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    A New Script 
 
      
 
    Morning brought with it the noises and smells of a small, badly ventilated building crowded with sleeping men and women. Overnight, the air had grown stuffy and rank; the stink of bloody, uncleaned weapons, dirt encrusted clothing and the exhaust of humanity roiled and congealed. The space itself was a previous retail clothing store, once filled with thin, cheaply made female clothing. That clothing had been torn apart and raided for bandages while the once clean, cream-colored walls streaked with blood, soil and ash. Clothing racks and mirrors had been propped in the corner to make way for bunk beds three levels high, offering their occupants no more space than a coffin motel. 
 
    At least they were better than actual coffins, Jin admitted to himself. That had been a bad night. And waking up these days was no longer a long, torturous process of convincing his lazy body to move. Weeks of living in fear of the slightest sound had engrained new habits. Now, Jin first brushed his hand across the beam pistol by his side and then, he eyed the other occupants of the store. 
 
    Most were dressed in the eclectic pickings of a sci-fi and medieval flea market, some already stirring like him even though the morning was still young. Directly across from him, Fatima slept in a dark steel, scale mail jacket. A nano-woven head-covering kept her hair hidden and her ears protected from damage, while a pot helm rested beside the team’s Actor and their only front-line fighter. 
 
    On the bunk below Fatimah, Ian was dressed in a nanowoven jumpsuit in gray and black, the tightly woven material keeping his once-portly frame together in a tight package. The jumpsuit was one of the more common designs – both practical, self-cleaning to a degree and cheap to purchase – available from the System Store. It was what Leo, on the topmost bunk, and Jin was dressed in too. Isabel their Director and team leader, on the other hand, had chosen to stay in floral dress and tights, though Jin could not see her from his spot. With the System’s enhancements to her Charisma, she looked more like an international model than the fresh-faced college student that she had been, a bare few months ago. Back when they were all just students. Before the System. Before the apocalypse had taken any kinds of normality or sense with it.  
 
    Now monsters roamed the streets, they all had Classes and Skills and aliens called themselves their overlords. Now, the surviving humans had to fight, kill and Level.  
 
    Satisfied that his team was still here and alive, Jin rolled out of bed, beam pistol sliding into his shoulder holster the moment his feet hit the floor. A second later, the shriek of unoiled metal grates erupted through the room, signaling the official start to the morning. Early morning sunlight bathed the room, revealing other occupants on their feet; some with breakfast in their mouths. 
 
    “What time is it?” Ian complained, rubbing at his eyes.  The short, bulbous nosed Editor was a night owl, constantly preferring to stay up late. Even the apocalypse had yet to change his behavior. 
 
    “Time to get your lazy, human asses out of my building,” the grating voice that called to them originated near the doorway. There, Kaerius the aqua green merman stood, tapping one finned foot. The merman was clad in a green and blue diving suit, clear tubes floating around Kaerius’s neck where water flooded into and out of his gills.  
 
    Considering Kaerius’s voice was artificial, it made no sense that it was so grating and rude. Then again, it did not matter. The aliens treated humanity like dirt, and they… took it. For now. All around, Jin sensed the pull of Mana; that strange energy that powered both their Skills, their spells and their bodies; as other occupants triggered Cleanse spells. The simple and cheap spell washed away the accumulated funk in the room and their targets, relieving many from the need to wash. Or brush their teeth. 
 
    “Two things,” Kaerius called out as some of the occupants began to make their way out. “Rent for tonight’s fifty credits per person. Also, reservations and curfew expire at eight from now on.” 
 
    “That’s outrageous!” A female from the back shouted. 
 
    “You’re banned. Get out.” Kaerius didn’t even bother to argue with her. The shock on the woman’s face was matched by the looks of pity she received. Without a Safe Zone to sleep in at night, her expected life expectancy had dropped to days. 
 
    “Anyone else?” The challenge saw no takers. The fluid around Kaerius’s gills turned purple and swirled away before the alien jerked a webbed hand to the door. “Then get out.” 
 
    One by one, the occupants streamed out, stopping only long enough to pay their reservation fee to Kaerius. By this point, Jin had learnt enough alien body language to confirm that Kaerius was literally gloating. 
 
    Outside, the team moved down a few doorways carefully, watching the abandoned retail complexes on Lynn Valley road as they headed for open space and the residential neighborhood up the street. As they were in the North Shore of Vancouver and thus close to numerous greenery and the mountains, zone levels escalated rapidly. And while monsters generally kept to their zones, it only took one out-of-level encounter to make the group wary. 
 
    Worse, most of the neighborhood had consisted of single detached housing filled with older residents. That meant there had been a higher than normal number of deaths during the System advent, leaving a large number of monsters to roam unchecked. It was why the team chose this place, why they worked the surroundings on a daily basis. More monsters meant more Credits and experience.  
 
    After so many weeks, the group was used to working together, taking turns eating, drinking and swilling coffee as they walked. Once they were a couple of blocks away from the shop, they took station in the middle of the crossroads, each facing a different direction. Only Ian stayed in the center, watching over the group as a whole. 
 
    “God damn it. Fifty credits each? We’ll barely be able to save anything,” Fatimah said. 
 
    “Language!” Leo chided. He rubbed at the small cube at his side in nervousness, checking that the folded shield was in place. 
 
    “Bite me.” Fatimah replied. Jin turned to the right and watched as she twirled her short sword around her hand, the plasma conduit in the center off. Like the circular particle shield on her other arm, Fatimah only triggered the noisy equipment when needed. As their main tank, Fatimah used melee weaponry exclusively while the rest of the team armed themselves with a mixture of beam rifles and pistols. 
 
    “Please!” Isabel said. “Let’s not fight among ourselves.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am peacemaker,” Ian teased. “It’d be nice if you could just edit Kaerius and make him less of an ass.” 
 
    “You know Edit Lines doesn’t work that way,” Jin said.  
 
    “Be nice if it did though,” Isabel said wistfully.  
 
    “Eh, I’d be scared of Jin if he could change people like that. In either case, Fatimah is right,” Leo said. “The price raise hurts. We’re still a couple of thousand Credits away from getting our own place.” 
 
    Their own place. That was the dream for everyone stuck in Kaerius’s slumhole. Every team, every group talked about it. But, thus far, only one team had managed to make it out. They had so much to balance, between buying Skills, spells and equipment from the System Shop that saving was low on the list. 
 
    “Jin?” Isabel called out. Hearing his name called, Jin turned to see Isabel regarding him steadily. Ian, caught in the middle swirled his finger around, pointing them back to their lines-of-sight.  
 
    Jin considered for a second. If what they were earning wasn’t enough, then…“New script?”  
 
    “Yes, please,” Isabel replied.  
 
    “Ian. Switch,” Jin asked his friend.  
 
    In short order, Jin was in the center of the group, readying himself to trigger his Skill. Script was a strange Skill, allowing him to create a modified quest that gave bonuses to those who had a part in the script. Jin had to lock down certain aspects of the script like the protagonist and antagonists, but could also leave other aspects to chance. He could, in turn, designate a live scripted event or a play. Like most things to do with the System, it was part magic and part acid-fueled game mechanics given life. 
 
    Data swirled around Jin as he worked, eyes half-closed as he perused the streams of information made available to him. It was not easy though, the information fragmented, written in multiple languages and filled with extraneous data. But eventually, Jin had a new Script to forward to Isabel. 
 
      
 
    New Script: Lynn Canyon Park 
 
    There are rumors of a new monster in Lynn Canyon Park. A party of adventurers, out of their depths in the new System Apocalypse, travel to the Park, in search of the rumored monster and financial gain. 
 
    Script Quality: Mediocre 
 
    Script Bonus: +15% to production 
 
    Produce this script? (Y/N) 
 
      
 
    Isabel and Jin shuffled places, allowing their erstwhile leader player producer and director, to slot them into the appropriate place in her production schedule. Each choice updated the entire team in real time, glowing blue script appearing before their eyes.  
 
    Scriptwriter, Jin Long. Director, Isabel Groves. Cinematographer, Leo Houston. Fatima was their principal – and only – talent. And Ian Gibbs their Editor. If they had a larger party, they would have been able to fill out more roles, but… 
 
    Jin shied away from that thought, too raw still. Once, they had been able to fill all those roles. Once… 
 
    “Oooh… a 15% bonus. You added a Skill point?” Leo crowed, rubbing his hands together. “This will make my Freeze Frame even better.” 
 
    Jin grinned. “Yeah. Last Level.” 
 
    “A new monster?” Ian asked, concern in his voice. “Isn’t that dangerous?” 
 
    “What about our life isn’t?” Leo said. “We might even get a bonus for finding a new monster.” 
 
    “Maybe.” Jin shook his head. “You know how my Skill works. Details are a little fuzzy.” 
 
    “I don’t know about this…” Ian protested. 
 
    “Stop being such a damn scaredy cat,” Fatimah said.  
 
    “There’s going to be a nice Credit bonus. If we want our own place, we’re going to have start taking quests like these. Waiting just means letting them up our rent again,” Isabel said. Jin risked another look over to Ian, only to see the blond man flush.  
 
    “Yeah, okay. Just… let’s be careful, ’kay?” Ian said. 
 
    “Always. Now, come on. We’ve got to go if we don’t want to be late back,” Isabel said. 
 
    “The New Reel is on the go!” Leo crowed, drawing a snort from Fatimah.  
 
    The group fell into familiar formation, Fatimah leading the way while Leo hovered just behind her. As always, Ian and Jin held back, allowing Isabel the center position. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What would have been a brisk fifteen minute walk in the past became a grueling hour of hiking and enforced caution. Twice, the team passed other groups who were engaged in frantic battles. They paused only long enough to ascertain that the fights were energetic but non-lethal before moving on. The new convention in the apocalypse dictated that each team was left alone, so long as no one was in mortal danger. 
 
    Soon enough, they left the residential houses and paved roads to trudge along the gravel roads leading into the northern rainforest. In the distance, Jin could hear the flow of water in the canyon, feel the increased humidity on his skin and the regard of hidden creatures.  
 
    “Everyone ready?” Isabel called out as the group passed the wrecked entrance sign, the wooden board lying abandoned where an oversized beaver had chewed its supports away.  
 
    “Ready. Any directions?” Fatimah asked. 
 
    Isabel hummed for a second and then triggered a new Skill – Scene Directions. Jin saw the flicker in the corner of his eyes as the notification appeared and disappeared. No surprise there, since the Skill was targeted at Fatimah herself.  
 
    “Got it. Quest marker and all,” Fatimah crowed. “This way.”  
 
    The group followed the Actor, watching the slowly encroaching forest warily. All around them, the normal forest quiet had warped; punctuated by the trump of heavy feet on forest bed and the screams of unending battle. The canyon was no longer a tourist friendly walk, but a battleground of competing monsters, each attempting to stake their claim.  
 
    Ever since the System arrived and Mana overflowed, both animals and vegetation had flourished. In three months, the once clear path was choked with vegetation, forcing the group to close ranks and cut their way through. If not for the passage of earlier groups, the path would have been no better than a deer trail. 
 
    Worse, the vegetation had a bad tendency to mutate. Sometimes, the mutations were benign. Branches shifting coloration from brown to purple, or the addition of small thorns to upper branches. Other times, like the moving, grasping vines that attempted to wrap around the team or the poisonous, exploding mushrooms, it was less so.  
 
    The squirrels hit them as they finished rushing out of the field of exploding mushrooms, choking on the cloying spores in their lungs. The poison within doubled their vision and made them gasp for clean air.  The first mutated squirrel, now a foot tall with razor sharp teeth and bushy tail of serrated fur threw itself from a tree at Fatimah, only to be intercepted by her shield. A follow-up thrust skewered the falling squirrel, ending its life. 
 
    That was just the first of many. The scurry of squirrels emerged from the dense undergrowth, to nibble at ankles, or launch additional airborne attacks. Isabel caught one on the body of her beam rifle, while Jin missed his own grab. The squirrel latched onto his chest and tore into his collarbone without mercy. 
 
    “Freeze Frame!” Leo called out. Not that he needed to use his voice, but the boisterous cinematographer enjoyed it. The Skill froze the attacking squirrels on one side, giving both Ian and him a chance to shoot the frozen creatures.  
 
    In the meantime, Jin managed to yank his attacker off and stomp on it. At the forefront, Fatimah used her gift of Improvised Acting to borrow skills and wield her sword. To Jin’s chagrin, even after stomping on the monster a couple of times, it would not die. Rather than let the monster escape, he set his entire bodyweight to pin the creature and fired his beam pistol point-blank into its head. Only then did it finally die, leaving Jin to wrinkle his nose at the smell of burnt flesh and fur. 
 
    It was because of these ridiculous damage balancing aspects of the System that guns – human made guns and explosives – had become defunct. If something wasn’t System registered, it did little damage. The weaponry, the spells, that they wielded had to be purchased at the Shop in the center of town or be worthless. And since Jin had no special unarmed combat Skill, his stomping had done little to the overpowered squirrel monster. 
 
    “Damage?” Isabel called out as Jin got back up after looting the squirrel.  
 
    “Another suit,” Jin called out. The bleeding on his chest continued, but by now, all of them had learnt to ignore minor injuries. The System would heal them, and anything short of dismemberment or death could be healed in ten minutes.  
 
    “Need an edit here,” Leo said, trying to hide the pain as he leaned against a nearby tree. “Got my Achilles heel.” 
 
    “Hold still,” Ian said. The once heavyset editor crouched beside Leo, peering at the ankle. He twitched his hands, framing first the ankle and then pulling back with his hands. An image of the damaged and bleeding ankle detached from the leg, allowing Leo to breathe easier. Ian clapped his hands together and then made a tossing motion with his hands, discarding the image. A second later, Leo was bouncing on his now pristine leg. “Fixed.” 
 
    “And you’re sure that’s not a time aspected Skill?” Leo stroked his goatee as he peered at his now fixed ankle.  
 
    “I’m sure. I can only do small edits right now. And I got to catch it fast too,” Ian said. “It’s just like Jin’s Edit Line Skill. System idiocy.” 
 
    “Alright. Enough. We should get going. And keep an eye out for more monsters,” Isabel commanded. 
 
    As they got ready to go, Jin could not help but smirk internally. They might not be your regular combat team, but they had learnt to make do with their Skills. You just had to get a little creative. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “This the spot?” Jin asked Fatimah an hour later. If it was, the location was less than impressive. From the ridge the team was currently occupying, they could look down into the canyon clearing. The current canyon clearing was carved from the river overflow, leaving it dry in these summer months. The entire space was around thirty feet wide from ridge to the sloping hillside where the monsters resided. Running along the edges of the cliff and both ends of the clearing was a variety of small, normal-looking green bushes. The area around the entrance to the lair, a small cave had been flattened through repeated movements. 
 
    “Unless the quest marker’s wrong, I’m bloody sure it is,” Fatimah said. 
 
    “I’m not crawling in there,” Ian said. 
 
    “I don’t think any of us are,” Jin remarked. “I’m not fighting anything on my hands and knees.” 
 
    “Except a cute girl, eh?” Ian elbowed Jin who rolled his eyes. 
 
    “Don’t remind me. I haven’t gotten laid in… Ow!” Jin cut-off and rubbed his head. 
 
    Leo pulled his hand back while hissing. “Language! We have women here.” 
 
    “No one’s going into the hole,” Isabel said. “But we do need a plan.” 
 
    “If something’s in there in the first place,” Jin added. When the others looked at him, he explained. “Whatever is in there might be hunting.” 
 
    Almost as one, the group turned around to check their rear.  
 
    “Right. Find out what is in there and then…” Leo said. 
 
    The group of city folk stared at one another, before Fatimah offered. “Lure it the hell out.” 
 
    “So, we watch?” Jin said. 
 
    “We watch,” Isabel confirmed. “Let’s spread out a little though.” 
 
    “You got it, ma’am” Ian said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    The first sign of movement came two hours later. The creature emerged from the bushes in a low crouch, followed by two smaller companions. At first, Jin thought that it was a wolf. It had the same body shape as a wolf, if twice the size, with those spiky, pyramid shaped ears, the long bloody snout and wispy gray fur. But that initial impression disappeared soon after, for the monster stopped crouching and straightened. Upright, the monster still did not look right – its shoulders and chest region hunched and warped, the limbs hanging from it not really meant for use as arms nor as legs for running. Yet, for all its strange appearance, when it turned to review its lair, there was a malicious viciousness in its eyes. 
 
    The bigger creature – the Alpha – waited until its brethren entered the cave, making a full circuit about its home and marking its territory before it joined them. A tap on his arm by Isabel and the group snuck away, to put themselves out of earshot. Jin absently noted that the others not on overwatch had fought a few, quick battles in the interim, keeping other monsters away from their lookout.   
 
    “Level 14 Adlet Alpha. The pair are Level 9,” Isabel announced to the group after Jin finished describing their opponents. Production Plan allowed her to slot each of them into their appropriate place in her production, and in this case, the Adlet’s were cast as the antagonists. 
 
    “Only three?” Ian said, relieved. 
 
    “Abilities?” Fatimah said. 
 
    “Checking,” Jin said. He closed his eyes and pulled out the script that he had initially created. It was a swirling mass of post-it-notes and notecards, with only the first few pages written, detailing what had happened. Those, Jin ignored. It was the post-it notes, especially about their antagonists that he was curious about. One by one, Jin plucked the notes and reviewed the data, doing his best to parse the machine code, alien words and short-handed gibberish. “Medium strength. High speed. Low cunning. Hungry carnivores. The basic types are just minions. The Alpha has a… spirit, uhh… thing?” 
 
    “Thing?” Ian said. 
 
    “It’s not in English.” 
 
    The group sighed but by this point, they understood the limitations imposed upon Jin. 
 
    “Alright. It sounds like we go with the usual plan then.” Isabel cleared a little space on the ground and using a stick, drew a rough map of the clearing. As she spoke, Isabel added to the map. “Usual formation. Fatimah in front, everyone else backs her up. We throw in a plasma grenade, wake the Adlet up. Fatimah tanks the Alpha and one other Adlet, we focus fire on the other one. Take it down as fast as possible and then switch.” 
 
    “To the Alpha or…?” Leo asked. 
 
    “Play it by ear,” Isabel said. “Assume Alpha if I don’t change the orders.” 
 
    A few more questions and adjustments were made before the team trooped back to the lair. As they approached, Jin watched as Ian kept drawing and sheathing his knife and licking his lips in nervous anticipation.  
 
    Lowering his voice, Jin slowed down a little to give themselves a little more space. “You okay?” 
 
    “Sure. Sure. Just our first Alpha, right? Nothing to it,” Ian said. 
 
    “Right. There’s just three,” Jin said. “We got this. And if you don’t, we’ll just edit it out.” 
 
    “Right. Right.” Ian nodded, but his face grew even more strained.  
 
    Uncertain what else to add, Jin was saved by Isabel gesturing for them to hurry up. Relieved, Jin hurried after. It was going to be fine. They’d fought monsters before. Tons of them. An Alpha wasn’t that different. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even after the group trooped into the clearing, making not a little noise, no Adlet rushed them. Low growls erupted from the small cave, but no creature exited, allowing the team to spread out and ready themselves. Jin, placed in the back with his pistol drawn, looked about the canyon clearing one last time. 
 
    Down here, the cliff they had been watching the lair from was much steeper and more difficult to climb than it had seemed up top. The vegetation that was not tramped down was even lusher than expected, cutting down their line of sight even more. Thankfully, the ground was mostly dry, offering great footing but for a central muddy section. 
 
    “Aaaand… roll!” Isabel called out. 
 
    Isabel complied, tossing one of their few plasma grenades into the hole. The small oblong explosive pulsed red as it was activated and bounced perfectly into the hole. In seconds, all sight of it was lost. The cave suddenly vomited a volume of superheated air and flame as the plasma grenade exploded. The group cowered and hid from the heat, feeling it wash over them and singe eyebrows and toast hair. 
 
    As the team recovered, Fatimah drew her short sword and activated the weapon, seconds before the Ablet launched themselves out of the cave with a howl. The first monster crossed the ten feet between itself and Fatimah in three bounds, hitting the particle shield with its snapping jaws before bouncing off. Behind, its brother swerved around Fatimah, allowing Leo to catch it mid-jump with a Freeze Frame. The remainder of the group open fired on the frozen monster, trying to take it down. Beams of energy tore into the monster, crisscrossing one another and burning away skin and fur. One, too short arm, was burnt down to the bone while fur smoked, revealing thick flesh. Unfortunately, the Skill gave way after three seconds, releasing the monster to limp after Leo who had deployed his shield in the meantime.  
 
    Jin and Ian spread out, trying to keep the creature in sight as they fired more carefully now, worried about hitting their friend. Isabel disengaged, hefting her rifle as she eyed the lair. 
 
    “Alpha’s missing!” Isabel called out. 
 
    Her words startled the group. Leo let his shield drop a little too low and paid for it, clawed fingers from Ablet’s remaining hand slipping through the slack defense. Ian triggered his Skill, editing out the attack, allowing Leo to return to shield bashing the monster and shooting it around his shield.  
 
    Jin looked away, searching for the Alpha. Only to see it appear from behind a nearby bush and charge the group. 
 
    “Look out!” Jin called out, too late.  
 
    His directionless warning did nothing more than distract the group. Loping forwards on all four feet, it hit Isabel low, throwing her to the floor. Even as the director fell, the Ablet Alpha dug into the ground with its claws to turn, scrambling over to clamp down on her flailing hand with its jaws. A moment later, white light shone from the Alpha and surrounded Isabel. Each pulse of the light drained her health, whitening her skin and slowing down her struggles. 
 
    “Help!” Jin called out as he targeted the Alpha. A couple of shots with his beam pistol were ignored, barely scorching the creature’s flesh.  
 
    Isabel weakly beat on the monster with the butt of her rifle with one hand, each blow only serving to annoy the Alpha. Fatimah was fighting her own opponent, trying to break away but cut-off at each turn. Leo was focused, unable to look away from his own Ablet, barely hanging on with Ian’s help.  
 
    Jin shivered as another pulse of white light flowed from Isabel to the Ablet, healing the creature of the wounds his own attacks had made. He had to make the monster let go of Isabel somehow. Somehow… 
 
    Drawing a breath, Jin triggered his Skill, targeting the Alpha. Edit Lines allowed him to change aspects of the script, altering behavior or aspects. It only let him change a few things, a few words here and there. Worse, he only had enough Mana to make two edits. 
 
    But that should be enough. 
 
    First line. Edit the monster’s Spirit Skill. It was obvious that the second word was drain or the equivalent. So, swap it out. Now it was Spirit Gift.  
 
    Jin dropped out of his Skill, fired another shot at the Ablet that was ignored and then watched as the pulse of energy surrounding it and Isabel reversed. Instead of taking away Isabel’s life, it gifted it back. The Alpha released Isabel with a growl, jumping back as it was startled.  
 
    Another shot by Jin’s beam pistol annoyed the monster, and it turned to glare at Jin. Freed, Isabel drew its attention back by firing her rifle, before she struck the monster just below its crouched chest. That action drained the very last of her energy and Isabel slumped to the ground. 
 
    “No. Me!” Jin snapped. Another Edit. This time, he focused on another aspect of the script – who the monster was targeting. A swap of names, from Isabel to his made the monster turn around. But Jin was not paying attention because he was already running for it. 
 
    It took a good ten feet before Jin dared look back, and realize the foolishness of his plan. Even if the Ablet was not made properly, the creature’s higher attributes and four-legged lope was faster than his own two. At the last minute, Jin threw himself to the side, narrowly dodging the leaping monster. Skidding along the grass, bare his skin tore on the ground as he came to a stop. Before he could rise to his feet, the Ablet had made his way over to leap at Jin’s throat. Raised hands managed to ward the creature off, holding the monster away by its thin shoulders. Together, the pair fell to the ground with a thump.  
 
    The Alpha crouched over Jin, snapping at his face, attempting to tear him apart. Again and again, it lunged, and Jin twisted and jerked, dodging against the ground. A bad dodge had canines tearing at his cheekbone, drawing blood. As the creature lunged again, a sudden burst of inspiration made Jin throw his arms around the Ablet’s neck and hug it to him. Tiny arms, with distorted claw fingers tore at his body as it scrambled against his chest, but the more dangerous mouth was kept away. Together, the pair thrashed about the clearing, grappling for dominance.  
 
    “Jin. JIN!” Fatimah screamed. 
 
    “He’s not listening.” Leo snapped. 
 
    “Break apart!” Isabel cried, triggering her Scene Direction Skill. It made Jin throw his hands apart, made him scurry away while kicking at the surprised monster. Before it could recover, his friends attacked. 
 
    “Freeze frame!” Leo cried.  
 
    As Jin attempted to roll to his feet, he took in the clearing. Around him, his friends were gathered and focused on the Alpha. In the background, the dead bodies of the other Ablet lay, their flesh sizzling. Tired feet gave way as Jin made it up halfway, blood and pain finally making their way past the adrenaline and Jin sat with a thump. 
 
    The Alpha unfroze but Fatimah stepped in its way, bouncing it off her particle shield. Together, the reformed team worked to kill the monster. This time, their teamwork worked perfectly and the Alpha fell, keening in death. 
 
    “Good job,” Ian slapped Jin on the shoulder, making the man groan. Already, the torn skin on his chest and stomach was patching itself together.  
 
    “How… Isabel…?” Jin said, shaking his muzzy head. 
 
    “I Edited the damage. Between that and regeneration, she got back on her feet,” Ian said. “I’m out of Mana, though, so we’ll need to do this old school.” 
 
    Jin touched his face, feeling the torn flesh and then looked at his torso. Exhaustion washed over him and he let himself lie down. Ian snorted, pulling out bandages and a squirt bottle of water. “Just got to clear the debris. Regen will take care of everything else.” 
 
    To distract himself, Jin watched as his friends moved around the bodies, looting the corpses via the System before taking out hunting knives. As bad a job as they might do cutting the creatures apart, the bodies would be of use to the craftsmen. A moment later, Jin rolled his head to look away from the bloody task.  
 
    In the corner of his eyes, another notification. Latching onto that less bloody distraction, Jin was surprised to see that he’d Leveled up. Fighting Alpha’s seemed to be worth it at the least. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “How much did we make?” Jin asked as the group finally reconvened. After the fight, they’d made their way back to town, stopping off at the small office building the craftsmen had made their own to sell off the torn body parts. Meat would be used for the stew pots, the bones, teeth and claws for crafting weaponry. Most of the weapons crafted by the craftsmen were of low quality and thus, the prices they were willing to pay for the materials similar. But it was better than nothing. 
 
    “Just over seven hundred Credits for the pot,” Isabel said.  
 
    “What?” Leo exclaimed. 
 
    “The Alpha got us a bonus, same with them being new monsters,” Isabel explained. 
 
    “Does that mean…?” Fatimah asked, eyes wide with hope. 
 
    Isabel shook her head. “One thousand two hundred more.” 
 
    Silence fell over the group at her pronouncement. Even if they threw in a few Credits each, they wouldn’t have enough. If that was the case… 
 
    “Guess we’re staying at Kaerius’s again,” Leo said, fatalistically. 
 
    “But we’re hunting Alpha’s tomorrow. And the next day, till we get enough for our own place,” Jin said. 
 
    His words were met with silence at first before wide grins broke out among the group. Maybe they couldn’t buy a place yet. But every day they survived was another day they grew stronger. One day, the struggles would end and they’d remake their lives. 
 
    One day. 
 
      
 
    ### 
 
    

  

 
   
    Author’s Note 
 
    Thank you for reading this! I hope you had fun with A New Script. Check back on the store to see if we released any additional short stories! 
 
      
 
    In addition, please check out my other series, the Adventures on Brad (a slice-of-life fantasy LitRPG), the System Apocalypse (a post-apocalyptic LitRPG) and A Thousand Li (a cultivation xanxia series), and Hidden Wishes (an urban fantasy Gamelit). Book one of each series is named: 
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