everything. Would it kill you to take it a little seriously?”

Barry sighed with a shake of his head. “That would have been a way more effective rant if you had thrown in a vague mention of a vision. One where we both fail miserably.”

“Ugh.” Divinity seemed to let the topic drop before her eyes turned a milky white. It had the bonus effect of making Barry freeze up momentarily.

“Wait… no.” Barry tried to stop her from looking into the future, but she was already mid-vision.

Sal laughed. “It’s your own fault for goading her.” He clapped Barry on the back.

Divinity’s eyes eventually cleared, and she looked at Barry with a grim expression on her face. “Oh Barry…”

And with that, she shook her head and intentionally veered away from their group, with Blathnaid laughing beside her.

Barry’s eyes narrowed as he watched her leave. “I know she’s just fucking with me.” He tried to play it off as though it wasn’t bothering him, but he kept glancing over at where Divinity walked off. “She’s too good at messing with our heads.”

“Our heads?” Sal laughed. “Speak for yourself. If I was that desperate to know the future, I’d have looked myself.”

Barry groaned as he looked around to distract himself. “Does it really look like we’re on our way to a Red Zone? Looks way too peaceful to even be considered a Reclaimed Zone.”

Sal followed his gaze to the partly restored buildings around them. They weren’t skyscrapers, but instead looked as if they belonged to an old residential district. Each of the houses were about three stories high, built in a terraced fashion with no detachments from neighboring sides. The tall and narrow windows hadn’t survived the war period, but the exteriors still showcased a nice brickwork.

If it wasn’t for the massive gashes that ripped along three houses in parallel lines, Sal would have guessed that natural events had been the cause of their demise. “It is quite peaceful, but it’s a shame they weren’t Restored properly. They look like nice buildings.”

Barry nodded as he looked at them. “I’d say you could buy that row of houses for the price you spent on this armor.”

Sal laughed, but realized that Barry wasn’t joking. “Wait, really?”

Barry pointed at one of the less damaged ones. “Yeah. That one there, for example, would probably go for around four to five hundred Q-Cred. You wouldn’t be able to get them individually, though. They tend to sell them as a package deal, I think.”

Sal looked at the building for a few more moments before turning back to look at the procession of students walking toward their destination. They had been given a fairly basic set of instructions. All they needed to do was get to the train, and then follow the attendant to meet with their guides, who would be waiting for them on location.

As he walked and looked into the distance, Sal was fairly certain that they weren’t in an airlock zone. Whenever the barriers were pushed forward, the newly acquired area was known as the airlock, and the area between the old barrier location and the end of the airlock was the Reclaimed Zone. It was three barriers, designed for maximum protection from the Red Zones with precautions against any point of failure. Because the barrier that touched the demons was dangerous, it was always red in color, hence the name Red Zone.

Sal could only see blue barriers in the distance, which told him that they weren’t anywhere near a Red Zone. It didn’t make sense for there to be a tower in a peaceful area like this. Unless they had managed to do something like the dungeons, where they created custom barriers around the construct? A small feeling of doubt started to seep into Sal. Were the lecturers misleading them again with the actual assignment?

“Hey, if I end up getting hurt badly in the tower, it’s your fault,” Barry remarked as they walked. He gestured at Sal’s belt, a smile tugging at his lips. “I’ll be so distracted thinking about that new piece of gear that I might end up making mistakes. My whole team is relying on me, Sal. Think of them!”

Sal smiled as he unclasped the belt and held it aloft so Barry could get a better look at it. Each of the interlocked core fragments were black in color, with pulsating green runes weaving through the matte finish. A thin strip of black hide cushioned the back of each fragment, to provide comfort for the wearer. Attached to the end of the belt was a pure-black holster that also boasted an ethereal green glow. In it, the scarlet moon revolver was nestled snugly. On a clip near Sal’s hand was a small perch for the scarlet moon visor.

“I won’t bore you with the Appraisal, but it does what it’s supposed to,” Sal explained as he pressed the glossy silver buckle with his thumb.

In an instant, the holster and visor both disappeared from view, as though invisible. Pressing it again, the belt showed a series of small cartridges along the belt, two of which were bathed in a green light with the third a dull red.

“The belt charges the bullet cartridges, and has a few different Stealth modes so I can hide whatever I have equipped on the belt. Best part is it has the Feather ability, so it feels like there’s nothing on it at all.”

Barry looked at it with a wide grin. “I like the green and black combo. What sort of grade is it? It looks pretty damn good.”

Putting the belt back on, Sal held the ends together and they clicked together automatically, adjusting itself to his measurements. With another touch, all the attachments on the belt disappeared from view. He smiled as he ran his hand across the invisible area where the revolver was, highlighting to Barry that it was still there.

“It’s an Epic grade, but the evolutionary rune will let it go up the ranks in time.”

“Have you ever tried to make something shit? Like… intentionally? Just to see if you can do it?” Barry asked dryly as he admired the belt with a shake of his head.

Sal snorted. “Are you forgetting my first attempt at making a shirt? It had the unique ability of knocking me unconscious just for wearing it.”

Barry’s smile returned. “Ah yes, that does make me feel better.” He looked off to where the students ahead were stopping and looking around. “Looks like we’re at our destination?” His expression turned into a frown as he looked at the surrounding area. “Yeah, there’s something weird about all of this.”

Sal couldn’t help but agree. “After the excursion, I guessed they might try to do something like a bait and switch again. Upgrade mentioned that studying would serve better than training for this one.”

Barry grimaced as he continued forward. “Either way, I’m going to smash it and get into the Saviors. So, don’t screw up and lose your spot, okay?”

Sal smiled with a nod. “I’ll do my best. Aren’t you worried about Divinity’s vision?”

Barry gave him a mock-scowl before moving off to investigate the suddenly stopped students. It didn’t take long for them all to hear the familiar voice of Chatfield booming across the wrecked street.

Silver cohort, please move over to where the Gold cohort has assembled. We’ll be waiting for the others to arrive before proceeding forward with the tower trial.

Sal sighed as he saw Erika standing off by herself, leaning against a half-destroyed pole on what was once a sidewalk. He decided that he’d rather wait by himself or hang around the other members of the Silver cohort. As he looked at Erika, he noticed that she was once again staring at her tablet. In a moment of curiosity, he unclipped his visor from his belt and attached it to his face.

Deduction and Analysis got to work immediately and started highlighting Erika’s body language. Surprisingly, the first thing it told him was that she was rigidly controlling her movements, as there was quite a bit of tension all over her body. It was a surprise because of how relaxed and aloof she appeared to the naked eye. Another level of scrutiny highlighted a deep anxiety, read from the movements of her fingers, her breathing, and the fact that her eyes were constantly scanning the periphery around her rather than the tablet in her hands. The report came through to his visor that Erika was pretending to be okay, but she clearly wasn’t.

This would have normally caused a surge of sympathy from Sal, if it was literally anyone else. With Erika, he was glad that she was finally dealing with the consequences of her actions. If anything, it was going to make his threat of cutting off her powers permanently that much more potent. They wouldn’t come back by taking off an amulet.

As though sensing his gaze, Erika glanced up to make eye contact with him. In an opportunity to show remorse, she instead chose to look indifferent before turning her attention somewhere else.

Sal’s visor saw straight through her dismissive gesture. But rather than showing him any sort of conflicted inner turmoil, it showed him all the micro-aggressions that crossed her features. There was no remorse in Erika Clifton, just a practiced neutrality that she seemed intent on holding onto.

“If I was a betting woman, I’d say you were about to do a quick-draw and end your problems the stupid way,” Divinity said from behind Sal, breaking his concentration and causing him to turn around to look at her.

“Hey, I thought you were hanging out with Blathnaid?” Sal asked in surprise as he took off his tracker and placed it back on the belt, where it disappeared from view.

Divinity grinned as she took out her moonsilver monocle and placed it on her face. “For a second, I thought we were going to match.” She chuckled before glancing over at Erika. “If you were thinking of forgiving her anytime soon, I’d hold off for a while. In her eyes, she’s still a martyr who did nothing wrong. There’s no reasoning with those people.”

Sal nodded. “Came to the same conclusion. By the way, are you going to be using that bow in the tower?”

Divinity smiled as she turned to one side to show a bow strapped to her back. “It generates the arrows with atmospheric essence. Pretty cool, huh?”

Rather than using Appraisal, Sal just smiled. “I’m sorry that I don’t have the crown of thorns done for you. I’m working on something that I think will suit you a little better. You probably already know about it, though.”

Divinity shook her head with a grin. “Nope. I can pretty much tell which futures involve your Crafting, so I sidestep them so I can have the surprise in person.” She paused for a second. “Actually, no. There is one Crafting future I keep an eye on, but it’s not something relevant for right now.”

Sal was reminded of what Barry had told him in the amphitheater, about a future Divinity was invested in seeing. He wondered whether that was it. Looking at Divinity in front of him, he wondered what she would look like with the Valkyrie replica when it was remodeled. He’d finally be able to give her the angelic wings she couldn’t have with her own power.

“Hey, don’t get all dreamy on me. I’m still wearing this, remember!” Divinity laughed as she gestured at the monocle over her eye. “It’s more useful than that crown, anyway. This helps me be a better Controller rather than being a slightly better Oracle. So, don’t be worrying about getting the crown done, okay?”

Sal smiled and gave her a nod. It hadn’t been that long, but the next cohort was already approaching in the distance. It looked like they wouldn’t have to wait too long to find out what was going on.


Chapter 59: Apology

To Sal’s surprise, the vendors from Quest Academy were also present out in the Reclaimed Zone. Not just one or two, but dozens of them were set up and ready for business in front of a wide archway. Had he not gone to the meeting with Quest, Upgrade, Prestige, and Grant, Sal wouldn’t have recognized it as a teleportation gate. It answered a lot of his questions with its presence alone. They weren’t going to be challenging a tower in this area, but somewhere on the other side of that gate.

The slight complacency that had seeped into his bones from chatting with the other students had evaporated instantly. It was real. They were going into a tower.

Chatfield stood with Quest in front of the gate. Behind them were all the guides who would be escorting each team through the tower. Not a single one of them looked to be on edge, or ruffled in any way. Either it was a quiet confidence in their capabilities, or an absence of caring. Sal hoped it was the former.

When the last cohort appeared at the back of the group, they were ready to begin. Gold and Silver had already made their way to the front, and with the wide berth between streets, Sal found himself only a couple of rows back from the front of the group, so he could see and hear everything perfectly. They hadn’t yet organized into their teams, but it wasn’t necessary as there were a few announcements to start them off.

Chatfield was the one to get them started.

Welcome to the tower. Before you get organized into your teams and start readying yourselves for the run, we wanted to say a few things.

First of all, congratulations. You are the first year to endure such a grueling schedule to get us back to the ideal baseline. It’s not right for you to be punished for the failings of other years at Quest Academy, but these experiences will have strengthened your chances of a favorable result at the end of the semester.

Sal saw Quest’s expression darken at those words, but he didn’t make any effort to interrupt Chatfield. It was clear that the headmaster had his own views about how the students were pacing throughout their degree, even if that didn’t align with Chatfield’s expectations.

With the successful completion of a tower floor, you will have passed this module and will be free to go back to your normal classes. This area will be open for the next month, giving you an opportunity to increase your scores through repetition. Your assigned guides from the excursion will be with you today, but you’ll need to book them in advance for any subsequent runs you wish to do in the tower. If you’ve received the minimum requirements set out in clearing a floor, then your guide will submit their report and return to their Hunter Bureau or guild duties. Another guide will be chosen for you.

Sal’s eyebrow raised in surprise at that. It wasn’t just a one-off thing, but rather a month-long exercise? Their minimum requirement was a single floor, yet Prestige wanted them to push to at least the first five floors. Her standards for them felt quite unfair, but it would ensure they had a better score by the end of it.

We’re going to be moving quickly through this in thirty minutes. Use that time to get yourselves into your teams and prepare. Any of you who have the Q-Cred to spare, I would suggest getting a buff by using the vendors around us. Their prices have been discounted for this exercise, but not for the entire month we run it. Check in with them for more details.

Just as he was going to continue, Quest stood by his side as if to remind him that he had a few words to say, too. Chatfield took the hint with a smile and a nod. He retreated back to the other guides, while Quest took center in front of the students.

To reiterate on what Captain Chatfield has already said, we’ve been very impressed with your efforts and your adaptability to the training and crash courses we’ve put you through. Professors Geist, Maxwell, and Syme have all been thoroughly pleased with your adoption of the course materials presented to you. Although there are still teams that have work to do, we believe that giving you time to adapt to the challenge will be beneficial to your development.

Remember, what we want from you in this exercise isn’t the fastest clear time. Everything at Quest Academy has a competitive angle to it, but when it comes to your safety, that is always going to be our priority. Medical packs will be distributed to teams with no Healer, just as an added precaution. Our guides will be on the scene and will step in at any sign of real danger.

Sal’s eyes widened slightly. He hadn’t even considered that there likely weren’t two hundred Healers across the ten cohorts in first-year. It must have been a scary prospect to those teams to be entering a tower without a Healer, and it gave him a whole new appreciation for having Rochelle on his team.

As a thank-you for all the hard work you’ve put in until now, I’m awarding each and every one of you fifty Q-Cred. You can use it at the vendors here for a competitive advantage, and unlike your first day, we’ll be clearly stating the benefits of each menu item. There’s no benefit to concealing their effects at this point. I hope you’ll use your new wealth wisely.

A collective gasp was followed by a unanimous round of applause as the majority of students got their first taste of Q-Cred. Sal was happy for them, and he was acutely aware of how much of an effect the vendor items could have. He was eager to have a closer look at the menu items while he had the Perfect ability equipped. It was likely a terrible idea to risk an extreme reaction just minutes before the tower entry, but it might be worth it.

Now, for those of you who had equipment, it’s been transported here by administration staff. You’ll find the containers over at our requisition point. Each of your Support members will be able to access the containers with their Q-Card. Your requisition container will be used to store any items you pick up from the tower floors, and when your team has finished with their exercise, additional points will be tallied for your score based on its contents.

Quest pointed at a partly restored building that had staff in white uniforms standing outside at the ready. The fact that it had intact windows was enough to make it stand out from the buildings around it.

Lastly, if you have any questions, each of your guides will be able to answer them. On behalf of the staff at Quest Academy, I wish you the best of luck with your tower run. Go out there and take the next step in becoming Heroes!

The applause was louder this time as each of the students seemed to forget their initial nerves. Maybe the Q-Cred had a calming effect for the masses, but it was a good atmosphere rather than the bleak one that had preceded it.

“Well, that’s a nice little bonus, don’t you think?” Barry muttered from behind Sal, causing him to turn around in surprise.

“How long have you been standing there?” Sal asked with a laugh.

Barry shrugged as he looked over at the requisition area. “Most of the talk. Anyway, you should probably head over there before the lines start. You’ve got a lot to carry, don’t you?”

Sal followed his gaze and frowned. “I don’t think that many people made equipment, so at most it will be two hundred Supports lining up. I’d be surprised if a tenth of that had equipment prepared.”

Barry nodded as he looked over his shoulder to try to find his own team. “Want me to give you a hand with it?”

Sal smiled and shook his head. “Nah, I’ll wait until Gallant comes along. I’d rather not antagonize him any further.” He gestured at Barry vaguely, as though he were the greatest concern for antagonizing Brophy.

“Ha. You’re hilarious,” Barry said in a deadpan tone. “But suit yourself. I’ll catch up with you afterward. I’m going to check out the vendor stalls… but I’ve got a feeling they’re going to be the ones with the massive lines.” He started to walk away, before calling over his shoulder, “If I don’t see you before you head in, good luck.”

Sal nodded before calling back, “Don’t get taken out by a leecher with all that fancy armor.” He could only see the shake of Barry’s head as he moved off to the stalls.

Eager to get ahead of whatever lines lay in wait, Sal made his way over to the requisition area of the cleared area. A few people in front of him had the same idea, and Blathnaid was one of them. Darren was very much in tow beside her, eager to offer assistance. When Sal made eye contact with him, he gave a small nod, which Sal returned.

Blathnaid, on the other hand, whirled around with a bright smile on her face. “Oh, I didn’t miss it yet!”

“Miss what?” Sal asked in confusion.

“Rochelle seeing the coat! She hasn’t seen it yet, has she?” Blathnaid asked eagerly as she looked around to see whether Rochelle was in view. “I’m actually curious if the uniforms you made will fit your team. I’ve got no doubt they will, but still, I kinda want to see them before they get ruined in the tower.”

Darren sighed as he looked at Blathnaid. “Aren’t you nervous at all? This is a big deal.”

Blathnaid snorted as she shook her head. “No. I’m pretty sure we’re going to be fine. The only thing I want to ensure is that we get to a higher floor than Barry. I’ll be able to gloat about it for years!”

Darren frowned. “Barry?”

Sal smiled. “Nobody to worry about. He’s just someone from our old team and someone anyone would take great joy in beating.”

“Seconded.” Gallant clapped his hand on Sal’s shoulder. “Are you going to introduce me to your friends?”

He had appeared out of nowhere and wore a bright smile, offering a hand to Darren first.

Sal was a little startled by his sudden appearance but managed to recover after an awkward couple of seconds. “Sure. This is Darren Lenihan. He’s the Controller of Blathnaid’s team.” Sal gestured from Darren to Blathnaid as he spoke. “I was on the same team as Blathnaid for the tournament. We Craft together in the workshop.”

“A pleasure to meet you both! I’m Brophy.” Gallant introduced himself as he shook each of their hands, the smile never leaving his face. When he looked back to Sal, he nodded at the steps of the requisition building. “Should we get a move on and get that team equipment?”

“Sure…” Sal started as he looked around. “I was hoping to bring Rochelle in with me as I’ve got a piece of equipment for her to wear. The other uniforms should be quite easy to carry down myself.”

Gallant smiled and waved his hand like it was nothing. “We can bring it out to her. Lead the way. I wanted to have a chat with you before we got started anyway.” Looking at Darren and Blathnaid, he gave them a friendly nod. “It was great meeting the both of you. Best of luck in the tower!”

Sal sighed inwardly as he forced a smile. It was easier just to go along with it and hear Gallant out before they entered the tower. It was likely he wanted a conversation before they were being watched by Prestige. With a smile to Blathnaid, who was giving him a concerned look, Sal entered the requisition building with Gallant a step behind him. When he produced his Q-Card, one of the administration staff gave him the number of a container on the second floor of the building, as well as some directions on where to look for it.

After barely two steps on the stairs, Gallant spoke to him in a quiet voice. “I wanted to apologize to you in person for how I’ve been acting since we returned from the excursion.”

Sal waited for the hook that was bound to be attached to that sentence. He kept quiet and let Gallant continue.

“I was frustrated seeing you actively working on other projects, and not responding to my messages. I realize now that we have very different communication styles and it was wrong of me to keep pestering you like that.” His voice was still quiet as they ascended the stairs. “Something in me snapped the other day when that friend of yours started goading me.”

“His name is Barry,” Sal said without looking back.

He reached the top of the stairs and moved past the administrators chatting to each other. Stacks of containers lined the walls, each of them with a card reader at the front of them. They looked to be upgraded versions of the chests that were available during the scavenger runs.

“Yes, Barry,” Gallant agreed. “When I saw the friendship between the two of you, and how he had an Epic-grade set of armor… I became jealous. It was unbecoming of me, and I projected my insecurities on you. I want to apologize for that.”

Sal nodded as he continued toward the area their team container was meant to be. He made a note to himself that Gallant was able to identify the grade of armor with just a look. At no point in their conversation had Sal revealed the quality of Barry’s new armor.

Gallant sighed as he put his hand on Sal’s shoulder, causing him to stop and turn around. “I’m trying to apologize.”

Sal looked at him levelly. “Why? What’s caused the sudden epiphany?”

Gallant frowned as he let go of Sal’s shoulder. “I didn’t realize that you had been working on another solution in the workshop. My mother told me about the work you’ve been doing for the last week, and how you’ve found a solution for me and hundreds of other people at the same time. I had no idea.”

Sal shook his head. He didn’t want to reveal that his discovery was a mistake, nor that he only started working on the solution after Brophy’s outburst. As far as Brophy was concerned, Sal had been painstakingly working on this solution since they got back from the excursion. His silence on the matter was clearly making Gallant uncomfortable, so much so that the former Super Rookie continued to speak.

“Prestige mentioned that Quest forbade you from using your Replicator ability, but that you’ve been working on a series of trials so that you could help me. I’ve never had anyone go to such lengths for me before, and I’m ashamed of how I spoke to you and… Barry. I’ll apologize to him, too. I genuinely hope you can forgive me.”

Sal controlled his expression, but he was surprised that Prestige knew about the deal with Quest. There was a high chance that more conversations happened after that meeting. Either way, Gallant was in a much better mental state at the moment, which was a massive relief. Seeing that Gallant was awkwardly waiting for a response, Sal gave it to him.

“I accept your apology,” he started with a smile. “I’ll always try to help my friends.” It wasn’t a lie, but Gallant didn’t need to know whether he was in the friend circle. “I appreciate how much help you gave me in the excursion and the lessons on how to take apart a prowler. You’ve got so much experience from your time in the field, and I’m eager to learn as much as possible.”

When Sal came across the correct container, he noted that it was actually bigger than its counterparts. With a wave of his Q-Card, the lid popped open and bounced against the hinges, as though inviting him to pull it. Turning to Gallant, Sal decided to add one last disclaimer.

“I commissioned a piece of gear for Rochelle, that I’ll be using after the tower. Right now, she’s our greatest bottleneck in terms of ability output.”

Gallant nodded somberly. “I deserve that. You don’t need to worry about me becoming suddenly jealous of you getting equipment for other people. It was a regrettable moment of insecurity, and it won’t happen again.” He gestured at the container. “Can I at least help you take it down to the others?”

“Sure.” Sal pulled the door open to reveal the arbiter’s judgment in all its glory. It was folded impeccably, with each sleeve crossed over the chest. Beneath it, each of the black uniforms were arranged neatly. “Can you take the black uniforms at the bottom?”

Gallant didn’t need telling twice as he eagerly picked up all the uniform sets. “Ah, did you make these for everyone?” His eyes, however, didn’t leave the Legendary coat on display.

Sal pulled it out of the container and nodded. “Yeah, but this will be worn by Rochelle.”

Gallant’s face broke into a smile as he nudged Sal with his elbow. “I have to admit, you’re making it hard for me to keep my promise not to get jealous. That’s a marvelous piece of equipment.”

Sal smiled politely as he closed the container, locking it. “Let’s go and meet with the others.”


Chapter 60: Equipment

Sal realized two things the moment Gallant got dressed in the new uniform. The first was that the uniforms were popular. There wasn’t a single person who passed Gallant who didn’t stop to do a double take. The second thing Sal realized was that Blathnaid had added a bit of her own flair to the uniforms when he wasn’t paying attention. What they had made were stylish black uniforms that had a double-breasted waistcoat over black shirts, complemented by straight cut black pants. Silver buttons on the pants and waistcoat added a touch of color, but was a stark contrast to the ethereal green glow of the evolutionary rune on the back of the waistcoat.

“It’s a set?” Gallant asked as he undid the top buttons of his shirt collar and looked at the uniform he was wearing. “It’s incredibly flexible, and the fit is very reassuring. You made this?” He put a hand to his stomach and started doing a series of stretches that drew even more attention to where they were standing.

“Yeah, I made them… with a little bit of help, apparently,” Sal answered as he inspected the rune on the back of Gallant’s waistcoat.

It was clearly an evolutionary rune, but it was attached to an Uncommon-grade piece of equipment? No matter what way he looked at it, it was the perfect example of what Chatfield had been looking for in the workshop.

Gallant closed his eyes as he continued to hold his stomach. “Reinforce and Feather, too?” he asked aloud, but not in a curious way. It was a statement of fact.

Sal did a quick Appraisal to confirm his observations. “You’re correct. It’s a synergy effect across the shirt and pants, where the waistcoat is the one responsible for the evolutionary capability.”

“The what?” Gallant’s eyes flickered open in surprise as he looked over at Sal. “It can evolve? To what grade?”

Sal shook his head, shrugging. “I’d say it will likely stop at Unique, but it really depends… The materials are incredibly basic and shouldn’t really lend themselves to evolution.”

He looked at the ensemble a little more closely before laughing to himself. He didn’t know how Blathnaid had managed to make an evolutionary rune on such low-quality materials.

Gallant marveled at the outfit as he turned around on the spot. “I’ll need to get some dress shoes to complete the look, but it’s quite an outfit. My compliments to the Crafter.”

“Whoa,” Rochelle breathed as she finally appeared at their meet-up point. Her eyes were glued to Gallant’s outfit. “Please tell me that’s what we’re wearing.”

Behind her, both Erika and Ioseph were looking at Gallant curiously.

Sal smiled as they approached. “There are changing rooms over there.” He gestured to the side of the requisition building, before handing both Ioseph and Erika their uniforms.

Erika stared at it in her hands for a few moments before eyeing Sal suspiciously. She looked like she was about to speak, but her gaze traveled between the outfits in Ioseph’s hands and her own. As though she were trying to compare them silently.

“Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong.” Sal told her as he pointed again at the changing room area. “We’re on a schedule, so get going.”

Ioseph started to move but looked over his shoulder at Sal. “How do you know it will fit?”

Sal took his visor off his belt, secured it on his face and brought up an illusion of Ioseph to stand beside him. It was a non-moving image from their time in the excursion, and it was the body double of the real Ioseph, who stared at it in shock. “That’s how. Now, hurry up!”

Erika’s grip tightened on the black fabric before she started to move to the changing room area. “Does it give any benefits, or is it just for show?”

“Reinforce, Feather, and it has an evolutionary capability,” Gallant answered before Sal could speak.

Erika almost tripped at those words, looking back at Sal in shock. She regained her composure almost immediately and pulled at the black fabric in her hands to uncover the glowing green rune. When she looked back up, she was about to say something before thinking better of it. And without another word, she disappeared into the changing room.

“Eh, I don’t see one for me,” Rochelle started awkwardly as she looked at the area Sal had kept the uniforms. “It’s okay, though. I guess it’s an essence thing?”

She tried smiling and putting on a brave face, but Gallant’s laughter caused her to falter.

“Mr. Argento, you’re a cruel man. Can’t you just show her?” Gallant gave Rochelle a sympathetic look.

Rochelle glanced at Sal in confusion. “Show me what?”

Sal smiled as he leaned back on his heels. “Blathnaid, you can come out now.”

Rochelle looked incredibly confused as Blathnaid appeared from her hiding space, with her hands held behind her back.

“I wanted to see your face.” Blathnaid grinned as she looked over at Sal. “You told her that it’s just for the tower?”

Sal sighed. “She doesn’t even know what we’re talking about.” Turning to Rochelle, he smiled. “So, I’ve got a piece of gear for you that I think will help you in the tower. I got it custom made by Blathnaid and Upgrade, and it turned out amazing.”

Rochelle pointed at the uniform that Gallant wore. “It’s better than that?”

Sal looked at Blathnaid. “We’re going to need to talk about those runes, by the way. Thank you, though.”

Blathnaid smirked as she ignored Sal and walked straight up to Rochelle. “Those uniforms were a lot of pain and effort on Sal’s part. It was his first foray into fashion, so they look better than his usual things.” She pulled out the arbiter’s judgment and held it in front of Rochelle. “Your pants and shirt will be Uncommon grade like everyone else, but your coat… is Legendary.”

Rochelle’s eyes locked onto the white and red coat in a state of utter disbelief. “L-legendary?” She said the word in almost a whisper as she looked at Blathnaid as though she were insane. “Why would you let me wear something like this?”

“Don’t forget these,” Sal added as he placed the pants and shirt onto the top of the folded white coat. “Changing rooms are over there. Blathnaid wanted to walk you through all the abilities anyway.”

Blathnaid took Rochelle’s hand and pulled her toward the changing rooms, ignoring the incessant babbling about how impossible all of it was.

“Blathnaid?” Darren asked as he came into view, looking slightly concerned.

His bare chest was exposed and his fur coat was on full display. Puffy fur lined his collar, contained only by a collection of prowler claws and teeth. Green runes illuminated the entirety of the fabric on display, smoldering from moment to moment, revealing a glossy black finish. He looked like a terrifying Hunter with a flair for exhibitionism. His pants were black, but where Sal’s team would look respectable in any office setting, Darren would look more at home in a war zone. Each pant leg was fashioned with multiple pockets and discoloration.

Blathnaid waved him off with a laugh. “Just helping Rochelle get dressed. I’ll be out in a second.”

Gallant stared at Darren in surprise. “What… is that coat?”

Sal smiled as he waved at Darren. “It really suits you.”

“Thanks.” Darren pulled at the edges of his coat to cover his chest a bit, but caught himself in the action and let his hands drop to his side. “I’m still not used to it… but the abilities it grants are incredible.”

Gallant was about to walk over to take a closer look when Ioseph exited the changing rooms. The burly student seemed confused as he kept rotating his torso and flexing his arms.

“It’s not going to rip, I’ve checked,” Gallant said. “How is the fit?”

Ioseph just shook his head in disbelief. “It’s like it was made for me. It’s a little fancier than anything I’d normally wear, but… it’s great!”

“It was made for you,” Sal responded dryly as he admired the fit.

Ioseph had apparently decided to roll up the sleeves of his black shirt and leave the waistcoat open. It wouldn’t impair any of the effects, but it did diminish a bit of cohesion compared to how Gallant looked in it.

Erika was next out of the changing rooms, and the transformation was dramatic. The grey blob that hadn’t done anyone any favors was nowhere to be seen. The black trousers hugged a figure that Sal hadn’t ever seen before, and the waistcoat and blouse combination gave her an elegant aesthetic.

She tied her hair back as she walked out, staring at Sal with indifference. “I’m wearing this for the effects it grants.” She brought down her hand to gesture at the ensemble. “I want you to delete that illusion you have stored of me. It’s unnerving that you made something that fits like this.”

“Thanks, I think?” Sal answered with a laugh. “Try twisting around in it. Should be easier to move because of the Feather ability.”

“I did. It works,” Erika responded as she moved off to stand behind Gallant. “Did you design these out of some twisted fantasy, or is there a reason we’re looking like waiters?”

Gallant snorted as he shot her a withering look. “Really? Can’t you just be a little grateful? He went to the time and effort to make this for us.”

Erika stared at him for a moment. “You’ve certainly changed your tune. Aren’t you annoyed that he spent time making these instead of finding a solution for you?”

Gallant’s face displayed a flicker of rage before a controlled smile crossed his lips. “That’s all been resolved. Aren’t you going to unbutton your collar to show off that fancy necklace?” He gestured at his own restraining amulet and flicked it with a single finger.

Erika’s face contorted at those words, and rather than continuing the goading, she turned away in a quiet huff.

Sal made eye contact with Gallant, and they exchanged a small smile before Rochelle exited the changing area. Her appearance had undergone a complete transformation. The white coat was visibly shortened and covered her torso in a double-breasted fashion, with the red collar turned and on display. What should have looked comically large on her had been adjusted to fit her frame, and although the shoulders were still quite prominent, she looked like a real Healer.

Only Sal and Blathnaid knew what those sleeves were capable of, and he wondered whether Blathnaid had given Rochelle a crash course on the abilities she now possessed. Based on how Rochelle was looking at her own arms, there was a high chance that she did.

“Okay, is that everyone geared up and ready?” Sal looked around at the group.

All of them gave wildly different confirmations that they were. Erika resorted to a level stare.

Sal smiled as he gestured at Erika. “Excellent. Then, as a Support, the prep is done. Unless anyone wanted to grab something from the vendor stalls, I’ll hand it over to Erika now.”

Erika rolled her eyes and moved off toward the meet-up point with the guides. There was still some time before they started calling names, but if they were standing and waiting, there was a higher chance that they’d be picked early.

Sal guessed that Erika wasn’t excited about meeting with Prestige, but it didn’t matter. He had likely earned himself a few points by equipping the team with quality equipment. They all walked in formation like when they were approaching the camp area in the excursion.

After a few paces, Erika stopped and looked back at Sal. “Walk in front of me.”

“That’s not formation,” Sal responded with the same level stare she just gave him, wondering where she was going with this.

Erika’s jaw tightened. “We’re not in the tower yet. I don’t want you leering at me while I’m dressed like this. So, until we get there, as your Controller… I’m telling you to walk ahead of me.”

Sal stared at her for a moment. “Just read my thoughts, if you can. You’ll see that I couldn’t care less about how you’re dressed.”

Erika’s muscles became visible in her neck as she pulled her head back in the direction they were heading. Seemingly dropping the topic, she continued to walk ahead of them. Her voice eventually carried back to him.

“When I do start looking in there again, I’ll remember this moment.”

It was absolutely a threat.

Sal sighed as he shook his head. “What you’re feeling right now could be a permanent future for you. Remember that.”

Erika’s calm demeanor faltered at those words before she continued stalking forward.

Sal had made the threat in the excursion that he would cut her ability off completely. Having apologized for it afterward, he then learned more about Erika’s true feelings about him. Now, he had no qualms with threatening to cut her powers off indefinitely. If it came down to her Mind Control or his Skill Weaves, he knew which power would be the priority for the Hunter Bureau, United Guilds Association, and Quest Academy. All he needed was for Erika to realize that, too. Then she’d stop trying to fuck with his head.

“Savage,” Rochelle whispered beside Sal, a wide grin on her face. “But don’t listen to her about the uniforms. They look amazing. It’s annoying, because even she looks good.” She jutted her chin in Erika’s direction, and Sal just smiled.

“Glad that you appreciate them. I might make them the official guild uniform,” he said with a good-natured smile, but Rochelle just stared at him.

“Need a Healer?” She was deadly serious. “If you set up a guild, I’d absolutely be down to join.”

Gallant tutted from behind them. “Rochelle, you’ll need to get in line. If Salvatore was to set up a guild, then he’ll only have a few spots for students to begin with until it ascends the tiers. It would make sense for him to fill that roster with people who can blitz him through the tiers as fast as possible.”

Rochelle frowned as she nodded. “That makes sense.”

Sal looked at her thoughtfully. “If you get into the Savior class, I’ll make sure there’s a spot reserved for you.”

Rochelle laughed at that and shook her head. “Thank you, but you might as well just tell me no.”


Chapter 61: Liability

It became painfully apparent that some teams were getting cold feet about the tower. While groups like his were prepared for the trial, there were so many that looked to be having nervous breakdowns as the countdown started. Sal looked around the meet-up point and saw more than a few people sitting on the ground with their heads in their hands, their teammates consoling them that it would be fine. It was hard to watch, and he was distressingly reminded of his own experience of entering the dungeon for the first time.

Sal plucked his visor from his belt and attached it to his right ear. He didn’t want to pry, but a part of him was curious whether all the people showing dismay were Supports like him. When the visor activated and started to analyze the students he was looking at, Sal was surprised to see that quite a few of them were Defense and Offense classes. The consoling teammates were more often the Supports or Controllers. It turned his perception on its head, and a part of him was relieved to see that the Supports were composed.

“You get used to it,” Gallant muttered as he followed Sal’s gaze to the seated students. “Even the big dungeons and towers have people like that. It’s not weakness, but rather a conditioning of the mind. They’ll likely be fierce once they get into it.”

Sal blinked in surprise. “Aren’t you worried they’ll break formation or do something erratic?”

Gallant shook his head. “No. That’s what the Controller is for. A competent one will pull them back to reality and focus their adrenaline toward team goals.”

“You make it sound so natural.” Sal smiled as he turned away from the groups of students to instead look at the assembled guides waiting quietly.

Each and every one of them was ridiculously imposing as an individual, but as a group, it was a rather terrifying sight. All their weapons and equipment looked to be premium pieces of gear, with Rare grade being the lowest on display, and Legendary being the highest.

“They really don’t mess around.”

Gallant nodded. “They picked some strong people as guides. Others, not so much.”

Sal frowned as he glanced at Gallant. “What do you mean? You can tell how strong they are by looking at them?”

He was reminded of the fact that Gallant was somehow able to tell the grades of items with just his senses. Did he have some sort of sense when it came to power levels too?

“Yeah,” Gallant muttered as he continued to look at the guides. “Something like that.”

It wasn’t really an opening for a conversation, so Sal let the topic drop. Turning to the right, Sal saw Blathnaid standing at the ready with her team, all of them decked out in the prowler-style equipment. With Darren at the front in his ridiculously extra jacket, they looked more like a band than a team. Only Blathnaid’s blood-red outfit was a contrast, and Sal idly thought of her as their lead singer.

Surprisingly, there was another well-equipped team that Sal didn’t recognize. Well, he didn’t recognize them by look alone, but the visor was there to help. A hooded figure dressed in a form-fitting black robe was covered head-to-toe in a series of elaborate runes. It was far beyond the capability of both Sal and Blathnaid when it came to engraving. What drew the eye more than anything else was the fact that all the runes were different colors and intertwined with one another. It had a modified evolutionary rune, that looked different from the ones Sal had received from Doc Ameye.

Sal’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the robed individual, his visor finally revealing his identity. “Jack?”

“You know him?” Gallant asked. “His equipment looks pretty damn good, but I can’t tell from here what it does.” He left the implication in the air, that he wanted Sal to Appraise it.

Sal frowned as he turned back to Gallant. “Turn around for a second. I want to look at the rune on your back.”

Gallant didn’t hesitate and turned to show off the rune on the back of the waistcoat.

Sal’s eyes widened. It wasn’t the design he was familiar with, but a modified evolutionary rune. That was how it could adapt to lower-quality materials. His visor started to analyze it and pulled up the differences.

“Gradual evolution?” Sal read the words aloud as he compared it to the one he used constantly.

After a few moments of reading, Sal looked up abruptly and made eye contact with Blathnaid, who shot him a wink.

She knew about it. With a tilt of her head, she nodded in Jack’s direction, and Sal understood.

Jack Allen had created an entirely new evolutionary rune. Sal looked at the runes that covered Jack’s robe, and his visor slowed down in an attempt to break apart the runes from the weave, picking out sections piece by piece.

“Can I turn around now?” Gallant asked.

Sal nodded as he stopped analyzing Jack’s new robe. “Yeah, thanks.”

He abandoned the thought of Appraising it properly until after the tower was completed. It was certainly a fascinating piece of equipment. Sal had dozens of questions to ask him, but at the top of the list was how he managed to get five abilities onto an Uncommon-grade robe.

Even though Sal stopped looking at the robe, the visor continued to run simulations on each of the weaves to determine what they did. It was an interesting turn of events that he wasn’t able to Appraise it with just a glance, and that the visor was taking its time with it.

“They’re calling out the first team now,” Erika said from slightly ahead of them. She turned back to look at the team to check that they were all together. Glare probably would have been a better word.

Sal hooked his thumbs under his belt as he took a steadying breath. It was time for them to finally start the tower.

***

“Darren Lenihan,” Chatfield shouted from the clearing, his voice becoming hoarse with the number of names he had called out.

Darren and his team stepped forward purposefully and joined with their guide, who Sal didn’t recognize. It was a slender man with barely any equipment present. In his left hand was a long staff that he leaned lazily against. Short cropped hair, glasses, and an easygoing smile. He didn’t look all that impressive to Sal, especially compared to the other guides he had seen so far.

Gallant folded his arms as he looked up at the sky with an aggravated sigh. “How much longer are they going to make us wait? It’s been like fifty teams already that have gone through! We probably could have cleared it by now.”

Sal frowned as he looked at the active teleportation gate. They weren’t changing the coordinates for each teleportation, so did that mean that everyone was going to the same location? The aloof approach of each guide made Sal almost certain that the location they went to wasn’t dangerous, at least initially. Only the students looked vigilant as they walked through, with the guides sometimes walking in after them.

“Saving the best for last?” Rochelle quipped with a nervous smile. There was sweat on her brow, and she looked slightly feverish.

“You doing okay?” Sal asked. It wouldn’t be ideal if their Healer went down before they even entered the tower.

Rochelle nodded with a grimace. “Yeah, the coat is doing something to my internals. I don’t know how to describe it… but I know it’s not a negative thing. I just need to bear it.”

“Ah, that’s likely the Cultivate ability.” Sal looked at the Legendary coat for a moment. “My best guess is that you’re picking up atmospheric essence out here, and since all the cores are full of essence, it’s bypassing your absorption rate and going straight to your internal essence gates.”

Rochelle stared at him in surprise before her eyes turned bright green. She started to investigate her body with her ability before it suddenly deactivated. “You’re right… but is it supposed to burn like this?”

“Like a ball of reassuring fire in your chest? Yeah, it’s an odd feeling.” Sal smiled. “It won’t actually hurt you, but it will feel like your insides are trying to kick you to death.”

“That’s not reassuring.” Rochelle tried to laugh, but it turned into a pained gasp as she buckled over slightly.

Sal grimaced as he looked at her. “Why don’t you take some of the essence from the cores and use it with Transference? Heal yourself up and it will deplete the cores a little. That should stop the problem.”

Rochelle nodded as she activated Transference. Whatever she had anticipated happening was very far from reality as a grappling hook suddenly shot from her hand at an awkward angle, lancing through the air and embedding itself in the requisition building.

“Sal! What do I do?!” She panicked as she immediately tried to pull her hand back.

Sal launched forward and grabbed her wrist before she could complete the action. “That movement will pull the building toward you, or much more likely, pull you toward the building. Deactivate Transference for a second.”

Gallant moved forward to investigate the chain coming from Rochelle’s sleeve. “Storm steel? How did you manage to procure that?” He didn’t look fazed by the sudden grappling hook attack at all.

Sal winced as Rochelle’s body nearly took off in the direction of the requisition building. He had to grab at her waist to keep her grounded, and he repeated himself. “Try deactivating Transference, okay?”

Rochelle nodded as she cut off her power, and the instantaneous effect was the grappling hook snapping back in a straight line to the area inside her sleeve. She let out a startled yelp as the metal brushed past her open palm, but when she looked at it, there was no pain or damage. “This coat is a little terrifying, Sal.”

Gallant stared at Sal. “So where did you get the storm steel?”

“I procured it,” Chatfield answered as he appeared in front of them. He looked at Rochelle strangely, and inspected the coat she wore. “I hope you’ll not become a liability to your team with that piece of equipment. Your team is up after this group.”

Sal looked at Chatfield and made eye contact with him before offering a curt nod.

“I’m so sorry. It’s my first time wearing it. I didn’t realize that would happen. I’m very sorry.” Rochelle was clearly in panic mode.

Erika rolled her eyes as she cast a withering glance in Rochelle’s direction. “We’ll ensure she doesn’t do anything stupid.”

Chatfield turned to look at Erika. “Because you have an excellent track record in following instructions, Miss Clifton? With all respect, I’m talking to Mr. Argento, who understands what the equipment is capable of.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Sal responded as he straightened his back.

Even though Chatfield just shot Erika with a scathing rebuttal, it didn’t change things in Sal’s mind. It was a stubborn stance to take, but Sal wanted to prove Captain Chatfield wrong about his views on Controllers and how they treat their teams.

“Good. Now, stand over there and wait for Prestige to collect you.” Chatfield gestured to where the remaining guides were chatting to one another.

As soon as they walked out of earshot, Erika turned on Sal and glared at him. “What did you say to him?”

Sal snorted and just shook his head in disbelief. “Was you controlling my body and getting my arms shattered supposed to be a secret?”

Erika continued to glare at him. “Captain Chatfield understood my reasonings, and spoke in my defense when I was debriefed.” She flung her hand in Chatfield’s direction and stared at Sal. “But now he’s treating me like I’m a liability that can’t be trusted. So, what did you say to him?”

Sal didn’t know what had changed for Chatfield. Maybe it was something Upgrade had said to him, or maybe even Quest. He couldn’t really imagine that people at Quest Academy would make much of an impact on Chatfield’s resolve, but something had happened. Rather than answering, Sal shrugged it off and continued walking to the area with the guides.

Erika was clearly irate and just when she was about to reach out and grab at Sal’s shoulder, Prestige appeared and intercepted her outstretched hand.

“Miss Clifton,” Prestige started with a sigh. “I had hoped you’d be causing less drama this time around, yet here we are.”

Sal turned to see Erika’s hand a few inches from him and frowned. Gallant had a smile on his face, and Sal didn’t even need to guess what was going through his head.

Teachable moment.

Rochelle was still cradling her arm anxiously as though it were a deadly snake that would strike if she didn’t keep an eye on it. Ioseph was indifferent to everything around him, as usual.

Erika fumed as she looked at Prestige. “I’m not causing drama. I’m merely trying to ascertain why Captain Chatfield thinks poorly of me, when I’ve done nothing wrong.”

Prestige’s smile thinned at those words. “I had hoped the week away from the excursion would have helped settle the animosity between the two of you, but it would seem I was mistaken.” She let go of Erika’s hand and gestured back toward Chatfield. “I spoke with Captain Chatfield regarding the incident, and expressed both my disappointment, as well as the disappointment of the Hunter Bureau.”

Erika’s face went white, but Prestige wasn’t done.

“Mr. Argento has been working tirelessly on a Replication project that relates to the Skill Implanting and Imprinting process. His contributions have opened a door for humanity, and I believe, with the Hunter Bureau, that we will have a much brighter future because of it.” She spoke in a matter-of-fact voice as she stared Erika down. “My belief is that Captain Chatfield now understands the impact of Mr. Argento’s work, and he understands the foolishness of your actions in the excursion.”

Prestige brought her hands together in front of her. “Now, all of this is a recent development, Miss Clifton. It’s not right to jeopardize your career as a Hero because of a momentary oversight. Which is why we’ve placed some restrictions on you, so you can prove yourself worthy of that very title. Now, I’d ask you to reveal the restraining amulet, so I know that you’re wearing it.”

Erika’s hands trembled as she unbuttoned her collar to reveal the amulet. It was hard to know whether her reaction was from shame or anger.

Well, it would have been hard for other people to know.

Sal could see her rage mounting by the second.


Chapter 62: First Floor

“Am I to guess that you’re the one responsible for the new equipment?” Prestige asked as she fell into step beside Sal.

The guides all parted in the middle to allow them access to the teleportation gate, with some showing signs of surprise when they saw Prestige.

Sal nodded. “I got some assistance for the uniforms, and commissioned the Legendary equipment.”

His heart rate was elevated with the looming sense of dread at what was on the other side of that gate. It didn’t help that Prestige seemed incredibly at ease.

“Legendary?” Prestige asked almost to herself as she turned around to look at the group, as though seeing Rochelle for the first time.

With an almost imperceptible shake of her head, she smiled. “What sort of world are we living in, when a first-year is wearing a Legendary-grade coat that our front liners would kill for?”

Sal didn’t know whether that was a real question, so he decided it was safer to stay quiet.

Prestige looked at him again, the smile still on her lips. “Do you have the Perfect weave activated right now?” Her voice turned into almost a whisper.

Sal knew this was an actual question. With just a nod, he indicated that he had it active.

“Excellent. To have equipped your team like this before the tower run, in such a short time, that’s worthy of some extra points. Well done,” Prestige remarked before increasing her stride to overtake Erika and Gallant at the front of the group.

With a flourish of her jacket, Prestige placed her cane on the ground and raised her voice, for the team, but also the guides in attendance.

“We’re aiming for five cleared floors,” Prestige announced, loud enough for even the remaining students to hear. “Anything less will be deemed a failure by me. Let’s go.”

All the collective guides started to chuckle among themselves, with the assembled students looking absolutely horrified by the declaration.

Gallant raised his right hand with a clenched fist. Sal had to admit that he looked like he was in his element. He was the first one to walk through the teleportation gate, with Prestige entering it after him. Erika went next, with Ioseph moving afterward, a slight hesitation in his step.

“We’ve got this,” Rochelle said, almost to reassure herself rather than Sal.

He grinned at her and nodded. “You’re damn right we do. Just remember to aim the hooks at the enemies and we’ll be great!”

Sal offered his hand to her, but she shook her head, smiled, and practically ran through the gate. With a final look behind him to see the crowd, Sal took a breath and stepped through the gate.

***

It felt like Sal was being pulled through the film of light, with an invisible force pushing him from behind, guiding him to his destination. It was a weightless sensation, with the lights being far too intense for his eyes to remain open. Eventually, his feet started to drag and a subtle resistance slowed his progress.

Sal opened his eyes and saw a floating, shimmering wall, as if he were underwater. When he touched the wall, his fingers went straight through it. The hazy shapes of his team and Prestige were on the other side, with some of them showing their disorientation.

Pushing his hand through, Sal found that the floating sensation ended with him touching down on the ground and being able to walk forward and through the portal. The bright light melted around him to reveal a sterile environment. Everything was grey, like the lobby of a hospital. Fluorescent lights beamed down from above, some of them flickering. The only other feature in the room that was of note was the massive door opposite them.

Sal patted down his clothing and found that they had twisted around his body due to the teleportation process. When he adjusted himself properly, Prestige looked at him and the others with a raised eyebrow.

“All of you have the Feather ability, it would seem. The gate itself is the first trial of this tower, that exerts a massive amount of resistance against people trying to push through. If I had to pull you with me, then it would have been a deduction.” She looked closely at the uniform that Gallant wore. “Excellent work on these uniforms.”

Ioseph gave him an appreciative nod, which managed to get a smile from Sal. It was a welcome break from the baleful glares of Erika that he received whenever they made eye contact.

“Your first floor awaits,” Prestige announced as she pointed at the door in the distance. “Remember your training and try your best.”

Sal took a few steps to get into position when his visor started to give off readings about the new area they were in. When he paid closer attention to it, he saw that it was recovering from being in the teleportation gate. It was triangulating his location, or at least attempting to. He wasn’t exactly sure what sort of references it was trying to use to pinpoint their location.

“Offense up front,” Erika commanded as she looked at Gallant meaningfully. “Defense beside me.”

Her movements were erratic as she looked frustrated by the whole situation. Not being able to read people’s minds for the first time in years would do that to you, Sal guessed.

When everyone was in position, they advanced forward, with Prestige following a few paces behind. To the surprise of Erika and the rest of the team, the door preemptively opened at their approach, revealing a dimly lit interior. Only maybe the first ten feet of the room were visible, which caused Erika to slow to a halt.

“Brophy. You’re going to take point.” Erika’s voice seemed less sure as she looked at the darkness that awaited them.

Without a sliver of hesitation, Gallant moved straight into the darkness. “It’s a walled corridor that leads forward.” Gallant’s voice was clear as he spoke.

It wasn’t so loud that it would alert enemies to their location, but it was enough for each member of the team to hear him.

“The walls look to be scalable. Permission to investigate?”

“Granted,” Erika responded as she looked behind her to see that the others were keeping up.

As soon as Prestige walked through the doorway with them, the doors closed off, sealing them in complete darkness. Well, almost darkness as a combination of green glows lit up the area from the runes on the back of each uniform. Additionally, Sal’s visor gave a little illumination wherever he looked.

Gallant ran straight up the wall and caught the lip of it with his fingers. In a fluid motion, he forcibly pushed his fingers down, propelling his entire body up enough to land on his feet.

He assumed a crouch as he peered forward into the darkness with a frown. “It’s still too dark to make everything out, but there’s definitely movement in the distance.”

“Permission to make some light?” Sal asked aloud, waiting for confirmation from Erika.

“Denied,” Erika snapped at him. “Brophy, follow along at the top of the wall while we walk on the corridor.”

Prestige cleared her throat. “What is the logic of not using an additional light source, Miss Clifton?”

Erika let out an aggravated sigh. “It could attract the attention of whatever demons are in the vicinity. We’re currently grouped together and an easy target for anything we come across. If we signal our location, then we might get attacked by a wave of demons rather than the individual ones we might come across naturally by following the corridor.”

Prestige tapped her cane to signal that she heard the response. “And what is the logic of using a light source, Mr. Argento?”

Sal placed his hand on his scarlet moon revolver as he thought about it. “We’re at a disadvantage because we don’t know where the corridor leads. We also don’t know what type of demons or traps we could come across. If it’s a leecher, I know for a fact that the light I give off will daze them rather than alert them to our presence.”

Prestige tapped the cane again. “Your decision to make, Miss Clifton.”

There was no teasing or judgment in Prestige’s tone, only the instructor’s voice they had become accustomed to out in the excursion. Everyone knew that there was a reason Prestige asked. Everyone, including Erika.

“Create the light source,” Erika instructed Sal as she clenched her fists at her side.

Sal pulled the revolver out of the holster and moved the barrel with his thumb until the information lined up with his visor. When lux was in the chamber, Sal raised his arm and aimed it at an elevated angle so it would potentially create a wide arc over the height of the walls. With no hesitation, he pulled the trigger and was instantly rewarded with a flash of white light that illuminated everything around them. Lux launched like a shooting star, but it didn’t curve at all. Rather, it seared through the darkness and crashed into the ceiling above, exploding into a wide area of light.

Gallant wasted no time in inspecting his surroundings, going so far as to run along the top of the walls, vaulting over corridors to get a clearer idea of what they were dealing with. His head shot back and forth as he inspected the entire area. When the light above flickered and died, the darkness that consumed them felt even more aggressive than before.

“Did he just run off?” Erika asked in indignation as she looked at the area Gallant had been perched.

“It’s a maze.” Gallant’s voice sounded from above as he returned. “We’ve got about thirty leechers floating over the walls ahead, and it would likely take us between six and eight hours to clear the first floor if we followed the maze pattern.”

He hopped down from his perch to stand beside them. “There looks to be an evolved form of leecher at our destination, guarding the way to the next location.”

Erika just stared at him. “You got all of that with just a glance?”

It wasn’t praise when she said it.

Gallant shrugged as he pointed at Sal. “He lit the way, and I did my job. Now, your job will be to tell us how to effectively finish this floor so we can get to the next one.”

Erika faltered as she looked at Prestige, as though trying to read the quiet Hunter’s expression. “Since we need to clear five floors to pass this test, we can’t afford to lose six or eight hours here. As the Offense, how confident are you with dispatching the opponents you saw?”

Gallant smiled. “Incredibly confident, but it would be faster if Sal was up there with me. He has ranged attacks that would make things much easier.”

Erika shook her head. “The moment he starts shooting, they’ll all come straight at us. We need to find another way.”

Gallant stared at her for a moment. “If you want to clear it fast, then bringing all of them to us is the fastest method. You can get Ioseph to erect some protection for the three of you while we take care of the demons.”

Erika glanced back at Prestige as though trying to predict the correct course of action. After a few seconds of deliberation, she nodded. “Okay, you and Sal stay here with Rochelle. Ioseph and I will venture through the corridor to find the best route.”

Prestige’s cane tapped the ground. “Is that the final decision?”

Erika bit her lip as she clenched her fists. “Yes, that’s the final decision.”

“So be it. You all have your orders,” Prestige said in a slightly different tone as she walked over to Ioseph and Erika. “I will accompany the two of you.”

Erika’s expression fell at the realization, but she didn’t say a word to dispute it. Instead, she looked at Ioseph and gestured for him to lead the way.

Gallant went to the side of the wall and braced his back against it, cupping his hands in front of him.

“Need a boost?” He smiled at Sal and made a lifting gesture with his hands.

Sal chuckled as he took him up on the offer. “I don’t think I could manage it with just my fingers. Thanks.”

Placing his foot on the offered hands, he pushed off with his other leg and was amazed at the strength of Gallant as he started to fly up as though he were completely weightless.

Before Sal could even get his bearings on the narrow area of wall, Gallant was on the opposite wall, grinning. Rochelle stood in the corridor, looking a little anxious.

“Hey, Rochelle.” He got her attention with a smile. “We’re going to take care of any demons that appear, so you just need to follow us along the corridor and use your power to heal us if we need it. Sound good?”

Rochelle nodded in agreement as she looked warily at her arms. The sleeves and grappling hooks were still giving her a bit of anxiety, which Sal noticed with his visor.

“Actually, Rochelle, if you want, you can start practicing sending the hooks and recalling them? Aim at the darkness in the distance and you should be fine, or at the walls at the side. You should be able to control their trajectory with a bit of practice.” Sal offered it as a suggestion as he gestured at the darkness where Erika and Ioseph had left with Prestige. “Just wait a few minutes so that they get clear of your range.”

“Sounds like a good plan,” Gallant agreed as he smiled at Rochelle.

Rochelle nodded as she took a few quick breaths to hype herself up.

Sal looked around and couldn’t see anything in the darkness. If Brophy had been able to see thirty leechers with his naked eye, then Sal’s visor should have been able to pick up a few of them with no issue. It took him a moment to remember that he had deactivated the Threat Analysis part of the visor. With an inward groan, he willed the visor to include those reports again. As it loaded up, pings appeared in his vision, identifying the leechers floating in the distance. Quite a number of them had gone to investigate the area where the lux shot had exploded.

With a smile, Sal raised his revolver and took aim.


Chapter 63: Maze

With lux on a drastically reduced cooldown because of the new holster, Sal was able to activate it again and whip the revolver up to take a shot at the exact same location as before. His visor locked onto the target as he pulled the trigger, illuminating the entire area in a flood of light.

In the same breath, each of the leechers that went to investigate were stunned by the sudden explosion of light. Sal instinctively moved his revolver to take aim at the farthest targets. His visor made him aim slightly higher than where they appeared, and Sal didn’t bother questioning it as he pulled the trigger. The first flash of light flickered, telling him that he only had a few seconds before they were plunged into darkness once more.

The scarlet moon revolver fired again at a new target, and Sal didn’t even look to see whether it was a hit as he calmly took aim and shot at every leecher he could see in the distance. Each of the bullets gave off a different effect, and all of them were designed for firepower, except for lux. A lance of lightning punched through two leechers, while an inferno of flame knocked two leechers from their floating perch above. Each flicker of light was a complement to the aftereffects of lux, and it illuminated the area like some old-school rave.

Gallant appeared in different locations along the wall every time the light flickered. “Here they come!” He laughed as he got into position, crouching in wait.

Sal snapped his attention back to his surroundings as the last flicker of light faded above. He could see that six of the leechers had been taken care of, which left twenty-four remaining. His visor indicated that there had actually been thirty-two leechers in addition to the evolved leecher, so Gallant had missed a couple. It didn’t matter, because the visor was able to pinpoint each and every one of them. Not just the leechers, but also the forms of Prestige, Erika, and Ioseph, who were farther into the maze.

“Do you trust me to take shots in the dark?” Sal asked Gallant as the darkness consumed them.

“Only if you’re using that visor.” Gallant laughed as a sickening thump echoed out in front of him, followed by an aggressive chattering noise. “Maybe don’t aim at the ones in front of me, though.”

“You doing okay, Rochelle?” Sal asked as he switched out the cartridge on his belt. He was going to just use essence for these attacks to avoid any distracting flashes of light.

Rochelle was watching a twitching leecher that had landed on the corridor in front of her. It was one that had been attacked by Gallant, but wasn’t completely dead yet. With an extension of her hand, one of the hooks shot out at a blinding speed, obliterating the leecher on impact and causing the chain to glow faintly.

“I’m all good here,” she responded with a hint of confidence in her tone.

“Perfect.” Sal nodded as he focused his attention on the targets bobbing up and down from the corridors ahead. At least a dozen had landed at various places along the maze, and thankfully they weren’t on the same route as Erika and Ioseph. The ones floating up and down were like moving targets, but nothing close to the level of difficulty that Sal endured in the excursion with Gallant throwing rocks.

When Sal brought the gun up to aim, his shoulder shifted and his grip changed. He didn’t question the movement and pulled the trigger. His naked eye couldn’t see a thing in the darkness, but the visor showed a leecher exploding about twenty feet from his location. The invisible essence bullet had taken it out easily. Without taking any break to admire his handiwork, Sal twisted his foot and readjusted his body automatically to the next target. Another trigger pull, and another explosion of leecher.

“Whoa, leave some for the rest of us,” Gallant shouted over the sound of the revolver. “You’re getting the hang of it!”

Sal ignored him as he whipped the gun around to fire at the next two leechers in quick succession. It was like an automatic sensation as each bullet fired. He didn’t consciously aim; it started to become second nature: the visor locked onto each target, followed by an immediate trigger pull. The revolver kept firing beyond the normal six-shot capacity. Because the cylinders were using the essence core instead of the battery-like bullets, he wasn’t limited by recharge times.

During the excursion, Sal had felt accomplished when he was hitting three or four targets in a row. Without even realizing it, he was on a nine-shot kill streak. His revolver snapped to each new location, and Sal found himself moving forward into better positions. When all the targets in sight were eliminated, Sal’s visor locked onto the leechers that were obscured by the walls of the maze. He knew what to do instinctively, and his body moved, running along the top of the wall and vaulting across a corridor to the opposite wall, and repeating that movement until he had a better vantage point.

His normal two-handed stance for firing the revolver didn’t suit his current placement as the footing was too narrow. In a moment of frustration, Sal held the revolver at arm’s length and took aim with a single eye, looking through the visor. As if by instinct, his back heel slid backward and his back knee braced. His right arm locked in place as the revolver steadied itself to the target. With an innate feeling that he was ready, Sal fired the revolver and watched in grim satisfaction as the hidden leecher exploded against the wall it was perched against. His elbow relaxed and took the recoil of the shot perfectly.

“Who are you and what have you done to Salvatore?” Gallant laughed as he landed on the same wall with a wide grin on his face. “There’s no way this is going to take us a full six hours.”

“How’s Rochelle?” Sal tried to turn, but it caused him to wobble slightly on the wall.

The instant sense of vertigo made him reluctant to try again, but his body spun on his ankle, pivoting around to look in the direction he had come from. Sal looked down at his feet as they found a stance that was steady. “What the fuck?”

“Everything okay?” Gallant looked at Sal curiously. “Rochelle is fine, by the way. I don’t think we need to worry about her. She has like four confirmed kills that I’ve seen.”

Sal blinked in surprise. “Wait, what? Were you sending them her way or something?”

Gallant pointed up with a grin.

Sal followed his hands and his jaw dropped at the sight of Rochelle suspended from the ceiling by a grappling hook. She was turning around on the spot as she spiraled from the chain, twisting and unraveling in each direction. From Sal’s perspective, she must have recalled the chain accidentally and elevated herself off the ground.

“How do we get her down safely?” He turned to look at Gallant, who was still grinning.

“She doesn’t need help.” Gallant pointed at her. “Keep watching.”

Sal watched with the visor as Rochelle whipped her other sleeve up and aimed it at a new section of the ceiling, before relinquishing the previous one. It caused her to swing forward with the momentum, which was ridiculous enough as a concept, but it only got more insane as he kept his eyes locked onto her. Her arm, that she had just freed up, shot a new grappling hook… but not at the ceiling. It launched in a curve to strike an unseen area behind a wall in the distance.

“That’s five confirmed kills.” Gallant laughed as he watched her. “Admit it—you planned for this sort of thing, didn’t you? I can sense the essence being absorbed through those chains. Storm steel doesn’t fuck around with essence conductivity.”

Sal shrugged as he holstered his revolver. “I thought it would work with Transference, but I didn’t anticipate her to go on the offensive. You saw her earlier, right? She was scared shitless.”

Gallant smiled. “You said you were scared in the dungeon.” He gestured at the remains of the most recent leecher. “But you look like an absolute professional when you’re using that thing. I quite literally have no notes on how you could improve.”

Sal smiled at the compliment. “Thank you. How do you think we’re faring on this first floor? I mean, with Prestige.”

Gallant shrugged. “Probably lost a chunk of marks because we split up the group. The fact that it’s a maze and the leechers are the enemy means that they wanted to test our constant vigilance and team formations when there are surprise attacks from the darkness. It’s an easy place to make mistakes.”

“Fuck. That’s not ideal,” Sal muttered as he looked to the location Erika was with Ioseph.

He could see them clearly in the distance with his visor. It had taken the liberty of mapping out the best route for completing the labyrinth, and to Sal’s surprise, Erika was following it instinctively. Another welcome surprise was the total number of leechers going down in the distance, which told him that Erika had dispatched a few of them.

“I wouldn’t worry about it.” Gallant smiled as he hopped another wall to get closer to where the evolved leecher resided. “The number of points we’ll get for our clearance time will more than make up for it.”

Sal grinned and went to follow him before hesitating at the jump distance. It was quite a large gap, and only when he looked behind him did he realize that he had cleared that imposing distance more than five times without recognizing it. He wondered whether it was the effects of the Perfect ability.

In an effort to test his theory, he recreated the scene, and withdrew his scarlet moon revolver and focused on a target in the distance. His body reacted like it was muscle memory, and Sal suddenly leapt across the walls, using only a single foot to both land and launch himself to the next one.

“Are you thinking of going straight to the evolved leecher?” Gallant asked.

Sal shook his head and realized that Gallant likely couldn’t see him. “No, I think it’s best to take out all the remaining leechers in the area with Rochelle. Then we can regroup with the other two at the evolved leecher. Sound good?”

“Nah.” Gallant laughed. “I think I’ll just head straight there and take it out. It’ll be worth it to see Erika’s face when she gets there and the job is already done.”

Sal bit his lip and chuckled. “Okay, I do kinda want to see that.”

Gallant turned in midair to look at him, his feet landing on the next wall as though he had eyes in the back of his head. “Well then, you’re going to need to pick up the pace.” He looked up at Rochelle, who was within earshot. “You too, Battle-Healer!”

“What am I agreeing to?” Rochelle asked in a strained voice as she navigated the grappling hooks to swing overhead. “Sal, this coat is amazing… but such a—”

She let out a pained gasp as one of her swings was mistimed. Her body was in a moment of free fall before the next hook took hold, jarring her body and stopping her fall. “Ugh, damn it… it’s hard to use.”

Sal just watched as her simple swinging movements covered so much space within the maze. With the ceilings being at least fifty feet tall, she had plenty of space to navigate with the hooks. Sal wished that Chatfield could see her now: a Healer with grappling hooks, taking out leechers from a distance. It would definitely get a laugh out of Upgrade. Touching his visor, he took a recording of Rochelle in action for later.

“What part of picking up the pace made you go slower?” Gallant laughed as he continued to hop over the corridors of the maze.

Sal took aim at a target in the distance and adjusted his trajectory as per the visor’s instructions. When he fired the revolver, Sal expected he’d need to wait to see the impact, but it was pretty much instantaneous as the leecher exploded, along with a section of the corridor it was attached to.

Then, as though his body were guiding him to the destination, he took off at a similar speed to Gallant. He leaped instinctively from wall to wall, and it was an exhilarating feeling to say the least. He wanted to see Rochelle and Gallant in this ridiculous situation, so Sal reloaded his revolver with the original cartridge and fired lux toward the evolved leecher that lay in wait.

When the floor of the tower illuminated once more, Sal could see Rochelle’s grappling hook smash into an unseen leecher that was hidden behind a wall. In a fluid movement, she brought that very hook back up in a curve before lancing it back up toward the ceiling. It told him that she had finally figured out how to change the trajectory of the hooks with her essence. Ahead of him, Gallant was running at full speed across the maze. His arm shot out to point at leechers that the visor had already marked as targets.

Sal grinned as he wondered what Prestige thought of their battle plan.


Chapter 64: Evolved

When Sal finally caught up to Gallant, he knew he should have been out of breath, but his body felt like it was in perfect condition. His heart rate was steady and there was no fatigue in his muscles. Throughout the journey, he had picked off the remaining leechers to bring his total kill count to twenty leechers. Rochelle and Gallant had taken care of quite a number of them, and the few stragglers that had been hidden along the maze were dispatched by Erika and Ioseph. All that was left was the evolved leecher that they needed to take on to clear the floor.

Sal stood beside Gallant, who had picked a safe distance for them to investigate and plan their attack. Rather than storming ahead and attacking recklessly, Sal used Analysis on the leecher to see whether there was anything he could learn about it. The result made him laugh.

	Name	Leecher Variant V (Evolved)
	Domain	Hunter Bureau Trial Site: 11
	Type	Darkness / Stone
	Description	The Leecher Variant is an evolved form of the menacing floating demon. It will plant itself into an essence-rich environment and prey on its targets by using embedded roots in the surrounding domain.
The Leecher Variant can retain its original abilities and access more based on its chosen nest.

	Stats	Strength: 5
Dexterity: 5
Intelligence: 5
Constitution: 12

	Threat Level	IV
	Behavior
	Leecher Variant: Evolved
Gathered Information: 52%

	Abilities	Essence Drain: Consumes target essence.
Tentacle Bind: Contains prey by sapping essence.
Regeneration: Uses stolen essence to heal itself.
Cannibalism: Consumes brethren to enhance abilities.
Lurk: Conceals tentacles in darkness.

	Weaknesses	Darkness Variant: Sunlight Vulnerability
Flora Variant: Fire Vulnerability
Stone Variant: Ice Vulnerability

	Evolution	41% to Leecher VI
	Reputation	Hunter Bureau: +25 to Rank | Current Score: 168
	Kill Count	45 Kills
	Variants 	3 Discovered
	Target Data	67% to Next Level
	Essence Gain	12%


“What’s so funny?” Gallant asked.

Sal shook his head. He should have known they would do something like this. “We’re not in a tower at all. It’s a Hunter Bureau trial site.”

It made a lot of sense, when he thought about it. They had tricked the students with the surprise excursion, and with the ambushes… but there was never any real danger. The leechers in this location were planted by the Hunter Bureau, which meant that the entirety of the tower was going to be a fabrication of the real thing.

Gallant chuckled and offered a shrug. “I thought you’d only figure it out by the second or third floor. Well done.”

“You knew?” Sal asked, but then realized how stupid he was being. Of course Gallant would know it was all fake. He was used to towers and dungeons, and would know immediately that this was bogus. “Guessing the towers aren’t anything like this, huh?”

Gallant just smiled. “I used to train here when I was a kid. They made me jump through so many trials and tests before they’d let me do the real thing. Obviously they’ve changed things up over the years, but a lot of the layouts are the same.” He paused for a moment before looking at Sal meaningfully. “You know, since you’re already aware it’s a test, I might as well tell you that there’s going to be a few surprises planned for sure. Additional objectives, and situational things that Prestige will decide on as we progress.”

Sal nodded as he drew his attention back to the evolved leecher ahead of them. “How about we dispatch that thing first before getting into it?”

Just as Gallant was about to respond, the sound of rapid clinking echoed out from above as Rochelle swept over their location. A grappling hook lanced downward, curving slightly as it slammed into the evolved leecher. Before either Sal or Gallant could react, Rochelle landed on a wall-top ahead of them. She dislodged the hook that was attached to the ceiling, and rather than recalling it, she arced it and sent it plummeting in a vicious spear attack. The leecher’s clicking screams and thrashing, shrouded tentacles didn’t do a thing against the effective ranged attack.

Sal’s jaw dropped as his visor picked up on the leecher being drained of its essence at a rapid pace. Both of Rochelle’s chains were latched into it, and although most might have been content to hold on and gradually drain it, Rochelle wasn’t. The hooks dislodged and plunged back into the leecher, obliterating huge segments of its large frame.

“This is a big fucking leecher,” Rochelle called out to them as she grit her teeth and continued to pierce the living hell out of the evolved leecher.

“I don’t think she knows that she’s up against the boss.” Gallant chuckled as he moved forward to get a better look. “It’ll be over soon if we don’t make a move.”

Before Sal could say a word, Rochelle pulled her hands back, forcing the chains to snap back into her sleeves. Ahead of her, the evolved leecher slumped to the ground, completely dead.

When Rochelle turned, she squinted in the darkness as though she were looking for them. “Sal, the cores are recharged!” A bright smile was on her face as she steadied herself on the wall.

“You know that was an evolved leecher, right?” Gallant asked as he appeared beside her, catching her as she reared back in surprise and risked falling.

Sal eventually caught up to them with disbelief written all over his face. “How did you manage to do that so quickly? It was a strong opponent.”

Rochelle raised one of her hands and laughed. “The chains are stronger. Besides, if it’s a big leecher or a little one, they die the same when you stab them and suck the life out of them.”

Gallant laughed as he moved closer to the corpse of the evolved leecher. “It’s wonderfully ironic how you’ve managed to siphon the essence from a leecher. Well done, Rochelle.”

Rochelle frowned at that. “I told you guys before that you can call me Roche.”

Sal just laughed as he followed after Gallant. “Maybe we should let them know where we are?”

He raised his revolver meaningfully, and with a single nod from Gallant, Sal shot the lightning-effect bullet straight into the air. It created a pillar of luminous essence that crackled and sparked all the way to the ceiling.

Gallant got down onto one knee and started to pull at the decaying tentacles of the leecher. “There could be a good core in here, or maybe some sort of infused material.”

He didn’t have much time with the amount of light remaining from the shot, but he used what he had effectively. In just a few seconds, a shredding noise was followed by a disgusting slap.

Sal involuntarily shuddered as he watched Gallant shake the leecher remains from his hands. It looked like a decomposed salad that clung to his forearms.

“Got it.” Gallant smiled proudly as he held up a small core in his hand.

It was hard to see in the limited light, but there was a swirl of essence in it. Unlike the green marble-like core from the leecher in the dungeon, this one was more like an obsidian color with a storm brewing within.

Just as Sal was about to look for Erika and Ioseph with his visor, the floor around them shook violently.

“Stairway incoming!” Gallant shouted as he quickly moved out of the way, hopping to the top of a nearby wall.

Sal copied the action out of reflex. It was only when he put a foot against the vertical wall that he realized he had no possible chance of making it up in that manner. Yet, despite the logic in his head telling him what his body was capable of, his movements proved otherwise. Sal watched in an almost dreamlike fascination as his torso moved closer to the wall, and his foot propelled him upward. Reaching out with a hand, Sal was able to grasp the ledge. In just a few seconds, he was on top of the wall he had needed assistance with climbing only a few minutes previous.

Rochelle hung from the ceiling with an extended grappling hook. Rather than using the second hook to create momentum, she was able to control the trajectory of the chain, and swung herself to his location. A smile appeared on her face as she steadied herself on the ledge. “I’m really starting to get the swing of this!”

Sal watched as a bright light appeared from the circular staircase that grew out from the floor in a twisting rotation. Without the influence of the evolved leecher that used the Darkness attribute, the entire maze brightened with natural light from pockets of glowing flora. Even with the knowledge that it was a testing site, Sal was impressed by the engineering as he watched the staircase spiral toward the ceiling.

Clumps of bioluminescent moss clung to the sides of the staircase, illuminating the area further. It dispelled the surrounding darkness and became akin to a beacon of their success in clearing the floor.

“That’s definitely new,” Gallant remarked as he looked at the staircase. “They used to just have vines or ropes you had to climb to get to the next floor. They’ll probably save that until later.”

“This tower is really weird.” Rochelle watched the ascending staircase in a mixture of awe and confusion. “Like, was it waiting for us to kill that leecher? How did it know?”

Sal laughed at the observation, but Rochelle frowned as she tried to figure it out.

Gallant didn’t really help as he twirled his fingers in midair. “Magic!”

As they waited patiently for the staircase to reach the ceiling, Erika and Ioseph arrived on the scene, with Prestige casually walking behind them. Based on Ioseph’s expression, it had been an ordeal and a half. Prestige didn’t look ruffled at all, but her eyes were locked onto the staircase.

Erika’s reaction was the best by far. She looked at the remains of the evolved leecher and then at the trio seated on the ledge of the nearest wall. She looked speechless, which was absolutely perfect. Any sort of satisfaction that she would have received from completing the maze was very much overshadowed by them clearing the floor.

“Everything is dead. How was the maze?” Sal asked innocently as he hopped down from the wall.

Prestige tapped her cane on the ground and looked off to one side as though she were deep in thought. After a moment, she smiled and nodded. “Everything is indeed dead. I’ll now give you the verdict on your floor clearance.”

Erika’s back stiffened as though she were nervous about the results.

Prestige calmly walked over to the remains of the leecher and pushed at it with the tip of her cane. “Excellent work on dispatching the enemies. This floor is usually a test of team formations and vigilance, as you’re unaware of when you could be ambushed by a leecher floating over the walls of the maze.”

She looked at Gallant and smiled. “You removed the constraints of the maze immediately by scaling the walls and eliminating the element of surprise from your enemies.” She moved her focus to Sal. “Long-ranged attacks were executed perfectly, as well as a method to increase visibility for you and your team.”

Prestige turned to Rochelle and couldn’t resist laughing. “I cannot even put into words how unorthodox your methods were, but they were remarkably effective. I was very impressed by your actions, and should probably deduct points for how you failed to recognize an evolved variant, but you handled the fight impeccably.”

When Prestige looked at Erika, everyone held their breath.

“As for Miss Clifton… she expertly navigated the maze and had the foresight to take a capable Defense with her. While splitting the group wasn’t the most informed decision, it allowed the team to complete all objectives that were set.”

Gallant blinked in surprise, as it was completely different from how he thought it was going to go.

Prestige tapped her cane again as she looked at the staircase thoughtfully. “I’m pleased with the time you’ve set on this floor, and hope you’ll continue to impress on the subsequent ones.”

Everyone grinned at the positive verdict, when Prestige called their attention back to her with a tap of her cane.

“Now, I believe it’s time for us to add in some surprise events.” Her smile persisted as she looked at each of them. “To best assess your individual capabilities, we’re going to be putting some handicaps in place on the later floors. There will be additional objectives for you to complete, and penalties you’ll need to overcome.”

Sal wasn’t sure what she meant and was about to ask for clarification, when she pointed directly at Gallant.

“In our first hypothetical scenario, Gallant has been grievously injured during an altercation with the evolved leecher. For the second floor, Rochelle will be tasked with healing the downed Gallant, so both of them will be unavailable for the start of the exercise.”

Prestige turned her attention to Sal. “Unfortunately, you dropped your visor on the first floor. You won’t have access to it on the second floor. You can keep the revolver, but the visor is not to be used. Understood?”

Sal nodded slowly as he started to realize that this wasn’t going to be as straightforward as he expected.

Prestige smiled. “And as for additional objectives, there is a Hunter on the second floor who is injured and in desperate need of help. Assisting him may or may not add to your team score, and it will only be possible to ‘treat’ him if Rochelle has successfully passed a series of questions relating to ‘treating’ Gallant. Understood?”

Erika’s face was unreadable as she looked at Prestige calmly. Ioseph looked to be conflicted about something, while Sal was somewhat annoyed. Their reward for competence was losing Gallant and Rochelle for the next round, and he wouldn’t be able to rely on his visor, either.

“Now then.” Prestige smiled. “Shall we get going to the second floor?”


Chapter 65: Second Floor

The journey up the staircase was quite uneventful, but offered some incredible views of the maze below. It was actually impressive how Erika had managed to navigate it properly without any sort of equipment or looking over the walls. He wanted to know how she did it, but it wasn’t worth starting a conversation with her. Prestige had praised her for her efforts on the first floor, and it seemed to have placated her somewhat from her on-edge behavior at the start of the tower run.

A problem that Sal knew was coming was the fact that there wouldn’t be Gallant or Rochelle to side with him on team decisions for the next round. He was going to be with Ioseph and Erika for whatever lay in wait. If it was a combat-oriented floor, then it would fall on Sal to be their Offensive capability. There was no way that Prestige would send them into a death trap, or specifically set them up to fail. But with the first floor having thirty-two enemies, lurking in complete darkness, Sal wasn’t exactly sure that Prestige was holding back with them.

“I’m not going to answer until we’re on the second floor, Miss de Verdon.” Prestige responded calmly to Rochelle’s peppering of questions about Gallant’s “condition.”

The team continued in silence all the way up the spiraling staircase until they finally reached the top. Sal was greatly relieved to see that it was brighter than the first floor, but it still wasn’t an ideal amount of light. He could see more than just the outlines of everything, which was great, but what he saw didn’t fill him with confidence. A series of platforms, planks, and netting covered the test area. It was like an obstacle course designed by someone who hated people.

Not having Gallant and Rochelle’s mobility finally made sense for this round, as they would be able to bypass a lot of the obstacles. Sal sighed as he reluctantly unequipped his visor and attached it to his belt. Not having its predictions for the best route was going to be a pain, and left him feeling blind. Just when he thought there was a silver lining of there being no enemies on this floor, he heard them.

“Prowlers? Really?” Gallant asked incredulously as he looked at the shadowy beasts wrapped in chains.

A few of them were chained to the walls, with enough coil to allow them to strike at a certain distance.

Without the visor to calculate the range, Sal wouldn’t have any idea of how far the prowlers could reach with their attacks. Having them at multiple “rest” areas between the obstacle course meant that there would be very little time to recuperate or plan ahead.

Prestige tapped her cane against the ground, drawing their attention back to her. “You’ll note that this floor doesn’t have a staircase leading to the next floor. Instead, you have a series of platforms that need to be navigated safely to reach your destination. It will require planning, agility, and defensive measures for the platforms occupied by prowlers.” She gestured at each of the areas where the prowlers were chained up. “As mentioned earlier, Gallant and Rochelle will not be available to you until they pass a series of checks with me. You can wait for them to succeed and risk a lower score based on the time limit, or you can trust in them to catch up to you.”

Erika looked at Prestige with a level stare. “You said that there was an injured Hunter in this scenario. Do we have to locate them?”

Prestige nodded as she gestured at the various routes that led upward. “Some of these lead to a dead end, and one will lead to your injured target. Be careful, though—by committing to saving that individual, you could be adding a significant amount of time to your journey. It will require careful planning and strategy, Miss Clifton.”

Erika frowned slightly as she turned and looked at the obstacle course intently, her eyes darting through the different routes at a rapid pace.

“When do we start?” Sal asked, looking at Prestige as though she’d give them some sort of signal.

“The moment you entered the floor, the timer started,” Prestige responded as she made a gesture at Gallant.

Without question, he sighed and lay down on the floor as though he were injured.

Prestige looked at the group. “I’m now going to start explaining Gallant’s injury. Rochelle will stay with me to ensure Gallant’s recovery, while the rest of you tackle the course.”

Erika didn’t pay any attention as she continued staring at the different routes. Her hands lifted as she moved her fingers, as though measuring the distances between spaces.

Ioseph stood awkwardly for a moment before moving over to stand beside Sal. “She’s crazy good at this…” he muttered while nodding in Erika’s direction. “I think it’s a pattern thing or something.”

Sal didn’t really care all that much. With her performance in finding the exit of the maze, he was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt when it came to these types of exercises. That, and the fact that she was their Controller. It was best to just let her call the shots and hope for the best.

A few minutes passed, and Sal wondered how long it was going to take her to come up with a strategy. He could already hear Rochelle walking through a series of steps that she would take to stabilize Gallant’s hypothetical wounds, with Prestige asking follow-up questions continuously. It felt a little unfair to be bombarding Rochelle with such high-level theory, but by the sound of it, Rochelle was prepared for it.

“Okay.” Erika finally breathed as she turned to look at them. “Ioseph, can you create flooring with runes? Strong enough that we could walk on them like platforms?”

Ioseph winced as he looked at the areas between the platforms. “I’d need to carve runes and it would take time. I also need a stable area to build from, like an anchor that will support the platforms.”

Erika nodded as she pointed at three areas high above. “We’d only need it maybe four times, and it’s only to bridge the gap on these locations to completely avoid the prowlers. If you need to practice the runes, now is the time, before we start going up.”

Sal waited for whatever commands were going to come his way, but there was nothing from Erika as she kept looking at the routes available to them.

When a few more moments passed in silence, Sal cleared his throat. “Is there anything you need me to do?”

“No,” Erika stated with a slight shake of her head. “If the platform concept fails, then you can start shooting that gun at the prowlers. I just don’t want to risk you shooting the chain and getting us killed.”

Sal wanted to insist that it wouldn’t happen but caught himself before saying anything. It was a valid concern for their safety, and it wasn’t worth arguing over. He didn’t need that level of pressure, knowing that a single stray essence bullet might spell their doom.

Rather than being antagonizing, Sal asked a question he was curious about. “Do you have any idea where the injured Hunter might be?”

Erika nodded as she pointed at three different flat surfaces above them. It was hard to determine which was which because they were looking directly upward. Just trying to discern which ropes were for which levels was hard enough, and Sal was impressed Erika was capable of calculating it.

“I’ve narrowed it down to these three, but we won’t know for sure until we’re higher.”

“I think I might be too heavy for some of that netting.” Ioseph looked up from his practice rune on the ground with a grimace. He pointed at the latticed net made of frayed rope that connected two floating pieces of rock.

Erika retied her ponytail and shook her head as she did so. “The uniforms have the Feather ability, so your weight shouldn’t be a factor. I’ve already run it in my head.”

Sal couldn’t help but wonder what Erika and Barry’s kids would be like. Evil and calculating for sure, but likely terrifying when it came to strategy.

Erika rolled up her sleeves as she walked toward the first set of decaying wooden planks that were resting at an angle to lead up to the first platform. “Let’s get started. Do you want to lead, Sal, with my instructions, or will I go first?” She looked at him with an unreadable expression, and Sal felt conflicted.

With the gun, it would put him as their Offensive capability, but was he really able to emulate Gallant for something like this?

With a curt nod, Sal stepped forward, taking a breath as he did so to calm his nerves. “I’ll go first. Just tell me what to do.”

Erika looked over at Ioseph. “Watch our movements, and copy them as you follow. We won’t need you to make platforms for a while, so take your time.”

Sal couldn’t believe that Erika was talking to them as people. There were no barbed words, and no glares, just a straightforward practicality. Sal could definitely get used to this version of Erika.

“Okay, Sal. Be light on your feet going up the planks, and then try a running jump across the netting. I think that the floating island platform will start moving when we push down on the attached net,” Erika instructed as she pointed at the platform drifting ever so slightly to the right, as though it were swaying with an invisible breeze.

Sal didn’t question her logic and instead tried his best to follow the instructions. With a running start, he moved straight up the plank. With only enough space for a single step, Sal launched forward to land on the floating platform, completely bypassing the latticed rope. Just like Erika had predicted, the platform lurched forward with the momentum from his landing, and would have drifted away if it hadn’t been attached to the netting.

“Good work,” Erika called before she turned back to Ioseph. “I’m going to go next, and then you can follow. Try not to be more than three moves behind us.”

Sal’s body listened to each of his commands and executed them perfectly, much to the collective surprise of both himself and Erika. When he managed to jump and traverse his way to the fourth platform, which was about twenty feet off the ground, Erika stopped him and rethought her plan.

“We can change things up. I didn’t know your limits before and played it safe, but we can take some risks with this,” Erika said as she nimbly hopped across a path of floating stones, each the size of a fist, suspended like a ladder toward the higher platform.

She landed close to Sal but stopped herself before bumping into him.

“Just tell me what to do,” Sal agreed as he followed her outstretched hand.

Erika pointed at another rock directly above them. The initial route she had planned would have had them climbing to about four other platforms before getting to the indicated rock. “Can you get there with a big jump?”

Rather than answering—or even thinking about it, for that matter—Sal launched himself forward and trusted in the Perfect ability to give him some help. The short answer was that Sal couldn’t get there with a big jump, but he could get close enough to secure a handhold on the rock. With a few grunts and a lot of assistance from Perfect, Sal was able to clamber up to the top of it with a relieved sigh.

Erika looked at him with a frown. “Do you have the strength to catch me and pull me up, if I make the same jump?”

Sal desperately wanted to make a reference to how weak his arms were after they were shattered, but swallowed his bitterness and instead gave her a nod. “I can. Ready when you are.”

He lay down on the platform and extended his hands over the edge to give Erika as much chance of catching him as possible. A part of his brain wondered whether this was an elaborate ruse by her to intentionally injure herself. Maybe to garner some sympathy from Prestige and the others, or to make him out to be some kind of petty villain.

Erika wasted no time in running forward and leaping into the air, her face a mask of concentration as she extended her hand and grasped onto Sal’s forearm desperately. Her other hand clung onto the rock as her feet tried to find purchase on it. Whatever thoughts he had about her trying to hurt herself evaporated when he saw the determination on her face.

Sal pulled her hand and wrist up with both arms, and she was able to finally find a foothold, which helped her get over the edge faster. As soon as she landed, she rolled to her feet and took a few short breaths, her eyes already looking up at the next route to take. There was no “thank you,” which told Sal that it was just an expectation rather than a request.

Erika looked at him and gave him a nod. “We’ve just saved seven minutes.”


Chapter 66: Platforms

Sal groaned as he patted down his knees, clearing the dust from them. He had already learned the hard way that it was a bad idea to look over the edge of the platforms or to glance down. In the thirty minutes that had followed him catching Erika, she had navigated a completely new route that brought them more than halfway up the course. Other than the terrifying height that they stood at, they were also now level with the chained prowlers that were testing their resolve to climb higher.

Erika didn’t seem fazed by her surroundings, and when a prowler launched itself at her face, she didn’t even flinch as the chain snapped taut and stopped its attack abruptly. Rather than reacting like a human, she slid her foot across the ground to create a crude line.

“Don’t cross this if you don’t want to die,” she remarked before turning back to look up at the next route they needed to take.

Sal was trying his best to maintain his composure. It was just like when he had seen Sinclair in his prowler form, but it was different in a few ways. Sinclair had been controlled in his attacks, which felt weird to say in hindsight. He had shown the speed and ferocity of the prowler while making minimal movements.

The creature in front of Sal had none of that same composure as it constantly fought against the chain that bound its neck. Maybe it was because it was a captive? Or because there was no darkness to hide in? Maybe it was just because it was separated from its pack. Whatever the reason, the prowler was blindly charging forward as though it would somehow manage to break the shackles and secure its prey.

“Are we close?” Sal followed right behind her, looking at the three different routes at the same level as them.

All of them looked like they led in the same direction, but Erika maintained a deep focus as she looked at them critically.

While he waited for Erika’s verdict, Sal got down on one knee and held his breath before looking over the side of the platform to the ground below. Ioseph was about three platforms down, making slow but steady progress as he followed the instructions Erika called down to him. Apparently she was guiding him to the second floor while Sal was being brought with her to the location of the injured Hunter. Her plan was to bridge the gap between the two opposite routes with Ioseph’s barriers, acting as a platform that would let them make a shortcut to the exit.

Looking beyond Ioseph’s position, Sal could see Rochelle talking to Prestige on the ground. It was clearly not a straightforward test if it was taking that long, and Sal genuinely hoped she passed the segment. Quest’s words about her being a contender for the Saviors weighed on his mind, and he really wanted her to succeed.

“We’ve got another couple of platforms to get to. It’s between two possibilities, and with our luck, the Hunter will be on the wrong one.” Erika placed her hands on her hips and rotated her waist with a slight wince.

Sal nodded as he waited behind her. More unnerving than the prowler that was only about twenty feet away from them was how calm Erika was around him. She was speaking to him like a peer rather than someone she despised, and it was weird to say the least.

Erika glanced over her shoulder, giving Sal a thoughtful look. “If you think you can kill it safely at this range without hitting the chain, you can go for it.”

Sal didn’t hesitate. He took out the revolver and switched the cartridge to one that was specifically created to kill prowlers. Each bullet had a hard-hitting effect, and would pierce through the thick hide at close range. He wished he could use his visor to analyze the prowler and find out more about its stats, but Prestige had forbidden him from using it on this floor. With a steady stance, Sal brought up the revolver and aimed down the sights. It felt oddly more natural for him, and when he pulled the trigger, his body shifted slightly to accommodate the recoil.

A thin beam of yellow light punched through the air and hit the prowler’s open jaw. The roof of its mouth was pierced and the impact of the blast knocked it back with a crazed yelp of agony. Sal didn’t want to listen to the cries of pain, so he pulled the trigger again, this time with a green beam of light that smashed into its bowed head, causing an immediate severe reaction.

“Was that acid?” Erika asked in a morbid curiosity as she tentatively took a step back, turning around to make sure she had plenty of room between her and the edge of the platform.

Sal shook his head. “The yellow one was acid, and this one was poison. I’m pretty sure they’re reacting and causing havoc on its body, but if the damage is done to its head, it’ll leave the core intact in its body.”

The prowler snarled and coughed as though it desperately needed to sneeze, but its clawed paws started to tear off chunks of its own body, carving into its face as it tried to rid itself of the acid and poison spreading throughout its entire being.

Sal took out the cartridge and relied on just the essence bullets as he sent four shots in quick succession into its head. It took three in total to put the prowler down, and the fourth one was just to be sure. As it was Sal’s first time taking down a prowler, he put a fifth and sixth shot into it to be absolutely certain.

“We’d save more time if we keep going up.” Erika looked at Sal with an unreadable expression.

Sal nodded as he holstered the revolver. “Lead the way. We can tell Brophy to pick up the core on his way up. He’s faster than me anyway.”

Erika nodded as she pointed up at their next destination. “I think this is where the Hunter is, so can you get there using those two platforms?”

Sal followed her gesture to see what looked like a tightrope connecting two platforms. Leading to it was a series of descending vines from an overhead platform. It would require him to swing from the vines, a real test of upper-body strength that Sal knew he sorely lacked. If the zip line fiasco was anything to go by, he wouldn’t be able to manage it.

“Honestly, I don’t think I can do the vines. The tightrope might be okay.” Sal spoke truthfully as he looked at them carefully. “I’m using an ability weave at the minute that is unlocking the potential of my body, but I’m sure there are limits to it.”

Erika blinked as she looked at him. “You’re using an adaptive weave?” There was a clear tone of surprise in her voice. “I didn’t think you’d test the Brophy solution on yourself.”

Sal saw an opportunity to potentially have a tolerable working relationship with her, and decided to take it. “Yeah, being a little bitch was getting exhausting.”

Erika paused at those words, and if Sal expected any sort of apology, he was sorely mistaken. She just nodded and gestured at the dead prowler.

“Having been in your head, I know how you overthink every possible outcome and usually let fear dictate your actions.” Her expression twisted into one of confusion as she looked at Sal carefully. “You haven’t been hesitating at all, so when you say you can’t climb those vines, I believe you.”

Sal was surprised. It wasn’t empathy, but it was the closest he was likely to get with Erika. Her black-and-white logic was on full display, and he found himself starting to understand her behavior a little better. Obviously, he needed to push back the massive swell of negative emotions and look at it with fresh eyes. There was a venomous streak in Erika that he absolutely hated, but the version of her during this trial was a lot easier to deal with.

Her words about him taking down the prowler were also correct. He didn’t hesitate and overthink the scenario as much as he usually would. His fear was also pushed down as he took action. Death-defying stunts that would have made him a nervous wreck a few days ago were now just obstacles that needed to be overcome. With that thought in the forefront of his mind, Sal looked at the vines ahead of him and pushed his logic out of mind.

“What are you doing?” Erika watched Sal move into a crouched position.

Sal stared at the vines ahead and smiled. His instincts told him that he wasn’t strong enough to complete it the way he visualized it, so instead of thinking of how he’d do it, he’d let his body figure it out. It was an insane thought, but the longer he dwelled on it, the more certain he was that it would work.

Without another word, Sal ran and launched himself at the first vine. His right hand grasped the nearest one as his feet left the safety of the platform. In the split second that he had before his weight pulled him downward, he twisted his grip on the sinewy rope to wrap it around his forearm. Even with Feather working on his pants, it did nothing to augment his upper-body strength. His momentum swung him close to the next one, and despite every part of his brain telling him it was a terrible idea, Sal removed his double-grip on the first vine and latched onto the second one with his left hand. An odd weightlessness took over his body as he bounced back and forth between the two plant-like ropes.

With an aggravated grunt, Sal leveraged himself up a little so he could wrap the vine around his forearm on his left hand. When he was certain that it was secure, he let his right hand go and allowed the stem to swing him to the next available vine. There were five in total, and he was only grasping at the third. His left hand was nowhere near as strong as his right, and a momentary slip caused him to panic. His heart flared as adrenaline took over his body, but was instantly quelled by the Perfect ability. Sal was able to latch onto the third vine with an explosive sigh of relief.

It would have sapped all his strength if he had left himself suspended in that position, and although it took a lot of mental fortitude to keep going, he had to combat the fact that he was equal distance between the platforms. If he wanted to return to Erika, this was his last chance. Gritting his teeth, Sal let go of the second vine, and felt his body rush forward as the third vine in his right hand swung him to the fourth. Instead of overthinking it and taking a breather, Sal wound his left hand around the fourth and instantly let go of the safety of his tight right-hand grip, instantly bringing him toward the final vine and his floating destination.

Sal’s outstretched hand missed the connection of the last vine, and a swell of panic started to consume him. As he floated back to the previous vines, he realized that simply extending his hand wasn’t going to bring him close enough to make it. Every subsequent swing would kill his momentum; he had only one chance at this to make it work.

As his body moved all the way back to the previous stems, Sal was suspended in time for the briefest moment before he swung toward the last vine. He couldn’t believe the plan that was going through his mind. Erika’s shout wasn’t even registering in his brain as he let go of the single vine with both hands and dived with all the momentum he could muster toward the last of the five. He didn’t catch it at the spot he anticipated, and fell about seven feet before getting a shaky grip on the last vine. His gloves stopped the vine from ripping the skin off his hands as he slid down its length in a shower of floral debris. Sal clamped the insides of his feet around the vine in the hopes of slowing him down, and when there was only a few feet left of the hanging stem, he came to a stop.

Sal tried to catch his breath as his body bounced against the floating platform. It would require a climb of close to ten feet to get him all the way up to his destination. Although it was a relief that he hadn’t fallen to his death, he still had work to do. Wrapping his forearms with the vine, Sal secured himself as best as he could before he tentatively released his grip on the base of the vine to free up his feet. When that was done, he placed his feet against the platform, which alleviated some of the weight.

Once he was sure that he was safe, he glanced over his shoulder to see how bad the fall would have been. The first thing he saw was Ioseph directly underneath him, about thirty feet below with a hastily created barrier in the area he would have fallen. It brought a smile to Sal’s face.

He took a breath before attempting to walk up the side of the platform. He needed to constantly move the slack of the vine by twisting it under his elbows, while simultaneously pulling himself up by his arms. It was a slow and painful ascension, but after about four minutes of grueling pain, Sal rolled himself over the ledge and gasped for air. Only then did he finally hear Erika’s voice. He was certain it would be barbed words, or a criticism of sorts.

“Are you injured?” Erika shouted across the gap.

Sal blinked at that. Did he actually fall to his death? There was no way Erika Clifton was concerned about his safety.

“You need to get to the next platform to let down the rope, so tell me if you’re too injured to continue and we’ll find another way.” Erika’s tone was neutral, and Sal didn’t even need to look at her face to imagine the passive expression she wore.

With a groan, Sal got to his feet and dusted himself off. He gave Erika a thumbs-up gesture as he steadied his breathing. The aches and pains that he had accumulated were dulling with time, but it wasn’t curative in any way. It was just his body allocating resources to blunt the pain and let him move beyond his limits. When he looked up at the tightrope that led all the way up to the next platform, Sal groaned as his body got into position.

The Perfect ability was ridiculous.


Chapter 67: Quick-Draw

Compared to the vine swinging, the tightrope was barely worth mentioning. Sal’s feet adapted to it like it was second nature, and he was practically running up it by the end. His balance, which had been a little wobbly at first, had become static as his feet found the perfect rhythm. The time Sal had wasted on the vines was absolutely made up with the tightrope. So much so that when Sal made it to the platform above, he turned around in time to see a stupefied look on Erika’s face. All the pain he had endured was worth it for that single expression of disbelief.

On the edge of the platform was a set of metal prongs embedded into the rock. A coiled chain ladder rested on top of it. It had been completely out of view of the lower platforms, but whoever got to it could lower it to where Erika and the dead prowler were. A small part of Sal was disappointed that Erika wasn’t forced to do the same acrobatics as him, but it would definitely save time for her to use the ladder. Sal admitted to himself that he just wanted to see her suffer a bit.

Sal undid the small latch holding the coiled ladder in place and let the ladder fall to the platform below. In the few short moments of peace that he had left, he looked around to see the next set of obstacles. There were still about half a dozen segments left to complete before they reached the top. Sal’s eyes traced their route and saw the flaw. It didn’t lead to the top at all, but to a small alcove at the edge of the room. Elevated stupidly high off the ground.

Glancing over the edge, Sal had a hard time telling just how high up they were. If the three-story buildings in the scavenger run were a reference point… then they were currently elevated about twelve stories from the floor. Each obstacle brought them up even higher, and Sal was able to appreciate how they’d managed to avoid two dead ends already. Ioseph was following Erika’s instructions and Sal could see that he was gradually getting closer to the third floor of the tower.

“Thanks,” Erika said as she walked straight past him. “Ioseph got delayed defending against a prowler, so the time you took on the vines isn’t an issue.”

Sal tilted his head ever so slightly. It was a double-edged reassurance. He was being told not to worry about taking too long because they lost time elsewhere? With a chuckle, Sal followed Erika as she looked at their next obstacle. A frown was visible on her face as she turned her head to look at it from every angle.

“We’d be able to skip this obstacle if those were closer.” She pointed at a platform above them that was accompanied by a series of metal discs suspended in midair.

Her hand moved to their destination. “See? Those plates are leading off in another direction, but with your jumping distance, if it was a little closer, you could get to that one over there.”

Sal frowned as he looked at the two destinations. The one that the discs led to had a prowler on a chain that looked ready to pounce. The other was at a slightly higher elevation, so its contents were obscured.

“Want me to try to bring the discs closer to where we need them?” Sal asked after a few moments of thought. He had an idea he wanted to try.

Erika looked at him as though trying to discern whether he was making fun of her. “What are you planning to do?”

Sal took out his revolver and switched the cartridges. “I have a bullet that uses magnetism. I don’t know if it will work on the discs, but if I shoot the area we need to get to, maybe it will pull them.”

Erika frowned as she looked at the suspended discs. “Are you proposing that we step on them before you use the magnetism? What if they flip over and throw us off?”

Sal didn’t answer as he stepped onto one of the discs and readied his aim. He thought about it for a second before looking at Erika over his shoulder. “If we have enough combined weight, then there’s a much lower chance of it flipping. You can get on my back and we’ll go together?”

Erika’s jaw practically dropped at that suggestion, and Sal etched the image to memory. It was incredibly gratifying to see her perfect composure front being shattered.

“Okay, then a different plan,” Sal suggested as he pointed at the prowler. “I kill it from here and we go the long way.”

Erika nodded as she took a couple of steps back. “That works better. When we get to a higher elevation, you can try the magnetism plan to bring the discs upward for the next segment.”

Sal switched the cartridges to the one for taking on prowlers. “Sounds like you just made a compromise. Are you sure you’re Erika? Starting to think you might be a switcher.”

Where he expected silence or potentially even a withering glare, Sal was surprised to see a slight smile on Erika’s face as she moved away.

Raising the scarlet moon revolver, Sal took aim at the prowler in the distance. Once he was familiar with its movements, he fired his first shot. A streak of yellow hit its body, causing it to flinch back with a roar. Green light lanced into the prowler’s hide with the second shot, and the bolt of lightning sliced through the air as the third. Without needing to worry about preserving the corpse for crafting materials, Sal was able to take aim at the easiest targets. He learned two things in quick succession. The first was that it was much easier to hit a prowler when you aimed at its body, and the second revelation was the fact that the lightning bullet could quite literally punch a hole through a prowler’s head.

With the prowler dispatched, Sal holstered his gun and moved across the discs, taking each one with a single step at pace. There was no worrying or hesitation as he treated them like a normal set of stairs, despite the small surface area and the lack of anything connecting them to each other. The only slight issue was that he needed to keep an eye on where he was stepping, which meant that he could see the incredible drop to the ground below. His mind was focused and he didn’t have any issues getting across, but he was a little worried for Erika. Despite his better judgment.

Turning around to explain his method when he was safely on the other side, he saw Erika halfway across the platforms, her face a mask of concentration. Sal genuinely wondered whether her Mind Master ability allowed her to master her own fears, because it was frankly ridiculous how composed she looked as she moved.

Sal looked at the next platform and saw that it was a simple set of grooves along the edge. There was a gap between the two platforms, so it would require a jump to get to the handholds and footholds. Worst-case scenario, you didn’t get a good grip and bounced off the platform, falling to your death. Sal sighed as he shook his head. It was only the second floor and it was already this brutal. He wondered how the other teams were doing, and whether they were still in the maze area.

“What’s that?” Erika asked as she landed on the platform beside him.

Sal turned to see whether she was talking about the grooves on the next platform, but her eyes were locked onto a tag behind the prowler’s corpse. Sal hadn’t noticed it, but Erika moved over to investigate. He watched as she stepped over the remains of the prowler and crouched to unravel the wire connecting to the tag. It was a bright-blue piece of fabric, with an insignia drawn onto it.

“Not sure. Maybe just pocket it and we can find out afterward?” Sal suggested as he turned back to their next challenge. “We’ve got a platform here with handholds and footholds, but it’ll require a jump to latch onto.”

Erika nodded as she slid the tag into her waistcoat pocket. “Okay, I’ll go up and check if there’s a ladder.”

Sal paused as he looked at her. “You don’t want me to go up first?”

Erika gestured at his arms. “You’re standing here instead of immediately going up, when we’re already pressed for time. So, I’m guessing your arms are at your limits already.”

Without waiting to hear his answer, she ran forward and leaped up to catch the highest handhold she could manage. It was an impressive feat, made more incredible because she didn’t immediately use the footholds, and instead pulled herself up into a better handhold with her left hand.

Sal watched her climb, somewhat dumbfounded by her capability. He had always thought she was just someone who stayed in the back and controlled others. It never really factored into his brain that she was capable of things herself. Sal wondered what she would be like if she had the Perfect ability, too.

“No ladder,” Erika announced as she crested the top of the platform. Rather than climbing over the top, she instead turned around with a frown. “Do you think your arms can handle it, or will we find another route?”

Sal just stared at her. He was certain she would have been the type to abandon him if he wasn’t able to follow. Was it because they were being graded as a team?

“Are you going to just stand there staring at my ass, or are you going to get up here?” Erika asked as she finally pulled herself up over the ledge.

Sal laughed. “Sorry, just wasn’t sure if it was really you.”

He shook his head as he took a running jump at the platform, catching both the foothold with his right foot and the handhold with his left hand. It took him a few moments of indecision before his body kicked in and started to give him a better technique, allowing him to increase his grip strength and lock his elbows to put the strain on his shoulders rather than his arms.

When he got over the ledge, he saw Erika standing with her hands on her hips.

“Sorry for wasting time.” He decided to just keep her happy.

She was still looking at his arms, and she frowned before she turned away to look at the next platform. Sal wished he had the visor equipped to read the emotions going through her. She was an impossible one to read without it.

“Now might be a good time to try your magnet idea,” Erika suggested as she pointed at the platform that hovered above them.

Loomed would probably be a better word. It was enormous and practically melted into the wall.

“I’m pretty sure our injured Hunter is going to be on that large platform, and it would take us a few more platforms to get to him.” She then pointed directly below her to the area that held the metal discs. “Or, you could create a new pathway for us that lets us skip them.”

Sal didn’t wait for another invitation as he pulled out his revolver and switched it to the magnetized bullet. Going to the edge of their current platform, Sal looked for the best place to aim. He needed them to come straight up to them. Rather than overthinking it, Sal just took aim at their destination and fired. It was an invisible force that made a slight crackling noise when it impacted the base of the platform. Sal watched as a few of the discs elevated from their current position. It was hard to really make out because of his perspective, but the width of each disc got bigger, which told him that they were moving upward.

“While you experiment with that, I’ll call out instructions to Ioseph for the next part. He’s standing there like a lemming,” Erika stated as she inspected Sal’s progress before moving off to the other side of the platform.

Sal had to holster his revolver to let the bullet recharge faster, and it sped things up dramatically. He was able to fire the magnetized shot a few times, and the results were really encouraging. The best part was that the raising platforms moved straight upward, rather than clumping together. He wasn’t sure whether it was a design choice by whoever made them, or whether it was the Hunter Bureau giving them a break.

Either way, Sal was pleased on two fronts. He was seeing progress of making a new stairway to their destination, and the second thing was the drawing action of his revolver. Because his target wasn’t moving, and because he didn’t necessarily need to aim that specifically to get the same result, Sal had been drawing his revolver quickly at his waist, immediately firing and then holstering it for a recharge.

Perfect had clearly been interfering as Sal was getting incredibly used to the action, allowing him to get the same result as aiming down the sights. He had somehow managed to create a somewhat stealthy quick attack, especially when considering the holster could be invisible. After a few minutes of firing the magnetized shots, the platforms were raised to a sufficient height.

Erika didn’t even wait for an invitation as she ran past Sal and took each of the newly raised platforms as though it were steady ground. She moved at a much faster speed than he expected, and it brought a genuine smile to his face. It felt like he was being challenged. He didn’t have that with Gallant as he was ridiculously experienced; but with Erika, who wasn’t able to use any of her powers, it was different. Both of them were just using their physicality to complete this obstacle course.

“I was right!” Erika called out from their destination, a wide smile on her face. “We found the Hunter.”


Chapter 68: Rescue

When Sal crossed the disc staircase, he found Erika standing over a seated Hunter. It was a middle-aged man with a shattered breastplate, and what looked like a series of grievous injuries. When it came to composure, though, the man looked like he was in the prime of his life. Beneath the long locks of black hair, his yellow irises were locked on Erika. He didn’t look to be pained in any way or form, which told Sal that his appearance was for show.

“Only two of you made it out of five?” he asked with a sense of incredulity. “Or are there more on the way here?”

Erika didn’t answer him immediately as she looked at the gap between their ledge and the platform that would lead to the next floor. “So, they constructed it so it’s impossible to cross from this side?”

The man chuckled as he looked at her. “And you’ve already figured out that you’re not in an actual tower? Impressive. What else have you determined?”

Erika frowned as she looked at him. “That the only method of getting you out of here is to either heal you up so you can make the jump, or to carry you down the way we came and to find the correct route.”

He shook his head slightly. “Even healed up, there’s no way for me to make that jump. I’m not a Body Manipulator or in possession of a Mobility ability. So, what will you do?”

Sal smiled. “We wait for the others. Is there anything we can do for you while we’re here, to make you feel better?”

He shook his head again. “Unless you’re a Healer, I won’t be moving from this position. You could carry me, but it might result in the wounds worsening and endangering my life.”

Erika started to shout over the side of the platform, pointing her fingers and making gestures. The man’s eyes followed her actions, and his confusion was apparent. Clearly he was supposed to only have a few sentences of interaction with the students, but Sal could see that his curiosity was getting the better of him.

“You were supposed to arrive from that side. How did you get here from that side?” He pointed at the area they would have arrived if they followed the pattern of the platforms. He looked toward the area where Sal had raised the magnetized discs and it was clear he wasn’t aware of their method.

With a look at Sal, his eyes narrowed. “Are you both Body Manipulators?”

Sal shook his head and pressed a hand against his chest. “I’m a Support.” Then he gestured at Erika. “She’s a Controller.”

He didn’t feel like it was necessary to highlight their individual abilities to a stranger, even if they were approved by the Hunter Bureau.

Whatever the Hunter had been expecting, that answer wasn’t it. He stared at the two of them like they were insane. “Are you telling your team to come here? You must know that there’s no method to cross that gap.”

Erika ignored him as she continued to offer instructions to Ioseph down below.

Sal looked at Erika thoughtfully. “Hey, how long do you think we have to spare?”

Erika frowned as she looked at Ioseph’s progress. “Twelve minutes. A little more if he keeps hesitating.”

Sal smiled as he got down on one knee beside the Hunter. “Can I take a look at that broken breastplate?”

The Hunter laughed as a wide grin crossed his lips. “You’re a daring bastard, aren’t you? Going to loot a poor and defenseless Hunter?”

With a flick of his wrist, the Hunter unclasped the shoulder strap of his breastplate and pulled it off with one hand. Rather than handing it to Sal, he let it drop down beside him, as though daring Sal to pick it up.

Sal whipped his hand to the right, activating the transformation feature of his gloves, turning it into a mechanical claw with a flourish. Ignoring the Hunter’s startled reaction, Sal got to work on repairing the breastplate with essence alone. A simple Repair would have only taken a couple of minutes, or he could have gone with a Restoration to bring it back to its previous quality… but Sal was feeling somewhat adventurous with the time he had available to him. Considering there was an active member of the Hunter Bureau in front of him, and they were in a test environment, Sal wanted to go all-out.

When the sheets of metal blended together to erase the cracks, Sal added a few little tweaks to it. The first was a basic Reinforcement rune. His engraver attachment spun in a series of circles to create the outline of the rune before populating it with a series of circuitry that would draw in power from atmospheric essence. He didn’t bother with an evolutionary rune because he didn’t want to show all his cards.

Instead, he pushed a chunk of essence into the breastplate, forcing his Mythcrafter essence into refining the grade. What started as a basic Uncommon-grade breastplate was going to become something closer to Rare grade. Because the Reinforcement rune was going to be in place, the breastplate didn’t need the same density as before, so Sal used the layered metal and stretched it out to create a thinner piece. The leftover metal was then turned into a defensive collar around the neck.

Mythcrafter threw in a few suggestions to Sal, but he only took the basics as this wasn’t something he wanted to be incredible. Instead, he was just upgrading what already existed, using essence and existing materials as the basis. When he was done, he dismissed his mechanical claw hand with a flourish, returning to a basic glove.

Smiling at the stupefied Hunter, he got to his feet. “Let that cool down for a bit and then you should be fit to wear it,” Sal said as he walked over to where Erika stood.

“That only took you nine minutes.” Erika said it as a statement rather than a question. “I’d suggest holding yourself back to avoid people asking too many questions.”

Sal nodded in understanding. “I held back, don’t worry. It’ll only be a Rare grade at best.”

Erika faltered as she looked at him in surprise. “Rare grade is holding back? That’s still attention-grabbing.”

Sal smiled as he shrugged. “I told you that the most value I can bring is in the equipment I can make. In time, I’ll make the first Mythic-grade piece of equipment.”

Erika sighed as she stared down at Ioseph, who was making remarkable progress in clearing the obstacle course. He looked somewhat haggard and worn out from the trial, but he persisted and kept going with fierce determination. It was bewildering to think that he was a runes expert, especially when he used extreme physicality in overcoming the obstacles.

“You can do so much more than just make equipment.” Erika finally spoke, not taking her eyes away from Ioseph. “You showed me today that you’re able to move and react better than the majority of students. I still think that you’re squandering your potential, but it’s an improvement.”

Sal rolled his eyes as he gave her a nod and went back to look at the breastplate. “How is it looking? Did it cool down yet?”

The Hunter held the finished breastplate in his hands, turning it over and tracing a finger along the rune. “How did you manage to make it this far as a Crafter?”

Sal shrugged as he hiked his thumb over his shoulder to point at Erika. “She dragged me here, kicking and screaming. She’s very persuasive.” He smiled at the Hunter. “Is it rude to ask who you are?”

“Not rude at all, but I’m afraid I can’t tell you until I’ve been healed.” He chuckled. “I’d be tempted to classify the Crafting work you’ve done as a healing, but Prestige would kill me if I broke her rules.”

Erika turned around with a relieved sigh. “We’re up.”

The Hunter looked at her in confusion. “Your team is here?”

Erika shook her head and pointed at the platform on the other side of the gap. “No, he’s over there. It also looks like the other two are on their way.” She looked at Sal directly. “You make sure that Rochelle heals him up, and I’ll guide Ioseph on making the bridge.”

Sal nodded in understanding. “Any word on Gallant?”

Erika glanced over the platform and just shook her head. “En route. I’d say he’ll be here in a few minutes.”

The Hunter blinked at the information that he was hearing. “Wait, Gallant? Prestige’s son is on your team?” He looked at Erika in confusion. “Did you just say bridge?”

Sal looked at him sympathetically. “Trust me, it would be easier just to relax and wait for Rochelle. It’ll probably look a little startling when she gets here.”

As though his words had summoned her, Sal watched the Hunter’s eyes widen in shock as a broad smile crossed his face.

“Your team is really something else, kid.”

Rochelle guided herself up the side of the wall, completely bypassing the platforms as each grappling hook helped her climb higher and higher. It was like watching a spider with only two legs lift itself up with an explosive extension of one leg at a time. What made her appearance all the more terrifying was the look of anger on her face as she ascended.

Sal stood back to give Rochelle space to land, and she didn’t even warn the Hunter as one of her grappling hooks struck his chest and her green eyes glowed. The storm steel chain started to glimmer ever so slightly as a current of essence was poured into the Hunter’s body.

“You’re not even injured,” Rochelle said flatly as she withdrew her grappling hook with a satisfying snap of her wrist. “There’s nothing to heal.”

“You okay?” Sal asked tentatively, not sure what the cause of her frustrations were.

Rochelle rounded on him. She looked like she was about to snap when she realized who was in front of her.

“Oh.” With a moment to catch her breath, she shook her head and let out an aggravated sigh. “I’m pretty sure that Prestige hates me. She didn’t stick to the basics at all, and kept asking me some really high-level stuff. There were transfusions, setting bones, essence distortions, dealing with dregs. Like, I had everything answered properly for Gallant’s issues, but she just kept drilling me with more and more questions that didn’t have anything to do with his condition.” She was flustered, her voice growing in strength with each frustration.

“Since you’re here, I’m guessing that you passed?” Sal offered, as though it might have been a consolation of sorts.

Rochelle just shook her head. “I passed about twenty times, Sal. I know for a fact that she was keeping me and Gallant out of this for as long as possible. I kept looking up and seeing you guys struggling, and it was just such bullshit that we were trapped down there when we could have been helping.”

“You’re a fiery one, aren’t you?” The Hunter chuckled as he got to his feet and stretched out his back. “You absolutely sound like a Healer, but I’ve never seen one with that sort of getup.” He vaguely gestured at the coat she wore.

Rochelle just stared at him for a moment before embedding a grappling hook in the now accessible ceiling. Her second grappling hook shot out to the side of the Hunter, and was manipulated by Rochelle to wrap around his torso. She didn’t say a word as she pulled herself closer to the ceiling and used her other chain to safely bring the Hunter across the gap, where she deposited him.

Sal watched as the Hunter just stared at them from the other side of the gap in surprise. It was hard to blame him. Rochelle, on the other hand, just landed back beside Sal and started speaking again.

“So, then she has the audacity to start telling me that I’m not a true Healer if I don’t understand every little thing about chemistry and biology. She starts throwing all these terms at me that I need to parse through to get a pass. It was unbearable.” Rochelle threw her hands up and let out another annoyed groan.

Sal just pointed at the Hunter she had placed on the opposite side of the gap. “You knew we needed to get him over there?”

Rochelle followed Sal’s gesture to look at the Hunter before she shrugged. “Nah, he was just pissing me off. Looked like whatever he was going to say was going to be condescending as fuck.”

Erika stared at Rochelle in surprise. “Could you bring me and Sal across that way?”

Rochelle looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “That depends. How has she been with you, Sal?”

Maybe it was the fact that she was wearing a Legendary coat, or maybe it was the fact that she was wound up by the ordeal with Prestige. Maybe it was because Erika didn’t have access to her powers. Whatever it was, Rochelle was actually standing up for herself against Erika.

Erika continued to stare at Rochelle before she averted her gaze to check on Ioseph’s progress. “Either you bring us across, or we wait for Ioseph to build a bridge. Your choice.”

Sal put up his hands and looked at Rochelle. “She’s been fine. More than fine, actually. We worked together and there were no issues.”

Rochelle shot Erika a look. “Are you still wearing that amulet? You’re not fucking with his head and making him say that, right?”

Erika pulled at her collar to show the restraining amulet. She didn’t seem annoyed by Rochelle’s outburst, and even seemed a little satisfied at Sal coming to her defense.

Rochelle sighed as she looked up at the ceiling. “Sorry. I’m just a little… on edge. Let’s get you guys across and we can put this damn floor behind us.”

Erika peered over the edge and laughed. “I think Gallant just overtook Ioseph.”


Chapter 69: Reaction

“You’ve managed to surpass my expectations once again.” Prestige stood at the final platform with the entire team and the rescued Hunter. Her smile was genuine as she looked at her wrist. “You’ve also managed to complete this floor in just over an hour. While it’s not as dramatic as your first-floor clear, it’s still very impressive.”

She let her wrist drop and placed her palm over her other hand holding the top of her cane. “I took out Gallant and Rochelle from this exercise based on their superior mobility. The objective for the test was to see how you would react during a trial of physicality. If you were to successfully reach the injured Hunter, you would see your destination out of reach and be met with an impossible scenario of helping him and getting to your objective. On the other hand, if you were to successfully get to your objective first, you’d see the injured Hunter and realize that you weren’t able to save him. It was a test designed to size up your resolve both in how you ascend the platforms, but also in how you deal with critical reasoning.”

Prestige looked at Gallant. “I presume you’ve found a few tags along the way?”

Gallant reached into his pocket to retrieve four tags, all of varying colors. “I couldn’t find the blue one.”

Erika produced the blue one from her pocket with a confused expression. “Were these a part of the assignment?” She handed it to Prestige, who sorted the tags into a specific order.

Gallant’s face broke into a relieved smile when he saw the blue tag. “Excellent work, guys.”

Prestige nodded as she looked at Erika. “You’ve been allocated a container for loot procured in the tower. Each of these tags are representative of loot that you’ve earned on each floor. They weren’t present for the first floor, but occur from the second floor onward. By completing the pattern, you’ll unlock a special award called the Clear Bonus. Which is why Gallant is relieved you found the blue tag.”

With a wave of her hand to gesture at the injured Hunter, Prestige continued. “Completing the course in under three hours adds bonus points to your score. Saving the Hunter provides a special benefit. Over to you, Marcus.”

The Hunter smiled as he gave the team a polite bow. His yellow irises were locked onto Rochelle as he spoke.

“I’m the vice-captain of the Harmony Guild. By healing me and helping me escape this floor, I would like to extend an invitation to try out with my guild, which is specialized in search and rescue. Over forty percent of our members are Healers.” He smiled as he looked at Sal. “I realize that Harmony may not be the most suited to the skills of the rest of the team, so I would like to invite each of you to a special outing with Harmony to show you the work that we do out in the field.”

Rochelle’s jaw dropped as she stared at Marcus in disbelief. Not only had she attacked him with a grappling hook to heal him, she had insulted him and effectively put him in a time-out on another platform.

“Yes, yes. It’s a very nice perk that you’ve all unlocked, but it isn’t relevant right now. You have more floors to clear,” Prestige said with a tap of her cane. “I will allow you a few minutes of rest before we start the clock on the next floor.”

Just as she was about to turn away to talk to Marcus, she thought of something and paused. “Also, from an individual assessment perspective. I was very impressed with the skills of Mr. Argento, Miss de Verdon, and Miss Clifton. I look forward to seeing more.”

Sal caught the annoyed expression on Ioseph’s face as he balled his fists and looked down at the floor. The plan to utilize his runes hadn’t actually been necessary, and he essentially just cleared all the obstacles by himself with Erika giving him instructions. By rights, Sal felt like he had the same amount of contribution as Ioseph, but Prestige didn’t seem to see it that way.

Gallant didn’t look fazed by not getting praise. He had been lying down on the ground for the majority of the exercise, so his contributions weren’t nearly as high as the others. He did get the tags and probably set a new course record for getting to the top of the floor. Prestige just had very high standards for him.

“Does anyone need healing?” Rochelle asked as she raised a hand.

It caused Sal to flinch, as it was aimed directly at him.

With a tentative nod, Sal said yes. “I think I stretched a few muscles that my body might be ignoring. Could you check for me?”

Rochelle tethered her ability to Sal without using the grappling hooks, and her face was a mask of concentration as she did so. A trickle of essence investigated Sal’s system before it was forcibly rejected by his body, causing Rochelle to back up in surprise.

“What the hell was that?”

Sal tried to sense what had happened, and much to his shock, he could see a sliver of Rochelle’s essence in his own body. The Transference ability was being picked apart by Perfect, without him needing to activate it with a weave. It was a hard thing to describe, but it was like Perfect took a small taste of the ability, and then slammed the door on Rochelle, insisting that it could replicate it without her. The result was a tingling sensation of relief as his body automatically fed it essence to heal the numerous invisible injuries.

Rochelle continued to study Sal as she lifted her hand to try again. Before Sal had a chance to warn against it, she sent through a powerful surge of essence, assisted by the Legendary-grade coat. She apparently wanted to brute-force her way into his system to diagnose his issues.

Sal gasped as Perfect flared to life at the sudden invasion of foreign essence. Rather than trying to shut it off, it adapted to the sensation and started working on perfecting the process. When Sal had experienced Rochelle’s healing in the past, it had been a tiny jolt of essence that moved to the injured areas. This sensation was more like standing under a waterfall and holding a straw. Every part of his being was flooded with healing essence. Each and every one of his joints started to heat up and his chest tightened at the sudden constriction of his lungs. When Sal could finally breathe, it was like he could take in three times as much air as before.

Rochelle had intended on healing, but Sal’s body was hell-bent on refining. The surge of essence was allocated to reinforcing his joints and organs, strengthening and stretching muscles. Sal’s rational brain could tell that Rochelle knew what was happening, and judging from the wide smile on her face, she was encouraging the refinements, adding her own expertise to help the Perfect ability adapt faster.

When she eventually stopped, she let out an explosive sigh as she looked at Sal eagerly. “How was that?” Her voice was excited as she started to touch his arms and his shoulders. “Still kept your frame, but the muscles are definitely upgraded. Do you feel different?”

Sal didn’t know how he felt. He should have expected something like this to happen. A basic health elixir had managed to give him a beard and a few essence gates. What did he think would happen when a trained Healer flooded his system with refined essence? With a tentative test to check his body, he jumped from the balls of his feet to see whether the stiffness had disappeared from his joints.

Rochelle gaped at him as he jumped two feet off the ground. “Whoa. That was just a test?”

Sal landed in confusion, staring at his own legs. “I expected to only go up a few inches.” He looked at Rochelle with a laugh. “What did you do?”

Erika watched the two of them quietly, studying both of their movements with her arms crossed. “Rochelle, can you heal Ioseph? He looks to be quite beat up.”

“I’m fine,” Ioseph muttered as he turned away from them.

“He’s not. He made a pained expression when climbing the seventh platform, so there’s an injury somewhere. Likely his right shoulder,” Erika said calmly as she ignored Ioseph’s statement.

Rochelle’s smile dropped as she looked at Ioseph with concern. “If you’re fine, then it’s no worries. I’m just going to do a quick check to be sure, okay?” She asked him for permission, but before he had a chance to answer, her essence was shot straight into his body, causing him to twist rigidly in pain.

Rochelle’s eyes widened. “The fuck you’re fine. This is dislocated! Why does your left leg not work? How did you even get up here?”

Rochelle’s bedside manner needed a lot of work as she continuously questioned the flinching form of Ioseph, who had no choice but to grit his teeth and endure the forced healing and interrogation.

Gallant smiled as he stepped up to Erika. “You’ve been very observant lately. How to get past the maze, and calculating the perfect route for us to get to the top. Even noticing the discomfort of your team… did you notice anything about me?” he asked sweetly.

But all it got him was a withering look from Erika before she walked away from him.

Sal was still marveling at the feeling in his body. It wasn’t anywhere near as dramatic as having super strength or speed, but it was like his body had rested for a solid month after something like a year of solid conditioning. It was a strange sensation, because his mind was telling him his capability. Just like how he knew he could perform certain obstacles, he inherently knew he was stronger and faster than before. With a glance at Gallant, Sal guessed that he wasn’t even close to the Super Rookie’s condition, but he was a lot closer than where he started.

After Rochelle had done a checkup on Ioseph and Erika, they were faced with Prestige, who had spent her time talking to Marcus from the Harmony Guild.

She pressed her cane down directly in front of her as she looked at them. “So, are you ready to push through to the next floor?” she asked calmly, as though it were a choice. “Your combined time is less than two hours, which is a very strong start, but not perfect.”

Gallant unfolded his arms as he smiled at his mother. “Who are you taking out of the third floor?”

Prestige didn’t even deny the fact as she raised her cane to first point at Erika. “Miss Clifton will be unconscious for the third floor, which means you’ll need to come up with an effective clearance strategy without her.” Her cane turned toward Ioseph and paused as she looked at him. “There’s still more to see from Mr. Bitterwater, so he will take part on the third floor.”

She turned the cane to point at Sal. “Which means that Mr. Argento will be sitting the floor out this time, too.”

Sal couldn’t help but feel a slight pang of disappointment. He genuinely wanted to test the limits of his body on the next trial, but another part of him was relieved to have a rest.

Gallant’s smile turned into a grin as he gestured at himself. “I’m allowed to compete? What is the theme of the third floor? Managed retreat? Capture the flag? Endurance waves?”

Prestige’s smile faded as she gave her son a meaningful look. “Don’t let experience be cause for complacency. No matter what scenario comes next, I expect you to take it seriously and work as a team to find a resolution.”

Gallant nodded eagerly. “So, which is it?”

Prestige sighed as she shook her head, placing her cane back down on the ground. “It will be Capture the Flag. As before, there will be some additional objectives that may or may not improve your score. You’ll need to be vigilant and make rational choices, as you won’t have your Support or Controller.”

Gallant didn’t look perturbed in the slightest by the admonishment from Prestige. Instead, he looked excited by the prospect of flexing his expertise on the third floor.

Sal just looked at Erika, and he could see the unease on her face.


Chapter 70: Third Floor

Prestige stood beside Erika and Sal as she gestured to the balcony in front of them.

“This platform will act as a suitable vantage point for you to see what is happening down below. In the previous round, I tested Miss de Verdon’s knowledge of healing practices. In this round, I will be testing you, Miss Clifton. You are to tell me the correct course of action and the strategy you would make for this scenario.”

Prestige glanced over at Sal. “You may just observe, Mr. Argento. I don’t have any questions for you that could lead to bonus points for the team.”

Sal nodded as he moved to the edge of the balcony. Rather than staying at the base of the floor like Rochelle and Gallant had done on the second floor, Prestige had brought them straight up to the entrance of the fourth floor. It was an excellent vantage point to see the entire floor below, and Sal was inwardly delighted that he wasn’t a part of it. It wasn’t a maze or an obstacle course, but instead looked like the remains of a high-tech laboratory. There were so many old machines that Sal desperately wanted to Appraise all of them.

Another key difference of this floor was the fact that there were Hunters present. Sal could see three people who were injured at different points of the map. There was also a group of well-dressed individuals huddled around an electrical beacon at the center of the floor. Large partitions were raised, lit up and humming with electricity. It was styled industrially, and the partitions broke up the available routes that could be taken. They also limited visibility of what was on the other side.

Prestige looked down at the floor below. “There are a series of traps on this floor, and the walls are electrified to discourage your strategy from the first floor.” She gestured at a series of trapdoors that lined the walls, equally distant from each other. “Prowlers will be released from those doors at timed intervals.”

Erika leaned over the edge of the balcony and cursed under her breath.

“Do you have an observation already?” Prestige asked with a smile. “I haven’t even finished explaining the terrain.”

Erika frowned as she raised a finger to trace an invisible line. “The prowlers have a short route to the injured Hunters. Gallant will go straight to the objective instead of focusing on saving them.”

Prestige laughed as she shook her head. “I was thinking you’d give me something a little more profound than that, but it’s an understandable concern. You should remember that Gallant will be working with Rochelle and Ioseph in this scenario.”

Erika’s frown deepened as she looked at Prestige.

“Gallant will absolutely focus on the objective. He’s competitive more than he’s compassionate.”

“Thoughts, Mr. Argento?” Prestige looked over at Sal, amusement in her eyes.

Sal wasn’t sure whether he was being tested, so he decided to give an honest answer rather than something calculated. “I know that Gallant is really experienced, and while I think he’s the type that would go straight for the objective to get a fast time… I also think he’s focused on getting those tags we saw earlier. He might end up running around the whole floor to ensure he gets all of them.”

Erika froze as she looked off to the side, almost as though she was considering the possibility that she was wrong. After a few seconds of silence, she nodded and looked back at the floor layout. “He’d need to be fast.” Her eyes looked at the distances between the Hunters. “Very fast.”

Prestige nodded as she rested her cane against the balcony, and placed her hands on the edge to get a better look. “It goes without saying, but you’re both forbidden from warning them, cheering them on, or providing assistance.”

Both Sal and Erika nodded in understanding, which prompted Prestige to continue.

“Leechers will descend from the ceiling at the intervals between the prowler releases.” Her finger pointed to a series of cages suspended in midair, large cables holding them in place. “The objective of the huddled individuals is to power up a communications device. They need a certain amount of time to complete their objective, and cannot be disturbed throughout, or it will reset the progress.”

Sal whistled. There were far more conditions on this one floor than there had been on the two previous combined. Erika didn’t show any reaction to Prestige’s commentary and just continued to stare down at the floor.

“When the device is fully powered, it needs to be escorted up here and used to start the fourth-floor scenario. At least the engineer needs to survive the encounter to pass this floor,” Prestige finished with a smile. “Thoughts, Miss Clifton?”

Erika just exhaled as she shook her head. “Ioseph can set up a barrier around the engineers, so powering up the device should be fine. It’s the injured Hunters who will be the problem, as they are located in awkward positions around the floor. They would need to split up… with Ioseph going straight to the objective. Rochelle would need to face off against prowlers by herself, which is a test that she’s likely not ready for.”

Prestige nodded as she rested her elbows on the balcony, a slight smile on her face. “These scenarios are created to test teams. Critical thinking and reasoning are vital in a tower, and you all need to be combat ready. Taking some of you out of each floor guarantees that you don’t rely on key individuals to solve every problem.”

Sal looked down at Gallant, Rochelle, and Ioseph, who were at the very edge of the floor. They were all talking to one another in advance of Prestige signaling the start of the round. When Sal looked over at Prestige, he tried to frame his question neutrally.

“If you’re trying to avoid us relying on individuals, wouldn’t it make more sense to keep Gallant out of all the scenarios?”

Prestige shook her head slightly. “While he brings a lot of experience from his time in dungeons and towers, he hasn’t had a lot of opportunity to develop true camaraderie and teamwork. Gallant is a value-add as a Hunter, and he can bring out the best of the students he’s working with, much like a mentor. The true test for him will be how he matches the capability of his team.”

Erika scoffed a little at that. “Are you blind to how volatile he is? The true test for him isn’t matching the capability of others, but rather how he manages his own emotions.”

Prestige stared at Erika for a few moments as though weighing her response. “Don’t you think that it’s somewhat hypocritical to remark on the emotional state of others?”

Erika turned to meet Prestige’s gaze. “Not hypocritical at all. My emotional state didn’t shift throughout the excursion or this tower. I think differently than others, and that’s not a reason to be apologetic. Anyone who speaks to me knows exactly what they should expect in response, which is not something that can be said of Gallant.”

Sal sucked in a breath and held it as he took a step away from the two of them. It was not his fight, and he didn’t want to take part in it. Although Prestige was Gallant’s mother, there was no way she wasn’t aware of his chaotic tendencies. Erika, to Sal’s surprise, was making a lot of sense. You always knew exactly where you stood with her—which was at arm’s length, at all times.

Prestige nodded at Erika’s words. “I will admit that you’re unapologetically steadfast in how you conduct yourself. I did see a different Erika today, and I am starting to wonder if it’s merely a calculation on your part, or a sign of behavioral change.”

Erika let herself smile at that. “You all told me what type of Controller you want me to be, so that’s what I’m doing. Does it truly matter if it’s behavioral or a calculation? The result, and apparently the method of achieving said result, are the most important factors.”

Prestige sighed as she lifted her hand into the air and clicked her fingers. An explosion of green smoke appeared at the very center of the room, in between the leecher cages. It was the agreed-upon signal to start the round.

Just when Sal thought she wasn’t going to retort or say anything back to Erika, Prestige picked up her cane and started to aimlessly twirl the head of it, causing the base of the cane to screw into the ground in a spiral motion. She didn’t even look at Erika as she spoke, and when she did, it was in a muted voice.

“You have the potential to be an extraordinary Controller, Erika. My genuine hope is that you’ll continue your charade long enough that it becomes real.” She grasped the head of the cane and pressed it down viciously, embedding it into the ground. “Food for thought.”

Both Erika and Sal flinched at the sudden display of strength. Prestige didn’t say anything after that as she just continued to look down at Gallant running around the outskirts of the lab area.

Sal wanted to defuse the sudden tension in the air, as it looked like Erika was content to just stand in silence. Looking at Gallant, he saw that the Super Rookie was making a navigating toward the first injured Hunter. It was a convoluted route to get to him, and there was no way he could have known the entire layout of the map without seeing it from above.

“Prestige?” Sal asked as he kept looking down at Gallant. “How is he able to know where the Hunter is? I’ve seen him recognize attributes on equipment, and he’s able to discern the grade without a tracker.”

Prestige smiled. “He told you about that breathing technique, didn’t he?”

Sal was reminded of the conversation he had with Brophy during the excursion. It was about the breathing technique the Hunters used to create more internal essence gates.

“Yes, to increase the number of gates?”

“That’s how,” Prestige stated, as though it answered everything. “When you get to higher levels of internal gates, you have more than just an increased reserve of essence. It’s horribly inefficient to absorb atmospheric essence in your own category, so the technique teaches you how to absorb essence from all categories. You learn to identify certain signatures of essence, and true mastery of the technique allows you to discern all sorts of interesting facts.”

She pointed at Gallant. “Like how strong a piece of equipment is… or how many bodies of essence are in your vicinity.”

Sal’s eyes widened at the revelation. He thought it was just a method to increase the internal reserves, but it was so much more than that. Like a whole new sensory capability. Looking down at Gallant running, it suddenly made a lot more sense to him how he was able to know where everything was. Even on the first floor, when Gallant had estimated that there were thirty leechers around them. He was off by two, but it was still an incredible estimate in such a short time.

Prestige smiled at Sal’s reaction. “I know he promised to teach you the breathing technique in exchange for your help, but it is likely that he’s going to be quite preoccupied for the rest of the semester with dungeon runs.”

“It’s okay. I didn’t do it as an exchange or anything like that.” Sal laughed. “I just wanted to help him get back to his prime.”

He didn’t want Prestige to know how halfhearted his attempts were to help Gallant.

Prestige shook her head. “We don’t accept help for free. There’s always a condition.”

Sal suddenly realized why Brophy flipped out at Barry during the prowler lesson. Barry had offered the prowler corpse without any sorts of strings attached, and clearly the mantra of repaying debts was etched into Brophy from his mother.

Sal wanted to insist that it was fine, but Prestige raised her hand to stop him.

“Since Gallant isn’t able to teach you, I’ll do it in his place.” Prestige made the statement as though it were a fact.

It sounded as though Sal didn’t have any sort of option to refuse, and when he tried, he was met with a wall of resolve.

Prestige just smiled at him. “Let’s see how the Perfect ability works with the perfect breathing technique.”

Erika tilted her head to one side. “Why don’t you teach him now? I’ll be able to pick it from his mind later, so you don’t need to worry about me overhearing.” Even though she phrased it like a consideration, she still managed to make it sound like a threat.


Chapter 71: Justifications

“Nice try, Miss Clifton.” Prestige sighed. “Even if I was to agree, the time we have on this floor isn’t nearly enough. As you can see for yourself.”

She gestured over the side of the balcony to where the rest of their team were competing.

Sal followed her movement to see Rochelle running alongside two Hunters. He paused at that and had to quickly double-check the areas that the three injured Hunters had been situated. When his eyes found those locations, it was confirmed.

“Miss de Verdon has been busy.” Prestige smiled. “My guess would be that Gallant informed her of the locations she needed to get to first. With the third about to be secured, my curiosity is now on Mr. Bitterwater and his actions.”

Erika looked at Ioseph down below and shook her head. “He doesn’t see the big picture. He’s setting those traps from the excursion again, isn’t he?”

Sal didn’t want to agree with her, but it looked like she was right. Ioseph was on a single knee and drawing runes on the very edge of the floor. He was the farthest he could possibly be from the engineers and the communications device.

Prestige frowned. “What is the big picture then, Miss Clifton?”

Erika just pointed at the engineers. “He should be over there setting up a defensive perimeter around the engineers. If there are going to be waves of attacks at different intervals, then they’re sitting targets right now.”

“Let’s see if you’re right,” Prestige remarked as she clicked her fingers.

As soon as her fingers came to a stop, the doors containing the prowlers slid open, and the demons wasted no time in lunging out of their confinement. It was like black ink had been poured into water, as darkness seemed to follow the prowlers into the corridors. Rather than splitting up and dividing their focus, they moved as a singular pack like a wave of shadow incarnate that washed through the partitions.

Sal’s fingers gripped the edge of the balcony as he tried to predict their trajectory. It was much likelier that they’d end up intercepting Rochelle first. Ioseph was nowhere near them and had taken up a new position about ten feet away from his previous one. He was still a ridiculous distance from the engineers.

Gallant was running at full speed, and it was a terrifying sight to behold. He weaved away from the destination of the injured Hunter and instead made a beeline toward the wave of prowlers. He didn’t have any weapons equipped and there wasn’t even a shred of hesitation in his movements.

Sal just gaped at him in horror. “He doesn’t have any weapons! Aren’t you going to stop him?”

Prestige just smiled as she shook her head slightly. “He is a weapon. Watch.”

Sal felt like he couldn’t breathe as Gallant stormed directly toward the pack of prowlers. It was hard to gauge which side was faster as they converged. No matter how strong of a person Gallant was, it was ridiculously reckless to charge head-on into the pack. Time seemed to flow in slow motion as the first prowler launched into the air, aiming directly at Gallant’s neck.

Gallant’s arm whipped up in a blur of movement, his palm completely open with his fingers extended upward. In the half a second before the prowler made contact, Gallant’s palm pierced through its throat as he sidestepped so fast it looked like an after-image. What made the action all the more terrifying was that Gallant didn’t stop or slow down, but rather, he moved even faster as he darted to the next prowler that was starting to pounce. His two fingers punched through the prowler’s left eye socket, causing the demon to fall immediately to the ground in a series of agonized yelps.

Sal watched in an almost morbid curiosity as Gallant struck each of the prowlers in a blur of movement. His hands slapped, stabbed, pierced, and punched the prowlers in quick succession, to the point that his entire torso was covered in green blood. His face wore a passive expression as he dispatched each opponent with ease. The one-eyed prowler clawed at the ground and rounded on Gallant, who was facing away from it.

“That one is still alive!” Sal said urgently as he pointed at the one-eyed prowler. He glanced at Prestige quickly. “Can’t you make an exception about us warning him?”

Prestige just continued to smile. “He can sense essence signatures, remember?”

In the split second that the one-eyed prowler stealthily leaped at Gallant, the Super Rookie turned on his heel and swung his leg out at an impossibly high angle. His foot connected with the neck of the prowler with such dramatic impact that the head crumpled instantly to the side. Its entire torso carried through with the momentum to smash into the wall with a sickening thud. Gallant didn’t stand around to admire his handiwork as he launched himself into the remains of the prowlers. His hands and feet were a blur of movement as he brutally massacred the prowlers.

Sal’s breath caught in his throat as he watched the last surviving prowler try to retreat from the battle. Gallant didn’t merely pursue it… he hunted it. His feet connected with the vertical wall faster than it could electrify, and he ran up the side of the partition alongside the fleeing prowler. When he eventually vaulted, he flew through the air and brought his two feet directly down on the last prowler, shattering its head on impact and causing massive cracks in the ground underneath. As soon as it was done, Gallant sped away from the scene, running toward the last remaining injured Hunter.

“How is he just a student?” Erika breathed as she stared at the remains of the prowler pack. “He’s not even using any sort of ability.”

Prestige smiled slightly at that. “You should have seen him when he was able to use his ability. His records have yet to be broken by any of the veteran Hunters. Myself included.”

Erika stared at Prestige for a moment. “Shouldn’t Salvatore replicate his ability at its highest potential, then? If it’s such a valuable skill for the war efforts, don’t you think it’s irresponsible that he’s only using his ability to make pieces of equipment?”

Sal let out an explosive sigh as he looked at Erika. “I genuinely thought you had dropped it by now. I’ve already told you that I’m not going to be a frontline fighter, as there’s far more value that I can provide with my Replication and Crafting abilities.”

Erika just ignored him as she looked at Prestige. “With the right training, it could be another Gallant. You know I’m right. He’s squandering his potential.”

Prestige frowned at Erika. “What you’ve seen Gallant do right now is the result of training and excessive cultivation. Mr. Argento has created a weave that could potentially give hundreds of students an innate capability to learn, develop, and grow. In the future, due to his contributions, we might see a lot more students capable of performing on par with Gallant.”

Erika shook her head. “No, I mean the record-breaking version of Gallant. Sal could take that ability and be a vital tool in the war against the demons.”

Sal let out an aggravated sigh. “I’m not a tool, Erika.”

Erika just shot him a look over her shoulder. “Fine then, a pawn. We don’t get to choose our place on the board.”

Prestige folded her arms. “And by this analogy, you see yourself as the queen, I take it? I was curious about the alias you selected.”

With a knowing smile, Prestige waved her hand and turned her attention back to the floor below. “Even if Mr. Argento was indeed a pawn, he has the limitless potential to become something far greater by the time he reaches the other side of the board.”

Erika didn’t respond to that statement and instead continued to watch Ioseph’s efforts to carve runes onto the ground.

Sal was annoyed that she had brought up the topic again. He tapped his hands against the smooth stone of the balcony as he ran through his own thoughts. She had said that “we” don’t get to choose “our” place on the board. A part of him expected her to separate herself from others but she included herself, like she didn’t have a choice. It was a small observation, but it gnawed at him.

“Erika, why do you want to be a Hero?” Sal asked after a few moments of contemplation. He didn’t really expect a serious answer, but he wanted to ask.

Without looking away from Ioseph, Erika spoke in her normal tone. “Because I’m innately stronger than my father. I have the ability to become an exceptional Controller, and I’m naturally strategic. It makes sense for me to be a Hero.”

Prestige nodded, as though it were confirmation of her own thoughts.

It wasn’t good enough for Sal, though. He never had any desire to be a Hero growing up, so it would be hypocritical to judge Erika on her own reasoning. But he wanted to know why she was so hell-bent on making him take a more combative ability.

“Is it a part of your strategy, that I take a power similar to Gallant?” Sal asked eventually, not sure which question would get him the answers he wanted.

Erika looked up from the scenes below and turned to Sal with an unreadable expression. “No. I don’t factor you into my strategies outside of this assignment. Managing people like you is an unnecessary exhaustion, and I have no desire to explain my actions every two minutes to someone who can’t see the big picture at play.”

Sal just stared at her. “Then why are you so resolved to push me into taking a power I don’t want?”

Erika didn’t answer and just shook her head. She turned to look back at the scenes below.

Prestige clicked her fingers again and the caged leechers from above were released. She gave Erika a sideways glance before speaking.

“Since I said I’d be testing your capabilities as a Controller for extra credit, I’ll continue your topic of discussion.” She tilted her head slightly to the side as she thought about a suitable question. “Okay, Miss Clifton. You mentioned the exhausting process of explaining your strategies to your team. What is your viewpoint on keeping your team informed? How much information should be shared?”

Erika closed her eyes for a moment and took a breath as her chin lowered. It looked like it was taking everything in her power not to roll her eyes or let out an explosive sigh. When she got her composure under control, she exhaled and opened her eyes.

“A Controller should only reveal information that is necessary for the completion of the mission.”

Prestige tapped her cane. “A more human answer, please.”

Erika groaned as she gripped the edge of the balcony. “If Ioseph had been informed that his objective was obsolete, would he have tried his best to complete it?” She looked at Prestige with a meaningful look. “Sometimes it is the role of the Controller to mislead their team to get them to perform to a satisfactory standard. If a team member needs to be left behind for the controlled retreat of the rest of the team, then the Controller needs to provide reassurances that they’ll be taken care of.”

Prestige stared at Erika for a long moment. “It’s truly terrifying that your first hypothetical example of being a Controller involves the life-and-death scenario of a teammate. Would you not agree that an ideal strategy would involve bringing back your entire team?”

Erika met Prestige’s gaze and shook her head. “Ideal scenario is wishful thinking. A Controller needs to be emotionless on the battlefront. They alone are the ones to decide on the strategy that saves the most lives.” She gestured at Sal behind her. “Survivability of a team goes up, when they’re strong and capable. It unlocks more strategies that can be used.”

Prestige’s eyes widened as she looked at Erika carefully. “That mindset doesn’t lend itself to personal attachments or camaraderie. Are you suggesting that a Controller should keep their team at arm’s length?”

“Yes.” Erika nodded without a shred of hesitation. “Emotions can overpower logic and get people killed. It’s better to see Heroes as tools to be utilized. My power allows me to bring out the full extent of an individual’s capability by removing their emotional state. No mistakes, no second-guessing, and a pure focus on executing tasks.”

Prestige dug further into Erika’s logic. “But you’re overwriting their expertise and critical reasoning with your method. Is there a scenario in which they prove their ability and you allow them agency?”

Erika shook her head. “Even the most veteran Heroes suffer from fear, uncertainty, and doubt. Should we put all our hopes of survival on those who rely on adrenaline to come out on top? I can lessen my control to the point that it removes the negative traits, but keeps the experience and expertise of the individual. The list of candidates for such a hands-off method is very short.”

Sal didn’t know what to say as he listened to their exchange. Erika was cold and logical, which was something he always knew. What he hadn’t anticipated was her reasoning behind her actions. It didn’t absolve her of the shit she did in the excursion, but he started to understand that she didn’t trust anyone around her to make the right call in a time of crisis.

Prestige’s expression softened. “Your reluctance to trust others comes from a lifetime of being able to hear their thoughts, doesn’t it?”

Erika shrugged the question off. “I don’t believe that relates to my role as a Controller. Do you have any additional questions for me to earn a higher grade?”

Prestige shook her head with a resigned sigh. “No, Miss Clifton. I’ve got all the answers I need.”


Chapter 72: Hunters

Prestige laughed as she watched a series of barriers suddenly erect to create a corridor-like escape route. Gallant led the charge of the entire engineer party, with all the healed Hunters at the rear. Ioseph ran with Rochelle as they made their way to the exit. A swarm of prowlers smashed uselessly against the barriers at various points along the corridor. Ioseph had managed to cut off every available route for the prowlers to intercept the group.

Rochelle’s grappling hooks shot out like electrified whips, taking out any leecher stupid enough to float too close to their evacuating party. It had been a tense few minutes as the engineers powered up the communications device, but Gallant bolted from point to point to take out any prowler that got even a little too close.

Prestige clapped as she watched the entire party ascend the staircase. Gallant was covered in green blood, and the wide smile on his face made him look unhinged. Rochelle didn’t look fazed at all, which told Sal that the coat was still very full of essence. Ioseph had a slight smile on his face, which was a stark contrast to his mood on the first and second floors.

With both hands gripping her cane, Prestige smiled at the group. “Excellent work, all of you. I was particularly impressed with the foresight of Mr. Bitterwater in this scenario. Creating an escape route to ensure the survival of everyone was perfectly executed.”

Sal didn’t miss the look between Gallant and Ioseph in that moment. There was a very high chance that Ioseph didn’t come up with that particular strategy by himself.

“Miss de Verdon, you successfully saved all the injured Hunters. They were placed far enough from each other to make this a challenging environment for a full team of five. Yet, with just the three of you, you managed to not only ensure the recovery of each Hunter, but the successful extraction of the engineering team. Well done.”

Prestige turned to look at Gallant, who held out a collection of colored tags. Taking them from him, she sorted through them with a satisfied nod. “Another perfect score. Your dispatching of the prowlers was well done, but we both know you were holding back.”

Gallant smiled. “Just wanted to preserve myself for the floors to come.”

Prestige shook her head with a sigh as she looked at the assembled group of engineers and Hunters. “Would you like to pass on your rewards now, or wait until later?”

One of the Hunters raised a hand. “I’ve already communicated with the team, but I’ve offered my assistance for the next two floors.”

He smiled as he looked over at Rochelle to validate his claim. He had a roguish look to him, with a squinted gaze and a strong jawline. His hairline was greying, but he still looked in his prime.

Rochelle nodded as she looked at the rest of the team. “I hope it’s okay that I agreed. I don’t know if we’re going to have our full team for the next floors, so the more help, the better?”

Prestige looked at the other two Hunters, as though awaiting their verdict. One of them shrugged as he gestured at the roguish one who spoke first. “I’m with Rob on this one. I’ll tag along for the next floors.”

If Sal were to try to describe the second Hunter, the only word he could give would be slimy. Sal recognized the type from the various auctions he had been to. The type of person who was always looking for an angle. Sal didn’t need his visor to see that the guy was likely trying to suck up to Rob.

The third was a large bear of a man with a bushy golden-red beard and short cropped, wavy hair. He frowned as he adjusted his glasses.

“As much as I’d like to tag along, I’ll sit this one out. My reward will be an outing in the future with the Arc Guild.” He turned his attention to Sal for a moment. “We’re a property developer, which might be of interest to a Support class.” He looked at the others and sighed. “If it’s not a desirable enough reward, we can send over a sum of Q-Cred or something.”

His tone was devoid of all emotion as he looked at the group dismissively. “Good luck with the next floors.”

Prestige turned to the engineers. “Are you going to provide rewards for this floor, or are you withholding?”

The engineer holding onto the communications device, which looked like a gigantic syringe with blinking lights, stepped forward. “By the sounds of it, your group is going to attempt the next floors. We’ll hold off on rewards until the end, and compensate them based on the highest floor they get to.”

Prestige nodded in understanding. “Then I’ll explain the next part of this trial.” She looked to the team and gestured at the beacon. “Your mission is to get this beacon to the fifth floor, as it is vital for calling in an evacuation. Floor four will be a swarm environment. Normally, we don’t tell you what you’re walking into, but because this is a student team and your first time in this training facility, you need to be prepared. It will be a battlefield the moment you enter.”

Sal gulped at those words. He would be absolutely okay with getting sidelined this time.

Prestige looked at them. “This is the point of no return. If you commit to the fourth floor, it leads directly into the fifth-floor scenario. Are you all prepared for that?”

Erika nodded in time with Gallant. Rochelle was a little slower, and Ioseph just sighed. Sal found himself nodding, too. They had come this far, and they were almost done.

Prestige tapped her fingers against the head of the cane. “Now, since you have additional helpers this time around, I might not need to send you all in.” She studied each of their faces carefully, as though deciding who to bench for the exercise.

After a few tense moments, she made her decision. “In a managed retreat, defense is more of a priority than offense. You need to move quickly and efficiently.” She raised her cane to point at Ioseph. “You’ll be staying with me for the next floor, Mr. Bitterwater.”

Ioseph didn’t react with any sort of relief and just gave Prestige a curt nod.

Prestige’s eyes lingered between Gallant and Rochelle, as though trying to pick which one to bench for the exercise.

After a few moments of consideration, she pointed at Rochelle. “You’ll be sitting this one out, too.”

Rochelle cursed under her breath, which surprised everyone, including Erika.

Rob, the Hunter, chuckled as he looked at her. “What are they feeding the Healers at Quest Academy? You could have told me she was their Offense and I’d have believed you.”

Prestige smiled at Rochelle. “Depending on the performance of the team on the fourth floor, I’ll tag you in.”

Rochelle just nodded, not completely mollified by the compromise. She folded her arms and stared at the ground in front of her.

Prestige gestured at the others. “Which leaves Gallant, Mr. Argento, and Miss Clifton.”

Rob’s eyebrow shot up at the names. “Neuro?” he asked of Prestige as he pointed at Erika.

Before she could utter a reply, the bearded Hunter who was apparently a property developer chimed in with the exact same tone of surprise, as though mocking Rob.

“Petro?” He pointed at Sal in feigned shock.

Sal whirled around to look at the man who knew his father. Out of the three names, Gallant should have been the most impressive, and with Erika being Neuro’s daughter, she’d be the second-most known for sure. Although the Argento Auction was a well-known institution, he was still surprised that he was identified as being Petro’s son.

“You’re hilarious, Eric.” Rob shook his head, his eyes locked onto Sal as though studying him carefully. “I look forward to seeing the auctioneer’s son on the next floor.”

The Hunter who Sal didn’t like the look of laughed a little too loudly at that, and stood beside Rob with a shit-eating grin. “You going to try to Appraise some prowlers?”

Every word from his mouth made Sal dislike him more.

Rob’s smile tightened. “Be nice. They just saved us, remember? It’s a first-year team going onto the fourth floor.” He looked at Sal, and his facial features relaxed. “I meant no disrespect. Petro is a good man, and I was just a little surprised to see you on the Heroes path.”

“None taken,” Sal said. “Prestige, can I wear my visor again?” He looked at Prestige as he held a hand over his belt in anticipation.

She nodded. “Yes, but don’t pry on our guests.”

Her meaning was clear. He wasn’t allowed to inspect the Hunters or engineers around him. Sal touched the buckle of his belt to reveal the scarlet moon revolver and the scarlet moon visor. He saw Rob’s eyes track to it immediately, but there was no emotion that Sal could read from that alone. The second Hunter, on the other hand, scoffed immediately.

“Did you bankrupt the Argento Auction before coming here? That’s some high-tech stuff you got there.”

He leaned in for a better look, but a swift glare from Rob silenced him.

Sal equipped the visor and adjusted it slowly. “I Crafted them.”

Prestige tapped her cane against the ground to halt the conversation. “If you wish to speak to the students about their equipment, you may do so after we have concluded the exercises. We’re on the clock, and I won’t have your curiosity get in the way of their final time. Is that understood?”

Her words weren’t to Sal, but to the Hunter provoking him.

When he gave a brief nod and stepped back, Prestige continued as she gestured to the staircase beside them.

“When we walk through here, it will be chaotic. Prepare yourselves, and we’ll depart.”

Rochelle did a quick healing checkup on Gallant and Ioseph, even though the latter wouldn’t be taking part on the next floor. When that was done, she gave Prestige a nod to lead the way.

Erika rotated her shoulders as she looked up the staircase, clearly trying to anticipate what was waiting for them.

Sal was trying to piece together what “swarm” might mean. He imagined a massive group of demons would be moving toward their location from every angle. None of the thoughts were reassuring in the slightest as he had only really been taking care of leechers from a safe distance, and prowlers one at a time. There was no way that he would be able to dispatch them at the speed and efficiency that Gallant showed off earlier. That thought alone was enough to make Sal wonder whether he was going to be a liability for the team on this floor.

When he turned to look around, he saw Erika staring directly at him. Before he could say anything, she spoke in a quiet voice.

“Move like you did on the second floor, and shoot anything that comes close. Got it?”

“Am I that obvious?” Sal sighed.

She had read his facial expression like a book.

Erika just twisted her head around to look at Gallant behind them. “Stay close to him. A swarm isn’t something that can be defeated—it’s something that needs to be escaped.”

“What about you?” he asked out of genuine curiosity. Was she not intending to follow Gallant?

“He’ll be following me.” She said it as though it were an obvious fact. “I can think faster than your visor can process the result, and I’m a better sprinter than the two of you.”

Sal wanted to laugh at what he thought was a joke, but Erika’s face was deadly serious. There was no way that she thought she was faster than Gallant. Absolutely no way.

Prestige raised her hand and made a waving gesture with it. A bubble appeared around all of them, obscuring their surroundings. “Please continue forward. The distortion will end when we’re all on the next floor. Just a few more steps to go.”

Sal placed his hand over the holster and prepared himself as much as he could. His breathing was steady and his body felt great. The anxiety that threatened to consume him was being suppressed by his instincts that were excited for the challenge. A part of him wanted to remove his hold on the Perfect ability so he could just wallow in fear, because he’d at least know what was a real emotion and what was his body’s new conditioning.

Erika looked at him again. “Remember. Move fast. Shoot whatever gets close.”


Chapter 73: Fourth Floor

Sal learned several very interesting facts in just a few seconds. The first was that the swarm was much worse than anything he could have conceived in his mind. If the first floor was a flat maze, then the second was an elevated one, with multiple stairways winding off in different directions, at varying angles, twisting into dead ends and obscuring a clear route to the top. Made worse was the collection of moss-like heaps on every single stairway, concealing leechers waiting to attack.

Now, leechers and stairways weren’t the cause for mass panic. The roaming packs of prowlers that intently watched their movements from the elevated walkways… they were a much worse prospect. Oh, and the ground floor, where they had just entered… it had a hulker, chained up and attempting to charge at them the moment they set foot into the area. Sal’s visor had lit up with hundreds of targets the moment Prestige’s distortion ended. It was far more than anything they had encountered yet, and there was no way they were going to treat this like a real battlefield.

The second thing Sal learned, besides how fucked they were, was that Erika didn’t lie. His visor tried to process the targets first, and in the time that it counted all of them, she had already started to run toward an escape route. Gallant moved into step behind her, encouraging the engineers and Hunters to follow along. Even as his body moved, Sal was met with the third fact—or rather, an addition to the second point of Erika not lying.

She was ridiculously fast.

Rob laughed as he ran alongside Sal. It seemed the entire scenario was entertaining to him. The visor was too preoccupied with the target counting and warnings that it didn’t read Rob’s emotional state, but Sal was experienced enough with people to know genuine excitement when he saw it. All the engineers looked unfazed, and merely kept pace with the rest of the group. No matter what way Sal looked at it, they should have been experiencing some level of fear.

Erika burst forward, taking a staircase two steps at a time until she reached the top. It was a foyer that was surrounded by decayed stone pillars, wrapped in leecher-like vines. A single stairway led straight down to the area with the chained hulker, and three additional stairways branched off in different directions. Without a shred of hesitation, she continued her run and skewed to the left, taking on the stairs at the same pace.

Sal glanced up to the walkways above and saw that they were getting closer to the pack of prowlers. He imitated Erika’s pace and tried to take the stairs three at a time. To his surprise, his body told him to go for more. Trusting in his instincts, Sal leapt up the stairs, covering closer to five steps with each jump. Beside him, Rob did the exact same movement, changing his pace to match Sal’s.

Erika reached the top of the stairs and paused for a half second, looking up and around in a wide arc. Her hand flew up and pointed at another walkway that Sal couldn’t see until he crested the landing of the stairway.

“Salvatore, take out those leechers!” She then pointed at the walkway populated by the prowlers. “Gallant, get ready to take them out. Just push them off. We need to get past.”

Rob chuckled as he reached the top of the stairway at the same time as Sal. “Rushing to the finish line? You’re making it more dangerous than necessary.”

He looked like he was about to continue with some sage advice, but Sal had already received his orders.

When he got to the top of the stairway, he could see a dozen leechers moving in on their location, floating across from a parallel walkway. He visualized the action he took when using the magnetized shot on the platform back on the second floor. Rather than taking aim and slowing things down, Sal decided to try his quick-fire method of shooting from the hip. It was just essence bullets, which meant that it was a more precise target area, but the rate of fire was faster.

Rob’s words died in his throat as Sal pulled the scarlet moon revolver from his belt and started to shoot at the closest leechers. With moving targets, it was harder, and Sal missed the first two shots he took. The third managed to graze the closest leecher, and the fourth killed it. The fifth and sixth took out a leecher each. Sal slid his revolver back into the holster and drew it again quickly, trying to get the timing right as he aimed with his eyes rather than the visor. He went through six shots in quick succession, seeing four more leechers explode. There were only five of them left, and they were getting closer.

He saw in his peripheral vision that Rob was reaching toward his own belt, but he didn’t want an assist for this one. Pulling out the revolver again, Sal burst through all six rounds of essence bullets, and only missed the third shot. The others all hit their targets, causing the last of the leechers to explode and drop uselessly down onto the head of the chained hulker below.

When Sal turned around, he could see Rob staring at him with a smile. Holstering the revolver, Sal moved past him and saw that Gallant had managed to push through half of the prowlers. Even though Erika had told him to just push them off the sides, so the hulker could deal with them, Gallant seemed hell-bent on killing everything with a single strike. Any prowler that went off the edge of the walkway was crippled or maimed in some way or form.

Not wanting to be the one who delayed them, Sal pulled out his revolver again and loaded the prowler cartridge. He moved the cylinder to the third shot for the bolt of lightning.

“Gallant, give me a clean shot!” Sal shouted over the sound of the roaring prowlers.

Gallant didn’t even hesitate as he leapt up into the air. He clearly put some power into the jump as he easily went up about six feet, bringing his legs up into a crouch as he did so, and opening the area up for Sal.

Snapping the revolver up, Sal aimed in the traditional method and let his instincts guide him as he pulled the trigger. The muzzle of the revolver roared to life as a beam of purple light shot forward in a straight line, impacting three prowlers as it ripped through them, leaving an electrified hole that caused two of them to die instantly. The third twitched and clawed at the ground in front of it, awaiting the final blow from Gallant that came a second after he landed.

While the team waited for Gallant to finish cleaning up the walkway, Sal switched out bullets in the cartridges. The ones he had used from the dungeon run were good, but he wanted to switch them up for the scenario they were in right now.

“Different bullets?” Rob looked over Sal’s shoulder, watching with interest. “Was a bit surprised by that last one there. It was quite dramatic in comparison to the others.”

Sal wasn’t really sure whether he was being tested by Rob or whether it was an idle curiosity. Either way, he talked through what he was doing.

“This one here is made with a voider eye, and it creates a shot effect called Magnet Knot.” Sal pushed it into the cartridge as he picked up the next one and held it up. “This is bolt metal, which gives the Shock Lance effect. That’s the one you just saw me use.” Sal loaded it into the second chamber and rotated the cylinder with a click. “Spiral Flare is the effect of the magma claw, but it’s too destructive when we’re all packed together, and I don’t want to risk setting anyone on fire.”

Sal clipped it into a different cartridge on his belt. He looked at the cartridges for a moment and paused, taking out the Shock Lance bullet and putting it in the third cylinder instead.

To replace it, he put in a different bullet. “Vorpal membrane gives the Gravity Slam effect, which I’ll use after grouping them with the Magnet Knot. Then, I could probably use an area-of-effect one…” Sal thought aloud.

He went through his other cartridges to search for a specific one. “This is gloomhusk fang, and it gives the Soul Killer effect, which will suck the essence out of whatever it hits.” Sal reorganized the order of them so that the Shock Lance ability would be the clean-up bullet after the Soul Killer was used. “And lux crystal for Solar Scatter effect. It pretty much lights up the room and dazes enemies. Leechers tend to float toward the area, which helps with grouping them up.”

Rob whistled as Sal finished up his preparation. The engineers were following Gallant along the walkway now that it was clear, and Erika was at the front, pointing at different directions.

“Looks like it’s time to go,” Sal said with a nod as he set off in Erika’s direction.

Rob just smiled as he ran in step with Sal.

Erika clapped. “Sal, going forward, you’re going to start the attack on the prowler groups, and Gallant will organize clean-up. If there are leechers moving toward us, they are your top priority. Understood?”

Sal nodded. “Understood.”

Erika looked at Gallant, who nodded. She then turned on her heel and crossed the edge of the walkway, leading to the next set of stairs. Without even looking, she took the one on the right, which didn’t have as high an elevation as the one on the left.

Sal wondered whether the staircase on the left was meant to trick students into thinking they’d reach higher if they took that route. Erika seemed to have a pattern in her head of where they needed to go, and Sal was more than happy to follow her lead. The second floor showed him that she was no joke when it came to creating routes.

As they ran, the sounds of howling became much louder. Sal knew that prowlers shouldn’t normally howl like that as they were more accustomed to stealthy environments and remaining hidden. For them to be so agitated and on edge, enough that they would reveal themselves to their opponents, meant that something was forcibly changing their natural behaviors.

Erika led them up two more staircases, only pausing to align herself in the room by searching upward with her gaze. Pointing the way forward, she burst forward again at a remarkable speed, leaping up the steps and cursing when she crested the edge. In a blur of movement, she slid back into view and ducked for cover, clutching desperately to the ruined banister with both arms.

Three prowlers leapt through the darkness and seemed to float in midair as their claws extended and their jaws opened wide. With all the team still on the staircase, the prowlers had a lot more momentum and range than they usually would.

Gallant tried to jump up and intercept them, but he couldn’t take on all three, and had to settle for punching the leader of the pack under its jaw.

Sal didn’t anticipate Gallant’s movement and had to switch his aim at the last moment to one of the other prowlers behind the leader. When he fired, he realized that he probably should have thought harder about the order of bullets, as Magnet Knot struck the left-most prowler. When it hit, it made little to no difference on that prowler, but it pulled the other two demons toward it.

Gallant grasped at the step to resist the pull of the magnetism, and Erika’s hold on the banister meant that only her legs were being pulled toward it. They both grimaced at the resistance and winced as they endured throughout the duration.

Sal skipped past the Gravity Slam and Soul Killer bullets, not wanting to risk hitting Gallant or Erika with the area of effect. He went instead to the fourth chamber with the Shock Lance and pulled the trigger. With all three of them pulled together, and the short range of them only being a few feet away from him, Shock Lance didn’t miss.

It caused a devastating amount of damage as the three clawing prowlers were immediately obliterated. It was hard to determine just how potent the ability was at short range, but judging by the explosion of green blood and black fur, it was pretty effective.

Both Gallant and Erika were completely covered in the remains of the prowlers, and both of them had wildly different reactions. Erika shuddered as she calmly picked the pieces of dead prowler out of her hair. Gallant just laughed as he stood proudly in the center of the massacre.

Sal holstered his revolver and looked at Gallant with a guilty smile. “You should probably wipe that blood off. I heard it can get itchy.”


Chapter 74: Praise

Erika led them up another half a dozen staircases, and only two of them were occupied by a collection of leechers and prowlers. There were no evolved versions of the demons, and the behavior they displayed was erratic at best. It was only after they crested the top of the most recent staircase that Sal truly appreciated how many dead ends they had avoided. Looking back, and from the higher vantage point, he could see how some of the staircases actually looped and joined each other, rather than leading up. Those routes would have had them running around in circles, and the nature of each staircase leading up slightly would have fooled them into believing they were making progress.

Gallant had run off on multiple occasions, much to Erika’s chagrin. Every time he returned, he held a new tag and had a bright, beaming smile. He was a completionist to his core, and it was understandably infuriating for Erika as she had to halt everything until he got back. Erika wouldn’t send Sal, their Offense, ahead on his own without Gallant on standby.

Their progress felt faster than the previous floors, so the stops from Gallant were especially painful as they seemed to drag their progress out. None of the engineers or Hunters really spoke throughout the journey… except for Rob, who made a few choice observations on Sal and Erika from time to time. Nothing critical, but more a confirmation of their capabilities.

Sal could see the end in sight, and it took a lot of patience to just slowly walk with the others as Erika led them forward. The exit loomed above them, at the top of the final staircase.

Erika watched each of her steps as she carefully studied the stone in front of her. “Sal.” Erika spoke as she came to a halt on the first few steps into their final staircase. “Shoot the center of the staircase with that magnet one.”

If it had been a month ago, Sal would have questioned her logic. If it had been a week ago, he would have told her to fuck off. But after everything that had happened in the tower so far, Sal merely took out his revolver and aimed it where Erika instructed. When he pulled the trigger, the bullet fizzled against the target, much like it had done when he shot the platform on the second floor. What was Erika expecting to happen?

Just then, large segments of the seemingly solid rock started to lift from the staircase and clump together at the center of it. It was like the entire staircase was a jigsaw puzzle, and the magnetized shot was plucking various pieces of it away. None of the previous stairs had been so fragile, and with the ease that the segments were lifted, it told Sal that they were designed to break and fall.

After a few tense moments, the effects of the bullet ended, and the staircase they were left with was barely more than a ruin. A large amount of debris had built up in the center, which would block their route forward. Only the banister on the left-hand side seemed to be intact, except for an area three-quarters up the length of the staircase, that abruptly ended.

Erika hopped up onto the banister and started to walk on it, placing one foot carefully in front of the other.

Were they really going to try to navigate it this way?

“Come on. Just follow my movements and you’ll be fine,” Erika insisted as she moved first.

Before she could make it forward a few steps, leechers ascended from the newly created holes in the staircase. Erika froze on the spot, unable to move in any direction as she stared at the leechers moving in on her position.

Sal quickly took out the cartridge and reverted to the essence bullets. He didn’t experiment with the quick-draw firing and instead stepped forward into a stance and took aim. His instincts, body movement, visor, and revolver all came together at once, and Sal took his shots. Each burst of invisible force caused the nearest leecher to Erika to be destroyed. Anything that got too close to her location was shot instantly, and Sal didn’t hesitate during any of them. Even when one lashed out with a vine in her direction, Sal shot the vine before dispatching the rest of the leecher.

It was precision shooting, and Sal was very much in the zone. He turned with the gun, still in stance and elbows firmly in place as he fired repeatedly at everything that appeared through the gaps in the rock. He didn’t think, nor keep count. All he saw were enemies appearing and dying instantly.

It went on for nearly a full minute, and when it concluded, Sal lowered his gun with a frown. “Is that all of them?”

Erika stayed on her perch for a moment, her head turning to glance at the shriveled vine that was decomposing on the railing in front of her. She took a single breath before nodding and looking ahead. “Continue forward, as I said. Follow me.”

Rob chuckled beside Sal. “What does it take to get a thanks out of her?”

Sal holstered his revolver and didn’t even look at the Hunter as he responded. “Two shattered forearms.”

Rob blinked in confusion as Gallant let out a bark of laughter.

It took a few moments for the engineers to get their bearings on the railing, but they eventually managed it.

Sal had been worried that they would cause a fuss or pretend to be helpless to increase the difficulty of the floor, but none of their group had acted out. Instead, they quietly mimicked the movements of the students. It was a slow and steady approach up the staircase railing, and the remains of the leechers weren’t providing a very nice atmosphere. The decomposing of their bodies created a horrible stench that covered the area.

Erika was the first to make the jump to the other side of the railing, and although there was a momentary stumble, she recovered quickly. Gallant went next, then Rob, then the asshole, then Sal. The engineers followed after; rather than risk jumping across with the communications beacon, the engineer holding it decided to throw it. Gallant caught it with ease, and the engineers managed to make it across safely.

Sal looked around and wondered whether they had a final boss they needed to take out before getting to the next floor. But a tapping noise sent a shiver of relief down his spine.

Prestige walked into view with a smile on her face. “Well done on clearing the fourth floor. No casualties.”

Sal realized that they hadn’t saved anyone on this floor. He turned and looked with the visor to see whether there was anything they had missed, and all he saw was a wave of prowlers running in their direction. That was much worse than anything he had expected.

“There’s a massive group of prowlers heading this way!” Sal warned as he got his revolver at the ready.

“Don’t mind that.” Prestige clicked her fingers, disintegrating the remains of the staircase they had just used. “They were released on a timer, so that when you initially realized that the terrain wasn’t safe, you’d need to either fight the wave of prowlers, or risk running up the trapped staircase.”

Sal stared at her in surprise. “That’s pretty evil.”

Prestige smiled and nodded. “It sure is. The design was to make you sacrifice some of your group to make it to the next stage. Decrease morale when going into the finale. Maybe cause some infighting in the team.”

She looked at Rob. “Having fun?”

The Hunter gave her a dashing smile. “Very much so. I got quite a few surprises this time around.”

Sal wondered why she specifically spoke to Rob and not the other Hunter or the engineers. Was he someone important? Marcus had been the vice-captain of the Harmony Guild, and he was on the second floor. So it would make sense to have someone more important on the third floor. Eric, the guy from the Arc Guild, seemed to also be a heavy hitter when it came to property development.

Prestige smiled in return. “I’m glad to hear it.” She turned her attention to Erika, Gallant, and Sal. “I’m also very happy to see that you cleared this floor without sustaining any injuries. It was an excellent route, Miss Clifton. You showed some quick thinking and led your team and the extended group very well.”

Her attention shifted to Sal. “Your marksmanship has improved greatly. The magnetized shot was a little unorthodox, but the result was good.”

Lastly, she looked at her son. “I take it you have a collection of tags this time around, too?” She smiled softly as she held out her hand to take the offered tags from Gallant. “Abandoning your team to get these isn’t a trait you should be developing. Remember that the team comes first, and if you’re going to move, do it with the permission of your Controller. Understood?”

Gallant nodded, his smile fading ever so slightly.

Prestige tapped her cane to the ground to get everyone’s attention. “So, now that you’ve made it this far, it’s time to talk about the final floor of this exercise. Miss de Verdon and Mr. Bitterwater will be joining you three for the last floor. You also will have the assistance of the Hunters you’ve saved along the way. And since you’ve managed to keep all the engineers alive and the beacon safe, you’ll have a series of benefits going into the last floor.”

She gestured at the communications beacon. “This device will accelerate the timer on the evacuation point. With all engineers present, it will accelerate the timer even more.” She moved her hand toward Rob and the other Hunter. “You’ll have assistance in fighting off the waves with both of these Hunters working alongside you as backup.”

“Waves?” Sal asked aloud, not wanting to believe that they were going into a war zone.

Prestige smiled. “Yes, Mr. Argento. Waves. The fifth floor is an extraction scenario. You need to take control of the evacuation zone and defend it for a period of time before the extraction occurs. The communications device will help triangulate the teleportation gate to your location, and the engineers will be working to speed up the acquisition of coordinates. If they ‘die’ during this encounter, the timer will increase.”

Erika nodded in understanding. “Are there any other factors we should be aware of to ensure we get the maximum number of points?”

Prestige nodded. “If you were holding back, now is the time to give it your all. Each floor has a scoring mechanic, and a maximum cap of what can be achieved is placed on floors one through four. On the fifth floor, that cap is removed, so the sky is the limit. The true test is knowing your capabilities. You could attempt to hold on to get a higher score, or you could leave early for a reduced score. You could try to find the secret objectives, or you could just ignore them. It’s all up to you.”

Erika frowned as she looked over to Gallant. “Don’t leave the group unless it’s an order. Understood?” She pointed at the tags in Prestige’s hand. “We’re going to complete the objectives that are set out for us, and the score we’ve achieved so far is likely enough to secure us a top position on the leaderboard. If we can’t get through this round because you’ve disappeared to find secrets, we’ll lose everything that we’ve worked for.”

Gallant just shook his head with a smile. “You’ve got nothing to worry about.”

When Erika turned away, Gallant looked over at Sal and gave him a playful wink. Rob smiled knowingly as he moved over to have a brief word with Gallant, leaving the asshole Hunter alone with the engineers.

Prestige moved over to the group of engineers and put up a distortion barrier around them so they could have a word in private.

Sal suddenly felt a lot less sure about their chances on the fifth floor.


Chapter 75: Fifth Floor

When Sal walked through the doorway to the fifth and final floor of their tower exercise, he felt a dread that not even the Perfect ability was able to suppress. It was an office building, at a ridiculously high elevation… similar to the Sky Lounge in Quest Academy. The added element of danger was the shattered windows along the side of the room, showing how far Quest Academy was in the distance. All the surrounding furniture was decayed and broken apart. It wasn’t like the scavenger run, where there were signs of battle or scars on the environment… but instead, it was like an abandoned neglect, as though the entire office floor hadn’t been touched since the portals opened more than sixty years ago.

A shattered window to Sal’s right overlooked the sprawling city and the collection of barriers that surrounded it. The blue barrier was ahead of them, which told him that they were in the airlock. They weren’t even in a Reclaimed Zone. It was a location right beside the demons, and that was enough to send shivers down his spine.

Walking over to the edge of the window, Sal looked out and leaned his hand against the edge of a rusted pillar. There were no signs of civilization for at least a dozen blocks around him. All that stood were the husks of the city that had been ravaged by the demonic invasion.

Stepping back, he looked at his surroundings. It was an open-plan office with rows of tables and chairs, blocked from each other with raised corkboard. Damaged electronics were overturned and clearly abandoned, which would have been a dream for any Scavenger in the vicinity. As a matter of interest, Sal tried a quick Appraisal and was a little disappointed to see that he was surrounded by fakes and replicas of the real things. On the other hand, it provided him with the knowledge that they were in a training facility and that this was a curated experience for him and the other students.

“Can we check all the meeting rooms?” Gallant asked Erika as he walked forward in a half crouch, his eyes darting between all the closed doors in the center of the office space. “There could be secret objectives in there.”

He sounded eager, and Erika gave him a silent nod.

Gallant moved stealthily across the area. Whatever waves were due to press them, they weren’t active yet. When he reached the first door, he opened it carefully and peered in to see whether there was any threat. After a moment of waiting, he entered the room and returned with a small tag visible in his hand.

Erika called out to him to return and regroup, but Gallant just raised a finger to his lips as though telling her to keep quiet. He then moved into the second meeting room, which formerly had a glass wall. They could see Gallant moving around the remains of a board meeting table, before exiting on the other side of the room, putting him completely out of sight.

“Shit,” Erika whispered harshly as she shook her head. “We might as well treat it like Gallant is benched for this exercise. Rochelle, can you step up and lead the way, with Salvatore behind you for support?”

Rochelle didn’t need to be told twice as she calmly walked forward, not bothering to crouch like Gallant had done. Her arms were raised as though she were ready for a boxing spar, but in actuality, she was prepared to shoot her grappling hooks at anything that appeared.

Sal focused on the area ahead with his visor, but there were no signs of any enemy activity. There were a few pockets of essence in the rooms, that Sal guessed might be leechers forming, but it was hard to say. The route to the exit looked straightforward, and Sal explained as much to Erika, who continued to frown as she looked in every direction.

“There’s something wrong with all of this,” Erika announced as she took in the area. “The evacuation point can’t be on this floor. Even if it was a teleportation gate, it wouldn’t exist in a location like this.” She looked at her surroundings before her eyes landed on Sal. “Can your tracker see through walls?”

Sal nodded as he gestured at the area around them. “There’s nothing really in between these office partitions. Just a few collections of essence that might be tags, or they could be half-formed leechers. It’s hard to know.”

Erika shook her head and pointed directly up. “I want you to see how far the roof is from here. I think our extraction isn’t actually a teleportation gate, but rather a signal to get an aerial pickup.”

Sal looked up toward the ceiling, squinting as he willed his visor to go all the way to the top. It parsed through the different partitions, and, to Sal’s surprise, there weren’t any big collections of essence. There were no demons above them.

“It’s all clear. There’s no enemy up there.”

“Don’t look for enemies. Look for technology, something that can use the communications device,” Erika insisted as she looked up at the ceiling herself. “And tell me how many floors away it is.”

Sal tried to determine how far away it was, but it was difficult to differentiate the layers from his current position. Instead, he looked around the floor to see whether there was a stairwell or elevator shaft. A few moments of looking around him showcased Erika’s frustration with him not following instructions, but he ignored that as he locked onto the stairwell in the opposite corner of their location. He used it as his reference point and started counting the zigzagging effect that went straight up from that location.

“Seven levels to the top floor.” Sal frowned.

He knew they were high up, but it seemed like there was something he was missing. The stairwell went all the way to the ground floor; so, out of curiosity, he looked down to see how high up they were. Which turned out to be a wise choice.

“Uh, Erika…” Sal started as his eyes locked onto the ground. “I found the demons.”

Erika followed his line of sight. “How many are there?”

Sal faltered as he tried to keep up with the moving essences. Just trying to calculate the number slowed the visor down to a crawl. So Sal tried to estimate with just the light sources that were appearing, and comparing it to the numbers he’d already seen from using the visor on the previous floor.

“Visor is struggling to count them all, but more than a few hundred. They’re on every floor and fighting one another to access the stairwell.” Sal kept staring at the ground. “They’re going to be here in a few minutes.”

Rob whistled cheerfully as he looked straight out the shattered window. Sal looked in his direction in confusion, wondering how he could be carefree when they were in such a high-tension environment. Just as he was about to return to look at the ground and track the demons, he noticed something different about the view out the window. The blue barrier was gone.

“Where did the barrier go?” Sal asked breathlessly as he moved over in a panic. “They didn’t just extend the Red Zone for a fucking trial.”

Rob grinned as he looked at Sal. “Looks like they just did exactly that. You were prepared to enter a tower this morning, so now you get to try the real thing. I’d see it as a win if I were you.”

Erika’s calm demeanor faltered as she looked at Sal. “So all the demons coming here are from a Red Zone? Is it just prowlers and leechers?”

Sal focused on the ground again. The visor was still having trouble with picking apart the essence sources. He willed it to ignore leechers and prowlers, and nearly fainted when he saw massive blocks of essence slowly lumbering in the direction of the stairwell. They were at the base of the building but funneling into the tower from the ground floor. Other essence types appeared like flickers, changing locations as though they were teleporting.

“Hulkers and voiders, too,” Sal breathed as he looked at Erika with wide eyes. “There’s got to be some mistake. There’s no way that we’re expected to fight all of those.”

Rochelle looked at both of them with her arms crossed. “So, what’s the plan? Are we going to sit here and wait for it to happen, or are we going to the top of the tower?”

Sal couldn’t believe how flippant she was being about their imminent death.

“We don’t even know if the top of the tower has the thing we’re looking for. We’d need to check first. But if we go up, then the real location might be overtaken by the demons.”

It was a horrible situation to be in, and was the same as the trap at the end of the fourth floor, just a lot scarier in scope.

Ioseph flexed his hands. “Just tell me where you want the barriers. I’ve always wondered if they could stop a real hulker.”

Just the thought of the hulkers made Sal send a surge of essence to his gloves. Even though the Perfect ability regulated how much was sent, he tried to overwhelm them with essence to force the transformation into his set of black armor.

“Well now, you don’t see that every day.” Rob chuckled as he moved around Sal to get a better look at the armor. “What other tricks are you hiding?”

Erika looked at Rochelle, and it was clear she was trying to maintain her composure. “Can you scale the outside of the building with your grappling hooks and check if the top of the tower has the communications hub?”

Rochelle just stared at Erika as if she were insane. Sal was pretty sure Erika had just asked Rochelle to sacrifice herself for the good of the team. Grappling hooks in a controlled environment was one thing, but to dangle off a tower? That was insanity.

“Cool. I’ll be back in a second.” Rochelle grinned as she started running toward the window. “Let’s fucking go!” she screamed as she launched herself directly through the already shattered glass.

“Are you sure she’s a Healer?” Rob asked with a chuckle as he stared after her. “Don’t worry, I’ll make sure she’s okay.”

He spoke matter-of-factly, and as soon as the words left his mouth, he disappeared in a puff of black smoke.

Erika just paced around on the spot. “Gallant!” she shouted out in annoyance. “Get back here now! We have demons coming up from the lower floors!”

Sal gestured to the area on the far corner of the current floor. “We can start making our way to the stairwell if we want to move upward. It’s over there.”

Erika shook her head as she gestured lamely at the window. “We’re not letting Rochelle come back to meet us, only to find the place swamped with demons. We’ll regroup here, wait for her verdict and then either go to the roof or work our way down to meet the wave head-on.”

Ioseph looked at one of the engineers. “Do you know if the hub is on the roof?”

Erika stared at Ioseph in bewilderment. “Even if they knew, they’re not going to tell us. It’s a test.”

The engineer nodded and pointed up. “It’s on the roof.”

Erika’s head tilted to one side. “Are you kidding me? Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”

The engineer smiled. “You never asked. As you said, it’s a test.” He turned to his colleagues and pointed at the communication beacon. “The countdown will be a gradual process, so the faster we get this thing loaded up, the less you’ll need to fight.”

Erika sighed as she placed her hands on her hips. “Is there anything else you’re able to tell us that’s useful?” She looked like all the patience had violently left her body some time ago.

The engineer shrugged. “Just that you should keep all of us alive if you want to leave earlier.”

Erika rounded on the asshole Hunter standing by himself, looking at the window. “And you. Anything you can tell us?”

He looked over at her with a shit-eating grin. “Nah, we’re here to step in if you kids need help. You know, like jumping out of a tower window, surrounded by a horde of demons.”

“Kids?” Sal repeated as he shook his head. “How many points would we lose by pushing him out the window?”

“Too many,” Gallant said as he caught his breath.

His entire torso was torn to shreds, or rather, his uniform was tattered. It looked as if he had been through a hell of an ordeal, but you wouldn’t know from the wide smile on his face.

“I got the tags… but did you guys know there are hulkers here?” He laughed as though it were a funny situation. “Well, one less hulker… but you know what I mean.”


Chapter 76: Red Zone

“Coming through!” Rochelle screamed with a delighted laugh as she smashed through a completely intact pane of glass.

The forty-five-degree angle she came in at sent her hurtling through the tables as if she had been fired from a slingshot. Her Legendary-grade coat negated the damage, and she rolled to her feet with a laugh.

“That feels amazing! You gotta try it, Sal.”

Erika stared at her as if she were insane. “You could have killed someone by coming in like that.” She caught herself before she flew into a rage, and instead took a steadying breath and pointed upward. “Did you see the terminal we need?”

Rochelle nodded. “Yeah, there were a few birds up there, but the coat took care of them real quick.” She smiled as she held her left arm out to the side as though it were a prized weapon.

Erika just shook her head. “Okay, good work… We need to get out of here, as the demons are going to be here soon. We’ll head to the stairwell and we can meet you up there, Rochelle.”

Rochelle raised a hand while she grinned. “Why don’t I just take the guy up there?” She pointed at the engineer with the communications device. “Won’t that get us started faster?”

The engineer blinked in surprise and started to shake his head, but Erika smiled as she nodded.

“Excellent idea, Rochelle. Our friend here was just telling us how we need to get it started as soon as possible. Don’t let him die, okay?”

Rochelle set out a grappling hook to wrap around the engineer holding the large beacon. With a nervous laugh, she looked at him. “Haven’t tried this before with just one grappling hook. Wish me luck!”

Sal watched as Rochelle launched herself and the engineer out the same window. The sound of her laughter barely managed to drown out the screams of the engineer.

Erika nodded as she stared out the window for a second. “Okay… this is good. We need to join them up there, which means blocking the demons coming up from below. Ioseph, I want you to set a barrier on the lower stairs to impede their approach. As many as you can to slow them down as much as possible.” She thought about it as she counted the stairs with her fingers. “Aim for five barriers, and then come up to the roof and create a defensive perimeter for the engineers to finish their work.”

Ioseph nodded as he ran off in the direction of the stairwell.

Erika stared at Gallant. “What part of stick with the group did you fail to understand?” Her words were laced with barely concealed anger, but she kept her cool long enough to issue him instructions. “Go and protect Ioseph. Don’t go rogue again, got it?”

“Protect Ioseph, don’t go rogue. Got it,” Gallant said with a laugh as he jogged after Ioseph.

Erika looked at Sal with a sigh. “We’re going to go straight to the roof with the engineers. I need you to provide support for any surprises that pop up.” Her eyes lingered on the black armor that covered his body. “Looks sturdy.”

Sal looked at her and nodded. It wasn’t time to be petty. They had a job to do, and Sal very much wanted to get out of this tower and out of the newly formed Red Zone. Even with his great equipment, he didn’t feel at all qualified to be in this scenario. Hulkers, voiders, and who knew what else was currently climbing the tower, and it was only a matter of time before they arrived.

Erika led the way, with Sal directly behind her. His hand never left the holster as they crossed through the destroyed office. Rather than weave past obstacles, Erika vaulted straight over them, and Sal followed suit. The engineers matched their movements with ease, which was a minor relief to Sal.

It took then less than a minute to get to the stairwell, where Gallant waved them through as though he were a posh attendant. It was incredibly unnerving to see him so relaxed in this environment, like it was all an elaborate joke to him.

Erika didn’t vocalize any remarks as she darted past him and moved up the staircase at rapid speed. Below them, Ioseph had already created the first barrier and was working on the second. His face was a mask of concentration, and his hands were darting around on the floor to create the runes necessary.

Sal realized that Ioseph had started using both hands for runes. It was definitely different from their time in the excursion, and Sal wondered whether it was a last-resort kind of thing. As quickly as he saw Ioseph and Gallant, they were gone from view as he ran up the stairs after Erika. Perfect decided that this was a technique at some point, and Sal started getting into a cadence with his steps. After the third flight of stairs, he was using the walls as footholds and holding onto the railing for balance. It was apparently the most efficient method his body could come up with to avoid exertion and get him to his destination faster.

The laughter from the engineers told him that they weren’t going to be replicating his movement style, but that was fine. They just needed to get to the top of the tower.

Erika grunted as she reached the top of the staircase. With an uncharacteristic moment of anger, she kicked open the door that gave access to the roof, and to Sal’s surprise, it buckled and gave way.

Sal stared at it. It was a metal door that had been locked. Erika had just kicked it down like it was a piece of drywall.

“We’re here. Go help him,” Erika called out.

Sal was startled and looked up from the door, but saw that Erika was talking to the engineers, who all rushed forward to assist their very shaken colleague loading up the beacon.

Rob sat on a vent, eating an apple. He gave a small wave when Sal made eye contact.

Sal took off his visor and walked over to him. “It’s apparently rude to pry.” He held up the visor as he placed it on his belt. “Don’t suppose you want to tell me how you managed to disappear in a puff of smoke?”

Rob grinned as he threw the core of the apple over his shoulder, and off the tower. “I was sure you’d have taken a peek at my profile. Guessing you have it running Analysis?”

Sal nodded. “Deduction, Insight, System, and a few others too, for good measure. Already have Appraisal.”

He gestured at his eyes with a wave before turning to look at Erika, who stood at the center of the roof. She was surrounded by the engineers, who were fussing around the beacon.

Rob got to his feet and stretched his back with a gratified sigh. “Have we gotten orders from the boss yet?”

Sal nodded. “Not sure if she has anything specific for you guys, but I think the plan is to try to survive against the hulkers and voiders.”

Rob chuckled. “Hulkers don’t do great with fall damage.” He hiked his thumb over his shoulder to the edge of the tower. “And voiders need walls and ceilings to be deadly.” He gestured around the open air with a smile. “Leechers won’t be much use combating the winds up here, and the prowlers are likelier to kill each other trying to get up here.”

Sal looked at him curiously. “You’re really making me tempted to find out who you are.”

“Patience, Mr. Argento. All will be revealed in time.” Rob smiled as he moved over toward Erika.

Sal put his visor back on and looked down to see how much progress the demons had made. He studied the ground for a few moments before exhaling loudly. They were fast. In the time it had taken their group to get to the roof, the demons had climbed close to twenty floors. It was only a matter of time before they arrived.

Just as he was about to move over to Erika, Rochelle beckoned him over eagerly. It was seriously disturbing how happy she was during this exercise.

Sal jogged over with a concerned expression. “Everything okay?”

Rochelle beamed as she pointed at a closed-off balcony at the side of the building. It had a pergola-style roof of rotting timber that extended over the seating area. Draped across the rotten wood was the carcass of an enormous bird-like creature.

Rochelle grinned as she nudged Sal with her elbow. “I love this coat. This fucker was guarding the roof, which is why it took me awhile to come back earlier.”

Sal just stared at her in surprise. “You killed this? With the coat?”

Rochelle nodded. “Yeah, and it pretty much refilled all the cores. I could hardly believe it myself.”

“How many hits?” Sal tried to make sense of it as he looked for injuries on the bird, but there were none.

Rochelle raised her left arm. “One to latch onto it.” Then she raised her right arm. “And one to latch onto the tower. It tried to get away from me when it felt me siphoning off its essence, but I held on until it collapsed.”

“Think they’ll let me keep it for Crafting materials?” Sal asked with a smile as he patted Rochelle on the back. “Incredible work, by the way. You’re doing amazing.”

Rochelle did a mock curtsy as she grinned back at him. “Thank you kindly. Now, how about we kill some more and refill the rest of the cores?”

Sal couldn’t help but laugh with her. “I know I’m sounding like Rob here, but I’m really starting to doubt that you’re a Healer.”

Rochelle’s eyes turned green as her arm snapped up. Her grappling hook shot out viciously, aimed directly at the engineers.

Time seemed to slow as Sal reacted as fast as he could, his adrenaline spiking. Had the barriers failed? He turned with his revolver half raised, and his visor spotted the threat faster than his naked eye. A tiny portal was open on the ground behind one of the engineers… a clawed hand reaching out of it with the clear intent of killing him.

Sal’s arm wasn’t fast enough to bring the revolver into aim, so he had to be content to watch Rochelle’s grappling hook make the intercept. A jet of sparks erupted from the ground where the grappling hook hit, just a foot away from the extended claw. Momentum dragged it forward and the hook clamped down on the claw, before the entire chain started to emit a vibrant glow.

“Don’t pull it out… it could kill the engineer,” Sal warned Rochelle as he readied himself for additional voider attacks.

“Got it.” Rochelle spoke through gritted teeth as she sucked the voider dry of all essence.

The effect was instantaneous as, without essence, it couldn’t keep the portal open, which resulted in a severed claw resting on the roof.

Erika stared at it for a moment before rushing off toward the door. She yelled over her shoulder for Sal and Rochelle to keep alert. When she got to the doorway, she kicked the remains of the door out of her way, sending it scraping across the rooftop.

“Gallant and Ioseph, get up here! We need barriers!” Erika roared down the stairwell before doubling back to the engineers with a pale expression.

Rochelle smiled at Sal. “She’s close to losing it, isn’t she?”

Sal just shook his head. “Differences aside, she’s been pretty damn good for us this tower run. I didn’t expect Gallant to be the flight risk.”

Rochelle shrugged. “If you say so. I still think she’s a raging bitch for what she did.” She started to move toward the engineers. “But, since this is likely our last time working on a team together, how about we go out with a bang?”

Sal smiled as he readied his gun and kept his visor trained on the floor for any signs of demon activity. “Not if you become a Savior and join my guild.”

Rochelle laughed. “Does that mean I get to keep the coat?”

Her right arm snapped up and shot a hook toward the doorway to the stairwell. It punched a hole through the wall connecting to the doorway, and resulted in a demonic scream on the other side. When she pulled the chain back, it was covered in yellow blood. Rochelle grinned at Sal.

“Because I really like this coat.”


Chapter 77: Test

Rochelle placed a hand on Ioseph’s bleeding head and channeled her ability through him to heal him up.

“What the hell happened?” she asked him again as he kept mumbling something over and over.

Gallant clutched his side as he walked backward away from the doorway, a wide grin still on his face.

“The voiders are tricky bastards… came in at us from every conceivable angle.” He laughed as if it were hilarious. “You should have seen their crumpled faces when I got to them.”

Sal had his gun trained on the empty doorway. “How long before Ioseph can make more runes?” He looked at Erika, who was in the middle of the engineers. “And how long until evacuation is complete?”

Erika grimaced as she shook her head. “Seven minutes until evacuation. Ioseph looks like he’s concussed. What happened down there?”

Gallant shrugged as he tapped his hand against his side, as though checking to see whether it was still hurting him. “Hulker broke through his shield and the backlash knocked him backward. I took care of it.”

Erika looked at the ground and let out an aggravated sigh. “Stop with the bravado bullshit. We know you’ve done this before, but could you get your head in the game and start working with us?”

Gallant held his arms out wide and looked at her in mock disbelief. “I am merely an Offense, oh wondrous leader. Send me to the stairwell and let me do my job.” He gestured at the shadowed doorway before bringing his palms together in a pleading gesture. “We don’t need to defend against dead demons.”

Erika shook her head and pointed at Gallant’s feet. “You’re staying right there, to protect the team while Ioseph is out of action. Get Rochelle to heal you when she’s done with him, and sober up. You’re battle-drunk, and it’s going to get you killed.”

Rob nodded from his perch on top of the doorway, his legs waving back and forth as he bit into another apple. He appeared out of nowhere, and Sal had to do a double take to see that he was really there. The other Hunter just stood to one side lazily, rolling his thumb off the hilt of a sheathed sword. Considering none of the demons had successfully breached the roof, there was nothing for them to do.

Sal’s visor was going crazy as he counted multiple essence variants coming up through the stairwell. He raised his revolver and fired the same bullet he had been using for the last few minutes. Gravity Slam proved to be remarkably effective when pushing enemies down a vertical space. He could see the carnage the ability was causing, by forcing the leechers directly down the gaps in the center of the stairs, or crushing prowlers under the weight of a lumbering hulker. Its efficacy wasn’t nearly as powerful on the lower floors, but anything that got close to the doorway was subdued somewhat by his attacks.

“Good work, Sal,” Erika called out as she returned her focus to the engineers.

Sal, Rochelle, Gallant, and even the concussed Ioseph turned to look at Erika in surprise, but she ignored all of them. It was probably the first time she had praised him in a genuine way.

Sal wasn’t sure whether it was desperation of the entire scenario, or whether it was how unreliable Gallant had become, but Erika seemed to trust in Sal to keep them safe. The issue he had was that he needed to be on the farthest point of the roof, at the very corner, with his back against open air, so he’d be able to spot any voider activity.

It was disconcerting to have the entirety of the demonic Red Zone at his back, but he couldn’t afford to lose concentration and risk someone getting hurt. His only hope was that there wasn’t a family of evolved birds, waiting for an opportunity to strike him from behind. His armor could only do so much, and protecting him from a fall off a skyscraper likely wasn’t one of its benefits.

Rob twirled his hand with a smile, which would look fairly innocuous to anyone who saw the gesture. However, to Sal, who was watching the essence readings of everything climbing up the stairwell, it was devastating. An entire swath of enemies was obliterated at the same time, pushing the progress of the demons back by at least three stories. When Sal looked up from the lower floors to where Rob was sitting, he saw the roguish Hunter raise a finger to his lips as though to indicate it was a secret.

It was a destructive power that looked to rival Prestige, and Sal couldn’t fathom how he had never come across the Hunter before. It should have been someone in the top rankings, but Rob didn’t feel familiar at all.

Sal glanced over at the other Hunter who was just lazing around, waiting for something to do. There was no reaction from him about what Rob had done, which told Sal that he was used to those antics, or that he was incapable of sensing the demons as acutely as Gallant.

Wait, Gallant. Sal snapped his attention to the former Super Rookie and could see him staring venomously at Rob. It was like an accusatory glare that would have looked terrifying to most, but likely the petulant gaze of a child to someone like Rob. Gallant’s wait for combat had just been extended by the mystery Hunter, and by all accounts, he was pissed.

“Erika, I’m going to go down the stairwell to make sure nothing comes up,” Gallant called over his shoulder, not breaking eye contact with Rob as he spoke.

Erika looked as though she wanted to pull her hair out as she looked up and let out an aggravated sigh. “What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you that broken that you can’t read a situation? You’re injured. Ioseph is injured. We have people here we need to protect. Our combat capability is limited to you, Sal, and Rochelle. And in case you haven’t noticed, Sal won’t be able to do his job if you run off. Rochelle will be unprotected while she heals Ioseph.” She walked over to Gallant and pointed at him as though it would add emphasis to her point.

“You running off to play Hero means Sal can’t use that gravity ability, which is effective and keeping us safe. Your absence puts the onus on Sal to not only protect us from voiders coming up through the floor, but to protect us from whatever comes through that door. Which he’ll be reluctant to do… because it’s Sal, and he won’t want to kill you.” Erika stepped close to Gallant and spoke to him in a slow and deliberate tone. “You’re staying here. Do. You. Understand?”

Gallant finally broke off eye contact with Rob to turn around and look down at Erika. His gaze was patronizing as he shook his head. “You’re the one who doesn’t understand. All these waves are designed for combat. The more kills we get here, the higher result. Higher result… the more rewards.”

He pushed his index finger against Erika’s forehead and tapped it a few times. “Get it into your stupid little skull that you’re not the boss here. I dance to your tune when it benefits me and I can earn points for playing the perfect Offense, but you’re not necessary anymore.” He gestured behind him to the doorway. “I can get more points from killing demons than I can from listening to you.”

Rochelle looked up from Ioseph, her eyes still shining green. “Don’t be an asshole, Brophy. We need you here.” Despite their friendship, she looked to be genuinely annoyed with him.

Gallant exhaled slowly as he looked over at her. “You know, I respected you more before you put on the coat. You’re just moonlighting as a Hero because of a few pieces of gear. Don’t talk to me like your opinion should matter.”

Erika stepped away from Gallant with a resigned expression. “You really are a piece of work.” She lifted her hand to touch the restraining amulet around her neck. “Either you stay here willingly, or I make you stay.”

Gallant laughed as he tilted his head. “Are you seriously thinking you’re the only one who can make threats?” He lifted his hand to the restraining amulet on his own neck. “You’ll have less than a second to take control. That’s all I’d need to bring this entire tower to the ground. I’d be fine. Would you?”

Erika’s eyes bore into Gallant’s before her hand dropped away from her own neck. “You’re not worth the punishment. I don’t give you permission to go down to the demons, so if you do it, it’s against the orders of your Controller.”

“Looks like you’re about to get your wish,” Rob said with a friendly wave from his perch above the doorway.

Sal could barely believe what he was seeing. The mass of essence that had been dispelled earlier was completely overtaken by a surge of new demons, all of them moving faster than before. Rather than them being constrained to just the stairwell, they came up from all sides.

“Rochelle, how fast can you finish healing Ioseph?” Sal called urgently as he watched the lights get closer and closer.

Rochelle cursed as she closed her eyes. “Another three minutes?” She looked annoyed. “It’s not just healing. His body is fine, but his mind is all over the place. He’s dizzy as hell right now.”

Ioseph lumbered up to his feet and staggered to one side with a hand to his head. “I’m… I can…”

Rochelle tried to pull him back to a seated position, but he fell forward onto the ground, both of his hands outstretched in front of him. Just as Rochelle was going to use the hooks to reposition him, Ioseph withdrew an etching tool with a shaky hand and started to draw runes on the ground in front of him. It was painful to watch as the giant of a man struggled desperately to make the shapes in front of him work.

Sal frowned as he raised his gun and aimed it at the doorway. Erika was right. No matter how stupid Gallant was behaving, there was no way he’d fire his revolver and risk hurting him. Explaining to Prestige that he had accidentally murdered her son wouldn’t be an ideal scenario.

Sal’s eyes fell to Ioseph drawing on the ground with his etching tool. Rochelle had her right palm on his back, and she looked furious that he had been pushed into this situation. Erika looked as if she were completely done with the scenario and was content to seethe silently around the engineers as she pressed them for more updates.

Rob was the only person who looked to be enjoying themselves. He hopped down from the perch over the doorway and looked into the dark abyss with a frown. “Looks like it’s coming soon. What will you do, team?”

“Don’t suppose we could just ask you to go down and take care of it?” Sal shouted over at Rob with a laugh, trying to defuse some of the tension.

Rob looked at him seriously as he raised a finger. “I could. But it will cost you in terms of the reward you get after this is over.”

Gallant whirled around to look at Sal, pointing his finger at him threateningly. “No. We’re doing this ourselves, without their help. I can’t risk a reduction in reward.”

Sal’s expression darkened. “You’re willing to risk Ioseph’s safety for Q-Cred?” He looked around at the group of people on the roof and laughed humorlessly. “I know this is an exercise, and maybe it’s one you’re really familiar with… but it’s real for us. We’re doing this as a team, so we can do the real thing in the future.”

Gallant groaned. “Shut up.”

Sal tilted his head. “Seriously? He’s offering to help us. You’re injured and Ioseph is injured. We’re going to be surrounded soon, and all you’re thinking of is Q-Cred?”

Gallant turned on his heel and roared at Sal. “I said, shut the fuck up!” He brought his palm up to his face and pressed it over his eyes as he started to shake his head. “The solution is already created. I have everything I need from you.” He pulled his hand away from his eyes and smiled at Sal. “So, you can just shut the fuck up and let me do my job. Okay?”

Before Sal could say another word, Gallant turned around and burst into a run toward the door. His eyes were wild and his breathing was frantic.

Just as it looked like he was about to enter, Rob’s arm darted out and blocked the path, causing Gallant to buckle himself around the Hunter’s arm.

Rob looked at Erika. “Counterproposal. I’ll replace a member of your team, and the reward will remain consistent. Do you accept?”

Erika’s eyes locked onto Gallant before she shook her head sadly. “I accept. But could you please take the place of Ioseph and act as our Defense?”

Rob’s face broke into a smile. “An excellent choice. Let’s get him to safety first, shall we?”

With a click of his fingers, Ioseph disappeared in a puff of black smoke, causing Rochelle to yank her hand back in fright.

Rob kept his hand on Gallant’s chest as he looked around the roof thoughtfully. “We’re preparing for a last stand, I take it?”

With a gentle movement of his arm, he pushed Gallant back to the point that he was left panting on the ground, clutching at his chest and struggling to breathe.

“Rochelle, your responsibility has been taken care of. Ioseph is safe and with Prestige right now. I want you to show me everything you’ve got in this battle.” Rob clicked his fingers again, causing the edges of the roof to suddenly darken as though a wall of smog had suddenly sprouted up from them.

Walking to the center of the roof, Rob chuckled as he glanced at the engineers. “Take your time, lads. I want to see them go all-out.”

Sal stared at the ground and saw that the same smog-like mist had covered the entire area. His visor was telling him that despite the appearance, it was an incredibly powerful barrier that even it had trouble piercing. The only area around him that wasn’t covered in a smog-like barrier was the entrance to the rooftop. Rob had created a funnel for them to wage their last stand.

Glancing at Gallant still writhing on the floor, Sal frowned. “Is he going to be okay? What did you do to him?”

Rob gestured at Rochelle. “Your Healer likely doesn’t know how to cure a battle frenzy. It’s a bitch of a condition, and typically requires some tough love.” He pointed at Gallant on the ground. “Tough love.

“Rishi, you step in as Offense until our Super Rookie learns how to use his lungs again,” Rob said in an offhand tone to the other Hunter. “Remember, this is an exercise for the students, so don’t go stealing their fun.”

Sal gripped his revolver tighter as he looked at the swarm of barriers around him. “Are you sure Prestige is going to be okay with this? This is a lot more help than I thought it was going to be.”

Rob shrugged. “If she has a problem with it, she can take it up with me.” He looked at Erika with a smile. “I know you’re stressed and at your wit’s end, but I want to see a good showing from you, too.”

Erika frowned at the comment but merely nodded in response.

Rob looked over his shoulder at Sal. “Oh, and I think there might have been a point of confusion just now. Prestige is likely going to have a problem with my method, but not because I’ve made it too easy.”

An explosion erupted where the doorway once stood, revealing a massive hulker covered in green prowler blood. It shrugged off huge chunks of debris before lumbering forward with thunderous steps. A trio of prowlers managed to leap through the gap before the stairwell entrance collapsed.

Rob laughed. “She’d never let me test you guys for real like this.”


Chapter 78: Obsidian

The moment the hulker and prowlers appeared, Sal’s revolver snapped up and he started to fire. His muscle memory overwrote his fear. He knew instinctively that the prowlers posed a massive problem for the rest of the group, and he couldn’t let them blend into the surrounding darkness. Gravity Slam only managed to halt the group for a short moment, while Magnet Knot seemed to do more damage to the mass of rubble and debris.

The hulker wasn’t affected by either of the shots. Shock Lance and Soul Killer had followed directly after, the former punching a hole into the rightmost prowler and putting it down. Soul Killer, on the other hand, was blocked by the arm of the hulker and it only managed to produce a few pebbles’ worth of damage on the massive demon.

When the dust settled from the bombardment of attacks, Sal got a better look at their opponent. Black glass sprouted from every part of the hulker, giving it a jagged and glossy appearance. Molten-red eyes stared at them from the head—except there were six of them, all in a circle. Each of the limbs were obscured by a coating of glass layered in serrated spikes, like it was some form of armor.

Some of Sal’s efforts with the revolver had resulted in a few panes of glass dropping from the hulker and shattering on the ground.

“Are you kidding me?” Rochelle shouted as she leaped back toward the group of engineers. Her eyes were wide as she looked at Rob. “We didn’t cover hulker profiles in class!”

Rob shrugged. “Adapt to your environment. You won’t know your limits until you need to overcome them.” He stood off to one side with an easygoing smile on his face.

Rishi, the asshole Hunter, unsheathed his sword in a rapid movement, causing an arc of essence to slice across the battlefield in a straight line. It smashed into the hulker, but only managed to halt its movement. It was clear that he wasn’t trying to kill it, but rather, he was intent on stalling its approach. Another shattering of glass showed that the attack had still been somewhat effective.

Erika ran to the other side of the rooftop, dropping to the ground and sliding so she wasn’t obscuring Sal’s aim with the revolver. She stopped in a crouch and pointed at the remaining prowlers. “Take them out first, Sal. We can deal with the hulker afterward.”

Sal nodded as he removed the cartridge of special bullets and reverted to using the core of the scarlet moon revolver. Essence bullets had proved ineffective against the golem during the excursion, but they were more than enough to put down the prowlers. He fired a series of shots at them, managing to take one of them down permanently. It left them with just a single prowler and the hulker to contend with.

“Rochelle!” Erika shouted. “Take out the prowler and try to restrict the hulker with your chains.”

Whipping up her arms, Rochelle’s left grappling hook shot forward at a sickening speed and plunged into the side of the last prowler. It thrashed around for a moment, snarling and clawing at the chain until it finally dropped to the ground in a slump. The glowing chains siphoned the prowler essence and sent it back to Rochelle, who was sweating profusely.

“What’s wrong, Rochelle?” Sal shouted out, sparing her a quick glance while he kept firing the essence bullets at the hulker, trying to damage it in some way.

“Cores are full… and the coat essence is being pushed into me.” Rochelle grimaced as she recalled the chain from the dead prowler.

Erika looked at Sal. “What does that mean? Can she not use the chains?”

“The essence is forcibly breaking through her essence gates, and it hurts like a bitch. She’s not going to be able to concentrate on this fight,” Sal answered as he kept his visor trained on the hulker that just shrugged off a new attack from Rishi.

He needed to know what they were dealing with. It took a few moments before the visor gave him what he was looking for.

	Name	Hulker VIII
	Domain	Hunter Bureau Trial Site: 3
	Type	Obsidian
	Description	Obsidian Hulkers are uniquely formed from the depths of the deepest Lava Dungeons. Obsidian as a material is incredibly sharp, but also brittle. It can reflect most essence-based attacks, but is susceptible to dramatic changes in temperature.
The Obsidian Hulker will use its sharp body to impale foes that enter close range.

	Stats	Strength: 32
Dexterity: 8
Intelligence: 5
Constitution: 45

	Threat Level	VIII
	Behaviour	Obsidian Hulker
Gathered Information: 11%

	Abilities
	Shatter Strike: Embeds Obsidian shards with each punch.
Pulverize: Crushes opponents with a deadly embrace.
Charger: Rushes opponents in a straight line.
Impale: Can shoot a shard of Obsidian in a straight line.

	Weaknesses	Obsidian Variant: Brittle
	Evolution	8% to Obsidian Hulker IX
	Reputation	Hunter Bureau: +300 to Rank | Current Score: 590
	Kill Count	0 Kills
	Variants 	2 Discovered
	Target Data	67% to Next Level
	Essence Gain	18%


Erika didn’t look impressed. “Rochelle, persevere through it and use the chains. Whatever pain you’re feeling right now is probably the worst it’s going to get.” If she was trying to sound reassuring, she failed spectacularly.

Sal went through the list of abilities, feeling a mounting sense of dread as he realized how screwed they were if it used any of them.

“It’s brittle. That’s the main weakness. We need a very heavy impact to shatter it.” Sal summarized what he saw on the visor.

Erika nodded beside him. “We need to heat it up quickly and then cool it down to force it to crack. Use that Magma Shard bullet. Do you have any ice or water types?” Erika looked at his belt and then back up to his face. She looked to be far outside of her comfort zone, but was fighting to maintain a sense of calm.

Sal quickly started to create a new clip as he glanced over at Rishi, who lazily kept the hulker’s attention with slow and practiced arc attacks. Rochelle was still clutching at her chest as she stared at the hulker with hatred. Gallant was still on the ground, looking dazed. The engineers were completely fine, and being protected by Rob, who stood with his arms crossed, as though disappointed by the current display in front of him.

Sal’s fingers halted as he looked at the bullet selection. There was nothing that would cool it down. No ice- or water-based attacks at all. He stupidly switched out the one from the excursion that nearly killed that Hunter. They wouldn’t be able to use Erika’s strategy.

“Shit,” Sal muttered as he frowned at Erika. “I don’t have anything that can do that. We’ll have to go with the brute-force method.”

Erika shook her head as she pointed at Gallant. “He’s our brute-force method, and he’s out for the count.” She looked at Sal’s armor before shaking her head. “I’ll think of something. Just keep firing at it, until I give you new orders.”

Her eyes went to Rochelle, and it was clear from the pained gasps that she wasn’t going to be of much help.

Sal looked down at his hands, which were in the transformed armor. Upgrade had told him that it would probably be able to take on a hulker when she gifted it to him. He looked then to his revolver and sighed inwardly. “Erika, I think I have a plan.”

She looked at him in confusion. “What?”

Sal grimaced. “It’s actually your plan from the excursion.”

He looked at Rochelle as the idea in his head started to grow. Deduction and Insight from the visor were not happy with his thought process and advised against it, but Sal was certain it would work.

Erika just stared at him. “That’s your plan? Walk up to it and hope it breaks before you do?”

Sal pointed at Rochelle. “She has a lot of spare essence right now for healing…”

Erika held out her hand. “Then I guess you don’t need that revolver?”

Sal handed it over to her and unclipped the visor from his face. “I know I’m going to regret this.” He tried smiling, but his heart thundered. Unlocking his belt, he handed it to Erika who looked visibly confused.

The Perfect ability was the only thing in his body that was happy with this course of action, and Sal knew that without it, it would be suicide.

Erika secured the visor to her own face and tried to get a feel for the revolver in her hand. The belt, she left on the ground by her feet. She looked at Sal and shook her head. “I thought you were going to try to take Rob’s ability or something.”

Sal didn’t listen to her as he psyched himself up for quite possibly the stupidest thing he would ever do.

“Rochelle, use the Tether ability to send the excess essence to me,” he called out as he gestured at himself.

Rochelle just looked at him as if he were crazy, but with the discomfort that she was feeling, it didn’t take much convincing. With a single arm raised, she sent out a hook that curved in the air to attach to Sal’s left shoulder. Rather, it attached to the black metal armor that covered his shoulder.

Sal crouched and took a steadying breath. The surge of essence that went into his body wasn’t for healing this time around; it was just displacing all the overflow that Rochelle had been experiencing. If he waited too long, it would cripple him in the same way it had when he took the health elixir. Now with a timer for his own destruction, Sal burst forward into a run. The Perfect ability guided his movements and adjusted his gait to accommodate the bulkier armor. He had momentum, and he instinctively knew where to plant his foot to have the perfect amount of space.

Rob let out a maniacal laugh as Sal’s right fist drew back.

Sal’s left foot slammed into position, and as the force of his entire body was channeled into the wild haymaker punch, he let out a guttural roar. The black gauntlet on his right hand didn’t aim for any vital spots or weak points, but rather, it went for the widest surface area possible. As it connected, Sal was rewarded by a thunderous crack as the first layer of defense shattered against his knuckles.

White lines broke out over the hulker’s chest as it raised its own hand to retaliate. Sal’s left hand came around and formed a fist, trying the same uppercut he used on Dominic Walters in the training cube. It didn’t have the same wind-up as the haymaker and impacted prematurely as it hit against the hulker’s exposed chin. More shattered glass indicated a sliver of progress, and that was more than enough for Sal as he sent punch after punch at the demon.

The obsidian hulker didn’t flinch from any of the attacks, and instead launched an attack with its right shrapnel-covered arm. It connected against Sal’s left side, causing an explosion of obsidian shards as it stumbled backward from the effects of Reflect.

Sal gasped for breath and pressed forward with another haymaker, aiming at the same broken section of its chest. Each of his blows were weaker than the last, as he struggled to make any sort of impact with his fists. His left arm throbbed painfully, but the Perfect ability suppressed that sensation and Rochelle’s healing worked fast to fix it up. It was a slog of pain and desperation as Sal continued to throw his weight behind each attack, twisting his entire torso, compacting his punches and trying to propel every piece of momentum he had into the blows.

Bullets of essence whizzed past him to chip away at the shards of obsidian on the hulker’s shoulders, but it wasn’t nearly enough to distract the demon from its prey. Sal used the flood of essence from Rochelle to further transform the armor on his body, trying to create pointed knuckles on his fists. He needed to somehow form more cracks.

A grappling hook flew over his shoulder and slammed into the hulker’s head. Sal ignored Rochelle’s surprise attack, but couldn’t ignore the sudden surge of essence coursing through his body. It was far more than he was able to handle; his internal gates exploded in quick succession as they brute-forced a route throughout his body.

Sal grasped the essence in his mind and flooded it into the Perfect ability. If it made him a slightly better fighter, then there was a higher chance of surviving this ordeal. Another right hook managed to smash through three layers of obsidian, causing the hulker to actually flinch.

“It’s working!” Erika shouted from behind him.

Sal just focused on throwing one punch after another. When the hulker raised its arm to slam down in a devastating attack, Sal pivoted and launched an uppercut at what should have been the elbow joint. Even in his spirited state of anxiety and adrenaline, Sal knew that striking an elbow was going to hurt him a lot more than the hulker. It was too late to stop the attack, and when it hit, Sal’s armor registered the blow as an attack… and responded with the most vicious Reflect ability that Sal had ever witnessed.

The hulker’s entire elbow shattered at the joint, causing its forearm to land on the other side of the roof in a scatter of glass. It stomped its feet in what Sal assumed was rage or pain. And before he could make any sort of reaction, the hulker rushed into an impromptu body slam attack. It was enough to throw Sal onto his back; before he could even take a breath, the hulker landed on top of him with a devastating crunch. Sal held his arms in front of him, hoping to shield himself, but the weight of the hulker was ridiculous enough to push them above his head. His elbows were planted against the ground and his forearms managed to keep the Hulker from crushing his body.

Glass shards threatened to cut deeply into Sal’s face as he tried to turn his head to protect his eyes. He felt each and every piece of obsidian scratch into his armor, trying to find a way through to pierce his skin. Everything around him was a swirling dark vortex of essence dancing beneath glass, and Sal struggled to get out from under the hulker, wondering how he hadn’t been killed instantly.

When Sal’s arms finally bent back under the pressure, the hulker’s weight slammed against his chest, winding Sal completely, and activating the armor again. The result would have been hilarious if it hadn’t involved a few cracked ribs. Reflect sent the hulker up into the air by a few feet in a shower of glass. Gravity brought the hulker straight back down, and Sal’s armor reflected and pushed it away again. It was like the body slam had gotten caught in a time loop, where Sal was gradually crushed into a paste and the hulker gradually lost its protective armor. Neither entity looked particularly pleased with the sudden turn of events.

When the hulker was launched back into the air, Sal managed to get a wheeze out… enough to call for Erika’s attention. He couldn’t turn to look at her, it was taking everything in his power just to keep breathing.

“Belt. Use… second,” he gasped before the hulker landed on him again.

Erika, thankfully, heard the instructions, and it didn’t take her long to figure out how to switch out the cartridge of the revolver. With a press of her thumb, she rotated the cylinder it to the second chamber and aimed it at the hulker. “Tell me when to shoot.”

Sal tapped the ground as his answer. It was hard for him to remain conscious as the hulker repeatedly came down on top of him. His plan was stupid. Probably even worse than challenging a hulker to a punching contest. But a part of his brain thought it was genius. Gravity Slam would bring the hulker down on his chest, harder than anything normal gravity would manage. If he needed a powerful enough blunt attack, this was the best method available to him. Rochelle’s healing would hopefully continue to keep him conscious long enough to see the effects.

Erika gripped the revolver in both hands and pulled the trigger, hitting the hulker while it was elevated in the air. Gravity Slam took effect immediately; it increased the invisible pressure around the demon and shot it down with a thundering crack.

Sal tried to scream at his ribs cracking under the intense weight, but all he could manage was a wheeze. Rochelle’s healing was keeping him alive; he was sure of it. All of his own essence was funneled into the armor to keep it together. Maybe it was because he was a Crafter, but he could feel the armor breaking. It was being used as a conduit for both his and Rochelle’s essence and it was overloading beyond its capability. The hulker couldn’t disengage from the onslaught of gravity and reflect. The result was a continuous explosion of obsidian between the two combatants, until one of them broke.

Rochelle’s tether of essence ensured that Sal wasn’t going to be the one who died, as she frantically healed him with everything the coat had in reserve. Her second grappling hook was still adhered to the hulker, pulling the essence out of it as she did so.

Rob stepped forward and pulled both of his hands up in a grand gesture to create an ethereal bubble of transparent smoke around Sal and the hulker. Half a second later, the hulker exploded, sending shards of obsidian in every direction at a deadly speed. Each projectile bounced uselessly off the bubble of smoke, protecting everyone from outside it.

Sal lamely tried to claw at the separate bubble of smoke that protected his face from the attack. His arms barely worked and his fingers didn’t move properly.

“Easy there, Mr. Argento.” Rob smiled. “You’ve just killed your first hulker. You’ve earned a bit of rest, I think.”

Sal let out a wheeze as he just nodded. “Just… Sal.”

Erika stood over Sal as she looked down at him with a smile. “I might have been wrong about you being useful on the front lines.”

Sal just closed his eyes as he tried to stop his Perfect ability from interfering with Rochelle’s healing. “You’re… hilarious.” He winced as his chest constricted.

Rob clapped and the smoke that surrounded them disappeared. He held his hand upward to indicate a flying airship similar to the ones they saw at the excursion. “Your evacuation has arrived. Congratulations on being the first team to clear the fifth floor.”


Chapter 79: Phantom

Prestige stood at the center of the cargo area. Her expression didn’t falter when Gallant’s groaning body was carried in and propped onto one of the seats. All the others had been able to take their seats by themselves, including Sal, who was still cradling his chest with a shaking hand. Rochelle helped guide him, her hand glowing while she worked on healing his injuries.

Erika checked in on Ioseph, who looked to be annoyed at his result on the final floor. He was already strapped into the seat, in preparation for their take-off from the tower. All the engineers took separate seats from the students, chatting among themselves, with a few laughs echoing out. It was the only noise that could be heard in the cargo area, as nobody else was in the mood to speak.

Prestige waited for Rob and Rishi to enter the aircraft before she clicked her fingers. A button on the far end of the aircraft changed color from green to red, and the walkway they had used started to lift and enclose them in darkness. After the door was sealed, lights illuminated the room and created a very obvious standoff between Prestige and Rob, who both stood facing each other.

“I assume you had good reason to interfere?” Prestige gripped the cane in front of her. Her eyes had narrowed as she studied Rob’s smiling face.

Rob just gestured for Rishi to take a seat. “Of course. There were a number of factors, but the most important one was that I needed to see more from them. A few prowlers and voiders wasn’t going to cut it.”

Prestige shook her head with a sigh. “They weren’t supposed to face off against a hulker, Robert. Two of them are wearing restraining amulets. This wasn’t about how they take down a foe.”

Rob shook his head. “I wanted to see their teamwork when the golden boy was taken out.” He pointed at Gallant, who was no longer wheezing but staring directly at the ground in front of him. “No matter how capable he is, the bloodlust got to him, and he put everyone in danger.”

Prestige embedded the cane in front of her into the metal flooring. “I could tell from the way he incapacitated the prowlers, rather than killing them… that he was worried that this would happen.” She looked over at her son and shook her head slightly. “He still has a long way to go.”

Rob raised a finger into the air. “A counterargument.” He smiled before continuing. “I’d like to give him an internship. See it as a prolonged outing, over the break between semesters. I’ll rein in that bloodlust and iron out the ingrained arrogance. How does that sound?”

“Absolutely not,” Prestige snapped. “If he continues with his Resilience sessions, he’ll be more than capable of rejoining the Hunter Bureau.”

Rob smiled. “Don’t forget that it’s my decision whether he’s allowed back in.” He shrugged and put on a friendly demeanor. “I know I’m framing this like a request, but it’s an order. Give me Gallant for the next month and a half, and I’ll give him back good as new. If he wants to get his power back, then training with me is the only shot he has.”

Prestige shook her head. “We’ve actually found a different solution.” A moment of hesitation stopped her from continuing immediately, and she eventually sighed in defeat. “I’d just like to request that you don’t give that order, and instead give me more time. We’re really close.”

Rob tilted his head as he looked at Prestige with a pained expression. “Come now, you’re going to make me look like a villain for insisting like this. The boy still thinks he’s Gallant, and that he’s above everyone. Resilience isn’t going to change that perspective but will instead strengthen the conviction that he’s special. We need to knock it out of him before it gets him killed, and everyone around him.”

Sal took in a large breath as the healing in his chest took effect. His painful wheezing was finally gone, but his entire torso was still throbbing and ridiculously tender. When he looked up, he saw both Prestige and Rob looking at him expectantly, as though he had something to add to their conversation. All he could do was shake his head and gesture at his chest as though it wasn’t his fault or intention.

Erika sat upright in her chair as she looked straight ahead. Her shoulders were tense and she looked quite uncomfortable. A jarring motion of the aircraft caused her to flinch, and grip both sides of the seat with her hands. Her knuckles were white as she closed her eyes and steadied her breathing.

Ioseph cradled his head in his hands. But judging by the clumps of hair he was gripping and pulling, he wasn’t anxious about flying. His performance during the last floor was likely weighing on his mind.

Gallant didn’t move an inch from his seat; he just stared at the floor in front of him.

Sal turned to look at Rochelle, who was still concentrating with glowing green eyes. She shot him a reassuring smile as she moved her hand to another area of his chest.

Rob smiled as he looked back at Prestige. “Even though I increased the difficulty, they came through. It was unorthodox, but effective.”

Prestige’s lips became a thin line as she held back what she clearly wanted to say in response. Instead, she gripped the head of the cane tightly and straightened her shoulders before lifting her chin ever so slightly. “You deprived their Defense class of a chance at the Saviors class. Even if it was the orders of the Controller, you made the wrong determination in that moment.”

Rob snorted. “Savior class? Is that one of Quest Academy’s new titles? I don’t care about any of that, nor should you. Capability reigns supreme in the Hunter Bureau. And if he wasn’t able to cut it in these circumstances, then he can try again in the future.”

Prestige caught herself as she was about to respond. She looked at Ioseph and then sighed with a slight shake of her head. “This isn’t the time or place for this conversation.”

Rob raised a finger. “I respectfully disagree. They’re going to be future Heroes, so they should be able to handle the reality of the situation. You knew that they’d get my attention the moment you agreed to take time off from the bureau to be a guide.”

He smiled and spread his hands. “Once again, I’m very conscious of how much I sound like the villain here. So, rather than leaving these trainees with any misconceptions, I’d rather clear things up.”

Prestige bowed her head and gave him an almost imperceptible nod.

Rob grinned. “Thank you, Prestige.”

He turned his attention to the side of the aircraft where Ioseph, Erika, and Gallant were seated. “A special reward for going through with this stranger’s game.” He pulled out a black envelope from his shirt pocket and handed it to Erika, who took it shakily from his hands.

Ioseph and Gallant looked at the black envelope, but Rob just smiled at them both.

“Better luck next time, boys.”

Turning to the other side of the aircraft, Rob withdrew two more envelopes, identical to the one he gave Erika. The first he gave was to Rochelle.

“Extraordinary resolve. You are by far the most promising Healer I’ve seen in the last few years. I’m never going to forget that window jump!”

Rochelle wiped her left hand on her pant leg before accepting the envelope. Her right hand was busy healing Sal, and not even Rob’s interruption was enough to distract her from the task at hand.

Rob chuckled as he looked at Sal, the envelope raised in his hands. “I have no idea why you’re moonlighting as a Support, but I’m sure you have your reasons.” He eventually offered the envelope with a grin. “Don’t worry, there are no drawbacks to taking it.”

Sal took the envelope and stared at it for a moment. “What is it?”

Rob took a step back and brought his hands together. “The Hunter Bureau has an upcoming gala that will be held during your break from Quest Academy. It’s an awards ceremony where we celebrate the accomplishments of our best Heroes, and announce things of note from the last year of activity.” He looked meaningfully at the envelopes in front of them. “Those are your personal invites from the president of the Hunter Bureau.”

Erika’s face paled as she stared at Rob in shock. “Phantom?”

Rather than answering, Rob smiled and gave her a theatrical bow. His eyes twinkled as he looked at Prestige. “I’m sure you’ll be in attendance for the new rankings announcement?”

Prestige’s scowl was enough to send shivers down Sal’s spine. She didn’t say anything, but her grip on the cane was so tight that Sal thought it might shatter at any moment.

“Why are you inviting us to the gala?” Erika held up the envelope in confusion. “Other than networking with guilds and Hunters, is there any benefit to it?”

Rob blinked at the question before he started to laugh. “Oh my, does the gala no longer have the star power we once enjoyed?” He shook his head with a smile. “As I told you, it’s an awards ceremony. Who knows, you might all get something for taking the trouble to attend?”

He looked over at Sal with a smile. “It’s one of the few events that Doc Ameye speaks at, giving an update on our collective technological advancements. Could be a good opportunity for our first ever Mythcrafter to learn a thing or two.”

Sal froze at those words, and he wasn’t the only one. Prestige’s eyes widened as she turned to look at Sal in surprise.

Rob waved his hand like it was nothing. “Hey, don’t be so surprised. Who do you think sent Chatfield to Quest Academy? Shipments of moonsilver and scarlet screen need sign-off, and a whole collection of material fragments? Imagine my surprise when I see them fashioned into bullet cartridges!”

Prestige pointed at Sal. “He’s a Replicator. He has the Skill Master ability… What is this about Mythcrafter?”

Rob laughed. “I thought it was the worst-kept secret, but it seems one of our current top ten wasn’t aware?” He gestured at Sal as though it were obvious. “Villa hands a kid a token on his first day, and then the Reavers walk away with a Legendary sniper rifle? Chatfield threatens to turn the workshop into an assembly line, and suddenly we have sets of evolutionary gear being offered as blueprints?”

He shook a finger for emphasis, pointing at Sal’s ruined shirt. “And there’s only a single student in the entire first-year cohort decked out in Epic-grade clothing, from the first week? With a revolver and visor that hold evolutionary runes? Please, Prestige… tell me you’re not that naive?”

Sal was speechless as he stared at Rob in shock. There were so many things happening that it was hard to keep up with everything. Rob was the president of the Hunter Bureau, and he had been watching Sal all this time? Erika had said something about Phantom, but that was a top guild that disbanded decades ago. Had Rob been a member or their guildmaster before joining the Hunter Bureau? Then there was the fact that he knew Sal was a Mythcrafter. The question was whether that was going to be a problem.

Prestige stared at Rob intently. “Whatever you’re planning, I want you to let him continue his Replication work at the academy. It’s important for Gallant, and for a lot of other students in the future.”

She looked at Sal, and it was hard to believe, but there was visible concern in her eyes.

Rob smiled as he gestured at the envelope in Sal’s hands. “Another interesting thing about the gala is that we announce the creation of new guilds. Even the Trainee ones.”

Sal just stared at Rob with his mouth wide open. Just how much did the man know?

Rob winked at him. “Make sure to wear something nice.”


Chapter 80: Request

Sal was shaking as he walked out of the aircraft on the rooftop of the requisitions building. A group of white-uniformed attendants were waiting for them, and one of them moved to talk with Rochelle while looking at the rest of the students. She was instantly in Healer mode and explained the injuries incurred and the healing process that was done.

After a few minutes of Rochelle talking, an attendant placed a hand on the back of Sal’s head, which caused him to flinch in surprise. A quick apology was uttered, but the hand didn’t move as the attendant verified his condition. A few moments later, he was released with a pat on the shoulder, telling him that he was free to go.

Looking over his shoulder, he saw the Healer spend more time with Gallant, who had yet to leave the aircraft. Rochelle had made a point of not sitting with him and offering him healing after his outburst on the roof of the tower. Ioseph had just needed some time to regain his senses, but both he and Gallant had been quite muted throughout Rob and Prestige’s conversation.

“Are you going to go?” Rochelle whispered as she held up her black envelope, a conflicted expression on her face. “Like, should we refuse because they’re not taking Ioseph?”

“Or Gallant,” Sal added with a sigh.

Rochelle’s expression darkened. “Him not going is a bonus. I can’t believe how he spoke to us up there. Makes you think that the nice-guy thing was all an act.”

Sal shook his head. “It’s impossible to know. I saw a lot of that version of him in the excursion, and even when we got back to Quest Academy. My hope is that the Resilience classes fix whatever is wrong in his head.”

Rochelle frowned. “I know that desperate situations make people do crazy things…” Her face broke into a guilty smile as she offered a shrug. “But then there are just irredeemable pieces of shit.”

Sal grimaced as he looked at her. “I have no clue which way he’s going to turn out. I’m actually glad that he didn’t use the mastery elixir for this test. By the sounds of it, even Rob would have had a hard time stopping him.”

Rochelle mockingly gasped as she looked at Sal with a sly smile. “Sounds like you’re on a first-name basis with the president of the Hunter Bureau.”

Sal almost choked at that revelation. “Hey, that’s just what he introduced himself as!”

As he thought about it, he realized that Eric, the owner of the Arc Guild from the third floor, had actually mocked Rob while knowing who he was. How important did that make Eric to the Hunter Bureau?

Erika stood at the edge of the stairway to the lower floors of the requisition building. She held onto the handrail, focusing on her breathing.

“Not a fan of flying?” Sal asked casually as they approached her.

Erika grimaced as she shook her head. “I’m fine. I need to hand in these tokens.” She held up the collection of tags that Gallant had acquired throughout the different floors. “Hopefully they’ll give us something useful.”

Rochelle held up her own black envelope. “I’m guessing you’re going to go to that gala thing?”

Erika barely nodded. “Not going after getting a personal invitation from Phantom is social suicide.” She took a breath and looked between Sal and Rochelle. “It’s also the best place to make impressions on the top guilds and Hunters. They’ll start making offers in the second semester, funding Masterclasses and training opportunities to get you ready for joining them.”

Rochelle frowned as she looked at Sal. “Hey, is your guild going to pay for Masterclasses for me?” She looked at Erika for a second before turning back to Sal. “And those training things?”

Erika laughed. “Scratch what I said about social suicide. Joining an unproven Trainee Guild is the best way to ostracize yourself from the other Hunters.” She shook her head as though it was the funniest thing she had heard in a while and descended the stairs, the tags still grasped in her hand.

Rochelle sighed as she watched Erika leave. “Do you think she chooses to be a bitch, or it just comes naturally to her?”

Sal thought back to the conversation on the third floor, where Erika spoke about her logical reasons for keeping people at arm’s length.

He smiled at Rochelle. “She chooses.”

“The president needed to take care of other matters, so he won’t be escorting you to the guide area,” Prestige announced from behind Sal and Rochelle. Her cane was held at the midpoint as she walked past them and moved down the stairs. “You can follow me. Gallant and Mr. Bitterwater have chosen to remain behind to reflect on their performance in the tower.”

Sal started to follow Prestige, when she stopped abruptly in front of them. Turning on the stairs, Prestige looked at both Sal and Rochelle with a resigned expression.

“I’d like to apologize on behalf of Gallant for that outburst. Not in the capacity as Prestige, but as his mother. The scars of his career aren’t always visible, but when they manifest… they’re destructive, to say the least. I’d ask you not to judge him too harshly. He’s trying his best to suppress that side of him.”

Sal nodded and was prepared to let it go, but Rochelle wasn’t happy.

“No. I will judge him.” Rochelle spoke defiantly as she stared at Prestige. “Suppressing that side of himself isn’t good enough. Whatever solutions you were talking about, where he gets his powers back… it’s a terrible idea. He threatened to take down the entire tower to kill all of us, just because he didn’t agree with Erika.”

Prestige nodded quietly. “I understand your concerns. It’s my truest hope that he didn’t mean those words and would have backed down in a real scenario.”

Rochelle just maintained her level stare. “It was real to us, but it was a game to him. Everything is a game to him… and I don’t ever want to be on a team with someone who would sacrifice us because of his ego.” She took a breath and winced even before the words left her mouth. “He might have been the best Hunter, but he’s a really shitty person to be on a team with.”

Prestige just continued to nod. “I appreciate you being honest with me about how you feel.”

She paused as though conflicted about continuing. With a sigh, she looked back to the aircraft to where Gallant was still seated, holding his head in his hands.

“It might be best for me to send him with Robert for the break. My only fear is that I’ll lose the kindhearted boy who’s still in there somewhere.”

Prestige blinked as though surprised at her own words. She waved her hand in front of her, as though it wasn’t something important. “Excuse the ramblings. We’ve got places to be.”

And with that, her professional facade snapped back into place.

Rochelle exchanged a conflicted look with Sal before she moved down the steps after Prestige.

Sal glanced back at Gallant and was surprised to see him staring right back. There was no malice in his eyes this time, only tears.

***

When Sal came out of the requisition building, he was numb. There was so much happening, and he wasn’t sure where to start with processing all the jumbled thoughts in his head. Apparently, there was a break between semesters? He had been under the impression that they just rolled into each other. Would that mean he’d be able to go home and see his parents? He wondered whether his parents would be going to the gala event with him.

“I don’t know if I should be surprised.” Quest laughed as he clapped. “We had a few other teams come ahead of you, but you shouldn’t be discouraged. Getting through that maze is quite the trick.”

He smiled at Chatfield, who stood beside him with a slight smirk on his face.

Quest and Chatfield stood at the same place the groups had departed from. The teleportation gate behind them was still very much active; a few clumps of students looked battered and broken, sitting in groups, barely talking to each other.

Prestige just gave Chatfield a level stare. “You didn’t tell him?”

Chatfield shrugged noncommittally. “I thought it would be more fun to see a live reaction.”

Quest frowned as he looked between the two Hunters. “What am I missing here?”

Prestige gestured at Erika. “Best to hear it from the Controller. Tell the headmaster which floor you cleared.”

Quest’s eyebrow raised. “The requirement was a single floor. I thought we were very clear on that?”

Erika looked over her shoulder at Sal and Rochelle before speaking. “Our team cleared the fifth floor.” She sighed before stepping off to one side and pointing at Sal. “He killed a hulker and a few dozen prowlers. I didn’t see how many leechers he killed, but I’d say it was quite a number.” She pointed at Rochelle. “She healed four injured Hunters across the second and third floors. Also, helped Salvatore a lot with the hulker.” Erika paused for a second before gesturing up at the top of the requisition building. “Ioseph got a concussion, and Gallant nearly killed us all.”

Sal had to suppress the laugh that tried to escape his throat. There was matter-of-fact, and then there was Erika. She didn’t go into the details and just waited for Quest’s verdict, with hands folded in front of her.

Prestige frowned at Erika. “You were asked which floor you cleared, not your version of events.” There was an edge to her voice as she spoke, but she didn’t press Erika or rebuke her any further.

Erika looked at Prestige calmly. “Fifth.”

Prestige shook her head as though she were done with her role as their guide. “Yes, Quest. They’ve passed the first five floors of the tower, and were acknowledged by the president of the Hunter Bureau. He decided that it would be fun to play one of the injured Hunters for their trial.”

Quest’s jaw hung open as he pointed at Prestige. “Are you out of your mind?! They’re first-years. I don’t care if it’s…”

He caught himself before revealing that the tower wasn’t real, his eyes flitting over to the groups of students sitting on the ground. With a grimace, he continued in a strained voice.

“I don’t care if the tower is under management of the bureau. You can’t just push them to whatever floor you want.”

Prestige shrugged as she gestured at the team. “I had an expectation of them, and they met it. I told them at the end of their excursion that I would expect great things from them, and they delivered.”

Sal tried to indicate that they were fine, but the headmaster wasn’t in any sort of state to be reasoned with.

Quest clenched his fist as he looked at Prestige. “Why was Robert there?”

Prestige’s smile tightened. “Trust me, your guess is as good as mine. He did mention that his good friend Chatfield had been sent to the academy on his orders.” Her gaze turned to Chatfield, who just smiled innocently.

“I wouldn’t say good friend. More like a boss and subordinate kind of thing,” Chatfield clarified with a smile. “But I can’t deny he’s had a strong interest in your team. How many envelopes did you get?”

“Three.” Rochelle answered before Prestige could give her a look of warning.

Chatfield looked at Sal expectantly, as though hoping that he was one of the recipients.

Sal withdrew the black envelope from his breast pocket, before sliding it back into place.

“Upgrade said that you need to take her as your plus one,” Chatfield admitted with a laugh. “I’d warn against it, though, as she’s likely going to spear tackle Doc Ameye.” He looked genuinely happy to see Sal’s result.

Quest was still reeling from everything he had heard. He looked at Prestige as though he were incredibly disappointed with her. “A fucking hulker? What were you thinking?”

Prestige stared at Quest meaningfully.

Quest closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose, under his glasses. “Robert.”

Chatfield was practically beaming at the results. “So, I’d say that’s probably enough to secure them a spot in the Savior class. Wouldn’t you think?”

He was looking at Quest, and it seemed like he had a death wish for how easily he was riling up the headmaster.

Quest shot him a glare as he frowned. “Clearing five floors isn’t something we can ignore. We were going to wait until the end of the term to announce the Saviors, but I think we’ll be fine to announce the ones who are guaranteed a place.” He looked at Erika for a moment and then back at Prestige. “Anything I should be concerned about, regarding the students with restraining amulets?”

Prestige nodded. “Gallant. He will be dealt with, and it’s my recommendation that he not be selected as a Savior at this time.” She waved a hand in Erika’s direction. “Miss Clifton was an exemplary Controller throughout the trial, and adhered to the punishment that was set for her. I have no qualms with her being considered for the Savior class.”

Both Erika and Sal turned to look at Prestige in shock, albeit for very different reasons. Erika looked to be more shocked at Prestige’s praise, while Sal was surprised that Gallant’s own mother was advocating against him.

Quest nodded with a smile. “I’m sure Neuro will be delighted to hear that, but I’ll let you be the one to tell him,” he said to Erika, who didn’t look that bothered either way.

Quest continued as he looked at the group. “I’ll have to analyze the footage and talk with the rest of the faculty to determine if we can grant the designation, but with the work that each of you has done over the course of your semester, combined with the achievement of clearing the fifth floor… I can tell you now, that each of you are very likely to be the first members of the first-year Saviors class.”

Prestige cleared her throat. “I would suggest that Mr. Bitterwater gets an increase in his overall rank, as he did perform quite well in the trials. The same could be said of Gallant for his work on the first four floors.”

Quest just nodded. “Yes, as I said, we’ll review the footage when the bureau sends it over to us.”

Rochelle was practically vibrating beside him, and Sal couldn’t help but laugh. Even though it wasn’t official yet, it sounded like the three of them were going to be Saviors. It meant more classes and opportunities in the future, and some resources, if he remembered correctly. But most importantly, it gave them an implant of a skill that they’d be able to use inherently. Sal was pretty sure he was going to keep the Perfect ability, as it had brought on so many positive developments for him.

Quest shook his head as he approached Sal. “Mr. Argento… you’ve put me in one hell of a tight spot.”

He tried to make light of it with a laugh, but Sal could see the tension in the headmaster.

Quest looked at him and sighed. “We’re going to need to have a catch-up after all of this settles down. You’re not in trouble. Quite the opposite, really. We just need to decide what to do with you for the next few weeks.”

Sal blinked at that. “Classes, I’d imagine?”

He wasn’t being sarcastic, but he was fully expecting that once they had gotten through the tower trial, the classes would resume like before.

Quest just laughed. “Salvatore, we combined the classes for Field, Survival, and Combat. You’ve just completed the practical examination for it. The same for Demonic Behavior and Analysis—all of it was condensed into a week of nonstop classes.” He smiled as though it were obvious. “Your other classes are Administration, Crafting, and Skills. Two of which, you’re top of the class. The third requires you to meditate, or rather… drink some elixirs. Your semester is effectively finished with this trial.”

Rochelle frowned as she looked at Quest. “Wait, so there aren’t any more classes for the rest of the semester?”

Quest shook his head as he gestured at the gate. “No. The trial was supposed to remain active for students wishing to spend their last few weeks challenging it. The higher the score, the higher their chance of getting into the Savior class.”

Chatfield stepped forward with a smile. “Quest Academy is pretty much being used for the evals at the minute. It’s the examination period for second- and third-years wanting to be noticed by the big guilds. The workshop will be busy, but first-years should be able to go in and do their licensing exams? Right?” He looked at Quest for validation, and the headmaster nodded.

“Correct.” He shook his head and sighed again. “So, we’re going to need to have a chat to figure out what to do with you for the next few weeks. Maybe some time with Grant, or special projects in the workshop?” He threw out ideas and looked at Sal for his input.

Sal frowned for a moment before a smile crossed his lips. “I don’t suppose you’d let me go home early for the break?”


Chapter 81: Replica

When Sal woke up in his dorm, he smiled. It was the first time in a long time that he was able to sleep without having to set an alarm, or have somewhere to be. Quest had told him that they’d need some time to deliberate on next steps, but that there shouldn’t be any real issue with letting him go home early.

Since the first-years were being given an entire month to improve their scores within the tower trial, he had earned himself back just under four weeks. Apparently there was a month-long break in between the semesters, and Sal was already excited by the prospect of heading back to his family as a Mythcrafter. His father had rushed out to buy all sorts of tools and materials when they heard Sal was a Mythcrafter, and he was eager to make some pieces of equipment back home with them.

Sal reasoned that it would also be good for him to get away from the academy for a while. Fighting in the trial had taken its toll, and although the Perfect ability was excellent at suppressing the sensations of battle, he was still keenly aware of everything that happened during the fight with the hulker. He had tried to fight a hulker with his armored fists, and although it worked in the end, his Epic-grade equipment was almost destroyed in the process. It would take a lot of essence just to Restore it, and Sal was tempted to make something entirely new for himself. The sentimentality of it being made for him, though, made him sure that he’d end up restoring it and keeping it.

Getting out of bed, Sal wandered around his dorm and wondered whether it was time for him to use some of his Q-Cred to upgrade to a nicer place to stay. It seemed like a waste if he was going to be heading home in a week, so he decided against it, promising himself that he’d look at the listings the moment he got back from Silver Sanctuary, where his parents lived.

When he went into his little workshop area, he looked at the dungeon heart and smiled. If he met Doc Ameye at the gala, would he be able to have a conversation with him, and maybe learn some ways to better use Mythcrafter? Just hearing about Vulcan and Protocol made Sal curious about how he could harness the power of the dungeon heart. The one thing that was clear to him was that he didn’t want to squander his shot of making something great by just experimenting with it.

Sal looked around the room to see his notes, and saw the board where he had put his plan together a few weeks ago.

1. Apologize to Divinity and Hannah

2. Prepare for inter-cohort competition with Barry

3. Create evolutionary schematics for Chatfield

4. Reduce time spent in workshop

5. Apply for scavenger runs

6. Apply for guild outings

He smiled as he picked up a pen and started to cross out the completed items on the list. He had already done the scavenger run, and he had spent less time Crafting than in the actual workshop. It was a technicality, but Sal saw it as a win. The schematics for Chatfield were completed, but by Blathnaid, so that went off the list. Guild outings were something that he hadn’t exactly done, but with him likely qualifying as a Savior, it wasn’t that important anymore. He crossed it off the list. The inter-cohort competition was replaced by the tower trial, but there was a chance it would still appear in the second semester. His training with Barry was still a form of preparation, so he crossed it off the list.

Sal’s smile faded when he looked at the top entry. He hadn’t spoken to Hannah properly since the Bastion fiasco. He’d do it eventually when things settled down, or at the start of the next semester. It wasn’t really a priority, and Sal wasn’t ready to define whatever that whole situation was. How do you come back from that sort of argument?

His eyes locked onto Divinity’s name. He had managed to apologize to her the day after writing the note, but he hadn’t been a great friend to her in the last few months. Partly because they had been separated with the excursion and how the team system played out, but also because Sal had been focused on Crafting and the weaves.

He looked at her name for a few more moments before he decided how he’d spend his time at Quest Academy while waiting on a verdict about extending his break. The Valkyrie replica that he had picked up during the bazaar in the workshop—he was going to make Divinity a set of wings that she could use.

Sal smiled as he crossed out the top part of the list. He’d get to do some Crafting without having anything to worry about. There was no pressure, and he was going to be able to give Divinity something great. Just as he was about to leave the workshop, he caught sight of the crown that he had promised to repair for Divinity. With how crazy everything had been, it had completely slipped his mind.

Sal picked it up and looked at it. With a grin, he decided to take it with him down to the workshop.

It was going to be a good day.

***

“The victor returns!” Upgrade announced with her arms over her head, a wide grin on her face.

She sat at her usual bench in the center of the workshop rather than in the private room. The effect of her announcement was a lot of bleary-eyed second- and third-years looking up from their stations to try to figure out what was going on.

Sal forced a smile onto his face as he gestured with his head toward the private room. He didn’t wait for a response as he made his way to the door, and held up his Q-Card. Thankfully, the Perfect ability activated in time for his hand to snap up and press against the door before Sal walked straight into it. A flashing red light at the sensor indicated that he didn’t have access.

“Being used for evals for the third-years. You’re slumming it out here with the rest of us, I’m afraid,” Upgrade called out, still shouting over the entirety of the workshop.

Sal bowed his head slightly at the doorframe, feeling the embarrassment consuming him. All his stuff was still in there, and the simulation orb.

“Come on, don’t be shy. Regale us all with how you cleared up to the fifth floor of the tower trial,” Upgrade practically shouted, not even looking at him. “Not bad for a first-year Support, is it?”

Her pride wasn’t as infectious for the rest of the room.

Sal saw a mixture of surprise, jealousy, and sheer disbelief written on the faces of everyone as he slowly walked to where Upgrade sat.

When he approached her, he frowned. “What’s with all the theatrics?”

Upgrade grinned at him widely. “If the workshop is going to be overhauled, then everyone here is going to get a lot more resources to work with. Shouldn’t they know the face of their benefactor?”

Sal ignored that as he switched topics. “What about the simulation orb? Aren’t we continuing with that project?” He gestured back at the private room, feeling very exposed to the other students.

Upgrade smiled as she shrugged. “It’s in for some upgrades. Orders from the top of the Hunter Bureau. Grant gave them a report of everything that happened and they’ve got a special interest in the project now.”

She looked at Sal and gave him a light punch on the shoulder. “Well done on the tower, by the way. I knew you’d do great, but I wasn’t expecting you to clear the fifth floor!”

Sal returned the smile. “Turns out the clothing you guys made could take on a hulker. Thanks for that.”

Upgrade’s smile faltered as her eyes widened. “Wait… what?”

“I thought you knew?” Sal frowned. Did she only know about the floors, rather than what happened on them?

Upgrade shook her head. “It took a punch from a hulker?” She looked at the shirt and pulled at it, as though she were somehow able to instinctively Appraise it.

Sal laughed. “No, it didn’t just take a punch. It killed the hulker, through a very embarrassing and excruciating process… but it killed it.”

Upgrade stared at him, wide-eyed. “You killed a hulker!”

She shouted that last sentence, which drew the attention of even the farthest benches in the workshop. No matter what sort of platitudes were being thrown around, hulkers were a completely different level of accomplishment.

Sal raised his hands and gestured at the shirt. “The Reflect ability killed the hulker. My punches didn’t do all that much to it.” Sal thought about it for a second and clarified with a groan. “Actually, I did take an arm off with a punch, but that was because of the weave.”

“That you also made,” Upgrade corrected in a much quieter voice before taking a deep breath. “Sal, you’re an absolute shoo-in for the Savior class. There’s no question about it. And it’s going to make the whole guild thing that much likelier. This is great!” She looked at his face to gauge his reaction before her expression softened. “Are you okay? I know the dungeon really wiped you out mentally, but… hulkers. Sal, that’s stuff that would make even seasoned Heroes hesitate.”

Sal smiled and gave her a nod. “I’m fine. Honestly. I don’t know if it’s the new weave, or if it’s just how quickly all of it went, but I feel fine.”

Upgrade’s grin returned with a vengeance. “We’re absolutely celebrating this. I’ll get you drinks at the gala.”

Sal laughed at that. “Okay, first of all… I’m pretty sure it’s an open bar. Second, who said that you’re my plus one? Lastly, my parents are going to be there. I can’t be getting drunk with my Crafting teacher.”

“Says who?” Upgrade countered as she straightened her back. “You can absolutely get drunk with the Crafters. Doc Ameye makes his own brew and brings it to our table so he can steal all our good ideas.”

Sal just stared at her. “Doc Ameye… an absolute titan of industry… brings alcohol to Crafters… so he can steal all their ideas?”

Upgrade folded her arms. “You didn’t even know who he was a month ago, so don’t try to get all lofty now that you’re going to be a Savior. I was there for you when you were making suicide shirts.”

Sal grimaced. Memories of the poncho she had fashioned for him out of a blanket were suddenly very fresh in his mind.

“So, you really want to go?”

Upgrade smiled and shook her head. “I’d rather you took Blathnaid or something. Fabi has taken me the last three years. My actual invite seems to disappear somewhere in the mail, so I just latch onto the promising students. You’ll have to take me next year, though, when Fabi graduates.”

Sal sighed. “Fine, I’ll take Blathnaid. She might have gotten her own invite, though?”

Upgrade spread her hands and exhaled slowly. “Who knows? She seemed very confident going into it, so I’m sure she did well.” Tapping her hands against the desk, her smile reappeared. “But if you’re here when you’ve clearly got nothing better to do… I’m guessing you want to make something? What is it?”

Sal was about to answer her when she quickly interrupted him with a raised hand.

“Wait, let me guess. You’re going to make a mech suit so you can hunt down all the hulkers in existence?” She frowned and waved her hand. “No, it would be something much more impractical…”

Sal laughed, and Upgrade saw it as a clue.

She clicked her fingers and pointed at him. “A jetpack!” Her smile showed that she was joking, but it faltered when Sal stared at her in shock.

“How did you know?” Sal asked in mock surprise.

Upgrade shook her head. “Sal, please… please tell me you’re not making a jetpack. They’re ridiculously inefficient, and an absolute danger to everyone around them. At least consider something that doesn’t explode.”

Sal nodded as though thinking deeply about it. “Like a Valkyrie replica flight suit?”

Upgrade just stared at him for a moment before a wide smile broke out on her face. “I was wondering which idiot bought it.”

She sighed and shook her head, but the smile never disappeared as she got to her feet. Pointing at the blueprint room, she started to lead the way, ignoring the stares of the other students. “Don’t suppose you want to commission this one?”

Sal laughed as he followed her. “Not a chance.”


Chapter 82: Match

“So, when do you find out the new rankings?” Upgrade asked as she watched Sal drawing out the design of the Valkyrie replica. “You’re pretty much guaranteed first place, right?”

Sal frowned as he tried to concentrate on what he was doing. “Results are out by the end of the week. I don’t know what way the rankings are going to play out, but Quest said that I’m pretty much guaranteed a place in the Saviors. I don’t really care about the rankings, if I’m honest.”

His pen moved in precise strokes due to the Perfect ability. Each line matched what he saw perfectly and removed the need for interpretation from onlookers. It looked like it was being printed by a machine with how much detail and precision went into it. Sal was able to move faster as he got into the zone, but anytime that he was about to fully concentrate, Upgrade would ask him a question to snap him out of his flow state.

“And who do you think will be the other Saviors? Will Blathnaid make the cut?” Upgrade made noises of approval from behind him, admiring his handiwork.

Sal sighed as he turned to look at her. “Are you just trying to keep me distracted?” It wasn’t said with malice, but still had an accusatory tone.

Upgrade grinned as she stepped out from behind him. “Can you really blame me? You become the worst conversationalist the moment you go into a deep trance. Now, answer me about Blathnaid. I want her to get into the Saviors.”

Sal shrugged as he looked at her. “I don’t have a crystal ball for stuff like this. I doubt they camped in the tower trial, so she’s either come out already or they’re trying it again today. I don’t really know.”

Upgrade waited a few more moments until it looked like Sal was building up a cadence, before asking her follow-up question.

“And why are you here in the workshop when you could be hanging out with your friends? I’m sure that Divinity girl is already out of hers by now.”

Sal shook his head and tapped his phone. “I sent them a message to let me know when they were out. They’ll be in contact with me when they’re ready.”

Upgrade sighed. “Friendship sure has changed over the years. I’d have been waiting by the portal for the first sign of them. Then again, when we did towers… they were the real thing, and you were more hopeful that your friends came back alive.”

Sal just stared at her, not saying a word.

Upgrade smiled as her tone became a little more jovial. “We also didn’t have guides from the Hunter Bureau to show us around like you guys had. I’m not saying you had it easy, just that I’d be there for my team.”

Sal ignored her.

“Because I was a good friend.” Upgrade grinned. She looked at the drawing in front of Sal and sighed. “But then again, I didn’t have a friend who made me stuff like this. Tell me, who is it for?”

Sal put down the pen and let out an aggravated sigh. “You really seem hell-bent on not letting me finish this. Why?”

Upgrade shrugged as she tried to look innocent. “I’m just saying that there’s more to life than sitting in a dark room, Crafting. Like, who even needs this right now? Is there some upcoming mission that absolutely requires someone to fly?”

Sal picked up the pen and pointed it at Upgrade. “It’s for Divinity. When I first used her powers at their full capacity, it manifested ethereal wings made of essence. With her current weave, it’s unlikely that she’ll ever be able to bring out those wings.” He pointed at the drawing with the end of the pen. “Since I’m not allowed to dramatically change her weave, I’m doing the only thing I can think of.”

Upgrade tilted her head. “You must really like this girl if you’re going that far for her.”

Sal stared at Upgrade for a moment. “She’s a good friend, and I’ve not been the best friend back to her. I’m hoping this will help bridge that gap.”

“That’s very sweet of you, Sal,” Upgrade said with a gentle smile. She leaned a hand down and tapped at the drawing in front of him. “And while I’m sure she’d really appreciate this set of wings, I’m certain that she’d be happier to see you when she gets out of the trial.”

Sal laughed as he shook his head. “It’s not like that. Trust me, I heard it from Divinity herself.”

Upgrade bent down at the knee so she could rest both of her arms on the table, cradling her head as she looked Sal in the eye. “Tell me everything. Did you tell her how you felt and she rejected you?”

Sal gave her a withering look. “I’m convinced you don’t actually care and you just want some drama.”

Upgrade shrugged from her crouched position. “Humor me. I never get juicy gossip these days. And since I’m incredibly invested in your success, I need to know all about your love life. So, stop dancing around the topic and give me the details!”

Sal laughed at the incredibly invasive questions. He wasn’t able to be angry with her and decided to just lay things out as he saw them.

“Okay, so Divinity is my friend. That’s all there is to it, and she told me when we met that she doesn’t see a future for herself where she’s happy and settles down,” Sal began as he raised a finger. “Then, a week or two ago, she was messing with me and Barry, and told us the names of the people we end up marrying in the future. Except, one of them was a lie.”

Upgrade’s eyes widened. “Whoa, I kinda love her for that. So who do you end up marrying?”

Sal laughed. “That’s the thing that’s scary. She said that Barry ends up with Victoria, which doesn’t look like it will happen in a thousand years. They’re the worst match imaginable.”

Upgrade shook her head as she got to her feet, placing both of her palms on Sal’s drawing as she stared at him. “No, no… we don’t care about that. You. Who did she say you marry?”

Sal leaned back in his chair and crossed his arms. “I can’t tell you. You know her.”

Upgrade nodded seriously. “So, it’s a ‘her’… that will narrow it down.”

Sal flung the pen at her, and she caught it with ease, laughing as she dragged over a stool to sit down.

Upgrade thought about it for a moment, tapping Sal’s pen against the table in an odd rhythm. “I know her… Can I have a few guesses?”

Sal smiled. “As many as you like. I won’t tell you the answer.”

Upgrade’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Sal, as though gauging his reaction. “It better not be Vanessa. She’s a terrible match for you.”

Sal didn’t even get the opportunity to interject before Upgrade started to speak again.

“It’s not Blathnaid, for sure. I’m pretty sure she’s seeing someone.” Upgrade frowned as she gestured at herself for a second. “Me? Nah, you’re nineteen. That’s never going to work.” She laughed as she thought about it.

Sal looked at her with a smile and raised his right hand. “Eighteen.”

Upgrade nodded and pointed at his hand. “Yes, even worse. It’s definitely not me… so who else do we both know? Someone who would be a good match for you?”

Sal laughed. “It’s pointless trying to figure it out. Divinity just threw a name at me to get me riled up. She mentioned the name to me before, and I passed it off as a joke.”

Upgrade’s face lit up as she got to her feet. “I’ve got it!”

Sal chuckled as he shook his head. “If you say Erika, I’m going to slap you.”

Upgrade shook her head as a mixture of delight and disbelief crossed her face. “You’d be perfect together. She’d kick your ass, though… but you’d probably enjoy that.”

Sal frowned as he looked at Upgrade. “Are you thinking of Sakura?”

Upgrade laughed. “Close… it’s Sakura’s Support. Top Support in Quest Academy, to be exact.” She whirled on Sal and pointed directly at him. “You’re going to marry Fabi Maccles!”

Sal’s jaw dropped as he stared at Upgrade. How was she so certain about a girl who he hadn’t even met? Worse was that she guessed the exact same person that Divinity had said to him.

Upgrade stared at Sal’s reaction before she burst out laughing. “No way! It’s Fabi?! Man… this is amazing. I’m messaging her right now.” She took out her tablet and started to scroll through the names as Sal lunged across the table, trying to stop her.

Upgrade easily sidestepped his movement as she held up her tablet victoriously.

“This is perfect. You’ve pretty much given her a whole new future because of that weave, which is how you guys will end up talking.” She looked at Sal with a wide smile. “Then you’ll ask her to join your guild, and she’ll be super reluctant because Doc Ameye is definitely going to offer her an internship at the gala.”

Sal just groaned as he lay on the ground. The tackle through a workbench didn’t go exactly as he had envisioned it. “Why are you making this sound like a drama? I’ve never even met her.”

Upgrade paused as she looked off into the distance. “No, the gala is when the two of you meet! That’s much sooner. Oh, man… you’re going to be getting an award from the Hunter Bureau for the tower stuff, so she’ll notice you from the stage.” Upgrade stopped and looked down at Sal. “What are you going to wear? I’m trying to visualize this.”

Sal sat up. “I don’t know what I’m going to wear. Also, this is ridiculous. I just told you that Divinity was messing with me, and said a name. I used Fabi’s course when I started, the one on the Credit Store. She probably remembers me saying something about it. That’s how she got the name.”

Upgrade stared at Sal. “Her course is what almost killed you? You used her tutelage to make that terrible shirt. We could absolutely go with the sympathy angle. That’ll help you get past her tough exterior… good idea. That changes things.”

“Tough exterior… What are you talking about?” Sal got to his feet, brushing off his trousers as he did so. “This isn’t a novella or a drama, so please stop overthinking it.”

Upgrade raised a hand to stop him. “I’m planning a wedding here, Sal. Two of my favorite students are going to be getting married. I’m absolutely living for this right now, so don’t ruin this for me.”

Sal got back to his seat. He did not want to be thrown into a surprise date with a third-year, who he never met before. Hell, he didn’t even know what she looked like. He knew every inch of her weave like the back of his hand, and had cursed her name at least a hundred times, but he didn’t know anything about her as a person.

Picking up a new pen, Sal left Upgrade to her daydreaming as he continued with the Valkyrie design. He pushed all useless thoughts out of his head and tried to replicate the images that Mythcrafter was putting through his mind. Considering the arbiter’s judgment coat had been a Legendary grade, Sal decided that he was going to try to make something at the same level.

“She looks killer in black. But white represents purity, and we can’t have people thinking she’s some sort of delinquent,” Upgrade muttered from the seat directly across from Sal.

He jumped in surprise at her sudden appearance. “What the fuck, Upgrade?”

“The dress. I’m thinking of the wedding dress,” Upgrade mumbled as she tapped at the page Sal was using. “I wonder what Blathnaid could think up. We should ask her when she’s back. What do you think?”

Sal just stared at her. “Are you actually insane?”

Upgrade tilted her head to one side. “Jetpacks. Grappling hooks. Exo-suits.” Her face broke into a grin. “I’ve finally found your breaking point, and it’s such a fun one.”

Sal closed his eyes and leaned back. “Okay, I deserved that. I’ll stop goading you with stupid Crafting ideas, I promise.”

Upgrade shook her head. “Oh no, bring them on. I’ll just call Fabi to have her stop by from time to time, just to speed up your lifetime of happiness together.”

Sal’s jaw tightened. “Any chance we could just make a truce?”

Upgrade smiled sweetly as she shook her head. “Not a hope in hell.”


Chapter 83: Update

When Upgrade eventually tired of goading Sal with threats and promises relating to Fabi, she went back to her workbench and left him to work on the blueprints. Without her there, he fell into a flow state really quickly. His mastery of sketching improved drastically as Perfect started working out all the bad habits and kinks, replacing them with new behaviors. They were small improvements that yielded drastic results in the sense that Sal could barely recognize his own work when he was finished.

He had decided to make a mock-up of what the Valkyrie replica looked like, and then create a completely separate version with Mythcrafter activated. There were so many options he could consider when looking at materials, and some of them genuinely surprised him. The obsidian glass from the hulker was apparently a decent crafting material for wings, which was not something he had really expected, given how brittle they were. Prowler hide was another option, and despite its weight, it would have added Stealth options for flying. Neither were really what Sal was looking for, as he wanted to replicate the angelic wings from Divinity’s ability.

Because he had already analyzed so many different materials and added them to his knowledge base, Mythcrafter suggested that he look at lux crystals as the main component for the wings. It was hard to know how expensive they would be, but judging by the fact that they were a part of Chatfield’s case of rare goods, he was sure they’d cost him.

Sal worked on all the other materials and eventually came up with a combination that he liked the look of. Knowing that it might be capable of bankrupting him, he made a few backup plans, with other combinations that would also work. The most realistic one relied solely on essence to create the wings, which was the original design from the replica. Essence was a much easier resource to acquire than the physical materials on his list, but it wouldn’t look nearly as impressive. Sal wanted to make something that Divinity would be proud to wear.

After a few more minutes of deliberating and checking his designs, he created a list of materials on the notes app on his tablet and got to his feet. It was time for him to go to the Credit floor.

Pocketing the tablet, Sal left the blueprint room and locked it behind him. He was keenly aware of the stares that followed him throughout the workshop as he made his way to the elevator. Upgrade was grinning and even offered him a wave, but he ignored her. The teasing didn’t bother him too much, as he was used to her. But her words about Fabi being his perfect match continued to play in his head, and he wasn’t a fan of that.

“Heading up?” Alex asked as he fell into step beside Sal. He pressed the call button on the elevator and stared at Sal to the point that it was uncomfortable.

“Yeah. Just need to pick up some stuff at the Credit floor.” Sal smiled.

Alex nodded. “Me too. I thought I had a reputable supplier lined up, but it looks like he turned out to be full of shit.” His smile didn’t leave his face, nor did his stare disengage.

Sal groaned inwardly. “Yeah, something came up. I’m still working on that.” He tried his best to be placating, but he wasn’t in the mood for Alex right now.

“Ah, don’t worry about it. It happens to the best of us.” Alex pointed at Sal. “And the worst. What came up? As a matter of interest.”

The door of the elevator opened and Sal genuinely contemplated taking the stairs. He just hoped that they’d go their separate ways when they reached the Credit floor. A part of him was annoyed at himself for not managing Alex’s expectations better, or for not following through with the promise. It was yet another thing he had intended to do that he hadn’t seen through.

Alex stepped into the elevator, but rather than stand alongside Sal, he stood straight in front of him as the door came down.

Sal looked down at Alex. “I was fighting a hulker and clearing the fifth floor of the tower trial. I needed to get into the Savior class to have any chance of making good on my promises.”

Alex laughed as he pivoted on his foot and fell into step beside Sal. “Ah, you should have said. I’ve been sitting here stewing for weeks, wondering if you were just another asshole Replicator.”

Sal blinked at the sudden change of behavior. “You’re not pissed off?”

Alex shrugged and waved a hand like it was nothing. “Not anymore. Had you been all cagey with me and avoided me, then yeah, I’d be pretty pissed off. But you told me you’re taking care of it, so we’re all good.”

Sal smiled as he shook his head. “Alex, I don’t think I’m ever going to understand you.”

“There’s a whole club of people who can’t,” Alex muttered as he rifled through his pockets, before looking a bit defeated. “Ugh, left my tablet at the desk. Fuck it, it’ll be fine.”

Sal waited for the elevator to get to the Credit floor, counting the seconds, when a sudden thought popped into his head. “Alex, do you have any elixirs or tonics that work specifically for breaking through essence gates?”

Alex frowned. “What are we talking about, Kaizen or just the basics?” He blinked and stared into space. “I don’t know why I’m asking… the answer to both is yes.”

As the doors opened, Sal paused. “What is Kaizen?”

Alex didn’t bother waiting as he sauntered straight out and started looking around in both directions. “Hunter Cultivator. Helps them go beyond the basics they’re teaching you in your Skills class.” He pointed to the left and grinned. “It’s this way.” Looking back at Sal, he paused and shook his head for a second. “Don’t take Kaizen until you’ve finished the basics. Kaizen splinters your gates into smaller ones to increase your capacity, and it’ll hurt like a bitch and fuck your insides if you use it.”

“Any chance I can buy a few of both?” Sal asked hopefully.

Alex laughed as he shook his head. “Fuck no. You make good on our deal, and then we can talk about your little cultivation project.” He snapped his fingers and grinned. “See it as an incentive.”

Sal smiled as he watched Alex saunter off purposefully toward a vendor area. When he exited the elevator himself, he moved straight over to the clerks on duty. One of them was a well-dressed man who didn’t look to be much older than Sal.

“Hello, is Vanessa or Greg in today?” Sal asked politely as he took out his Q-Card and held it in his hand. “You can tell them it’s Salvatore Argento. I’m just here to do some pricing of goods.”

The clerk frowned as he tapped at the terminal in front of him. “Nothing on the system for Salvador. Can I ask if you have an appointment?”

“It’s Salvatore. Just put in Sal.” Sal held up his Q-Card to show how his name was spelled. “And no, I don’t have an appointment. Just let them know I’m here.”

The clerk winced. “I’m afraid that’s against the Credit floor policy. Unless you have an appointment, I won’t be able to facilitate that for you. Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

Before Sal could say anything, all color drained from the clerk’s face. “Ah, my apologies, Mr. Argento. It seems I spelled your name wrong. Are you here to collect the materials under your name?”

Sal paused with his mouth open. He had no idea what the guy was talking about. “Yes.” He decided to just go with it. “That’s exactly what I’m here to do. Lead the way.”

“Excellent. Please follow me,” he said with a curt nod, a true professional. He ducked out from behind the desk and gestured off to the right before moving in a half-jog, half-walk, as though he wasn’t sure what pace Sal preferred.

Sal just smiled as he followed along, curious about where this might lead him. They passed a very confused Greg along the way, who smiled in greeting at the sight of Sal.

“Here you are, Mr. Argento,” the clerk said proudly as he tapped his card against the terminal, only for nothing to happen.

He grew increasingly desperate as he tapped his card again and again, but it refused to open. When he turned around, his face was pale. “I’m so incredibly sorry, Mr. Argento… it seems my permissions aren’t sufficient. I’ll need to ask a more senior member of staff.”

“Vanessa,” Sal suggested. “I’ve worked with her before.” He could see how nervous the clerk was, but couldn’t resist having a little bit of fun.

“Last time I was here, I think it was to meet with Villa from the Reavers Guild. I hold a Silver token with them.” He pretended to think about it. “Or was it for the Appraisals?”

“I’ll… be right back,” the clerk practically squeaked. He ran off at breakneck speed, almost knocking Greg over as he made his way to the staff-room area.

Greg looked back at Sal and laughed. “Give him time—he’s new.”

Sal shrugged. “He thought my name was Salvador. I had to mess with him a little.”

Vanessa appeared at the other end of the corridor, the nervous clerk walking behind her with his head bowed slightly. She barely gave Greg a passing glance as she walked by him. Her eyes were locked on Sal.

“I heard you’re bullying the staff?” she teased with a single hand on her hip as she stopped in front of the doorway.

The poor clerk looked mortified at Vanessa’s choice of words. He looked like he was trying to convey to Sal that he had said absolutely nothing about bullying, all without Vanessa noticing. He failed on both accounts, as Vanessa gave him a withering look.

“Duncan. This is Salvatore Argento. He’s one of our VIPs. Whenever you see him come in, just notify me and I’ll be right there. Got it?”

Duncan nodded repeatedly before pointing in the direction that he came from. “Can… I…?”

Vanessa sighed. “Yes, Duncan, you’ve successfully escorted me to the client. You may return to your desk.” She gave him some encouragement by shooing him away with her hands. When she turned back to Sal, she rolled her eyes as though she was at her wit’s end.

“Now, let’s see those tower materials,” Vanessa added brightly, as she plucked her identification badge from her waist and pressed it against the lock.

It clicked and opened automatically, and Vanessa released her hold on the badge, which snapped back to her waist.

“Tower materials?” Sal repeated, before nodding. “Yes, the tower materials.”

Vanessa smiled as she walked into the room, which illuminated at the door opening. When Sal followed her through, she closed the door behind her and looked at Sal with a stern expression.

“Have you been avoiding me? Are you getting cold feet about the Reavers? I need to know these things, so I’m not blindsided, Sal.”

Sal didn’t even have time to take a look at the contents of the room. He shook his head. “That’s not it. I was in the excursion for a month, and then there was the preparation for the tower trial. I’ve just not had time to think the last while, but there have been a few developments you should know about.”

Vanessa raised an eyebrow as she took a seat on a stack of supply crates. Crossing her arms, she caught herself and uncrossed them. Waving at him to continue, she just sighed. “Tell me. I’m ready for it. It’s Cirque, isn’t it? They reached out directly to you.”

Sal put his hands up. “No. No guilds have been in contact with me. You remember the implanting project you worked on, as a Body Manipulator?”

Vanessa nodded slowly, clearly not sure where he was going with this.

Sal rotated his hands in quick succession. “Well, Grant and Upgrade put together a simulation orb for me to work on weaves, of abilities, to add to the database. I was getting paid for each of them, more Q-Cred than I get for Appraisal. I spent a week on that project, before going to do the tower trial.”

Vanessa frowned and tilted her head slightly to the side. “I’m failing to see how this is a development? I’m happy for you, but how does it factor into a partnership with the Reavers?”

Sal smiled. “I’m getting to the point, I promise.” He took a deep breath. “So, after improving the weaves on the database, the existing ones, and making some new ones, Quest was impressed, and Upgrade threw in the idea of me starting a guild within Quest Academy.”

Vanessa’s arms crossed, this time with no resistance from her. She was apparently satisfied with looking displeased.

“One thing led to another, and people were interested in helping me start a Trainee Guild, but without any backers. They wanted me to have as much control over the project as possible. My parents are currently the deciding factor—according to Quest, at least.” Sal folded his hands.

He didn’t know why he was so nervous in Vanessa’s presence. It was probably some underlying trauma from how she broke through his gates.

Vanessa sighed as she got to her feet with a smile. “Since there’s no buy-in, and there are no backers, I guess you’re here to tell me that the plan is off and you don’t need me anymore?” She shook her head and spread her hands. “Either way, I hope you won’t let it get in the way of the partnership we have here at the Credit floor.”

“Ugh, let me finish,” Sal snapped, which startled her a bit. “Stop jumping to conclusions. The president of the Hunter Bureau knows that I’m a Mythcrafter, and I’ve been invited to the upcoming gala. If Villa is there, then she’s going to know that I’m Myth. That’s not an enemy I want to have.” He raised a hand before Vanessa could interject. “I’m telling you all of this, not to try to cut you out. I want to work with you and have you as a part of whatever entity I set up. You’re better when you have all the information at your disposal.”

Vanessa’s face broke into a wide smile. “You managed to get the attention of the president of the Hunter Bureau? How did you do that?”

Sal looked at her in disbelief. Had she not heard their main issue? He stepped back and heard an audible crunch of glass. It made him pause as he looked down at his feet, and then behind him. Had they actually brought the hulker and covered it in a massive tarp?

“This is how.” Sal pulled at the edge of the tarp and threw it to one side, revealing the shattered husk of the dead hulker. “I killed an obsidian hulker on the fifth floor of the trial.”

Vanessa’s eyes widened as she brought her hands together in front of her. “Okay, we can work with this. We’ll give Villa a work order for Myth’s services. Priority on your next Legendary grade will mollify her, and we can milk them for materials and costs at the same time. She’s able to see the big picture and that will mean keeping you happy.”

Sal blinked as he looked at Vanessa. The sudden switch in personality was wild to see.

Vanessa wasn’t done as she looked at Sal. “If you’re going to set up your guild within Quest Academy, that works better for everyone. You’ll be protected here and it will mean we won’t need to acquire a premises. Are they giving you one of the R&D areas to work out of to start?”

Sal shook his head. “If it happens, the plan is to upgrade the entire workshop and have a section of it operate as the guild.”

Vanessa nodded, her smile growing wider. “That’s perfect. Start-up costs will be drastically reduced and you’ll be right beside the Credit floor as a supplier. I’ll be their worst nightmare for acquiring goods, since I helped price most of it.”

Sal smiled as a thought occurred to him. “By the way, how do you go about buying property?”

“Easy there. When you start swimming in Q-Cred, we can talk about it.” Vanessa laughed as she sat back down with a relieved smile. “You really had me going there.”

Sal shook his head. “You had yourself going. I may be forgetful and pretty shit at replying to messages, but I don’t break promises.” He paused for a second and sighed. “How much Q-Cred would you say constitutes as swimming?”

Vanessa shrugged. “Like, if you had around five thousand that you didn’t mind throwing at a project. That’s the starting amount that would make it worthwhile—ten thousand if you want something good. But it’s not really something you should worry about for now.”

Sal smiled. “So, I’ll ask again. How do you go about buying property?”

Vanessa’s face drained of color as she stared at Sal in disbelief.


Chapter 84: Arc 

“You want to buy buildings? Why the hell would you want to sink Q-Cred into something like that?” Vanessa asked in exasperation. “Do you not understand how much money that is?”

Sal pointed at his eyes. “Appraiser, remember? One of my rewards from the tower was an outing or talk with the guildmaster of Arc. He’s a property developer, and I thought it might be worthwhile looking into buying property to have something to talk to him about. That, and I think it would be great to have a big workshop and living space off campus.”

Vanessa just stared at Sal. “Arc. As in… Arcology? You met the creator of the Bastion Project.”

It was Sal’s turn to stare at her. “Wait… what? No, he wasn’t that old. It couldn’t be him.”

Vanessa tilted her head. “Bushy beard, big guy. Reddish-blond hair. Doesn’t take anything seriously?” She looked at Sal’s reaction, and she let out a sigh.

“That’s a big deal, Sal. He’s up there with Doc Ameye in terms of exclusivity. Getting a meeting with him is worth its weight in cores.” Vanessa put a hand to her face. “I let you out of my sight for a few weeks and this is what happens? You become friends with the guildmaster of Arc, and the president of the Hunter Bureau? I thought I was going to be the networker for the guild. This is ridiculous.”

Sal perked up. “Oh, and an invitation for an outing with the Harmony Guild. Mark, I think?”

Vanessa waved her hand. “Marcus. Altruist through and through. Don’t bother with that one. He’ll just bring you on a Darwin Cruise to show you how the refugees live.”

“Sounds… enlightening?” Sal said awkwardly.

Vanessa snorted. “More like a waste of time. The best way to help people like that isn’t to go around fixing their stuff and pretending to care about them. It’s by getting filthy rich and actually giving them a place to live. Like what Arc does.”

“What is Arc?” Sal asked hesitantly. “You said they made the Bastion Project? Like, does that mean they’re the bad guys?”

Vanessa shook her head with a laugh. “No… no, Sal. Arc is short for Arcology, which is essentially a megastructure designed from a blend of architecture and ecology. They’re self-sufficient and created to house huge amounts of people in difficult climates.” She gestured at the area around her. “Quest Academy was a side project for the Arc Guild, and it was created out of spite.”

“Quest Academy… was created out of spite?”

Sal repeated the sentence, still not getting her meaning. It was a lot of information to take in. And Sal couldn’t even fathom how Quest Academy could ever be considered a side project. Five skyscrapers connected to a railway, with a suspended amphitheater? It was insane.

“Yeah. The foundations of Quest Academy were the original launch site of the Bastion Project. It was a megastructure that had the capability of being sent into orbit if the worst-case scenario happened. The fuckers who took off in it prematurely are what we now call Bastion. They’re the baddies.” She said that last part with a twinkle in her eye and a playful smile.

Vanessa tapped the wall behind her, as though it was for good luck. “Eric wasn’t pleased, and decided that if they ever wanted to return, they’d have to crash-land somewhere. He used the Arc Guild and his own personal funds to create these towers. The Hunter Bureau did help a bit, and the United Guilds Association… but it was mostly down to Arc.”

Sal laughed. “Okay, don’t get on Eric’s bad side. Gotcha.”

Even if Sal wasn’t looking for perspective on how much money he would need to make a real difference, he just got it. Arc was able to fund the construction of Quest Academy, which was likely millions of Q-Cred.

Vanessa smiled. “I’ve heard he’s super nice, but yeah… best to stay on his good side.”

A moment of silence passed as Sal finally turned around to look at all the materials. “Full disclosure… I had no idea that this stuff was recovered for us. I just followed Duncan and hoped for the best.”

Vanessa laughed. “I know. It was originally under the name Erika Clifton, but I swapped that around since you’re the registered Support and would actually have use for it. I doubt she’d know where the Credit floor even is.” She paused as she looked at the containers around her. “Most of this was supposed to be kept in requisition storage for the next few weeks. I don’t know why they sent it over so early.”

Sal nodded as he carefully stepped around the hulker. He reasoned that they probably sent over the spoils because his team had finished with the tower. When he looked at the shattered body in front of him, a smile crossed his lips. The amount of obsidian glass available would definitely be enough for the wings, and if Sal was honest with himself, he was likely going to use them.

“How much are lux crystals?”

Vanessa didn’t even hesitate. “Two hundred Q-Cred per pound. Costs go up if you need it refined.”

“Obsidian it is,” Sal muttered as he opened one of the boxes. The pungent odor hit him immediately, and he slammed the case shut.

“Looks like they packed some dead leechers for you. That’s… nice of them,” Vanessa said from the other side of the room. “Are all your confirmed kills in here? There’s a lot of boxes.”

Sal shook his head. “No, we killed a lot more than this. My best guess is that they picked up the ones that still had bodies, or resembled the demons after we took them down.”

A moment of silence passed, and Sal turned to look at Vanessa, who stared at him with a raised eyebrow.

“Are you going to tell me the truth? About the hulker and all the demons here?” she asked in a tone that asked him to cut the bullshit.

Sal sighed as he threw his essence into the gloves. His outfit was nowhere near as powerful as before, and was probably around Rare grade until he Restored it, but it was in good enough shape to show the Transformation ability. In a split second, his entire set of clothing transformed into a suit of scratched-up black armor.

Vanessa took a step back with wide eyes. “That’s quite unexpected.”

Sal let the armor revert into his normal clothing. He touched his belt and removed the Stealth option, revealing the holster and his scarlet moon revolver. Withdrawing it, he held it out to Vanessa by the barrel, offering her the butt of the gun.

She took it and looked at it carefully. “You made this?”

Her manicured nails traced over the runes etched into the ivory base. They moved to the singular streak of scarlet that moved along the top of the barrel. Despite how quiet she was as she inspected the revolver, she looked impressed.

“As a set.” Sal held up the scarlet moon visor with a smile. “Try it on.” He handed it to her, and got to see her eyes narrow on the similar design.

Switching the revolver to her left hand, she accepted the visor from Sal with a thoughtful smile. Vanessa swung her hair to one side, revealing her right ear. She lifted the visor over her eye and secured it over her exposed ear, and Sal had to admit that it really suited her. She blinked a few times in confusion as it calibrated.

“You really don’t do half measures, do you, Sal?” she said almost in wonder as she let her hair fall back into place, practically obscuring the red screen over her eye.

“My name is Salvador,” Sal said with a straight face.

Vanessa’s eyes widened as she pointed at the visor. “You made a lie detector? This is fantastic!” She smiled brightly when her eyes locked onto his face, which was quickly replaced by a look of realization. “Oh, I can see your stats.”

Sal waited for the verdict with a smile. “My essence gates have moved on a bit from our last meeting.”

“You’re telling me,” Vanessa breathed as she read through the information. “I know about the Skill Master and Mythcrafter thing, but what is Perfect?”

Sal blinked in surprise. “Oh, I didn’t think that would show up. It’s one that I’m using at the minute. It’s an adaptive weave that helps me learn skills and techniques really fast.”

Vanessa nodded. “Did it break through those gates for you?” Her tone was curious.

Sal shook his head. “No, that was mostly elixirs that I tried. I had a few regeneration style ones that ended up breaking the gates. Trust me, I wasn’t expecting it to be that effective.”

Vanessa paused abruptly. “You’re not lying. Regenerative elixirs shouldn’t have that affect, unless the Perfect ability is actively refining the elixir using your internal essence as a catalyst. But that would only work with Alchemize or Refinement.” She started to mumble to herself, but kept the visor locked onto Sal. “Does it work with other elixirs?”

Sal nodded. “As far as I’m aware. I was going to try to buy some before I went home for the break. Alex stonewalled me though, because I owe him a favor.”

Vanessa shook her head. “I’ll buy them from Alex for you. He gives me discounts. Guessing you’re going to look for Kaizen? Maybe Kakushin? Would probably help with Crafting, or blow your mind if the potency reacts to that new weave of yours.”

“Alex told me about Kaizen, but warned me against using it without all the basic gates. I’ve never heard of Kakushin, though. What’s that?” Sal frowned.

A part of him was surprised at how knowledgeable Vanessa was about elixirs, and even her understanding of different weaves that could mimic the effects of Perfect.

Vanessa rolled her eyes. “Alex calls it the Grand Design, but that’s just his own moniker for what everyone else knows as Kakushin. It’s the innovation elixir that boosts creativity and joins the dots between ideas and memories. Very good for breakthroughs, not ideal for breakups.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Sal laughed as he held out his hand to take the gun back from Vanessa. “They both have evolutionary runes, by the way. I’ve started adding them to equipment in the last while, since we worked on the sniper rifle.”

Vanessa squinted one last time as though fighting the urge to blink and miss any of the information she was seeing on Sal. When she pulled her hair out of her eye to see it properly, she laughed. “Okay, it’s official. You’re absolutely loaded.”

Sal just smiled as he took the visor back from Vanessa. “Depending on how busy I get in the next while, I’ll make you one.”

Vanessa chuckled as she gave a light shake of her head. “Nah, I prefer to keep my eyes and ears sharp. I’ll just borrow yours if ever I feel like I need the edge.” She paused thoughtfully. “But if you’re offering a piece of gear, I wouldn’t say no to adaptive clothing like that armor of yours. I’ll need equipment if I’m going back out into the field with this new guild of yours.”

Sal faltered at that. “I thought you were going to take an administrative role?”

Even if she had been a Controller and was a Body Manipulator, Sal had guessed that she’d work on helping his team break through their gates and refine their bodies.

Vanessa shook her head with a laugh. “Nah, you’re going to need a few heavy hitters. Can’t have you filling the roster with Crafters.” She struck a pose by flexing her right arm and shot him a wink.

Sal snapped his fingers as he suddenly remembered something important. “Ah, I forgot. Remember you told me to get on Anna Sakura’s good side?”

Vanessa dropped her arm and the smile left her face. “Is this the time for the bad news?”

Sal laughed. “Well, no… but I think she might join my guild instead of the Delvers. I gave her a Unique-grade piece of equipment, and she’s introducing me to some of her friends in third year who might want to join, too.”

Vanessa’s face broke into an excited smile. “You got Anna Sakura? That’s incredible! It’s a double-win since the Delvers will be furious.” She clapped her hands together and shook her head. “And you’re potentially going to get her friends? Just getting her is amazing, but to get John and Fabi would be an insane start to the guild.”

Sal’s heart froze. “Wait… What name did you just say?”


Chapter 85: Circlet

After wrapping things up with Vanessa, Sal returned to the workshop with a case cradled under his left arm. He didn’t take a huge amount of goods from the area on the Credit floor, but enough that he could experiment and play with. Obsidian was a ridiculously nice material, and very sharp. His visor told him that it had, quite possibly, the worst essence conductivity out of all the resources he’d seen so far. It was a genuine mystery how a hulker was formed from it. The funny thing about it was that it could contain essence, but not receive it. If he wanted to make it as the primary material for the wings of the Valkyrie, then he’d be drawing runes into every single shard.

Sitting at his workbench, out in the open, Sal turned the obsidian around in his hands, wondering what it would be a good match for. His eyes drifted over to the crown he brought down from his room. Considering it was already missing components, there wouldn’t really be any harm in trying to combine them. Sal looked up to see whether Upgrade was around, and when he saw that she wasn’t at her own bench, a smile crept onto his face.

With his visor firmly in place, Sal flicked his right hand to the side, activating the Transform ability. His entire right forearm and hand were instantly transformed into a scratched mechanical claw. It was an unfortunate result of the fight with the hulker, and Sal told himself he’d Restore it later. His attention, however, was on the crown in front of him. With Perfect and Mythcrafter both active, and a case full of random materials, he was excited. It wasn’t going to be something that he designed, but rather an experiment of intuition.

Taking the crown and placing it in front of himself, Sal started by pouring essence into it and loosening the remains of the lord crystal still lodged into spikes around the stylized frame. When he was able to pull them all out, he looked at the frame and shape of the crown. It was still incredibly ostentatious and wouldn’t suit anyone in this day and age. Sal may not have had the same sense of style that Blathnaid had, but he wasn’t completely useless.

He started to refine the frame, keeping the main materials and runes intact, but reshaping the crown into a circlet. The pieces of lord crystal were no longer going to stand upward, as the circlet wasn’t going to be flashy. Sal considered his options and combined the shards to create a small disc-like shape. It required a lot of massaging from the mechanical claw and folding essence into it, but Sal felt like it was a good idea. In his head, the disc was going to be at the center of the forehead, and the white of the lord crystal would match Divinity’s eyes when she used her power.

Picking up a few shards of obsidian, Sal decided to use it as a contrast to the stark white of the crystal. Because the glass-like shards were black as night and looked to contain a storm within, it would make the new circlet appear as though it were a full moon during a lightning storm. He’d worry about the runes later, and which would work best for Divinity, but as it stood, he was happy with his progress so far.

With a steady hand, Sal started to refine the obsidian by cutting it with his mechanical fingers. Small lasers of essence shot out to cut the shard exactly as he visualized it, and after just a few moments, he was left with a perfect insert for the crystal. With that ready, Sal then worked on the circlet part, using the original material of the crown and bending it with his essence so that it would accommodate the shard and crystal insert. All the little prongs that had been designed to hold up the crystal were merged with the metal until they formed a smooth edge. He even created a lip on the top and bottom of the circlet that would hold the shard and crystal in place.

The hardest part was yet to come as Sal started to bend the obsidian without damaging it. Adding essence was the first problem, and the second was how brittle it was. It was a ridiculously tedious task of moving it gradually, but Perfect came to the rescue and nudged his fingers to apply more pressure. His visor also indicated whenever the risk of snapping became too high. Without both of those things, Sal would have been at the workbench with a lot of shattered obsidian.

After what felt like an age, Sal felt a click. It was the now-curved shard clicking into place against the lips of the metal. He wasted no time in using essence to close the lips around the new shard, securing it in place. All the original runes were still there, and behind the obsidian. Sal didn’t know whether that would hinder them from working, or whether it would activate like it did with the scarlet screen on his visor. He didn’t really care, though, as this was very much an experiment and he’d be able to revert everything to the original state if he really needed to. Sal had a good feeling about this, though.

It was still very bulky with how much metal remained of the original crown, so Sal needed to find a way to reduce it down. He plunged his left hand into the open case of materials and searched for something circular, until he finally felt it with his fingertips. It was only after he withdrew his hand that he cursed himself for being an idiot. There were so many jagged edges of obsidian in there, and he just blindly shoved his hand in. With a shake of his head, he withdrew his prize. A small core the size of a large marble came into view.

Sal stared at it for a moment. It was the core of the evolved leecher they had taken out on the first floor of the tower trial. Sal had been sure that Gallant pocketed it, so did that mean he had given it to the requisitions team afterward? The other thought in Sal’s mind was whether he should use such a good core for this experiment. He had intended to use a normal leecher core.

After a few seconds of deliberation, Sal went with the one in his hand. It had the same storm effect as the obsidian, so it might add to the effect. When it came to the abilities he wanted to add to the circlet, Sal was a little unsure. He guessed that the lord crystal would give a Psionic-related ability, as it did that for the crown, but he didn’t really know what way the obsidian or hellfire titanium would react. The core was a bit of a mystery, too.

Sal shrugged it off as he continued to refine the circlet, taking special care to massage the core into a more malleable state. He was going to place it behind the lord crystal disk, and hope that it didn’t look too bulky or out of place. The last thing he wanted was to have to reshape the obsidian again.

It felt almost like a reflex at this point, but it wouldn’t hurt to add a few of his own runes to it. Not with the intention of adding any specific abilities, but maybe something like an evolutionary rune and an essence-absorption rune. The issue was where he could do them. He didn’t want to risk scoring the obsidian by engraving directly onto it, so his only options were a small one on the lord crystal, or by drawing them on the back of the circlet that would be against Divinity’s forehead.

Sensing his issues, the visor scaled the evolutionary rune down to an almost ridiculous scale, and Sal had to really start cutting with precision. The crystal itself was half the size of his thumb, and the rune he was used to adding was more like the size of his palm. With a resigned sigh, he crouched and started to engrave, wincing as sparks flew from the crystal residue.

It was slow and painful work, especially when carving into a solid white surface. He relied on the visor to see how it was progressing. After a few painful minutes of discomfort, his body moved into a position that eliminated his growing sense of back pain. His engraving also started to improve as he made small incisions on the crystal, trying to draw the pattern his visor showed him.

Mythcrafter was standing by with a dozen or so suggestions on how it could be improved, but Sal ignored it.

If the obsidian bending was tedious, the precise engraving was torturous. In what should have only taken a few minutes, Sal took over an hour to get it right. When he finally leaned back, he let Mythcrafter make its suggestions. Sal was relieved to see that most of them were small fixes. A lot of them required thinning out the metal at the back of the circlet, with one suggestion telling him to break the circle at the back and turn the device into a tiara. Sal almost considered it until he saw that the next step involved bending more obsidian. The circular frame stayed.

After cleaning up some of the rough edges and polishing the excess hellfire titanium down to a smooth edge, Sal was left with a final rune to add before he finished. On the back of the circlet, he had a lot more room, and no obsidian to worry about. The self-replenishing rune was created perfectly and quickly.

Sal smiled as he turned it around in his hands. He pushed his essence into it, trying to find any little snags or cracks that needed to be filled in or polished out. Rather than using the tools of his mechanical hand, he massaged the essence into the areas and adhered the obsidian to the hellfire titanium, and the lord crystal to the obsidian. His essence was able to pass through the crystal to fuse the evolved leecher core to everything around it, locking it all in place. Overall, there weren’t many moving parts to this piece of equipment. None, actually. It was a fairly straightforward piece to make, and the evolutionary markings would hopefully allow it to evolve up the ranks.

“Be better than Rare grade. Unique or Epic would be fine,” Sal muttered as he placed the circlet back down on the table, staring at it as though it would speed up the cooldown process.

As he sat there, mumbling to himself, he became very aware that someone was looking at him.

Glancing up and blinking, Sal saw nearly every single Crafter on the workshop floor staring at him in a mixture of shock and awe. He looked around and saw that it wasn’t just the people in front of him. His eyes eventually landed on Upgrade, who pointed at him with a grin, and then pointed at her right hand.

Sal looked down at his arm and saw the mechanical claw was still active. “Oh…”

He had just Crafted a piece of equipment, in a single sitting, with a transformative arm, surrounded by second and third-years who had never seen him Craft before. Sal flicked his wrist and deactivated the transformation with an awkward chuckle. It probably hadn’t helped that he was audibly hoping for something higher than a Rare grade.

“What did you make?” a voice asked from a bench across from him.

Sal looked up to see Erin, the girl he had met when he offered to include them in a lunch order a few weeks back. She stared at the circlet on the table with wide eyes.

There was a right answer and a wrong answer. Unfortunately, Sal picked the wrong one. “I have no idea. It was just an experiment.” He laughed, shrugging and pointing at it. “I’ll be able to Appraise it in a while, and I’ll let you know what it turns out to be.”

Erin continued to stare at him. “You used obsidian on an experiment!” Her voice was a few decibels off a shriek, but it was close. She looked around for support, as though she wasn’t the only one thinking that this was insane.

Sal reached into his case and pulled out a fresh shard of it. “Do you want some? I’ve got plenty to spare.”

Judging by Upgrade’s laugh on the other side of the room, and the mixture of horrified faces in the workshop, that was also the wrong answer.


Chapter 86: New Frontiers

Erin had stared at the offered shard of obsidian for a solid minute before tentatively accepting it. It was clear that she thought it was a trick of some kind, but Sal didn’t mind. He just wanted the awkward situation to dissipate as soon as possible. He closed his case so the other materials didn’t cause a stir among the students, or open him up to trade requests. There were still quite a few people who were waiting on the circlet to cool down.

Sal gave them all a smile before turning his attention back to the item he had just Crafted. When it was finished, he’d leave the workshop and head back to his dorm or something. It looked to be enjoying the situation from how it continuously glowed, showing no sign of playing nice and just finishing up.

Taking out his tablet, Sal flicked through his messages and saw one from Divinity. She had just come through the portal and was on her way back to Quest Academy. He decided that he’d have some lunch with her, when he saw the time. Inwardly, he corrected himself and sent a message asking whether she’d like to have dinner with him in the canteen. It was late at night, and he had no idea where the time went. He hadn’t felt like the Crafting had taken that long.

Finally, after a lot of internal begging, the circlet finally stopped vibrating. Sal sighed in relief and checked it out with his visor, doing a quick Appraisal. The name wasn’t one of his own choosing, and he wondered whether the system made a determination based on the abilities. He didn’t even know what a psyker was.

	Name	Psyker’s Dominion
	Origin	Crafted
	Age	New
	Grade
	Epic (Upper)
	Materials	Refined Mythcrafter Essence | Remnant Essence | Hellfire Titanium | Obsidian | Lord Crystal | Evolved Leecher Core | Perfect Essence
	Attributes	Warded: Protects user from all Influence and Psionic attacks.
Nullify: Protects user from all Energy Manipulation attacks.
Barrier: Creates protective shield around the wearer.
Attune: Increases Essence Control and Refinement.
Amplify: Increases the grade of internal Ability.

	Abilities	Warded | Nullify | Barrier | Attune | Amplify
	Runes	Essence Replenishment Rune
Essence Warding Rune
Evolutionary Rune

	Power Source	Evolved Core
	Evolution	Yes - 0%
	Quality	Perfect
	Condition
	100%
	Value	Est. $250,000.00 — $325,000.00


Sal stared at the stats. It looked like he had just created the perfect countermeasure to Erika’s ability. Psyker’s Dominion somehow managed to defend against essence-based attacks, no matter the type, and it had a barrier ability just in case someone got too close. Dominion was the perfect word for it, as the wearer would be practically impervious to any form of attacks once they wore it. It was the perfect piece of equipment for a Controller, and Sal knew that Barry and Erika would get just as much use out of it, but it was perfect for Divinity. She had struggled with essence control during their Skills class, so this would help her immensely.

He grinned as he picked it up and looked at it. The finish wasn’t wildly different from what he had visualized, but the storm effect from the obsidian looked beautiful. It actually looked like a moon in a night sky, with a lightning storm happening around it. The curve of the obsidian had really taken shape, and it looked incredibly slick with its new polished sheen.

“What’s the verdict?” Upgrade leaned against his table, smiling. Her eyes locked onto the circlet.

Sal smiled as he glanced up at her. “Epic grade, Upper. Has five attributes instead of the usual four, and they’re all very much geared for a Controller to use. Warded, Nullify, Barrier, Amplify, and Attune. It should protect Divinity in the tower trial and give her more capacity to use her powers.”

Upgrade raised an eyebrow. “So, I’m guessing that you decided a tiara was more practical than a wing suit? I’m proud of you, Sal. I genuinely thought you were obsessed with making life difficult for yourself.”

Sal blinked at that. “Oh, I still intend on finishing that and using the obsidian shards for the wings… but I thought that it would be unfair to the team if I used all the resources we got from the tower on someone else.”

Upgrade nodded. “Wise choice.” She looked at the circlet for another moment as though considering her thoughts. She gave Sal a sideways glance and sighed. “You said Warded was one of the abilities? Was that anything to do with blocking Erika’s ability?”

Sal shook his head. “That’s just a coincidence. I’d be tempted to make one for myself and for the rest of the team, but honestly… I don’t think that I’m ever going to be on a team with her again. The moment Quest lets us pick our teams again, I’ll be jumping ship. I don’t want to have to wear something out of fear, nor do I want to give her the satisfaction of thinking that I’m scared of her.”

Upgrade smiled. “Wearing something out of fear? That reminds me of a shirt I saw a first-year make a few months ago…”

Sal raised a finger. “Hey, that was ages ago! I’ve learned way more stuff now, including the fact that my shirt was able to take a body slam from a hulker.”

Upgrade laughed as she pinched at Sal’s collar. “We’re going to have to fix that up, for sure.”

Sal looked at her hand and smiled. “Yeah… but the new uniforms will be happening for the next semester. Whatever I end up with, I’ll have to use purple shoulders to showcase that I’m a Support class.” He plucked at his own shirt with a laugh. “I’ll be honest, though… I’ve gotten really sentimental about this outfit because you guys made it for me. I’m going to Restore it later in the week.”

“After you’ve made the wings?” Upgrade teased as she let go of his shirt and picked up the circlet. “You’ve got plenty of time before the semester ends. Should I expect you in here daily?”

Sal shook his head. “I asked Quest if I’d be able to go home early, to spend some time with my parents before starting the next semester.” He paused for a second before laughing guiltily. “I’m pretty sure the wings can wait a while. I want to Craft something fun for myself.”

Upgrade frowned. “Sounds nice, but you better not regress and become a coward in those weeks you’re away. You better keep doing the basics.” She pointed at the bare workbench in front of her. “You know, to avoid bad habits like Crafting without a blueprint?”

Upgrade pretended to be annoyed before her smile eventually broke through and she placed the circlet back on the workbench.

Sal leaned back on the stool and stretched with a wide yawn. “Crap, that Crafting took it out of me.” He blinked a few times before meeting Upgrade’s eyes. “I promise I won’t lose the basics. I’m probably going to be doing more Crafting than ever when I get home.”

He tapped at the workbench, looking at his tablet to see whether Divinity had replied to his message. It would take a bit of time before she got back to the academy by train, so he had a little time to spare.

Just as it looked like Upgrade was going to head off, Sal called out to her. “Hey… do you have those blueprints for the drone by any chance? I was playing around with the little hover bot thing and it got me thinking about the drone project,” he said guiltily while scratching at the back of his head.

Upgrade just stared at him before sighing with a smile. “I should have known. You’re about to get a nice long break away from the academy and the first thing you want to do is work on a long-ass project. The blueprints are still in the room over there if you want to look at them. Just make your own copy—don’t change my original designs.” She was about to move off when she suddenly stopped. “Oh, and maybe have a look at the ones under Blathnaid’s name. She was playing around with the hover bot design for a while.”

Sal smiled as he got to his feet. “Will do. Thanks, Upgrade.”

He picked up the case and held it under his left arm. He picked up the circlet with his right hand and made his way over to the blueprint room. He promised himself that he was just going to make a few copies of the blueprints with his visor, and then take his materials back to the dorm. Then, he’d have dinner with Divinity. It was a straightforward plan that not even Sal would be able to screw up.

***

“Oh, you’re already here?” Divinity asked in surprise as she walked over to their table with a salad in hand.

She wore casual clothes, which told Sal that her uniform likely didn’t fare very well with the leechers and prowlers. There were no visible injuries and no real issues with her posture, which was a relief to see.

Sal rolled up the blueprint he had been drawing and smiled at her. “Yeah, I’m surprised too. You’d have been so proud of me, though. I nearly got distracted like five times on the way here.”

Divinity laughed as she sat down. “So, do you want to get the tower talk out of the way first?” She held her knife and fork at the ready as she looked at Sal.

He shook his head. “I actually wanted to give you something, but you probably already know about it.” With a shrug, he rustled the bag beside him and waited for her reaction.

Divinity frowned. “You already gave me the monocle, so you shouldn’t have been working on anything else for me.”

Sal blinked in surprise. Had she really forgotten about the crown she had left with him?

Divinity just shook her head. “I try not to look too much at our conversations as futures, so I can enjoy them when they happen. It can be more of a surprise for me, and lead to less arguments.” She smiled guiltily at that. “I’ve tried to keep my focus on a bright future and how we get to it, rather than the little things that could deviate us from that path.”

Sal continued to stare at her. “So… you don’t know what I’ve got here for you?”

Divinity spread her hands and shrugged. “Nope. I’m just hoping it’s not a gun or something… I’d probably end up killing someone on my own team.” Her smile lit up her face as she laughed. “Man, if you saw how much of a clusterfuck we were… I honestly have no idea how we got through a single floor.”

With a chuckle, Sal reached down and withdrew the circlet from the bag. It was the same one he used for Sakura’s equipment. “Close your eyes for a second.”

Divinity looked down at her salad with a sigh, before she placed both the knife and fork beside her plate and closed her eyes. “If it’s a gun, I’m sure I’ll love it,” she backpedaled, just in case she had unintentionally criticized his efforts.

Sal placed the Psyker’s Dominion on the table in front of her, making sure that the lord crystal was pointed directly at her so she could see the full effect of it. “You can open your eyes now.”

Divinity’s eyelids flickered open and her gaze locked onto the circlet. “Whoa. What’s this?”

“Remember that shattered crown you picked up for getting first place in the rankings?” Sal gestured for Divinity to pick it up. “I reworked it and turned it into something perfect for you.”

Divinity reached for it, but stopped before touching it, as though it might burn her. “What does it do?” Her eyes practically sparkled as she looked at it carefully, taking in the stormy effect around the glowing moon-like crystal.

“It’s called Psyker’s Dominion and it has five different abilities, all of which are perfect for a Psionic Controller,” Sal started as he pointed at it, smiling. “Wards off attacks from other Psionic users, and Influence types, so you won’t have to worry about Erika or that Wester guy from Bastion. It also stops Energy Manipulation, so nothing to fear from bolts of lightning or jets of fire.”

He grinned as he nudged it closer to her. “Barrier is in there too, which will protect you from physical attacks. And then there are two more that will boost the proficiency of your actual ability and improve your essence control.”

Divinity just stared at it in wonder, then back up at Sal. “I honestly thought you’d forgotten about the crown and let it go a while back, since you had so many other things to worry about.”

Sal smiled as he watched her place it over her head. She held it as if it might shatter at any moment, and it was fun to see her being so uncharacteristically careful with it. “What do you think of it?”

Divinity grinned as she finally fixed it onto her head, the lord crystal at the front giving off a dull glow.

“It feels…” She paused as she looked off to one side. Her eyes widened after a moment as she looked at her own hand. “It’s incredible… Give me a second.”

Before Sal could say anything, Divinity’s eyes turned white, and the crystal on her circlet flared to life as it matched the white glow of her eyes. That wasn’t the only reaction, as Sal watched a golden light cover Divinity’s skin that didn’t exist before. Her hair started to float behind her head and the glowing of her eyes and forehead began to shift to a golden color rather than white.

Then, with another blink, Divinity was back and looking exhilarated. She grinned from ear to ear and slapped her hands against the table, causing her knife to clatter to the ground. With a heavy breath, she stared at Sal. “I broke my rule.”

Sal stared back at her, a little alarmed at the sudden change. “Which one?”

Divinity pointed at her eyes. “I try not to cut corners when it comes to learning things, but I just had to look into the future to see how to master this as quickly as possible.” She was still grinning like she was drunk, and with a laugh, she tried to explain it to Sal. “I can see so much more detail! Like… it’s different from when you were using my ability, because it was just so powerful. This was like a precise and vivid picture of the future. I could feel the senses and move around the scenes I saw. It’s just incredible,” she finished breathlessly.

Sal smiled and gave a mock bow. “I’m delighted you like it. When it evolves, I hope the new abilities are just as good.”

Divinity stared at him as though he were insane. “Wait… it’s an evolutionary piece? How much more can it evolve?”

Before Sal could answer, Divinity raised a hand and activated her power again.

“I’ll check.”

Sal wasn’t sure how to react. Was she looking at the future of the circlet? He knew logically that he was able to make up to Mythic grade… but the best he had managed with people had been Legendary grade. It would take a huge amount of time and essence for any of his evolutionary runes to get close to Mythic, so he was genuinely curious to know what that might look like.

Divinity’s smile grew as her eyes went wide. A sharp intake of breath followed, with some slapping of the table, until finally… she let out an excited shriek that caused more than a dozen heads in the canteen to turn around in alarm.

Sal could only smile apologetically at them as he waited for Divinity’s verdict. It took her only a few more seconds to come back to reality, and the grin never left her face.

“Sal… I just want to say that this is the best present I’ve ever received in my entire life,” she said without a shred of mockery.

Divinity placed her hand on the front of the circlet and laughed. “It’s the best present I’ll ever receive, and I’m certain of that. I’m going to be buried with this thing and I’m never taking it off.”

Sal frowned. “I’m guessing the abilities are good then? The ones it evolves into?”

Divinity was about to answer excitedly before she stopped herself abruptly. “Ah… I don’t know if I should say. Let’s just drop the topic for now.” She was suddenly conflicted because she looked like she desperately wanted to say something but was fighting against that instinct.

Sal laughed at the reaction and shrugged. “Honestly, there’s nothing you could say that will really impact me. An ability on your circlet isn’t going to change anything.”

Divinity finally broke as she shifted awkwardly. “Even if there was… hypothetically… a level after Mythic grade?”

Sal’s jaw dropped as he stared at her. “No fucking way…”

Divinity immediately tried to change the subject as she pointed at the circlet on her forehead with a nervous smile.

“In other news, this thing eventually lets me shoot Psionic beams from my head. Let’s focus on that, yeah?”


Chapter 87: Ideal Future

“You can’t just change the subject after dropping that bombshell on me!” Sal exclaimed as he stared at Divinity as if she were insane.

Divinity just laughed as she shook her head. “I’m serious. It looks like you’ve buffed up.” She gestured at his torso vaguely. “I’m pretty sure your shoulders weren’t always that wide, and there’s more definition to your jawline.” Her eyes locked onto his face with a frown. “And it looks like you can grow a full beard?”

Sal let out an exasperated sigh as he placed his hands down on the table, staring at Divinity intently. “Mythic grade is the highest known form of Crafting. It was made with a perfect weave, so there shouldn’t be anything after it.” He struggled to get his point across, to make Divinity understand just how insane her comments were. “Like, Doc Ameye can Craft up to the Legendary grade, and he knows all about evolutionary runes. Okay?”

Divinity smiled as she gave Sal a humoring nod. “Yes, I understand.”

Sal nodded emphatically. “So, if there’s no Mythic-grade pieces of equipment in existence… and he can make evolutionary items… then it’s impossible for your circlet to evolve past Mythic grade.”

Divinity’s smile remained fixed but she shook her head. “I don’t follow that logic.”

Sal let out another exasperated sigh. “Evolution is capped at the highest grade of the Crafter. Things I create can only go to Mythic, just like Doc Ameye’s can only go to Legendary. So, I made that circlet with Mythcrafter… which means it’s impossible for it to ever surpass that grade!”

Divinity pointed at her circlet. “Well, the future says you’re wrong. This goes a whole step beyond Mythic.” She shrugged as though it were no big deal. “Maybe your ability just evolves over time or something. You said yourself that you’ve been creating new weaves. Maybe it’s just a new one that you make in the future?”

Sal bit his lip as he stared at her for a moment. “Okay then, how many options does it have in the future? Mythic is estimated at something like sixteen abilities or attributes.”

Divinity frowned as she shook her head. “It has something like five or six, but they’re heavy hitters.”

Sal tilted his head as he spread his hands in confusion. “That makes no sense. Are you confusing it with Epic grade by any chance? Maybe there’s something between Legendary and Mythic, and that’s what you’re seeing?”

With a shrug, she leaned back and her eyes turned white. “I’m not really sure about all the different grades, but there’s a few of them. Give me a second.” She frowned as she looked off to the side. A smile appeared on her face as she tapped her hands excitedly against the table. “Man, I love this future.”

“How do you even know what to look for?” Sal asked in confusion as he waited for her verdict.

Divinity’s smile widened as she held out her hand. “I’ll show you just this little snippet, but you’re only allowed to look at what’s in front of you, okay?”

Sal looked at Divinity’s outstretched hand. “Are you sure it’s okay for me to see?”

He was nervous that seeing the future might have negative consequences, or he might screw something up and cause the future to be ruined.

“Yeah. It’s a pretty neutral future in terms of spoilers. But has a lot of cool stuff that will blow your mind,” Divinity said excitedly as she waved her outstretched hand for him to take. “Come on, just grab my hand.”

Sal took a breath before he placed his palm on hers. “Okay, I won’t look around too much,” he said with a nervous laugh as her essence flooded through his arm and shot straight to his head.

“Wait, what’s that?” Divinity frowned as their essences intertwined. She tried to pull her hand away as a jerk reaction, but her arm didn’t move.

Sal felt his Perfect ability start to work on the foreign essence, and he quickly cut off all the power that was keeping it active. “Sorry, a weave that I had active. Are you okay?”

Divinity’s eyes were wide as she stared ahead of her. “Can you… reactivate it?”

Sal nodded as he powered up the Perfect ability again, holding it steady in his subconscious. “Did it do something?”

Rather than answering, Divinity closed her eyes and joined her essence with Sal’s. A smile appeared on her face as her hair started to glow and levitate even higher than before. When she opened her eyes again, the golden light that poured out of her eye sockets was much more powerful.

“Divinity, you’re worrying me a bit here. Is everything okay?” Sal looked at her hand clasped around his own.

“I’ll show you,” Divinity answered in a breathless voice.

When the words came out of her mouth, a wave of her essence engulfed him, much more potent than anything he had experienced before. It was chaotic… but gentle.

Sal gasped and scrunched his eyes shut. He was sure that there was going to be some backlash from the sudden surge of essence, but when he opened his eyes cautiously, he was no longer in the canteen. Instead, he stood in a bustling area.

“That sign right there.” Divinity spoke from beside him.

She stood to his right and held his hand, a wide smile on her face. With her free hand, she pointed at a sign on the wall.

Sal was still shocked at the level of detail in the vision. It was more vivid than any of the ones he had seen before in the past. The bustle that had originally surprised him was a collection of excited teenagers moving around the large open space, pointing at things and making facial expressions of delight and surprise. Whenever Sal tried to focus on what they were looking at, the objects would blur away from sight.

“Remember, that’s not the important thing,” Divinity chided him as she blocked out his peripheral vision.

The surroundings started to obscure in a sort of hazy fog, preventing him from seeing any sort of details.

“You’re here to see this.” She pointed at a board above the row of counters.

Sal followed her pointed finger to the illuminated sign. It was a pricing board, like the ones they used back in the Argento Auction. He looked at a series of brand symbols that he didn’t recognize. Beside the foreign symbols were the names, and Sal’s throat tightened when he read them.

“Myth Mark?” Sal started at the top of the list before going down in a straight line. “Ameye Armaments, Clean Cut, Fabi Tech…”

They were names of brands available for purchase on the pricing board. Looking up to the top of the sign, Sal saw a familiar name.

“Argento Plaza.”

He desperately looked for more context in the space that was in front of him, but all he could see were prices of equipment sets. It was all priced in Q-Cred, which told him that Quest Academy was still in operation.

Myth Mark had to be him, didn’t it? Sal stared at them, piecing together the clues to see that Doc Ameye had somehow joined forces with the Argento Auction? Fabi Tech was likely Fabi Maccles, and Clean Cut was likely Blathnaid. There were more names on the list that he didn’t recognize, but it seemed that there were a few different brand manufacturers of equipment. It was amazing for a few reasons, because there were practically no brand manufacturers since the portals opened up. What had changed to allow this to be possible?

“This is a small part of my favorite future, Sal,” Divinity said with a wide smile. “But the list we’re here for is on that side of the board.”

Sal followed her gesture and saw another section of the pricing guide that had been previously obscured. “It’s the grades?”

He wanted to move closer to get a better look, but he was rooted on the spot in the vision. With a frown, he squinted and tried to read it properly. “Common, Uncommon, Rare…”

They were all the same that he was used to, but the list was far longer than he had anticipated.

“Legendary, Mythic…” His eyes widened at the fact that there was not just one entry after Mythic, but two. “Divine and Celestial?”

Not only were there two more grades that he wasn’t aware of, but they were also being advertised in a public place? Did that mean there was no fear of Bastion, the Hunter Bureau, or the United Guilds Association? It didn’t look like any sort of underground auction, but rather an open storefront similar to the Credit floor or the Argento Auction. Was there really no danger from someone trying to steal those goods?

Divinity laughed as she looked at him. “Apparently, they’re commission only, so no chance of finding out the prices. Since this is the Argento Plaza, my best guess is that you learn how to make beyond the Mythic grade in the next number of years.”

As Divinity turned to Sal, the obscuring tunnel moved with her, and Sal was able to get a look at the area surrounded by the excited teenagers. His eyes locked onto a single suit of armor. A sign was above it, highlighting the specs and price—or rather, the lack of a price.

Myth Mark VII

Vanguard Spec (Defense Class)

Quest Academy’s Standard Uniform

Free for Enrolled Students

Divinity saw Sal’s jaw drop, and she turned to see where he was looking. “Ah, you weren’t supposed to see that. But go on, you might as well have a closer look. You’re just not allowed to leave the store, okay?”

Sal stared at the options in disbelief. What he couldn’t get over was the pricing model. “How the hell can they afford to make them free?”

He looked up from the suit and saw a few other interesting pieces of information. “Synergies?” He read aloud as he followed a line of light to another mannequin that contained a full suit of armor.

Myth Mark Evo IX

Elite Spec (Controller Class)

Quest Academy’s Limited Edition Uniform

Free for Savior class Enrolled Students

Free for Argento Family Affiliates

He couldn’t Appraise them as it was just a vision and the details were hazy, but Sal was able to glean a lot of information from what he could see in front of him. There were sets of uniforms for Quest Academy, with a synergy system between the full team. It wasn’t like the stuff he had made before, where the bonuses were shared between a set worn by an individual. This was a set bonus shared between a team, allowing each of them to have passive bonuses based on their proximity to one another.

None of the designs looked remotely familiar to anything Sal had ever conceived in his head, and the workmanship on each piece looked to be of a ridiculously high quality. The Evo edition looked like it had an evolutionary rune, but it was only available on the Savior class editions? Who were the Argento Family Affiliates? Sal had a thousand questions, but none of them were causes for worry.

“Amazing, isn’t it?” Divinity asked from beside him with a grin.

Sal just nodded as he turned around to look at a statue centered in the room. “What’s this?”

He looked up to see a familiar face smiling down at him, her mechanical claw extended in a battle pose. Sal smiled as his eyes flicked down to the plaque at the base of the marble statue.

In Memory of Upgrade, the Greatest Crafting Hero

Founding Member of the Mythic Guild

“Shit!” Divinity cursed as she broke apart the vision, pulling them back to the canteen. Her hand gripped Sal’s as she looked at him with a worried expression. “Sal, are you okay?”

Sal stared at Divinity as the tears rolled freely down his cheeks. “Upgrade is dead in that future?”

Divinity continued to hold Sal’s hand as she shook her head. “Sal, I’m so sorry. There are a lot of memorials in that future and similar statues. I didn’t realize that one was Upgrade, and I feel horrible for letting you see that.”

Sal shook his head as he wiped at his eyes. “I’ve got no idea how you do it. Seeing all those tragedies and still having the heart to keep looking.”

He took a breath and placed his face into his palms, letting out an aggravated sigh. “I know it hasn’t happened yet, but I hate knowing that it could come true someday.”

“It has to,” Divinity said quietly as she looked at Sal. “That future is the best chance humanity has of overturning the war. You didn’t see it, but the amount of reclaimed territory… and the fact that we’re pushing the demons back? It’s the best vision I’ve ever seen.”

Sal got to his feet and put a fake smile on his face. “I know that we see things differently, and I don’t want to say something to you now that will hurt you. There has to be a better future than that one, where Upgrade doesn’t die. I can’t let that happen.”

Divinity just stared at him in disbelief. “Sal, I don’t think you understand… almost all of us are dead in that future.”

Sal’s eyes widened as he froze on the spot. “How the hell can that be considered a positive future?!”

Divinity’s face broke into a smile. “Because it’s the farthest vision I can see in the future.” She laughed at the stupefied expression on Sal’s face. “It’s sixty years from now.”


Chapter 88: Stats

When Sal got back to his dorm room, he found a small box of vials just inside his door. He picked up the box and let the door slide closed behind him. With a curious expression, he took the box into his small workroom and placed them on the bench. There was no card attached to it, but from the look of the vials, he was certain that Vanessa had procured Kaizen and Kakushin for him from Alex.

With a smile, he sat down at the table and unloaded the vials, counting them one by one. It was a nice distraction from the muddled thoughts he had after his catch-up with Divinity. Even though she had the best of intentions when showing him the possible future, he couldn’t help but dwell on the memorial of Upgrade. It had come as a jarring shock to him, and he was still processing it in the back of his head.

Divinity had tried to reassure him, but it fell on deaf ears. Sal couldn’t get the plaque out of his mind. There were only two sentences on it. Reducing her life and her exploits to two sentences was, frankly, ridiculous. It was insulting that she was being remembered for being a founding member of the Mythic Guild, and the comment about her being the Greatest Crafting Hero wasn’t fooling him for one second. It had to be a memorial made by someone who didn’t know her, which invited the question of why it was in the Argento Plaza in the first place.

Taking a breath, Sal closed his eyes and cursed himself for losing count of the vials. There was no point in dwelling on the future he saw. It was a possibility rather than something set in stone. Divinity had already told him that his work on the weaves had changed that future dramatically, and there would be countless decisions he made between now and then that would alter it further.

Sal separated the vials and looked into the empty box, making sure there wasn’t a note or anything that he missed. There was no note, but there was a single remaining vial that was different in appearance from the other two. It was a purple liquid in a sharp vial, that resembled a spike of ice with a screw cap on the top of it. He placed it on its side beside the Kakushin and Kaizen before pulling out his tablet to message Vanessa. When he moved to her contact information, he saw a message already waiting for him.

Vanessa: Hey, I picked up the stuff from Alex as promised. Since you don’t have the full set of gates yet, I threw in a special surprise. It’s an essence replenishment elixir, and it’s pretty high grade. Hunters use it on the battlefield between encounters to keep their internal cores topped up.

Vanessa: Actually, I’m just thinking about it. Maybe don’t try it with that Perfect ability active.

Sal smiled as he read her messages. He shot her back a quick reply, thanking her for going to the trouble. He hadn’t expected her to acquire so much of the Grand Design for him. By his count, there were eight vials of it. He only had a small serving of it the last time, and there were at least three servings in the ones that Vanessa had procured for him, totaling twenty-four doses of Grand Design.

“Okay…” Sal looked at them laid out in front of him. “We can’t use Kaizen until all the internal gates are unlocked.”

He moved his attention to the sharp vial of purple liquid. “And we shouldn’t use this with the Perfect ability…” Sal looked at it for a few more moments before letting out a sigh. “What are you doing, Salvatore?”

Picking up his visor, he put it over his right eye and waited for it to activate. When the red screen burst to life, Sal got to his feet and moved toward the bathroom. It was pointless trying to determine his course of action without knowing where his baseline was. Just to be on the safe side, he took off his shirt and threw it onto the bed, not wanting it to impede the Analysis.

When Sal entered the bathroom, he flicked on the light and looked at himself in the mirror. Before the visor could even start the Analysis, Sal’s eyes widened. Divinity’s words about him becoming broader were no exaggeration. He reached toward his stomach and traced his finger along a line of definition that ran straight down from the center of his chest, all the way to his waist. With a tentative push, he was met with a slight resistance of muscle. His shoulders were indeed wider, and Sal could see more definition around his collarbone. There was a slight tightness in his shoulders as he pulled them back.

To Sal’s surprise, his pectorals lifted with the movement. He turned to one side to see whether there was any difference and noticed that his chest had gained some muscle. His arms had a faint line showcasing a developing triceps, and his biceps were starting to show, too. Sal looked at his forearms and could see movements of muscle under his skin as he wiggled his fingers and rotated his arms.

With a bright smile on his face, he looked back at his reflection, studying his face as he turned each way. His jawline was more prominent, and his cheeks had hollowed slightly, showing off his cheekbones. It wasn’t an unhealthy look by any means, but more like a sign of maturing. Placing a hand against his jaw, Sal’s palm felt like it was touching rock. It was a hard emotion to describe, but Sal was almost laughing as he continued to touch his stomach with pride. He had never been fat, but he never had muscle either. Rochelle’s healing and the work of the infirmary had managed to leave him without any lasting scars on his skin from the broken ribs and shattered forearms. Sal could still see the lines, but it wasn’t that noticeable.

With a slow exhale, Sal looked at the mirror again and let the Analysis get to work.

	Name	Salvatore Argento
	Alias	Myth
	Class	Support
	Profession	Current: Student, Quest Academy
Previous: Appraiser, Argento Auction

	Rank (Hero)
	Hunter Bureau: Current Rank | 31,537th
Guild Association: Current Rank | 0
Quest Academy: Current Rank | 3rd
Scavenger Network: Current Rank | Scrounger V

	Accreditations	Challenge Crests: 4
	Jez’s Challenge Crest 

	Quest’s Challenge Crest 

	Chatfield’s Challenge Crest 

	Scrounger Challenge Crest 


Specialist Classes:
	Crafting Masterclass | Enrolled 

	Tactics Masterclass | Enrolled 


Certifications:
	Appraisal | Master Grade - LN: 210 



	Academic Report	Mandatory Modules:
	War Zone (Field, Survival, Combat) 
	Exemplary (100%) 



	Analysis & Demonic Behavior 
	Excellent (92%) 



	Skills 
	Excellent (95%) 



	Resilience 
	(Starting Semester 2) 




Elective Modules:
	Administration 
	Exemplary (100%) 



	Crafting 
	Exemplary (100%) 





	Ability	Skill Name: Skill Master | Grade 8
Skill Category: Replication
Skill Mastery: 92%
Skill Efficiency: 100%
Progress to Next Rating: 32%
Evolutionary Capability: Yes
Potential Cap: Grade 15
Natural Synergy: Amplify | Configuration | Enhance
Skill Name: Mythcrafter | Grade 15
Skill Category: Invention
Skill Mastery: 36%
Skill Efficiency: 49%
Progress to Next Rating: 9%
Evolutionary Capability: Yes
Potential Cap: Grade 30
Natural Synergy: Construct | Concept | Refinement
Skill Name: Perfect | Grade 25
Skill Category: Body Manipulation | Energy Manipulation
Skill Mastery: 100%
Skill Efficiency: 100%
Progress to Next Rating: 0%
Evolutionary Capability: No
Potential Cap: Grade 25
Natural Synergy: Enhance | Catalyst | Domain

	Essence	Essence Type: All
Essence Gates: 56
Essence Absorption Rate: 62%
Essence Control: 98%
Essence Refinement: 72%
Essence Calibration: 94% 

	Physical 	Strength Rating: 4.2
Mobility Rating: 8.1
Speed Rating: 7.2
Fitness Rating: 6.5
Current Status Effects:
Injuries: None
Illnesses: None

	Scout Status	Arc Guild: Inquiring (Tier 1)
Cirque Guild: Interested (Tier 1)
Delvers Guild: Interested (Tier 1)
Harmony Guild: Inquiring (Tier 2)
Reavers Guild: Interested (Tier 2)

	Wealth	Q-Credit: 16,750


Sal exhaled loudly as he looked at the report in front of him. There had been so many changes that he was grateful he had recorded the previous list. Flicking back and forth between his previous Analysis, Sal could see the areas of improvement. He had seemingly jumped about ten thousand rankings with the Hunter Bureau, which he could only guess was from taking out a hulker and challenging the tower trial.

His Skill Master ability had increased by a single grade moving up to eight. The most dramatic change wasn’t the grade, though; it was the percentages that marked his control and mastery of the weave. Both had shot up as a result of his work with the simulation orb, or from the influence of the Perfect ability. Either way, he wasn’t complaining as it was progress for his innate ability.

Mythcrafter had increased in terms of mastery, which was great, but the grade hadn’t moved at all. His eyes locked onto the evolutionary capability, which proved Divinity right. Mythcrafter was able to evolve into a higher form. Now that he understood more about ability weaves, he was able to appreciate just how much room there was for growth. That said, judging from the previous record and his current one, Mythcrafter had only risen by a few percent toward the next grade. It was going to be a slow evolution.

Moving through the Perfect ability, Sal didn’t have any surprises. He guessed that the increases of essence-related percentages had been down to its influence. The only thing that really caused him to raise an eyebrow was the suggestion that Prestige’s ability would be a good match for Perfect. Catalyst allowed the user to change the nature of atmospheric essence, which Prestige had managed to do repeatedly during their excursion. Would combining the two abilities allow him to constantly use atmospheric essence instead of his own internal supply? If he was hell-bent on being a destructive force of nature, then maybe it would be a good match, but it didn’t fit his ambitions right now.

Sal paused as his eyes found the essence gates section of the report. When he had sat in the room with the regenerative elixirs, he had managed to get to fifty gates in total. Yet, since then he had managed to acquire another six? Had the essence from the hulker and Rochelle been that dramatic during the fight on top of the tower? It felt ridiculous to think that he had somehow endured seven whole new gates being created in such a short time. The good news, though, was that he only needed another three to get a perfect score in Professor Lombardi’s class.

Sal couldn’t help but smile as he looked at the report card from his different classes. The tower had managed to put him at a perfect score for War Zone, which was a massive relief as Sal was certain he’d score poorly in Combat, Survival, and Field if they were still separate modules. Administration and Crafting were also at a perfect score, which made a lot of sense considering the items he was making, as well as the income he had from the weaves. Analysis and Demonic Behavior was a very good result, and Sal thanked himself for reviewing the leecher profile again and resubmitting for a higher score. All he had left was the three remaining gates, and he’d be wrapped up completely with the first semester of Quest Academy.

After a few more moments of looking at the report, Sal took off his visor and placed it beside the sink with a sigh. As easy as it would be to sit on the bed and take the purple liquid to increase his essence gates, Sal wanted to meditate and try to get over the finishing line with his own efforts. It was a silly idea when he thought about it, but he wanted to put in the effort rather than trying to find a shortcut solution. If he could do it, then he’d be able to use that special elixir alongside Kaizen in the future, to build up his cores.

With that thought in mind, Sal moved back to his bed and hopped onto the mattress with a smile on his face. It took him a few moments to prop himself up properly and to move the pillows into a comfortable position. With a deep breath, Sal closed his eyes and crossed his legs, focusing on his internal gates. By the end of the night, he was guaranteed to be finished with his entire curriculum for the first semester at Quest Academy.


Chapter 89: Assembly

Sal placed the tray of coffees down on the ground in front of his seat in the amphitheater. He had arrived early so he could get their usual places. Picking out the tea for Divinity, he placed it on her chair, before putting a black coffee down in Barry’s seat. He then picked up his own and slid the empty tray underneath his own seat. Looking up, he could see the procession of students filing into the amphitheater. Many of them had visible injuries on their faces, with bandages and wrappings decorating the visible areas of skin. Sal guessed that the infirmary was either overloaded, or they didn’t use essence on small things like cuts and bruises.

“Man, you’re an absolute savior,” Barry declared as he climbed down the seats from behind Sal. He picked up the coffee on his seat and cradled it to his chest as though it were his most prized possession.

Sal noticed that the coffee cup didn’t touch the fabric of his uniform and was instead impeded by an invisible barrier. “You’re still wearing your armor?”

Barry nodded as he slumped into the seat with a smile. “Of course. It’s like a second skin at this point.”

Sal looked at Barry carefully and couldn’t see any sort of injuries. “How did the tower go for you? You don’t look too rough, but then again, you’d probably just cover injuries with an illusion or something.”

Barry chuckled as he took a sip of his coffee, smiling contentedly at the taste. “Sal, I don’t think you really appreciate just how powerful this suit of armor is.” His expression turned serious as they made eye contact. “It absolutely destroyed their expectations, and they stopped us on every floor to check for anomalies. Like, they literally told us on the first floor that it was a testing facility, and something was going wrong.”

Sal perked up at that, lowering his coffee as he thought about it. “Did something go wrong?”

Barry shook his head with a smile. “Leechers started dying all over the place. It took them three floors to realize that it was me. I was actually quite impressed, to be honest. I didn’t think they’d see through the illusions, but they had a scary bastard with them. He could see everything I was doing.”

Sal laughed as he looked at Barry. “You got all the way to the third floor? That’s incredible, man.”

Barry gave him a sideways glance. “Sounds pretty condescending coming from you.” He tilted his head and sighed. “What sort of team captain would I be for us, if I let my Support get to a higher floor than me?”

Sal stared at Barry for a moment. “You know that they’re probably canceling the whole inter-cohort thing. You might not end up being our team captain.” He paused for a second. “So, what floor did you get to?”

Barry shrugged. “They stopped us at the fifth floor. Apparently that’s the cutoff point, and we got the soul-crushing news that we were the fourth team to do it. I’m still pretty annoyed by that… She’s never going to let me hear the end of it.”

Sal held his free hand up. “Wait, I’m not following.” He was still thinking of the person who was able to see through Barry’s illusions.

Barry sat up properly in his seat as he raised a single finger. “The requisitions building has a leaderboard with the highest floor reached, the time it took, and the names of the students.” He raised his hand to show the raised finger. “Erika Clifton.” His second finger went up. “Kyndra Scott.” His third went up, and Barry smiled with a shake of his head. “Darren Lenihan.” He waved his hand and stopped raising his fingers. “And yours truly takes the fourth spot. I had thought someone else might have gotten ahead of me, but looks like I was mistaken. She was still stuck on the lower floors.” Barry smiled as he looked past Sal.

Divinity just smiled at Barry as she lifted her tea from the seat. “Thanks, Sal. I appreciate it.” She sat down with a sigh. Just when it looked like she was going to let it drop, she sat forward to look past Sal and stared at Barry with a wide grin. “When did you last check the board?”

Barry’s face lit up. “No way. You went again last night? Must have been a rough one to go from the second floor all the way to the fifth!”

Divinity tapped the circlet on her forehead. “Sal helped me cheat with equipment. You should know all about that, right?” She gestured at Barry’s chest. “Or are we to believe you tricked the demons with illusions for five straight floors?”

Barry laughed as he shrugged. “Gotta use all the resources you have available to you, especially when your team is useless.”

Sal winced at that. “Come on, Barry. You can’t call them useless. I’m sure they tried their best.”

Divinity raised a hand and looked at Sal seriously. “Their best isn’t always good enough, Sal. I genuinely feel like a babysitter when running those trials. No matter how many times I tell them how the vines are farther apart, or which direction the prowlers will come from, they still freak out and run.”

Barry laughed as he leaned in closer to look at Divinity. “How many fell on the nets?”

“Nets?” Sal repeated in confusion.

Divinity sighed as she shook her head. “Melanie found literally all of them, face-first. Hannah only fell once, though. I begged my guide to bench Melanie on the second floor, and they finally let it happen.”

Barry glanced at Sal with a raised eyebrow. “Is that a flex? That you didn’t discover the nets on the second floor between the platforms?” He watched for Sal’s reaction before his eyes widened. “Really? Nobody on your team fell on the second floor?”

Sal just shook his head. “No, it was me, Erika, and Ioseph. We got to the top without falling. They held Rochelle and Gallant back because it would be too easy for them.”

Barry sighed as he looked at the ground. “A competent team. Man, it sure sounds nice.” He smiled at Divinity and jutted his chin at her. “Go on, how did Melanie do with the higher floors?”

Divinity laughed as she brushed some stray hair out of her eyes. “With much goading and a ridiculous amount of encouragement from the whole team, she managed to raise a prowler. It was… very effective.”

Sal blinked at that, looking at Divinity in shock. “She’s already able to resurrect demons? Sounds like she’s really getting a handle on the Necromancer stuff.”

“Yeah, it really upped our Offense capability. It was able to sniff out voiders and prevented so many attacks on the higher floors. She named it, and it actually seemed to get a little stronger.” Divinity shrugged. “I could finally see how she became a calamity in that other timeline.”

Placing his empty coffee cup on the ground at his feet, Barry folded his arms and leaned back in his seat. “Getting to the top floor is probably enough to get her into the high rankings. Well done on avoiding that calamity, guys.”

Divinity’s eyes narrowed as she stared at Barry, as though trying to detect whether he was being genuine or mocking her in some way. After a few moments of her silently gauging him, she sighed and turned to look at Sal. “You ready for the big announcement?”

Sal smiled and tried to shrug it off. “I’m guessing you had a look into the future?”

Divinity grinned as she leaned back in her seat, her eyes locked on the podium. “Rankings I’ll leave as a surprise, but when it comes to the Saviors, I didn’t want to leave a single thing to chance. I’ve seen this all play out a hundred times at least.”

Barry closed his eyes and sighed. “And you’re not going to tell us, are you?”

Divinity’s smile was bright as she crossed her arms. “Of course not. I may not get to enjoy the surprise of the event, but I’ll get to enjoy your reactions.”

***

Thank you all for taking the time out of your tower run to be here for a special announcement.

Quest stood at the podium with a tired smile on his face. He had brought the entire amphitheater to a quiet hum with just a few words. It was clear from the weary faces that a vast majority of students were grateful for the reprieve. There were some hopeful faces in the crowd, almost desperate. They likely hoped the exercise was being called off or postponed. It wouldn’t have been that out of character for Quest to change their curriculum again, last minute, like he had done so many times in the past.

As you all know, the Savior program was announced at the start of your semester. We anticipated being able to take on a head count of thirty students. They would be given special classes and resources to fuel their studies, giving them the best chance of becoming the next generation of Saviors for humanity.

We created this number based on our projections, using the original curriculum and tournament-style activities. However, with our new curriculum, we’re able to see much more potential than we anticipated. Your exploits in the tower have made us change the parameters of the Savior program, and the additional funding from the Hunter Bureau has allowed us to extend the roster of Saviors. This is good news for you as students, as it opens up more spaces to be a part of an elite class of Trainee Heroes.

However, as we are constantly pushing for a more competitive spirit in Quest Academy, we’ve decided to showcase some of the incredible acts that have already taken place since we’ve opened up the tower trials. Please pay attention to the above screens.

Quest motioned above his head where the gigantic holographic screen burst to life. Rather than showing any footage, it contained the Quest Academy logo.

Before we get into that, I want to talk about the ranking system. Many of you have shared your dissatisfaction at the lack of clarity regarding the rankings. What determinations are being used in calculating individual ranks? We’re going to show you a few of the things that we take into consideration, rather than simply alluding to them.

First, we’ll look at Challenge crests. Each of them are achieved by exceptional work in a certain field. You can see that we have some students with over three Challenge crests already.

The screen highlighted a very short list of students, ranked from top to bottom, with the highest being those with the most crests.

Sal stared at his own name at the top of the list—or rather, joint first with a few other names. Kyndra Scott also held onto four crests. Darren Lenihan, too. Kyndra was a name that he had heard before from Darren during the scavenger run. She was apparently a Body Manipulator who was charging students for unlocking their internal gates.

Each crest is worth roughly two hundred ranking points. Perfect-grade scores are worth a hundred ranking points, going in a descending system for every ten percent off the top grade, with zero points being allocated for those with lower than a sixty-percent grade.

Quest continued to explain how the ranking operated, with added sections for Heroic deeds. Preventing calamities was one and assisting in research was another. He went through a non-exhaustive list that had the entire amphitheater nodding their heads by the end. It was a thorough list that highlighted multiple ways to increase ranks, and gave all the students a ray of hope that their deeds were seen by the faculty. It also made it clear that just attending classes wasn’t enough to increase a score, unless the student excelled at it with top grades.

It took a good ten minutes for Quest to go through all the different avenues. He even included the performance of the cohort battles, and the marked improvement of students from the day they entered the academy to the final moments of their first semester. There were rank increases for everything.

Which now brings us to the special announcement.

Quest smiled as he lifted his hand toward the screen that had cleared away the top students from the last mentioned category.

We have among us a group of students who have excelled in everything that was thrown at them. They’ve gone above and beyond and have already earned the title of being a Savior. With the time that we have remaining in this semester, there is no mathematical way for them to be usurped from their position in the rankings. They have already earned their seats in the Savior class.

Quest took a few steps away from the podium so he could look up at the screen with the rest of the amphitheater.

Now. Who is ready to see the names of our first Saviors?

Divinity nudged her elbow into Sal’s side gently, shooting him a wink. “You ready for the fun part?”


Chapter 90: Saviors

The first fifteen students who will qualify for the Saviors class… I will call them in reverse order, as we’ll be allocating a special reward for the top places.

With top grades, an incredibly strategic mind, and an exceptional track record out in the field, our fifteenth Savior is Erika Clifton. She will be on the Controller track. Please, give her a round of applause.

Sal’s jaw dropped at the announcement. He turned to look at Divinity, who grinned from ear to ear. “She’s in last place on the Savior list?”

Divinity shrugged. “More like mid-table if they end up making more than the thirty Savior seats.” She chuckled as she shook her head. “It’s pretty wild, though, isn’t it? The lofty Erika Clifton is last on the list of Saviors.”

Barry grimaced. “She’s still on the list, though. If she’s the last one, then it doesn’t bode well for people like me who are playing catch-up with the rest of you.”

Sal turned his head in the crowd, trying to find where Erika was but he couldn’t see her. He clapped, taken somewhat aback that other people applauded, too. It wasn’t that much, but it was still better than the reaction she got earlier in the semester.

“Whoa, are you looking at this?” Barry said in disbelief as he looked at the screen up in the air.

Sal looked at the screen and was surprised to see a highlight reel of Erika’s exploits in the tournament, the excursion, and even in the tower trial. It had been heavily edited to showcase the best parts, and Sal had to admit that it truly made her look proficient. One scene showed her standing in the center of the tournament cube with her arms crossed as her pawn-like subordinates carried out her instructions. Another scene showed her jumping from the platforms and calculating the different paths of the second floor.

“They’re really dramatizing this, aren’t they?” Divinity scoffed as she looked at the screen with a shake of her head.

Barry just smiled. “I bet it looks impressive as hell to the students who haven’t even passed the first floor.”

When the highlight reel ended, the applause in the crowd, that had been lighthearted at best, was thunderous in its appreciation. The highlights had done their job masterfully, by showing a side of Erika that was deserving of being a Savior.

Next, we have an extraordinary individual who truly blossomed within the confines of Quest Academy’s workshop, and out in the Reclaimed Zones. Their design efforts and relentless pursuit of perfection has given the Support track a new standard to strive toward.

“Blossomed?” Barry asked as he looked at Sal curiously. “Weird word choice for you, don’t you think?”

“Shut up, Barry.” Divinity laughed as she looked at the screen in anticipation.

Our fourteenth Savior, Blathnaid Clean! She will be on the Support track. Please give her a round of applause.

Barry’s jaw dropped as he whipped around in his seat to look for Blathnaid in the crowd. She wasn’t hard to find because of her red outfit, and the expression on her face was priceless.

“Visions don’t do this justice.” Divinity laughed happily as she clapped as loud as she could, even getting to her feet and letting out a massive whistle.

Sal joined her as he got to his feet. He couldn’t believe that Blathnaid had managed to get into the Savior class. Judging by Blathnaid’s hands covering her face, she hadn’t believed it was possible either. He clapped as loud as he could, laughing as he shook his head. “This is amazing.”

“Come on! Don’t miss it.” Divinity urged Sal to turn around so he could see the screen.

When Sal got back into his seat, he burst out laughing at the footage they chose to highlight Blathnaid’s exploits. The scene of Victoria being thrown through the air was incredibly entertaining. When it cut to the excursion, it showed her team decked out in black wooden armor. What was most impressive were the walls and shelter that surrounded the camp. Blathnaid’s fighting style was also recorded, with her using all the training from the cohort battle out in the wild.

“Did she make all of that?” Barry asked in wonder as he stared at the screen. “It’s actually really impressive.” He said it without a hint of mockery as he smiled. “She deserves it.”

The scene changed to show Blathnaid’s tower trial, where she was seen leaping from platform to platform with an elongated set of prowler claws attached to her wrists.

“Is she really a Support?” a voice echoed from behind Sal, followed by a murmuring through the surrounding students. They seemingly weren’t doubting Blathnaid’s ability or eligibility, but rather her class.

“No way she made all that. She’s a first-year?” another voice complained from the front rows, who was immediately shushed by another person watching the reel.

The scene changed again to show Blathnaid taking on voiders with her prowler claws, while Darren bludgeoned the prowlers that had gotten through their defenses. The rooftop was surrounded with erected barricades and an assortment of weapons scattered on the floor, which Darren picked up and utilized for different fighting styles. Lastly, the scene showed Blathnaid using her Construct ability to create a metal spear using nothing but decayed rebar and a prowler leg.

When the finished spear was held aloft, the highlight reel ended abruptly. Quest opened his mouth to speak, but his voice was immediately cut off by the roar of approval from the students. All doubts about Blathnaid’s ability had evaporated at the sight of the spear. She was a Support class who could fight and make weapons and defensive structures.

Sal’s sense of dread grew. “Hey, Divinity… you don’t think they’re going to show those reels for everyone, right?”

Divinity’s grin grew even wider. “As much as I’d love to tell you that it won’t appear on the screen… we both know that it will.”

Barry blinked in surprise as he looked between the two of them. “Wait… what did I miss? Did he do something stupid?”

Divinity just smiled. “It’s in the top three for most entertaining. He loses points for all the trauma stuff.”

Next, we have a student with one of the most prolific abilities we’ve ever seen. It was the first recorded instance of the ability, and they have managed to overcome incredible obstacles to master it. Our thirteenth Savior, on the Offense track… is Michael Rogan! Please give him a round of applause.

“I was sure they were talking about you that time. The whole ability thing.” Barry sighed as he slumped back into the chair, his eyes not leaving the screen.

Sal smiled. “I thought it was me, too.” He looked at the name appearing on the screen and frowned. “Isn’t that the guy who was on Gerard Kilsee’s team for the tournament?”

Barry squinted at the screen as he rested his chin on his palm. “The one who fought Anthony? How is his ability the first recorded one? Wasn’t it just like a Stealth skill?”

“Why don’t you both watch the reel to find out?” Divinity remarked dryly, almost as though she was telling them to shut up and let her watch.

The highlight reel started and showed Michael during the excursion, obscured in shadow and holding onto all the ambushers with ropes made of darkness. The cast light showed unnatural shadow formations, and all the ambushers were completely restricted in terms of movements. Michael Rogan, on the other hand, was able to teleport between the shadows, appearing behind the ambushers one by one, and taking them out with a strike to the head.

“Yeah, that’s more than just Stealth…” Barry said in awe as he stared at the screen. “He’s able to restrict movements? Is it an Energy Manipulation ability?”

Sal thought about it and shook his head. “It’s very similar to a weave I created. I think he’s using the shadows like a domain and he has unrestricted movement in it. The teleportation thing is a part of a weave I saw on the database. Either way, it looks really powerful.”

“And to be doing that sort of stuff already at the excursion? How much better do you think he got for the tower?” Barry asked curiously.

The next scene showed Michael standing on the fourth floor of the tower. What should have been a rush to escape the wave of demons turned into the demons being absolutely destroyed by his ability. All the shadows were his weapon and anything that tried to hide in the darkness was killed off-screen. His team walked through that level without having to lift a finger. When it showed them getting to the stairs, Michael teleported the entire team, along with the engineers and rescued Hunters to the top of the trap-staircase, clearing the floor without breaking a sweat. The final scene of the tower showed Michael standing on the top of the rooftop, surrounded by dead demons, a wide smile on his face.

“That’s ridiculously overpowered. He’s able to kill anything when there’s darkness?” Barry breathed as he shook his head. “When did they clear the top floor? I thought there were only five teams that managed it?”

Divinity cocked an eyebrow as she looked at Barry. “Michael Rogan is the Offense on Kyndra Scott’s team. He’s from the Silver cohort.”

Next, we have a person from the Purple cohort. This individual started from the very bottom but applied themselves expertly over the last few months. Their research contributions have helped us understand healing techniques and essence blockages. Not only that, but they’re a part of the fastest-clearing team of the fifth-floor tower trial. Please put your hands together for Rochelle de Verdon, who joins our Healer track.

“Even if she’s an amazing Healer, it’s going to be tough winning over this crowd on the back of some research papers,” Barry muttered as he looked over his shoulder. “I can tell you that I’m skeptical, too.”

A scene appeared on screen of Rochelle jumping out from the safety of Ioseph’s protective barriers, and sliding across to where Sal was injured during the excursion. They had omitted what caused the injury, but the footage showed Gallant fighting in the trees in the background, highlighting that it was very much a battlefield. Rochelle’s immediate healing took effect, despite the pain it was clearly causing her.

“Oh,” Barry said simply as he looked at Sal before looking back at the screen.

The highlight moved on to show Rochelle vaulting straight out of the tower window. It was an aerial shot from a distance, so everyone could appreciate that she had leaped off the top of a skyscraper. Her grappling hooks let her swing to the top of the tower, where she immediately started to fight against enormous birds of prey.

If that scene wasn’t enough, it then switched to show Rochelle sending a grappling hook against the obsidian hulker, all the while hunched over in pain as she clutched at her chest. Whoever edited the highlight reel felt it was important to show that Rochelle had troubles with her ability. It wasn’t clear to the audience that the discomfort in the last scene was from Rochelle unlocking internal essence gates.

“Hard to believe that’s the same Healer Bitch.” Divinity laughed as she watched the screen with a bright smile. “I can’t help but root for her. Crazy, isn’t it?”

Sal just smiled. “I offered her a place in my guild if she got into the Savior class.”

Divinity whistled and shook her head. “Say goodbye to that coat, I guess.” She looked around at the crowd staring at the screen with wide eyes, and a chuckle left her lips. “I don’t think there’s anything to worry about, Barry. I think she might have won them over.”

Barry nodded quietly as he leaned forward in his seat. “I’m pretty sure it was the hulker that got their attention. A Healer fighting a hulker isn’t something you see every day.”

Divinity snorted at that and shook her head. “Oh, if you like unorthodox fighting against hulkers, you’re going to love one of the next ones.”

Sal shot her a glare, but it only caused her to laugh more.

In eleventh place of our Savior class, we have another Controller who started out as a Support. A brilliant strategist with a penchant for trickery, he helped prevent a calamity in his first month at the academy, and was a part of the team that avoided every ambush in the excursion. With the fourth-best time for reaching the fifth floor of the tower, I hope he’ll refrain from fireworks this time around… Barry Francis!

Barry’s composure faltered for the briefest of moments as he stared at Quest in disbelief. It was clear from his shock that he was worried about getting a place in the Savior class, and now it was confirmed that he was in. He turned to look at both Sal and Divinity with a bright smile, and just as he was about to say something, he stopped himself and laughed.

Shaking his head, he threw a hand up and waved it off with a scoff. “As if there were any doubt.”

Divinity shot him a withering look as Sal erupted in laughter.

When the highlight reel started, it just showed Barry walking through the tower trial. There obviously wasn’t that much good footage from the excursion, considering he had been using illusions to cover their location. Barry’s reel looked quite unremarkable until you factored in that every demon around him was exploding. There were no hand movements or gestures. He just walked through a battlefield as everything around him died. Another segment showed him standing still as he ascended from the bottom of the second floor, all the way to the top. He just floated up in a straight line, a bored expression on his face.

“How…?” Sal started as he pointed at the screen in disbelief.

Barry shrugged as though it were no big deal. “With the armor, I can control trajectories of essence-based structures. So, I just made two wide daggers, made them invisible and then elevated them from under my feet.” He looked at the screen with a sigh. “If I had known it was being recorded, I’d have probably gone with something flashier.”

At the end of the highlight reel, Sal saw Barry surrounded by dead demons. He was the only person on his team who wasn’t covered in blood. In the background, Sal was able to see Robert laughing. Did that mean that the president of the Hunter Bureau had gone to look at other trials taking place?

Sal looked at Barry carefully. “Did you get a black envelope after your trial?”

Barry nodded quietly as he tapped his breast pocket. “You know who he really is, right?”

“Yeah. He introduced himself, probably because Prestige was there.” Sal sighed. “It’s hard to get a read on him, though. He really managed to get under Prestige’s skin, and he knew all about me.”

“He’s a good guy,” Divinity answered in a flat tone. “I got one, too. You both better dress fancy. Otherwise, I’ll pretend not to know you.”

Next on our list is a fiercely capable Controller. Top of his class in all subjects and winner of the cohort tournament. He also holds the third-highest time for clearing the fifth floor in the tower trial. Please give a round of applause to Darren Lenihan!

Sal smiled. “Looks like he didn’t need the Bastion’s help in getting to the Saviors class.”

“Maybe say it a little louder for the people in the back?” Divinity whispered harshly. After looking around her to ensure that nobody was listening, she shook her head with a sigh. “Honestly, Sal… we’re in a giant amphitheater. Be a little more mindful about what you say.”

Barry nodded emphatically. “Wonder if they’ll put the meeting with the Bastion Controllers as a part of his highlight reel?” He dodged out of the way to avoid the slap that came from Divinity, right across Sal.

Divinity was smiling as she spoke. “You’re the worst, Barry.”

The highlight reel was fairly standard. He was a Body Manipulator, and his prowess was second to none. He had incredible technique and used strength and speed at different intervals. He carried his team to and from locations, while making strategic decisions. He was like an entire team, all in one person. The battles he had in the excursion were very one-sided, with him dominating anyone who he apprehended. Swift punches and kicks were enough to clear all obstacles, and the same was true for the tower trial. Overall, of all the highlight reels that they had seen, his was by far the most lackluster, but still effective.

“I don’t know if I like the guy or if I hate him?” Barry watched the screen with a raised eyebrow. “He’s just a no-nonsense kind of guy. Where’s the flair?”

Divinity chuckled. “The coat. That’s the flair. Ten Q-Cred says Blathnaid made him go shirtless for selfish reasons.”

Sal couldn’t help but laugh as he watched the highlight reel show off Darren’s fur coat. It looked like he was the perfect blend of an enforcer, a pimp, and an exhibitionist. “It really suits him though.”

Barry just grimaced. “Only him. I don’t think anyone else could make that coat look normal.”

Another Controller, and another Body Manipulator. With top grades, a win at the cohort tournament, and the second-fastest clear time of the tower trial, we have Kyndra Scott. Please give her a round of applause.

The highlight reel started, and it was clear from the audience that they expected a repeat of Darren’s reel. They had similar abilities and operated in the same role. But that was where the resemblance ended.

Kyndra Scott was an absolute force of nature. In the tournament, she was speed incarnate. The highlight reel just showed a blurring of limbs as everyone around her was taken out in record time. Her experience in the excursion had her hunting down the ambushers away from her base. She was focused and predatory in her approach, and each of her opponents fell with a single hit. If Darren had been the safe Controller, Kyndra was the risky one. Her time in the tower showed her alacrity as she bounded across the platforms. Prowlers were massacred by vicious kicks, and voiders were forcibly ripped through their portals and crushed with a single palm. She was devastating in every move she made.

Barry frowned. “She’s on the same team as Michael Rogan, right?” He tilted his head as he watched the footage. “How much do you want to bet she’s just insanely competitive and doesn’t want to rely on her Offense?”

Divinity smiled with a nod. “You got it in one. She’s ultra-competitive. Really nice person, too.”

Sal glanced at Divinity with a raised eyebrow. “You got that from a vision?”

Divinity chuckled as she tilted her head. “Nope. Had a few conversations with her during the excursion. You remember? The Controllers all had a chat group.”

“Ah.” Sal nodded as he remembered.

He looked to the side of the podium, where Quest was waiting for the applause to die down. They had already covered six and there were still nine more to go. He wondered how many more from the Silver cohort would make the cut. Or whether he’d know the others.


Chapter 91: Surprises

Sal got his answer fairly quickly as Quest went through the next few Saviors. He didn’t recognize any of their names or their appearances from their highlight reels, and they weren’t from the Silver cohort. There were another two Healers who had gotten into the Saviors. One of them had managed to save the life of an engineer who got seriously injured in the trial. The other was just ridiculously powerful and could keep a giant barrier of healing energy erected over her group for hours.

“Any favorites?” Sal asked Barry as he leaned back in his chair with a sigh.

It was nerve-racking knowing that his name was going to come up at any point. But not because of the attention; rather, it was the highlight reel he was worried about. Were they going to show all the equipment he made?

Barry shrugged. “That Healer with the bubble looked pretty cool, but I’m more intrigued by the Controller who can do those time jumps. It looked like she had Foresight?” He waved his hand a bit. “But then again, if she’s being touted as someone who never makes mistakes, it makes you wonder if she’s just pretending to have a time jump ability, or if it’s actually something like Divinity’s power.”

“What about you?” Sal asked Divinity, who frowned at the question. “Any favorites?”

Divinity shook her head as she folded her arms. “I don’t really know. If we’re all going to be in the same class together, you’d obviously start thinking about how we could pair up for team stuff. Since both Barry and I are Controllers, only one of us can have you as Support. The other would likely be able to snag Blathnaid…” She sighed as she spread her hands. “I don’t know. There’s two great Healers there, and you’ve got a good relationship with Rochelle. What we’re really missing on both sides are good Offense and Defense types.”

Barry nodded as he glanced at Divinity with a smile. “The problem with the Savior class is that it’s going to be very Controller heavy. Erika, Kyndra, Darren, Divinity, and me. That’s not counting that time jump girl. What was her name?”

“Maxine?” Sal said as he thought about it. “I’m pretty sure it was Max.”

Divinity shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. There’s going to be at least another fifteen people who join the Saviors after the tower trial comes to an end. We’re just the ones being announced early. My hope is that we’ll get a few more Offense and Defense types in there.”

Sal smiled as he looked at Divinity. “Would Hannah be on the list? She was in one of your earlier visions for the Savior class.”

Divinity’s frown deepened as she shook her head. “Not in this batch at least. The whole mind-control thing really set her sideways.” With an intake of breath, Divinity forced herself to perk up and smile. “But who knows? She might recoup some of the lost time with dungeons or something in the next few weeks?”

“You know,” Barry said with a straight face as he stared at Divinity. “That’s literally your power. To know things.” He glanced at Sal as though to gauge his reaction, before his attention returned to Divinity. “Are you worried that it’s going to cause drama if she’s in the same room as Sal?”

Divinity let out an exasperated sigh as she waved her hands. “I’m trying to maintain at least some sense of mystery. But fine, fuck it!” She slapped her hands down against her knees before continuing. “Hannah works super hard in the next few weeks; she apologizes to Sal and they become friends again while they test the waters about their feelings. She gets into the Savior class, and they decide that friends is the best way forward.” She stared at Barry with wide eyes. “Happy? Is that what you wanted to know?”

Barry kept his eyes locked on Divinity for a few more seconds before a wide smile appeared on his face. “Very happy. That’s one more Defense for the group.”

“It’s not worth it,” Sal muttered to Divinity, who looked like she was seconds away from murdering Barry.

He was a little relieved to find out that Hannah would get into the Savior class. It was good that they’d be able to have some kind of friendship in the future.

Quest was about to announce the next person for the Saviors when a voice in the back called out a name in a really loud voice, “Harold Gunn!”

Almost all of the Silver cohort erupted in laughter at the suggestion that Harold was going to be elected into the Saviors class.

Sal personally didn’t find it funny, and he was glad that neither Barry nor Divinity did either. When he looked back into the crowd to see who had thrown Harold’s name into the mix, he locked eyes with Gerard Kilsee, who lounged on his seat, his feet propped up on the seat in front of him.

“Ignore him,” Divinity muttered under her breath. “He’ll get what’s coming to him eventually.”

Barry sighed as he turned around in his seat to face the podium. “That better be a premonition. I don’t want to leave that karma to chance.”

Sal followed their actions as he turned to look at the podium. “How many are left? Are they leaving you until the end again?” He smiled as he looked at her. “You’ve got a reputation to uphold.”

Divinity laughed as she shook her head. “Last five, I think? I don’t care about being the top rank, by the way. Just happy that it’s not Erika.”

Sal chuckled. “You really don’t like her, do you?”

Divinity placed a finger to her lips before nodding toward the stage.

Our next Savior is another Controller. She has some of the highest contributions we have seen from a first-year in Quest Academy. Her visions helped prevent countless calamities from occurring, and her endeavor to lift up other students has uncovered a whole group of extremely talented Heroes. Without her intervention and guidance, they would be destined for lesser fates. Our previous First Rank among the first-years, Divinity Khan!

“That’s a ridiculously good intro,” Barry muttered as he smiled over at Divinity. “Starting to think they fucked me over with mine.”

Divinity’s highlight reel started to play to the sound of the amphitheater cheering and offering applause. It was clear that she was well-liked among the student body, and just the mention of her preventing calamities was enough to earn their respect.

Unlike the other reels that started off in the excursion or in the tower, Divinity’s started with a video of her in the training area, running their teams through the different drills. It showed her teaching them martial arts and explaining tactics. It then moved to the footage that Recall took from Sal’s mind, of a calamity that had since been prevented. There were scenes of the Doom Society’s meetings with the staff lecturers, and the private conversations with Quest. Only then did it move to the fight in the cube where she took out a student with a flying jump kick.

“Why does your reel look so good in comparison to everyone else?” Barry chuckled as he shook his head. “Clear favoritism because you saved the academy a few times.”

Divinity smiled as she watched the reel along with everyone else.

The excursion showed her setting up the groups for the Controllers to coordinate themselves. How she fought off ambushers and directed her team to use their strengths, encouraging others and guiding them with training. The tower was a tougher one, with her being shown to challenge the trial again and again. It was like a montage of effort, with so many failures, and so many attempts to clear it, until she finally did. The reel wasn’t the same as all the others that came before it, because there was struggle. It wasn’t an overpowering ability, but rather, someone using their brain to find the best solution. The effect was an incredibly endearing one, where you found yourself rooting for Divinity to succeed.

“You could win an election with that video.” Barry laughed as he looked over at Divinity. “Well done.”

Sal blinked a few times before turning his attention to Divinity. “What he said… but louder.” He smiled before clapping his hands against his knees. “So… who wants to get out of here and head to the canteen? We can get the updates on our tablets.”

Divinity laughed as she playfully nudged Sal with her shoulder. “No chance. The world needs to see the saga of Salvatore Argento. You’re not leaving this amphitheater until all the names have been called.”

Barry perked up at that with a wide smile. “Wait… until all the names are called out?”

It suddenly dawned on Sal what Barry was alluding to. He whirled around on Divinity in horror. “Tell me that I’m not the number one.”

Divinity actually cackled in laughter as she leaned back in her chair. “I’m actually sad, Sal. After it happens, there’s no way for me to see this reaction as a vision anymore. It’s probably my all-time favorite.”

Barry burst out laughing at the alarmed look on Sal’s face. “Sorry, Sal, I’m team Divinity on this one. It’s only fair that you get recognized as the top student, you know, since you pretty much helped create half the Savior list with your equipment.”

Sal shook his head. “Okay, first of all, that’s a lie.”

Barry raised his hand. “Blathnaid wouldn’t have gotten in without your help in the weave department.” He brought down his fingers and left one aloft. “Which means that Darren’s equipment that was made by Blathnaid, is by extension, down to your help.” A second finger raised. “And then there’s me, who you helped with this armor you got me… and I count for like five people, which makes it half of the total Saviors.” He grinned at Sal. “It’s just basic math.”

Divinity nodded somberly. “Can’t argue with math, Sal.” She couldn’t keep a straight face, and her smile eventually broke through. “Come on, though… you do get it, right? The weaves, the gear you made, the fastest clear of the tower? You can’t fluke all those things.”

“And you’re loaded,” Barry noted with a smile. “Scavenger runs, the evolutionary runes with Chatfield… oh, and helping out the Reavers. That’s going to be a big deal, too.”

Divinity’s eyes widened as she looked at Barry. “Do you think taking down a hulker might add to his score?”

Barry’s eyes widened too in mock shock, mirroring Divinity’s reaction. “You know what, I think it might just!”

“I hate you both.” Sal pinched the bridge of his nose. “So much.”

Sal tried not to be nervous as he watched the next Saviors being announced. The next one up was another Healer who apparently volunteered to do refugee work from the moment they entered the academy. Rather than doing outings with guilds, they volunteered at clinics close to the battlefront. The highlight reel was a collection of all the Heroes and refugees they had saved, with some graphic depictions of injuries that they had dealt with. It was in the same sort of vein as Divinity’s reel, which really showcased the humanity behind the power. In all senses of the word, Thorsten Valve was a Savior. He looked like a scholar with a slender frame, but if he wasn’t on the screen, Sal was certain that he’d have never noticed him.

“I thought getting Healers was supposed to be hard? We’ve got almost as many Healers as Controllers in this class,” Barry complained with a laugh. “Seriously, though, weren’t we all expecting there to be countless Offense types in the class?”

Divinity smiled as she looked around the amphitheater. “With at least another fifteen spots on the Savior roster, who do you think will be the most motivated to increase their rank? With Quest showing us the abundance of Healer, Controller, and Support… it’s essentially telling the Offense and Defense students that they really need to step up.”

Barry grinned as he looked back at Quest. “Shrewd bastard. It’ll definitely work.”

Divinity nodded. “He’s also going to say something at the end, that there are low-level dungeons that can be cleared and outings that can be done. It’ll rile them all up and make them really competitive with each other.” She shrugged it off and laughed. “But yeah, even if they just focus on the tower trial, they’re getting real-world experience. Having a trained Offense and Defense is vital, so everyone wins with this arrangement.”

Sal looked between them with a sigh. “How can you guys be so relaxed? Aren’t you worried they’re going to show my Mythcrafter ability?”

Divinity’s smile did not reassure him at all.


Chapter 92: Recognition

As the special announcement continued, Sal’s sense of unease grew. As much as he wanted to put it all out of his head, he couldn’t stop thinking about the highlight reel and what parts of his semester it might show. It was hard for him to pay attention to what Quest was saying, partly because of how much joy Barry and Divinity were taking from his discomfort.

Maybe it was because their fate had already been revealed to the assembled cohorts, but they were at complete ease with the whole thing. All their banter had been playful, mixed in with reassurances that everything was going to be fine, and Sal tried his best to believe them.

“Do you think they’d include the zip line thing?” Barry asked Divinity with a thoughtful expression. “You remember, when he had to be lifted into the building by his leg during that exercise with Lars?”

Divinity clapped her hands together. “Oooh, that would be a great one! It still doesn’t compete with the hulker dispatch maneuver, though.”

Barry frowned and shook his head. “You’re really hyping it up. If it’s disappointing, I’ll hold it against you forever. How ridiculous are we talking?”

Divinity just scoffed as she leaned closer to him, cupping her hand over her mouth as though Sal wouldn’t be able to hear. “It’s better than Victoria being thrown over Blathnaid’s shoulder.”

“Are you two done yet?” Sal asked dryly. “You’re really not helping. I hope you know that.”

Barry grinned from ear to ear. “Come on, if you think about it, there was like a full month where we didn’t get to talk during the excursion. This is making up for lost time, and it’s good for a strong and lasting friendship.”

Divinity nodded in agreement. “He does have a point, Sal.”

Sal shuddered and twisted his neck in discomfort. “Ugh, I hate when you two are on the same side. Can you cut it out and just pretend like you’re in suspense or something?”

He wasn’t annoyed with them, but was very much hoping for a little reprieve from their ongoing back-and-forth.

Divinity was the first to break. “Okay, I’ll keep my fingers crossed for you. Also, you don’t need to worry about the Mythcrafter thing. I was just teasing, promise.”

Barry just smiled. “Nah, I’ve made my choice. I’m guessing that the next one will be Gallant? His name hasn’t popped up yet.”

Sal shook his head. “Apparently he didn’t make the cut. Prestige recommended against him being elected to the Saviors.”

“He must have really fucked up for his own mother to try to block him,” Barry muttered with a thoughtful expression.

Sal snorted. “Yeah, something like that. He threatened to bring an entire building down on our team, to kill us all.” He looked at Barry with a wry smile. “All because Erika wouldn’t let him run off to fight the army of demons alone.”

Barry just stared back at Sal in surprise. “Army is a little generous, don’t you think?”

Sal shook his head. “There were hundreds of essence signatures that I picked up in the tower, and all of them were being sent straight to our location.”

“You guys just missed a Defense class.” Divinity pointed at the screen. Her words were cut off by thunderous applause, so she just gave up and shrugged with a smile.

Sal glanced up to see the final moments of the highlight reel. It showed a male student taunting the prowlers on the fourth floor, causing them all to attack him. None of their biting or clawing made the guy falter. Instead, he remained still and completely at ease throughout.

Just as Sal thought it might be the same regenerative ability as Sergeant Head, the Defense class student let out a shout as his body let out a forceful blast, obliterating the prowlers that had latched onto him. There would be no chance of salvaging materials from what was left, as green blood rained down from above.

“Is it a sort of rebound effect?” Barry asked curiously as he watched the reel with Sal. “Like, do you think he’s absorbing their attacks and then sending them back at them?”

Sal shook his head as he looked at the damage the blast caused. “No matter how strong the prowlers are, the force of that rebound was way too high. It’s way more dramatic than what was done to him.”

Divinity smiled as she looked at Sal. “You really do have an eye for abilities.”

Barry tore his eyes away from the screen to look at Sal. “You were saying that there were hundreds of demons in your tower trial? There weren’t nearly that many in mine. Like, twenty or thirty would be pushing it.”

Divinity nodded. “I’m agreeing with him so we have our facts straight. Not ganging up on you, I swear.” She added that last part with a smile. “Do you think they just went harder on you guys because Gallant was on your team?”

Sal shook his head. “No, I’m pretty sure it was because Prestige was our guide. Robert seemed a little annoyed with her for taking time away from the bureau to volunteer with Quest Academy.”

Now, with our third Savior revealed as the superstar Defense… we can move on to our final two. Our second Savior is an Offense class from the Blue cohort. Out of all the students at Quest Academy, he has the highest ranking with the Hunter Bureau. He is in high demand from the guilds and has a flawless track record when it comes to dungeon runs. Please give a round of applause for Chris Spectre!

Sal blinked in surprise. “Wait, we’re already at number two?” He looked at Divinity in a panic, who just laughed in response.

“Yeah, I was fifth.” Divinity continued to laugh as she saw the horrified expression on Sal’s face. “Time flies when you’re having fun, I guess?”

Barry nodded as he reeled through the names with a shrug. “Derek Norman was the Defense guy with the rebound ability. That selfless Healer was Thorsten, then Divinity. Max… the time skip girl. The two other Healers, Nico and Elina.” He paused for a moment as his eyes narrowed. “Then Kyndra and Darren, the two Body Manipulators. Me, Rochelle, Michael, Blathnaid, and finally Erika.” He grinned as he went through the list in his own head. “So yeah, just this guy Chris Spectre, and then you. That makes the full fifteen.”

Sal nodded numbly as he watched the screen intently. Chris Spectre was an anomaly from the outset. He didn’t have the typical Offense characteristics, and didn’t charge into fights. When it showed him in the excursion, he simply picked up a stick from the ground and used it like a bo staff to fend off the ambushers. When he picked up a rock, it became a deadly projectile in his hands. Even when he moved on the second floor of the tower trial, everything was measured and perfect. Sal continued to watch him and got the impression that he wasn’t making any mistakes. Did he have the Perfect ability, or something similar?

Divinity smiled as she gave Sal a sideways glance. “It’s the Adapt ability. You start gushing about it when you find his record on the simulation orb.”

Sal chuckled as he gave Divinity an appreciative nod. It felt like she was reading his mind when she gave him those sorts of answers. If Chris Spectre had Adapt, then it must have been at a very high grade. As he moved around each battlefield, he looked like a carbon-copy of Gallant… just without the volatility.

Barry clapped as everyone around him started to applaud the highlight reel for Chris. Yet Barry was just looking at Sal with a shit-eating grin. “Guess it’s your turn now.”

Sal groaned as he sat up properly in his seat. “Let’s just get it over with.”

Barry clapped Sal on the back with a laugh. “That’s the spirit!”

Quest smiled as he looked around the crowded amphitheater. He gestured his hand in the air to reveal the names of the students who had been selected so far.

A quick recap before we reveal the final Savior. You can see their names here. Familiarize yourselves with them, as they are not only your peers, but also role models to strive toward. You’ll notice that we’re lacking when it comes to Offense and Defense classes. We’re going to pay special attention to the efforts of those students to level out our roster. With at least twenty places available until the end of the semester, I hope you will all try your best to join these students as our first group of Saviors.

While we’ve created Savior classes in the second- and third-year classes, our first-years will have the most amount of resources and time from guest speakers and specialist faculty. There are class specialisms that we’re working on that will only be available to graduates from the Savior class. All the guilds are watching what we’re doing with very special interest. There’s everything to strive for, so try your best!

1. Pending

2. Chris Spectre (Offense)

3. Derek Norman (Defense)

4. Thorsten Valve (Healer)

5. Divinity Khan (Controller)

6. Maxine Volta (Controller)

7. Nico Lawrence (Healer)

8. Elina Lux (Healer)

9. Kyndra Scott (Controller)

10. Darren Lenihan (Controller)

11. Barry Francis (Controller)

12. Rochelle de Verdon (Healer)

13. Michael Rogan (Offense)

14. Blathnaid Clean (Support)

15. Erika Clifton (Controller)

Quest gave the audience a few moments to let his words sink in. The smile on his face grew wider as he watched the excited chattering break out in the crowd. Taking a purposeful step forward, he brought his hands together to create a loud slap.

It’s time to reveal the top Savior in Quest Academy. I don’t say that from a first-year perspective, either. This person has surpassed the second- and third-years with their level of contribution. Our entire understanding of Crafting has been changed by this individual. Equipment sets with evolutionary runes that have been commissioned by the Hunter Bureau were designed by him with the assistance of Doc Ameye.

He has played a pivotal role in Quest Academy’s Skill Implant program, helping create stable ability weaves for our students and Heroes. He managed all of these contributions, and was still a part of the team that placed first in the tower trial. They returned from the excursion a week early due to their overwhelming victory.

Our top-ranked student in Quest Academy, and the pinnacle of what it means to be a Savior… I’d like you all to give a round of applause for Salvatore Argento, who joins our Support track.

Sal was not expecting that kind of introduction. He felt like the entire student body turned on the spot to look at him in a mixture of bewilderment and astonishment. Sal finally understood Blathnaid’s desire to cover her face and hide from the attention. It was ridiculous to think that everyone knew where he was sitting.

In an attempt to avoid their stares, Sal looked directly up at the sky, and saw an enormous illusion floating directly above him. It was an arrow, pointing directly at Sal.

“I hate you, Barry.” Sal sighed before he started chuckling at the sight of the arrow elevating up and down, as though it were possible to confuse who was being pointed at.

“Love you too, buddy.” Barry grinned as he dismissed the illusion with a wave of his hand. He winked at Divinity, who was trying to stifle her own laughter.

When Sal brought his eyes back down to be level with the podium, he saw the screen starting to play his highlight reel. What caught him by surprise was the fact that it wasn’t an embarrassing battle, or one of his countless moments of fear… it was instead just a scene of Sal sitting at a bench in the workshop. He looked to be in the zone, and it only took a glance to see that it was from his time working on the circlet for Divinity. It was a relief that they hadn’t recorded when they were in the private room.

“Whoa, that looks pretty cool,” Barry said in genuine surprise.

Sal’s heart dropped into his stomach as he appeared on the gigantic screen, working on the simulation orb. His sleeves were rolled up, and he didn’t even need to look at the scene to know what was coming next. It was absolutely picked by Upgrade—he just knew it. He put a hand to his face and looked through the gap of his fingers as the image of him performed the maestro arm raise, as though waiting for something positive to happen. It was one of the few instances where he had been rewarded with a green light.

Each of your Q-Cards tell us where you are at any given point. Salvatore has spent more time in the workshop than he has in his own bed. I wanted to add some context for why he was our top pick for the Savior class. I’m sure that many of you are likely second-guessing our criteria for what makes an exceptional Hero. All I’d ask from you is to continue watching.

“Here it comes…” Divinity said excitedly as she stared at the screen in anticipation.

The scene shifted to the tower trial and showcased Sal in his black suit of armor. There was no lead-up or anything. They showed Sal sprinting directly at an obsidian hulker, launching his fist against it in that wild haymaker punch.

A collective gasp ran through the entire amphitheater as every student watched Sal duking it out with a hulker, trading blow for blow, before finally taking its arm off. Rather than showing the body slam and the effects of his armor, it moved to a scene of him practicing the quick draw on the leechers, shooting four of them in a row. Next, it went to his efforts in getting to the last vine on the second floor. Each of the transitions only highlighted the moments that looked impressive, abandoning pretty much all the context that should have come with them.

“Man, this is an incredible reel,” Barry whispered. His eyes were wide as he watched every single movement on the screen.

Finally, as the reel came to an end, it showed Sal getting hit with the golem’s attack during the excursion. It was clear to everyone watching that both of his forearms shattered upon impact. But rather than dwelling on that scene, it pivoted to the final moments with the hulker as Sal’s armor dealt the decisive blow in killing it. All that appeared on screen was an explosion of obsidian.

The amphitheater erupted in an explosion of applause. More than half of the student body were on their feet and the other half were just turning in their seats to validate that Sal was a real person.

And with that, we conclude our list of the first fifteen Saviors for Quest Academy. Each of them will be eligible for a well-deserved break before we start up our second semester. As there won’t be any scheduled classes for the next few weeks, I implore all of you to try your best with the tower trial and our low-level dungeons. There are many methods that you’ve already seen that can earn you a higher ranking. Learn from the Saviors you’ve just seen.

Thank you all for coming today. We’ll be in touch with each of the Saviors to discuss next steps and ranking prizes. You are all dismissed.

Sal was dumbfounded by what he had just witnessed. The way Divinity had framed it made him think that it was going to humiliate him with the worst moments that had happened since he arrived at Quest Academy. On the contrary, the footage had been doctored to make him look good.

“Whatever is going through that head of yours,” Divinity started with a slight nudge to his ribs. “It’s wrong.” She waved her right hand at a swarm of students making a beeline toward them. “This is my favorite part, Sal.”

She laughed with a bright smile blossoming on her face. “You’re finally getting the recognition that you deserve.”


Chapter 93: Rewards

“How does it feel being the top Savior in Quest Academy?” Quest gestured for Sal to take a seat in front of him.

Sal couldn’t help but look up to the top right-hand corner of the office, where the footage of Divinity’s reel had been shot. The camera was there for anyone who took the time to look to see.

Quest followed Sal’s gaze. “Ah, yes… the reels. It wasn’t my first choice, but it yielded a very effective result. I had hoped to inspire the students with words alone, but it looks like the addition of a video feed was a wise decision on the part of the faculty.”

Sal smiled as he sat down in the plush leather chair. “It all just feels very surreal, if I’m honest. People are coming up to me to congratulate me, and others are trying to get me to Craft them something with an evolutionary rune. It’s exhausting, but it’s not a bad feeling.”

Quest nodded as he removed his glasses and placed them at the side of his desk. “I understand your feelings perfectly. I had the exact same fiasco when I first created the Quest System for the guilds.” He chuckled at the memory of it before leaning back in his chair with a smile. “All of them were obsessed with knowing their statistics and how they could work on leveling up. It was ridiculous to think that a few boxes of text would encourage them to push toward their limits.”

Sal paused at that. “Is that something you made with your System ability? I don’t think I’ve heard of it.”

Quest waved the question away. “It’s nothing that impressive. I had thought to trial it out with Quest Academy, but having seen how disruptive it can be with the guilds, I decided against it. There are still a number of them that use the Quest System, but it’s no longer the exciting new thing.”

He smiled as he arched his fingers and pointed them directly at Sal. “You’re not here to talk about the Quest System, though. You’re here to talk to me about your plans for the break.”

Sal nodded. “I haven’t changed my mind. I’d like to go home and spend some time with my parents at the Argento Auction.”

Quest’s smile didn’t leave his face. “You’ll have to forgive me for asking, but with the amount of time you’ve spent in the workshop… I would have assumed you’d get a bed installed in one of the private rooms and work on Crafting for the entirety of the break.”

Sal laughed at that but shook his head. “As tempting as that might be, I checked with Vanessa on the Credit floor and she’s able to send me all the materials I have in storage over to the Argento Auction. There’s space for me there, and no distractions. I’ll be able to Craft and spend time with my parents.”

Quest sighed as he nodded. “I understand. Being apart from loved ones can be quite a drain on motivation. I hope you’ll spend your time recuperating so you can give the next semester your all.”

Sal paused as he looked at Quest with a raised eyebrow. “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I miss my family, but that’s not the reason I want to go home early.”

Quest blinked as he looked at Sal, spreading his hands as if to indicate that Sal should continue.

Sal smiled and gestured at Quest. “You said yourself that me getting a guild is dependent on whatever my parents come back with. If I can get their backing, then it will help me in the long-term. Spending time with them, and Crafting in front of them will show them what I’m capable of. They’ll see how serious I am about this, and I’ll be able to learn as much as possible about the guild side of business from them.”

Quest just stared at Sal, his face a mask of surprise. “You’re intending on going home so you can convince your parents to support your guild aspirations?”

“Exactly. They’re incredible negotiators, so I need as much time as possible to get the outcome that I want.” Sal smiled as he thought about it. “They’ll be able to appreciate the danger I’d be in because of the Skill Master ability as well as Mythcrafter, so it’ll take a lot of groundwork to even make it a possibility.”

“Well, let me know if there’s anything Quest Academy can do to help you in the negotiation.” Quest smiled. “I’d be more than happy to speak with your parents at the gala next month, to give an endorsement.”

Sal smiled at that. “Thank you. I think that would definitely help my case. I’m sure they’ll be blown away by the materials I bring back, so we’ll be off to a good start.”

Quest clicked his fingers. “Ah yes, which reminds me… we need to settle your accounts before the break. You’ll likely get your tag earnings at the gala. Robert likes to make a big song and dance about how great the Hunter Bureau is, so it should be something to look forward to. They have a great deal of influence and resources, so I wouldn’t be surprised if you all get a flying car or something equally impractical.”

Sal laughed at the joke and shrugged it off. “That’s no worries. I just hope that it’ll be enough to soften the blow for Ioseph in not getting into the Saviors.” He grimaced ever so slightly. “Can’t help but feel a little bit of guilt that not all of us made it through.”

Quest shook his head. “Mr. Bitterwater had a mountain to climb to get into the Saviors. His accomplishments in his first semester were tied to events where he was carried along by a high-performing team. If he wishes to get into the Savior class, then he’ll need to start making individual contributions.”

Sal just frowned, but Quest smiled as he tapped his finger against the table.

“Trust me, Salvatore. Mr. Bitterwater will be very pleased with whatever prize the Hunter Bureau gives him. Robert is a businessman, and he’s very conscious about the image of the bureau. You’ll likely leave that gala convinced of a future as a Hunter rather than a guildmaster.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” Sal laughed as he sat up in his chair. “But thank you for the reassurance. I felt bad when they didn’t get the black envelopes.”

Quest’s eyebrow raised as his head tilted. “He gave you a personal invitation? You must have made quite the impression.”

It looked like Quest was about to say something else, but he thought better of it. With a wave of his hand and a warm smile, he tapped the table in front of him. “Ah, I keep distracting myself. I wanted to talk to you about the prize for being the top-ranked Savior.”

Sal smiled as he listened patiently. He wasn’t sure whether this was a negotiation or whether it was just a set value that he’d receive. If it was Q-Cred, he’d stockpile it and start looking at properties more seriously with Vanessa. If it was materials, then he’d get them shipped to the Argento Auction.

Quest looked at Sal carefully before the smile on his face widened. “You may have looked at our Credit Store at some point over the course of the semester. We have a list of amenities and services that are on offer, and one of them is a Dorm Upgrade Package. Your first prize is an upgrade to a much larger dorm area, with a dedicated workshop. You can customize which one you’d like, and we’ll facilitate everything over the break. It’ll be ready for you when your second semester starts.”

Sal grinned at the prospect of moving into a larger dorm. If it had a workshop, then it would give him a lot more freedom to Craft into the early hours without fear of inconveniencing others. If he wasn’t taking up a private room, that guilt would disappear.

Quest raised a hand. “We promise it has nothing to do with the simulation orb we’ll be installing in that larger room. It’s just a way for us to give you access to the resources you’ll need to earn more Q-Cred.”

Sal couldn’t help but laugh. “Guessing that was Grant’s idea?”

“Correct.” Quest sighed. “He’s been bouncing off the walls since your meeting with him, and he’s desperate to get you back working on the weaves.”

Sal smiled. “Thank you for the room upgrade—it sounds great. When the guild starts up, I’ll likely want to put the simulation orb in that area, so I can be around others.”

Quest nodded. “Of course. The moment that happens, and everything is approved, we’ll move you into a purely luxury dorm, with no workshop or anything like that. I don’t want to be telling you how to customize the space… that’s up for you to decide. If you don’t want the simulation orb there, we can figure something else out to continue that work elsewhere.”

“I appreciate that,” Sal said. “It isn’t really going to feel like much of a reward if everything in my room is work-related.”

Quest leaned across the desk with a smile. “So, you might remember our conversation a month or so ago. Where I told you that I’d try to get you a meeting with Coach?”

Sal frowned as he tried to remember the conversation. He suddenly remembered that he wanted to try to replicate Coach’s ability to create a solution for Gallant. Before he could say anything, Quest continued speaking.

“It got me thinking about what sort of reward might be suitable for you. How would you feel about a specialized outing, to Ameye Locomotive?” Quest asked the question with a smile, as though he already knew the answer.

Sal just stared at him. “Like, to see his workshop… the trains, too?”

Quest nodded slowly, as though he were trying to draw out the suspense. “There’s no guarantee that he’d be there, but you’d get to look around, see the technology that he uses. It could be good for some inspiration.”

“I think I’d like that.” Sal laughed. “I think I’d like it a lot.”

Quest grinned. “Perfect. We’ll get that in the calendar, too. Which brings us to the last two parts. You’ll be receiving five thousand Q-Cred as a bonus for becoming the top-ranked Savior. And lastly, the cost of your Skill Implant will be covered by Quest Academy. We initially thought to heavily subsidize the costs, but with the added financial backing from the Hunter Bureau, we’re able to offer them to the Saviors for free.”

Sal smiled as he shook his head in disbelief. “I actually thought they were free all along. That would have been quite the shock.”

Quest shrugged as he waved his hand. “It’s just playing with numbers. That five thousand Q-Cred wouldn’t have been granted to you, and would instead have been the heavily subsidized cost. You heard from Grant how expensive a top-grade weave can be.”

“Thank you for all of it, Quest. I really do appreciate it,” Sal said genuinely as he clasped his hands in front of him.

Quest gave him a polite nod. “You’re very welcome. Now, we’ve got the rewards out of the way… I think that’s everything?” He looked at Sal to see whether he had any questions or something to follow-up on.

Sal thought about it for a moment. There was something he had been curious about since the special announcement at the amphitheater. He decided to just ask it and see whether Quest was willing to share some details.

“What sort of specialist classes are only available for Saviors? Do we get a list of them?”

Quest smiled as he arched his fingers again. “That will be sent over to you before the second semester. You’ll have the freedom to choose whichever electives and modules you like the sound of. If all goes to plan, you’ll likely take specialist modules with the third-years for guild management. In addition to a whole range of Crafting specialisms.”

He laughed as he spread his hands. “Or Assassination! There are plenty of different options that you can work toward. Mixing and matching will still give you access to unique specialisms. Some of which are funded by the Hunter Bureau research department, which is always nice.”

Sal had to admit to himself that the range of options sounded incredibly appealing. Maybe not Assassination, but definitely the others. Having spent an entire semester with the majority of his classes decided for him, it was going to be nice being in the driver’s seat for the classes he took going forward.

Sal smiled as he got to his feet. “I think that’s everything. Thank you for all the rewards and the support.” He finished the sentence awkwardly with a laugh. “Am I able to take the next train back to Silver Sanctuary?”

Sal had already said his goodbyes to Divinity and Barry, who were more than happy to hang around Quest Academy for the remainder of the semester. They had committed to helping other students get through the tower trial, by acting as their Controllers. Divinity was doing it for more practice, while Barry was charging students. They had promised to keep in close contact and made plans to visit each other over the break.

Quest nodded as he offered his hand, which Sal took in a firm handshake.

“You certainly can. Travel safe and enjoy your break, Sal. You’ve earned it.”

“I will.” Sal turned to leave.

His first semester at Quest Academy was officially over.
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So, how did I do? Did you enjoy reading Quest Academy? If so, it would be a massive help to me if you left a review for the story. With millions of books being published on Amazon, it's very hard to get any sort of traction and discoverability. If you share the book with people that you think might enjoy it, that would be incredible. I'd love for as many people as possible to have the chance to read the story, and for that, I need your help.

If the story does well enough, I'll be able to spend more time writing, which will cut down the time between releases... and fuel my coffee addiction.

If leaving reviews isn't something you can do, then I'd really appreciate you helping to share the story to people that might enjoy it. No matter what though, you've read my story and that's the most important thing to me.

Thank you!


Wandering Warrior: Judge

By Michael Head

A divine quest to deliver justice. One year to accomplish his mission. After nineteen planets, there’s something different about this one.

James Holden has reached the maximum level there is for a human. That’s perfect, since he’s the only one of his kind: a wandering warrior, without control of his destination, tossed between universes by gods who’ve failed to tell him why. James is the lone Judge on a new world in need of someone to balance the scales. He isn’t afraid to do so with extreme prejudice. As the Chief Justice, he has to right the wrongs the innocent can’t fix themselves.

As James quickly discovers, the roots of corruption run deep. Guilds choose to protect themselves rather than the people. Monsters roam the wilderness unchecked. Judgment is usually a decision between right and wrong, but nothing is ever that simple. This time, being the strongest human won’t be enough to punish the guilty. James might have to recruit some new blood, even if he prefers to work alone.

On his twentieth world, he is going to win, no matter the cost. James will have to find a way to break past the limits of the system if he’s going to have a chance at making a difference.

https://mybook.to/WanderingWarrior


Knights of eternity: Calamity

By Rachel Ni Chuirc

When Zara awoke to find Valerius, leader of the legendary Gilded Knights, towering over her, she thought she'd gone mad.

She was the Fury, mistress of claw and flame—armies trembled at her name! Now she lay chained and broken, a prisoner in her own home. But that wasn't why she thought herself mad.

Only yesterday, she remembered a different life. She remembered her nephew in the local arcade, struggling to beat the villainous Zara the Fury in Knights of Eternity. She remembered her uncle and his big booming laugh.

…and she remembered the gun that changed everything.

https://mybook.to/KoE_Calamity


Arise: Alpha

By Jez Cajiao

When you steal a hundred grand from some very bad people, the best way to survive is to stay small and quiet…

Possibly it’s not to save a pair of drowning girls, not go viral on social media, and certainly not to let the local police take your passport, trapping you on a small “party” island in the middle of the Mediterranean Sea.

But Steve isn’t the average guy: he’s ex-military, ex-enforcer, and ex-human. He’s a one-man, nanite-fueled nightmare for those who cross the line, and he’s decided that it’s time to clean up his act. He’s going to make up for the things he’s done, and save “the little guys.”

It’s a nice fantasy, but even he has to admit, it’s really just a justification, because he’s a very bad man, with horrifying abilities, and he’s only just learning what he’s capable of. He needs a reason to not go to the dark. And if that’s hunting down the creatures of the night and beating them to death with their own femurs?

Well, he’s just the man for the job.

Stolen money. Greek Islands. Werewolves and Enforcers…what could possibly go wrong?

https://mybook.to/AriseAlpha


Facebook and Social Media

If you want to reach out to talk about Quest Academy or just get to know me a little bit, you can find me on my swanky new author page on Facebook. There’s a very high chance that you’ll be one of the very first people to like it that wasn’t involved in getting me published: 


www.facebook.com/BrianJNordon 

Alternatively, we’ve a new Facebook group to spread the word about cool LitRPG books, called LitRPG Legion. It’s a fun space to share old and new books, and to discover great titles you might have missed along the way.

Only rules for joining are to spread the word about great new books, and not being a dick! As a bonus, if you join… you’ll have access to dozens of author interviews conducted by me or Jez.

www.facebook.com/groups/litrpglegion

If you’d prefer to catch me over on Discord, here’s a link:

https://discord.gg/GAN5RgNJGn

I created the Discord for my first ever series that I started over on Royal Road, called Wildcards: The Dread Captain. It’s a fun story that I absolutely loved writing and will get back to after Quest Academy is established. I’m not the fastest at replying, but I do always reply!


Patreon!

Okay then, now for those of you that don’t know about Patreon, its essentially a way to support your favorite authors, you can sign up for a day or a month or a year, and you get various benefits for it, ranging from my heartfelt thanks, to advance access to the books, to me sending them books, naming characters and more.

My Patreon was very focused on my time writing Wildcards, and I’ll be incorporating new tiers in the future for advanced chapters of Quest Academy. I’m talking with Legion Publishers to find out what we could offer fans outside of more chapters, so it might be worth keeping an eye on. If not now, maybe in the future when there’s more on offer!

All support is appreciated, but not compulsory. Honestly, a review or just recommending my story to others is more than I have any right to ask.

www.patreon.com/BrianJNordon


Recommendations

I’m not sure if they’ll be your thing, but if you like reading my stories, then you might be interested in these books too. This is only from my own personal enjoyment though, so take my words with a pinch of salt.

Death, Loot & Vampires by Benjamin Kerei

Heretical Fishing by Haylock Jobson

Restarting The Apocalypse by Michael Chatfield

Portal to Nova Roma by J.R. Mathews

The Bad Guys by Eric Ugland

Shattered Dreams by Shawn Wilson

Iron Prince by Luke Chmilenko & Bryce O'Connor

See These Bones by Chris Tullbane

A Soldiers Life by Always RollsAOne

Isekai by Robert Locke


LITRPG!

To learn more about LitRPG, talk to other authors including myself, and to just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group

www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup


Facebook

There’s also a few really active Facebook groups I’d recommend you join, as you’ll get to hear about great new books, new releases and interact with all your (new) favorite authors! (I may also be there, skulking at the back and enjoying the memes…)

www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/
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