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CHAPTER 1

Retail Row was always an unpredictable place to land, but Grey and his squad had gotten lucky this battle. Even though ten players total landed there, Grey’s squad had already taken out four of them. There were two more, but they were slippery.

“One by taco shop,” Kiri said. “They’re moving to the houses.”

“Chase them,” Grey said. Even if it was a top duo team, he was confident they could take the fight this early on. Grey’s squad would have more gear, and no one had a lot of materials to initiate a build fight.

Taking out a higher-ranking duo early in the battle would only help Grey’s rank.

Grey was tempted to use a bounce pad to get to them faster, but he needed to save them for later. Even having practiced with Lam’s top-ten squad, it was still a challenge to fight against Lam and her late-game building strategies. A full inventory of all the tricks was the bare minimum needed to have a chance against them.

The house area of Retail Row was quiet by the time they got there. Everyone had landed in the stores, so the place appeared untouched. Grey scanned the houses, trying to see any movement or evidence of the players.

“You think they left?” Hazel asked. “They could have bailed.”

“Maybe,” Grey said. “If they’re lower ranked they probably did, but if they’re higher, they’ll probably hide and get a flank on us when the storm comes in.”

“Should we split up?” Finn asked.

“Yeah,” Grey said as he moved past the first gray brick house by the taco place. “Finn, Hazel, you scout behind to see if they ran. Me and Kiri will watch the housefronts for a second.”

“On it.” Hazel headed west to where the next circle would be, and Finn followed her.

Grey and Kiri spread out a little as they looked through windows in hopes of seeing someone. Using walls to give him protection from a possible sniper, Grey also listened to see if he could hear enemy footsteps in the houses. If the players were crouching, they would be too quiet to hear, but they could be rushing to gather more loot. Grey would hear them then.

The quiet moments drove Grey crazy with anticipation. They were almost worse than the chaos of fights. He hated those moments when he didn’t know where the next attack might come from.

“Don’t see anyone out here,” Finn reported.

“In the red brick house!” Kiri said. “I hear footsteps from—no!”

The suction sound of a clinger grenade registered in Grey’s ears, and just as he turned, he saw it explode on Kiri. She was knocked down immediately, and Grey rushed over in hopes to protect her from being eliminated.

He spotted the player on the roof and opened fire with an AR. The shots hit, and the guy backed off for a moment. “Get behind the fence!”

“Going as fast as I can,” Kiri replied as her avatar crawled behind the meager defense.

Grey built a box around them, but the players on the house opened fire. He replaced the walls they broke, but he had no time to revive Kiri. Her knocked-down health slowly dwindled. If he didn’t get her revived soon, she’d be eliminated.

“Keep boxing in,” Hazel said. “We’re coming at them from behind.”

The sound of more shots being fired told Grey that Finn and Hazel were there. He couldn’t tell how the fight was going, but his walls weren’t being destroyed, so he started reviving Kiri.

“Thanks, mate,” Kiri said as her avatar stood back up.

“No prob.” Grey dropped his bandages for her to use, and she also used a couple of small shield potions.

Finn eliminated Yuri.

Finn eliminated Vlad.

“Always taking my elims,” Hazel grumbled.

“We’re a team!” Finn replied. “It doesn’t matter who gets them as long as we’re all alive.”

“Yeah it does—they determine our rank in squad,” Hazel replied. “Even if we win, we all get our own rank in this version.”

“There’s not much difference between rank one and four. They’re all good,” Finn said.

“There is when you want to get home,” Hazel replied.

“Focus, guys,” Grey said. While Finn and Hazel mostly got along, sometimes competitiveness would get the better of them. “We’re coming up there to work out the loot before we move.”

After finding Finn and Hazel on the roof, Grey picked up the purple AR and left the green one he’d first gotten. He glanced at the icons at the top right of his vision to see how many people were still left on the map. It was already down to sixty.

“Not a bad start,” Finn said as he grabbed the med kit to heal himself. Vlad and Yuri had nearly knocked him down in that fight. “Anyone got a big shield?”

“Me.” Hazel dropped the large shield potion for Finn, grabbing the small potions instead. She took the purple rocket launcher from the pile of loot. “All your rocket ammo is mine.”

“Sure, mate. I picked up some.” Kiri handed over the rockets she had, and then it was time to move. The second storm was already moving in, and they were outside the safe zone.

Grey took a deep breath. “On to Dusty Divot. Stay focused.”

Grey didn’t like going to Dusty Divot. It wasn’t nearly as treacherous as Tilted Towers, but it held its own dangers. The terrain was wide open, since the area was a giant crater in the ground. At the bottom of the crater was what looked like some sort of lab for experiments. While the loot was pretty good, Grey always felt like a fish in a barrel when they were down there.

Inevitably, someone would snipe you from the top of the crater.

With the loot they already had, Grey intended to be the squad sniping from the high vantage point rather than going down to loot the lab.

Gunfire could be heard in the distance, but it wasn’t near their location. Grey figured someone was fighting near the border of the safe zone, and he prepared himself for a fight. But as Grey’s squad ran west over the bright green terrain, a loud, unfamiliar sound overtook the pounding of their footsteps and the gunfire.

“What the heck is that?” Finn yelled as he stopped in his tracks.

Grey panicked as he looked for an enemy, but then he saw what Finn was referring to. There was a plume of smoke in the distance that continued to rise into the sky.

“The rocket!” Kiri said. “The Admin said it would launch soon!”

“I don’t see what the big deal—” Hazel began. But before she could finish speaking, the rocket exploded and started falling back toward the ground.

Grey couldn’t help but watch in fascination, even though part of him worried that they would be attacked while they stood there. He hoped everyone else was equally riveted and watching the rocket.

“What … ?” Finn said as a red laser appeared from the rocket.

“This is weird,” Hazel said. “I don’t think anything like this has happened in the game before.”

A crashing bass sound pounded through the area as a flash of light cracked in the distance. Grey thought it was over Tilted Towers, but he couldn’t tell from their current position. The rocket was gone, but then another flash and it appeared somewhere else on the map, and then somewhere else. Before he could begin to figure out what it meant, the rocket soared back into the air, and a massive explosion shattered the sky.

“Whoaaaaa!” Finn yelled as they all stared at the giant cracks left in the atmosphere.

Grey’s mouth hung open as the cracks shone like broken glass. The island was silent after the whirring bass sound. Everyone had stopped fighting. They were all watching this in shock.

“What do you think it means?” Kiri asked.

“It means changes,” Hazel said. “I don’t know what kind, but it looks bigger than anything I’ve seen before.”

“This is so cool!” Finn’s avatar was jumping up and down in excitement, since Grey had banned him from dancing until after a victory. “I bet that crack is gonna do some cool stuff. The map will change for sure. I can’t wait to see what the developers do.”

Grey was silent. The rocket launch wasn’t exciting for him, but scary. It signaled that the season was soon coming to an end. It said he was running out of time to get to the top five. It only reminded him that he might not get home this season.


CHAPTER 2

Grey’s squad finished in the top fifteen for the battle. When they were teleported back to the warehouse with all the other players, everyone was in a commotion about the rocket. It was only the third battle of the day, so people gathered together to discuss their theories of what the rocket’s explosion locations might mean.

“I hope they get rid of Loot Lake,” Finn said. “I hate that place.”

“The name is completely misleading,” Hazel said. “But I’m for losing Haunted Hills. It’s just so random.”

“It’d be nice if it was Tilted Towers,” Kiri said. “It’s too popular.”

“No!” Finn replied. “Tilted is the best!”

Grey sighed. He didn’t want to talk about the rocket or what might change. He didn’t want to think about the next season of this game. “None of that matters—the fights matter. Let’s go practice.”

Finn frowned. “Maybe it doesn’t matter in fights, but it’s still fun to think about. This is a game. You’re supposed to have fun playing it.”

Grey didn’t reply. Though Finn had some complaints about the game, he was still way happier to be stuck in it than Grey was. Grey tried not to ruin his best friend’s fun, but he also needed Finn to stay on task.

Kiri spoke instead. “I’d have much more fun if I wasn’t stuck here and forced to play, but sure, I can see the fun in the changes.”

“I’d rather see them on the computer screen,” Hazel admitted.

Finn shook his head. “You guys are weird. We’re in a video game! It’s better than any theme park!”

Kiri gave Finn a tight smile before turning to Grey. “What do you want to practice?”

“Editing,” Grey said. “We need to be ready for practice with Lam’s squad tonight.”

Finn groaned. “Editing is so boring.”
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