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CHAPTER 1

The transport shuttle dropped onto the High Tier platform with a hydraulic thunk that rattled through the cabin walls. Reid stayed in his seat until the hiss of pressure seals unlocked, then stood and slung his duffel over one shoulder. The ramp lowered in a smooth, steady arc—no wobble, no uneven plates, not a single patch of rust.

He stepped out first.

The platform was bolted into the side of a desert cliff, high above a dried-out canyon pass. The flooring gleamed under his boots, metallic and reinforced, with smooth walkways branching in clean lines toward the bracket hall. No dirt. No scorch marks. Just color-coded lanes leading to different bay sectors, each one marked with bright, industrial signage. It looked like a place built by someone who gave a shit.

“Too sterile,” Kara said behind him, scanning the space with narrowed eyes. “Places this clean usually mean something’s waiting to gut you later.”

Shae followed with a lazy stretch, her red hair tied back in a high knot, oversized jacket slipping from one shoulder. She squinted at the nearest corridor. “Smells like processed air and fake order. First hallway I’ve walked through that doesn’t reek like coolant piss. Might be a record.”

Reid didn’t reply. He was busy clocking every detail—overhead cameras mounted in protective domes, the subtle hiss of motion sensors embedded in the walls, security pads with biometric plates next to the bay doors. No exposed wiring. No flickering lights. Not a single maintenance drone crawling the floor, which meant everything here worked exactly as intended.

A chrome sign mounted above the main corridor caught his eye.

HIGH TIER BRACKET – KESTRAL SECTOR 3-07

Shae tilted her head. “Think that’s where they put the overachievers who haven’t died yet?”

“No,” Reid muttered. “It’s where they put the ones they expect to die with better posture.”

He adjusted the strap on his duffel and stepped into the corridor. The others followed, their footsteps echoing in a space designed to be quiet. Too quiet.

A flat-faced admin drone waited at the first junction. It didn’t speak. Just scanned Reid’s implant chip with a blink of its ocular node, then pivoted and floated down a side hallway. They followed.

The path sloped downward slightly, toward what looked like a private wing. The walls were reinforced with dark metal panels, floor lights embedded along the edges. At the end of the hallway, a door split open without a sound.

Inside: quarters.

Not barracks—actual quarters. The shared lounge had a fold-out couch and a low table, the kind you could set a real drink on without knocking over four toolkits. Two large beds lined the far wall. A med bay unit sat tucked into the corner, its screen glowing idle blue. Kitchenette was digital. The wall display was already running bracket feeds, cycling through standings and sync stats.

They were listed dead last.

Kara stepped past Reid and went straight to the main wall. She tapped her knuckle against the screen, then moved to the corners, checking seams and vents like she was expecting a listening device to chirp at her. She popped a small port open near the display and peered inside.

“No dust. No redundant wiring. Someone cleaned this place like they meant it.”

Shae tossed her duffel at one of the beds and dropped onto it sideways. Her boots clunked to the floor, legs sprawled off the edge. “First place I’ve laid down in where the frame didn’t creak like a dying mule.”

Reid walked over to the diagnostics panel beside the med bay. The interface was sleeker than anything from The Pitts—no lag, no manual overrides. Just a core link diagram synced to the bracket AI, every node lit and responsive. There was a new tab, too—Tactical HUD Lockout: Sync Threshold 60%.

He tapped the display, watching the system boot up in real time. No errors.

“Look at this,” he said.

Kara came over, leaned close. Her eyes narrowed at the detailed sync indicators—emotional variance readings, tactile input delay graphs, even hormonal spike predictions.

Shae didn’t get up. She just propped herself on one elbow and said, “So what, we get to die with data now? Maybe it’ll be easier to watch ourselves lose in high definition.”

Reid kept his hand on the panel. “No excuses here. If we fall behind, it’s on us.”

Kara crossed her arms. “Means the deaths are cleaner too.”

“Cleaner,” Shae echoed, grinning. “But still messy enough to mop.”

The admin drone hadn’t left. It hovered in the doorway, sensor lights blinking, waiting. When no one moved, it emitted a polite chime and turned toward the next corridor.

“Guess we’re not done,” Reid said.

Shae groaned and rolled off the bed, snagging her boots off the floor without bothering to untie them. She shoved her feet in while walking.

The drone led them through a side passage to the rest of their assigned unit—far quieter than the lounge, almost insulated. The doors opened on a soft pneumatic delay, revealing more rooms with far better amenities than anything they’d touched in the Mid Tier.

A clean med bay with a private scan bench and stocked cabinets. A split-screen diagnostic console above the main cot. One whole wall dedicated to the bracket HUD, already synced to their team ID. At the top, a live countdown flickered in red: MATCH SCHEDULE – UNCONFIRMED – NEXT UPDATE IN 47:12:06.

The synced kitchen wasn’t massive, but it didn’t need to be. It had a nutrient compound dispenser, a water filtration unit with pressure settings, and a food print station—one of the newer models, capable of texturing. Kara walked over to it, tapped the interface, and frowned.

“This thing has seven protein profiles.”

Shae leaned past her shoulder. “Does it do nachos?”

“No,” Kara said flatly. “It does nutrient nacho approximation.”

Shae grinned. “Close enough.”

The drone rotated to face Reid. Its voice activated for the first time—clear, synthetic, efficient.

“You have been assigned Combat Unit T-Zero Nine Seven. Quarters compliant with High Tier protocol. AI sync diagnostics and medical self-assist are active. Requisition forms are routed through Bracket Admin. Confirm acceptance.”

Reid stared at the drone, then pressed his thumb to the scanner on its interface plate.

A soft tone acknowledged the input.

“Accepted,” Reid muttered.

The drone powered down without ceremony and floated out of the room.

Kara was already at the sync station, crouched low, prying open the side panel to check the wiring. “There’s a new diagnostic socket in here,” she said, tracing the edge of a recessed port. “Never seen this format before.”

Reid joined her, crouching down beside the panel. He studied the layout—tight matrix coils, direct line to a subdermal uplink chip. “That’s a full AI feedback loop,” he said. “Not just passive sync. It’s monitoring core pilot biofeedback in real time.”

“Which means someone’s always watching,” Kara said.

Shae plopped onto another bed and leaned back. “As long as they watch while I’m winning, I don’t care.”

“You would,” Kara muttered.

Shae kicked her boots off again and stretched her arms over her head. “I just like the silence. Last place had alarms going off every other hour. This one? Dead quiet. It’s almost creepy.”

Reid stayed crouched, watching the pulse lines run across the screen. The bracket standings hadn’t moved—they were still dead last. Just names and numbers above them, a full tier of veterans already winning matches while they got their bearings.

Shae rolled onto her side. “So how long before someone tells us what we’re supposed to do?”

“Doesn’t matter,” Reid said. “We’ll be ready before they ask.”

The door hissed open again.

Ryven stepped in holding a tall plastic mug and wearing what looked like a clean shirt for the first time since Reid had met him. It was tucked halfway into his pants like he hadn’t decided if he was dressing up or just didn’t care.

He took one sip from the mug and grimaced. “Tastes like filtered dirt someone whispered coffee at.”

Shae raised an eyebrow from the bed. “That High Tier luxury treatment?”

Ryven ignored her and walked straight to the lounge table. He set the mug down and pulled a folded datapad from under his arm, slapping it flat on the surface. “Alright. Orientation, round three. Congrats. You’ve been upgraded from landfill to landfill with windows.”

Reid crossed the room, standing across from him. “We’re still alive. That counts.”

“Barely,” Ryven muttered. He tapped the datapad—its screen lit up, showing a hangar schematic. “You’re assigned to Bay Six. It’s empty right now. Mechs are inbound on a long-haul drone, ETA sixteen hours. You don’t touch anything until they’re docked and cleared by system protocol.”

Kara appeared behind Reid, arms crossed. “No repairs?”

“No unscheduled ones.” Ryven pointed at the top corner of the schematic where a list of restrictions scrolled. “Every system here is logged, monitored, and broadcast. No field modifications, no tuning, no last-minute overhauls unless approved by bracket command.”

Shae made a low whistle. “Guess no more duct tape on the coolant tubes.”

Ryven pointed without looking. “Last time you did that, you melted three power relays and fried a motion node.”

“It worked for five minutes,” she said.

He flipped the screen to a new tab. “Matches are logged. Sync rates are displayed on the bracket feed. That means if you screw up in the cockpit or your core starts lagging, everyone knows. Instantly.”

Reid frowned. “Public sync broadcasts?”

“Standard in High Tier. Keeps the bets honest.”

Kara leaned forward. “And if our sync drops mid-match?”

“Your HUD starts locking out non-essentials. Target overlays, neural buffering, predictive modeling—all of it throttled.”

Reid glanced toward the sync panel by the med bay. “There’s a new diagnostic port on the AI interface. Kara found it earlier.”

“Yeah,” Ryven said, looking at him now. “That’s the real kicker.”

He tapped another control. A live schematic of a High Tier mech’s cockpit came up, with red-highlighted overlays on the neural core feed. “You want full tactical access, you need to be above sixty percent sync. Anything less? You’re running with a handicap.”

Shae kicked her feet up onto the couch. “So screw better, fight better.”

“Exactly,” Ryven said, deadpan. “Welcome to the polished halls of nowhere. You still die. You just die with better lighting.”

Kara didn’t even blink. “We’ve hit sixty before.”

“Briefly,” Ryven said. “Hovering at the threshold isn’t enough. High Tier matches run fast. You either stay synced or you eat pavement.”

He tapped the pad again, bringing up a pending match notice. It was blank except for a timer.

“You’ll get your first opponent match-up in forty-seven hours,” he said. “That gives you one day to settle, one day to prep.”

Reid watched the timer tick down. “Any idea who we’re up against?”

Ryven shrugged. “All I’ve got is the team name: Talon Vice. Vetrax squad. High mobility, edge-grade weapons. No stats yet.”

Shae sat up. “Sounds cocky.”

“They all are,” Ryven said. “You’ll see. Until then, get your sync rates up and keep your heads on straight. We’re not in the dirt leagues anymore.”

He turned toward the door, picked up his mug, and took another sip. He grimaced again and muttered, “Still garbage.”

He paused in the doorway and looked back at them.

“High Tier doesn’t care if you’re ready. It only cares if you’re synced.”

Then he was gone.

The door shut behind Ryven with a soft seal click. No one moved for a few seconds.

Then Kara turned and walked straight to the wall-mounted monitor in the lounge. She tapped the control panel, brought up the bracket dashboard again, and scanned through the opponent roster. No stats. No movement history. No combat logs. Just the name: Talon Vice.

She folded her arms and stared at the countdown timer.

Shae was sprawled back on the bed she’d claimed earlier, half-watching from under her forearm. “You planning to stare that clock down for the next two days?”

“Waiting for a data update,” Kara muttered. “Even a ping would help.”

Shae yawned. “You’re the only person I know who watches loading screens for fun.”

Kara didn’t respond.

Reid stood near the med bay, holding the slim datachip Ryven had left on the table. He slid it into the schematics panel, let the diagnostics populate.

The file was stripped—no loadouts, no mech profiles. Just a basic alert flag: Vetrax Team: Talon Vice. Match ETA: 47h 02m. Arena: Undisclosed. AI Sync Lock Required: Active.

He rubbed his thumb along the edge of the terminal.

Across the room, Shae had rolled onto her side and was scrolling through archived match footage on one of the synced displays. She didn’t look casual anymore—her posture had shifted, elbow tucked under her head, brow furrowed.

“These fights are faster than Mid Tier,” she said. “Cleaner too. Not as much slop. People move like they already know what you’re about to do.”

“That’s what sixty percent sync gets you,” Reid replied, still watching his screen. “No delay. No guesswork.”

Shae tapped to another clip. A mech with twin boosters dashed across a narrow platform and cleaved its opponent straight through the waist. The feed stuttered briefly from the sheer impact force.

Kara didn’t even glance over. “They’ve all had time to adapt. We just got here.”

“We’ll catch up,” Shae said.

Kara muttered, “We have to.”

Reid ejected the chip and stepped back from the panel. He looked toward the bed. “We’re not doing anything else tonight. You should rest.”

Shae stretched again, cracking her back as she sat up. “You saying that like you’re not gonna stay up and stare at mech guts all night.”

Reid didn’t answer. He walked back to the med bay doorway and leaned against the frame, arms crossed.

Kara turned from the wall screen but didn’t sit. She stayed standing, still scanning the bracket board. The countdown continued to tick in soft red digits.

Reid looked at both of them. “Get some sleep. We’ll need it.”

A beat of silence passed. Then Ryven’s voice echoed in his head—clean, clipped, and burned into memory.

“High Tier doesn’t care if you’re ready. It only cares if you’re synced.”


CHAPTER 2

The hangar rumbled before anything showed up. A low mechanical hum vibrated through the reinforced flooring—deeper than a standard lift, heavier than a mid-tier drop drone.

Reid stood near the main console with a diagnostics pad in one hand and a tool rig slung across his back. He didn’t need to look to know what was coming. He’d felt that vibration before—back when Gravehook had first been dumped into The Pitts like scrap with a pulse.

A groan of pressure clamps followed, and then the massive bay doors parted.

Two long-haul drones hovered into view, mag-braced clamps gripping the wrapped frames of their mechs. Even sealed in armored transit shells, Reid recognized the silhouettes: bulky plating for Gravehook’s shoulders, curved knee braces on Velostra, thinner armor that had never done its job right.

The drones lowered the units slowly. Hydraulic arms extended from the bay ceiling to catch and hold them, guiding each mech into place with painful precision. Not a rattle. Not a scrape.

Gravehook locked in first with a solid thunk. Velostra touched down beside it, lighter but still showing scuffs from the last fight.

Kara walked up beside Reid, arms already uncrossed, eyes on her mech like she was checking for injuries on a friend. “They wrapped Gravehook like it’s dangerous.”

Reid watched her step forward. “Probably because it is.”

Without waiting, Kara climbed the access platform and started unhooking the transport clamps on Gravehook’s arms. The mech’s outer shell was layered in dust-scored plating, its brawler frame dulled by age and burn marks. She leaned in, peering at a seam near the elbow joint.

“Even wrapped up, it still looks old.”

Shae had already swung herself onto Velostra’s side ladder and was halfway up before the drone detached. She crouched on the shoulder plating like it was her personal perch. “Coolant feed’s kinked,” she called down. “Looks like it got pinched during loading. Typical.”

Reid moved between them, powering on the main hangar console. His tool rig clinked against his back as he crouched to initiate a full diagnostic sweep.

“Let me know what else looks off. We’ve got a clean bracket window until tomorrow morning. I want both online before then.”

Velostra’s status panel blinked orange.

Kara popped the forearm plate off Gravehook’s right arm and set it on the scaffolding with a metallic thud. The hinge bolts were stiff, so she hit them twice with the heel of her hand until they gave. She didn’t bother asking Reid for help—she was already digging into the hydraulic sleeve beneath.

The inner sleeve was streaked with old scoring. A hairline fracture ran diagonally through the top seal, almost invisible unless you were looking for it.

“Found a crack in the sleeve wall,” she called down. “Probably why the torque’s been jittering mid-stride.”

Reid stepped up beside her and pulled a torque calibration unit from his rig. “You think that’s the only reason?”

Kara didn’t answer. She was already easing the sleeve out with steady pressure, careful not to shift the mount bracket. Her hands moved fast—efficient, but never rough.

Reid hooked the calibration leads into the upper junction and watched the diagnostic screen light up. Torque curves blinked across the display, jagged and uneven. He adjusted a few dials, watching the readout stabilize slightly, then shifted one value higher.

“You’re tightening the front-side output,” Kara said, not looking up.

“Compensating for the pivot lag.”

“That’s not compensation, that’s twitch reflex tuning.”

“It’s tactical input correction.”

“It’s drift waiting to happen.”

Reid glanced at her. “You want tighter handling or not?”

Kara wiped her hands on the towel looped through her belt and leaned closer to the screen. “Tighten the upper core, leave the legs sloppy. If we overshoot, I can correct. If we fall flat, we’re dead weight.”

He paused. Then adjusted the torque spread again—front-heavy tuning, but he left the leg balance untouched. The system gave a faint chime of approval.

“You win this one,” he muttered.

Kara arched an eyebrow. “Don’t get soft on me.”

“That’s your job,” Reid said, double-checking the leads.

“Not if we die first.”

She pushed the sleeve back in and resealed the mount bracket. The hiss of pressurized seals locking into place was louder than it needed to be in the quiet hangar.

Below them, Velostra’s diagnostics chimed another warning tone. Shae was cursing faintly.

Reid secured the last bolt, then stepped back and rolled his shoulder.

“Alright,” he said. “Gravehook’s arm’s stable. Let’s move to the chest plating and check the intake filters.”

Kara grabbed the next tool off the rack without a word and dropped down to the lower scaffold.

Velostra’s right thigh plating was dented in a shallow crescent, like it had taken a hit during offloading. Shae crouched on the frame with her legs wide, fingers tapping the dent with the back of a socket wrench.

“You gonna fix my girl’s leg,” she called over her shoulder, “or just stare at it like it’s gonna pop open and wink at you?”

Reid was already climbing the scaffold. “Depends. You need her legs working or just looking pretty?”

Shae tilted her head back, grin flashing. “Both.”

He stopped beside her and examined the damage. The actuator feed behind the dent was the real issue—pushed just enough to throw off the balance sync. If they tried a hard boost with that feed kinked, Velostra would list sideways like a drunk runner.

He popped the panel open and whistled. “Feed casing’s pinched. Probably from the docking clamp shift.”

“You think you can smooth it out?”

Reid reached for the micro-torque press on his belt. “Yeah. But we’ll need to rerun the balance protocols afterward or she’s gonna limp.”

Shae leaned in, watching him work. “Good thing I’m here for the graceful bits.”

Reid compressed the actuator and straightened the feed casing, then reset the balance input. The display terminal nearby flickered, then pulsed steady green. A sync prompt appeared on the panel.

He looked up at her. “While I’m here—how’d the last sync feel?”

Shae rolled her eyes. “Felt like tunnel vision. I knew you were in there, but I couldn’t feel the connection until the fight was over.”

“Lag or disassociation?”

“Maybe both. We weren’t locking in until we were under fire. After that, it clicked.”

He nodded toward the dry sync simulator port. “We’ll test it. Sit in.”

Shae hopped off the frame and hit the ground with a thud, then stepped into the sync pod station like she was sliding into a favorite chair. She kicked her boots off without asking and pulled the interface visor down herself.

Reid keyed the console.

The pod lit up, running a full sync calibration. A neural diagram mapped out on the upper screen—latency, drift rate, stress factors, emotional variance. After a few seconds, the system chimed.

SYNC LEVEL: 63.1%

Reid raised an eyebrow. “Up three points since last bracket.”

Shae pulled the visor up and blinked, brushing her hair back into a loose ponytail. “Huh. Didn’t feel like it.”

“The new diagnostics here are cleaner. High Tier feedback loop shows more detail—less guessing.”

Shae stepped out and cracked her neck. “You see that spike in the middle? That was probably when you yelled ‘left flank’ like you’d seen a ghost.”

Reid snorted. “You left it open. I wasn’t gonna whisper about it.”

“Could’ve said it sexier,” she said, smirking. “Might’ve made me dodge faster.”

He moved toward the console to save the data. “I’ll write a script next time. Maybe throw in a moan.”

Shae stepped beside him, shoulder brushing his. “Now that’s the spirit.”

Their eyes met for a beat—nothing serious, just charged enough to linger. Then she bent down, snatched her boots up, and started lacing them like nothing had happened.

“We done here?” she asked. “Because I’m starving and you still owe me for lunch.”

“You already spent the meal credit,” Reid said.

“Didn’t say I’d eat it alone.”

He shook his head and turned back to the console. Velostra’s legs were stable. Sync was rising. No more excuses.

A heavy footstep echoed from the bay entrance.

Ryven appeared carrying two sealed protein packs, one in each hand. The sleeves of his half-clean shirt were rolled up now, sweat already darkening the collar. He looked around once, then tossed one of the containers underhand toward Reid.

“Lunch,” he said. “If you can chew and work at the same time.”

Reid caught it midair and set it on the nearest crate. “You trust this stuff?”

“No,” Ryven said, tearing the seal off his own and stabbing into the gray mass with a plastic fork. “But it’s got electrolytes, fiber, and thirty grams of regret per scoop.”

Shae cringed. “That smell just hit me from here.”

“You’re not special,” Ryven replied around a mouthful. “It hits everybody.”

He walked toward Velostra, chewing as he looked up at the still-open thigh panel. His eyes ran over the actuator, the re-sealed feed casing, the fresh torque collar installed along the joint.

He gave a short grunt. “You finally fixed that wobble.”

Reid nodded. “Balance test passed.”

“Good. Bracket system pinged while you were elbow-deep in it.”

Reid looked up from the console. “Match confirmation?”

“Soon. Admin node says it’s being finalized tonight. You’ll have your opponent locked by morning.”

Shae dropped down from Velostra’s frame again. “That fast?”

Ryven stabbed his fork into the slop, then pointed it at her. “High Tier doesn’t wait for you to stretch. You get one round of prep, then you fight. If you’re lucky, they don’t screw up the mech delivery next time.”

He glanced at the sync console.

“What’s your link sitting at?”

“Sixty-three,” Reid said. “Climbing.”

Ryven nodded once. “Prep the sync pods for full calibration tonight. You want predictive overlays, you stay above sixty. No exceptions.”

He slapped the side of Velostra’s leg on his way past, the impact ringing off the metal.

“Hope you’re faster than you look, sweetheart,” he muttered.

Then he was gone again, muttering to himself and still chewing.

The hangar was quiet again once Ryven left. Shae and Kara had already peeled off, heading back to the quarters with their tools slung low and tired expressions that didn’t bother pretending otherwise.

Reid stayed.

Gravehook loomed behind him, one arm reassembled, its chest plating open like a patient mid-surgery. He stepped up the scaffolding alone, calibrated the last torque mounts, and double-checked the coolant line on the lower intake manifold. It didn’t need a third inspection—but his hands moved anyway, muscle memory from a dozen nights like this.

He flicked off the diagnostics feed and leaned against the edge of the scaffold, arms braced behind him. The mech bay’s ambient lighting dimmed a few points as the local system shifted into standby mode. Down the hall, footsteps echoed faintly and vanished.

One of the overhead monitors crackled on with the bracket feed—autoplaying the final match of the day.

A Vetrax mech lunged across the screen, lean and fast, its leg boosters flaring white as it drove a serrated blade straight through its opponent’s torso. The kill was clean. The other mech seized once, then folded inward with a hiss of vaporized coolant. Crowd noise blared for half a second before the feed muted itself.

Reid watched it in silence.

Then he keyed into the team match board from the console. Their opponent field had updated.

Next Match: Confirmed. Opponent: TALON VICE
Sync Status: Unknown
Mech Class: Unknown
Time Until Match: 18h 04m

Reid closed the display and shut down the station.

Tomorrow, they fought for real.


CHAPTER 3

The lights in the quarters were dimmed to their lowest setting—just a faint amber glow bleeding from the bracket screen as it cycled through post-match stats on mute. No sound but the quiet hum of the ceiling vents and the occasional soft tick from the heat exchanger panel near the door. The air was dry but cool enough to keep sweat from clinging. It was the kind of silence Reid had grown used to—background noise that left his thoughts loud.

He sat on the low bench against the wall, elbows resting on his knees, Velostra’s balance readouts pulled up on his datapad. He'd gone over them twice already. No faults. No drift warnings. Just a tight performance curve, every line hugging the center axis like the frame was locked to it. The diagnostics didn’t lie—she was moving cleaner than she ever had. The new joint caps they’d installed yesterday were holding up, and the motor lag they'd been fighting since mid-tier entry had vanished. Perfect responsiveness. Zero wasted motion.

Still, he kept scrolling.

Across the room, Kara’s door was cracked open an inch. The light from her bunk was off, but he could see her shape in the dark—one arm thrown across her face, a slim maintenance manual still resting on her chest. She hadn’t moved in an hour. He could tell by the position of her booted feet, still crossed at the ankle, half-hanging off the edge of the bed like she'd passed out mid-read and never adjusted.

Reid’s thumb tapped the same tab twice on the datapad, reloading a velocity chart he didn’t need to see again.

He wasn’t thinking about Velostra.

He wasn’t really thinking at all.

He exhaled through his nose, leaned back until his shoulders touched the cold metal wall, and closed his eyes. Just for a second.

Then the refresher door hissed open with a soft hydraulic whine.

The refresher door slid open with a low hiss and a click. Steam rolled out first—thin, drifting, already fading by the time Shae stepped through. She wore a black sports bra that clung tight across her chest, the fabric stretched just enough to hint at the weight behind it. Her shorts were soft and loose, but the kind of loose that stuck when damp, hugging the curve of her hips and riding high on her thighs. A towel hung around her neck, ends draped down between the valley of her breasts, and her legs were still wet—bare skin glistening faintly under the bracket screen’s amber wash.

Her hair was towel-dried but still loose, curling at the ends in lazy, humid waves. She didn’t say anything at first. Just walked barefoot across the floor with slow, even steps, eyes locked on Reid as if she’d expected him to still be sitting there.

She straddled the back of the chair across from him in one smooth motion—legs wide, feet planted, the curve of her thighs catching the light as the towel slipped off and dropped to the floor beside her. She rested her elbows on the chair’s top rail, forearms angled out. Her fingers laced loosely. Her grin wasn’t big, but it was steady. Familiar.

“What’s the sync reading?” she asked.

Reid didn’t look up. “Sixty-three-point-nine.”

Shae raised an eyebrow. “Guess we’re stuck.”

She didn’t move right away. Just stayed there, relaxed and watching, her weight resting forward on her arms, chest slightly compressed by the angle. The position was casual, but not by accident. Her eyes flicked to the datapad in his hands, then back to his face.

“We should push past it,” she said, voice even, not teasing. “Everyone else in this bracket does.”

Reid thumbed the datapad screen off and let it drop to his thigh. “We’re already synced enough to win.”

“Sure,” she said. “If we’re aiming for barely.”

She stood up—not fast, just fluid. Stepped around the chair with that same slow walk. No rush. No hesitation. Just purpose. Reid didn’t move, but his eyes followed her.

Shae stopped in front of him, standing between his knees. Her chest caught the low light, skin still warm and dewy from the shower. She leaned down, bracing her hands on either side of his legs, arms locked straight, face just inches from his.

“We don’t need to pretend it’s just tactics anymore,” she said softly. “You want this. I want this.”

Reid didn’t answer. Not with words.

He set the datapad down on the bench beside him and let his hands rest on his thighs for a second. Then he shifted forward slightly, elbows off his knees, chest close enough to brush hers if either of them breathed a little deeper.

Shae didn’t blink. She stayed where she was—braced over him, her body radiating heat, her eyes steady on his like she was daring him to make the first move.

Reid brought his hands up and grabbed her hips.

Not a tug. A grip. Solid, fingers digging into the sides of her shorts just enough to make her stance tighten.

Shae let out a quiet breath—not surprised, not hesitant—and let her weight ease forward. She straddled his lap in a practiced motion, knees on either side of the bench, settling onto him with a slow press that brought her chest to his and her mouth level with his.

“Better,” she murmured.

Reid’s hands slid from her hips to the small of her back. One hooked under the hem of her damp sports bra. The other ran up her spine, stopping between her shoulder blades.

Shae leaned in and kissed him.

Not a peck. Not a test.

She pressed her mouth to his like she knew exactly how he tasted—tongue sliding past his lips with a slow stroke, lips parted, breath hot. Her hips rocked once, rolling against the growing pressure under his pants. Reid groaned low against her mouth, and she caught it with a small, open-mouthed grin before diving back in.

His hands roamed up her back, rougher now, dragging up the line of her spine and cupping the back of her neck as he deepened the kiss. Shae’s fingers curled into the collar of his shirt, tugging, gripping, not caring about wrinkles or stretch. Her body was all heat and control—grinding slow against him with tight, practiced movement that came from knowing exactly how to work him up.

Reid broke the kiss long enough to pull her sports bra up. She raised her arms without being told.

The fabric peeled off and dropped to the floor beside them.

Her breasts bounced free—full, smooth, already flushed. Her nipples were firm, reacting instantly to the shift in air. She didn’t cover them. Didn’t hesitate. Just leaned back enough to let him look.

He did.

His hands slid up, cupping both at once. He squeezed them gently, thumbs brushing over her nipples in slow circles.

Shae exhaled through her nose and rolled her hips again, pressing her bare chest against his palms. “You gonna stare all night, or...”

Reid leaned forward and mouthed over her left nipple, dragging the flat of his tongue across it, then circling in tight, deliberate laps. His other hand stayed on her breast, thumb pressing harder now, flicking over the opposite peak in time with his tongue.

Shae’s breath caught. Not a moan—just a sharp, controlled inhale. She ground harder against him, her thighs tightening against his sides, one hand finding the back of his head and holding him there.

Reid switched to the other nipple without pause, dragging his tongue in a slow line between them before taking the other into his mouth, lips sealing around it, tongue rolling steady.

“Fuck,” she whispered, voice low and hot. “That tongue of yours is wasted on diagnostics.”

Reid didn’t reply. Just sucked harder, then pulled back with a quiet pop. Her nipples were wet now, slightly swollen from his attention, rising and falling with her chest as she breathed harder.

She braced her hands on his shoulders and leaned forward, forehead to his.

“Still think sixty-three-point-nine’s enough?”

Reid’s hand slipped down between them, hooked under the waistband of her shorts, and tugged them down. She lifted her hips without missing a beat, letting him peel them off all the way to her knees. No panties. Just her. Bare and slick.

Of course.

He tossed the shorts aside.

Shae settled back into his lap, legs spread wide, the heat between her thighs brushing against the bulge straining in his pants. Her skin was flushed, her body relaxed but ready. She didn’t tease him now—no delay. Just pressed her mouth to his again, lips hungry, tongue fast, grinding against him like she was done pretending they weren’t already halfway to fucking.

Reid stood without warning.

One hand under Shae’s ass, the other braced at her back, lifting her in a smooth, practiced motion. Her arms hooked around his neck instantly, breath catching in his ear—but not from surprise. Just heat.

He turned and crossed the room with her in his arms. The datapad fell off the bench with a soft clack as he stepped past it. Shae’s lips found his jaw as he walked, kissing down toward his neck, teeth dragging once just to feel him tense.

Reid dropped onto the couch with her straddling him, then leaned back, adjusting his grip, and eased her down flat. Her legs opened for him as naturally as breath, thighs wide, heels resting on the cushions. The glow from the bracket screen painted soft lines down her bare skin—amber tracing her stomach, her breasts, the inside of her thighs.

She looked up at him, chest rising and falling, hair fanned across the armrest behind her.

“Take your time,” she said. “But not too much.”

Reid dropped to his knees between the cushions.

He hooked his arms under her thighs and pulled them forward, lifting her legs over his shoulders, spreading her wide. The skin behind her knees pressed to his traps. She flexed once, testing the hold, then relaxed into it, arms thrown above her head, back arched.

Her pussy glistened in the low light—wet, smooth, lips parted just enough to catch his focus. He didn’t rush. He didn’t tease. He leaned in and tasted her, tongue running from the base of her folds all the way up in a slow, steady stroke that ended with a firm press against her clit.

Shae hissed between her teeth and lifted her hips into it.

Reid locked his arms tighter around her legs and pressed his mouth to her again. This time, his tongue circled—tight, rhythmic passes over her clit, then flattening for pressure, then circling again. Not sloppy. Not quick. Just steady, controlled passes. He found her rhythm in seconds and stuck to it.

Shae gripped the couch cushion with one hand and buried the other in his hair, not pushing—just holding. Her thighs squeezed lightly every time his tongue caught just right.

“You’re too fucking good at that,” she muttered, voice tight.

Reid didn’t lift his head. He slipped his right hand down and ran his fingers between her folds. She was hot. Wet enough to coat his knuckles. He eased two fingers inside, slow, deep, curling slightly once they were in.

Shae let out a breath she didn’t try to catch.

Her hips started to move—small motions, grinding up against his mouth and hand. Reid adjusted his grip to hold her steady, letting her rock while he kept the rhythm constant. His tongue stayed on her clit. His fingers pumped in and out with increasing speed, curling each time to hit the sweet spot deep inside her.

She started to lose her silence.

A short gasp. A whispered curse. Her thighs trembling against his shoulders. The way her hand tightened in his hair told him exactly where she was.

When her voice broke—just one sharp “fuck” between breaths—Reid pushed his fingers deep and held them there, tongue pressing hard as she started to come.

Her body tensed all at once. Legs clamped down. Back arched. Breath caught and held as the orgasm ripped through her. Not loud—just raw. Her hips jerked once, twice, then fell still.

Reid eased off. Licked her once more, slower now, just to finish the motion. Then he pulled back slightly and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

Shae was sprawled out, chest rising fast, breasts flushed, nipples tight. Her lips parted, eyes half-lidded.

“Ready?” he asked.

She didn’t speak.

She grabbed him by the waistband and dragged him up over her.

Shae’s fingers hooked the front of his pants and yanked.

“Get these off,” she said, voice still breathy. “Now.”

Reid didn’t argue. He shifted back onto his knees and shoved his pants down to mid-thigh, just far enough to free himself. His cock was already hard—thick, flushed, the tip slick with pre-cum. Shae’s eyes locked on it immediately. Her legs spread wider.

“Fuck. That’s what I want,” she muttered, dragging her fingers along the inside of her thigh, then reaching down to slide her hand between her legs. She touched herself once—just enough to spread the wetness—then grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him down.

Reid lined up without fumbling. He gripped the base with one hand, braced the other beside her head, and pushed in.

Shae’s breath hitched. Her heels dug into the cushions. She stayed open for him, let him ease in slow, inch by inch, until her hips lifted to meet the final push.

“God, yes,” she breathed. “That stretch—fuck, Reid.”

He held there for a moment, fully inside her. The heat, the tightness, the way her pussy squeezed around him like she’d been waiting for it all night. Then he started to move—slow at first, deep strokes that pressed their hips flush with every thrust.

Shae rolled with it, her hands gripping his biceps, nails biting in. She pulled him down into another kiss—messy this time, tongues tangled, breath catching. Every shift of her hips met his rhythm.

“Don’t hold back,” she whispered into his mouth. “I want all of it.”

Reid slammed into her a little harder. Her moan caught in his throat.

She broke the kiss and shoved at his chest. “Switch.”

He let her.

She rolled him onto his back with practiced ease, straddling him in one smooth swing of her leg, then grabbing his cock and guiding it back in as she sank down.

Her breath caught again, this time with a low groan as she took him full-length in one go. She planted her hands on his chest and started to move—tight, rolling motions with her hips, each grind slow and deliberate. Her thighs flexed with each stroke, her stomach tightening every time she rocked forward.

Reid watched her—watched her breasts bounce, watched the way sweat glistened in the crease of her collarbone, the little lines of tension in her abs as she rode him.

She leaned forward, bracing one hand beside his head, the other sliding into his hair as she spoke low into his ear.

“I feel it,” she said. “You syncing to me. Every time I move, you move right with me.”

Reid grabbed her ass and thrust up hard.

Shae cried out, her breath faltering. “Shit—yeah, like that.”

He did it again. Then again.

She held on for three thrusts before he flipped her over—quick, decisive, putting her on her back again with his body already driving forward.

Her legs came up around his waist. Her heels locked behind his back.

He didn’t start slow this time.

Reid slammed into her, hips pounding, each thrust angled deep. The sound of skin on skin echoed off the narrow walls, muffled only by the couch’s creaking frame. Shae’s moans turned ragged—short gasps and curses, one after another. Her hands clawed at his shoulders, her nails dragging down his back.

“Fuck, Reid—harder—don’t stop—”

He didn’t.

Her pussy clamped down tighter with each stroke. Every reaction was real—every breath, every twitch, every time she jerked beneath him with another gasp. Her second orgasm was building fast.

He felt it before she said anything. The way her thighs started to tremble. The sharp arch in her back. Her hands sliding up into his hair to pull him close just as her body locked up.

When she came, it was with a sharp cry and a full-body spasm—legs tight around his waist, arms around his neck, pussy pulsing hard around his cock as she writhed under him.

Reid groaned through gritted teeth. Her grip, the heat, the squeeze—he couldn’t hold back much longer.

She was still panting, still recovering, when she reached down and grabbed his ass, pulling him into her again.

“Come inside me,” she said, voice rough. “I want to feel it.”

That was enough.

Reid slammed into her, deep and hard, once—twice—then buried himself to the hilt and let it hit. His cock jerked inside her as he came, the rush sudden and overwhelming. His breath caught in his throat as the release tore through him, his whole body tight, every muscle locked. He stayed deep, grinding in as the last pulses faded.

They stayed like that—connected, sweaty, flushed, tangled.

Reid’s arms braced on either side of her. His head hung low, breath hot against her shoulder. Her hands stayed on his back, palms open, just resting.

Neither of them spoke for a full minute.

Just breathing. Slow, steady. In sync.

Reid pulled out slowly, careful not to break contact too fast. Shae let out a quiet exhale as he did, then stretched her legs out across the couch, muscles still twitching in the aftermath. Her skin was flushed all the way to her collarbone, her chest still rising quick from the comedown.

He grabbed a nearby towel—one of the cleaner ones from the rack near the refresher door—and wiped himself off with one hand as he sank down onto the couch beside her. His pants were still halfway down his thighs, but he didn’t bother fixing them yet. Neither did she.

Shae shifted, stretching one leg out straight and hooking the other over his stomach. She wasn’t cuddling. Just resting. Still touching. Her calf laid across his abs, toes dragging idly along the side of his ribs. Her head turned to the side, one arm folded beneath it, her damp hair spread over the cushions.

“You always go that hard when you’re ‘already synced enough to win’?” she asked.

Reid let his head fall back against the top cushion. “Only when I’m being challenged.”

Shae snorted softly. “Challenge accepted, then.”

They fell into silence again. It wasn’t awkward. Just quiet. The low hum of the cooling vents kicked back in, barely audible over the throb of the bracket screen as it continued looping footage—muted readouts of the latest matches flickering across the wall.

Reid reached down beside the couch, found the datapad where it had fallen earlier, and powered it on. The bracket screen’s glow hit the screen’s surface, reflecting in a faint wash of orange.

He pulled up their core sync overlay.

Shae tilted her head to glance at it, then shifted up onto one elbow to read the number.

65.2%

She let out a soft whistle. “Told you. Sexy science.”

Reid set the datapad on his chest and let his arm drop back to his side. “Still not maxed.”

“Then I guess we’re not done.”

He didn’t answer.

Shae lay back again, her fingers trailing down his stomach now. Not seductive—just relaxed. Lazy motion. Like her body hadn’t fully cooled down and needed something to do.

After a while, she said, “That felt different.”

Reid turned his head toward her.

“You mean better?”

She shrugged, eyes still on the ceiling. “Not just better. Different. Like... tighter. Cleaner. Like you were reading me the whole time.”

“I was.”

“No, I mean—” She paused, brow furrowed for half a second. “Like... not just my body. My rhythm. My timing. You weren’t guessing.”

“I don’t guess.”

Shae smirked. “You know what I mean.”

He didn’t push it. Just let the silence stretch again.

Eventually, she shifted closer, her leg still resting on him, her hand now flat on his stomach. Not pulling. Not needy. Just there.

She breathed out slow. “Let’s make sure it holds tomorrow.”

Reid shut off the datapad and set it on the floor beside the couch again.

“I don’t plan on losing,” he said.


CHAPTER 4

The briefing room was buried beneath their assigned hangar level—no windows, no padding, just a metallic box with a long table and six fixed chairs that didn’t swivel. The walls were covered in modular display screens, all synced to the bracket system’s central feed. No posters. No logos. Just raw, functional data.

Reid walked in first, limping slightly from the night’s exertion, but nothing that would show up in diagnostics. Shae followed with a half-full protein shake in one hand, still toweling the last bit of water from her hair. Kara was already there, seated at the far end, arms crossed, eyes scanning the wall readouts.

Ryven sat at the head of the table with his usual datapad in one hand and a thermos that smelled vaguely like burned coffee in the other. He didn’t look up when they walked in.

“Sit,” he said. “We’ve got a lot to cover and not enough time.”

Reid dropped into the nearest chair, adjusting the back that felt like it was designed to punish posture. Shae took the one beside him and propped her feet on the metal rung under the table.

Ryven tapped his pad. The center screen flared to life, displaying the bracket’s most recent sync logs, win-loss tallies, and current arena queue. Lines of combat data scrolled beneath it.

“This is your battlefield,” he said, switching to a terrain overlay. “Arena assignment just dropped. You’re fighting in Sandgate Delta—one of the bracket’s dome-enclosed zones. Flat terrain, wide-open sight lines, low visibility.”

Kara frowned. “No vertical cover?”

“None. It’s a speed fight,” Ryven said. “And you’re not the faster team.”

He pulled up a schematic. A Vetrax mech loaded into view—sleek, aggressive, sharp-angled plating with dual rear thrusters and thin, retractable arm blades.

“Your opponent’s mech is called Talon Vice. High-mobility frame. Lateral dash jets. Built for quick engagements, not durability. Mech class is confirmed: light-assault, dual-blade config. Your best bet is not getting hit.”

Shae leaned forward, squinting at the mech’s profile. “That thing looks like it’s made out of knife and spite.”

“Which is why you’re running Velostra,” Ryven said, glancing at Reid. “You’re quicker than Gravehook. And you’re synced.”

Reid nodded. “She and I are locked at sixty-five-point-two.”

“Good,” Ryven said. “Now keep it there.”

He tapped the pad again, bringing up a set of predictive overlays tied to their current sync status. The display adjusted, highlighting threat vectors and possible matchups.

“Full tactical HUD will be active the second your sync clears sixty. But if it drops even half a point mid-fight, you lose neural overlays and predictive targeting.”

Shae shrugged. “Then we don’t drop it.”

Ryven raised an eyebrow. “You better not.”

Ryven expanded the overlay.

Sandgate Delta lit up in top-down view—gridded terrain marked with elevation notches, wind vector arrows, and scatter zones from previous matches. The map pulsed red in the west quadrant where debris storms were most active. Everything else was flat, open, exposed.

“You’ve got two natural choke points,” Ryven said, tapping the display. “Here, and here. Wind shifts every six minutes. Dust flares spike visual systems and drop neural feedback fidelity by about twenty percent. If your sync isn’t solid, you’re flying half-blind.”

Reid studied the terrain lines, jaw tight. “No ridgelines. No anchor points.”

“Exactly,” Ryven said. “Which means you don’t try to out-brawl them. You bait them. Get them to overextend. Then hit them in the side while they’re adjusting thrust vectors.”

Shae leaned forward, tapping her finger on a narrow outcropping near the center. “That spot’s recessed. Just enough cover to break line-of-sight for five seconds.”

“Five’s all you’ll get,” Ryven said. “And that’s being generous.”

He flicked the screen again. A looping clip of Talon Vice from a previous bracket played in silence—clean lateral movement, sudden directional shifts, slash-hit-boost-repeat. It was surgical.

Kara narrowed her eyes at the playback. “That thing doesn’t stop moving.”

“Which is why you’re not fighting it,” Ryven said without looking at her. “Velostra’s your best chance at keeping up. Reid pilots. Shae cores.”

Kara nodded once. No argument.

Ryven turned to Reid. “You propose the trap. What’s your setup?”

Reid didn’t hesitate. “Draw them through open field, make them commit to a straight-line rush. Flank pivot from the outcropping. Catch them mid-turn when they expose their boost coils.”

“Risk?”

“If the bait’s too slow, we get shredded before the pivot. If I mistime the lunge, we lose the hit window.”

Shae looked at the screen again, tapping the enemy mech’s rear profile. “If I’ve got steering access during the boost, I can get us inside their flank in time. You keep the feet tight. I’ll swing the torso.”

“You’re confident now,” Ryven said.

“I got synced,” she shot back. “I’m not the problem anymore.”

Reid kept his eyes on the map. “Then we tighten Velostra’s step response and reduce turn hesitation by ten percent.”

Kara stepped in, pointing at the foot module diagram. “That’ll throw traction on dust terrain. You’ll over-rotate. Let me mod the outer treads for a grit-lock adjustment. Should compensate the slide.”

Ryven nodded. “Do it.”

He flipped back to the full terrain model. “You’ve got twelve hours before the pre-match diagnostics lock. Adjustments freeze after that. And I don’t want to hear excuses about latency or input delay. This fight’s speed versus sync. You either move in tandem or you get cut apart.”

Shae smirked. “We’ll move. Let them bring the speed.”

Reid reached for the console, pulling Velostra’s motion profile into his pad for offline work.

“We’ll be ready.”

Ryven flicked to the next overlay—holographic terrain model, now rotating in real-time with dust flare patterns simulated across the surface. The room dimmed slightly as the red indicators pulsed along the canyon’s surface.

“Here’s what you’re working with,” he said. “Wind shear kicks up every five minutes and drags across the west quarter. That’s your dead zone—visibility tanks to near-zero. But it also muffles movement. You want to hide footfalls, use it.”

He tapped a narrow fissure between two low ridges. “This ridge line splits just enough to act as a bottleneck. You bait Talon Vice toward the main route, duck under this line here—then cut across and intercept during their lateral boost recovery.”

Reid nodded, eyes narrowing. “Catch them mid-reload on the dash jets.”

“Exactly. But only if you’re fast enough to flank before they throttle up again. The recharge window is under four seconds.”

Shae leaned her elbows on the table. “I can control neural steer to time the shoulder rotation—if Reid handles the leg boost curve.”

“I’ve got it,” Reid said.

Kara crossed her arms. “You’ll need traction mod. Velostra’s ankles were sliding during tight pivots last match.”

Reid looked to her. “You can tighten the flex springs?”

“Better,” she said. “I’ll retrofit grit-lock pads onto the outer frame. You’ll lose a little glide, but no lateral slippage.”

Ryven looked between them. “That’s your play. One shot at clean positioning. If you screw it, you’ll be on defense against a faster mech with better acceleration.”

Shae cracked her knuckles. “Then we don’t screw it.”

Reid stood and stretched his shoulder, already running through the fight in his head. “We’ll hit the pod sim one more time before lights out. If the steering feels off, I’ll adjust foot delay manually.”

Kara nodded once. “I’ll have the traction pads welded in before then.”

Ryven closed the display. “Good. You’ve got maybe two solid hits in that whole arena before they figure you out. Make them count.”

No one argued.

The sync bench sat just outside the briefing room—built into the wall near the main exit, with two harness chairs and a mounted terminal between them. Reid and Shae dropped into place without a word.

He locked his forearms into the sensor bands. Shae slid the neural ring down over her crown and adjusted the side clamps herself.

Reid tapped the screen.

The system ran a dry-link diagnostic—short pulse tests, input lag simulation, neural response sampling. A visual waveform smoothed out in real time across the display. No red lines. No jagged skips.

Sync Status: 65.2% — Stable

The confirmation tone chimed once. No fanfare. No AI commentary.

Just numbers.

Shae pulled the neural band off and shook her hair loose. “Still holding.”

Reid flexed his hand, watching the tactile delay buffer readout tick zero. “Input latency’s tighter than yesterday. Feels like I’m piloting my own limbs again.”

Shae leaned back, legs stretched out, her heel nudging his boot. “I feel you clearer. Like… right behind my ribs. Not distracting, just there.”

He met her eyes for a second. “Good. That’s where I need to be.”

They unbuckled in silence, each rising with the easy rhythm of people used to prep benches and late hours.

Ryven passed them on his way out, still nursing his thermos. He didn’t stop.

“Fast fight,” he said. “Don’t stall. Don’t talk. You kill them before they style on you.”

Shae raised an eyebrow but didn’t respond. Reid just nodded once.

The door slid open with a soft hiss, letting in the hallway glow from the quarters level.

Shae nudged Reid with her shoulder. “You ready for this?”

Reid checked the sync one last time on his pad before powering it down. “We’ve got the timing. We’ve got the plan.”

“No backup?”

“No mistakes.”

They walked out together, pace steady, sync locked.


CHAPTER 5

Velostra hovered into place on a magnetic lift cradle, restraints locked into the mech’s spine housing. The hangar bay’s launch corridor extended ahead—one long tunnel of armored plates that opened into the dome above Sandgate Delta.

Reid sat in the cockpit, visor down, grip tight on the twin throttle sticks. His breathing was slow. Controlled. His right boot tapped once against the pedal, verifying response lag. None. The interface lights along the canopy edge glowed solid green.

Behind him, deep in the core pod, Shae was already sealed in.

A row of green indicators blinked to life one after the other as her neural uplink activated—heartbeat sync, oxygen rate, cognitive tether, full stimulus pass-through. The final icon lit: CORE STABILIZED — ACTIVE FEEDBACK LINK ESTABLISHED

Internal comms crackled once.

“You reading me?” she asked.

“Clear,” Reid replied. “System shows sixty-five-point-two. No drop.”

“I’m locked in.”

He adjusted the main throttle control, eased both sticks forward until the cradle plates released with a mechanical click. Velostra moved under its own power, stepping out into the tunnel.

The first gust hit them hard—dry, fast-moving air that howled across the hull. Dust particles sparked against the reinforced canopy glass, scattering into light for a split second before vanishing. The terrain stretched out ahead through the opening gate: flatlands rippling with heat, jagged stone ridges along the edges, dust storms flickering in controlled bursts across the center zone.

Overhead, the dome-mounted lights flared once and shifted into broadcast mode. The sky above wasn’t real, but it was made to look like dusk—rich gold bleeding into rust-red. The crowd wasn’t visible, but the low hum of external speakers carried in, barely audible through the cockpit.

The arena system chirped.

MATCH BEGINNING SOON
     COUNTDOWN: 00:00:30

Across the field, the enemy mech descended on its own magnetic cradle—sleek, narrow-framed, with dual thrusters mounted low on the hips and forward-facing blades folded flat against each forearm. The armor shimmered with heat-dispersing paint. It looked fast.

Reid leaned forward slightly.

“That’s Talon Vice.”

Shae’s voice came through the comms, calm and steady.

“Then let’s make it bleed.”

The countdown tone struck zero.

Velostra surged forward, its boots slamming into the hardened dust-flat with heavy, even strides. Reid kept the throttle sticks loose in his grip, letting the mech’s momentum do the work while his foot eased into micro-pulses on the balance pedal. Every move felt tighter than the last match. Cleaner.

Shae synced her inputs immediately—he felt the steering twitch adjust half a second before his own reflex caught it. Her corrections weren’t aggressive. They were anticipatory.

“Left flank,” she called out. “Dust flare building.”

Reid turned them smoothly, pacing along the edge of a low outcrop just before a visibility curtain dropped over the field. The grit in the air was thick, but the internal HUD compensated—overlay filters flicked on, showing vague outlines and threat shadows.

Talon Vice came in fast.

The Vetrax mech dashed from the far side of the field in two clean bursts—one straight, the second lateral, cutting sharp across the central zone. Reid’s vision caught the flash of twin boosters before the enemy vanished into the grit again.

“Testing us,” Reid said.

“They’ll circle and poke. No straight charge.”

Reid crouched Velostra low, keeping the knees bent for absorption and the feet wide for torque stability. He pivoted the mech slowly, not moving toward the center—waiting.

The air snapped.

Talon Vice darted in from the left, slicing the edge of their sensor range. Reid triggered a boost feint—just enough to reposition without full commitment. The enemy didn’t take the bait. It banked right and vanished again.

“Patient,” Shae muttered. “I hate patient.”

“Means they’re not cocky. That’s worse.”

The second dash came fast and shallow. Reid stepped forward and struck—one slash with Velostra’s right blade. The hit missed by a meter, catching only air.

They both disengaged instantly.

Talon Vice skidded sideways and backpedaled into cover. Velostra returned to a low stance, blades angled out and ready.

“Contact confirmed,” Reid said. “No damage.”

“But we’re reading each other now,” Shae said. “They’ll try to bait a longer commit next.”

Reid watched the wind lines on the HUD shift direction—pressure increasing from the east.

“Dust’s about to get worse.”

“Filters on. Stick tight. If they want to dance, we’ll let them.”

He watched the shadows. Waited.

The real attack hadn’t started yet.

The dust flare thickened across the center zone, turning the arena into a shifting blur of movement and shadow. Reid narrowed Velostra’s sensor feed, filtering out peripheral static to keep focus on forward arcs. Anything beyond fifty meters was now guesswork.

“Flank pressure rising,” Shae said. “They’re going to push soon.”

Reid spotted the opportunity a second later—a thin outcropping near a fractured terrain plate, wide enough to mask Velostra’s silhouette but low enough to avoid tripping the proximity sensors.

He kicked both foot pedals and throttled into a wide sidestep, bringing them behind the formation in two quick bursts.

“We wait here,” he said.

Shae didn’t question it. “You catch, I’ll cut.”

The enemy darted across the opposite end of the field, scanning hard for motion. The HUD tracked its lateral dash pattern—clean, confident, too confident.

Reid didn’t move.

Five seconds passed.

Then Talon Vice came in fast, charging through the open channel where they’d stood thirty seconds ago—expecting a clash, expecting momentum.

Reid fired the short boost.

Velostra exploded from cover with a lunge, both blades forward, knees bent for impact control. He caught the enemy’s right side mid-turn, one plasma blade driving deep into its rear shoulder. Sparks sprayed across the field—metal, coolant, scorched polymer.

“Hit confirmed!” Shae shouted. “Rear vector breach!”

Talon Vice twisted hard, fast enough to torque free. Its thrusters fired in a sharp burst and it kicked mid-spin—one armored leg slamming into Velostra’s chest.

Reid didn’t have time to block.

The impact hit hard. The cockpit shook. A warning blinked red on his HUD: STABILIZER STRAIN

Velostra staggered backward, feet skidding across the grit. Reid slammed the left pedal and dragged them into a partial crouch to absorb the fall.

“Stabilized,” he muttered, hands locked on the sticks.

Shae’s voice cut in. “Move now or they reengage.”

Reid surged forward again, one sweeping slash angled for Talon Vice’s leg actuator. It clipped—sparks again, but shallow. Not deep enough.

The enemy backed off, skidding low and fast, its left blade dragging through the dust for stability. One shoulder panel hung at a crooked angle. Scored, but still intact.

“They’re damaged,” Reid said. “Mobility compromised.”

Shae scanned the feedback. “They’ll try to bait us again—draw us in deep and reverse the flank.”

Reid adjusted throttle pressure, sliding Velostra into a lateral strafe. “Then we don’t follow. We wait for the next overcommit.”

The HUD ticked down the dust timer—thirty seconds until the flare shifted again.

Both mechs stood at range now, weapons ready, circling.

The first blood was drawn.

But the fight was only beginning.

Talon Vice didn’t back off for long.

The Vetrax mech feinted left, then snapped forward in a direct rush, boosters roaring. It didn’t slash. It didn’t circle.

It rammed.

Reid barely managed to twist Velostra’s upper torso, absorbing the brunt with the mech’s shoulder—but Talon Vice’s claws locked in fast, grabbing Velostra’s front torso plating in both hands.

Then it ripped.

A scream of tearing metal echoed through the cockpit. Sparks burst inward. The chest shielding folded open in a violent spray of wires and fractured armor. The heads-up display blinked red across the entire bottom row.

Shae shouted from the core pod. “Reid—cockpit breach warning!”

Too late.

The right side of the cockpit buckled inward. A sharp, deafening crunch followed as a twisted support brace punched through the floor plating near Reid’s feet. The impact slammed into his lower legs, pinning them between the brace and the footwell.

Pain exploded through his shin like white heat—sudden, sharp, final.

He didn’t scream. He grunted through clenched teeth, both hands still locked on the sticks. Warning alarms blared in his ears, a growing flood of proximity alerts, sync spikes, system damage overlays.

“Talk to me,” Shae snapped.

“Leg’s pinned,” he said through grit teeth. “Not broken—maybe. Can’t feel below the knee.”

“Fuck.”

Talon Vice reared back, boosters prepping for another lunge.

Reid shifted his grip and slammed both throttle sticks forward, bypassing pedal input entirely. Manual override. The console buzzed a half-second delay before executing, but it fired—the right-side thrusters roared, kicking Velostra sideways out of range.

Shae didn’t hesitate. “I’m steering. You hold the damn sticks.”

Her neural feedback pressed harder into the link—Reid felt it like static in his jaw, like instinct arriving faster than thought. Velostra’s hips twisted mid-skid, avoiding the enemy’s next slash by inches.

“You synced?” Reid grunted.

“Tighter than before,” she said. “Don’t stop. We’re not losing this.”

He could barely feel the right pedal under his crushed boot.

Didn’t matter.

He pushed forward on manual throttle again, driving them back into range. Pain surged through his calf. He ignored it.

The next exchange would end it.

Velostra limped across the dust-scarred field, right leg dragging with a hard metal scrape. Internal gyros compensated with every step, but it was slow—almost too slow.

Talon Vice circled, one arm sparking at the shoulder joint where Reid’s earlier strike had bitten deep. The Vetrax mech tilted slightly off-axis, its lateral thruster pulsing unevenly. Still fast. Still dangerous.

“They’re coming again,” Shae said. “Straight-line commit.”

Reid locked the remaining boost charge to manual override. “Then we go under it.”

The enemy surged forward—both blades extended, boosters screaming as it lunged with full thrust.

Reid fired their last reserve.

Velostra dropped low and rocketed forward in a controlled skid, angling under the assault. Sparks exploded across the canopy as Talon Vice’s left blade scraped the top armor.

“Now!” Shae shouted.

Reid felt the sync tighten—her neural guidance snapped their upper torso into rotation. Velostra’s right blade arced up in a violent curve, slamming directly into Talon Vice’s rear panel.

The blade punched through armor. Sparks flared. The system gave no time to recover.

Reid yanked the stick sideways and twisted the hilt. The blade carved through internal plating and locked deep into the power pack’s housing.

One sharp pull—

The back armor ruptured with a mechanical scream. The blade tore the core unit free in a spray of orange light and smoke. Loose cabling and plasma coolant burst into the air.

Talon Vice froze mid-stride.

The Vetrax mech twitched once, arms stuttering, then collapsed to one knee before slumping over in a full system kill. Smoke poured from the split housing on its back. Its lights died in sequence—top to bottom.

MATCH END – VICTORY

A soft hiss of depressurization rolled through the cockpit as broadcast systems powered down.

Reid slumped forward, vision blurred, hands shaking. His leg pulsed with deep, constant heat—like something was still crushing it.

Shae’s voice broke through the haze, firm but ragged.

“We did it,” she said. “But you’re not walking off that one.”

Velostra was hauled from the arena by twin magnetic gantries, its feet dragging across the reinforced hangar floor. Sparks still dripped from the open chest plate. The right leg actuator twitched once before the entire frame powered down.

Med techs were already waiting on the platform.

The cockpit hatch hissed open. Two handlers climbed in fast—one bracing Reid’s torso, the other cutting away the crushed segments of the floor with a compact arc saw.

He didn’t fight them, but he didn’t pass out either.

His leg was wrecked—twisted at the shin, boot caved in, blood pooling into the base of the seat. One bone, maybe two. Still attached. Barely.

“You’re lucky,” one of the techs said. “Clean fracture. No shrapnel.”

Reid grunted. “Define clean.”

“Means we can fix it,” the tech said. “But you’re grounded until you can move a pedal again.”

They pulled him free and shifted him onto a med stretcher. Stabilization foam hissed as it sealed around his lower leg. Cold pressure followed.

Reid tried to sit up. His vision tilted sideways.

Shae was standing nearby, helmet off, hair damp with sweat and grit. She looked down through the med visor.

He met her eyes.

She nodded once—tight, silent, steady.

The stretcher locked and began moving down the corridor. The gantries powered down behind him, leaving the hangar quiet except for the hum of cooling systems and the slow return to standby.


CHAPTER 6

Back in the hangar, Velostra hung suspended in the maintenance rig—chest armor peeled back like a broken ribcage, wiring bundles exposed and blackened. The shoulder plating had been removed entirely, the left thruster dangling loose from a half-melted bracket. Burn scars cut across the upper torso in jagged streaks.

Kara was underneath the mech, flat on her back on a crawler dolly, flashlight clamped between her teeth. Sparks lit up the shadows as she unbolted what was left of the main junction casing. Her tank top was soaked down the middle, grease smudged across her thighs and hands. The smell of scorched conduit lingered in the air—not that she commented on it.

“Half the junction’s fused,” she muttered, light flickering across her jaw. “Coolant lines cooked. Everything in this cavity’s trash.”

“Big surprise,” Shae called down from the shoulder scaffolding. “The fucking core relay looks like it caught a grenade.”

She wasn’t exaggerating.

Shae stood crouched near the upper joint, stripped gloves on and both hands inside a mangled rotary bolt. She yanked once, hard—nothing. Then again. Sparks kicked out as the bolt finally popped free and clattered onto the deck below.

“Got it,” she said. “Bolt’s slagged, but at least it’s out.”

Kara slid herself halfway out from under the mech and sat up. “You wanna fry the replacement too, or maybe not yank on the relay like a lunatic next time?”

Shae wiped the sweat off her temple with the back of her wrist. “It’s already dead. I’m just clearing the corpse.”

They were both filthy—sweat, grease, carbon residue everywhere. Their tools were scattered across two carts and half the floor. Velostra didn’t look like it had survived a fight. It looked like it had been pulled from a wreck pile.

Kara stood and stretched, arching her back until it popped. Then she walked over to one of the open crates and pulled out a fresh coil bundle. “We’re gonna need Ryven to reprogram the coolant pulse modulator. This thing’s fried down to the root interface.”

Shae nodded, still working near the shoulder frame. “Then we get it cleaned, mounted, and pretend like we’re not patching it with duct tape and wishful thinking.”

Kara smirked. “Welcome to High Tier.”

The overhead speaker cracked once, then Ryven’s voice came through with his usual charm.

“You two. Drop the wrenches. Med bay. Now.”

Kara glanced up at the nearest camera dome, then back down at the coil bundle in her hand. “Of course he waits until we’re halfway through the damn replacement.”

Shae stood, shaking her gloves off and tossing them into the open toolbox. “You think he’s got a button that lets him know the exact worst moment to call us?”

“He is the worst moment,” Kara muttered.

Still, she set the coil down carefully and wiped her hands on her shorts. Her palms came away smeared with black streaks. She didn’t bother fixing it.

Shae hopped off the scaffold and grabbed a rag from the bench, dragging it across the back of her neck. “Think he’s got news about Reid?”

“Either that, or he’s assigning us more crap to fix.”

They left the hangar together, boots echoing off the polished floor panels. The med bay wasn’t far, but the hall felt longer than usual. No noise, no broadcast chatter, just that sterile silence High Tier loved so much.

Inside, the lights were low. Reid lay flat on a raised platform bed, leg wrapped in a stabilization foam brace from ankle to thigh. His shirt was off, one arm tucked behind his head, datapad resting on his chest. He looked tired, but alert. Not doped. Not out of it.

Ryven stood beside the bed with a datapad of his own—and he wasn’t alone.

The woman beside him was tall, poised, with silver-blonde hair cut in a messy side part and a short black skirt that didn’t quite cover the top of her thighs. Oversized jacket. Halter top. Sports bra just visible beneath.

She was smirking.

The woman didn’t wait for anyone to speak.

She stepped forward like she owned the room, hips moving slow, balanced. Her violet eyes swept over Kara and Shae with a single, unapologetic glance—head to boots, then back up. No subtlety.

“Nyra,” she said. “Core pilot. Former street thief. Good with sync. Better with pressure.”

Shae tilted her head. “That supposed to impress us?”

“No,” Nyra said, already turning to face Reid. “Just giving your guy the important bits first.”

Reid didn’t move, didn’t flinch—just raised an eyebrow.

She smiled at him.

“So you’re the one who breaks mechs and bones. Hot.”

Kara rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “She’s subtle.”

“Delicate,” Shae added.

Reid pushed the datapad off his chest and sat up slightly. The brace kept his leg stiff, but his posture sharpened. “She supposed to be a permanent addition?”

“Temporary,” Ryven said, scrolling something on his pad. “Officially. Unless you all decide otherwise.”

He looked up. “Her last pilot got rotated to logistics after sync dropped below thirty. She’s been cleared for bracket stability purposes. That means if she doesn’t get folded into an active team, she goes back to Low Tier.”

Nyra didn’t look worried. She moved to the med bay terminal and started flipping through match logs without asking.

“System says you ran point on the last five matches,” she said, scrolling with one finger. “Solid input control. Tighter spread than most rookies.”

Shae narrowed her eyes. “You been watching our replays?”

“Of course,” Nyra said without looking up. “You don’t wait for an invite. You do your homework.”

Kara’s voice stayed flat. “You trying to take Reid’s place while he’s out?”

“Don’t need to,” Nyra said. “You’re taking his place. I’m just filling the gap.”

That earned a pause.

Ryven stepped in before Shae could snap. “You’ve got two options,” he said, tone even. “You run the next match with two pilots and risk your sync falling apart mid-fight. Or you let her stabilize the team while Reid recovers.”

Reid gritted his teeth. “I’m not benched permanently.”

Ryven snorted. “And I’m retiring in the mountains. Until then—she’s here.”

Nyra turned, resting one hip against the med bay console. Her jacket slipped slightly off one shoulder, exposing a clean stretch of skin and the edge of her sports bra. She looked at Reid again.

“When you’re up and walking,” she said, “you planning to train me?”

Reid met her stare. “Depends how fast you learn.”

Nyra’s grin widened.

“Good answer.”

Kara turned toward Ryven, jaw set. “If he’s down, we don’t stall. Shae and I take the next match.”

Shae blinked. “You sure?”

Kara didn’t hesitate. “Gravehook can still push pressure if we coordinate. You in?”

Shae crossed her arms, her expression shifting into something sharper. “If you don’t slow me down.”

Kara shot her a look. “I’ll slow you down if I have to drag your ass to the finish line.”

Shae smirked. “You wish.”

Reid watched them both, then nodded once. “Gravehook’s not fast, but if you manage the sync, you can outlast most forward units. Run frontal pressure, rotate defense responsibilities, and don’t split roles.”

Shae leaned against the med bed railing. “I’ve only synced with her once, and that was during diagnostics.”

“Then you’ll get close,” Ryven said. “Fast. Because if you walk in under sixty, you’re basically blind.”

Nyra tapped on the med console, flipping through their last three match summaries. “Gravehook’s torque timing is ass, but it tanks like nothing else. Keep it frontal and punch through. Don’t play the angles.”

Kara gave her a sideways glance. “You offering advice or auditioning?”

“Just not interested in losing,” Nyra said.

Ryven chuckled and stepped away from the bed. “Well. Look at that. You’re all getting along.”

Reid leaned back against the platform, shifting slightly as the brace adjusted. “You sure about this?” he asked, looking between Kara and Shae.

Kara nodded. “We’re not forfeiting a match.”

Shae cracked her knuckles. “And I’m not about to lose because you decided to get your leg crushed like a dumbass.”

Reid didn’t respond. He just gave a faint smirk and relaxed again.

Across the room, Nyra was already pulling match footage from the bracket terminal, scrolling through opponent tactics at double speed. She didn’t ask permission. She didn’t act like a guest.

Reid watched her a second longer, not trusting her yet—but nothing about her posture looked fake.

Just focused.

Kara and Shae exited first, already talking in low tones about sync pod calibration and Gravehook’s shoulder delay. Their footsteps faded into the corridor as the med bay door slid shut behind them.

Ryven remained long enough to drop a brace on the edge of Reid’s bed—a sleeker model, matte black composite with adjustable latching points.

“Doctors want you up in three days or less,” he said, tone flat. “You move, you heal. You sit, you rot.”

Reid picked up the brace and turned it in his hands. It felt light. Strong. He didn’t respond.

Ryven was already walking out. “Don’t screw it. We might actually win something.”

The door hissed closed.

Nyra lingered.

She didn’t approach—just leaned back against the opposite wall, one leg crossed over the other, fingers idly scrolling through a replay clip of Shae’s last flank kill. She let it run twice before locking the screen.

Then she looked at Reid.

“You planning to train me when you’re up again?” she asked, voice casual. “Or just want a front-row seat?”

Reid didn’t look up from the brace. “Depends how fast you learn.”

Nyra smiled, slow and wide.

“Guess we’ll find out.”

She pushed off the wall and walked out, hips swaying, jacket sliding halfway off her shoulder as she disappeared down the hall.


CHAPTER 7

The briefing room felt colder without Reid.

Kara sat at the table, arms crossed, hair still damp from a rushed rinse. Her posture was stiff. Controlled. The screen in front of her showed nothing but static terrain lines and blinking bracket feed overlays.

Shae dropped into the chair beside her with a protein bar in one hand and a slight scowl. She bit into it like it owed her something.

Ryven walked in without ceremony and tossed a datachip onto the center console. “You’re up next.”

Kara tapped the screen. The match file loaded: terrain schematic, enemy stats, countdown clock.

ARENA: HOLLOW REACH
     MATCH TIME: 23H 08M
     OPPONENT: VETRAX CLASH TEAM – CLADE UNIT

The terrain spun into a 3D model—deep, narrow canyon corridors with vertical passways and staggered elevation drops. A brutal maze of sheer walls and unstable ledges. No glide room. No clean escapes.

“Canyon arena,” Ryven said. “Limited boost clearance. Choke points everywhere. Perfect for trap kills. Shit for mobility.”

Kara leaned in. “We’re not taking Velostra in there.”

“Correct,” Ryven replied. “Gravehook’s going in. You’re piloting.”

Shae arched an eyebrow. “Guess that makes me the brain again.”

Ryven didn’t smile. “You’ll need more than a brain to make that unit move the way it needs to.”

He flipped to the enemy schematic. Clade Unit’s mech rotated slowly on the display—midweight, angular frame, shoulder-mounted javelin pods, dual-layer reactive armor across the chest and thighs.

“Vetrax team. Javelin loadout. Designed for vertical ambush and ranged pressure,” Ryven said. “They’ll stay mobile. You’ll need to pin them.”

Kara studied the terrain overlays, jaw tight. “Gravehook can take the hits. But closing distance in this terrain’s going to suck.”

“Which is why sync matters,” Ryven said. “Gravehook doesn’t move right unless your sync’s tight enough to share movement control. Otherwise, you’re just riding it into a wall.”

Shae wiped her fingers on her pants and stood. “What’s the current reading?”

Kara looked at the console. “Last dry-link was fifty point four.”

Ryven didn’t blink. “Not even high enough to unlock defensive HUD. You’re going in blind unless you fix that.”

The room stayed quiet for a moment.

Then Shae muttered, “Fuck.”

Kara stood from the console and moved to the sync calibration station against the back wall. She slid her hand into the ID reader, watching the system boot with its slow pulsing interface. Shae followed behind her, tossing the empty protein bar wrapper onto the table without looking back.

They both strapped in—Kara into the pilot’s left interface grips, Shae into the neural core port. The system buzzed low and steady as it scanned for bio-linkage.

A few seconds later, the result blinked across the display.

SYNC STATUS: 50.4%
     CORE TETHER: UNSTABLE
     SHARED INPUT VARIANCE: HIGH

Ryven leaned against the table, arms folded. “You’re flying blind. No overlays, no automated drift correction, no real-time damage feedback. Your mech takes a hit to the back and you won’t even get a warning before systems fold.”

Shae exhaled slowly. “It’s just lag. Cold link. We’ll warm it up.”

Kara’s jaw tightened. “Or we’re just not on the same frequency.”

Shae turned toward her. “Seriously?”

“You said it first.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t mean—” Shae stopped herself, then pulled the neural clamp off and set it on the console. “Look, we’re not synced yet. That’s fixable.”

Kara pulled her hand from the grip interface and crossed her arms. “We’ve trained together. Twice. Barely enough to coordinate footwork.”

“Then we’ll train harder,” Shae said.

Ryven stepped between them, voice flat. “Or you’ll sync fully. You know what that means.”

Kara didn’t move. “We’re not—”

He cut her off. “Don’t care. High Tier doesn’t wait for chemistry. You’re at fifty percent and going into a canyon fight against a ranged ambush team. You need contact-level sync, or you’ll lose before the second shot lands.”

Shae looked away first. “We know.”

Ryven picked up the datapad, walked toward the exit, and paused at the door. “Fix it.”

Then he was gone.

Kara stared at the empty sync bench. Shae stood beside her, chewing the inside of her cheek, arms folded tight across her chest.

“This’ll be the first time,” Shae said quietly. “Just us.”

Kara didn’t answer at first. Her gaze was fixed on the wall readout, but she wasn’t really looking at it.

“Yeah,” she said finally. “Without him.”

Shae let out a breath. Not a sigh—more like a pressure valve cracking open.

“We’ll still sync,” she said. “We just have to... figure out what it looks like.”

Kara nodded slowly. “Doesn’t mean it won’t be weird.”

“Weird’s fine,” Shae said. “We’ve had weirder.”

Kara turned toward the hallway. “Let’s just get it done.”

Shae followed after a beat. “I’ll pretend you didn’t say that like we’re about to mop the floor.”

“Just saying,” Kara said, walking a little too fast. “No Reid. No middle buffer. Just you and me.”

“You make it sound like we’ve never touched before,” Shae said. “We’ve touched.”

Kara shot her a side glance. “Not like this.”

“No,” Shae admitted. “Not like this.”

“You want to win or not?” Shae asked.

“I want to win.” Kara said.

“You heard Ryven,” Shae continued. “We’re under sixty. That means no defense system, no tactical readouts, no feedback loop. If we go in like this, we die.”

Kara’s shoulders tensed. “Then we do it.”

Shae leaned in. “Trust me, you’re really bad at pillow talk.”

Kara met her eyes, jaw set. “I’m better at winning.”

Shae let out a short breath that might’ve been a laugh. “Then let’s win.”

Kara started walking again, this time toward the quarters.

Shae followed, hands stuffed in the pockets of her low-cut jacket, pace loose but eyes focused.

The quarters were quiet when they got back. The bracket screen on the far wall cycled through standings in muted blue, casting faint light across the floor.

Kara didn’t stop to change. She walked straight to Gravehook’s remote sync terminal mounted near the back wall, tapped in her ID, and rerouted the test module feed to the privacy suite.

Shae watched her from the doorway. “You’re not gonna talk about it, huh?”

“No point,” Kara said without turning around. “We know what we’re doing.”

The suite door hissed open. Inside, the lighting was dim—low enough to not feel clinical. The sync module’s interface blinked, waiting for dual input.

Shae stepped in behind her and tossed her jacket onto the nearby bench. She didn’t make a sound as she pulled her top over her head, leaving just a sports bra. Her fingers went to her waistband but paused.

Kara was still standing at the doorway, motionless.

“You gonna come in,” Shae asked, “or just admire the doorframe?”

Kara exhaled through her nose. Then stepped inside and let the door slide shut behind her.

The suite stayed dim—just the pulsing glow of the sync module in the corner, casting soft amber across the wall. The vents hummed low. No voices outside, no footsteps from the hall. Just the faint mechanical rhythm of a system waiting to be engaged.

Kara stood near the edge of the bed, barefoot, arms crossed over her bare chest. She wore nothing but her fitted black tech shorts, waistband slightly rolled from where she’d been fidgeting earlier. Her tank top was folded neatly on the bench behind her. She hadn’t said a word since linking her ID into the terminal. The privacy suite door had sealed behind them minutes ago. Neither had made a move since.

Shae was already on the bed. She sat back against the headboard, legs bent and slightly apart, elbows resting on her thighs. Her sports bra was still on, clinging damp to her skin, dark with heat. Black panties hugged low against her hips, the waistband curved just above the cut of her abs. She wasn’t lounging. She wasn’t tense either. Just still—eyes fixed on Kara like she was tracking a slow-developing situation.

The silence stretched. Kara’s jaw flexed, but she didn’t look up.

Shae spoke first, voice low. “You gonna stay over there all night?”

Kara didn’t answer right away. Her fingers tightened where they gripped her biceps, then slowly let go. She exhaled through her nose.

“This feels different,” she said finally.

Shae tilted her head slightly. “Because it is.”

Kara’s gaze flicked toward her, then away again. “We’ve done this before.”

Shae nodded. “With him.”

Another pause. Kara stared at the bed now, not moving.

Shae leaned back a little more, arms stretching behind her. “It’s weird without him,” she admitted. “Not bad. Just... off-axis.”

Kara finally looked up.

“I don’t even know if this counts,” she said. “Just us. Like this.”

Shae’s expression softened. “It counts. Just differently.”

Kara’s mouth pressed into a flat line. She stepped forward—slowly, deliberately. Her feet made no sound on the padded floor. She stopped at the edge of the mattress, arms dropping to her sides.

“I don’t know what to do with you,” Kara said quietly. “Without him in the middle.”

Shae smiled, just a little. “Then start simple. Touch me.”

Kara hesitated.

Shae didn’t move. “We need contact,” she said, voice softer now. “But we don’t need to pretend it’s something it’s not.”

Kara stared at her—like she was searching for a reason not to bolt. Then she gave the smallest nod, more exhale than movement, and reached for the hem of her shorts.

Her thumbs hooked under the waistband. She paused. Then she pushed them down slow, letting them slide down her thighs and to the floor. Her skin caught the glow of the module light—toned, bare, already slick at the inner crease of her thigh. She stepped out of the shorts one leg at a time and folded them beside her tank.

Naked now, Kara stood fully exposed, arms hanging loose, eyes forward. She took one breath. Then climbed into bed beside Shae, careful not to brush against her just yet.

Shae didn’t comment. She just shifted enough to make room—one leg uncurling, the other folding slightly wider—and watched Kara settle on her back beside her, still rigid, still breathing through her nose.

Their shoulders didn’t touch. But their thighs were close enough that one shift would close the gap.

“I’m not trying to make it weird,” Shae said quietly. “But this is the weird part.”

Kara let her head turn just enough to meet her gaze. “Yeah.”

Kara stared at the ceiling. Her arms were stiff at her sides, palms flat against the sheets, fingers splayed like she wasn’t sure what to do with them. Her breathing was quiet but shallow, like her body was working harder than it needed to just to stay still.

Shae shifted next to her, just slightly—enough for the mattress to dip. She turned her head to look, but didn’t speak.

Kara spoke first.

“You okay?”

Shae blinked once, then smiled faintly. “Ask me in five minutes.”

Kara gave a dry little exhale. It might’ve been the start of a laugh, but it died in her throat. She turned her head and met Shae’s eyes directly.

It was the first time all night neither of them looked away.

Shae’s gaze was steady—open, but unreadable. She wasn’t teasing, wasn’t trying to make it lighter than it was. She just watched. Kara studied her back, her chest, the line of her jaw. She could feel Shae’s warmth now, barely a breath away. Not touching—but close. The kind of close where every shift in tension showed up on your skin.

Then Shae moved.

She reached behind her, fingers unclasping the tight band of her sports bra in one practiced motion. She didn’t make a show of it. Just peeled it off, dragging the damp fabric forward and down until her breasts were bare, soft skin flushed from heat and anticipation. Her nipples were already tight.

Kara swallowed. She didn’t hide the fact that she was looking.

Shae’s fingers hooked under her panties next. She slid them down slowly—not to show off, just to stay steady. She lifted her hips off the bed as she dragged the black fabric down her thighs, then off her ankles. Her pussy was already slick, faintly glistening in the ambient light, trimmed and exposed.

She lay back down beside Kara, naked now, body relaxed.

Kara didn’t move right away. She just stared.

Shae finally broke the silence. “Still weird?”

Kara’s throat moved, but no sound came out at first. Then she said, “Yeah.”

Shae didn’t laugh. She didn’t smirk. She just reached out and let her fingers touch Kara’s arm—bare skin against bare skin.

It was the first real contact.

Kara flinched. Not from the touch itself, but from how much it felt. Like the moment that passed between them wasn’t just physical—it was charged. Sharper than she expected.

But she didn’t pull away.

Shae slid her fingers down the inside of Kara’s forearm, slow and exploratory, like she was tracing the lines of someone she’d touched before but never really learned.

Kara turned toward her. Her body shifted just enough that their thighs pressed together—bare skin to bare skin. Heat to heat.

Shae whispered, “That’s better.”

Kara hesitated, then leaned in and kissed her.

It wasn’t soft. It wasn’t rough either. It was careful—firm lips, testing pressure, eyes closed. She pulled back a moment later like she wasn’t sure what came next.

Shae met her with another kiss—deeper this time. Their bodies shifted, closer now, until breasts touched and legs tangled in a slow, sticky slide.

Neither of them was flinching anymore.

Kara didn’t speak again. She just kept kissing Shae—deeper, more deliberate. Her hand slid up Shae’s side, fingers brushing along the curve of her waist, over the soft line beneath her ribs. Their breasts pressed together, slick with faint sweat, nipples brushing in quick, sensitive contact with every shift of pressure.

Shae responded with a quiet sound, somewhere between a breath and a hum. Her hand slid to the back of Kara’s neck, fingers threading into the short strands of her damp hair, holding her there as their mouths parted and pressed again—tongue to tongue now, slow and exploratory. The rhythm built, unspoken but matched. No one rushed.

Kara pulled back just enough to breathe, her lips slick from the kiss. She didn’t hesitate long. Her mouth dropped lower, trailing hot, steady kisses across Shae’s jaw, down her neck, to the shallow dip just above her collarbone.

Shae tilted her head to the side, eyes half-lidded. “You sure?”

Kara didn’t answer with words. Her mouth dipped lower.

She kissed down the line of Shae’s chest—slow, steady. Her tongue flicked across one nipple, then the other, then came back to the first with more pressure. Her lips wrapped around it, sucking gently. Shae let out a quiet breath, then arched slightly, pressing into it.

Kara’s hand moved down—over Shae’s stomach, slow and deliberate. She traced the soft ridges of abdominal muscle, the curve of a hipbone, then slid between her thighs.

Shae’s legs parted instantly. No hesitation.

Kara’s fingers found heat—wet and open, slick against her skin before she even slid in. She ran her fingertips along the length of Shae’s folds first, just testing. Shae’s hips flexed upward on instinct, chasing contact.

“Jesus,” Shae muttered. “You’ve got cold hands.”

“Then I’ll warm them up,” Kara said, her voice quieter than usual. Focused.

She pressed two fingers into Shae’s pussy—slow at first, testing depth and resistance. Shae gasped, hands gripping the sheets. Kara curled her fingers on the next thrust, finding the right angle almost immediately. Then she started moving—slow, rhythmic strokes that built from a steady foundation.

Shae let her head fall back against the pillow. Her breath came faster now, in shallow huffs that matched the timing of Kara’s fingers. Her thighs tensed, pressing inward, trapping Kara’s wrist tighter with every movement.

Kara kissed down her stomach, moving lower in tandem with her hand. She paused just above Shae’s mound, lips brushing sensitive skin. Then she shifted again—settling between Shae’s legs fully, her shoulders pressing her thighs open.

Shae glanced down, already panting. “You’re not holding back, are you?”

“No,” Kara said. Then lowered her mouth to her pussy.

The first stroke of her tongue made Shae gasp. It wasn’t tentative—it was firm and confident, a long, full lick from base to clit, then back again. Kara moved in slow circles at first, tracing around the sensitive spot without landing directly on it. Her fingers stayed inside, working steadily, while her mouth focused on pressure and consistency.

Shae’s hand slid into Kara’s hair, gripping tight.

“Fuck,” she whispered, hips grinding upward. “Okay… that’s—keep doing that.”

Kara did.

She sealed her lips around Shae’s clit, sucking gently while her tongue flicked in slow pulses. Her fingers curled deeper inside, pressing upward with every thrust. Shae’s body responded automatically—thighs squeezing, hips lifting, moans building in her throat.

Kara adjusted her pace—mouth and fingers working in rhythm. She locked into it like she was syncing with a machine, reading every twitch and breath like a real-time feedback loop. Shae’s back arched. Her legs trembled. She wasn’t just close—she was spiraling.

“I’m—shit—I’m gonna—”

Kara didn’t stop. She pressed harder, tongue tight against Shae’s clit, fingers pushing deep and curling again.

Shae came hard, jaw clenched as her entire body jerked against the sheets. Her moan hit the air half-strangled, held back by clenched teeth and overstimulated nerves. Kara didn’t let up until the aftershocks hit—until Shae’s hips were twitching with every pulse and her hand had gone slack in Kara’s hair.

Only then did Kara lift her head, mouth and chin wet, breathing through her nose.

Shae lay back, one hand draped over her forehead, chest rising and falling fast. “Holy shit.”

Kara crawled up beside her, not smug, not cocky. Just breathing hard and watching her settle.

Shae turned her head and grinned. “You trying to make a point?”

Kara met her gaze. “Just syncing.”

Shae let out a tired, breathless laugh. “Yeah. That synced.”

Shae pulled Kara up by the shoulders without warning, dragging her into a hard kiss. Their mouths clashed—wet, open, deep. Her hand stayed tangled in Kara’s hair as their bodies met again, skin to skin, heat pressed between them. Kara didn’t resist. She leaned in, matching the force of it, breath sharp through her nose, hands gripping Shae’s sides.

Then Shae pushed her back.

Kara let herself be moved, falling against the mattress, her back hitting the sheets with a soft thud. Her legs were still bent, thighs parted just slightly from where she’d knelt moments before. Shae climbed over her without hesitation, straddling her waist with a slow, controlled roll of her hips that made Kara exhale through clenched teeth.

Shae’s pussy was still soaked—slick from orgasm, glistening in the dim light. She didn’t rush. She adjusted her position, grinding slowly against Kara’s stomach, leaving a wet smear that traced a line up to her ribs.

Kara’s hands went to her thighs automatically, gripping firm.

“You like control?” Shae asked, voice low and rough. “Let’s see how you do when I’m on top.”

Kara didn’t answer, but her fingers flexed on Shae’s skin.

Shae leaned forward, dragging her body down until her breasts pressed against Kara’s chest, their nipples brushing with a slow slide that made both of them shudder. Their mouths met again, tongues tangled, teeth catching. Kara’s hands slipped up Shae’s back—shoulders, spine, the strong ridge between her shoulder blades.

Then Shae rolled her hips.

She sat upright and shifted forward, guiding her slick heat directly over Kara’s thigh. The contact was instant—wet heat grinding against firm muscle. Kara tensed under her.

Shae ground again—slow, steady. Her clit found the pressure it needed and she chased it without shame, hips rolling in tight, practiced circles. Her hands braced on Kara’s stomach for leverage. The friction was perfect—wet skin sliding over tensed flesh, nerves lighting up with every pass.

Kara watched her move—eyes locked on the slick shine between Shae’s legs, the flex of her thighs, the way her stomach tensed with each grind. Her breathing got harder, chest rising beneath Shae’s weight.

Shae reached behind her and grabbed Kara’s hands, dragging them up to her breasts. “Hold me.”

Kara obeyed, cupping both with firm, sure hands. Her thumbs flicked over Shae’s nipples, drawing a sharp gasp as Shae ground harder, angle shifting, pace increasing. Her pussy was soaked, slick heat smearing in wet lines along Kara’s thigh. Every movement pressed her clit against unrelenting tension, and she didn’t hold back.

“Oh fuck—” Shae’s voice cracked.

Kara squeezed her breasts, rubbing her thumbs faster. “Keep going.”

Shae did. She leaned forward again, bracing one hand beside Kara’s head, the other gripping her wrist for balance. Her pussy dragged against Kara’s thigh in deep, desperate strokes. She moaned into Kara’s mouth when their lips met again—messy, breathless.

Kara’s leg flexed beneath her, adding pressure to every grind. Shae’s hips stuttered once, her thighs trembling, but she didn’t stop.

She whispered against Kara’s lips, “Don’t stop flexing like that. Fuck.”

Kara gritted her teeth. “I’m not.”

Their bodies moved in sync now—Shae’s hips rising and falling in a smooth, hungry rhythm, Kara’s thigh firm and angled perfectly. The room filled with the sound of wet skin sliding, breath catching, muscles tightening.

Then Kara moved.

She shifted her hands to Shae’s ass and pulled her in hard, locking her hips down and driving her clit flush against her flexed thigh.

Shae cried out—loud this time. Her body jerked forward, hips twitching with sharp, uncontrollable spasms. Her orgasm hit fast and deep—wet heat gushing as her thighs clamped down, pussy grinding through every pulse.

Kara held her in place, breath hot against her neck.

Shae collapsed forward, chest to chest, gasping against Kara’s collarbone.

“Jesus,” she breathed. “I’m not done.”

Kara tilted her head. “Good.”

Then she rolled them. A sharp twist of momentum, and Shae landed on her back with a surprised grunt.

Kara straddled her this time—knees outside Shae’s hips, palms pressed to the mattress on either side of her head.

“You’re still synced,” Kara said. “But I want more.”

Shae grinned through the breathlessness. “Then take it.”

And Kara leaned in again, the heat between their bodies starting to build all over.

Shae didn’t wait. As soon as Kara settled above her, hands planted on either side of the mattress, Shae reached up and pulled her down again—grabbing the back of her neck, kissing her hard. Their mouths collided, open and hungry, lips slick, tongues clashing. Kara moaned softly into it, arms trembling slightly under her own weight.

Then Shae broke the kiss and slid her hands down Kara’s sides—over her ribs, her hips, then lower, fingers curling under the back of her thighs.

“Up,” she said, breathless.

Kara obeyed.

She shifted forward, lifting herself up on her knees. Her bare core hovered above Shae’s stomach for a second—wet, glistening, flushed pink from pressure and arousal. Shae stared up at her, eyes locked on the way Kara’s pussy clenched involuntarily with every heartbeat.

“Fuck,” Shae whispered.

Then she slid down the mattress, hands firm on Kara’s thighs, guiding her backward until Kara’s knees settled to either side of her head.

Kara hesitated, hands bracing the wall behind the headboard.

Shae looked up at her from between her legs. “You trust me?”

Kara exhaled. “Yeah.”

Shae grabbed her ass and pulled her forward—slow but sure—until Kara’s pussy was right over her mouth.

The first lick was full, slow, and firm. From bottom to top. Kara jerked like she’d been shocked. Her hands slammed back down to the mattress, fingers digging into the fabric. Shae didn’t pause. Her tongue rolled into a smooth rhythm immediately—long strokes from entrance to clit, then short, focused circles around the swollen bud.

Kara bit down on a gasp, spine arching, thighs tightening around Shae’s head. Her whole body was trembling now—not from nerves, but from how fast it was hitting.

Shae licked faster. She flattened her tongue and moved with practiced pressure, then changed pace—tighter circles, faster flicks, then a deep press just beneath Kara’s clit. Kara cursed under her breath, every sound raw and unfiltered.

Her hips started rocking on their own—slow, instinctive thrusts against Shae’s mouth. Shae met every motion, hands gripping Kara’s ass tighter, holding her exactly where she wanted her. She moaned into her pussy, letting the vibration run through her tongue.

Kara lost it.

She didn’t say anything—just clenched her thighs and ground down harder, head thrown back, chest heaving. Her orgasm rolled through her like a wave, soaking Shae’s mouth, thighs shaking uncontrollably.

Shae didn’t stop. Not even after the first pulse.

She eased up just enough to breathe, then dove back in—tongue flicking Kara’s clit again, making her jerk with every pass. Kara whimpered, muscles locking, fingers twisted into the sheets now.

Shae slid one hand up and slipped two fingers inside her—slow and smooth, curling deep. Kara cried out. Loud.

“Shit—Shae—don’t—” Her voice broke. “Don’t stop.”

Shae didn’t.

She worked her fingers in a steady rhythm, mouth sealed over Kara’s clit again, pressure focused and relentless. Kara’s body convulsed with a second orgasm—messier this time, hips bucking, breath gone, every muscle tensed like a snapped cable.

Shae finally pulled back when Kara collapsed forward, hands braced on the mattress, legs too weak to hold herself up.

Kara’s body trembled as she dropped to her side, panting, soaked with sweat and slickness. Shae crawled up beside her, mouth shiny, cheeks flushed.

Neither of them spoke for a long moment.

Then Kara reached for her.

Shae climbed on top, her thigh sliding between Kara’s legs. Their bodies met again—full skin contact, chest to chest. Shae started to grind slowly, her soaked pussy dragging across Kara’s thigh with deliberate, sticky pressure.

Kara wrapped her arms around her waist and pulled her closer, whispering, “Don’t stop.”

They moved together—slick, slow, desperate friction. Their bodies rocked in sync, wet thighs sliding, clits catching with every grind. Breath turned to moans, and moans turned to gasps.

Shae grabbed Kara’s hair with one hand, the other gripping her ass tight, fucking herself against Kara’s thigh like she couldn’t stop even if she tried.

They came together—tangled, breathless, soaked.

And neither of them let go.

The only sound left in the room was breathing.

Shallow, slow, and syncopated—two bodies trying to come down from something they hadn’t prepared for but couldn’t deny. Kara lay flat on her back, hair stuck to her temple, chest rising and falling with every deep, deliberate breath. Her arms were loose at her sides. She couldn’t tell when they’d stopped moving.

Shae was half-draped over her, head resting against Kara’s shoulder, one leg tangled between hers, her fingers lightly tracing circles against Kara’s hipbone. She wasn’t talking. She wasn’t smirking. Just breathing, eyes open, focused on nothing.

The sync module chimed.

Both of them flinched, but neither moved right away. Kara finally turned her head, glancing toward the display screen on the far wall.

SYNC LEVEL: 61.6% — STABLE
     CLIMBING… 62.3%

Kara blinked. She watched it tick again. Then again.

“Guess that worked,” she said, voice rough.

Shae exhaled a laugh against her neck. “Didn’t feel like work.”

Kara turned toward her slightly. “Still weird?”

Shae rolled to her side, resting on her elbow. “Yeah. But less now.”

There was a pause. Not heavy—just real.

Kara looked up at the ceiling. “I didn’t think it would feel that different. Without him.”

Shae nodded slowly. “Me neither.”

They stayed there for another minute, then slowly peeled apart. Sticky skin pulled with resistance—sweat, slick, and everything they hadn’t meant to feel.

Kara pulled on her shorts first. No rush. Just muscle memory. Shae found her panties on the floor and stepped into them, grabbing her bra from where it had landed earlier.

Kara glanced over as she tugged her tank down.

“This doesn’t mean—”

Shae cut in with a soft grin. “I know. We’re synced. That’s all.”

Kara didn’t argue.

But she didn’t correct her either.


CHAPTER 9

Kara stepped into Gravehook’s cockpit and pulled the harness tight across her chest. The straps locked with a firm click, the restraint system humming as it synced to her implant.

She adjusted the grip sticks, then exhaled once—calm, focused.

Behind her, the core pod sealed with a low hiss. Shae was already strapped in, interface lights running green across the board. The sync band lit steady—no flickers, no drift.

The mech jolted slightly as it locked into the magnetic launch rail.

The walls of the hangar retracted.

Hollow Reach unfolded ahead—a narrow canyon with sheer rock walls rising on both sides. The terrain was brutal. Tight corridors, blind corners, unstable ledges. A maze of jagged stone carved by years of wind, battle, and neglect.

A faint wind blew sand across the floor plates. Dust pooled around Gravehook’s ankles.

“Terrain’s a nightmare,” Kara said, eyes on the terrain overlay. “We stick close. No wide turns.”

“Got it,” Shae replied. Her voice came through the internal comms with no hesitation, no edge. Clean.

The countdown tone echoed across the arena.

MATCH START — 00:00:30

Opposite them, the enemy mech powered up—midweight frame, tall profile, shoulder-mounted javelin pods glowing faint blue. It stood at the canyon mouth, engines spooling.

Clade Unit’s mech.

Kara cracked her neck and rolled her shoulders.

“Let’s test how reactive they really are.”

Shae’s voice was low, steady.

“Then let’s go make some noise.”

Gravehook stepped into the canyon mouth with heavy, deliberate strides. Each footfall sent dust rippling across the stone path. The mech’s frame flexed with every motion—slow, but powerful. Kara kept her hands loose on the sticks, shifting weight with her hips instead of jerking the controls. No sudden moves. Just steady pressure.

Shae’s neural feed synced clean, guiding slight shoulder corrections and refining the turn radius on each pivot.

“Right ridge is unstable,” Shae noted. “Too narrow to bait a jump.”

“Won’t need to,” Kara said. “We control the floor.”

They hugged the wall, moving through the narrow pass with precision. Kara kept Gravehook’s upper torso rotated thirty degrees right—shoulders angled to block, arms low and ready to deflect.

The enemy struck first.

A javelin launched from the canyon’s far end—thin, fast, blue-glow trail behind it. Kara caught it on the outer arm plate. Sparks exploded as the impact rang through the frame.

“Direct hit, no breach,” Shae said. “Shoulder armor held.”

“Good.”

Kara rounded the next corner just in time to spot the enemy mech boosting off a ledge above. Its feet hit the ridge, and it launched another javelin mid-air.

Kara didn’t dodge.

She raised Gravehook’s left arm and absorbed the shot directly to the plating. The second javelin hit harder—clanged off the elbow joint, denting the frame and throwing sparks.

Warning lights blinked, but nothing critical.

Gravehook stumbled, knees bending low—but Kara kept her stance firm, spreading the legs and absorbing the force.

“They’re trying to bait us vertical,” Shae said. “Keep it grounded.”

Kara grunted. “I’m not climbing for scraps.”

She turned hard and pushed Gravehook forward through the tight bend, rotating the upper chassis to keep coverage tight. The enemy had already repositioned—now perched on a ledge halfway up the far wall, prepping another throw.

Kara slid Gravehook into partial cover behind a jagged outcrop. Dust blew across the canyon floor in swirling gusts, reducing line-of-sight.

“Stay low,” Shae said. “Let them waste a shot.”

Kara braced the mech. Waited.

The enemy fired again.

The third javelin streaked through the canyon, slicing into the dust-blown air. Kara pivoted Gravehook hard to the left and raised the forearm plating just in time. The impact rang through the cockpit—a deep, sharp vibration. The HUD flashed red across the left-side joint.

“Armor integrity down eight percent,” Shae said. “No breach.”

Kara gritted her teeth and rolled back into cover. “They’re still probing. Haven’t committed.”

Shae’s neural feed flickered for a moment—just a slight delay in the upper chassis rotation. A two-frame drift.

Kara caught it.

“Your steer just lagged,” she said.

Shae’s voice came through clipped. “I felt it. Sync’s dipping.”

Kara checked the corner of the HUD. Sync level: 60.2% — borderline.

Shae adjusted input pressure. “You’re resisting my movement under fire. Pulling against me.”

“I’m not used to someone else inside my head during combat,” Kara snapped.

Shae’s tone stayed cool. “You’re gonna get used to it or we’re both getting fried.”

Kara didn’t answer. She surged forward instead, pushing Gravehook around the outcrop and down a narrow side passage. The enemy dropped back from the ledge, clearly repositioning—boost jets flared once, then vanished over the ridge.

Kara kept moving. Lower terrain now, more cover. She angled into a natural choke point lined with collapsed stone pillars.

Shae scanned ahead. “We can bait them through here. They’ll try to jump across the top, hit us from above.”

“Then we don’t let them land.”

Kara cut into a wide turn and pushed Gravehook’s right arm out, prepping for a close-range intercept.

The enemy came fast—boosting in from the right, javelin already primed. Kara saw the trajectory forming, predicted the arc before it launched.

“Now!” Shae snapped.

Kara rotated Gravehook’s torso mid-stride and slammed the mech’s left arm into the incoming projectile. Sparks burst across the armor again, but this time she used the momentum—twisting into a full-body counter as the enemy landed.

Gravehook’s fist connected with the enemy mech’s right leg, a clean slam that dented the outer shell and forced the Vetrax unit off balance.

“Direct impact!” Shae called out.

“Hold sync,” Kara said through gritted teeth.

The HUD pulsed.

SYNC LEVEL: 61.1% — STABILIZING

Shae muted the minor alerts to cut the noise. “Better. Still shallow.”

Kara drove Gravehook forward again, forcing the enemy back toward the canyon’s center ridge.

“Let’s make it stick.”

Clade’s mech stumbled back across uneven stone, one leg dragging slightly from the impact. The javelin launcher on its left shoulder stuttered mid-reload, servos grinding with a high-pitched whine.

“They’re repositioning,” Shae said. “Trying to climb again.”

“Let them.”

Kara kept Gravehook steady, letting the enemy retreat toward the central ridge. The mech’s boosters kicked once, then again—launching it off a ledge for another vertical flank.

Shae tracked the trajectory instantly. “Jump path’s too wide. They’ll land hard.”

Kara braced. “Then we catch them.”

The moment Clade’s mech arced overhead, Kara surged forward—timing the momentum. Gravehook boosted just enough to meet them midair. The two mechs collided with a deafening crash of metal on metal. Sparks burst across the canyon.

Kara grabbed the Vetrax unit’s lower frame mid-descent, twisting with Gravehook’s full body weight.

They slammed into the rock floor together, hard enough to shake dust loose from the canyon walls. The enemy mech hit back-first, its shoulder plating crumpling on impact.

“Pin it,” Shae said.

Kara didn’t reply. She planted Gravehook’s knee into the enemy’s chest, pried at the back armor with one hydraulic claw, and rotated the other arm into position.

The power pack was exposed—partially shielded, still glowing faint blue.

She drove Gravehook’s secondary blade into it in a short, brutal stab.

Sparks exploded from the mech’s back. The pack casing split, coolant venting in violent jets. Kara twisted the blade once, hard, and ripped the unit free in one final pull.

Clade’s mech seized up—arms spasming, lights flickering—then collapsed flat against the stone. Steam poured from the ruined back panel. No movement.

MATCH END — VICTORY

The canyon filled with the low pulse of shutdown tones. Broadcast cameras hummed overhead as systems powered down across the field.

Gravehook stood tall, plating scorched, arms locked at its sides. Kara didn’t move for a moment.

Shae finally spoke, breath steady.

“Good hit.”

Kara exhaled once. “Took long enough.”

Gravehook dropped to one knee, steam venting from the arms and shoulders. Dust clung to the lower chassis, smeared with blast marks and impact scarring. The mech’s fists stayed clenched—one dented, one still dripping with coolant from the ruptured power pack.

Inside the cockpit, Kara’s hands stayed on the controls a second longer than necessary.

She finally released the sticks and leaned back, chest rising and falling.

Shae’s voice came through, low and calm. “You held it together.”

Kara didn’t look back. “We finished it.”

Outside, the magnet gantry cables descended and locked to Gravehook’s shoulders. The system whirred as the mech lifted off the canyon floor, arms limp at its sides.

The ride back into the hangar was slow. Methodical. No fanfare. Just the sound of cooling systems engaging and clamps locking into place.

Once docked, Kara unlatched her harness and climbed down the side ladder with stiff movements. Her tank top clung to her back with sweat. Her arms were shaking—but not visibly. Only someone watching closely would notice.

Shae exited the core pod and dropped to the deck with a soft thud. She pulled her jacket over her shoulders without zipping it.

They walked past each other without a word—until they reached the edge of the hangar.

Shae paused first. “Next time, don’t hold back.”

Kara didn’t stop walking. “I didn’t.”

Their footsteps echoed down the corridor.


CHAPTER 10

The med bay was dim, its overhead lights faded to a soft amber meant for recovery. Just enough glow to keep things visible without jarring the senses. The air was dry, cooled by a slow hum from the vents above. No voices. No movement. Just the quiet mechanical hiss of the brace wrapped around Reid’s left leg as it pulsed and adjusted tension in slow intervals.

He sat on the padded platform bed with his back braced against the wall, one hand resting flat against the mattress for balance. His leg was extended out in front of him, propped on a small medical stool lined with a gel cushion, the brace running from ankle to mid-thigh—silver composite plating segmented over soft black padding, locked in place with three anchor straps. A soft hiss escaped the actuator near his shin as the brace calibrated for stability. He didn’t flinch.

A datapad rested on his lap. Gravehook’s post-battle diagnostics filled the screen. He scrolled with one hand—torque deviation curves, neural feedback lag maps, sync fluctuation readings. None of it surprised him. The numbers told a familiar story: the mech had moved like it always did—stubborn, powerful, slightly misaligned. Nothing broke. Nothing optimized, either.

His right thumb paused near the sync summary, then kept scrolling. Not cleared to walk. Not cleared to fight. But his brain hadn’t gone idle. Not since the last match.

The door to the med bay opened with a low hydraulic click.

He didn’t look up.

The soft, almost lazy tap of boots crossed the floor. Slow, unhurried steps. Then the door slid shut again with a muted hiss. The room felt instantly smaller. Warmer.

He didn’t need to turn to know who it was.

Nyra’s scent wasn’t the kind that hit the nose—it was the kind that changed the air. She moved like a woman used to owning whatever space she stepped into. No announcements. Just presence.

She came up beside the bed and stopped, her hip barely brushing the corner of the platform. The hem of her short black skirt caught the light as she shifted her weight, and the draped edge of her oversized jacket slipped lower off one bare shoulder.

Reid kept his eyes on the datapad.

“Leg’s functional enough,” he said.

“Didn’t ask,” she replied, voice cool and amused.

She leaned over his shoulder, chest pressing lightly into his arm. Her halter didn’t leave much to the imagination—just smooth skin and the warm press of her breasts against the edge of his bicep. Her head tilted beside his. She looked at the screen.

“You review this shit for fun?” she asked.

Reid scrolled again. “If the leg’s not working, I need the mech to be.”

Nyra’s lips curved, not into a smirk—something slower. Like she already knew where this was headed.

Her hand slid down across his chest, tracing the center of his shirt with barely-there pressure. She didn’t rush it. Just dragged her fingers from collarbone to sternum, then lower, like she was outlining her path. The move was casual, almost lazy.

Reid caught her wrist.

Not a harsh grab, but not soft either. His grip closed around her skin, warm and solid.

He still didn’t look at her. “You need something?”

“Yeah,” she said, close to his ear now. “Sync.”

She didn’t pull away. She let him hold her like that, her wrist pinned between them. Her pulse beat under his thumb, steady as hell. No nerves. No hesitation.

Reid finally turned his head. Their eyes met, close enough to feel her breath ghost his jaw. Her eyes didn’t flinch. No flirtation. Just something cool and burning underneath.

“You think I came in here to get lectured on mech diagnostics?” she asked.

“I think you don’t waste time.”

Her skirt rode up slightly as she leaned in. No apology. More of her thigh showed, smooth and bare, just inches from where his hand rested on his lap.

“Exactly,” she said.

He didn’t let go of her wrist right away. His hand relaxed slowly, fingers uncurling. She stayed still. When the last bit of pressure dropped away, she didn’t move off.

Instead, she shifted—calculated and smooth—onto the bed beside him. She moved like she belonged there, one thigh grazing his good leg as she settled close. The edge of her skirt slid higher as she angled toward him. He didn’t look, but he didn’t have to. She wasn’t wearing anything underneath. The air changed again—warmer now, tighter.

Her eyes flicked to the idle datapad, now dimmed to a faint glow. She reached over and tapped the side to shut it off. The light faded.

Then she turned back to him and rested her hand on his chest. Flat palm. Firm pressure.

“I watched your last three matches,” she said. “Velostra handles better under pressure, but Gravehook hits harder when you’re not fighting it.”

“You trying to impress me?”

“No,” she said, her hand sliding lower down his ribs, stopping just above his waistband. “I’m trying to show you I belong here.”

He didn’t move.

“You always this direct?”

Nyra’s eyes flicked down to his mouth, then back up.

“Wouldn’t be here if I wasn’t.”

Nyra didn’t wait for permission. She leaned in and kissed his neck—slow and deliberate, not soft. Her lips pressed firm beneath his jaw, mouth open just enough to leave warmth behind. She lingered there a second too long, her breath hot against his skin.

Reid let go of her wrist fully and slid his hand to her thigh. His fingers spread against her bare skin, rough calluses dragging gently as he moved up. Her leg shifted under his touch, not to retreat—just to open. More skin. More heat. No resistance.

Her skirt had ridden so high it barely covered anything now. Just the illusion of coverage. The moment he slid his hand beneath the fabric, he confirmed what he already knew—she hadn’t worn panties. She was bare. Completely. Warm and already wet, her slick heat catching against the base of his palm as his fingers found the crease of her inner thigh.

Nyra breathed out slowly, eyes half-lidded. “Let’s see how fast we sync.”

He kissed her.

Harder than she expected.

No build-up. No tease. His mouth hit hers like a decision made mid-battle—final, unstoppable. His hand gripped her hip and yanked her in tight, lips crushing hers with full weight. She moaned into his mouth, low and surprised, and answered immediately—kissing him back with heat and hunger, her hand fisting in the front of his shirt.

She moved fast.

Straddling him in one smooth motion, she swung her right leg over his lap, bracing herself carefully to avoid his injured leg. Her weight settled across his thighs with practiced ease, hips aligned against his pelvis. She rocked once—slow and full contact—pressing her pussy against the hard bulge under his pants. No barriers now. Just a single layer of fabric between them.

Reid’s hands slid up under her oversized jacket. The fabric rustled as he pushed it down her arms. She helped, shrugging it off with a slight roll of her shoulders. It dropped behind her onto the med platform.

Her hands moved fast. She grabbed the hem of her halter top and peeled it upward in one clean motion, pulling it over her head and tossing it to the side. No showy reveal. No pause for effect.

Her breasts bounced free—full and round, already flushed. Her nipples were tight, visibly hardened from the rush of heat between them. Her chest rose with every breath, skin shining faintly in the low light.

Reid took her in with a single glance, then leaned forward and took one nipple into his mouth.

Nyra gasped—sharp and unfiltered—arching into him as her thighs tightened around his hips. His tongue circled, then sucked, lips sealing tight around the peak as she dragged her fingers through his hair.

She rocked again, this time slower, more deliberate. Her pussy ground against his cock through the fabric of his pants, slick warmth spreading across his lap. Every motion dragged her clit across the hard ridge trapped beneath his waistband.

He grunted against her skin.

“No underwear?” he muttered.

Nyra smirked through a breathy moan. “Didn’t want to slow things down.”

Nyra shifted her weight forward, kissing him again—deep and messy this time, all heat and tongue. Her thighs squeezed his waist with each slow grind, the wet sound of her pussy rubbing against his pants growing more obscene with every movement.

Reid broke the kiss, jaw tight, breath coming faster.

Nyra looked down at him, then slipped backward off his lap—smooth, careful, dragging her hands down his chest as she moved. She planted her knees on the med platform between his legs, mindful of the brace, and lowered herself between his thighs. She didn’t say anything. Just reached up and tugged at his waistband with both hands.

“Lift,” she said, already hooking her fingers in the band.

Reid shifted his hips, pushing back slightly with one hand on the bed to brace himself. Nyra pulled his pants down slow, easing them over his thighs, careful not to bump the brace. His cock sprang free—thick, already fully hard, flushed with need.

She didn’t reach for it right away.

First, she looked.

Her lips parted just slightly, her breath catching for a second before she moved. One hand gripped the base, fingers curling tight around the shaft. The other braced against his thigh, just above the brace.

Then she leaned in and ran her tongue from the base all the way to the tip—slow, flat, deliberate.

Reid’s breath hitched. His hand went to her hair.

Nyra smirked and did it again, slower this time, letting her lips drag along the underside as she licked up to the head. A bead of precum had already formed. She flicked her tongue over it, then circled once before finally taking him into her mouth.

Her lips stretched around the tip first—tight seal, just enough pressure. Then she sank lower, sucking in more of his length with each bob. Her tongue flattened under the shaft as she moved, mouth wet and hot.

Reid groaned—low and ragged.

She set a rhythm. Slow at first. Deep strokes, then shallow licks. She came up to the tip and kissed it, then dropped back down, sinking him in halfway, then deeper. Her hands stayed busy—one jerking the base, the other stroking the inside of his thigh in long, slow drags.

He let his head fall back against the wall, muscles in his abdomen tensing with each movement. His hand curled tighter in her hair, not guiding, just holding.

Nyra moaned softly around his cock, and the vibration made him swear under his breath.

“Fuck…”

She kept going. Her lips were slick, her chin damp, her breath coming through her nose in short, eager pulls. Every time she came up for air, she didn’t stop moving—stroking him with her fist, licking the underside, kissing the head before swallowing him again.

Reid’s thighs flexed under her grip. His cock throbbed in her mouth. His whole body pulled tight like a mech charging pressure for a burst strike.

Nyra pulled off him with a wet pop, breathing hard, eyes gleaming.

“Still functional enough?” she asked, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

Reid didn’t answer.

He just reached down and hauled her back up onto his lap.

Nyra let him pull her up, body loose and eager, her legs swinging across his lap like she’d done it a dozen times before. She settled her weight carefully—avoiding pressure on his braced leg—and planted both knees wide on the bed, one on either side of his hips.

His cock pressed up against her inner thigh, hot and slick from her mouth. Her pussy hovered just above it, dripping and open, teasing the tip without contact. She looked down at him, her hands on his chest for balance, hair loose around her shoulders.

Reid gripped her hips hard—his fingers sinking into the flesh just above her ass.

She rolled her hips forward, dragging her pussy across his shaft, slow and deliberate. Slick heat coated him in long, grinding strokes. The wet sound of her arousal filled the space between them—filthy and constant.

“Fuck,” she murmured, eyes hooded. “Feel that?”

Reid said nothing. Just watched her. His grip tightened.

Nyra reached down and guided him—her fingers wrapping around the base of his cock, angling it just right. She rubbed the tip between her folds first, dragging it up and down her slit, coating it in her slick. Then she held it still and lowered herself slowly.

The head slipped in first, just barely.

Her mouth parted as her body stretched to take him. She went slow, keeping her weight even on her knees, easing herself down inch by inch. Her pussy opened around him, wet and hot, taking him deep with a slow grind of her hips.

Reid exhaled through clenched teeth. His hands slid to her waist, steadying her as she sank further.

“God,” Nyra whispered, voice tight. “You’re thick as fuck.”

She bottomed out with a shiver, her thighs shaking against his hips. She held there for a breath, completely full, her hands braced on his chest.

Then she started to move.

Her hips circled in slow, grinding rolls, her clit grinding against his pubic bone with each pass. She wasn’t bouncing—yet. Just moving smooth and close, keeping her body flush against his as she fucked him with pure pressure.

Her tits bounced with every motion, nipples flushed and slick from his mouth. Reid’s hands gripped her ass now, kneading and squeezing with every slow pump of her hips. He didn’t thrust—couldn’t, not with the brace—but his upper body stayed tight, his core flexed, giving her resistance to ride against.

Nyra’s breath grew faster, heavier. She leaned forward slightly, pressing her forehead to his.

“This syncing enough for you?” she asked, panting.

Reid dragged his mouth up her throat, teeth grazing skin.

“Not even close.”

Her smile came sharp, eyes dark with challenge.

She pushed up on her knees, then dropped down again—harder. Her pace changed. Faster. Deeper. And she didn’t stop.

Nyra found her rhythm fast—hips slamming down, then rolling forward, each motion precise and full of intent. She bounced now, not just grinding—lifting high enough for his cock to nearly slip free, then driving back down with a wet slap of skin on skin. Her thighs clamped around his waist for control, her ass slapping against his lap with every impact.

Reid groaned low in his throat, jaw tight. He held her hips steady as best he could, bracing his core to meet her rhythm, absorbing the motion without shifting his injured leg.

“Yeah,” she breathed, her head tilting back, hair spilling down her spine. “That’s it—fuck—you feel that?”

Her hands slid up his chest, palms flat against the hard muscle. She rocked faster, her moans getting sharper. Every drop of her hips shoved him deeper, and every grind kept pressure on her clit. She was soaked—he could feel it dripping down his shaft, pooling against his skin where their bodies met.

Nyra leaned forward again, forearms braced on his shoulders, her face flushed and slick with sweat. Her tits pressed against his chest as she rode him harder, faster, her thighs burning with effort.

“You’re deep,” she gasped. “So fucking deep—god—”

Reid tightened his grip on her ass, dragging her forward, grinding her clit against the base of his cock. She cried out, a broken moan that echoed off the walls, her rhythm faltering as her body started to tremble.

Her nails dug into his shoulders.

“I’m close—fuck—don’t stop—”

He didn’t.

He rocked into her with each bounce, using the strength in his arms and back to meet her halfway, even while his leg stayed locked in place. Every thrust snapped their hips together. Every slap of flesh was louder than the last.

Her pussy clenched around him—hard. She slammed down one more time, held him deep, and came with a sharp cry, her whole body locking up in a quake of muscle and wet heat. Her thighs shook around his hips. Her nails scratched down his chest.

“Fuck—Reid—fuck—yes—”

She spasmed through it, hips jerking, grinding wildly as the orgasm tore through her.

Reid grunted, teeth bared, holding her down hard on his cock.

He was already there.

With a low growl, he drove up into her one last time, burying himself to the hilt as he came. His whole body flexed under her—arms, chest, core—cock twitching deep inside her as he emptied with sharp, pulsing throbs.

Nyra clung to him, still gasping, sweat slick across her back. She didn’t move. Neither did he.

For a long moment, they just breathed—foreheads pressed together, the faint hum of the med bay equipment buzzing around them.

Then Nyra laughed—short, breathless, husky.

“Guess we’re synced now.”

Nyra didn’t get off him right away.

She stayed seated on his lap, still impaled on his cock, her thighs trembling faintly around his waist. Her chest rose and fell against his, skin sticky with sweat, nipples still hard from the aftershocks. She didn’t grind—just sat there, full and flushed, her hands resting lightly on his shoulders. Her breathing slowed, gradually pulling itself back from ragged to steady.

Reid let his head fall back against the wall, his good leg bent up for balance, his arms relaxed now around her waist. The ache in his body was starting to settle in again—deep and real—but he didn’t move. Not yet.

Nyra looked down at him, lips parted in a satisfied, lazy grin.

“Well,” she murmured, voice low and raw, “you didn’t exactly hold back.”

“Didn’t feel like it.”

Her hips shifted, not to grind, just to adjust. A slow press downward that drew a soft groan from both of them.

“I’d say that’s at least a partial sync,” she said, tapping two fingers lightly against his chest.

Reid didn’t answer right away. He was still catching his breath.

Nyra pulled her upper body back, hands sliding down his chest as she sat up straighter. His cock slipped out of her with a slick sound, and a warm mix of fluids trailed down between her thighs. She didn’t seem to care. Just braced one hand behind her and stretched, arching her back until her spine popped.

Then she leaned sideways, reaching lazily toward the side of the bed where the datapad had been tossed earlier.

She grabbed it and tapped the screen awake. A few swipes later, the sync module’s last reading glowed across the display.

SYNC LEVEL: 56.8% — INITIAL LINK STABLE

Nyra let out a low whistle. “Not bad for a first go.”

Reid looked over with a faint smirk. “Better not be your last.”

Nyra grinned and tossed the datapad onto his chest. “You heal up. I’ll make sure we don’t fall behind.”

She slid off his lap slowly, careful not to jostle his braced leg. Her body moved like she wasn’t in any rush—hips swaying, legs still shaky. She found her halter top first, pulling it over her head without much ceremony. Her skirt came next, tugged down over her hips. The oversized jacket landed on her shoulders last, loose as always, still barely hanging on one side.

At the door, she looked back once.

“Rest up, pilot,” she said with a wink. “I want to see what we can really do.”

The door slid shut with a clean hiss, leaving Reid alone in the low glow of the med bay. The silence settled in fast. No footsteps. No banter. Just the hum of equipment and the quiet pulse of his own heartbeat still slowing back down.

He didn’t move right away.

His leg ached under the brace—not the stabbing pain from earlier, but a deep, dull throb, the kind that reminded him with every breath that he wasn’t moving forward. Wasn’t fixing. Wasn’t in the cockpit.

He hated it.

He shifted slightly on the bed, one hand dragging across his bare chest as he stared at the ceiling. It didn’t matter that the sync with Nyra had taken. It didn’t matter that the session had gone well. Not when Kara and Shae were already out there fighting without him—and winning.

He exhaled hard through his nose, more breath than sigh.

They’d pulled it off. Gravehook was slow, stubborn, a relic—but they made it work. Shae’s neural aggression and Kara’s raw control had lined up just enough to push through the canyon fight. He hadn’t seen it live, but the post-match footage was still burned into his mind. The mech crashing down onto the ridge, tearing the power pack out with a brute-force rip. Clean. Final.

And not with him in the seat.

Reid rolled his neck and reached for the datapad again, flipping back to the sync summary logs. Kara and Shae had clocked in at 61.6%. Not perfect. Not always stable. But real. Functional.

He didn’t know if that made him proud or restless.

Probably both.

It confirmed what he’d already started to figure out—this wasn’t just about syncing with each girl individually. It wasn’t about controlling every fight through his own hands. The deeper they climbed the bracket, the more their ability to sync with each other mattered just as much as syncing with him.

The dynamic wasn’t just personal anymore—it was tactical.

If they couldn’t lock in together, across lines, without him as the center, then they weren’t going to survive the next tier. Mid Tier had been about endurance. High Tier was proving to be something else entirely.

Reid sat up straighter, winced, then adjusted the brace as it hissed to compensate. He ran a palm down his face and rested his elbows on his knees.

They were inching closer.

The numbers didn’t lie. Every match won was a fraction of that debt chipped away. Every sync that held was another day not being thrown into the desert. They were getting close—closer than anyone had expected when they first dropped into The Pitts like untested junk.

But close wasn’t safe. Close wasn’t out.

And he was still stuck in this fucking room.

He stared at the door Nyra had just walked through.

Soon, he told himself. I’m walking out of here. I’m getting back in the fight.

Because getting out—for real—meant finishing it together.

All of them.
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