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CHAPTER ONE:

ZANE

The transport vehicle bumped and groaned its way across the tracks. I craned my neck to get a first look at the battle school, but all I could see in any direction was other recruits, and above them, the tips of the windows showing a large expanse of sky. We were packed in, twenty cadets per cart, five carts in all. “These used to be commuter trains, back in the day,” one know-it-all to my left announced to no one in particular, trying to start a conversation. No one picked up on it. The rest of the new recruits and I rattled along in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.

We were complete strangers to each other, and we each had our own reasons for joining up. Some were looking for an escape, others were seeking adventure, and some actually had a passion for the cause—or at least a passion for war. A rumor circulating around the station before we were herded onto the transport was that there was even a rebel aboard. I wondered how long it would take before anyone realized it was me.

“Where you from?” Just my luck, the know-it-all to my left picked me for his conversation target.

“The Outback,” I said without looking over at him. I was still trying to get used to the universal translator an officer had shoved into my ear before I boarded the train. It itched like mad, but as soon as the circuits connected, I began to understand the noise of 100 people speaking fifty different languages. I briefly wondered where he was from, realizing that I was now hearing everyone speak Australian English through the translator. Possibly America, judging by his jeans, T-shirt, and white sneakers.

“The Outback as in Australia?” He sounded so amazed, I almost laughed. I would bet 100 bucks he had never met anyone from outside his own country, not to mention someone from a Southern continent before. I kept my lips sealed and just nodded. I didn’t want to laugh at him, and I also wanted to keep my steely, tough-guy don’t-bother-me look as long as I could. “I heard the rebel is from Australia,” he said quietly, as if sharing a secret. I hadn’t counted on the rumor mill being quite that fast.

Inwardly, I groaned. I had been hoping to keep my personal life a secret. Outwardly, I turned to face him with a steely glare. “And?” I said as menacingly as I could.

“Oh,” he gasped, realizing at once that I was the person he was trying to gossip about. “Right. Well, it was nice meeting you.” He looked around, trying to find an escape from the conversation that had gone so wrong for him so quickly. Unfortunately for him, we were packed tight as sardines and there was nowhere to run.

Might as well make this fun, I thought. “I didn’t get your name,” I said pointedly.

“Kevin,” he said quietly. “And you’re … ?”

“Not here to make friends,” I replied, turning my back on him and staring out the window at the power lines crisscrossing the sky in a constant stream. I felt bad icing the guy out, especially in front of the rest of the kids on the train, but I really wished no one knew my backstory. Everyone else was anonymous out here. Why couldn’t I be just another face in the crowd? I was just there to stay under the radar and check this place out without my family name causing people to suspect me for once.

The silence in the car was broken by an excited shout. “We’re here!” Everyone pushed their way to the window so quickly, I felt the train car shift and sway from the weight of the bodies pushing to one side. I tried to remain cool, but I was just as curious and even as excited as the rest of them.

I stepped on my seat to see over everyone’s heads and to my surprise, saw a vast desert with a bunch of wildly decorated buses topped with hot air balloons and literally nothing else. Where were the barracks? Where was the training ground? Where was the mysterious island that had been on the news feed day and night for the past year?

The train chugged to a slow stop, then shifted back, sending all of us crashing into each other. The doors squeaked open—they were sorely in need of some oil—and we all tumbled out into the sun, blinking, stretching, and breathing in the hot desert air. So, this was HQ. Not only wasn’t it much, it wasn’t anything. Were we supposed to live on those buses? Or maybe the buses were going to take us the rest of the way.

“Get moving!” a uniformed officer barked. We all looked up to see he was pointing toward a low sand dune just a few feet away. Like lemmings, everyone automatically started walking toward the hill.

Gosh, I thought, are people that eager for instructions they’ll follow any orders without thinking? Then again, I looked around and saw there really were no other options, so I sighed and fell into step with the rest of the recruits. My mother’s parting words sprang to mind for the first, but probably not the last, time: “Not everything has to be a battle, Zane. Pick them wisely or your entire journey will be an uphill struggle.”

It turned out the dune was actually a hidden entrance. The heavy camouflaged door opened to a small, brightly lit entryway large enough for two uniformed guards and a computer station, with a second armored door leading down a long flight of stairs. I winced thinking about the idea of spending the next few months underground—no sunlight. No fresh air. No stars. What had I gotten myself into?

“It’s not so bad once you’re down there,” a voice at my shoulder said. I turned to see a wiry tall kid with a rainbow-colored mohawk.

“I’d hate to know where you’re from if you consider living in an underground bunker a step up,” I replied with a laugh.

“Actually, I’m a city boy from South Korea—but my brother just came back from a tour and he said they’ve made it look and feel like you’re living in a normal army barracks down there. Day, night, weather, parkour courses, the works.” He looked me up and down. I realized I was doing the same to him. He stuck out his hand. “I’m Jin.”

“Zane.” We exchanged a quick handshake before the crowd pressed us into the room and toward the stairs. “What’s with all the pushing?” I complained, flicking my shoulder to push off a hand that had come too close in the crush forward. “I didn’t even get a chance to say goodbye to fresh air and sunlight.”

“You won’t even notice it’s gone,” Jin reassured me, laughing. How could he be so confident? I had no idea, but I did find it oddly reassuring. I’m not sure why, but I felt like I could trust this guy, and might even have liked him had we met under different circumstances.

“Thanks for the reassuring words. I hope you’re right,” I replied.

“I go to a boarding school and we eat, sleep, and have class on one city block. The buildings are connected, and sometimes I forget to go outside for days at a time,” Jin explained. “Plus, I hear the food here is better than anything you’ve ever tasted. They feature dishes from all over the world for lunch and dinner! Their breakfast is purely American, though, so I’m going to have to get used to eating pancakes, pastries, and meat in the mornings.”

“What’s a pancake?” I asked. The unfamiliar word came through my translator.

“I think you’d call it a griddle cake or flapjack,” Jin said. “My brother says they are jjang! That means super delicious in Korean. Slang doesn’t translate, I guess.”

A sudden surge of people pushed forward, separating us from further conversation. “Off we go! It was nice knowing you, Jin!” I called out, laughing.

“We’ll meet again,” he replied.

The rest of the day was a blur as ninety-nine dusty, hot, and tired recruits and I were funneled down a line, filling out paperwork and getting poked and prodded by three different doctors to make sure we were healthy enough to survive the program.

“It doesn’t make sense,” one girl just ahead of me whined. “I don’t need a physical. I was the model for the recruitment poster, for heaven’s sake. The scout said they only take people in perfect health, and I’m pretty sure everyone would agree I’m as close to perfect as it gets.” She twirled, showing off her cosplay outfit—a short, all-white school uniform and high knee socks. I could tell she was one of those girls who pretend they’re all cute, but would probably stab you in the neck with a ninja blade just for fun. She turned to see me looking her way. “You see?” she said loudly to the girl next to her. “People can’t help but stare.” She flashed me a big, white-toothed smile and wiggled her fingers at me. I wasn’t going to take the bait, and hoped she’d go bother someone else, but apparently she liked people who played it cool. “I’m Zoe, by the way,” she said to me.

“And you’re next,” I replied, directing her toward the tough-looking woman who was waiting for her to step up.

“And you’re rude,” she said, obviously offended that I didn’t introduce myself to her. She turned and stalked off.

When my turn came, I walked into a small booth where a short, stocky man held my arm and started to scan me with a handheld meter. “I’ve just had three complete physicals and an IQ test. What could you possibly be checking that hasn’t been checked twice already?” I demanded, squirming free from his grip.

“Uniforms and avatars,” he said curtly, grabbing my arm back. He read my look—or perhaps anticipated my question since he had already had the same conversation with fifty other cadets before me. “Your uniform is for here at HQ,” he explained slowly, as if he assumed I was a no-brain noob. “Your avatar that we send down to the surface for battle has to be a perfect match or the motion won’t translate properly and you’ll wipe out.”

Okay, that, I didn’t know.

He continued, lifting both of my arms and comparing them as if to see if they were even. “Even a millimeter off, and we’ll have to scrub the suit, so hold still,” he said, moving on to my left hand and inspecting it thoroughly. “Is this a tattoo, a scar, or just dirt?”

“A scar,” I said quietly. It was the one from the first invasion. The one that had turned my parents against the government and into rebel operatives. The one that had turned my hair shock white before I was even old enough to discover what my hair color was supposed to be. I was too young to remember anything but a bright explosion and the loss of my favorite stuffed bear, but the scar stayed as a reminder that war was everywhere, even in a time of peace. As if I needed a reminder. My parents had been reminding me every day since. Of course, my white spiky hair was a constant reminder as well. Another reason I wanted to come here and get as far from home as possible.

The tailor’s tug at my right hand brought me back to the moment. “These suits cost a fortune. Not sure why they bother. The acid rain washes ’em away eventually and then I have to start over.”

The rain. I had forgotten about the poison storms that loop through the island. Some took just a few hours to start at the edge of the island and close in on an eye, while others took up to two weeks. Ever since the meteor hit, the air had been toxic—too toxic for ordinary humans to survive—and the skies rained down an acid-filled fog that closed in on the island from the outside into a different eye each time. Unpredictable and deadly, the rains had wiped out the island’s population before scientists discovered the storm patterns and learned how to predict their timing and locations. The once beautiful and busy landscape was now a wasteland, useful only as a battle training ground for the young recruits who showed the most promise. We were here to train, controlling our avatars to see who would come out on top as the best tacticians, leaders, builders, scouts, and sharpshooters in a Battle Royale. It was all fun and games until your avatar got dissolved in the acid rain, I guess.
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