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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
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