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CHAPTER 1

Dust storms had been rolling across Caldyra’s surface all morning, and now the arid wind howled through the open transport bay with an almost mocking persistence. The rust-red desert stretched out as far as anyone could see, broken only by jagged rock formations and a few scattered outposts. The horizon shimmered like a mirage, so bright under the pale gold sky that looking at it too long felt like staring into a furnace.

At the edge of a dried-out river basin lay “The Pits,” a sprawling complex of corrugated metal walls and towering fences crowned by barbed wire. It looked less like a military installation and more like a giant junkyard hammered together over decades. Dust devils danced between the battered gates. The main entrance—an uneven gap in the fence ringed by half-slagged guard towers—welcomed newcomers with the kind of silent menace reserved for graveyards.

A rickety transport shuttle touched down on a landing pad that groaned under its weight. The hull was battered from atmospheric entry, paint peeling away to reveal the dull gray substructure beneath. Its engines kicked up a swirl of reddish grit that whipped around, cutting visibility for a few seconds. As the engines powered down with a protesting whine, a side door slid open.

Reid Varlan stepped off the shuttle, coughing against the dust that seemed determined to invade his lungs. He clutched a single duffel bag—its straps fraying, the canvas scuffed and stained from a life of rough travel. He paused at the threshold, the shuttle door behind him hissing shut. The brightness assaulted his eyes, and he squinted against the desert glare.

His first impression of The Pits? Hot. Bone-dry. Grim. The place had a battered soul, if such a thing was possible. He’d spent much of his twenty-seven years doing dirty work and scraping by, but this was a new kind of desolation. Even the air tasted of old metal. His boots crunched on sandy concrete as he made his way toward a wide metal building ringed by catwalks and heavy pipes that spanned overhead like a spider’s web.

From somewhere inside that building came the echo of steel hitting steel, harsh clangs that reverberated in the empty yard. The smell of machine oil, burnt circuits, and sweat hung around every corner. He caught a few glimpses of other workers—mechanics mostly—moving in the background like ghosts, their faces smeared with grease. They glanced at him, eyes narrowing briefly, before turning back to whatever tasks they had.

Reid had learned not to trust quickly. The last thing he wanted was to land on a hostile planet and immediately find a fight in the yard, but he found himself sizing up everyone he saw anyway, memorizing details. The universal tension in their shoulders, the guarded way they peered at him, told him enough: they expected him to fail or to drop dead within a week.

He made his way through a wide, rusted door into an open space that reminded him of a converted warehouse. Overhead lights flickered, half of them broken or dimmed from age. Rows of battered consoles lined one wall, some with screens that still functioned, others with cables spilling out in chaotic tangles. At the far end, a tall figure stood with arms crossed, leaning against a tall control panel.

The man’s name was Ryven Kett. Reid had never seen him before, but there was no mistaking him for anyone else. The older man sported a wide scar tracing the line of his jaw, like someone had once tried to remove it with a blade. His hair was cropped short—gray stubble that matched the sour expression on his face. He wore dark utility pants and a sleeveless vest that showed off muscular arms crisscrossed with old scars.

Ryven’s gaze locked onto Reid immediately. He pushed off the console with a grunt and closed the distance in a few long strides. “You Varlan?” he asked without preamble. His voice came out in a low rasp, as if he’d been shouting orders his whole life.

“Yeah,” Reid answered, dropping his duffel to the concrete floor. “That’s me.”

Ryven took a moment to look Reid up and down. Then he sniffed sharply, as though unimpressed. “About damn time. We’ve been expecting you for hours. Transport problems?”

“Transport’s always got problems,” Reid said, not hiding the irritation in his voice. “Broke down twice en route, then they decided to land me in a dust bowl.”

“A dust bowl is about all we have,” Ryven said with a shrug. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Come on. Paperwork’s waiting.”

Reid followed him deeper into the building. They passed a cluster of battered desks strewn with old data pads and half-empty cups that had something dark and crusty at the bottom—coffee, maybe, from days before. A flickering overhead lamp made the entire place feel like it existed just on the edge of a blackout.

A single table stood near the corner with a few chairs around it. On that table were several official-looking documents, a couple of pens, and a battered stamp with the Kestral Union emblem on its handle. Ryven gestured to the seat.

Reid dropped into the chair, his back protesting at the motion. Exhaustion weighed on him—he’d barely slept on that rocking shuttle. He leaned forward, elbows on the table, scanning the fine print on the documents. They were the final lines of his combat-debt contract, stating in no uncertain terms that he’d be operating as a pilot in bracket matches to pay off whatever debt the Kestral Union claimed he owed. The words blurred momentarily—he blinked them into focus, then forced himself to read carefully.

It was all there: the “Condition of Service,” “Non-Optional Participation,” “Termination Clause.” In short, if he tried to bail, he’d be exiled. Out here in the desert, that was a death sentence.

He found a line that read something like: “Subject’s refusal to comply with assigned duties or attempts at desertion will result in immediate forfeiture of life support and property rights. Subject will be cast from protected territory.”

Caldyra’s desert was unforgiving. People who walked into it rarely walked back out. He set his jaw as he scrawled his signature.

Ryven’s eyes never left him. The older man was silent until Reid tossed the pen onto the table. “Congratulations,” Ryven said, sarcasm dripping from the word. “You’re officially welcomed into a whole new kind of hell.”

Reid gave a humorless chuckle. “I’ve been to a lot of hells,” he replied, signing the last page. “Not sure what makes this one so special.”

Before Ryven could deliver a snarky answer, a slight shift in the air drew Reid’s attention. Someone else was standing nearby, quietly observing.

She was leaning against a support beam, arms folded. The first thing Reid noticed were her eyes—green, sharp, cutting through him with a wary sort of intelligence. She had shoulder-length brown hair that fell in loose waves around her face. She wore tight cargo pants that hung low on her hips, and a fitted top that clung enough to show her figure. Midriff bare, toned arms, and an attitude that practically radiated from her posture.

Kara. He didn’t know her name yet, but the second she caught his eye, it was clear she was sizing him up. She gave a faint shrug, as if unimpressed, then turned her focus to Ryven.

Ryven looked from one to the other with an irritated sigh. “Might as well get this part over with. Reid Varlan, meet Kara. You two are stuck with each other.”

“Stuck?” Reid echoed, feeling a flicker of annoyance. “Great. Just how I like to start a new job.”

Kara’s lips curved into a faint smirk. “The feeling’s mutual,” she said, her voice low but clear. She didn’t offer her hand; she just tipped her chin up in acknowledgement.

Reid snorted and gave a half-nod, unsure what else to do. This day was already going downhill. He pushed his chair back and stood, crossing his arms to mirror her stance. He noticed her gaze flicker over him, probably taking measure of his build, the cut on his brow, the state of his shirt. She didn’t seem particularly impressed.

Ryven cleared his throat. “You might want to listen up. You two aren’t just teammates. You’re going to be a pilot-core pair in the same mech.”

Reid’s stomach dropped. He looked at Ryven. “Same mech? You mean she’s—”

“Core pilot,” Ryven interrupted. “Yes, she’s in the neural pod. You’re in the cockpit. You two better learn to get along, because if you don’t, that rust bucket in the hangar won’t move an inch.”

Kara let out a slow breath and glanced away. She seemed about as thrilled as Reid felt.

“Don’t worry,” she said, her tone carrying an edge. “I won’t get in your way, if you can keep up.”

Reid bit back a sarcastic remark. Instead, he just turned back to Ryven. “So what’s next?”

“Next,” Ryven said, “you get your first look at the machine you’ll be piloting.” He made a sweeping gesture toward a set of heavy doors on the far side of the room. “Stay close. It’s easy to get lost in here if you haven’t memorized the layout.”

They stepped into a corridor where the walls were lined with exposed pipes. Some hissed with steam or vented hot air in sudden bursts. The floor felt sticky underfoot, like it had been soaked in engine fluids for years. Occasional overhead lights blinked in and out, creating a strobe effect that made it difficult to keep track of the path.

At the end of the corridor, a massive hangar bay opened up—a towering space with scaffolding along the walls and thick power cables draped across the floor. In the center stood a hulking shape, half-hidden by flickering work lights. The mech—Reid’s new partner in mechanical form—loomed in partial disassembly, its plating removed in large panels that exposed a maze of internal components.

Rust lined the edges of its outdated plating. Shoddy welds ran jagged lines across its torso, and the entire left arm had a chunk of armor missing, revealing the dark underlayer of servo motors and support struts. A set of thick cables lay coiled around its feet, which were clamped into the floor as if it might otherwise topple over.

“Welcome to Gravehook,” Ryven announced, though there wasn’t much pride in his voice. “She’s been in service longer than I’ve been alive, and if you ask me, she’s got about half her life left.”

Reid stared in disbelief. “We’re supposed to fight in that?”

Kara stepped closer, her expression neutral. “Could be worse,” she said under her breath, though she didn’t sound convinced.

Ryven snorted. “I wouldn’t say it could be much worse. It’s an outdated frame with a battered power system, but it’s still running… mostly. Pilot cockpit is behind the chest plating. Neural pod’s in the torso, sealed off behind the pilot seat. The two compartments are separated by a thick barrier, so you’ll have to rely on your link once it’s powered up.”

Reid walked around the mech, running a hand along the exposed metal. The rust flakes came off on his palm. He frowned, trying not to imagine how many fights this thing had lost. Mechs told stories in their scars—this one seemed to have plenty to say.

“Great,” he muttered. “A rust bucket.”

Kara crossed her arms. “Better than no bucket.”

He glanced at her, a retort on his lips, but let it go. He’d learn soon enough whether Gravehook could at least take a punch without collapsing.

Ryven gestured to a small access ladder bolted to the mech’s side. “You’ll have plenty of time to study it later. For now, let’s head to the barracks so you can dump your gear. Tomorrow, you start training.”

Without waiting for a response, he turned and stalked toward another corridor branching off from the hangar. Reid hefted his duffel, gave the mech one last skeptical look, and followed. Kara walked alongside him, maintaining a careful distance.

They passed a series of smaller storage bays, each filled with parts scavenged from older machines—extra servo joints, spare hydraulic hoses, even an ancient cockpit seat stacked on a crate like it was waiting for the scrap yard. The place smelled of metallic dust and ozone, but Reid forced himself not to think about it too much. He’d grown up around industrial salvage yards; this felt uncomfortably familiar.

Eventually, they reached the barracks—a wide, low-ceilinged room lined with rows of metal bunks, each separated by a narrow gap. Thin mattresses, scratchy blankets, personal lockers the size of a small suitcase. The air was thick with body heat, sweat, and stale breath. A few battered fighters lounged in their bunks, eyes flicking curiously at the newcomers.

Ryven pointed to two empty bunks on opposite sides of the row. “That’s you,” he said to Reid, nodding at the lower bunk near the far wall. Then, to Kara, he gestured at the one closer to the aisle. “And that’s yours. Don’t get too comfortable. You might be swapped if we need to shuffle pilots around.”

Reid stepped to his bunk and tossed his duffel on the thin mattress. The metal frame creaked alarmingly at the added weight. He dragged a hand across his face, wiping away dust and sweat. A flicker of motion in the corner of his eye caught his attention—Kara was checking out her bunk, leaning down to test the mattress with a frown.

He unzipped his duffel and pulled out a few personal items. One was a small, tattered photograph from Earth: a younger version of himself standing in a farmland setting with two people who might have been his parents. The image was faded, corners bent. He stared at it for a moment, then tucked it under the mattress without letting anyone see.

Across the barracks, Kara rummaged through a small pack of her own, though she seemed to travel lighter. She pulled out a single shirt and placed it in her locker, then sat on the edge of the bed, running a hand absently through her hair. She didn’t look at Reid.

He couldn’t blame her for being standoffish. This entire arrangement was forced, after all. They were stuck as pilot-core partners, and neither had asked for it.

After a few minutes, Ryven walked off with a parting remark that training would start at dawn. Reid watched him go, then decided to find something to eat before he collapsed. He was starving, but exhaustion was creeping up on him.

The canteen was a bleak affair: a concrete room with a few rows of tables and benches, a serving line at one end with dispensers labeled Protein Mix and Supplement Paste. A single overhead screen flickered with bracket news from some other part of Caldyra—grainy footage of mechs duking it out in a dusty arena. Applause, then static.

Reid grabbed a tray of what looked like gray slop. He carried it to an unoccupied table, plopped down, and tried a bite. Tasteless. Or maybe his tongue was just numb from the dryness. Either way, it was barely edible. He forced it down.

He noticed Kara at another table, alone. She ate quickly, with a single-minded focus, her gaze flicking up occasionally to scan the room. Their eyes met once, and he gave a slight nod—an acknowledgement of shared misery. She didn’t return it. She just looked away, chewing in silence.

Fine by him, he thought. He wasn’t in the mood for conversation either. It was only Day 1, and he already had the distinct sensation that he was trapped in something bigger and nastier than he’d imagined.

When he finished, he returned his tray and made his way back to the bunk. He found it exactly as he’d left it: lumpy mattress, squeaking frame, the faint stench of sweat like a permanent resident. Tired as he was, the idea of sleeping in that reek didn’t thrill him, but he was too exhausted to care.

He dropped onto the bed and sank deeper than he’d expected. The springs groaned loudly. Across the aisle, Kara had already stretched out on her bunk, arms behind her head, staring at the low ceiling. She seemed lost in thought.

Reid closed his eyes. The day replayed in his head—landing in the dust, signing his contract, meeting Kara, seeing Gravehook. None of it felt real. It was as though he’d stepped into a prison disguised as a training facility, a place where the only way out was to fight.

As his body relaxed into the uncomfortable mattress, he wondered how many days he had left before his first match—before he had to actually pilot that rusted mech in a real battle. The thought twisted his gut.

He let out a long, shaky breath. This is only Day 1, he told himself, feeling a heavy weight settle on his chest. And it’s already feeling like a sentence.


CHAPTER 2

A shrieking alarm jolted Reid awake. It was dark in the barracks except for the emergency lights that bathed everything in a sickly red glow. The alarm, loud and piercing, reverberated off the metal walls, making it impossible to ignore.

He rolled out of the bunk in confusion, banging his shin on the corner of the frame. His heart hammered. As he blinked rapidly, he realized he wasn’t under attack—this was just the standard wake-up call.

Still half-asleep, he saw movement at the end of the aisle. Ryven’s silhouette loomed, and the older man was pacing from bunk to bunk, kicking them or slamming his fist against the frame. “Up, all of you! You think we have all day to wait for your lazy asses to roll out of bed?”

Reid rubbed the sleep from his eyes, muttering curses under his breath. On the opposite bunk, Kara was already standing, pulling on her boots. She yawned, though she quickly hid it behind a scowl when she noticed him looking.

The alarm cut off as abruptly as it started. Ryven’s voice filled the sudden silence. “Suit up. All new recruits to the training bay in fifteen minutes. Don’t be late, or you’ll regret it.”

He stomped off, leaving the barracks door swinging behind him.

Reid hurriedly splashed some water on his face from a communal sink in the corner. The water was lukewarm and tasted faintly of iron, but it was better than nothing. He noticed Kara behind him, tying up her hair, though a few strands still fell across her face. She didn’t look happy, but then again, who would at this hour?

They ended up walking into the hallway at the same time, shoulder to shoulder in the narrow passage. Their eyes met for a brief second—neither said a word. Reid cleared his throat.

“Morning,” he offered, if only to break the awkward silence.

Kara gave a small nod. “I guess.”

They didn’t say more as they navigated toward the training area, following the signs painted on the walls: Training Bay →

The training bay was a cavernous space. It shared the same battered aesthetic as everything else in The Pits—pipes overhead, flickering lights, rust nibbling at the corners of the walls. But here, there were large mechanical setups: simulators, harness rigs, and rows of monitors displaying data readouts.

Ryven stood near a raised platform holding a sealed capsule-like device. Its surface was studded with dull metal rivets, and thick cables ran from it to the wall. There was a narrow walkway that led up to the top of the capsule, presumably for the occupant to enter.

He jerked a thumb at the contraption. “That’s the neural pod. Core pilot sits in there, gets immersed in fluid for better neural conduction. The visor feeds real-time data from the mech. The harness keeps you aligned, and there are bio-feedback sensors that sync with the pilot in the cockpit.” He glanced at Kara. “You’re the lucky occupant.”

Kara’s expression remained carefully neutral, but Reid thought he saw a flicker of unease. She eyed the pod as though it were an iron lung.

Ryven turned on his heel. “Over here’s the cockpit simulator.” He pointed at a battered seat bolted to a pivoting rig. Multiple screens surrounded it in a half-circle, each one displaying some chunk of a mech’s perspective. “Reid, that’s where you’ll be, for now. We’ll start with basic motions, see if you can even get this old system off the ground.”

A small group of seasoned pilots lounged nearby, sipping from dented canteens. When Ryven called out that “fresh meat” was about to test the rig, they snickered among themselves. One of them, a tall woman with a shaved head, made a show of giving a pitying wave. The others laughed.

Kara stared them down, eyes cold. Reid tried to ignore them, focusing on the simulator. Ryven beckoned Kara to a set of metal steps. “Get in,” he said. “We don’t have all day.”

She ascended hesitantly, stepping onto a small platform at the top that opened directly into the capsule. Inside, the space looked barely big enough for a single person. A central harness dangled from overhead, flanked by rails that looked as if you were meant to slip your arms in. A seat shaped like a partial recline was set near the back, and a visor attached to a swiveling metal arm hovered at eye level.

The inside walls glistened with a special fluid—a faintly glowing substance that settled at the bottom of the capsule, maybe six inches deep for now. Reid saw her lean forward, placing a cautious hand on the harness.

“I’m supposed to just… climb in?” she asked, the first hint of uncertainty in her voice.

Ryven shrugged. “That’s the job. Once you’re strapped in, the fluid will fill up, then the visor will drop over your face. It might feel claustrophobic at first.”

Kara swallowed. She shot a quick glance toward Reid, who was already strapping himself into the cockpit simulator across the room. Their eyes met for a half-second, a tension crossing the distance. Then she braced herself and stepped inside, letting the capsule door slide shut behind her.

Reid settled into his seat, hooking the seat harness across his chest. The rig swayed slightly under his weight. He gripped the controls experimentally—an array of joysticks, pedals, and levers that would presumably correspond to Gravehook’s actual limbs. The screens flickered on, a static-filled feed of what might be the interior of the hangar.

“All right,” Ryven called out. “Powering up the interface.”

A low hum vibrated through the floor. Reid felt it resonating under his boots. On his main screen, a flickering icon indicated the connection with the neural pod. He saw a readout showing Kara’s vitals: elevated heart rate, increased respiratory rate. She was nervous.

He pressed his feet to the pedals, testing them. They felt a bit stiff, like they hadn’t been calibrated in ages. The joysticks responded slowly. He frowned.

A flash on the screen signaled the link going live. “Kara, you hear me?” he said into his headset.

Her voice crackled back, distant but audible. “Yeah,” she replied, sounding tense. “This visor is… weird.”

Ryven’s voice came through a speaker overhead. “Try raising the mech’s right arm—just a small motion, nothing fancy.”

Reid exhaled. “Okay, I’m moving the right joystick.” He nudged it forward. The simulator’s screen showed the mech’s feed, but the viewpoint only stuttered slightly, as if responding too late.

Then, two seconds afterward, the mechanical arm in the sim feed jerked upward in an abrupt, delayed motion, nearly toppling what was supposed to represent Gravehook. Alarms blared, and the entire rig shook violently under Reid.

“Whoa!” He gripped the seat. “That’s lag. Big lag.”

Inside the capsule, Kara gasped. “I felt that whiplash. Everything’s out of sync.”

Ryven let out an exasperated grunt. “That’s because your neural patterns are practically strangers to each other. Try an even simpler motion—just pivot the torso.”

Reid tried to pivot left. Again, the simulator took a moment to respond. When it finally moved, it lurched like a drunk, the metal groaning. The screens flickered with a hazard warning.

Kara’s voice hissed in his ear. “You’re twisting too hard.”

“Yeah?” he shot back. “How about you get your fancy neural feed under control?”

He instantly regretted the outburst, but he was flustered. The timing was ridiculously off; the mech felt like it was stuck in slow motion or, worse, responding to ancient commands that were out of date.

Ryven watched for a few more seconds, his arms folded across his chest. When the mech threatened to topple for a second time, he stepped in. “Terminating test,” he declared.

The screens went black, the simulator powering down. Reid found himself in the sudden silence, the rig slowing to a halt. He released the breath he’d been holding, not sure whether to be thankful or furious that they’d ended the attempt so soon.

A moment later, the capsule door on the far side of the bay hissed open. Kara emerged, the bottom of her tight pants soaked from the fluid that had partially filled the pod. She had to steady herself against the railing, as if dizzy. Her hair clung to her forehead. When she looked at Reid, there was frustration burning in her expression, but also relief that the ordeal was over.

Ryven tapped on a nearby terminal, scanning data. “Twenty percent sync,” he announced. “That’s abysmal. The mech’s basically moving on a two-second delay, which is a death wish in the ring.”

Reid climbed out of the simulator, his head spinning. “It’s the old mech hardware,” he muttered, still feeling the aftershocks of that violent shaking. “I mean, this place looks like it’s one step away from the scrapyard.”

Kara bristled. “Or maybe the pilot just doesn’t know what he’s doing.”

He glared at her. “Hey, I wasn’t the one feeding nonsense data to the system.”

Ryven stepped between them with a scowl. “Both of you shut up. It’s not your ‘skills’ that are the problem. This is typical with a new pilot-core pairing. Takes time. Usually. But you don’t have time.”

They both froze at that.

“The mech’s next bracket match is in three days,” he said, crossing his arms. “You’d better find a way to work together. If you can’t, you’ll lose.”

Reid’s mouth went dry. Three days? That was far too soon for them to fix a monstrous sync delay. He rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly feeling claustrophobic.

Kara turned away, glaring at the floor. “So we have no choice.”

Ryven shrugged, unconcerned. “No choice. That’s how it is around here.” He brushed past them, muttering something about incompetent management. Then, more loudly, “Get showered, get something to eat. We’ll run more tests later. Maybe you won’t break the rig next time.”

The group of veteran pilots who’d been snickering before filtered out of the training bay. One or two shot passing jeers at Reid and Kara, but neither of them was in the mood to engage.

Reid felt frustration building in his chest. He was used to physical fights, used to scuffles, but this? Fighting a mechanical monster with a partner he barely knew, relying on technology that seemed older than he was? It was a new kind of challenge, and it rankled him.

He caught a glimpse of Kara as she left the bay. She was walking quickly, shoulders tight, hands clenched. She didn’t look back.

He wasn’t happy either. This was going to be a disaster unless they somehow found a miracle fix. Three days. Twenty percent sync. He exhaled sharply.

“No choice.” The phrase echoed in his head. Ryven was right. They had no choice.


CHAPTER 3

They spent the entire next day hammering away at the same problem, and by day’s end, progress was minimal. The second and third simulations showed them that, if anything, they’d only inched forward to maybe a twenty-five percent sync rate. But in practical terms, it still felt like trying to steer a dead horse.

At dawn of the third day, they were back in the training bay, running the mech through physical tests. This time, they’d powered up Gravehook itself—albeit with safety restraints in place. Dozens of thick cables tethered the mech to the ground, limiting its range so it couldn’t accidentally destroy half the hangar.

Kara slid into the neural pod, the fluid rising around her waist. She wore the tinted visor that fed her data directly. Reid climbed into the cockpit, ignoring the persistent smell of stale air and machine grease. He strapped in, powered the systems up, and tried to be methodical about each movement.

“Left arm up,” he called into his headset, glancing at the data readout. “Ready?”

“Ready,” Kara replied, though she sounded as tired as he felt.

He eased the controls. The mech’s left arm lifted, but it took nearly a second and a half to do so. Not as terrible as before, but still too slow. He tried pivoting the torso next, and the machine responded with an audible groan. The entire torso twisted a moment later, nearly ripping one of the safety cables from its anchoring on the floor.

Kara cursed. “You’re pivoting too far!”

“You said pivot! I pivoted!”

“Not that much!”

Ryven stood off to one side, arms folded, watching this fiasco with a stony expression. A few mechanics lurked by the computers, taking notes or making small adjustments to the mech’s calibration.

Reid realized that verbally announcing each move was making everything worse. By the time Kara heard him, processed it, and tried to align her neural commands, the moment had passed, resulting in jerky, awkward motions.

Sweat beaded on his forehead. He tried to ignore the slip of the harness that dug into his shoulders as he manipulated the controls. Another test: a forward punch. He pressed the control, the mech’s right arm snapped forward belatedly, and gravity nearly dragged the entire machine face-first onto the hangar floor. One of the restraints jerked taut, and a crate at the side of the hangar took the brunt of the swing, smashing under the weight of the steel fist.

Alarms shrieked. Red lights pulsed. A mechanical voice in the cockpit repeated, Stabilizer compromised.

Ryven barked a command. “Kill the power!”

With a deep thud, the mech’s systems shut down, leaving Gravehook suspended by the cables. Reid’s seat jerked to a stop, and he felt his entire body protest from the sudden jolt.

He slammed a fist into the console in frustration. This was ridiculous. He’d piloted simpler rigs before, but never with a neural-core partner. Even if the hardware was top-notch, it required synergy that just wasn’t there.

A few minutes later, the mech’s chest plating opened, letting Reid climb out. Across the hangar, a panel on the torso slid aside, revealing the neural pod. The fluid level had receded, and Kara stepped out onto the ladder, her clothes damp, hair stuck to her cheeks. She didn’t even look at him. She just jumped the last few rungs to the hangar floor and stormed away.

Reid jumped down after her, landing with a heavy thud. “Hey,” he called out, not sure what he wanted to say. “We’re never going to get this to work if—”

She spun around, eyes blazing. “If what? If I magically fix your piloting? Or if you just stop messing up every motion?”

He clenched his jaw. “Don’t put this all on me. We both know the sync is about matching each other’s signals.”

Ryven watched from a distance, lips pressed in a thin line. For a moment, it looked like he might intervene, but he remained silent, letting them vent.

Kara took a step closer, fury contorting her features. “I am trying, but it’s not just about some joystick movements. I’m getting feedback that’s scrambled in my visor. It’s like hearing shouts of commands you never finished. The data’s all wrong.”

“And you think I’m feeding it wrong on purpose?” Reid shot back. “Maybe the system’s just old.”

She threw up her hands, damp hair swinging. “And that means we just blame the system?”

Reid’s frustration boiled over. He pointed at the battered Gravehook. “Look at it! It’s half rusted. Do you really think we can fix decades of damage in three days? That’s what I’m saying: the mech’s the problem, not—”

Ryven cleared his throat loudly, cutting them off. He stepped forward, arms still folded. “You’re done?”

They glared at each other but didn’t speak.

Ryven shook his head. “Good. Because you two better find a solution. The bracket fight is scheduled. You can’t back out. If you do, you’re done for. And if you lose, well… let’s just say you won’t be around for the next one.”

Kara’s jaw tightened. She spun on her heel, marching off without another word. She skirted around some jeering pilots who’d gathered to watch, ignoring their catcalls.

Reid exhaled through his nose, resisting the urge to punch a nearby crate. The cruelty of the situation wasn’t lost on him—he was stuck here, with a partner who clearly hated him, forced to pilot a relic that barely moved right.

“Get some rest,” Ryven said, his tone a fraction gentler than usual. “We’ll try again tomorrow.”

Reid realized it was nearly midday. He’d been running drills all morning without a break. His stomach growled. Without a word, he made his way toward the canteen, shoulders tense.

The canteen was crowded, as it usually was during midday. People lined up for the bland protein slop, their faces set in various masks of boredom. Reid got his tray and searched for a place to sit. After scanning the room, he chose an empty table near the corner.

He tried to choke down a few bites, but his appetite was gone. He kept picturing that delayed punch, the near fall, the sound of Gravehook smashing a crate. If that was a real fight, they’d have been gutted.

He lifted his gaze and spotted Kara at another table on the far side. A couple of the more obnoxious pilots had angled their chairs close to her, obviously trying to provoke her or get a rise. She sat rigidly, ignoring them. The tension in her shoulders told him she was pissed, maybe anxious.

He wondered if she was feeling the same dread about the upcoming match—that knowledge they were both doomed if they didn’t fix this. He was about to stand up, maybe head over and say something, but the look on her face dissuaded him. It was stone-cold. She wanted space.

Giving up on lunch, he dumped the rest and stalked out, half-tempted to find a deserted corner of The Pits to scream.

That night, the barracks were noisier than usual, as if everyone sensed a big bracket event looming. Reid found his bunk, laid down, and tried not to think about the match.

Three days left, he reminded himself. The weight of it pressed down on him like a vice.

Kara’s bunk was empty—she must have come in later, or not at all. He drifted in and out of a restless sleep, wrestling with the reality that they were catastrophically unprepared.


CHAPTER 4

Reid’s nerves buzzed, keeping him awake long past lights-out. In the dim quiet of the barracks, he found himself staring at the underside of the bunk above him, the old metal squeaking when the occupant up there rolled over. Sleep refused to come.

Finally, he’d had enough. He swung his legs off the bunk, slipped on his boots, and crept out of the room, stepping carefully to avoid waking the others. The corridor outside was lit by emergency strips along the floor, casting an eerie glow on the walls.

He made his way back to the hangar, driven by an odd need to be near the mech that might save—or end—his life in the coming days. If he couldn’t fix the neural sync, maybe he could at least fix something mechanical. Machines, at least, made sense to him.

Gravehook loomed under the work lights, looking every bit as ragged as before. A few random floodlamps lit up sections of the torso, revealing the chipped paint, the bullet scars, the etched graffiti from pilots past. One message read “We tried.” Another said, “Don’t trust the suits.” It was a tiny museum of frustration, left behind by those who’d come and gone—likely not all of them alive.

Reid exhaled and walked along the mech’s left side. He saw the frayed wiring where the armor plating had worn thin. He crouched, peering into a small recess under the left arm joint. The cables were nearly corroded, their protective insulation peeled back.

He grabbed a loose spanner from a nearby toolbox, shining the small utility light on his wristband to get a better look. Carefully, he began to tighten a few bolts that seemed dangerously loose, occasionally cursing under his breath as rust flaked off in his hands.

At least he could do this much: get the mechanical connections stabilized. Even if their sync rate was garbage, maybe the mech wouldn’t fail from a faulty arm.

He lost track of time, consumed in the quiet, methodical work. The clang of metal on metal, the hiss of cables—it was soothing in a strange way, far more comforting than the endless swirl of doubt in his mind.

Then, he heard the faint sound of approaching footsteps. He straightened, shining his wrist light toward the source. Kara stood a few steps away, wearing tight shorts and a simple tank top that clung to her frame. She looked tired, with a subtle tension around her eyes.

They regarded each other in silence. She didn’t seem surprised to see him there, just mildly wary.

“Couldn’t sleep?” Reid ventured, turning back to the wiring.

“Something like that,” she said quietly. “Figured I’d check on the mech.”

He gave a short, humorless laugh. “Same reason I’m here.”

She moved closer, her boots scraping on the metal floor. A tension still hung between them, but it was different now—less about anger, more about shared frustration. Kara peered at the half-exposed servo joint. “That looks shot,” she remarked, nodding at the ruined insulation.

“It is,” Reid agreed. “I’ve seen better on scrap-world colonies.”

She knelt down beside him, surprising him by handing him a small coil of replacement wire from a nearby shelf. “Here. Use this.”

He took it, glancing at her. “Thanks.”

They worked in a strange, companionable silence. Kara held the cable in place while Reid spliced the ends, applying a quick-drying sealant from a small tube. Every now and then, their hands brushed as they maneuvered around the cramped space. Neither commented on it.

Eventually, they managed to secure the line. Reid wiped sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. “That should at least keep the arm from shorting out mid-movement.”

Kara eyed the rest of the mech. “There’s a lot more that needs fixing.”

He nodded. “Yeah. But it’s a start.”

They both stepped back, studying the battered shape of Gravehook. The quiet hum of the hangar’s lights droned in the background. The tension between them felt a little less sharp now, replaced by something more subdued—almost acceptance.

For a moment, Reid wondered if he should say something about the sync problem, or apologize for snapping at her earlier. But apologies weren’t usually his style, and he suspected they weren’t hers either.

After a beat, Kara moved to the mech’s torso, running a hand over a rusty panel. “You know,” she said, her voice subdued, “I heard some old stories about this unit. Heard it was named Gravehook by the original pilot-team.”

Reid raised an eyebrow. “It’s a hell of a name.”

She shrugged. “Guess it stuck. They say it’s because the mech was often used to drag wrecks off the field, hooking them like corpses. Something about that stuck in people’s minds.”

He let out a low whistle. “Grim.”

She traced her fingers along a dent, her gaze distant. “I’ve always just called it that, even before we got assigned. Figured it was better to stick with tradition.”

They fell into silence again, neither quite knowing how to handle this fleeting moment of calm. Then Kara took a half-step back, crossing her arms. “Look,” she began, picking her words carefully, “we both know we can’t keep floundering like this. We’ll be gutted in the ring.”

Reid nodded. “I’m aware.”

She met his eyes, the harsh overhead light reflecting off her green irises. “I’m not trying to sabotage us. And I know you’re not either. But that doesn’t fix the fact that we can’t sync.”

He glanced away. “Yeah.”

They stood there, the weight of the upcoming match pressing on them. “We’ve got to try something else,” she muttered, half to herself. “Something that works.”

He didn’t reply, just stared at the battered mech. After another minute, they both turned away, as though by unspoken agreement. No big speeches or concessions—just the quiet understanding that they had work to do, with precious little time.

As Reid walked away, heading back toward the barracks, he cast one final look over his shoulder. Kara remained there, a lone figure beside the battered silhouette of Gravehook, trailing her hand along the mech’s chest plating as if lost in thought.

For the first time since he’d met her, he felt a flicker of something like respect. Maybe they could find a way to make this partnership work—maybe.

He slipped out of the hangar, the echoes of his footsteps. The next morning would bring more training, more frustration, maybe another argument. But as the clock ticked down, there was a hint of hope in the air.


CHAPTER 5

Reid woke to the familiar overhead lights of the barracks flickering on, no shrieking alarm this time. He’d crashed on his bunk a few hours earlier after that late-night fix on Gravehook, and he wasn’t sure how much rest he’d actually gotten. His muscles felt stiff, and there was a dull ache in his neck from sleeping at a weird angle. When he tried to stretch, his body reminded him how beaten up he was from the constant training sessions.

He sat up slowly, swinging his legs over the edge of the bunk. Across the aisle, Kara was already awake, lacing up her boots. She didn’t look at him. She just finished tying the knot, grabbed a thin jacket from her personal locker, and headed out with her typical brisk steps.

He exhaled. Things between them were… complicated. Not openly hostile, but every interaction carried an undercurrent of frustration or tension. Part of him wanted to chase after her, ask if she’d slept at all, but he didn’t. He figured she’d just brush him off.

When he got to the corridor, the rest of the barracks was stirring. A few other pilots rubbed their eyes, yawning and swapping complaints about the “fresh meat” that had come in last week. Reid tuned them out. He had bigger problems than gossip. Gravehook’s performance was still subpar, and their upcoming match was looming.

He was midway down the hall when Ryven’s gravelly voice called out his name from somewhere behind him. Reid paused, turning to see the older man striding his way, scar and all. Ryven jerked his head to the side in a clear signal for Reid to follow.

“Where are we going?” Reid asked, falling into step next to him.

Ryven grunted. “Briefing room. Got some data to show you—and Kara.”

Reid nodded. He didn’t bother with small talk. Ryven wasn’t the type to chat about the weather. They traversed a winding route through the complex, passing multiple heavy doors labeled with hazard warnings or bracket-related signage. Soon they reached a narrower hallway that ended at a small, windowless room that functioned as a debrief area.

A single flickering overhead lamp lit a table with a battered old console at the center. Kara was already there, leaning against the wall with her arms crossed. She glanced at Reid, then at Ryven, but said nothing.

Ryven closed the door behind them, leaving the three of them in a confined space that smelled faintly of stale coffee and overheated electronics. The console on the table displayed lines of scrolling text, plus an outline of a mech that had to be Gravehook—its arms, legs, torso, all color-coded according to some diagnostic.

“I’ve been pulling the data from your test runs,” Ryven said, tapping the console. “As I’m sure you know, your sync still hovers around the high twenties. Sometimes it drops to fifteen if you push the mech too hard in a single direction.”

Reid scowled. “We’ve tried adjusting the calibration, but it’s not enough. We need a bigger fix.”

Kara’s voice was cool. “So how do we get the bigger fix?”

Ryven tapped a few keys, and the console beeped in protest. “I’ll show you.”

He stepped back, folding his arms as a block of text scrolled onto the screen:

Neural-Bio Synchronization Ranges
20–30%: Minimal base function, heavy lag
30–50%: Moderate improvement, partial synergy
50–70%: Sufficient synergy for advanced maneuvers
70–90%: High synergy—rare
90%+: Theoretical maximum, seldom achieved

Reid noticed that final line: “90%+: Theoretical maximum.” He shook his head. “We’re struggling to hit thirty, let alone ninety.”

Kara rubbed her forehead. “You called us here to show us a chart we could have guessed ourselves?”

Ryven’s gaze flicked between them. He didn’t respond immediately; he seemed to measure his words. Then he let out a sigh. “I was hoping you two would figure this out on your own, but that might’ve been optimistic.”

Reid frowned. “Figure what out?”

The older man’s eyes hardened. “How do I put this in a way you won’t whine about? A pilot and a core share mental and physical signals, but to fuse those signals effectively, there’s a biological aspect that can’t be cheated. You need raw neural stimulation—direct chemical synergy, you might say.”

Kara’s arms tightened across her chest. “In plain language, Ryven.”

His lips twisted in a humorless smile. “You want real sync? You gotta have sex.”

The words fell into the air like a bomb. For a second, it didn’t even register in Reid’s mind. He blinked. “Wait, what?”

Kara’s face turned stony. She stared at Ryven as if trying to determine whether he was pulling some twisted joke. “You can’t be serious.”

“Dead serious,” Ryven said, his tone flat. “It’s an old piece of bracket knowledge that never made it into the official manuals because, well, it’s a little scandalous. But every successful pilot-core pair that I’ve seen in the higher tiers? They all do it. Physical intimacy triggers an actual spike in neural-bio synergy.”

Reid found himself tensing. “That’s insane. You’re telling us the only reason we can’t break thirty percent is because we haven’t…?” He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence.

Ryven shrugged. “It’s not the only reason. You’re both new to each other, new to the rig, new to everything. But if you want to push beyond base function, you need that kind of bond. It’s proven. Trust me, I wish it wasn’t the case. It’d make my job easier if a handshake and a pep talk were enough.”

Kara’s jaw clenched. “So you’re telling me I have to—” She trailed off, looking furious.

“Look,” Ryven cut in, “I’m not telling you to like it. I’m telling you that if you don’t, you’ll lose the match, you’ll be thrown out of the bracket, and exiled. Probably die in the desert.” He turned off the console, the screen going dark. “I’m your mechanic and your bracket manager. I’m just giving you the facts.”

Silence pressed down on them. Reid could hear the thump of his own heartbeat. Part of him wanted to lash out, call this entire place a sick joke, but the grim lines on Ryven’s face told him it was real.

“This is messed up,” he said.

Kara’s face had gone pale. “So that’s it? We have a match tomorrow, and you’re saying we either do this or we lose?”

Ryven released a breath. “That’s right.”

She turned away, her fingers curling into fists. For a moment, Reid thought she might throw a punch at the wall. Instead, she just stared down at the floor, fury radiating off her.

Reid swallowed. “There’s got to be another way.”

Ryven gave him a look of almost pity. “If there was, I’d have told you. Simple contact, or blood tests, or doping with neural enhancers—none of that is going to replicate the synergy you need. This is how the top-tier pilot-core pairs do it. You wouldn’t be the first pair to… object.”

Kara’s voice was raw with anger. “I can’t believe this.”

Ryven’s eyes flicked between them. “I’m not your friend, but I’m telling you the truth. If you want to roll the dice tomorrow with your pitiful twenty-something percent, go ahead. You’ll probably die, but hey, you can die with your moral code intact, right?”

She whirled on him. “You don’t get to talk about my moral code.”

Ryven didn’t flinch. “I’d rather you live.”

Kara let out a growl of frustration, then turned and stormed out, shoving past Ryven in the process. The door slammed behind her, leaving Reid alone with him in the cramped room.

Reid shook his head, not sure if he was more angry or stunned. “This is really how it works?”

Ryven didn’t answer for a moment, letting the quiet hang. Then he nodded. “Afraid so. The bracket system demands results. People do what they have to do. It’s not exactly the romance of the century. But that’s the condition for advanced synergy.”

Reid pressed his lips together, a wave of disgust washing through him. Not at Kara, obviously—but at this entire twisted setup. He felt helpless, pinned in by a system that used them like disposable pieces on a chessboard.

He tried to take a calming breath. “The match is tomorrow. Doesn’t leave us much time to figure out anything else.”

Ryven slipped his hands into his pockets. “You figure it out. I’ve done what I can.”

He turned and left the room, letting the door close softly. Reid remained, staring at the blank console, his mind churning. The beep of some distant machinery echoed in the hallway outside.

After a few seconds, he moved, heading for the exit. He needed to find somewhere to think.

He made his way back to the barracks, ignoring the chatter of a few pilots who were swapping war stories about their latest fights. His bunk was in the far corner, separated by a couple of old metal lockers from the rest. He sank down onto the edge, dropping his face into his hands.

Sex. He still couldn’t believe it. He’d heard rumors that certain pilot-core pairs were especially close, but he’d always assumed it was just that—rumors.

The door to the barracks opened again, letting in a wedge of corridor light. Reid looked up to see Kara step inside, though she didn’t go near him. She paused near her own bunk, rummaging through her personal locker with stiff, jerky movements. Her posture screamed anger.

He wanted to say something, but his throat felt constricted. He couldn’t imagine what was going through her mind. Hell, his own mind was a wreck.

Finally, after what felt like an eternity, she slammed the locker shut and marched back out. She didn’t so much as glance his way.

Reid stared at the empty space she left behind. His eyes drifted down to the floor. Tomorrow they’d be in the ring. Possibly dead. A single thought hammered at him: Is this how it all ends? Because we won’t do that?

He stood, pacing the length of the barracks, mind going a million miles a second. Could they just wing it? Fight on minimal sync like last time? They’d almost died in training, and that was with no real enemies trying to tear them to pieces. The bracket was a whole different beast.

He felt trapped. The system was monstrous, but everything about Caldyra was monstrous. He kicked the edge of a locker, half-hoping it would snap him out of this spiral. All he did was hurt his toe.

Eventually, he sank back onto the bunk, propping his elbows on his knees. He stayed like that for a long time, hearing the hum of fluorescent lights overhead, hearing muffled footsteps in the corridor as people came and went.

When the overhead lights in the barracks automatically dimmed for “night cycle,” Reid finally lay down. Sleep was impossible, but he had nowhere else to go. His entire body felt like a coil of tension. He shut his eyes, trying to block out the images swirling in his mind.

Lose your pride or lose your life. That was the final line that ran through his head until eventually, he dozed off into a restless half-sleep.


CHAPTER 6

The morning of the match arrived faster than Reid wanted. The shrieking alarm that usually woke them was replaced by a throbbing pulse of red lights. A bracket official marched through the barracks, banging on bunk frames and shouting for the assigned pilots to report to the prep hangar.

Reid got up feeling as though he hadn’t slept at all. His shoulders ached, and there was a queasy tension in his gut. The entire time he’d been half-dozing, he’d wondered if Kara might come back and say, Let’s do it. But she never did, and he hadn’t gone looking for her either.

He gathered his gear—what little of it he had—and trudged out. The corridor was a flurry of activity, with pilots scurrying to their assigned mechs, mechanics pushing carts loaded with replacement parts, and officials barking orders. The air practically buzzed with the energy of an impending match.

In the prep hangar, Gravehook stood in the center of a swarm of mechanics checking cables, adjusting armor plating, and cursing at stuck bolts. The battered mech looked only marginally better than before. Some fresh plating had been welded onto the shoulders, but a lot of the older rust remained.

Kara was already there, arms folded, speaking in clipped tones to one of the mechanics who was adjusting the neural pod’s seals. She didn’t even glance over when Reid arrived.

He approached quietly, setting down his duffel and waiting for the mechanic to finish. The moment the man stepped away, Reid took in a breath. “Kara.”

She stiffened, but she didn’t turn to face him. “We don’t have time for a long discussion,” she said. “They’re expecting us in the ring in under an hour.”

He nodded, staring at the ground. “Look, I—”

“Don’t.” She finally looked at him, her green eyes sparking with anger. “You think I want this? I don’t know what to do either. So we’re going in at twenty percent, I guess.”

Reid swallowed. “Yeah.”

Kara exhaled sharply. “It’s not like we have a choice now. We’ll just… try not to die out there.”

She turned and climbed the small ladder leading to the neural pod compartment. Reid heard a mechanic call out that everything was sealed and ready.

He pulled himself up toward the cockpit, dread coiling in his stomach. This was suicidal. But it was happening whether they liked it or not.

The cockpit was cramped, especially with all the last-minute modifications that had been done to the wiring. Reid strapped himself in, wincing when a harness dug into his right shoulder. He adjusted it slightly, then powered up the console. Gravehook’s screen flickered to life, displaying a shaky feed of the hangar.

A red indicator in the corner told him the mech’s sync level: 20%. He stared at it for a long moment, cursing under his breath. Then he heard Kara’s voice crackle through the headset.

“We’re on minimal power. The thrusters are basically worthless for fast maneuvers,” she said, her tone all business.

“Got it,” he said. “We’ll have to rely on standard footwork.”

“Assuming it moves when you push the pedal,” she replied bitterly.

He couldn’t argue. With such a low sync score, the mech would likely respond with painful delays, leaving them wide open.

Ryven’s voice came through a general broadcast channel: “All right, Gravehook, you’re up. Move to the loading ramp.”

Reid let out a long breath, grabbed the controls, and eased them forward. The mech took a heavy step, cables shifting around its joints. A second step followed, slightly out of rhythm. He could already feel the lag in the cockpit.

They emerged from the hangar into the open air, where a wide, rusted ramp led down into the arena. The sun glared overhead, the swirling dust near the ground illuminated by harsh golden light. Massive walls of metal formed a circular colosseum, ringed by tiered stands. Flickering screens broadcast sponsor logos, some half-burnt out.

A swirl of dust devils danced across the arena floor. The watchers in the stands, a scattering of spectators, hollered at the sight of Gravehook. A few jeers drifted down, probably mocking the battered old mech.

Opposite them, another mech stood at the far gate, painted in a dull red scheme that matched the desert. It was in better shape than Gravehook: plating unblemished, a large spiked flail clasped in its metal hand. A standard-issue ranged rifle was strapped to its back, though it looked more ceremonial than anything.

Reid eyed the flail warily. One direct hit with that thing could cave in their chest plating if their reflexes were too slow. “We’re going to have to dodge or block that flail,” he muttered.

Kara’s voice came through his earpiece. “Easier said than done.”

A loudspeaker crackled, an announcer’s voice booming around the stadium. “Welcome to today’s bracket match, sponsored by Solari Tech and the Kestral Union’s entertainment division. On one side, a fresh Kestral rookie team—Gravehook. On the other, representing Vetrax, the Red Crusher!”

A chorus of cheers, maybe from the Vetrax supporters, echoed through the stands. Another swirl of dust rolled across the arena.

Reid clenched his jaw. “Here we go.”

A horn blared, the universal signal for the match to begin. Immediately, the Red Crusher advanced, moving with surprising agility for a mech carrying such a heavy weapon. Gravehook responded to Reid’s control with that dreaded half-second delay. He tried to angle to the side, but the mech’s left leg lagged.

“Watch it!” Kara’s voice snapped in his ear.

He hissed a curse, yanking the joystick. Gravehook’s torso twisted, arms lifting in a feeble attempt to protect the chest. The flail smashed into their shoulder plating with a thunderous clang. The impact jarred Reid so hard that he felt it in his teeth. Sparks danced around the monitor.

On her side, Kara scrambled to adjust neural feedback. She let out a sharp cry. “It’s too slow. I can’t override the lag.”

Reid grit his teeth and forced the mech backward, physically leaning on the controls as if that could will the machine to move faster. Another swing whistled past them, missing by inches. The flail head slammed into the ground, kicking up dust.

“Shield up,” he barked, but the input arrived too late. By the time the mech’s arm lifted, the Red Crusher had already withdrawn the flail.

Kara cursed under her breath. “I’m trying to give it more reactive feedback. Hang on.”

She flicked some switch in her neural pod, and the screens in Reid’s cockpit flared for an instant, lines of static shimmering across them. Something beeped a warning.

He forced Gravehook to step sideways, circling around the opponent. The Red Crusher turned, pivoting with a smoothness that spoke of a higher sync rate. Reid felt a flicker of jealousy. They needed that kind of synergy, but they hadn’t done the required step. Now, they were paying the price.

“All right, new plan,” he said into the comm. “We wait for him to wind up that flail, then close the distance. I have to get in there and wrestle him down before he can get a clean hit.”

Kara responded with a stressed huff. “Just try not to get us killed.”

The Red Crusher revved forward, flail lifting for a downward strike. Reid timed his move. When the flail started its arc, he jammed the thruster pedal, hoping for at least a mild burst. Gravehook’s thrusters sputtered. The mech lurched ahead, still slow but enough to partially close the gap.

The flail slammed the ground behind them, tossing up a spray of debris. Reid swung Gravehook’s right arm, hooking the Red Crusher in the side. The impact jarred them both. He heard metal scrape.

The Red Crusher pilot pulled back, swinging the flail horizontally. It caught Gravehook’s shoulder in a glancing blow, peeling back plating like a can opener. Alarms shrieked in Reid’s headset.

“Damage to shoulder hydraulics,” Kara said. “We need to end this fast.”

Reid’s entire right side was vibrating from the backlash. He forced the mech forward, grappling with the Red Crusher’s torso. The flail was an awkward weapon at close range, so the opposing pilot tried to jerk free, but Gravehook latched on, metal fingers biting into a joint near the Crusher’s arm.

Kara adjusted something again, letting out a muffled cry as the system overloaded. Reid felt a surge of partial synergy, like for a split second the mech responded more quickly. He used that momentary advantage to pivot, slamming the Red Crusher downward.

The audience roared. Dust whirled around them as the two mechs tumbled. The Red Crusher tried to roll away, but Gravehook pinned it, bracing a knee on its midsection. It was a clumsy move, but effective enough to keep the foe from bringing the flail around.

Reid’s arms ached from the jolting motions. The cockpit harness cut into his shoulders as he wrestled with the controls. “Kara, keep it pinned,” he growled.

“I’m doing what I can,” she snapped.

He forced Gravehook’s left arm around, searching for the power pack mounted on the Crusher’s back. The opponent twisted, trying to protect that vital spot. In a desperate spasm, it swung the flail, but it clanged uselessly against Gravehook’s leg plating.

Grunting, Reid pried the Crusher’s back plating open. The metal shrieked in protest. Sparks showered the arena floor. Then, with one final heave, he gripped the power pack’s housing and tore it free. Electricity arced, bright and violent.

A quiet fell for half a second as the Red Crusher went limp, systems fried by the removal of its power pack. Then the crowd exploded in noise. Some cheered, some booed, but either way, the match was decided: Gravehook had won.

Reid slumped in his cockpit, breathing hard. The entire mech felt like it was about to collapse. He could taste the metallic tang of adrenaline in his mouth. He flicked the external comm. “Pilot Reid Varlan, claiming victory.”

The announcer’s voice boomed out, officially declaring Gravehook the winner.

Inside the neural pod, Kara’s heartbeat hammered in her ears. She was drenched in sweat, eyes wide beneath her visor. She felt a mixture of disbelief and utter exhaustion. The entire match had hinged on a couple moments of luck and brute force.

She disconnected her neural feed, letting out a shuddering breath. The fluid in the pod drained away, leaving her clothes clinging to her. She pushed the door open and stumbled onto the hangar platform.

Nearby, Reid emerged from the cockpit. His hair stuck to his forehead, and his eyes were wild with the lingering rush of battle. He met her gaze, and though he said nothing, there was a flicker of shared relief.

The mechs were towed out of the arena. Gravehook’s shoulder plating was bent grotesquely, and the left leg twisted at an odd angle. Mechanics in the pit area whistled and shook their heads at the damage.

Reid and Kara hopped down onto the ground, dust swirling around their boots. She pressed a hand to her temple. A dull headache pounded behind her eyes.

“Congrats,” one of the bracket officials said in a bored tone, scanning something on a data pad. “You both live to fight another day.”

Reid flashed him a scowl. Then, as they guided Gravehook back to the garage, he walked alongside Kara in silence. She refused to meet his gaze.

They found a relatively quiet spot near a corner. He pressed his back against a section of chain-link fence that separated the prep area from the rest of the complex. Kara stood a few paces away, arms crossed.

“That was too close,” Reid muttered.

She let out a sharp breath. “Yeah.”

He ran a hand over his face, wincing when his fingers brushed a bruise forming on his cheek. “We can’t rely on brute force and luck every time.”

She nodded. “Agreed.”

An uncomfortable silence hung between them. Finally, she turned her head, looking at the battered mech in the distance. “We almost died,” she said softly. “We almost died, and it was because we can’t sync.”

He couldn’t refute that. The evidence was all over Gravehook’s battered frame—and all over their bruised bodies.

“Next time,” he said, though his voice sounded hollow even to himself, “we might not make it.”

She nodded again. Her lips tightened as she stared at the ground, a thousand emotions swirling behind her guarded eyes. Then she walked off without another word, leaving him there with that grim realization in his mind.


CHAPTER 7

The aftermath of that near-disastrous match weighed on Reid for the rest of the day. After the immediate inspections of Gravehook, the bracket officials gave them a short reprieve—no training or repairs required that evening, just a chance to catch their breath.

Reid spent hours wandering the corridors, eventually finding his way to the hangar where Gravehook was stationed for deeper repairs. The overhead lights dimmed, partially illuminating the mech’s silhouette. Mechanics had peeled away the damaged plating, exposing scorched internal wiring.

He stopped in front of the mech, arms hanging at his sides. His mind replayed the fight on a loop, from the moment the flail slammed into them to that final frantic push to tear out the Red Crusher’s power pack. Every jolt, every near-miss, it all reminded him how close they’d come to dying.

He placed a hand on the exposed servo. The metal was cold and scratched from the impact. A swirl of resentment filled him—resentment that they were stuck in this system, forced to fight in near-impossible conditions, and now forced to consider… that.

His thoughts inevitably circled back to the ultimatum. Physical intimacy is the only proven method to spike neural-bio synergy. The phrase looped in his head, an unwelcome refrain. He wondered if maybe, just maybe, there was some advanced device or experimental procedure that could replicate the effect. But even if that existed, it clearly wasn’t available here in the pits.

He clenched his fists. This was the only path if they wanted to survive. But the idea still felt wrong, forced, like he’d be betraying some fundamental sense of personal autonomy. Was survival worth that cost? He recalled the scorching taste of real fear in the arena. Maybe it was.

He stayed there for a long while, lost in conflicting thoughts, until the overhead lights dimmed further, signaling the shift to “night cycle.” The hum of machinery grew distant as the other staff and mechanics left for the evening.

At some point, he finally tore himself away from the mech and headed back into the corridor. He felt raw, as if the day’s events had scraped him inside and out.

Near a junction that led back toward the barracks, he nearly collided with Kara. She was walking in the opposite direction, carrying a small towel slung over one shoulder. Her hair was damp, as though she’d just come from a shower. The corridor lights cast her face in stark relief, showing the tightness around her mouth.

They both froze, a foot away from each other. The air felt charged, yet neither spoke.

Kara looked like she wanted to bolt. Reid cleared his throat. “Look,” he said, voice low. “I know we almost got ourselves killed out there. I just… wanted to see how the mech was holding up.”

She nodded curtly. “Same.”

He stuffed his hands into his pockets. “Can’t stop thinking about how it went. That was pure luck.”

She grimaced. “If the other pilot hadn’t misjudged the distance in that last grapple, we’d be a smear on the arena floor.”

Reid agreed silently. He noticed her posture stiffening, like she was bracing for a confrontation. Instead, he just stood there, tension thick.

Finally, she spoke again, her voice subdued. “You realize we can’t keep going like this, right?”

He swallowed the lump in his throat. “Yeah. We’re incompetent without real sync. That’s obvious.”

They both fell silent. The entire corridor seemed to hold its breath. He wanted to say more, but the words got stuck. She obviously felt the same.

After another pause, she jerked her head in the direction of the hangar. “You going there?”

He nodded. “Was. Checking on repairs.”

She blinked, as if debating whether to join him. They stared at each other for a beat longer before she said, “Fine. Let’s go.”

They walked side by side down the corridor. The silence between them wasn’t exactly companionable, but it wasn’t openly hostile either. It was more like the quiet of two people who were weighed down by the same burden, neither sure how to lift it.

When they reached the hangar, the overhead lights were dimmed to conserve power, leaving the space shadowy. Gravehook stood in partial disassembly, scaffolding around it. The floor was littered with tools and metal scraps.

Kara moved toward the mech’s torso. Reid followed, noticing the new tears in the wiring they’d repaired just a day or two earlier. She touched one of the cables, flinching at the sight of black scorch marks.

“This is where the flail clipped us,” she said, voice subdued. “We took a pounding. Surprised it didn’t break the entire servo.”

Reid studied the damage. “We got lucky.” He paused. “But we can’t rely on that next time.”

She let out a humorless laugh. “No.”

He checked a small maintenance console, scanning the readouts. They were all in the red zone for servo stress, coolant loss, you name it.

“So,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady. “We need a real solution. Maybe more advanced training, or new gear—”

Kara cut him off softly. “That’s not going to be enough, and you know it.”

He swallowed. “I know. But… the other option, it’s—” He struggled for the right word.

She clenched her jaw. “Awful, forced. Pick your term.”

He nodded, heart pounding. “I guess we can hold out hope for some miracle, but realistically, we either do it or we keep fighting at minimal sync until we run out of luck.”

She lowered her gaze to the floor. “I hate being cornered like this.”

“Same.”

They stood there in the gloom, the faint hum of the complex’s machinery in the background. She shifted her weight, arms folding protectively across her chest. “I don’t see another way.”

He let out a soft breath. “Me neither.”

Neither of them actually said the words, but they both knew what they were agreeing on: that eventually—maybe soon—they’d have to bite the bullet.

She stepped back from the mech, eyes distant. “I’m going to bed.”

He just nodded, and she brushed past him with a rustle of fabric. She didn’t say goodnight or even look back. By the time he turned around, she was gone, her footsteps echoing softly down the corridor.

He stared up at Gravehook, the battered mech that symbolized their predicament. The ultimatum was clearer than ever: Sex or die.

With a heavy sigh, he shut down the console, left the hangar, and headed back to the barracks. Tomorrow might bring new instructions from Ryven, or maybe the day after. It didn’t matter. The reality remained the same.


CHAPTER 8

It happened the very next day, in the middle of the afternoon. Reid had been tinkering in one of the side storage rooms, searching for some spare cables to fix a minor glitch on Gravehook’s lower torso. The room was cluttered with old parts, half-assembled servo motors, and rusted toolboxes.

He wasn’t expecting Kara to walk in, so when the door slid open behind him, he nearly jumped. He spun around, spanner still in his hand, to see her standing in the doorway, face set in a grim mask.

She stepped inside, letting the door hiss shut behind her. There was no one else around, just them, the dusty crates, and the overhead lamp that flickered slightly.

“Kara,” he said warily. “What’s up?”

She took a moment to gather herself. He noticed the faint tremor in her hands before she clenched them into fists. “We have to do it.”

The words rang out in the cramped space. Reid felt the blood rush to his ears, making the moment seem surreal. He swallowed. “You mean…? Are you sure?”

She nodded, though she looked like she wanted to be anywhere else. “If we wait, we’ll just keep risking our lives in the ring. I hate it, but I hate dying more.”

He set the spanner aside, exhaling slowly. “Okay.”

Neither of them moved. The tension in the air felt sharp enough to cut. Her eyes darted to the door, as if to confirm it was locked. He noticed the soft beep that signaled the locking mechanism.

“Where do we—?” he began, glancing around. The room was small, with a single short bench along one wall and a cluttered table in the corner. Definitely not the most comfortable place.

Kara shrugged stiffly. “Here. We just need… enough space.”

He nodded, heart pounding. This was painfully awkward, but they’d run out of alternatives. They both knew it wasn’t about attraction or romance; it was about necessity. And that knowledge weighed heavily on them.

She took a few hesitant steps closer, her gaze flicking around the room. He could see her arms trembling slightly. Despite everything, he wanted to reassure her in some way, but he didn’t know how without making it more uncomfortable.

“Listen,” he said softly, “we can make this as quick as possible, all right?”

She nodded, not meeting his eyes. “Yeah. That’s probably best.”

They stood there, clothes still on, facing each other in the tight, silent room. Neither moved at first.

Reid swallowed and finally reached out, brushing Kara’s arm with his fingers. She flinched—just a slight recoil—but didn’t step back. Her eyes stayed on his chest for a second, then dropped to the floor. She let out a shaky breath and gave a single nod.

She reached down, grabbed the bottom of her shirt, and yanked it up in one motion.

Her pale stomach flashed first, then the rest of her came into view as the shirt came off. She wore a plain black bra, tight against her chest, but her nipples were already pushing hard against the fabric. She hesitated just a second, then reached behind and unclasped it. The straps slipped off her shoulders, and the bra dropped to the floor.

Her breasts were small but firm, round with light pink nipples that stood up immediately in the cool air. Reid stared without meaning to. Her chest rose and fell fast. She crossed her arms—not to cover herself, just to do something with them—and looked away.

Reid exhaled and pulled his own shirt over his head. The stale air hit his skin. He dropped the shirt to the ground beside him, glancing back at her. Her eyes flicked toward his chest, lingered, then darted away.

Kara reached for the button of her pants and struggled with it for a second. “Fucking hell,” she muttered, fighting the stiff denim. The button finally popped open. She unzipped and shoved them down. Black underwear came into view, snug and thin, and she pulled them down in the same motion. She stepped out of both, now fully naked, arms stiff at her sides.

Reid hesitated a second longer, then undid his own pants. He kicked off his boots, yanked his pants down, and stripped off his boxers in one go. His cock was already half-hard, unavoidable at this point. He didn’t try to hide it. Kara looked down for a second, then turned away sharply, her jaw clenched.

The two of them stood naked in the middle of the storage room. Neither spoke.

He cleared his throat. “We should… just get it over with.”

Kara gave a quick nod. “Yeah. Okay.”

They moved to the narrow bench against the wall. It wasn’t designed for anything like this—bare metal, cold and unforgiving—but it was all they had. Reid sat down first, the surface freezing against his skin. He spread his legs slightly, trying to find room.

Kara stepped between them, bare feet quiet on the concrete. She climbed onto him slowly, one knee on either side, straddling his lap with stiff, robotic movements. Her thighs brushed his hips as she settled down. Her ass just touched his thighs. Then her pussy pressed lightly against the top of his cock.

Reid sucked in a breath.

She shifted again—her bare folds dragging across the shaft—and the contact was immediate. Hot, soft, slightly slick. His cock twitched, getting harder, and she paused like she felt it too. She leaned forward to keep her balance, planting her hands on his shoulders.

He grabbed her hips automatically, not to guide her, just to keep her from pulling away. Her skin was warm under his hands. She was tense—her muscles tight, her breath short. Her nipples were hard and flushed, chest rising fast. When she looked down at him again, her eyes flicked to his chest, lingered on the cut of his abs, then quickly turned aside.

She didn’t say anything, but he saw it—that unspoken something. She was trying not to react, but she wasn’t blind. He wasn’t either.

She was fucking gorgeous.

Not in the soft, airbrushed kind of way. She looked real. Her stomach was flat, her hips narrow, her legs toned from training. Her skin had a light sheen of sweat already. Her hair was tied back, but a few strands had slipped loose around her face. She looked like she was trying to disappear inside her own head.

“This is fine, right?” she said quietly. “Like this?”

“I think so,” Reid muttered. His voice sounded rough.

She shifted again, dragging her pussy down the length of his cock without meaning to. He gritted his teeth. The contact was too much—too real. He felt every inch of her, bare skin against bare skin, the way her heat clung to him even though he wasn’t inside her yet.

Kara let out a breath and started adjusting her position, trying to angle herself lower. Her pussy slid against the underside of his shaft again. His cock was fully hard now, pinned between their bodies. She lifted slightly, trying to get the right angle.

Her thighs trembled as she hovered over him.

Reid kept one hand on her lower back, the other still at her hip. Her grip on his shoulders tightened, fingers digging in. She was shaking a little—not from arousal, just tension.

He glanced up and caught a glimpse of her face. She looked frustrated, her mouth tight. Embarrassed, maybe. Angry. Everything at once.

“I’ll help,” he said, voice low. He reached between them and grabbed the base of his cock, guiding it until the head brushed her entrance.

Kara tensed and sucked in a breath through her nose. Her body jerked slightly.

Reid didn’t push. He just held still.

She lowered herself slowly, carefully, like she didn’t want to acknowledge what she was doing. Her pussy lips parted around the head of his cock, and he felt her stretch slightly—warm, wet, tight.

Just the tip. Then she paused.

Reid let out a shaky breath and looked away.

This was happening.

And there was no way to make it feel mechanical. No matter how cold the reason, no matter how detached they tried to be, it was still her body on top of his, her pussy sliding around his cock, her nipples brushing his chest every time she shifted forward.

And he was inside her now—barely.

They both stayed still, like that made it less real.

Her pussy was warm and tight around just the tip of his cock. Reid stayed still, letting her adjust, giving her a second to brace. Her thighs trembled slightly as she hovered, hands still clamped onto his shoulders.

He looked up at her. “You okay?”

Her eyes opened halfway, unfocused. “I’m fine,” she said quickly. Her voice was tight, flat, like she didn’t want to talk.

Her eyes fluttered shut again, and her breathing picked up—short, fast breaths through her nose. She started to lower herself more. Reid felt her pussy stretch around him, inch by inch, the slick heat drawing him deeper.

He held her hips lightly, resisting the urge to pull her down faster. He didn’t want to push this. He didn’t want to hurt her. His cock slid in slowly, deeper than before, and her body tightened around him without warning—an involuntary squeeze that made him suck in a breath.

She was trying to keep it mechanical. Detached. But her pussy didn’t know that. It gripped him, clenched in a rhythm that didn’t match the rest of her tension.

Reid exhaled through his nose and kept his pace slow. In, then out, just a little. Then back in again. Her warmth wrapped around him like a vice, slick and pulsing with every inch. It was overwhelming. Every time he pushed in deeper, it got tighter, hotter, until she was fully seated on his cock.

He stayed there, buried inside her, breathing hard. Her chest rose and fell rapidly. Her face was tense, lips slightly parted, eyes still closed like she didn’t want to see anything.

He shifted his grip slightly, one hand sliding around to the small of her back, the other bracing at her hip. She moved on instinct, adjusting her knees, grinding forward a bit.

Her breasts brushed his chest—soft skin against his, her nipples firm and rubbing across him with each slight shift. The contact made his cock throb inside her.

He bit the inside of his cheek, trying to stay in control. His brain kept flicking back to old memories—Kara walking across the hangar in those tight black shorts, or those low-riding cargo pants she always wore during training. The way they clung to her hips, hugging her ass when she bent down to grab something off the floor. He always noticed. He always looked. And now she was naked in his lap, riding his cock, her pussy squeezing around him as they fucked in a quiet storage room.

He started to move again. Not fast. Just steady, controlled thrusts upward as she rolled her hips to match. Her breathing hitched when he went deep, and for a second her hands gripped his shoulders harder, fingers digging in. She still wasn’t making a sound, but her body was reacting whether she wanted it to or not.

Reid’s cock slid in and out with a smooth rhythm, the pressure building every time her tight walls squeezed him on the way out. She was wet now. He could feel it, hear it—a slick slide as their hips moved together. Her thighs clenched around his sides. Her arms wrapped a little tighter around his neck as she leaned forward, forehead almost brushing his.

The angle shifted and her breasts pressed against his chest more fully. Every bounce and movement made them shift, her nipples dragging lightly across his skin. Her body was warm, sweating now, skin sticking to his. The room felt hotter by the second.

He adjusted his grip again, sliding both hands to her waist, locking her in place as they picked up the pace. She didn’t stop him. Her hips rocked more automatically now, moving in time with his thrusts. Faster. Deeper.

Her breathing turned sharp and erratic, and she dropped her head, pressing her face into his shoulder to muffle it. Her pussy clamped down hard around him as he bottomed out again. Reid groaned quietly, trying to keep his voice low.

He was close. Too close.

Her tightness, the way her body moved against his, the smell of sweat and sex in the tight air—it was overwhelming. She was trying not to let it affect her, but every clench of her pussy told a different story. Her thighs squeezed tighter around him. Her nails dragged down his back. She pressed forward harder, chasing the rhythm they’d fallen into.

Reid gritted his teeth and kept going, feeling the pressure build in his gut. His thrusts got shorter, sharper. She ground down against him, riding his cock with mechanical urgency. He couldn’t tell if she was doing it out of desperation to get it over with, or because something in her had stopped fighting it.

He grabbed her tighter, slamming into her with a final thrust, burying himself to the base. His cock pulsed once—then again—and he groaned into her neck as he came.

His whole body tensed as he emptied inside her, heat flooding into her pussy in slow, pulsing waves. He didn’t move. Just stayed buried in her, breathing hard against her skin.

Kara was still. Her arms had loosened around his neck, her forehead pressed against his collarbone, breathing rough and uneven.

They didn’t speak. For a long moment, there was just the sound of their breathing and the soft creak of the bench beneath them.

Then, without a word, she shifted her weight and slid off him. His cock slipped out of her slowly, wet and sensitive, and he shuddered at the sudden loss of contact. She climbed off his lap, legs a little shaky, and stood with her back to him, catching her breath.

Reid didn’t move. His hands rested limp on his thighs, still feeling the heat of her skin, the ghost of her body pressed against his. His heart was pounding like he’d just come out of a fight.

Kara reached for her clothes without looking back.

The silence felt crushing. Finally, she muttered, “We should—We should get out of here.”

He nodded, hauling his pants back up. They both dressed in record time. She raked a hand through her hair, trying to calm her frazzled expression. He realized he was breathing too loudly, so he forced himself to slow down.

When she was fully clothed again, she stepped toward the door. Reid followed, still feeling weird from what they’d just done. They avoided eye contact, each consumed by their own tumultuous thoughts.

Just before leaving, she paused, glancing back at him. “This doesn’t… change anything,” she said, her voice subdued. “We’re still us.”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. I know.”

She opened the door, and they slipped out into the corridor. It felt bizarre to return to the daily routine as if nothing had happened. They separated without another word, each heading in a different direction, hearts still pounding from the forced intimacy.

Later that day, Ryven summoned them to test the mech again, apparently curious about the new sync readings. Kara donned her neural visor with a stoic expression, while Reid strapped into the cockpit. They powered up Gravehook, and the console displayed the sync percentage: 31%.

It was an immediate jump from the previous baseline. Reid exhaled in relief, Kara in mortification. Ryven, standing off to the side, arched an eyebrow. “Interesting,” was all he said.

They ran a quick motion test. The mech’s arms lifted more quickly—there was still a noticeable delay, but nowhere near the suicidal lag from before. It pivoted with a half-second reaction time instead of two seconds.

Even small improvements felt monumental. Ryven watched them with a calculating look, as if storing the data for future reference. “All right,” he said. “That’s a start. At least you two can shuffle around without falling on your faces.”

Reid powered down the cockpit, sweat trickling down his spine. The memory of what he and Kara had done still weighed on him. It had worked, but the cost was personal.

When Kara emerged from the neural pod, she met his gaze briefly. Her cheeks reddened before she looked away. It was clear the awkwardness wasn’t going to vanish overnight.

Ryven smirked, noticing the tension between them. “You both look like you swallowed nails. Relax. You’ve made progress. That’s what matters.”

Kara stiffened, lips pressed tight. She didn’t respond. Reid just wiped a hand over his brow, exhausted in more ways than one.

They walked out of the hangar together, leaving Ryven behind to wrap up the diagnostics. Once in the corridor, they separated, each lost in private thoughts.

Reid forced himself not to dwell on the specifics of the encounter in the storage room. He reminded himself that it was about survival, nothing more. But a part of him couldn’t ignore the intimacy of it, however forced. It gnawed at him in a confusing way.

By the time he reached the barracks, he already felt drained. He dropped onto his bunk, gazing at the low ceiling. The day had turned his world upside down, yet it was only the beginning.

Tomorrow, they’d keep training, keep pushing that sync upward. And maybe next time, it would feel a little less like two strangers stuck in a life-or-death dance they never asked for.


CHAPTER 9

The next morning brought an odd sense of anticipation that neither Reid nor Kara would openly admit. The day after their awkward but game-changing encounter felt charged with possibility. They’d tested the mech the evening prior, clocking in at thirty-one percent sync—far from stellar, but more than enough to see a tangible improvement in Gravehook’s response time.

Ryven didn’t waste a second exploiting this development. He summoned them at first light to a side facility adjacent to the main hangar, a place sometimes used for specialized testing. When Reid arrived, rubbing sleep from his eyes, he found a row of battered drone units positioned around the edges of a wide concrete floor. Each drone was a small, treaded platform with a swiveling turret that fired blank rounds—harmless in terms of real damage, but guaranteed to sting if they struck flesh or a vulnerable joint.

Kara stood near one of the drones, her arms folded. She looked more collected than usual, though her eyes flicked in Reid’s direction with a hint of unease. The memory of their forced intimacy was still fresh, but now it was overshadowed by the need to see if the synergy could be capitalized on.

Ryven appeared from around a corner, wearing a faint smirk. His scarred jaw flexed as he bit down on what might have been a piece of gum. “You two ready to see what that new synergy can do?” he asked.

Reid kept his tone neutral. “Yeah. We’ll see if we can avoid destroying half the training bay this time.”

Kara nodded, keeping her distance from him physically, but there was no outright hostility. She looked at the line of drones. “So, how’s this going to work?”

Ryven jerked a thumb at a large overhead pulley system that dangled in the middle of the floor. “We’ll hook Gravehook up to partial scaffolding so you can move the arms and legs without fully stomping around. Think of it like the halfway point between a simulator and an actual field test. The drones will buzz around, and you’ll respond. We want to see if your reaction time actually improved.”

They followed him toward the mech, which had been placed in a special rig. This rig allowed the mech to step in place while being supported by thick cables overhead, preventing a full collapse if the pilot lost control. The torso plating was partially open, revealing the cockpit. Nearby, the neural pod hatch stood ajar, waiting for Kara.

Reid climbed in first, settling into the cockpit and checking his harness. Kara followed suit, scaling a short ladder to the neural pod. He heard the mechanical hiss as she sealed herself inside, the fluid beginning to fill around her. A part of him wondered if the new synergy would make the experience less jarring for her.

The control screens booted up, showing a diagnostic. The words Sync Estimated: 31% hovered in the corner. Ryven’s voice crackled over an internal speaker. “All right, we’re powering the drones now. Stand by.”

A flick of a switch, and the bay lights shifted. The drones at the edges of the floor sprang to life, rolling on treads, each turret swiveling as if searching for a target.

Kara’s voice reached Reid’s ear through the internal comm. “I’ll manage the shield timing. You handle the footwork and main weapon control.”

He nodded, forgetting for a moment she couldn’t see that gesture. “Got it.”

Ryven gave a signal from the control booth, and the drones whirred forward. Two of them peeled away from the pack, maneuvering into flanking positions. Reid recognized this standard approach—they wanted to pincer Gravehook. He pressed the foot pedals gently, leaning on the joystick to pivot.

The mech responded with a half-second delay—still not perfect, but definitely better than the previous two-second lag. The sensation of controlling Gravehook now felt less like trudging through mud and more like wading through thick water. It was progress.

One drone fired a volley of blank rounds. The projectiles pinged off Gravehook’s plating. Each strike caused a faint echo in Reid’s cockpit, but no real damage. He turned the mech, trying a quick step forward. Kara lifted the mech’s left arm to brace a shield module they’d attached, blocking the second volley.

Despite the short delay, the shield came up in time to deflect most of the shots. Reid felt a surge of encouragement. “Nice,” he muttered.

Kara’s voice was calm. “Let’s see if we can move faster.”

He depressed the thruster pedal more aggressively, and the mech lurched forward in a ragged dash. The overhead cables protested with a metallic groan, but held. Gravehook’s arm reached out, clasping the training weapon—an oversized baton with sensors that would simulate heavier strikes.

A second drone wheeled around, firing from behind. Kara pivoted the mech’s torso, the shield swinging back just in time to absorb the hits. They were still behind schedule by a fraction, but it was a step up from the chaotic flailing of their earliest attempts.

Reid gritted his teeth, pushing the baton forward to strike the first drone. He missed by inches, the mech’s timing still off. The drone zipped away. He cursed under his breath, adjusting the foot pedals again.

“Coming around on your left,” Kara warned. She flicked a neural switch, and the targeting data on Reid’s console highlighted a second drone approaching from the side.

He responded with a lateral step, letting Kara angle the shield to intercept more blank rounds. Then he swung the baton overhead. This time, the aim was more precise. The sensor readout flashed as the baton connected with the drone’s turret, sending it spinning.

The drone’s treads skittered, and it ground to a halt. A success. Reid cracked a small grin. “That’s one.”

The next wave of drones scuttled in. They circled around, firing in bursts. Gravehook rattled under the impacts, but it withstood them. Meanwhile, Kara signaled over the comm: “Shield up, pivot right.”

He did as instructed, pressing the pedals in a quick one-two combination. The mech completed a half-turn, placing the shield between them and the drones. The shield absorbed the majority of the shots.

“Now,” Kara said.

Reid swung the baton in a wide arc, cracking two drones in one pass. Sparks flew as the sensor-laden rod sent them reeling. He barked out a short laugh at how surprisingly smooth that felt.

They continued this dance, stepping, shielding, striking. Some drones managed to slip behind Gravehook and pepper the backside with blank rounds, but Reid twisted the torso as quickly as the sync would allow. Kara’s timing with the shield was better than ever, and the two of them found a tempo that—while not perfect—was miles ahead of the clumsy stumbles they’d known.

They eliminated drone after drone. The final one lurched erratically, swirling around them in tight circles. Reid tried a forward lunge, but missed. He grunted in frustration. “We almost had it.”

Kara calmly shifted the mech’s stance. “Try a diagonal step and pivot. I’ll keep the shield angled so we can corner it.”

He obliged, pressing the right pedal gently. Gravehook slid sideways, cornering the drone against the training bay’s concrete wall. The small turret spun, firing blanks that bounced off the mech’s plating. Kara raised the shield to block the rest. Reid pounced with the baton, slamming it into the drone’s chassis. The last machine sputtered and shut down.

“Nicely done,” Ryven’s voice crackled over the loudspeaker. “You actually finished off all the drones without knocking over half the building.”

Reid exhaled, heart pounding. He glanced at the sync readout. It fluctuated between thirty-one and thirty-three percent, still nowhere near ideal, but definitely enough for them to function like a real team.

Kara’s relief was evident in the way she slowly unhooked from the neural interface. “We actually coordinated,” she said over the comm, her voice subdued but clearly pleased.

Reid nodded in his cockpit. “Yeah. That felt… almost good.”

They both powered down the mech. The overhead cables lowered Gravehook back to a resting position. Reid popped open the cockpit hatch, feeling the wave of cooler air rush in. Below, Ryven waited, arms folded and a half-smile tugging at his scarred jaw.

He said nothing as Reid clambered down, but his expression was telling: he was impressed, in his stoic way. Moments later, Kara emerged from the neural pod. The fluid drained around her ankles as she stepped onto the small platform, wiping sweat off her temple.

Ryven jerked his chin in a vague gesture of approval. “Not bad.”

That was about as high praise as they were likely to get from him. Reid allowed a small sense of pride to settle in his chest.

Kara hopped down from the mech, landing lightly. She spared Reid a single glance, meeting his eyes for a half-second. There was a flicker of something like satisfaction. Then she looked away, adjusting her damp hair.

Ryven keyed a command into a handheld device, and the drones whirred as they were towed off by a pair of mechanics. “We’ve got a low-tier bracket match scheduled in two days,” he said. “You’re going in.”

Reid raised an eyebrow. “So soon?”

Ryven smirked. “Don’t act surprised. We don’t sit around on our hands. You want to climb the bracket, you fight. If you keep winning, you move up.”

Kara squared her shoulders, “We can handle it.”

That confidence was new. Reid could feel it. Their synergy might be low by more experienced pilots’ standards, but it was a hell of a lot better than the stuttering fiasco they’d known. Maybe they could survive another match without relying purely on luck and adrenaline.

Ryven checked a small data pad. “Get some rest, do your usual maintenance on the mech. I’ll finalize the bracket entries. You’ll know more tomorrow.”

He left them with that, strolling away. Reid and Kara lingered a moment, both gazing up at Gravehook’s battered plating. They’d come a long way, though the path ahead was still steep.

Finally, Reid spoke, keeping his voice level. “You did good in there.”

Kara didn’t look at him directly, but she nodded. “You too.”

It was a short exchange, but it carried more warmth than their usual tense bickering. They parted ways without further words, each feeling that maybe, just maybe, they weren’t doomed after all.

That night, Reid settled onto his bunk in the barracks, the ache of practice still thrumming in his arms and back. But it was a good ache, the kind that reminded him he was finally making progress. For the first time since arriving in The Pits, he allowed himself a small thread of optimism. If they could coordinate well enough to beat up a bunch of practice drones, perhaps they could do the same in the bracket.

Kara’s face flitted through his mind. He recalled the awkward closeness of that forced encounter, how it had changed their synergy. He wondered if she dwelled on it too. Probably, but they were both practical enough not to dwell openly. Maybe that was for the best.


CHAPTER 10

Two days later, Reid and Kara found themselves waiting in a smaller arena than the one where they’d fought the Red Crusher. This ring was part of a second-tier bracket zone—a place where lesser sponsors put on smaller matches to keep the crowds entertained without requiring the spectacle of the main colosseum.

The stands were only half-full, a few bored onlookers scattered across the metal bleachers. Cheaper sponsor banners hung overhead, some of them tattered or partially burned from years of exposure to the elements. A thin haze of dust lingered on the ground, but it wasn’t as dramatic as the swirling devils in the bigger arena.

From his vantage in Gravehook’s cockpit, Reid surveyed the layout. The ring was maybe half the size of what they’d previously encountered, with no large obstacles in place. That meant a more direct fight, face-to-face. He could see the opposing mech at the far side: a dark gray machine with a menacing silhouette.

The bracket official’s data told them the enemy specialized in close-quarters aggression. According to rumor, they had twin spiked maces for pounding through armor. The mech’s plating was worn but serviceable, so it clearly had some experience.

Kara’s voice crackled through his headset. “Ready?”

He flicked a few switches, checking readouts. Their sync was holding steady around thirty-two or thirty-three. Not incredible, but enough to keep them from lagging to death. “Yeah,” he said. “Just keep your shield angles good, and we’ll do the rest.”

She confirmed. “Got it.”

A loud horn blared, signaling the start of the match. The handful of spectators perked up, cheering or jeering as the two mechs advanced toward the center of the ring. The smaller arena meant they reached engagement range in seconds.

The enemy’s pilot wasted no time, charging straight at Gravehook with both maces raised. Reid tensed. “Incoming. I’ll sidestep.”

He pressed the pedal, guiding Gravehook in a short lateral shuffle. The mech responded with minimal delay, pivoting away from the direct path of the oncoming assault. Kara angled the shield at the last second, and the mace blow glanced off the thick plating. Sparks arced, but they avoided a direct hit.

Reid felt a surge of satisfaction at how smoothly they’d evaded the first attack. He retaliated by swinging Gravehook’s right arm, which carried a short-range impact hammer. The hammer thudded against the enemy’s side, forcing them to stagger.

Kara’s timing with the shield continued to shine. Each time the enemy mech attempted to bring a mace down, she raised the shield in a measured motion, deflecting or mitigating the impact. Reid followed through with precise hammer strikes, chipping away at the enemy’s plating.

The difference compared to their first match was night and day. Instead of jerky, stuttering movements, they glided around the ring in a measured dance. Reid didn’t have to call out every step; Kara anticipated his pivots, reading his slight foot pedal shifts in real time. Meanwhile, he read her shield placements and used them to time his strikes.

The crowd, small as it was, began to roar with surprise. They’d expected a sloppy brawl, perhaps, but Gravehook looked positively competent.

Kara’s voice was clear over the comm. “He’s about to go wide.”

Reid caught sight of the enemy mech raising both maces overhead for a heavy downward swing. “Got it.”

He jammed the right pedal, stepping to the side. Kara raised the shield once more, letting the maces crash into it at an angle. The enemy overshot, momentum carrying them forward. Reid seized the opening, slamming the hammer directly into the enemy’s flank. The mech stumbled, exposing the backside for a split second.

“Going for the pack,” Reid said.

He lunged Gravehook forward. The enemy tried to twist away, but Kara adjusted the shield to keep one of the maces pinned. Reid reached around the back plating and yanked. With a sickening screech of metal, the power pack tore free in a shower of sparks.

The opposing mech froze, limbs slumping as its systems died. The entire match had taken less than a minute. The stands erupted in cheers and scattered applause. Some folks whistled. Others shouted in surprise at the efficiency of the kill.

Reid exhaled, letting the adrenaline ebb. The official voice crackled over the arena’s loudspeaker, declaring Gravehook the victor.

Inside the cockpit, he powered down, chest heaving from the rush. “That was… almost easy,” he muttered.

Kara gave a quiet laugh, the sound laced with both relief and amazement. “We’re actually getting the hang of this.”

They emerged from Gravehook under the watchful eyes of the bracket staff. A couple of mechanics ran up to check the damage on the mech. This time, there wasn’t much to fix—just a few dents in the shield plating.

Ryven waited near the exit ramp, arms crossed. When they walked over, he gave them a once-over, then offered a soft grunt. “Not bad at all.”

That was about as close to a compliment as he ever gave, and Reid felt a rare spark of pride. Kara, for her part, just nodded, a slight grin on her lips that she tried to hide.

They left the arena with heads held higher than before. No stumbles, no near-death flail fiasco. Just a clean, concise victory. It was a reminder that yes, synergy made a world of difference.

When they reached the staging area outside the ring, where other pilots milled around, a few eyes turned their way. Some recognized them from the disastrous first match they’d barely survived. Seeing them now, walking away from a quick kill, clearly put some respect in the air.

Kara brushed a strand of hair back, avoiding direct eye contact with most of the onlookers. Reid caught her giving him a quick side glance, the kind that said, We did good. He returned a small nod, acknowledging the accomplishment.

Ryven strolled up behind them, his boots crunching on the gravel. He directed them toward a small side exit that led to the common hallway. “You’ll get your next bracket assignment soon,” he said. “Don’t get cocky. This was still a low-tier fight.”

Reid lifted his shoulders. “Don’t worry. We know there’s a long way to go.”

Kara simply said, “Understood.”

Ryven eyed them both for a moment, then gave a curt nod. He walked off, presumably to handle more bracket logistics.

As the day wound down, Reid and Kara made their way back to The Pits, a quiet sense of accomplishment settling over them. They didn’t need to celebrate with big words; just the knowledge that they’d done a clean job was enough.

Reid caught up with Kara as she examined Gravehook’s shield plating. The overhead lights cast a muted glow on her figure, revealing the faint sheen of sweat still lingering from the match.

“Good job,” he said, voice low.

She tapped the shield, testing a small dent. “Yeah. You too. I guess we’re not total disasters anymore.”

He smirked. “We still have a lot to learn, but at least we’re not stumbling around like newborn calves.”

She let out a small breath that might have been a laugh. “Feels good to shut people up. All those pilots who snickered at us…”

“Yeah,” he agreed. “Nice to prove them wrong.”

They shared a moment of camaraderie that hadn’t existed before. It wasn’t warm friendship, but it was definitely more than the cold distance they’d kept. Eventually, she nodded a farewell, heading off to wherever she spent her free time, and he watched her go with a grin.


CHAPTER 11

The day after their clean win, Reid woke with an odd sense of lightness in his chest—like he’d finally found a tiny pocket of relief in this oppressive place. He took his time rolling out of bed, ignoring the usual jabs from other pilots or the hustle in the corridor.

He decided that before anything else, he needed a shower. The communal stalls were located in a wing adjacent to the barracks, separated by a thick sliding door. Inside, steam rose from a row of open showers. The water in The Pits was never truly hot, but after the battles he’d endured, even lukewarm felt like a luxury.

He stripped down, stepping under one of the showerheads. The water pressure was moderate, enough to rinse away the sweat and grime that clung to his skin. He closed his eyes, letting the droplets cascade over his shoulders. He found himself thinking about how far they’d come—just a few weeks ago, they were at each other’s throats, stumbling around with a measly twenty percent sync. Now they were nearing mid-thirties, enough to handle fights with some competence.

As he lathered up, he glanced down and noticed new bruises along his arms—marks from being jostled inside the cockpit’s harness. He touched them gingerly, wincing at the tenderness. But it was a good hurt, one that came with victory. He smirked at himself, rinsing off.

Several minutes later, he dried off with a threadbare towel, tossed on fresh clothes—fresh by The Pits’ standard, which basically meant not caked with mech grease—and made his way into a dingy lounge area that passed for recreation.

It was a small room with old couches arranged around a flickering holo-screen. A few battered tables sat in the corner, where some pilots played cards or fiddled with data pads. The overhead lights flickered, giving the place a half-lit gloom.

Reid spotted an empty couch and dropped onto it, letting out a weary exhale. The cushion sagged alarmingly, threatening to swallow him, but he didn’t care. It beat standing in the corridor.

He let his mind wander, thinking about how many matches they’d need to pay off his contract. The bracket system demanded a certain number of wins—some direct, some mandatory. Kestral’s rules were murky, but from what he gathered, the path to clearing combat debt was steep. Maybe a dozen victories, or more, depending on how the fights escalated.

As if on cue, someone walked by grumbling about the bracket’s unfairness—some older pilot who’d clearly been stuck in The Pits for years. Reid felt a pang of sympathy. He could end up like that if he wasn’t careful.

He was still sprawled on the couch when the lounge door slid open. Kara stepped in, wearing tight-fitted cargo shorts and a simple tank top. She looked more at ease than usual, though she still carried that guarded air. She paused when she saw him, then drifted to a corner table where a small vending machine offered stale protein bars.

He debated whether to join her. He wasn’t sure if she wanted company, but something about her posture suggested she wouldn’t bite his head off if he approached. After a moment’s thought, he stood and walked over, stuffing his hands in his pockets.

“Hey,” he said.

She turned, having just grabbed a protein bar from the machine. “Hey.”

He noticed how her hair was still slightly damp at the tips, indicating she’d also showered recently. A few freckles stood out on her cheeks in the overhead light, subtle but noticeable. “You, uh, fueling up?”

She lifted the bar in a half-shrug. “Figured I’d get something before we do any more training.”

He nodded. They both fell into an awkward pause. The last few days had built a new kind of relationship between them—less hostility, more cautious respect. But neither was adept at small talk.

Finally, she broke the silence. “How many matches do you think it’ll take to get out of here?”

He exhaled. “Not sure. I’ve heard a dozen, maybe more, depending on the bracket.”

She nodded, chewing on her lip. “Long road.”

“Yeah.”

They let that reality sink in. Then she turned, leaning her hip against the table. “Next fight’s probably not far off. You think we can push the mech further? Upgrade some parts?”

Reid recalled the battered state of Gravehook. “I was thinking about that. There’s a lot of vulnerabilities we haven’t addressed. Like the left servo in the leg. It’s still an older model.”

She agreed. “And the coolant lines are basically taped together.”

He chuckled. “Yeah, that too. We might need to scavenge or bargain with Ryven for better gear.”

She considered that. “Maybe if we show him we’re serious, he’ll toss us a few upgrades.”

“That’s my hope,” Reid said. “I’m planning to spend more time on personal maintenance for Gravehook. If we tighten the weak points, maybe we can avoid a crippling blow in the next match.”

Kara took a bite of her protein bar, grimaced slightly, and swallowed. “Count me in. I’d rather not have to rely on last-second heroics again.”

He smirked. “Agreed.”

They parted ways not long after, a soft understanding passing between them. This was no longer just about forced synergy; they were actively working together now, partners with a common goal. That synergy extended beyond the cockpit, into the little details of day-to-day life in The Pits.

Later that evening, Reid found himself alone in Gravehook’s cockpit, a handheld diagnostic tool in hand. He powered up minimal systems, letting the machine run a self-check while he sat there, thinking about everything that rode on their performance. The hiss of the hydraulics, the beep of the instrument panel, it all reminded him how crucial it was to keep forging this partnership with Kara.

He thought back to the standoffish scowls they’d exchanged when they first met. Now, though the tension remained, they had a working rhythm—one that, oddly enough, was strengthened by that awkward intimacy. He wasn’t entirely comfortable with it, but he couldn’t deny the results.

As the cockpit lights flickered, he considered the next bracket match. They’d likely face increasingly tough opponents. But now, at least, they had a fighting chance. He pressed a few buttons, confirming the readouts were stable. Then he shut the system down.

As he climbed out of the mech, the hangar’s overhead lights catching the edges of Gravehook’s battered plating, he felt a strange surge of motivation. If they kept refining their synergy and upgrading the mech, who knew how far they could go?

He left the hangar with that thought burning in his chest, footsteps echoing in the empty corridor. Tomorrow, they’d train again. Tomorrow, they’d push a little further. Because that was what this place demanded: constant progress or certain death.


CHAPTER 12

The next morning dawned with the usual bustle in The Pits—pilots heading to practice, mechanics dragging carts of spare parts across the hangar floor. Reid was tightening a bolt on Gravehook’s shoulder plating, cursing softly at how stripped the threads were, when he heard footsteps behind him.

He glanced over his shoulder and saw Kara approaching, wearing her typical fitted pants and a cropped T-shirt that showed a hint of her midriff. She wasted no time on pleasantries. “Hey,” she said, voice low. “We should do another session.”

He paused, turning to face her fully. “Session…?”

Her expression was blunt. “You know. The sex thing.”

He swallowed, heart rate spiking a little. She wasn’t dancing around the subject. “Uh. Are you sure?”

Kara lifted a shoulder. “We want to get out of here alive, right? Our synergy is better, but we’re still in the low thirties. If we can nudge it higher, that’s our best shot.”

He studied her face, noting the expression there. She was clearly not thrilled about it, but also not as visibly conflicted as before. “All right. When?”

She glanced around, as if making sure no one was within earshot. “Soon. Preferably not in some cramped storage closet this time. I noticed a small workshop at the far end of the hangar with a lock on the door. Less… awkward.”

He nodded, setting the wrench aside. “Fine by me.”

They made their way across the hangar, weaving between crates of spare parts and half-assembled servo arms. No one paid them much attention—everyone had their own tasks. That was the nature of The Pits: mind your business, or you might earn an enemy.

Kara closed the door behind them and locked it with a soft click. She didn’t look at him. Just stood there for a second, still facing the door, her shoulders rising slightly with a deep breath. Reid could hear the faint hum of the overhead light, a rhythmic pulse from the ventilation duct along the ceiling, and his own heart beating faster than it needed to.

He stayed near the center of the room, not moving yet. She’d suggested this. She’d walked over, calm as anything, and told him they should do it again. There wasn’t that same tight tension in her voice like the first time, but her expression still had that layer of steel. It wasn’t casual—it never would be—but it was calculated now. A necessary move. She wasn’t panicked. Just focused.

“Better than last time,” he said finally, voice quiet in the stillness.

Kara turned around and met his eyes for a moment. “Yeah. Less cramped.” Her tone was low. “Let’s just do this.”

She stepped toward the workbench without hesitation and reached for the hem of her cropped tee. She peeled it upward, slow and steady, revealing the flat of her stomach, the faint muscle definition under her skin, the curve of her ribs. She didn’t stop until the shirt cleared her chest and came off completely. She folded it once, absentmindedly, and set it on the edge of the bench.

No bra again. Just bare skin, pale and lightly freckled across her upper chest and shoulders. Her breasts were small and tight, firm and natural, tipped with light pink nipples already hardening in the chill. The sharp lines of her collarbones were visible with each breath. She had a dancer’s tension to her frame—nothing soft or indulgent, just lean, honed precision. Every part of her body looked functional, trained. But she was still beautiful.

Reid watched in silence, eyes fixed as she moved. She bent slightly, fingers working the button on her pants. A soft click, and the waistband popped. She slid the zipper down, then began easing them down her hips—slow, mechanical, without theatrics. The fitted fabric clung to her ass as she worked them down. When they passed the curve of her thighs, they fell smoothly to the floor.

Underneath, she wore black briefs, high-cut along the legs, tight across her backside. She slipped her thumbs into the waistband and pulled them down, exposing more pale skin, more lean muscle, the faintest ridge of her lower back above the swell of her ass. The underwear joined the pile on the floor.

And just like that, she was naked again.

This time she didn’t freeze. Didn’t cross her arms or shift her weight like she was waiting for him to say something. She stood upright and let him look.

Her legs were strong and toned, inner thighs tight and smooth, tapering to firm calves. Her waist curved inward just slightly, not hourglass but athletic. Her ass was round, muscular, naturally shaped—not soft, but grippable. Between her legs, her pussy was clean-shaven, visibly soft and flush with warmth, folds barely closed and already slightly parted from how she was standing. A single droplet of moisture clung to the inner edge.

Reid’s mouth felt dry. His cock was already hard, the visual alone more than enough to stir him.

She moved again before he could say anything—turning around, stepping up to the bench, and placing both hands flat on the surface. She bent forward slightly, adjusting her stance. Her hips angled back just a bit, legs parting enough to balance herself.

Reid swallowed hard. The sight was unreal.

She didn’t look back. Didn’t ask if this was okay. Just waited, body open, quietly braced for him.

He took a step forward and began undressing, keeping his movements quiet, steady. His shirt came off first, then his boots, then his pants and boxers. The air was cool on his skin. His cock stood fully erect now, the base of it already throbbing with the rush of blood. He moved behind her slowly, closing the gap until he was just a foot away.

The view from behind was almost too much to process all at once.

Her legs parted slightly at the knees, heels planted firm on the floor. Her ass arched upward with a natural curve, skin pale and smooth and almost glowing under the overhead light. Her pussy was completely visible from this angle—slightly puffy and pink, glistening faintly between her thighs. The folds shifted with her slow breathing. She wasn’t dripping wet, but she was clearly ready in her own way. Her body knew what was coming.

Reid placed his hands on her hips. Her skin was warm under his palms. She tensed slightly at the contact, then relaxed again, letting him guide her stance. He shifted one foot forward and stepped closer until the head of his cock hovered just inches from her entrance.

He moved slowly. No rush. No sudden movements.

One hand stayed on her hip. The other moved to his cock, fingers wrapping around the base. He guided the tip forward, letting it brush lightly along her slit. Not pressing in—just grazing the soft folds.

Kara inhaled, breath slow but audible.

He dragged the head up and down along her pussy, spreading the moisture already gathered there. The heat was immediate—wet warmth catching on his shaft, soft skin flexing slightly with each pass. He pressed in a little, just nudging the tip against her opening—not enough to enter, just enough to test her response.

Her breathing hitched, and she shifted her weight forward slightly, bracing harder on the bench.

He stayed there, holding just the tip of his cock against her, letting her feel it. Her body responded with the smallest motion—her hips rocked back into him almost imperceptibly, not a thrust, just a reflex.

He eased forward slowly, parting her lips with the head of his cock. Still not pushing in—just teasing. Letting the sensitive crown slide against her entrance. Her pussy flexed softly around the pressure. Another breath slipped out of her, slightly shakier.

Then she made a sound—a soft, quiet moan, barely more than a breath. But it was unmistakable.

Reid froze for a second. Not from surprise—but because of what it meant. That wasn’t forced. That wasn’t her just tolerating it. That was her body reacting. And it wasn’t resistance.

He did it again—gently rocked the tip of his cock forward, pressing just inside, then pulled back before entering. Her moan came again, softer this time, but still there. She let her head lower between her arms, resting her forehead on the workbench.

Reid exhaled slowly. He kept his strokes deliberate. Just the tip, dragging along her slit, slipping forward into her just enough to feel that warm squeeze—and then easing back.

Her body started reacting faster. Her pussy clenched every time he pressed in, her thighs twitching slightly, breath getting faster. She still hadn’t said a word, but her hips were starting to rock in time with his motion—barely, subtly.

He moved one hand to the small of her back and let it rest there, warm against the ridge of her spine. She arched slightly, her ass rising just a little more.

“Tell me if you need to stop,” he said, voice low.

She shook her head, just once.

He guided himself forward again, letting the head of his cock ease into her. Just a little deeper this time. Still not all the way—not even halfway—but enough that he felt her pussy tighten around him, trying to draw him in further. He pulled back, slow, steady, teasing.

She moaned again, soft and involuntary. Her fingers flexed on the workbench, gripping the edge harder.

Reid kept it going. Not to frustrate her—but to coax her into relaxing. He didn’t pound into her. He didn’t speed up. He just rocked forward, pushed in gently, let the warmth of her body surround the first few inches of his cock—and then eased out again. Over and over. Like breathing.

Her body opened more with every pass. Her legs shifted, parting further. Her back arched deeper. Her breaths became shallow, tight gasps through her nose. She still hadn’t said a word, but the way her hips moved against him now said everything.

She wanted more.

And he was going to give it to her.

But not yet.

He dragged his cock back once more and let it rest along her folds, slick with her wetness, just pressing the tip to her entrance. Her body twitched, thighs trembling as she waited.

Reid leaned forward slightly, his chest hovering over her back, both hands gripping her hips now, thumbs digging in just enough for control. His cock pulsed against her, ready, steady. Her skin was flushed, her pussy glistening.

He took a breath—and pushed in.

Reid pushed in with slow, even pressure, his cock gliding deeper into Kara’s body. Her heat surrounded him instantly—tight, wet, and warm in a way that made him grit his teeth to stay composed. She didn’t say anything, but her body tensed slightly, hips shifting under his grip, bracing herself as he bottomed out.

He paused, fully buried, both hands steady on her hips. Her skin was warm under his palms, flushed now, her back arched perfectly as she bent over the workbench. Her ass pressed lightly against his hips, the curve of it soft and firm beneath him.

Her pussy clenched once—gentle, almost testing—and he felt it in full detail. Every ridge, every subtle motion, the way she held him inside like her body hadn’t quite decided whether to accept him or not. But she wasn’t pulling away. She was open to him, braced, steady, letting him take the lead.

He eased out slowly, savoring the drag. Her walls hugged him the entire way out, reluctant to release him, gliding slick along the underside of his shaft. When only the head remained inside, he paused again, then pressed back in with the same slow, deliberate rhythm.

He moved like that for a while—long, smooth strokes, each one slow enough to feel every nuance. The way she squeezed him when he pushed in. The way her wetness spread down his length when he pulled out. The way the sound of it grew gradually louder, wetter, as her body adjusted.

She breathed quietly, evenly. No sharp gasps, no whimpers—just steady exhales, as if she were trying to keep the reactions from reaching the surface. But her body told him more than she ever would. The way her thighs flexed. The way her hips pushed back just slightly each time he moved. The way her spine arched a little deeper now, her shoulders rolling forward as her cheek rested against her forearm.

Reid moved his hands—slowly, carefully—up from her hips. He slid them along her sides, fingers gliding over the taut muscle of her obliques, the dip of her waist. Her skin was hot, slightly damp. He let his hands roam upward, tracing the shape of her ribs beneath her skin, feeling the subtle expansion of her lungs with each breath.

His thumbs moved under her, skimming the underside of her breasts. They didn’t cup or grope—just lingered there, feeling her softness, her motion. She didn’t flinch or stop him. If anything, her back arched a little more, giving him space.

He kept fucking her in that same unhurried rhythm, the pace consistent, the angle perfect. His cock glided in and out of her without resistance now, every thrust accompanied by the wet sound of her body growing more responsive. The workshop air was hot and still, and the slap of their bodies filled the space—soft, rhythmic, steady.

Kara moaned. Quiet. Almost inaudible. But Reid heard it.

Her breath hitched just enough. Her body tensed, just slightly, as he slid in deep and paused there. Her pussy pulsed again—stronger now, more deliberate. She was reacting, even if she wasn’t speaking.

He did it again—pulled out slowly, almost teasingly, then pushed back in just as slow, letting her feel every inch. She moaned again. Barely a sound. But he caught it. It was unmistakable now—the change in her breathing, the way her fingers curled into the edge of the bench, the way her hips rocked back to meet his motion just slightly, just enough to say keep going.

Her pussy was slick now, fully opened to him, gripping him every time he thrust in and dragging along his cock when he pulled back. Reid adjusted his stance slightly, widening his feet, angling his hips down to hit her deeper. She gasped at that—still quiet, still restrained, but sharper now. Her back arched more, shoulders tensing, spine bowed as she leaned forward against the workbench with both hands braced.

He leaned over her, not to pin her, not to control her, but to feel her. His chest hovered just over her back, his breath brushing against her shoulder blades. His hands slid back down her torso, one settling on her waist, the other resting lightly at the base of her spine.

He kept his thrusts slow, deep, careful. Not to tease—just to stay inside her longer. To let her feel him. To give her body time to react.

Her moans came again, faint but growing. Each one slightly sharper than the last, each one tied to a specific motion—when he bottomed out, when he stayed buried, when he ground his hips just a little. She was getting wetter. He could feel it, hear it, the slick glide becoming thicker, warmer, coating the base of his cock as he drove into her.

Her thighs trembled once, and her breath caught.

Reid knew the signs. She was close.

He tightened his grip on her waist, grounding her, and gave her a few slower, deeper thrusts. Long strokes, full length, dragging out with pressure, then pushing in with smooth, even weight.

She moaned again, louder now. Still muffled, still restrained, but her body was beyond control. Her pussy clenched around him in a long, pulsing squeeze. Her back locked up, arching hard, ass pressing into his hips as if trying to stay as close to him as possible.

She came.

It rolled through her silently but completely—her pussy tightening in waves, wetness flooding around him, her thighs shaking. Her shoulders dropped forward, forehead pressing to the back of her hand on the workbench, breath stuttering out of her in small, broken exhales.

Reid didn’t move. He stayed buried inside her, still as possible, feeling her body pulse and throb and squeeze him in rhythmic contractions. The heat of her climax wrapped around his cock, soaking him, drawing out every aftershock.

He watched her.

Her body trembled gently. Her spine rose and fell with her breathing. Her ass was flushed now, pink where their hips met, skin damp with sweat and the slickness between them. Her pussy still fluttered lightly around him, small involuntary squeezes that refused to stop.

She hadn’t said a word.

But she didn’t need to.

He stayed there, still buried inside her, breathing hard. His own release hovered just beneath the surface, but he held it back. This was her moment. He wasn’t going to rush it.

Her moans faded slowly. Her breathing steadied. Her hands stayed braced on the workbench. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t move at all.

Reid exhaled slowly, brushing his fingers over her hips, down the curve of her ass, smoothing the tension in her skin with gentle pressure.

Kara’s legs started to give out—just slightly. A tremor in her thighs, a subtle sag in her knees. Reid felt it through his grip on her hips. She was still bent forward over the bench, her chest rising and falling in shallow waves, her body limp and flushed and trembling from the orgasm that had just torn through her. Her arms were locked on the bench’s edge, but her stance was softening.

He slid his hands from her waist down to the back of her thighs, steadying her.

“Hey,” he murmured. His voice was low, rough from holding back. “You okay?”

She nodded weakly, chin brushing the side of her forearm, eyes half-lidded and unfocused. Her breath caught a little in her throat as she straightened slowly, shifting her weight off the balls of her feet. She was unsteady.

Reid eased out of her—slow and careful. Her pussy clung to him for a second longer, reluctant to let him go, and he felt a final flutter of tension around his cock before it slipped free. A thin strand of slickness stretched between them, then broke.

Kara stayed bent for a moment, breathing. Then she pushed upright and turned, one hand braced on the workbench.

Reid stepped in automatically, looping an arm under her thighs, the other around her back. She didn’t resist as he lifted her. She was warm and light against him, the scent of sweat and sex rising from her skin.

He set her down gently on the edge of the bench, making sure her ass rested comfortably on the worn metal lip. Her legs opened without direction, knees falling to either side. She looked up at him, eyes glassy and heavy-lidded, her lips slightly parted.

Her face was flushed, streaked with a light sheen of sweat, her cheeks glowing red. Stray hairs clung to her temples and neck. She looked completely undone—and still quiet. Not resisting. Not uncomfortable. Just dazed.

“You sure you’re good?” he asked again, voice low.

She gave a small nod, her chest rising as she drew in a shaky breath. “Yeah,” she whispered, just loud enough to reach him.

Reid stepped forward, placing his hands on her thighs. She let him, her gaze flicking down, watching him without a word.

He leaned down slightly, placing one hand between her legs. Her pussy was soaked—warm, glistening, slightly flushed from where he’d been inside her. He used his fingers to spread her open, gently parting her lips.

She exhaled sharply through her nose, her hands gripping the edge of the bench as she watched him.

Her folds were soft and slick, her clit just barely visible under the slight hood, her inner walls flexing gently with residual aftershocks. Her entrance was still open, wet and twitching. The sight of it hit him hard. She was gorgeous like this—completely exposed, legs open, her body reacting even as she tried not to show it.

He took his cock in hand—slick with her arousal—and pressed the head forward. It slipped easily against her, still coated from before. She was soft and hot and so ready for him again.

He lined up and pushed in.

The head slid inside with no resistance, and her pussy accepted him in one slow, wet motion. He guided himself deep, watching the way her body opened again around him, her folds stretching smoothly around the thickness of his shaft. Inch by inch until he was buried.

Kara let out a breath—quiet but audible—and leaned back slightly, bracing her hands on his shoulders. Her legs wrapped loosely around his waist.

He kept his hands on her hips, pulling her forward a little more on the bench to get the angle right. Her ass was barely on the edge now, her back arched, breasts rising with every breath.

He started moving again.

Slow thrusts. Smooth, deep. His hips rocked forward in a gentle rhythm, never rushing. Her body took him perfectly—still tight, still slick, the heat of her wrapping around him like a vice.

Her hands stayed on his shoulders, fingers flexing slightly every time he bottomed out.

He watched her face—half-closed eyes, parted lips, the subtle twitch of her brow when he hit just right. She wasn’t moaning loudly. Wasn’t crying out. But her body spoke in every tiny movement: the tremble in her thighs, the small shifts in her hips, the way she pulled him in closer with each roll of her pelvis.

His hands slid up her sides, thumbs brushing the underside of her breasts, then moved back down to her waist. He gripped there, firm but steady, guiding her motion. She responded with subtle adjustments—rocking into him, pushing against the bench with her palms.

The wet sound of their bodies filled the room—steady, rhythmic, soft. Her pussy sucked at him every time he pulled out, clung to him as he pushed in. The heat of her soaked him completely now, slick running down to his thighs, his cock gliding easily inside her with each stroke.

Kara’s grip tightened on his shoulders. Her breath came faster. She wasn’t speaking, but her hips started to move more actively—pushing into his rhythm, matching it.

He leaned in closer, his forehead nearly touching hers.

“You still good?” he murmured.

Her eyes fluttered. She nodded again, barely, then bit her lower lip and exhaled shakily.

He kept going. He wanted to feel every second of this—every tight squeeze, every soft exhale, every silent cue her body gave him.

His cock throbbed now, pressure building in his lower stomach, the slow grind doing more than any rush could. The way she held him, the way her pussy kept gripping and releasing with every stroke—it was too much and not enough all at once.

Her chest pressed against his now, slick with sweat. Her nipples brushed his skin, hard and sensitive. He slid one hand up her back, between her shoulder blades, the other anchoring at her hip.

Kara clung to him as he moved inside her, her legs tightening slightly, pulling him deeper. He fucked her slow and deep, his cock driving in until he bottomed out each time, then dragging back out with full friction. Her breath hitched again, her nails scraping lightly down his back.

Then it hit.

The tension built all at once, tight and fast, his balls pulling up, his abs flexing. His pace faltered just slightly, and he pressed in deep one last time, grinding his hips forward.

His cock pulsed inside her—one, two, three thick throbs—and he groaned low into her shoulder as he came.

Heat spilled into her, thick and hot, every pulse drawing another twitch from his hips. He stayed inside, buried to the base, his hands clutching her tight as he emptied himself.

Kara didn’t move. She was panting softly, skin flushed, arms around his shoulders, holding on.

They stayed that way for a long moment—his cock still deep in her, her pussy twitching softly around him, their bodies pressed together in a hot, sticky, breathless tangle.

Neither spoke.

Eventually, his body stilled. His muscles relaxed. He let his forehead rest gently against her neck, her pulse fluttering fast beneath his skin.

Her hands slid down his arms.

Reid breathed slowly, pulling back just enough to see her face.

She looked at him—dilated pupils, cheeks flushed bright red, lips parted. Her expression was unreadable. But she wasn’t pulling away.

He exhaled and slowly slipped out of her. His cock left her with a wet sound, and he stepped back, watching as her pussy flexed once more—his cum already starting to drip from her swollen entrance, sliding down to the bench below.

Neither said a word.

And they stayed in the quiet. Breathing. Recovering. Still.

“That was… less awkward,” he ventured, hating how clumsy the words sounded.

She nodded, swallowing. “Yeah. Less forced, I guess.”

They dressed in silence, each lost in private thoughts. When she zipped up her pants, she finally looked at him, a flicker of something passing across her expression. She didn’t speak, just gave a short nod.

He nodded back, reading the unspoken message: We did what we had to.

Moments later, they slipped out of the workshop. No one was in the corridor to gawk or question. They parted ways, each heading to their next tasks. Despite the quiet between them, there was a distinct shift in the air—something that felt just a bit more natural than before.

Not long after, Ryven called them for another training session to test their updated synergy. Reid strapped into the cockpit, Kara into the neural pod. As Gravehook powered up, the sync readout stabilized at 40%. That number glowed on the screen. Reid felt a lurch of excitement.

“Forty,” Kara said softly in his headset. “That’s a jump.”

He breathed out. “Yeah. A decent jump.”

Ryven’s eyebrows rose slightly when he saw the data. He made no comment, just gestured for them to start a round of advanced drills. They practiced timed grapples against heavy practice dummies, performed quick-feint combos, and tested thruster bursts in a large open space. Gravehook moved more responsively, the delay shrinking to the point where Reid could attempt agile maneuvers with some confidence.

They ended the session sweat-soaked, the cockpit and pod uncomfortably warm. But the synergy readouts confirmed that their performance had climbed. Ryven stood watching with his arms crossed, a contemplative look on his face.

He didn’t congratulate them verbally, but he didn’t mock them either. That silence spoke volumes. They were finally earning a bit of respect.

Reid and Kara powered down, exiting the mech. They were both breathing heavily, adrenaline coursing. When their eyes met, there was a shared understanding: We can do this.

They parted with minimal words, each heading off to cool down. Despite the sweat, the exhaustion, and the lingering awkwardness of that intimacy, a sense of progress coursed through them. They were no longer at the bottom rung.

That night, Reid flopped onto his bunk, muscles screaming from the day’s training. But in spite of the aches, he allowed himself a small, tired smile. Forty percent synergy. It was almost laughable how big a deal that was—still far from the legends of top-tier synergy, but leaps beyond their disastrous start.


CHAPTER 13

Ryven wasted no time telling them about the newest challenge. He cornered Reid and Kara in the main corridor of The Pits, his scarred features set in a grim line. The old overhead lights flickered, casting shifting shadows across his face. In one hand, he held a data slate, its screen displaying a bracket chart that listed two upcoming mech battles—both scheduled for the same day.

“You’ve got a double match,” Ryven announced. “Two fights back-to-back with no break in between.”

Reid frowned, pushing a hand through his short black hair. “You’re kidding. We haven’t done that before.”

Kara stood next to him, arms folded, her gaze on Ryven. “Is this even allowed in the bracket, or did you sign us up for something new?”

Ryven’s scar twitched as he gave a half-shrug. “It’s allowed, though it doesn’t happen often at the low-tier level. The bracket managers want a show of stamina. They figure your synergy is high enough to handle it.”

“We’re only at forty percent,” Reid muttered. “High enough, my ass.”

Ryven ignored the remark. “Anyway, the matches are scheduled tomorrow. Both opponents are low-tier mechs with average weaponry, but watch yourself. That second fight might be tricky. You’ll go into it carrying whatever damage you pick up in the first.”

Kara’s eyes narrowed. “So we can’t even get repairs?”

“Nothing beyond a quick field patch if you’re lucky,” Ryven said. He tapped his data slate. “The arena for this is a bit bigger than the last. Two mechs are placed in separate corners. You’ll fight the first one. If you manage to win, the second enters immediately.”

A stiff silence followed. Reid exhaled slowly, scanning Kara’s reaction. She looked annoyed. They’d come a long way since those early days of nearly toppling the mech just by moving its arm. If they could handle this double match, maybe they’d be in line for the championship soon.

Reid finally spoke. “All right, guess we better get ready.”

Ryven nodded, turning to leave. “Better do more than that. These fights might launch you into the low-tier bracket championship if you win both.”

He left them there, striding down the corridor with boots echoing on the metal floor.

Reid and Kara exchanged a look. She tipped her chin in the direction of the hangar. “We should run some last-minute checks on Gravehook. If we’re going to fight two mechs in a row, we need every advantage.”

“Agreed.”

They walked side by side to the hangar, where mechanics and pilots bustled around. Gravehook loomed in one corner, its dull plating reflecting the overhead lamps. As they approached, Reid spotted a few scratched sections that needed buffing or a fresh weld. He imagined the kind of punishment they’d face in two consecutive matches and felt a twist of worry.

They spent the rest of the day verifying connections, testing servo motors, and discussing potential strategies. Kara downloaded updated target recognition algorithms into her visor, while Reid made sure the mech’s hydraulic lines were sealed tight. They didn’t talk much about the possibility of losing—each understood the risk. The bracket took no prisoners.

Late that evening, they returned to the barracks, both exhausted from the constant maintenance. Reid plopped onto his bunk, wondering if Kara was as tense as he felt. She’d parted ways without much conversation, but he’d caught the flicker in her eyes—an anxious spark she tried to hide.

He stared at the bunk above him, arms folded beneath his head, running through mental checklists of battle tactics. He pictured a scenario where they’d finished off the first mech but ended up with a cracked shoulder plate. The second mech would exploit that weakness. Could they endure it?

They didn’t have to wait long. The next day, a bracket official marched through the barracks, rousing everyone involved in scheduled fights. The place was chaotic—pilots tugging on gear, mechanics hauling toolboxes, the air thick with tension.

Reid met Kara near the main exit. She wore her usual cropped top under the standard pilot harness. Her hair fell in loose waves around her face, a stray strand hanging over one eye. She looked at him and gave a slight nod. No words, but he could tell she was ready.

They made their way onto the transport shuttle that ferried them to a special arena on the outskirts of The Pits. The ride was bumpy, the pilot weaving through dusty gullies and half-ruined structures that dotted Caldyra’s landscape. Neither Reid nor Kara spoke much—just a few remarks about coolant lines or shield angles.

Upon arrival, they found a larger arena than usual, built with thick, rust-streaked walls. The stands rose higher, though not as tall as the main colosseum, and the ground in the center was wide open, scattered with the occasional chunk of half-buried scrap. Sponsors had set up a few screens around the perimeter, displaying bracket stats and advertisements for water purifiers or heavy machinery.

Reid guided Gravehook down a ramp into a prep zone, where a cluster of bracket staff took note of their arrival. Two mechs were stationed in separate corners, just as Ryven had said. They had standard frames, each customized with unique weapons. One had some kind of elongated scythe-like attachment; the other wielded a blocky hammer.

Kara climbed into her neural pod with the efficiency of routine. Reid strapped into the cockpit, hearing the familiar hum as systems powered up. He checked the sync readout—40%.

“Let’s do this,” he said, voice echoing inside his helmet.

Kara’s reply came through the comm, calm and steady. “Right.”

A bracket official’s voice boomed from the overhead speaker system, announcing the start of the double match. The crowd in the stands gave a moderate cheer—certainly not the packed noise of a main event, but enough to charge the air with tension.

Reid braced his hands on the controls. “Engaging.”

They advanced into the wide arena floor. The first opponent stepped forward, brandishing that scythe-like blade with a metallic scrape. It was shaped like a curved weapon attached to the mech’s right arm, capable of hooking or slicing into armor.

The horn blared. The fight began.

Reid pressed the pedals, pivoting Gravehook to circle left. Kara angled the shield, anticipating an attack from that scythe. Sure enough, the enemy mech lunged, aiming to catch Gravehook’s torso.

Kara snapped the shield upward with surprising speed. The scythe clanged against it, screeching as the tip slid across the plating. Reid seized the opening to thrust Gravehook’s right arm forward, slamming a short-range impact hammer into the opponent’s side. Metal slammed metal, forcing the scythe-wielder back.

“So far, so good,” Reid muttered.

Kara said nothing, but he sensed her focus. The synergy felt smoother than it used to. Gravehook’s movements weren’t perfect, but they were far from the stumbling they’d started with.

The scythe mech recovered, then rushed in again. This time, it attempted a diagonal slash, aiming for Gravehook’s left leg. Reid stomped the pedals, shifting Gravehook backward. The scythe cut through the air, missing by inches.

Kara flicked her visor controls, adjusting the shield angle just in time to block a follow-up strike. Sparks danced across their line of sight. Reid responded with a heavy counterblow to the scythe mech’s shoulder. The arm holding the weapon jolted, plating crumpling slightly under Gravehook’s hammer.

The crowd roared. They smelled blood—metaphorically, at least. Even from inside the cockpit, Reid could hear the rising excitement. He circled the enemy, pressing the advantage. The scythe mech looked off-balance, struggling to keep its main weapon lifted.

“Sweep the legs?” Kara suggested softly.

“Good idea,” Reid replied.

He angled Gravehook’s stance, then kicked on a short thruster burst. They lunged at the scythe mech, bringing the hammer down in a sweeping arc toward the enemy’s legs. The scythe mech tried to dodge, but with the damage it had taken, it was too slow. The hammer slammed into its knee joint, bending the metal inward.

The scythe mech stumbled, almost collapsing. Reid wasted no time, hooking Gravehook’s free arm around the enemy’s torso. With a sharp yank, he exposed the power pack at the mech’s back. The scythe pilot tried to jerk free, but Kara pinned them, the shield braced against their side.

In a single decisive motion, Reid tore out the power pack. Sparks flew. The mech went limp, scythe arm sagging uselessly to the ground.

The official’s voice rang out, declaring Gravehook the victor of the first match. The stands erupted in cheers—some genuine, some half-hearted. But it didn’t matter. A win was a win.

Kara exhaled over the comm, her tone still measured. “Not too bad.”

Reid felt a surge of adrenaline. “Yeah, that went smoothly.”

But there was no time to rest. Almost immediately, the second mech began moving from its corner. This one carried a blocky hammer—larger and heavier than Gravehook’s. The pilot seemed cautious, circling the perimeter of the arena.

“Here we go,” Reid muttered.

They barely had a moment to drop the ruined scythe mech and turn to face the new threat. Gravehook’s plating had survived the first fight with minimal damage, though some fresh scratches scored the left forearm from the scythe. That seemed manageable.

The second mech stepped forward, raising its massive hammer. It was a squat, heavily armored frame—designed for blunt force attacks. Reid guessed it might rely on short, punishing strikes instead of elaborate swings.

They clashed near the center, hammer meeting hammer. The impact reverberated through Gravehook’s arms, jarring Reid’s bones. The enemy pressed in, attempting to topple Gravehook with raw force.

Kara pivoted the shield, but the second mech cunningly feinted, then swung low. The hammer smashed into Gravehook’s left arm actuator, sending a jolt of pain through the cockpit’s feedback system.

Red warnings flashed across the console. “Left arm actuator compromised,” Reid read, wincing. “We can’t move that arm as quickly.”

Kara muttered a curse. “I’ll compensate.”

They tried to reposition, but the second mech capitalized on their lagging left side. It hammered down again, denting the plating near the shoulder. Gravehook’s entire left arm jerked, sparks spitting from the joint.

Reid grit his teeth. “We have to switch to a single-arm approach. Keep the shield at minimal coverage.”

Kara responded by adjusting the neural link to shift more power to the right arm. The shield’s movement slowed on the left side, but that freed up enough capacity for Reid to swing the hammer with full force on the right. They blocked one blow from the second mech, though not elegantly, then returned fire with a heavy strike to its torso.

The clang echoed. The second mech stumbled, but not enough. It was well-armored, and the blow only dented its chest plate.

Kara’s voice was tight. “This is tougher than the first one.”

Reid nodded, sweat running down his temples. “We can’t keep trading hits. That actuator is getting worse.”

He forced Gravehook into a feint, raising the right hammer as if to strike high. The second mech reacted, lifting its own hammer to block. Kara seized that split second to pivot the torso, letting Reid angle the mech’s right shoulder into a savage body-check.

Metal slammed metal. The second mech staggered back, struggling to keep footing. Reid followed up with a downward smash from the hammer.

But the second mech twisted away, lifting its own hammer to parry. Their weapons collided in a thunderous impact that rattled the stands. The crowd cheered, enthralled by the brutal exchange.

“Damn it,” Reid snarled, feeling the ache in his arms. Steering a half-crippled mech was exhausting, and his muscles protested every jolt.

Meanwhile, Kara wrestled with the neural interface. The partial meltdown in the left actuator forced the system to reroute feedback, creating random spikes of pain in her pod. She hissed through clenched teeth, trying to keep focus.

Finally, the second mech overcommitted on a horizontal swing aimed at Gravehook’s weakened arm. Reid recognized the chance. He ducked the blow, letting the massive hammer whiff past the shield. Kara angled the shield just enough to deflect some momentum.

That left the second mech open for a brief moment. Reid drove Gravehook forward on pure reflex, slamming the enemy mech against the arena wall with a teeth-rattling crunch. The stands roared at the spectacle.

With the second mech pinned, Reid forced Gravehook’s right arm around its back plating. He could feel the mech’s servos protesting, the left side nearly dead. But with one final heave, he found the power pack housing.

The second mech pilot realized the danger and tried to shove them off. But Kara poured every ounce of the neural feedback into maintaining a crushing grip. Reid tore the power pack free, wires snapping in a burst of sparks.

The second mech collapsed, limbs going slack. The official’s voice boomed again, awarding Gravehook the victory.

Reid slumped in the cockpit, panting. The entire rig was trembling from the punishment. Alarms still blinked about the damaged left actuator. Kara emerged from her neural link with a low groan, peeling off the visor, her arms shaking from the strain.

They had done it—two opponents, back to back. The entire double match was over, and they were the last mech standing.

The stands erupted in a wave of applause. It wasn’t the largest audience, but the spectacle of a double victory got them buzzing. Officials rushed onto the arena floor, snapping pictures or marking data pads.

As Gravehook was towed off the field, Ryven’s voice crackled over a private comm line. “Not half-bad,” he said, sounding almost impressed. “You’re officially on the path to the low-tier bracket championship now.”

Reid let out a shaky laugh. “Great news.”

Kara’s tone was flat, exhausted. “We barely made it.”

“Barely is enough,” Ryven remarked. “Patch up and get ready for bigger fights. Trust me, they’ll only get nastier from here.”

He signed off, leaving them to deal with the battered remains of Gravehook. Mechanics swarmed the mech, hooking it to a lift that would carry it back to The Pits. Reid and Kara dismounted, each struggling to catch their breath.

Kara removed the neural suit’s top harness, letting it hang around her waist. She was drenched in sweat, a lock of hair stuck to her cheek. Reid noticed the shaky set of her shoulders—she’d clearly endured a lot of feedback.

He reached out a hand, but she brushed him off, not unkindly, just needing space. “I’m fine,” she managed.

He nodded. “Sure.”

They limped away from the arena, a mixture of relief and bone-deep fatigue settling over them. The double match was done, and they’d triumphed. But the cost was high—both physically and mentally.


CHAPTER 14

The next morning, Ryven summoned them to a small gym located in a neglected corner of The Pits. Reid and Kara arrived to find a bare-bones training area—mats on the floor, a few free weights stacked in a corner, and a single overhead light. The walls were scuffed, the floor partially stained from what might have been a thousand sweaty footprints.

Ryven leaned against the entrance, arms crossed. “Got an idea,” he said, jerking his chin toward the mat. “Figure if you two are going to keep synergy high, you should learn each other’s rhythms outside the mech too. Hand-to-hand practice can help refine reflexes, reading the other’s body language and all that.”

Kara frowned, rubbing the back of her neck. “We already coordinate in the cockpit.”

Ryven shrugged, the scar along his jaw shifting. “That’s from a pilot-core perspective. But if you can anticipate each other physically, you’ll translate that to the mech. Trust me, it works.”

Reid eyed the worn mats. “We just punch each other for a while?”

“Something like that.” Ryven gestured to the mat. “Get to it. I’ll be around, making sure you don’t break bones. The bracket officials prefer healthy fighters.”

With that, he sauntered off to the side, setting a small data pad on a crate, presumably to track their stats.

Kara sighed, stepping onto the mat. She wore a lightweight tank top and small shorts, the latter tied low on her hips. Reid stripped off his jacket, leaving just a thin undershirt and his battered work pants.

They faced each other, awkward tension settling in. Their synergy had improved a lot, but physically grappling in a non-cockpit environment was new territory.

“All right,” Reid said, raising his fists in a loose stance. “Let’s go easy at first. We don’t need injuries.”

She nodded, setting her feet. “Fine. No full-strength hits.”

They circled each other slowly, bare feet padding on the mat. Reid studied her posture—she kept her weight balanced, arms up, eyes sharp. He could see the stoic expression that usually hid behind her guarded exterior.

He threw a light jab, testing the waters. She slipped to the side and tapped his wrist away, her reflexes quick. He tried a second jab, which she ducked, then came around with a short hooking motion aimed at his ribs.

He blocked with his forearm, feeling the impact rattle up his arm. Even pulled punches from her had surprising force. She was no fragile flower.

“Not bad,” he said, stepping back to reassess.

She gave a hint of a smirk. “You’re not as slow as I expected.”

They continued, exchanging light blows, focusing on footwork. Ryven watched from the sidelines, occasionally tossing out a gruff piece of advice—“Keep your guard up, Varlan,” or “Don’t telegraph your stance, Kara.”

As they moved, they gradually increased speed, each testing the other’s reactions. Reid noticed he could sense Kara’s movements before they happened—some subtle shift in her stance that signaled a strike. It reminded him of how they interacted in the mech, anticipating each other’s next move.

After a few minutes, Kara attempted a quick sweep at his ankles. He hopped back, letting the sweep pass, then lunged in, locking arms with her. They stumbled, rotating on the mat. Her hair swayed across her face, and he caught a glimpse of fierce concentration in her eyes.

They broke apart, breathing a little heavier. She brushed a stray strand of hair back, a flush on her cheeks from exertion. “Not bad at all,” she said quietly.

He shrugged, trying to keep the mood light. “I’ll bet you were hoping I’d wash out by now, huh?”

She snorted. “I did. At the very start, I figured you’d slip up and get yourself killed in the bracket.”

He laughed, though the memory was a little raw. “I assumed you’d bail after that first fiasco. Or that you’d sabotage me.”

She rolled her eyes. “If I bailed, I’d be exiled. If I sabotaged you, I’d be exiled. Not much of an option.”

He gave a wry grin. “Oh, so you’re only here for self-preservation. That warms my heart.”

A faint smile tugged at her lips. “Don’t get sappy on me.”

They started again, circling. This time, the motions felt looser, easier. They traded a few half-speed punches and blocks. He made a sarcastic jab: “If I had better options than the bracket, maybe I’d be sipping cocktails on some space station.”

She smirked. “I’d be right there with you, if that existed on this dustball.”

Reid aimed a low kick, which she sidestepped gracefully. The mood was lighter, banter weaving into the sparring. That banter carried them through the next set of exchanges, each blow and dodge coming more naturally.

Then an accidental moment of intimacy occurred. She slipped while pivoting around his backside, and he stepped too close. Their bodies collided, and she reached out instinctively, her hand landing on his shoulder to steady herself. His chest brushed against her arm, and they paused, locked in an awkward half-embrace for a heartbeat.

Electric tension flared, reminiscent of the forced closeness they shared during their “sync sessions.” But this time, they weren’t in a cramped closet, and no one had cornered them. It was a spontaneous slip.

They froze, eyes meeting. He felt the heat of her skin through the thin fabric of her tank top, and her fingers pressed lightly into his shoulder. For an instant, his heart thumped in an unexpected rush. She looked just as startled, her lips parted slightly.

Then she pulled away, clearing her throat, returning to a neutral stance. “Watch your feet,” she said, voice tight.

He nodded, not addressing the moment. “Yeah, sure. Sorry.”

They resumed sparring as if nothing had happened, but the atmosphere had changed—just a subtle shift, a crack in the wall of purely professional distance they’d maintained. He could see the slight uncertainty in her eyes, and he felt it in his own chest.

Ryven grunted from the sidelines, oblivious or uninterested in the undercurrent. “Enough for now. You two can keep going if you want, but I’ve seen what I needed.”

Kara wiped the back of her hand across her forehead, stepping off the mat. “That’s good. I’m done.”

Reid followed suit, rolling his shoulder to ease the tension that had built up. Ryven nodded at them, crossing his arms. “You got the bracket championship coming soon. Keep your heads on straight, and maybe you’ll actually win.”

They gathered their stuff in silence. When they left the gym, they walked to the sidelines for a stretch, neither speaking about the accidental closeness.

They parted ways near a junction that led back to the barracks. She gave him a wordless nod, still looking slightly preoccupied. He nodded back, feeling that their dynamic had shifted again, if only by a hair.


CHAPTER 15

The bracket’s escalation came faster than Reid anticipated. A few days after their gym sparring, Ryven called them into a briefing room with a single overhead lamp that buzzed incessantly. The old man tapped his data slate, displaying an official match schedule.

“This next one’s going to be a broadcast fight,” he said. “It’ll be streamed across Kestral’s media channels. Big lights, cameras, the works. They want a show.”

Reid exchanged a glance with Kara. She seemed unsettled, chewing lightly on her lower lip. “Great,” she muttered. “As if the bracket wasn’t enough pressure.”

Ryven ignored her complaint. “Your opponent this time is a known showboat. They put on flashy moves, but they’re not the most efficient. Don’t get cocky, though. A well-placed blow can still kill you.”

Reid took a breath, mentally preparing. “So we go in, ignore their theatrics, and aim for the power pack.”

Ryven nodded. “Exactly. The big difference is the cameras. They’ll be focusing on your expressions, your synergy—anything to sell the fight. Don’t let it mess with your heads.”

Kara’s face was stony, but Reid could sense tension beneath. She’d never fought in front of a live broadcast. The notion of thousands, maybe more, watching them in real time only added another layer of stress.

They left the briefing with a sense of urgency, heading to finalize Gravehook’s repairs. Its left actuator was mostly fixed from the double match, but a few wires still needed careful soldering. They spent hours in the hangar, side by side, making sure the mech was in top form.

On the day of the fight, the arena was decked out with extra lighting rigs, floating camera drones, and large screens that broadcast sponsor messages. A bigger crowd had gathered, though many likely just wanted to see something sensational.

Reid stood at the base of Gravehook, scanning the stands where a sea of eyes watched. The drones buzzed overhead, their lenses reflecting the desert sun. He felt an uneasy flutter in his gut—unlike the smaller fights, this had a grandiosity that made his skin prickle.

Kara joined him, wearing her pilot harness. She looked around, jaw tight. “I hate this.”

He grunted. “We just have to treat it like any other match.”

She nodded, not looking fully convinced. “I’ll try.”

They climbed into their respective compartments—Reid in the cockpit, Kara in the neural pod. The energy in the air was electric, the chatter of the audience resonating through the arena’s walls.

The announcer’s voice boomed across the stadium speakers: “Welcome to today’s broadcast trial! A special bracket match featuring the up-and-coming Gravehook, piloted by Kestral’s newest team. And facing them, the flamboyant Starlance mech, known for show-stopping moves!”

A ripple of cheers erupted. Reid grit his teeth, flicking the power switches. The cockpit screens lit up, the sync readout settling around 45-46%. Good, near their best.

Kara spoke through the comm, voice taut. “I see the enemy on the far side. They’re spinning that lance around like an idiot.”

Reid checked the feed—sure enough, a mech with a long, sleek lance twirled it in a grand flourish, earning applause from the crowd. The pilot evidently loved performing, brandishing the weapon like a star in some theatrical show.

The horn sounded, and Starlance advanced in a sweeping arc. Reid urged Gravehook forward, carefully measuring each step so they didn’t appear timid but also didn’t charge recklessly. Cameras hovered around them, capturing every angle.

Starlance unleashed a dramatic overhead spin, the lance spinning in a silver blur. Reid narrowed his eyes. “Watch for a wide slash.”

Kara angled the shield. “I’ve got it.”

Starlance slammed the lance down, the tip skittering across Gravehook’s shield with a burst of sparks. The pilot pulled back, then performed another flashy spin that left them momentarily open.

Reid saw it. “They’re giving us openings for the crowd’s sake.”

Kara’s tone sharpened. “So we exploit them.”

He thrust Gravehook’s right arm forward, smashing a short-range attack into Starlance’s side. Metal crumpled. The crowd gasped, surprised by the quick retaliation. Starlance reeled, but the pilot recovered with a fancy backflip, the lance glimmering.

Kara snorted. “Look at that. They’re basically dancing.”

“Yeah, well, let’s put an end to it.”

They pressed the advantage, driving Gravehook forward while Starlance tried to maintain distance. The opposing pilot went for a high strike, but the move was telegraphed—Reid twisted the mech, letting Kara bring the shield up to deflect. He followed with a hammer blow aimed at Starlance’s midsection.

Starlance attempted another flashy dodge, but the move wasted time. The hammer connected with a dull clang, denting the plating again. The audience roared, cameras zooming in on the impact.

Sparks flew. Starlance stumbled, the lance dropping momentarily. Reid seized that second, surging forward to grapple. Kara synced the shield to pin the lance arm, preventing the pilot from pivoting free.

With a violent jerk, Reid yanked at the mech’s back plating, searching for the power pack. Starlance’s pilot struggled, flailing the lance in a vain attempt to break free. But each movement was dramatic, designed more for show than lethal efficiency. Gravehook pinned them against the arena floor, and Reid tore free the pack with a bright shower of sparks.

Starlance went limp, the announcer’s voice rising in a crescendo. “Gravehook does it again, folks! That was brutal, efficient, and unstoppable!”

The crowd exploded in cheers and applause, the big screens replaying the final takedown in slow motion. A camera drone hovered uncomfortably close to Gravehook’s faceplate, capturing every detail.

Inside the cockpit, Reid huffed, chest heaving. Kara’s breathing filled his headset, steady but heavy.

The scoreboard flashed with the final sync readout: 47%. Ryven’s voice cut through the private comm, sounding half-amused. “Close to that fifty mark. You two keep surprising me.”

Reid let the adrenaline ebb. He powered down some non-essential systems, guiding Gravehook off the battered remains of Starlance. The bracket staff rushed forward to check on the losing mech’s pilot.

Cameras swarmed. Some official marched up with a microphone, as if hoping for a post-match interview. Reid emerged from the cockpit, ignoring the question barked in his direction about “What’s your secret synergy trick?” He simply strode away, letting the cheers fade behind him.

Kara slipped out of the neural pod, also sidestepping the interviewers. She joined Reid at the edge of the arena, both of them focusing on the next steps rather than the media circus.

Ryven intercepted them in the corridor that led to the hangar. He wore a faint grin. “Nice job ignoring those reporters. They wanted a story, but you’re not obligated to give them anything.”

Reid shrugged. “We’re just here to fight.”

Kara nodded, still looking uncomfortable about the cameras. “Can we leave now?”

Ryven waved a hand. “Sure. You’re done. That was a quick match.”

As they walked away from the lights and cheers, the silence of the backstage corridors engulfed them. The broadcast had gone well, from the bracket’s standpoint, but it left them feeling raw and exposed.

In the silence, Reid turned to Kara. “You okay? You looked tense out there.”

She shrugged, arms wrapped around herself. “I don’t like being watched that closely. Feels too… personal.”

He understood. The bracket was already invasive enough, forcing them to fight or risk exile. Broadcasting it across Kestral just made them feel more like gladiators in a twisted spectacle.

Still, the scoreboard read 47% sync. They were inching closer to that next threshold. The synergy improvements were undeniable.

Ryven joined them, scanning a data pad. “Get some rest. The bracket managers love you now—apparently your record is drawing attention. You’re no longer some anonymous rookies.”

Reid noted the slight concern in Ryven’s voice. Fame could be a double-edged sword in the bracket. If they were deemed a real threat, tougher opponents would line up. He exchanged a glance with Kara, who pressed her lips into a thin line.

They left the arena behind, stepping into a transport that took them back to The Pits. The swirl of dust outside the windows felt oddly comforting—at least it was familiar. The glitz of a televised match wasn’t where they thrived. The dusty corridors and battered hangars were more their speed.

By the time they returned to their bunks, the day’s adrenaline had worn off, leaving them both tired and yet oddly triumphant. Another win under their belts, another rung climbed.


CHAPTER 16

A few uneventful days blurred past, filled with light maintenance and brief training stints. With no match on the bracket schedule, Reid found himself with more free time than he liked. Most of it, he spent in the hangar—less out of necessity, more to avoid the creeping restlessness that came with inactivity.

Tonight, the hangar was nearly deserted. Overhead lights buzzed faintly, casting long shadows across the rows of dormant mechs. Reid crouched beside Gravehook’s left leg, a compact rotary buffer in hand. The tool whined against the armor, kicking up the occasional spray of oxidized dust as he worked a patch near the knee joint. Every few passes, it snagged and spat back, earning a muttered curse as he adjusted his grip and pressed harder.

The air was cool and still, broken only by the low hum of background systems and the distant clang of settling metal. Gravehook stood motionless above him, its fresh plating catching the soft light with a faint metallic sheen. Reid found the rhythm calming—the pressure, the grind, the progress.

Footsteps echoed behind him, steady and light. He didn’t look up until they stopped just beyond the mech’s shadow. Kara stood there in form-fitting pants and a cropped tee, her midriff bare and her hair pushed back in a loose, messy sweep. She looked like she’d rolled out of bed, but her eyes were sharp and alert.

“Didn’t think I’d find you out here this late,” she said.

Reid set the buffer down, flexing his hand. “Wasn’t ready to call it a night.”

She glanced up at the mech, then spotted an open maintenance panel at its side. “You’ve been chipping away at this one for days.”

“Figured I’d finish what I started,” he said, rising to his feet.

She walked over and tapped the edge of the unfastened panel. “That thing’s gonna fall off if you leave it like this.”

“Not if I get the last bolt out first.”

She looked at him for a beat, then nodded once. “Want a second pair of hands?”

“Yeah. Hold the top so it doesn’t shift.”

They positioned themselves on either side. The metal groaned faintly as she steadied it. Reid crouched again, wrenching at the final fastener near the lower edge. As he leaned in, her arm hovered just past his shoulder, the proximity sending a subtle prickle across his skin.

The bolt gave way with a snap, and together they guided the panel down, angling it carefully before resting it against a supply crate. Kara stayed put, her hand resting on the mech’s inner frame. She didn’t speak right away.

Reid straightened and wiped his fingers on his shirt. “Appreciate the assist.”

She tilted her head. “Better than lying awake doing nothing.”

They both looked up at the mech. For a moment, the quiet hung between them again—close, but not quite touching. Kara shifted her stance, and her hip grazed his. Neither of them moved away.

He turned his head, finding her watching him. The overhead light cast faint shadows across her face, emphasizing her green eyes. They regarded each other for a long moment, neither speaking.

Something passed between them—an understanding that had been building since those forced intimacy sessions. This time, the impulse didn’t feel forced, didn’t carry the stuttering awkwardness of survival. It was more organic, a mutual desire that neither had fully acknowledged until now.

Reid reached out, brushing his fingertips lightly against her arm. She didn’t pull away. Instead, she exhaled, leaning into the touch.

They closed the small distance between them, facing each other in the half-light. Their eyes locked, searching for any hint of hesitation. All the frustration, tension, and faint spark of closeness that had grown over their battles seemed to coalesce in that moment.

He leaned down, and she met him halfway. Their mouths pressed together in a tentative kiss—less about frantic need and more about exploring the possibility. She tasted faintly of adrenaline and the dryness of a long day, but it wasn’t unpleasant. It was real, raw, and a far cry from the forced sessions they’d endured.

They broke apart, breathing a little faster. Neither spoke. He simply cupped her cheek, and she pressed into his palm, eyes half-lidded. Her hand found its way to his waist, pulling him closer.

He slipped his arm around her back, feeling the tension in her body melt slightly. They kissed again, this time deeper, with the beginnings of genuine desire. Their hearts thudded in their chests, pulses hammering with a mix of relief and something that felt suspiciously like excitement.

The hangar was vast and quiet, the clank of distant machinery providing a low backdrop. They guided each other behind a stack of crates, somewhere slightly out of immediate sight, though the place was mostly deserted.

She helped him pull off his jacket, letting it drop to the floor. He tugged at the hem of her T-shirt, and she raised her arms so he could slide it off. Her skin glinted under the fluorescent light, the shape of her waist and shoulders revealed in a subtle glow.

He kissed the curve of her collarbone, feeling her breath hitch softly. She unbuckled his belt with steady hands, and he helped ease off his shirt. Their movements were unhurried, more comfortable than those forced nights.

When they finally pressed their bare torsos together, the warmth of her body sent a pleasant rush through him. She let out a small sound—a mix of relief and want—and he responded by trailing his fingers along her side.

They sank onto the crate together, the metal groaning faintly beneath their combined weight. Reid shifted first, brushing aside a half-crushed spool of cable so it wouldn’t jab into his back. Kara followed his lead, straddling his lap without hesitation, her knees bracketing his thighs, weight settling firmly against him.

Her hands looped around his neck, fingers lacing together behind his head. She was warm—every inch of her that pressed into him radiated heat through the thin layers they still wore. Her hair fell around her face, strands messy from work and sweat, but when she looked at him like that—lips parted, cheeks slightly flushed, eyes heavy—it didn’t matter. He reached up and swept the hair back behind her ears so he could see her fully.

Their lips met again, but this time it wasn’t tentative. There was a hunger now. She kissed him with more pressure, more heat, and he responded immediately. His hands found her waist and gripped tightly, fingertips digging into the bare skin just above her pants where her shirt had ridden up. She shifted against him slightly, not grinding—yet—but close enough that he could feel the tension in her thighs. Her mouth parted, and he took the opening, sliding his tongue past her lips, tasting the warmth of her breath, the faint salt on her skin.

She kissed him like she’d been waiting for this, and Reid didn’t waste time. His hands slid higher beneath her shirt, palms tracing over her lower back, then up along her ribs. Her body was lean and tight under his touch, but as he reached higher, he felt the swell of her breasts pressing softly against his chest.

She wasn’t wearing a bra.

The realization hit him with a throb of heat. He pulled back from her mouth just long enough to look down. Her shirt had bunched up beneath her arms. He lifted it the rest of the way with both hands. She raised her arms without hesitation, letting him strip it off completely.

Her chest was bare in the dim light, and he paused—not out of hesitation, but to take in every detail. Her breasts weren’t large, but they were perfect to him—firm, round, high on her chest with small, pale nipples that had tightened slightly in the cool hangar air. The overhead light gave her skin a soft sheen, casting faint shadows beneath the curves of her breasts and along the lines of her stomach.

Kara didn’t try to cover herself. She met his gaze, her breathing slightly elevated, cheeks more flushed now. Her chest rose and fell in quick, shallow movements, and her lips were parted just enough to show a hint of teeth. She was watching him, waiting to see what he’d do next.

Reid slid his hands up her sides again, slower this time, thumbs grazing the underside of her breasts. She inhaled sharply through her nose but didn’t move. He cupped both breasts fully, feeling the weight of them in his hands, the way her nipples pressed into his palms. They were warm and smooth, the skin tight under his touch.

She let out a breath—almost a sigh—and her hips shifted forward just slightly, brushing against the hardening bulge beneath his pants. Reid groaned under his breath and leaned in, kissing the top of her left breast first, then trailing his lips lower until he reached her nipple.

He took it into his mouth slowly, gently, and her entire body responded. Her back arched slightly, pushing into his mouth, and her fingers slid into his hair. She wasn’t passive—her grip tightened the longer his tongue circled and flicked her nipple, her breath coming in faster, small noises escaping her throat. When he moved to her other breast, she tightened her thighs around his hips and tugged his head in closer.

He sucked softly, then harder, letting his tongue swirl over the sensitive skin while one of his hands drifted down her back, stopping just above the waistband of her pants. His other hand stayed on her breast, fingers teasing the nipple he wasn’t currently using his mouth on.

Her skin was flushed now—he could see it in her chest, her neck, even her ears. Her breathing came in short, sharp bursts. She was pressing against him more deliberately, rolling her hips just enough for him to feel the friction, to make him twitch inside his pants.

“Fuck,” he muttered against her skin.

Her voice was low and strained. “I’m not stopping.”

“Wasn’t gonna ask you to.”

He kissed his way back up her collarbone, mouth grazing her throat before pulling her back into a rough kiss. This time, it wasn’t soft or exploratory. Their tongues clashed, her teeth nipping at his lower lip. Her hands were on his shirt, tugging upward with no finesse, just urgency. He leaned back slightly so she could strip it off over his head.

Now chest to chest, her bare breasts flattened against him, and the sensation made him groan. Her nipples grazed his skin with every shift of her body. She moved like she needed more contact, like this wasn’t fast enough. Her hands skated down his torso, nails lightly dragging along his abs, before dropping to his belt.

She fumbled it for a second. He caught her hand gently.

“Let me,” he said.

She leaned back just enough to give him space. He undid the belt and popped the button of his pants, pushing them down over his hips. His cock sprang free, already hard and twitching in the open air. She looked down, eyes fixed on it, and bit her lip.

Then she reached between them and wrapped her hand around him.

Reid sucked in a breath, his eyes fluttering shut. Her grip was firm, steady, and she started stroking him slowly, her thumb running along the underside. It wasn’t teasing—it was focused, deliberate. She watched him while she did it, watching the way his jaw tightened, the way his fingers dug into her hips.

He opened his eyes and met her gaze. Her pupils were blown wide, and her cheeks were red. There was a sheen of sweat along her hairline, and her breathing was just as shallow as his now.

“Your turn,” he muttered.

She let go, and he hooked his thumbs into the waistband of her pants. She rose up on her knees, letting him slide them down inch by inch. Her underwear came off with them, revealing the clean lines of her hips, the smooth curve between her legs. She sat back down slowly, bare skin brushing against his thighs, her pussy hot and wet against the base of his cock.

Neither moved for a moment. He just looked at her, every inch of her exposed above him, flushed and waiting. Then he reached up and ran his fingers through the soft hair between her legs, feeling the heat and slickness already there.

She hissed and shifted forward.

“You’re soaked,” he said.

“You surprised?”

He grinned. “Not even a little.”

He teased her with one finger, sliding it along her slit, then circling her clit in slow, firm motions. Her hips jerked once, and she grabbed his shoulders to stay balanced. Reid watched every reaction—her fluttering eyelids, the way her lips parted, the tremble in her thighs.

He slipped a finger inside her, then another. She was tight, but she took him easily. He pumped them in and out slowly, curling them upward until her head dropped forward and she let out a soft moan directly into his neck.

“Right there,” she whispered.

“Yeah?” He kept the pressure consistent, his other hand gripping her ass to keep her steady. Her wetness coated his fingers, every movement drawing out more heat between them.

She rocked her hips against his hand now, riding his fingers in a slow, building rhythm. Her forehead was pressed against his, her breath coming out in soft pants that tickled his lips.

Reid leaned up and kissed her again, and this time, there was no hesitation, no testing the waters. It was heat and friction and the slow climb toward something neither of them wanted to stop.

Kara’s hips were rolling against his hand now, grinding down as his fingers thrust into her. She clung to his shoulders, head bowed, short breaths breaking against his neck. Her body was trembling—not from hesitation, but from how close she already was. He could feel it in the way her inner muscles clenched around his fingers, the way her legs tightened on either side of his hips.

He pulled his hand back, slick with her arousal, and gripped her ass with both hands.

“Come here,” he muttered.

She looked up, lips parted, eyes heavy-lidded. He adjusted his angle beneath her and pressed the head of his cock to her entrance. Her body was hot and wet, so ready for him that he could feel the heat radiating off her before he even pushed in.

Their eyes locked—one final look—then she moved her hips forward and down.

Reid groaned deep in his chest as her pussy wrapped around him. Tight. Wet. Every inch of him was engulfed in slow, dragging friction as she slid down his length. Kara let out a low, broken moan, fingers tightening on his shoulders, her body trembling as she sank fully onto him.

“Fuck,” he gasped. “You feel... incredible.”

She didn’t answer with words. She started to move.

Her hips lifted and dropped, slow at first—testing, adjusting—but that tentative rhythm didn’t last long. The moment she bottomed out again, her pace quickened. She braced her palms against his chest and rode him harder, letting gravity and momentum take over. Her breasts bounced with every motion, her nipples stiff, skin flushed from heat and movement.

Reid grabbed her waist and held tight, letting her control the rhythm but helping her find more power in each bounce. Her thighs slapped against his hips with wet, audible contact. Every time she came down, she took him all the way in—no hesitation, no holding back.

She was moaning now, louder with every stroke. It wasn’t shy or restrained. Each cry came from her chest, raw and unfiltered. She leaned forward, hair falling into his face, and he grabbed a handful of it, yanking her into another kiss. Their mouths crashed together, messy and open, tongues meeting between gasps.

He thrust up into her, meeting each drop of her hips with his own push from below. The impact sent shockwaves through both of them—sharp jolts of pressure and friction. Her pussy clenched around him again, tight and slick, and he grunted into her mouth.

“Ride me,” he growled.

She pulled back enough to look at him. “Then fuck me.”

That was all the permission he needed.

Reid shifted his grip, one hand sliding to the back of her neck, the other to her ass. He started thrusting up harder, driving into her from beneath with powerful, fast strokes that lifted her slightly with every impact. She gasped and dropped her hands to his knees for balance, back arching as he speared into her.

The crate beneath them rocked with the motion. Each thrust jolted it an inch forward, but neither of them cared. Kara was panting hard now, her moans sharper, higher-pitched, her thighs trembling as the tempo climbed. She rode him with abandon, hips slamming down to meet each upward drive of his cock.

Reid couldn’t take his eyes off her. Her skin glowed under the hangar lights, damp with sweat. Her breasts bounced with every impact, the curves of her body moving in time with his rhythm. Her expression was wild—eyes barely open, mouth parted in a constant stream of gasps and moans.

“Harder,” she panted. “Don’t stop.”

He didn’t.

He fucked her harder, faster. His hips slammed up off the crate, burying himself inside her again and again. The slap of their bodies filled the space, mixing with her cries and his rough grunts. She collapsed forward, hands on his shoulders again, riding him like she couldn’t stop—like she needed every inch of him over and over.

Her walls tightened around him, pulsing in waves. He could feel her coming—her body twitching, clenching, her breath hitching before she let out a long, broken cry and dug her nails into his back. Her climax tore through her like a storm, her entire body seizing as he kept thrusting through it.

Reid held her through it, pumping into her with deep, steady strokes. She shook in his arms, muscles spasming around his cock. He didn’t slow down. He couldn’t. The pressure building inside him was white-hot, coiling low in his spine and tightening with every thrust.

“Fuck—Kara—” he gasped.

She lifted her head, eyes glazed, lips swollen. “Come in me,” she whispered.

His control shattered.

He gripped her ass and thrust up hard—once, twice, then again—his whole body tensing as he came. He buried himself as deep as he could, cock pulsing inside her in hot, thick waves. She gasped when she felt it, her body trembling again as he filled her. His arms wrapped around her back, holding her close, breathing hard against her neck.

They dressed in silence. He picked up her T-shirt from the floor and handed it to her. She slipped it back on, smoothing the fabric over her torso.

Before stepping away, she hesitated, her hand brushing his arm. The contact lingered for a heartbeat—a thank you, or maybe an acknowledgment that things had changed again. Then she turned, stepping back to where Gravehook’s partial plating was exposed.

He gathered his jacket, feeling the warm flush still in his veins. “We should, uh…” He cleared his throat. “We should finish up the mech’s panel.”

She smirked lightly, cheeks still a bit flushed. “Yeah. Let’s do that.”

They returned to the tasks at hand, unsaid emotions swirling between them. This time, the quiet tension was different—no longer stifling, but charged with a mutual understanding. They worked in tandem, adjusting the interior components, realigning a rusted bracket.

When the panel was finally reattached, they stepped back and surveyed their handiwork. Gravehook stood a bit taller, outfitted with new parts and a fresh sense of synergy that went far beyond the forced sessions.

Later, as they powered down the hangar lights, neither felt the need to comment on what had just happened. They exchanged a final look before parting ways, eyes lingering in the low glow of the emergency lamps.

The next morning, Reid woke to find that their synergy rating had quietly climbed again. Ryven noticed it while scanning diagnostic data from an overnight system check. He said nothing beyond a grunt of approval, but Reid could tell the old man suspected something had changed.

Kara avoided discussing the previous night’s events, but her presence carried a different weight around him—less hostility, more closeness. Their bond was no longer purely transactional.


CHAPTER 17

Ryven stood at the entrance to the hangar, arms folded, his scarred jaw set as if bracing for an argument. He glanced down at a battered data slate before eyeing Reid and Kara, who waited near Gravehook’s massive left leg. The overhead lights illuminated every dent and scrape on the mech’s newly installed plating. A few nights ago, Reid and Kara had worked late to attach that improved panel. Now they faced a fresh challenge.

Ryven spoke in a low rasp that carried easily over the ambient noise of the hangar. “I got a scout report on your next opponent. They’re a Vetrax team with a knack for long-range combat. Word is, they use a sniper cannon or some heavy artillery from a distance.”

Reid tilted his head, absorbing the information. “We haven’t faced many long-range specialists. Most mechs in the low tier rely on close-quarter weapons.”

Kara stood to one side, arms loosely crossed. She wore snug shorts, a tight sleeveless top, and her tinted visor-glasses perched on her head. She studied Ryven with a narrowed gaze. “So they’ll stay far back and try to pick us off before we can get close.”

Ryven nodded. “Exactly. They’ll hammer you from a distance. And from what I hear, their aim is decent. You can’t stand still or they’ll chip away at your armor until you’re done.”

Reid rubbed his neck. “So how do we close in without getting torn up? We’re not exactly built for speed.” His eyes flicked to Gravehook’s bulky frame. Although they’d improved the thrusters, it was still more of a brawler design than a nimble runner.

Kara exhaled slowly, tapping a foot on the concrete floor. “We can’t outrun them, but maybe we can dodge enough to avoid major hits. Once we close the gap, it’s game over if we land a decent blow.”

Ryven smacked the data slate with his palm. “Right. That’s the plan. Dodge and weave until you’re in range to tear out their power pack. Might help to share partial targeting data. The female core pilot on the other side is rumored to have some advanced scopes, but I bet you can match it if you coordinate.”

Kara nodded. “I’ll calibrate my visor to overlay ballistic arcs onto Reid’s HUD. That way, he’ll see the trajectory lines for incoming shots.”

Reid’s brows rose. “That’s new. We tried some partial overlays before, but never under real combat pressure.”

She shrugged. “We’ll refine it. If we can see where the shots are coming from, you can juke or swerve in time. Even a half second advantage could save us.”

Ryven grunted in approval. “Good. The match is tomorrow in one of the open-air arenas. Not much cover out there—just some half-buried crates and metal debris. Expect a desert-like field. Adjust your strategy accordingly.”

He turned to leave, then paused, glancing back. “Oh, and don’t get cocky. This is a qualifier for the lead up to the Championship. You lose, you’re stuck in low-tier forever—if you live, that is. You win, you break out of the rookie bracket. Big step.”

The weight of his words settled on them as he strode off. Rising in the bracket would be a huge leap, offering harder fights but also a chance to climb closer to the top. Reid let out a breath. “We better make sure Gravehook is prepped.”

Kara agreed with a quick nod. “Let’s run diagnostics and test that ballistic overlay.”

They spent the rest of the day in the hangar, hooking up data cables to Gravehook’s systems. While Reid combed through mechanical checks—hydraulics, servo responses—Kara knelt near the neural pod, tinkering with the interface that fed visuals into her tinted visor. She typed rapid-fire lines of code into a portable console, occasionally cursing when a line flickered red.

For hours, they refined the system. By evening, they’d rigged a partial sensor node on Gravehook’s right shoulder to detect muzzle flashes and movement from a distance. That data would feed into Kara’s visor, which would then share a simplified trajectory path with Reid’s cockpit HUD. It was a jerry-rigged solution, but if it worked, they might dodge artillery shots.

“Give it a test,” Kara said, stepping back to watch him in the cockpit. She wore a thin film of sweat on her brow. “I’ll simulate a distant muzzle flash from the console. See if your HUD pings it.”

Reid flipped several switches, powering up the mech’s sensors in a low-energy state. The cockpit screens glowed to life. He drummed his fingers on the joystick, waiting.

Kara tapped her console. Almost instantly, a small red arc appeared on Reid’s main monitor, curving from an imaginary vantage point. He blinked. “Got it. It shows a line from the direction of the flash to where the shot might land, plus a rough time to impact.”

She allowed a tight smile. “That’s what we need. If it works half as well in real combat, we’ll have an edge.”

They powered down for the night, each feeling the tension of tomorrow’s match creeping in. Despite that, there was a quiet confidence between them. Their synergy was around the high-forties, they had a new overlay system, and they’d proven themselves in previous fights. Now it was time to push for the Championship.

The next day, the two of them rode in a transport shuttle across Caldyra’s arid plains, heading to an arena nestled in a sun-scorched valley. The dull red horizon stretched endlessly, broken by jagged rock outcroppings and wind-blown dunes. As the shuttle descended, Reid spotted a large open-air ring of metallic barricades set up in the desert. Sparse bleachers lined one side, and a control tower rose from the far end, bristling with antennae.

They disembarked to find the ground pitted and dusty, the sun glaring overhead. Kara shaded her eyes with one hand. “Definitely no shade to hide behind.”

They guided Gravehook out of the transport bay. Mechanics in worn uniforms quickly unclamped safety harnesses and test-fired the mech’s systems. Reid climbed into the cockpit, feeling a trickle of sweat roll down his back. Kara stepped into the neural pod, the fluid system hissing as it primed.

From across the arena, Reid glimpsed their opponent: a tall, slender mech painted in grayish-white camouflage. A large cannon extended from its right shoulder, and a secondary bipod hinged near the elbow. It looked like a sniper mech, all angles and sensors, clearly designed for standoff combat.

A loudspeaker crackled to life, the bracket official’s voice echoing: “Welcome to the Tier 1 Qualifiers for the Kestral-Vetrax bracket. Today’s match: Gravehook versus Stormpiercer.”

The small crowd scattered around the bleachers raised a mild cheer. Most were bracket regulars, used to midday fights in the scorching sun.

Reid gripped the controls, ignoring the dryness in his mouth. “Kara, you ready?”

Her voice came through the comm, a little tense. “Yeah. The overlay is active.”

A horn blared. Stormpiercer wasted no time. The mech knelt in the distance, bracing the cannon on that bipod. Even from a glance, Reid could tell they were lining up a shot. “We need to move now.”

He pressed the foot pedals, pushing Gravehook forward in a lurching run. The desert floor kicked up clouds of dusty grit under the mech’s feet. Immediately, the HUD lit with a red arc across the top corner. A faint beep signaled an incoming shot.

“Brace left,” Kara ordered. “It’s aimed near our torso.”

Reid yanked the controls, pivoting Gravehook half a step to the left. A split second later, a scorching projectile whistled past, kicking up a plume of dust where they’d been. The glancing wave of heat rippled the air.

He let out a relieved breath. “Close one.”

Stormpiercer fired again, the muzzle flash lighting up the horizon. Another red arc splayed across Reid’s screen, this time angled to the right. He swerved, hammering the thruster pedal. The thrusters gave a short burst, enough to juke a few meters away. The shell impacted behind them, sending shards of metal from an old crate spinning across the sand.

Kara’s voice was clipped. “We have to close the distance, or they’ll wear us down.”

“Agreed,” he said, sweat trickling down his neck. “Hang on.”

He twisted the controls, urging Gravehook into an irregular zigzag pattern. They advanced in lunges: run, dodge, pivot, thruster burst. Each time, Stormpiercer tried to line up a more precise shot, but the ballistic overlay gave them a fraction of a second’s warning. A few close calls rattled Gravehook’s plating, glancing blows scorching paint off the arms, but no direct hits penetrated the armor.

Within a minute, they’d covered half the distance. Stormpiercer realized the time for slow, methodical sniping was ending. The enemy mech rose from its kneel, shoving the bipod aside. It attempted to move backward, seeking more range.

“Don’t let them get away,” Reid growled. He pushed Gravehook into a heavier run. The battered servos whined, but they held. Another shot clipped Gravehook’s leg, leaving a glowing scorch mark. The mech staggered, but stayed upright.

Kara hissed in the comm. “Leg plating is damaged. No major systems compromised yet.”

They pressed on. Stormpiercer tried to backpedal, but the open terrain gave them fewer vantage points. At some point, the pilot realized they couldn’t keep a perfect line of sight, so they pivoted the cannon upward, quickly adjusting angles. One more shot screamed past Gravehook’s left shoulder.

Finally, they closed enough for direct engagement. Reid slowed his run to aim Gravehook’s shield at Stormpiercer’s cannon, bracing for a counterstrike. Stormpiercer indeed fired one last shot at near point-blank range. The shell deflected off the shield, skipping into the air with a sparking flash. That recoil jerked Stormpiercer’s arm violently.

Kara timed a swift pivot. “Now, slam them.”

Reid shoved the right joystick forward, using Gravehook’s shield to knock Stormpiercer’s cannon aside. The two mechs collided, sending a booming clang across the arena. Dust blew up around them as metal ground on metal.

Stormpiercer tried to swing the cannon like a makeshift club, but Reid jammed it down, hooking it under Gravehook’s left forearm. Sparks leapt as plating scraped. Stormpiercer’s pilot triggered some backup thruster to pull away, but Kara quickly angled the shield to pin them.

Reid roared into the comm, adrenaline surging. He raised Gravehook’s right arm for an overhead strike. The battered hammer remained their best close-range weapon, though the handle was dented. With a heavy swing, he aimed at Stormpiercer’s torso.

The blow connected near the cannon mount, buckling the metal. Stormpiercer reeled, the entire cannon assembly tilting at a crooked angle. Alarms must have blared inside that cockpit. The pilot tried to retreat, but Gravehook latched onto them again, physically wrestling them around.

“You see the power pack?” Reid asked, scanning the enemy’s backside.

Kara toggled a quick read on her neural visor. “It’s behind a reinforced plate near the upper spine. We’ll need to wedge it open.”

Stormpiercer flailed with surprising vigor, trying to spin free. The mech jammed an armored elbow into Gravehook’s side, rattling the cockpit. Reid grimaced at the jolt but maintained the hold. He pivoted, slamming Stormpiercer’s body downward onto the sandy ground. With the enemy pinned, Kara angled the shield to block any last-ditch attempt to bring that cannon around.

Reid hammered down again, denting the back plating. Stormpiercer’s pilot tried once more to break away, thrusters sputtering. But the mech’s cannon was jammed under Gravehook’s left arm, preventing them from rolling free.

With a final, violent yank, Reid tore open the rear plate and seized the power pack. It crackled as he wrenched it out, electricity arcing. Stormpiercer went limp, the lights on its hull flickering out. The arena erupted in cheers—spectators who’d come for the promise of a sniper showdown applauded the dramatic finish.

Exhaling sharply, Reid let the twisted remains of the power pack fall to the dirt. Inside the neural pod, Kara slumped in relief, her chest heaving. The overhead speakers declared: “Winner: Gravehook! Advancing Qualifiers!”

A jolt of triumph coursed through them both. They had done it. The bracket staff approached, filming the aftermath. Mechanics hurried over to check Stormpiercer’s pilot. The official proctor hammered a stamp onto a data sheet, confirming the results.

Ryven’s voice came through a crackly private comm line. “You two just cleared the lower bracket. Next step: Onwards to the Championship. Good work.”

The battered state of Gravehook’s leg plating reminded them it was far from easy. A black scorch mark stretched along the calf, wires partially exposed. Kara’s visor had taken a beating too—near the end, it had flickered from the data load. She pulled it off, wincing as static lines danced across her HUD. “I’ll need a new visor interface, or at least repairs.”

Reid nodded, guiding Gravehook away from the wreck of Stormpiercer. On the surface, they’d accomplished the goal, but the cost was real. The left leg was scorched, the overlay system might need a total recalibration, and Kara’s gear was halfway fried.

Still, they both felt the weight of victory settling in. They were no longer stuck in the low-tier rung of the bracket. The cheering crowd, though modest, reminded them that each step up the ladder was a step deeper into the system.

They dismounted from the mech a few minutes later, letting the bracket staff wheel Stormpiercer’s remains off the field. Mechanics swarmed around Gravehook, clicking their tongues at the damage. Reid hopped down, boots landing heavily on the packed dirt. Kara slid out of the neural pod, her legs trembling from the strain of the intense data relay.

“You okay?” Reid asked, noticing the tightness around her eyes.

Kara nodded, wiping sweat from her temple. “I’m good. Just overdid it on the visor feed. Let’s get back to The Pits and see how bad the leg damage is.”

They hopped onto the transport that had brought them, the midday sun beating down as it lifted off. Through the side window, they saw the remains of the open-air arena. Another small step in their climb, but one that marked him closer to paying off the debt. The next fights would be that much tougher, that much more lethal.


CHAPTER 18

The sun was dipping low over The Pits by the time Reid and Kara finished dealing with post-match logistics. Gravehook had been hauled into the main hangar for repairs—mechanics groaning at the scorched leg plating. Ryven had scrawled a few notes on a data pad, talking about sensor upgrades they’d need for the next match. Everyone seemed to have an opinion on how to push them further up the bracket. For Reid and Kara, it was all a deafening blur.

They parted ways briefly: Kara headed to the neural lab to see if her visor could be salvaged, while Reid trudged to the canteen for a quick meal. He forced down a bowl of protein slop, swallowing mechanically. His limbs ached from hours in the cockpit, but his mind churned with new concerns. These advancements in the bracket were a major leap. Opponents there were rumored to have synergy in the 60-70% range. He and Kara sat near the mid to high 40s—maybe nudging 50 on a good day.

After dinner, he found himself drifting toward the barracks. The corridor was quiet, the overhead lights flickering. As he turned a corner, he nearly collided with Kara, who was returning from the neural lab. She clutched a small tool case under one arm. They both stopped short.

She stared at him without speaking, eyes flicking over his face. He noticed lines of fatigue on her features. The day’s battles—both physical and mental—had weighed heavily on them. Yet in the quiet of that corridor, a tension simmered. He recalled their more recent encounters, the intimacy that had begun to feel less like a chore and more like something they chose.

She sighed, setting the tool case on a nearby ledge. “They said my visor’s basically fried. I’ll need a partial rebuild. That’ll take at least a couple days.”

He nodded. “We can’t go into a fight blind. We’ll have to wait till they fix it or get a replacement.”

She pursed her lips, looking at the floor. “They’ll rig a temporary unit, but it won’t be as good as the old one. We’ll manage.”

A beat of silence passed, their eyes meeting in the dim corridor. She took a breath, then stepped closer. “Reid… We need to talk.”

He felt his pulse tick up a notch. “Yeah?”

Without another word, she let her gaze sweep around the hallway to check if anyone else was near. Finding no one, she looked back at him, eyes steady. The question hovered: Do we raise our sync further?

Since that last night in the hangar, their closeness had shifted from awkward necessity to a deeper, if still unspoken, connection. They both knew that repeated intimacy kept boosting synergy. And with the battle looming, they needed every advantage. But it wasn’t just about the bracket anymore.

She stepped in, voice low. “We need it. You know we do.”

He swallowed, aware of how her presence made his heart flutter in ways that had little to do with survival. “Yeah. We do.”

She nodded slowly. “This time, let’s not pretend it’s just forced. Or that we’re only doing it because the bracket demands it. That might have been true once, but now…” She trailed off, searching for the right words.

He exhaled softly. “Now it feels like a choice.”

A flicker of relief crossed her face. She reached for his hand, interlacing her fingers. They both stared at that contact, acknowledging the difference from their earlier, colder couplings. Neither had to say it outright: They wanted this, bracket or not.

She glanced at the tool case. “Should we find somewhere… private?”

He nodded. “Yeah. Let’s get out of this hallway.”

They ended up passing through a narrow utility corridor that led to a series of small storerooms. Most were locked, but they found one near the far end with a functioning door panel. It was cramped, lit by a single overhead lamp, but at least it offered privacy. Dim shelves lined the walls, stacked with parts and wires. He keyed the lock, sealing them inside.

In the silence that followed, they turned to face each other. Kara set her tool case aside, then stepped close, the warmth of her body radiating through her fitted top. He slid his arms around her waist, drawing her in. Her eyes flickered, that guarded tension in her gaze slowly giving way to something more vulnerable.

She lifted a hand to his face, tracing a faint line along his jaw. “So we do this, and not just because of the bracket?”

He covered her hand with his own, gently squeezing. “Yeah. Because we want to.” He bent forward, pressing his lips softly to hers.

It started slow—just a brush of lips—but she responded almost immediately, pressing into him with quiet insistence. Her mouth parted, her breath warm against his, and their kiss deepened. There was no hesitation. Her arms slipped around his shoulders, pulling them close until their bodies met, chest to chest, heat to heat.

Reid felt the curve of her hips under his palms and slid his hands up her back, bunching the thin fabric of her shirt. She let him pull it off over her head. Her skin was warm, flushed, already reacting to his touch. She wore no bra. Her bare breasts brushed against his chest, and the contact jolted through him, raw and grounding.

He kissed her again—harder now—as his hands moved to her sides, thumbs grazing just under the swell of her breasts. She gasped softly into his mouth, her fingers tightening in his hair. He broke the kiss to look at her, letting his eyes wander. Her nipples were already tight, rising with each breath she took. The faint sheen of sweat across her sternum caught the low light from above.

Kara didn’t shy away. She watched him watch her, eyes steady, chin tilted slightly as though daring him to keep going. He reached up and cupped one breast, feeling the way it filled his palm. Her skin was soft and smooth, her nipple pebbling under his touch. She exhaled slowly, chest rising against his hand.

He bent forward, lips brushing the top of her breast before trailing lower. He kissed the side first, then moved inward, wrapping his lips around her nipple and sucking gently. She shuddered. Her hand found the back of his neck, pulling him in. His tongue circled her slowly, then flicked over the tip. She let out a quiet sound, not quite a moan—more like a breath catching.

He moved to her other breast, giving it the same attention while his hand slid down the flat plane of her stomach, fingers tracing the faint lines of her muscle. She was taut, lean, but soft in all the right places. Her skin reacted to every touch—goosebumps, the hitch of breath, the flex of her thighs as she pulled him closer.

She tugged at his shirt next. He lifted his arms, letting her strip it off. Then her hands dropped to the waistband of his pants. Her fingers worked the button and zipper quickly, her movements more confident than the last time. She pushed the fabric down, her hand brushing against the base of his cock as she did.

He stepped out of his clothes and helped her out of hers. She pushed her own pants down her hips, underwear coming with them. Reid dropped to his knees in front of her as she sat back on the metal trunk, now fully nude. Her legs parted naturally, and he knelt between them, hands on her thighs, staring up at her.

She looked down at him, flushed and breathing harder. Her lips were slightly parted, her pupils wide. He leaned forward and kissed the inside of her thigh, then again, higher up, until he was just inches from her pussy. Her scent hit him—warm, clean, faintly salty.

He ran a thumb along her slit, watching her twitch at the contact. She was wet. Soaked already. He parted her folds with two fingers and leaned in, tongue flicking out to taste her. Her thighs tensed around his head, but she didn’t stop him. Her breath turned sharp and fast as he licked her slowly, starting at the bottom and dragging his tongue upward over her clit.

She let out a soft moan and grabbed the edge of the trunk with one hand, the other falling to his hair. He pressed his mouth to her more firmly, tongue swirling and flicking, keeping a steady rhythm. She rocked her hips against his mouth, breath stuttering with each pass. He pushed two fingers into her as he worked her clit, and she groaned—louder this time, hips jerking forward.

“Reid…” she breathed.

He didn’t stop. He curled his fingers inside her, finding the right spot, and sucked lightly on her clit. She choked out a moan, thighs quivering, her whole body straining forward.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered, voice cracking.

She came less than a minute later—clutching his head, her thighs locked around him, her hips lifting from the trunk in short, frantic jerks. She cried out, biting back the sound as best she could, but the echo of it still rang off the storeroom walls. He felt her pulsing around his fingers, the wet heat of her release slick against his hand.

When she finally let go of his hair, her body sagged forward, breath ragged. He stood, wiping his mouth on the back of his arm, and leaned in to kiss her again. She grabbed his face with both hands and pulled him in, her kiss urgent, hungry. She didn’t need recovery. She wanted more.

He lined himself up with her entrance, holding her hips steady on the edge of the trunk. She reached between them and guided him in, her grip sure despite the tremble in her fingers. He pressed into her slowly, feeling the tight, wet resistance of her body giving way. Inch by inch, he sank into her heat.

They both groaned.

“God, Kara…”

She held him close, mouth at his neck. “You feel so good. Don’t stop.”

He pulled back and thrust into her again, harder this time. Her breath hitched, her arms wrapping around his back. He kept a steady rhythm at first, each stroke deep and deliberate. The trunk beneath her creaked faintly with every movement, but neither of them noticed. Her legs wrapped around his waist, heels digging into the small of his back to pull him deeper.

Reid braced his hands on either side of her and drove into her faster. The wet slap of skin filled the room now, along with her ragged moans. Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she rode the rhythm, her body meeting each thrust with its own.

He watched her—head tilted back, mouth open, sweat on her collarbone. Her breasts bounced with every impact. Her eyes fluttered, unfocused. She was gone in it, fully swept up in the moment.

“Fuck, Reid,” she gasped. “Harder.”

He slammed into her, hips snapping forward, balls slapping against her ass. Her cries got louder, sharper, her whole body shaking. He grabbed her hips and held tight, pumping into her fast and rough now. She clawed at his back, legs trembling around him.

She came again—sudden, hard, mouth falling open in a silent scream. Her pussy clamped down around him, pulsing fast and tight. He groaned, fighting to hold on through the intense grip of her climax.

He didn’t last long.

With a final deep thrust, he buried himself inside her, his cock pulsing as he came. The pleasure hit hard, crashing over him in thick waves. He held her tight as he filled her, every nerve ending lighting up as she milked him for every drop.

They clung to each other, breathless and shaking, bodies slick with sweat.

Neither spoke. The only sounds were their slowing breaths, the occasional creak of the trunk as they adjusted, the soft hum of distant machinery outside the storeroom.

He leaned in, giving her a lingering kiss on the forehead. “We’re okay,” he murmured.

She nodded, eyelids fluttering shut for a second. “Yeah. More than okay.”

They eased apart, slowly readjusting to the real world. With reluctant motions, they gathered their clothes. He helped her find her top, which had somehow slipped behind the trunk. She zipped up her pants, pushing her messy hair back from her face. They avoided eye contact for a beat, still processing the depth of what they’d shared.

Eventually, she forced a small, almost shy smile. “That felt different from before.”

He returned the smile. “Definitely different.”

They left the storeroom hand in hand, though once they hit the corridor, they separated slightly out of old habit. Another passing pilot gave them a bored glance, but no one seemed to pay real attention. The Pits was full of secrets—no one cared enough to pry.

Before parting ways, she turned to him, expression subdued yet warm. “Thanks… for everything.”

He nodded. “Yeah. We’ll see how it affects the sync, but—” He trailed off, not wanting to reduce the moment to bracket talk.

She seemed to understand. “Either way, I’m glad.” She didn’t elaborate, but her eyes conveyed enough.

They headed to their respective barracks bunks. Sleep was elusive, but for once, it wasn’t pure anxiety that kept him awake—more a lingering warmth from the closeness they’d shared. The next morning, they found that the mech’s diagnostic data showed a synergy spike. Ryven caught them in the corridor with a wry smirk, brandishing the readout: 58%. A notable jump.

He quipped, “Well, well. Looks like you two are getting real comfortable.” Then he shrugged and mentioned new sensors he’d install on Gravehook, further expanding their loadout. There was no celebration.


CHAPTER 19

News came faster than expected: a champion-tier rookie team was next in line for them. This group had dominated the low-tier bracket for a while, rumored to be right at the cusp of the Championship. The bracket officials scheduled the fight in a high-profile slot, guaranteeing a rowdy audience and plenty of tension.

Ryven assembled Reid and Kara in a cramped briefing room with flickering overhead lights. He set a holographic display on the table, showing a rotating image of the opponent’s mech—a sleek design with reinforced thrusters and multiple pivot joints for agile movement. The color-coded highlights showed advanced plating and dual weapons, likely a short blade on one arm and a grappling hook on the other.

“They’re the best of the low bracket,” Ryven said, rubbing his scarred jaw. “If you beat them, you jump straight to the bracket championship. That’s the final rung of the low tier. Win that, and you’re done with the rookie circuit.”

Reid studied the image. The opposing mech’s name, Arc Ravager, blinked on a small text readout. “It’s built for speed. We’re not exactly known for that.”

Kara’s eyes flicked over the data lines. “They’ll dash around us, looking for openings. We can’t let them slip behind and shred our power lines.”

Ryven nodded. “They have high-level synergy, at least from the rumors. Expect them to move as one, pulling combos that lesser teams can’t manage. You’re at 58%. They might be near that or higher. This is going to be a real test.”

Reid took a breath. “We can handle it. Just have to keep them from circling us to death.”

Kara made a small sound of agreement. “We’ll rely on short bursts from the thrusters, same as before, but we need faster reaction times. I’ll do my best to feed you real-time angles.”

Ryven gave them a curt nod. “Don’t hold back. This is for a direct shot at the championship match.” He powered off the hologram, leaving the dusty room in half-shadow. “Get Gravehook ready. The fight’s tomorrow.”

They spent the rest of the day tweaking what they could. A few mechanics installed additional cooling lines to the neural pod, hoping to handle the expected data surge. At nearly 60% synergy, the neural load could push the system to the brink—especially with an opponent so fast.

The next day, they arrived at an arena bristling with loudspeakers, sponsor banners, and tiered seating that spread in a wide arc. This was bigger than some of their prior matches, though not as flashy as a full-tier colosseum. The midday sun beat down, bleaching the stands. Off to one side, a large display showed the bracket chart, with Gravehook and Arc Ravager highlighted as the day’s main event.

From the cockpit, Reid scanned the environment. The arena floor was moderately sized, with a few scattered pillars that might serve as partial cover. The crowd was larger than usual for a low-tier fight—likely drawn by the hype that one of these teams would move on to the championship. Sponsors flashed across overhead screens: water filtration systems, exo-mining gear, anything that kept the battered economy afloat.

Kara’s voice in his earpiece was calm. “Arc Ravager is at the far end, warming up their thrusters.” She adjusted the neural link, glancing at readouts. “Our sync’s reading 58.2%. That’s a personal best.”

Reid gave a tense grin, hands gripping the control sticks. “Let’s make it count.”

A loudhorn blared. The announcer’s voice boomed through the arena: “Welcome to today’s high-stakes bracket match: Gravehook versus Arc Ravager! The winner secures their shot at the low-tier championship!”

Cheers mixed with some scattered jeers. The stands throbbed with anticipation. Reid’s heart hammered in time with the hum of Gravehook’s core. Across the sandy floor, Arc Ravager stepped forward, thrusters flaring. They had a sleek, agile stance, a short, curved blade on the right arm, and a grappling hook spool on the left. Perfect for close, lightning-fast assaults.

The match began with no further ceremony. Arc Ravager shot forward, thrusters leaving trails of dust in the air. Reid cursed, stepping on the pedals. Gravehook lurched to the side, trying to keep the agile mech in front. The crowd roared as Arc Ravager zipped around, searching for an opening. Its pilot was clearly skilled, weaving unpredictably.

Kara toggled data overlays, feeding Reid estimates of the opponent’s approach angles. The synergy they shared let her sense his intention to pivot, and she angled the mech’s torso in near-perfect unison. Even so, Arc Ravager nearly outpaced them—twisting behind a pillar, then darting in for a slash that scraped Gravehook’s left shoulder plating.

Sparks flew as the blade bit into metal. Reid winced at the shrill squeal. “We can’t let them keep slicing us,” he growled, forcibly turning Gravehook’s body to face the threat. “Try to corner them.”

Kara flicked multiple neural commands, her visor lighting up. “They’re too fast for a standard corner. Wait till they come in close, then slam them with the shield.”

Easier said than done. Arc Ravager sprinted, thrusters in short bursts, feinting left, then right. Each time, they tested a slice or jab. Gravehook’s heavier frame was forced into quick shifts. The synergy helped them keep up, but the strain on the neural link ramped up Kara’s internal temperature. Warnings flashed in her visor: Pod Overheat Risk. She ignored them.

Arc Ravager lunged again, blade spinning. This time, Kara timed the shield block perfectly. The enemy blade rang against the reinforced plate, sending a jolt up Gravehook’s arm. Reid responded with a thunderous counterstrike from the hammer, hoping to catch Arc Ravager off-guard. The blow missed by a hair, the agile mech twisting aside. It pivoted, hooking Gravehook’s left arm with that grappling claw. A hiss of cables signaled the attempt to yank them off balance.

Reid felt the cockpit lurch. “They’re pulling us in!” he snapped.

Kara’s eyes widened. She forced the mech’s left arm to brace. “Hold— I can feed a surge to the servo.”

She jammed a neural override, boosting torque in the left arm. Gravehook yanked back on the grapple line, messing with Arc Ravager’s plan. The cable snapped from the sudden tension, sending sparks across the arena sand. The crowd gasped at the back-and-forth intensity.

Arc Ravager recoiled, the pilot likely cursing that the grappling hook trick had failed. Reid seized that half-second opening. He lunged forward, ignoring the strain on Gravehook’s thrusters, and hammered the enemy’s chest plating. It was a glancing blow, but enough to stagger Arc Ravager, who hopped back with thrusters whining.

For a few moments, they circled each other warily. Both mechs bore fresh scars. Gravehook’s shoulder was dented, while Arc Ravager’s chest plating had a noticeable dent from the hammer’s impact. The stands cheered at every clash, the sense of drama thick in the air.

Arc Ravager made the next move, dashing in with a flurry of slashes. Reid blocked or parried with the shield as best he could, Kara calling out micro-adjustments. The synergy carried them through near-disastrous moments. Twice, the blade nearly pierced vital lines in Gravehook’s side, only for them to pivot at the last second.

Then came a close call that left the stands gasping. Arc Ravager sliced in low, tearing a chunk of Gravehook’s right plating and exposing some of the important servo lines. Reid felt an immediate drop in the control stick’s responsiveness. “We’re losing function on the right side,” he ground out, sweat dripping from his temple.

Kara bit out a curse, trying to reroute the neural link. “Hang on. I’ll see if I can keep it stable. One more hit there, and we’re done.”

Arc Ravager dashed away, possibly to line up the finishing blow. Reid grit his teeth. “We have to end this. One good shot.”

She steeled herself, ignoring the heat warnings in her visor. “Brace the shield for a feint, then switch to the hammer for a direct slam. I’ll spike the mech’s reflexes when you need it.”

He nodded grimly. “Let’s do it.”

Arc Ravager shot forward again, blade raised for the vulnerable right side. Reid feigned a slow block with the shield, deliberately leaving a small gap. The pilot took the bait, slashing for the exposed servo lines. But at that moment, Kara triggered a neural surge—like a mental jolt that forced Gravehook’s reflexes to spike. The mech snapped the shield up at double speed, parrying the blade. Simultaneously, Reid pivoted the torso, swinging the hammer in a brutal arc.

Arc Ravager couldn’t avoid it this time. The hammer crashed into its side with a deafening clang, shearing through plating. Sparks and shredded metal sprayed across the arena. Arc Ravager stumbled, thrusters sputtering as it tried to keep balance.

Reid lunged, using the shield to pin the mech’s upper body. He reached around with Gravehook’s right arm, searching for the power pack. Arc Ravager’s pilot tried to thrash away, but the damage to their thrusters limited their movement. The blade flailed, scraping Gravehook’s chest in a desperate attempt to break free.

Kara channeled another neural burst, ignoring the swirl of dizziness in her head. Reid found the power pack’s housing near the mech’s spine. With a violent pull, he tore it out, electricity arcing across the battered metal. Arc Ravager went limp, the crowd’s roar reaching a fever pitch.

The entire arena seemed to shake with cheers. The announcer’s voice thundered: “Gravehook has done it! They defeat Arc Ravager, claiming a direct spot in the low-tier championship match!”

Reid slumped in the cockpit, arms trembling. That final surge had drained him. Kara was worse off—she let out a choked gasp, her entire body shaking in the neural pod. Red warnings about overheating scrolled across her visor. She disconnected the link and stumbled as the fluid drained away.

Ryven’s voice crackled over a private line, sounding uncharacteristically excited. “You got it done, you maniacs. Next stop: the championship. Catch your breath, though. Kara, watch that neural load. I see alarms spiking in the feed.”

The stands were still cheering. Mechanics rushed in to recover Arc Ravager’s inert frame. The bracket official stamped the results. Gravehook was battered, but it stood tall in the swirling dust, signifying a monumental step forward.

Reid wasted no time powering down the cockpit. He unlatched the harness and half-fell out, sliding down the mech’s side. His legs almost gave out upon hitting the ground. “Damn,” he muttered, feeling every bruise.

Nearby, Kara emerged from the neural pod access hatch at the mech’s torso. She staggered, dizzy. Reid hurried forward, ignoring the ache in his own limbs, and grabbed her elbow to steady her. “You okay?”

She waved him off, breath ragged. “I’m fine. Just… overheated. Need a second.”

Up close, he saw the sweat plastering her hair to her forehead. Her eyes were glazed, disoriented from the intense neural strain. He barked out a worried note. “Stay still. You’re about to keel over.”

She shrugged him off but leaned on his shoulder for balance. The crowd’s roar made it impossible to talk normally, so he guided her away from the immediate ring, heading toward the backstage corridor. Each step felt heavy, the adrenaline comedown hitting them both hard.

When they were out of earshot of the main stands, he halted in a shadowed alcove. “Kara,” he said, voice rough. “Seriously, you good?”

She lifted her head, blinking to clear her vision. “Yes,” she insisted, though she looked pale. “I just need water and a moment to breathe.”

He didn’t argue, letting her rest an arm on his shoulder. Some bracket medic staff hovered nearby, offering assistance. She waved them off, refusing a stretcher. At last, her breathing steadied enough that she could stand on her own. She looked at him, eyes still tired. “We won.”

He gave a slight grin. “Yeah. We’re heading for the championship.”

She nodded, the corners of her mouth curving faintly. “That means one more fight, right? The final rung.”

“Right. We face the best the low bracket has to offer. After that, if we win, we move to mid-tier.” The thought felt unreal. Just a short time ago, they’d been stuck at twenty percent sync, barely able to move Gravehook without toppling. Now they stood on the precipice of finishing the entire rookie bracket.

She exhaled, leaning back against the corridor wall, letting the tension slide off her shoulders. “That was too close for comfort, though. We nearly lost the right side entirely.”

He nodded, mind replaying that slash that exposed their servo lines. “We need better plating if we want to survive the next one.” His gaze dropped to her. “And you can’t keep pushing yourself to the edge with the neural link. Overheating’s serious.”

She made a face. “I know. But we had no choice.”

The bracket official came around the corner, brandishing a data pad. “They want you out on the arena floor for the official announcement. The crowd wants to see the winners.”

Reid sighed, exchanging a look with Kara. She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Let’s get it over with.”

They walked back out, stiff and sore, to a wave of applause. The announcer recapped the fight, praising Arc Ravager’s skill and Gravehook’s unstoppable aggression. A silence fell as the official declared them contenders for the low-tier championship match, to be scheduled soon. Reid noticed the bracket screen overhead, a final line showing: Gravehook vs. ???—Low-Tier Championship in bold letters.


CHAPTER 20

The day of the low-tier championship arrived with an almost surreal buzz around The Pits. Mechanics hustled through corridors, bracket staff barked instructions, and pilots eyed each other warily. At the top of the morning, Ryven gathered Reid and Kara for a final prep talk in the hangar, standing beside Gravehook, which had been outfitted with reinforced plating and newly tuned servos. They’d replaced the battered right side from the last fight, ensuring no servo lines were exposed.

Ryven’s expression was uncharacteristically solemn. “This is it. One match stands between you and the mid-tier backet. You lose, well… you’re exiled. Eventually dead. Or you might just win.” He paused, letting that sink in. “Win or die. No middle ground.”

Kara folded her arms, face set in grim resolve. “We know.”

Reid flexed his shoulders, clad in the pilot harness. “Who’s the opponent?”

Ryven jabbed a thumb at the data slate. “They call the mech Iron Vandal. Rumor says it’s got advanced shielding, heavy offense, and a pilot-core synergy that’s borderline top-tier. They’ve battered their way through the bracket with minimal damage each time. Word is, they’re unstoppable.”

Kara tensed. “Great. We’re about to face a nearly perfect synergy pair?”

“Seems that way,” Ryven said. “But you’re no slouches now. You’re pushing 58%. And you’ve got experience fighting in hopeless situations.” He gave them a rare, almost paternal nod. “Do what you do best.”

With that, they parted. Mechanics ran final checks on Gravehook’s plating. Kara tested the neural pod’s fluid level, verifying that the cooling lines wouldn’t overheat again. Reid jogged around the mech’s perimeter, triple-checking the welds. Despite the tension, they felt more in sync than ever.

The championship match took place in a formal arena with tall banners, bright flashing lights, and seats packed with cheering spectators. It was nearly sundown, so the artificial lights glowed across the metal stands, highlighting sponsor logos. Holo-screens displayed each competitor’s record, with close-up shots of the mechs. Iron Vandal’s imposing silhouette dominated one screen, while Gravehook’s battered but sturdy frame occupied the other.

Kara and Reid marched onto the platform with Gravehook in tow. Stadium spotlights followed them, capturing every detail. The air pulsed with the roar of the crowd. This was the biggest stage they’d been on. Reid felt the old swirl of adrenaline spike, mixing with a pang of awe. Kara’s eyes flitted around, but her posture remained steady, focusing on the ring.

Iron Vandal waited at the opposite end of the arena, an imposing mech with thick plating and a shimmering shield that glowed faintly. A massive hammer-like weapon was clutched in its right hand, etched with ominous designs. The pilot stood on a raised lift, wearing a confident smirk for the cameras. Their core pilot likely inhabited a sealed unit in the mech’s torso, much like Kara did.

Reid and Kara climbed into Gravehook’s compartments. The overhead announcer’s voice boomed with theatrical flair: “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the low-tier championship! Two unstoppable forces collide: Iron Vandal, boasting high synergy and brutal offense, versus the rising star Gravehook, defying all odds to reach this final rung! Only one can advance to mid-tier. Will it be the unstoppable tank or the unbreakable underdog?”

A thunderous cheer shook the stadium. Energy crackled in the air, every eye on the arena floor. Reid strapped in, checking the readouts one last time. Kara’s voice, steady in his headset, said, “Sync is reading 59.2%. Closer to sixty than ever.”

He felt a surge of hope. “Let’s push it further if we have to.”

The horn blasted. Iron Vandal wasted no time stomping forward, shield raised, hammer at the ready. Gravehook matched the movement, crossing the center of the arena. The lights glinted off their battered plating. For a moment, it felt like time slowed—two giant war machines, approaching in a silence of anticipation.

Then the clash came. Iron Vandal swung its hammer with terrifying force, meeting Gravehook’s shield in a booming impact. Reid’s arms rattled as the feedback hammered the cockpit. Kara angled the shield to absorb most of it, but it still jarred the mech sideways.

Iron Vandal followed up with a swift shield bash, denting Gravehook’s left panel. Reid cursed under his breath. “They’re strong.”

Kara hissed. “Tough plating, too. We need an opening.”

They exchanged blows, each mech’s hammer smashing into the other’s shield or plating. Sparks flew. The stadium crowd roared, enthralled by the raw violence. Iron Vandal’s synergy showed in how quickly they pivoted between offense and defense, as if pilot and core were a single mind.

Gravehook managed to land a solid blow to Iron Vandal’s side, buckling a portion of plating. But Iron Vandal responded with a savage uppercut of its hammer, nearly toppling Gravehook. Kara’s quick shield block saved them from a direct hit to the cockpit. A spiderweb of cracks spread across Gravehook’s chest plating from the shock.

Reid’s voice shook with effort. “This is… intense. Keep the synergy up, or we’re done.”

Kara’s neural pod beeped with stress warnings. She ignored them, funneling every ounce of focus into reading Reid’s micro-movements. When he shifted the joystick an inch, she readied the shield angle. Their synergy soared, moving Gravehook in tight, fluid arcs that matched the champion’s level blow for blow.

At one point, Iron Vandal battered Gravehook’s shoulder, tearing off a chunk of outer plating. Reid felt the cockpit shudder. Red alerts flashed on his screens: Structural Integrity 72%. He grunted. “We can’t trade hits forever.”

Kara’s breath came in ragged bursts. “We need to push them off-balance. That shield of theirs is advanced—maybe half melted now, though. We keep pounding it.”

They pressed an aggressive series of hammer strikes, each blow echoing across the arena. Iron Vandal’s shield indeed showed signs of meltdown, the glow flickering as Gravehook’s impacts wore it down. But the enemy pilot was no slouch, landing punishing hits on Gravehook’s arms and torso whenever they saw an opening.

As the fight dragged on, both mechs showed visible damage. Gravehook’s armor was cracked in multiple places; Iron Vandal’s shield was half-melted, the hammer chipped. The stands were on their feet, chanting or shouting, cameras zooming in on the battered machines.

Kara felt a surge in the neural link, an almost electric hum that coursed between her mind and Reid’s. They moved with near-flawless unison, no verbal commands needed. If he saw a chance to pivot left, she raised the shield automatically. When she adjusted neural feedback for a heavy strike, he was already swinging. They’d never felt so integrated.

Iron Vandal responded with desperation, launching a massive overhead smash. Reid angled the shield up, absorbing the brunt, though the impact made Gravehook’s knees buckle. Sparks cascaded like fireworks. The crowd roared at the spectacle. Kara’s visor beeped wildly, detecting the power lines behind Iron Vandal’s battered plating.

She gasped into the comm, “Weak spot… near the back. I see power lines exposed.”

Reid pivoted, blocking another swing. “Let’s go for it.”

They feinted high, luring Iron Vandal to raise its shield. Then, with a sudden thrust of the thrusters, Gravehook slipped behind the enemy mech. The move was clumsy but fueled by synergy. Iron Vandal tried to spin, but they were half a second too slow. Reid hammered the mech’s backside, caving in the protective plating around the power pack. The mechanical shriek echoed across the arena.

Iron Vandal jerked violently, its pilot attempting to twist free, but Kara timed a final surge. Reid lunged, gripping the power pack with both mech hands. The metal threatened to give. Iron Vandal jammed an elbow into Gravehook’s side, cracking a portion of armor. Pain flared in Reid’s side from the feedback, but he held on.

In a final, brutal motion, he tore the power pack free. Arcs of electricity danced, the enemy mech’s systems shorting out. Iron Vandal staggered, arms going limp. Then it toppled forward with a resounding crash, kicking up a cloud of dust. Alarms cut out abruptly as the machine died.

A stunned silence fell for half a heartbeat. Then the crowd erupted, the stadium shaking with thunderous cheers. The overhead lights flashed a victory sign: Gravehook, champions of the low bracket. Fireworks or flares popped overhead, painting the twilight sky in streaks of neon.

Reid collapsed back in his seat, arms quivering. Kara sagged in the neural pod, her entire body shaking with adrenaline. They’d done it—defeated the rumored unstoppable champion. The bracket official’s voice boomed through the loudspeakers, “Gravehook stands victorious as the new low-tier champions! They have earned the right to move on to mid-tier!”

Medical staff rushed out to check the defeated pilot of Iron Vandal, but the attention of the cameras remained on Gravehook. The entire structure seemed to quake with excitement. Sponsors flashed messages across the screens. The announcer repeated the phrase “New champions!” for the roaring crowd.

Reid powered down the cockpit, chest heaving. He forced the hatch open and carefully climbed out, half expecting his legs to give way. The ring lights glared, but he ignored them, focusing on the battered mech that had carried them to victory.

Kara emerged from the neural pod. She wobbled, dropping to one knee on the platform attached to the mech’s torso. Reid rushed over, ignoring his own bruises, and braced her with a hand. “Hey,” he said, voice rough, “take it easy.”

She nodded, breathing hard. The intense neural load had obviously taken a toll. Slowly, she stood, leaning on him for support. Her hair was plastered to her forehead, and her eyes shone with a stunned, almost disbelieving look.

They made their way down the mech, jumping onto the sandy floor. The crowd’s cheering swelled even louder, if that was possible. Cameras zoomed in on them, and bracket officials scurried forward with official seals to declare them the new low-tier champions. Ryven appeared from the side, pushing past some staff. He wore a half-satisfied grin.

“You two actually pulled it off,” he called, voice straining to be heard over the din. “I’d say ‘I told you so,’ but truth is, I wasn’t sure you’d survive.” He briefly patted Reid on the shoulder, then Kara. “Welcome to mid-tier. You’re stuck in the system deeper now, but hey, at least you’re not rookies anymore.”

Reid let out a shaky laugh, unsure if that was comforting. Kara just nodded. Her gaze drifted up to Gravehook, which stood battered but triumphant in the swirling dust. She exhaled in wonder.

From a nearby scoreboard, a final readout scrolled: Sync: 64%. The number gleamed, signaling how far they’d come from the pitiful twenty percent start. Reid glimpsed it and gently nudged Kara, pointing. She followed his gesture and saw the figure. A faint smile tugged at her lips.

They walked off the arena floor under the full weight of stadium lights and echoing cheers. Security staff directed them toward the tunnel exit. Reid kept a steady grip on Kara’s arm as they crossed the packed sand, her balance still shaky from the neural load.

As they stepped into the shade of the tunnel, the noise dulled behind them, replaced by the hum of service equipment and bracket personnel hustling to reset the stage. Ryven was already waiting near the halfway point, arms crossed and grinning like he’d just won a bet.

He clapped Reid on the back—hard enough to jolt him forward. “That was insane. You damn wrecked that Vandal.”

Reid exhaled, still catching his breath. “We almost got wrecked ourselves.”

Ryven barked a laugh and turned to Kara, giving her shoulder a gentler tap. “You held that sync better than I’ve ever seen. Thought you were gonna fry the neural pod by the end.”

Kara didn’t answer immediately. She wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her hand and nodded once. “We saw an opening and took it.”

“Yeah, well,” Ryven said, stepping aside so they could keep moving, “enjoy the win. You’re going to the mid-tier brackets.”

They continued down the tunnel. Kara let out a low breath and leaned against the wall for a second. Reid waited with her, glancing back toward the fading arena lights. Behind them, technicians were already rolling out repair gear. A lift team moved in to haul Iron Vandal off the floor.

Kara finally pushed off the wall. “Let’s go.”

They passed under a maintenance scaffold and ducked through a low hatch that led into the backstage corridors. Staff waved them through. Someone handed Reid a recovery drink; he took it without thinking, cracked it open, and handed it straight to Kara.

She drank half in one go.

They reached the locker bay at the far end, where med techs were prepping checkups. Kara sat on the nearest bench and peeled off her gloves. Reid dropped into the spot next to her, stretching out his legs and finally letting his posture slump.

Neither of them said anything for a moment. Just breathing, recovering.

Eventually, Kara looked over at him. “Sixty-four percent.”

He smirked. “Still not enough to coast.”

“Nope.”

She leaned back against the wall, letting her head rest. Reid sat forward again, elbows on his knees. The crowd noise was a distant memory now. Just the clatter of equipment, the whine of recharge units, the low drone of the med scanner activating nearby.

Ryven passed by again, this time with a bracket official in tow. He gave them a short salute as he walked past. “Get some rest. You earned it.”

Reid nodded without standing. Kara closed her eyes briefly, then sat up to start unbuckling the rest of her suit.

They didn’t look back. Gravehook would need repairs—again. But it had held.

And now, so had they.
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