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CHAPTER ONE:

JIN

Freefall was the most exciting part of training. It had twice the excitement and none of the danger of actually falling to the ground at 200 kilometers an hour. Even though I knew it was my avatar hurtling toward the ground, I heard the rushing air and felt the wind whipping around my face and hair. I scanned the island below, which looked just like the map from up above, and located my target—Haunted Hills. I adjusted my direction and out of the corner of my eye saw Asha, Zane, and Jax do the same, as if we were playing a silent game of follow-the-leader.

This was my first launch as squad leader, and I was surprised to find I was not too nervous. I mean, the stakes weren’t that high. It was a playground training session, not a Battle Royale, but still, I was responsible for picking the landing spot and calling the shots. When we were almost in position over Haunted Hills, I pressed the button to deploy my glider. The wind stopped rushing. A calm silence took its place. I had nothing to do but float down and enjoy the ride. This was my favorite part of training. It was the only quiet time I had to myself to think, prepare, and look at the scenery.

The ground came up beneath my feet too quickly. We all hit the ground running in the northern part of the sector. In all our trips down to the island, this was our first time in Haunted Hills, although I had studied the maps and video replays late into the night to prepare for this moment.

My communicator crackled to life, and Zane’s cheerful voice came through loud and clear. “Where to, squad leader?” He was speaking his native Australian English, but his words came through in perfect Korean thanks to the universal translator lodged in my ear. I wasn’t sure if Asha heard his words come through in English or Swahili, as both were spoken in her native country of Kenya, and Jax had told me he heard everything loud and clear in English spoken with a Chicago accent.

“Let’s check these stone buildings and chapels. I heard there may be some good loot chests out in the open here, but stay low. I saw another squad land just south of us,” I warned them. I slinked around the area, keeping my guard up and my eyes open. In the relative quiet of the moment, I had a chance to look around, noticing the low stone monuments that looked like memorials to former residents. If there were any ghosts or mysteries lurking on the island, I got the feeling they’d be here.

“Payday!” Jax called out.

“Did you say Mayday?” Asha called. “Where are you? Do you need help?”

“Your com is acting up again, Asha. He said ‘payday’,” I clarified, worrying that Asha’s com might be malfunctioning again. “And what does payday mean, exactly, Jax?”

“It means I found a chest. Now get over here and collect this loot before the big guy with the mech suit and the scary pickaxe comes back,” Jax shouted.

I ran up the side of a nearby gravestone and vaulted to the top of a low chapel roof and crouched down, scanning the area for the cadet Jax mentioned. There was no sign of Jax’s scary pickaxe guy, but I saw Jax just below me and another squad headed toward Haunted Hills in the distance. I jumped down and landed next to Jax, who looked up, startled.

“Where did you come from?” I pointed up behind me and Jax shook his head. “I’ll never get used to your catlike pouncing and sneaking up on people. I’m just glad you’re on my side, or you could have sniped me ten times over by now.”

I laughed. “I’ll take that as a compliment.” I looked at the glowing cache of weapons scattered around and gave Jax first choice, then picked up something lightweight and short range for myself. Haunted Hills was a crowded little place, so a long-range sniper wouldn’t be of much use. “What did big pickaxe guy look like? Strange he should be traveling alone so early in the drop.”

Jax shook his head. “I didn’t get a good look at him. I only saw him from behind. He was wearing a mech suit. As soon as I landed, he threw down a bouncer and took off.”

Asha came running over and stopped right in front of me without a word. “What’s up, Asha?” In response, she shrugged and tapped her communicator. Her com had gone out again. That suit was more glitchy than a fake highlight reel. I reached out and fiddled with a loose wire at the top of her avatar’s headset where the signal dish was mounted. There was a loud crackling sound, then Asha’s voice came through midsentence. “… think that might have been the problem. Oh! It’s back! Hello!” She smiled cheerfully and leaned in for a hug. “Thank you for the patch, Jin.” An avatar hug is a strange thing—you don’t feel it exactly, but you know it’s happening.

Asha picked up a weapon and a small chug jug. “You guys mind if I drink this?” We both shook our heads, and she drank it down, activating a shield. “I’ll pop out and see if we have company,” she said and then took off around the corner.

“There’s a squad headed this way from the east,” I told her, then searched my map. “Have you guys seen Zane?”

“I’m all right,” Zane called out. “Found a nice quiet chapel with a fair bit of loot inside. Picked up some bandages and a big fat chug jug, too.” We heard drinking sounds through the com. “Shields up!” he called out.

Jax stood up and peered out over the gravestone cautiously. “Anyone else see that big mean guy I was talking about before?” I shook my head. “I’m going to head for higher ground, if that’s okay,” Jax asked me. I nodded and watched him run off like a snake, weaving his way around the gravestones for cover. I liked being the leader for once. I felt the responsibility for my squad mates, but there was also a great feeling of freedom.

Grateful this was just a playground exercise, I decided to throw caution to the wind and explore. I headed to the nearby chapel where I found Zane hacking at the floor. “Found another chest,” he announced when he saw me. I nodded and headed upstairs. The building itself was fairly normal. I peeked out a window and saw the other squad inching closer. It looked almost like they were stalking something. Off to the left, Jax was chopping down a tree for supplies. The fallen tree caught the attention of the approaching squad, and they opened fire on him. He ducked for cover, and I aimed my weapon out the window, regretting that I had chosen the short-range one. Fortunately, Jax hadn’t been hit. He popped up and shot back, scattering the squad. I recognized one of them as she ran closer to the church. It was Blaze, our former squad mate we had unanimously voted out when we had to pare our team down to four members.

I hoped she wasn’t holding a grudge. “We have company,” I announced over the com. “Blaze’s squad is here, and it seems like their fire is not friendly. Zane, she’s headed toward the church. If you aren’t prepared for battle, I’d recommend taking the western exit.”

“Gotcha loud and clear, squad leader!” Zane called out, then crashed through the western wall of the building and ran southward. I quickly smashed all the furniture I could find, collected the materials, broke through the upper wall, and threw down an exit ramp. I tucked and rolled down the ramp, did a cat leap, and landed on the ground. One of Blaze’s teammates was running toward me with her weapon drawn. “Looks like they’re using this playground session to sharpen their stalking skills,” I warned my squad. “Too bad for them. Take evasive maneuvers. Remember, our mission today is exploration and strategy. Hold your fire unless it’s for defense,” I reminded them.

I did a dash vault over a nearby gravestone and ran to meet up with the rest of the squad to the south, just as we had planned. That was when I saw him, the big guy Jax had seen when we landed. From the back, his hulking mass was bigger than any of the other avatars, and he was carrying a scary looking pickaxe I had never seen in the registry. I thought I knew every cadet in the program, but I had never seen this suit before. I crouched low behind a bush and tried my best to stay invisible, but something must have caught his attention. He turned to look straight at me as if he knew exactly where I was hiding. I held my breath and tried to see his face through the leaves, but something was wrong. Either it was a trick of the light or the leaf cover was too thick, but I could have sworn there was no face looking out at me from behind the helmet. I saw a flash of pink, but before I could look closer, something else caught his attention off to the side, and he bounded off after it, leaving me shaken and confused.

I heard sniper shots through my com. “Everyone okay?” I asked.

“Yep. Just fired a warning shot to keep Blaze’s teammate off my tail,” Jax announced. They would be wise to steer clear of Jax. He was a sharpshooter with a sniper.

I checked the map readout and located my squad mates. They were all nearby in Haunted Hills, but not so close together that we’d run the risk of getting eliminated at the same time again. That’s the kind of mistake a team only makes once. Especially since when it happened to us the first time, it led to public humiliation in front of all the cadets in the program. I trotted over to Jax’s location atop one of the hills to the south. I told myself it was so I could get a good idea of the landscape from above, but really, I wanted to talk about the strange cadet we had both seen.

I could see the tower Jax was building well before I caught up with him. He was a clumsy builder, putting ramps where he should have used walls and wasting materials by building out. It wasn’t an efficient sniper tower at all, but I wasn’t there to judge him. This was a practice round, after all. “What’s up?” I asked as I came alongside him. “Need any help?”

“Nah. Just practicing my builds,” he replied, not missing a beat. “It’s not my strong suit, but it’s nice to build instead of destroy for a change.”

His response surprised me. It was rare to get an opinion out of Jax. He usually just stuck to the facts. None of us knew much about him, other than what we had overheard the day we arrived. That if he hadn’t come to HQ to join the battle training, he would have gone to jail or a juvenile detention center. That was enough to scare the rest of us from asking too many questions. But after living with him and watching him for a few months, he didn’t seem all that scary. He mostly kept to himself, which is why I wasn’t expecting to get much out of him on the subject of the strange visitor we had both seen.

“Any sign of the big guy with the pickaxe again?” I asked. Jax just shook his head and kept building. I stepped back and looked at what he had created. It wasn’t a sniper tower after all. It was actually a house, and a pretty nice one at that. “What are you building?” I asked.
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