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CHAPTER 1

The med bay lights were too clean. Flat and cold, buzzing faintly overhead like they were waiting for someone to flatline. Reid sat at the edge of the platform bed, his leg braced and elevated, heel resting on a padded stool. The brace let out a soft hydraulic hiss every few seconds as it adjusted tension around his shin. He ignored it.

A tech crouched beside him, tablet clipped to his forearm, stylus flicking across scan readouts. “You’ve been healing ahead of schedule,” the tech muttered without looking up. “Surprising, considering how fucked the torque feedback was when they pulled you out.”

Reid didn’t answer. He flexed his toes slowly, then rolled his ankle in a half-circle. Tight pull across the top of his foot. The kind of tension that said ‘you’re not ready’ even though every part of him was done sitting still.

The tech unclipped the brace. He tapped the release sequence, and the soft tension sleeves hissed louder, retracting with a segmented unspooling. The brace loosened and peeled open like a split shell. Reid exhaled slowly. Not relief—just release.

“Try standing,” the tech said. He stepped back, arms crossed, waiting.

Reid planted his right heel, then eased his weight onto it. The first second was fine. The second wasn’t. A bolt of pressure ran from his shin to his hip, not pain exactly, but close enough to make him grit his teeth. He pushed through it, straightened up, and let his arms drop to his sides.

He took one step. Then another.

The tech watched him with a blank expression. “Mobility’s acceptable. Still favoring your right. No high-torque footwork for at least a week.”

“I’ll walk it off,” Reid said flatly.

The tech snorted. “Yeah, and then you’ll tear something dumb and be out for good. It’s a warning, not a suggestion.”

Reid shifted his weight back onto his good leg and rolled his shoulders. “Not planning on waiting another week to get back in.”

“You push it too soon,” the tech said, pointing a finger at him, “you’ll limp the rest of your life—if you’re lucky.”

Reid glanced down at his leg. The skin under the brace was pale and marked with compression lines, but the muscle was still there. Still his.

He looked up. “You done?”

The tech nodded once and picked up the brace shell. “Your problem now.”

Reid stepped past him, his gait uneven but solid enough. He didn’t bother changing out of the basic black med bay pants. His real clothes were already folded on the bench by the door—plain shirt, worn combat trousers, no patchwork, no logos. He got dressed in silence, slipping the shirt on over his head with one hand while the other steadied him against the wall.

He didn’t limp when he walked out. Not obviously. Not enough for anyone to call it that. Just a subtle stiffness in the right step—a held breath in motion.

But he felt every inch of it.

Inside the sim chamber, the hum of the sync unit filled the air like background radiation—constant, low, and alive. The walls pulsed faintly with residual energy bleed from the neural interface. It wasn't meant to look pretty.

Kara stood in the pilot rig, hands gripping the virtual control yokes like she was trying to bend them into better shape. Her stance was exact—heels planted, knees slightly bent, spine straight. The VR tether on her back pulsed in sequence with the feedback loop. Every lunge she executed made the rig creak slightly as it pushed back.

Across the room, Shae was leaned halfway into the neural pod's outer panel, one elbow propped against the casing while her fingers flicked through a diagnostic array. Her hair was pulled up messily, leaving the curve of her neck exposed, the line of her shoulder sharp under a tight black tank that clung to the sweat collecting there.

“You hesitated again,” Shae said, watching the screen. “Two milliseconds late. That hesitation gets you turned into salvage.”

“Not late,” Kara replied, eyes forward. “The rig lagged.”

Shae snorted. “Blame the hardware. Classic.”

Kara didn’t rise to it. She took another step forward, ran a simulated shoulder-check into the virtual target zone, and reset her posture.

“Same delay,” Shae called. “You're moving like the arm weighs more than it does. You overcorrect every time.”

“You try syncing from this side,” Kara muttered. “Then talk.”

Shae smiled. Not nice—more like amused at the challenge. “I’ll leave the stumbling to you. I’m just here to point out when it looks bad.”

Reid stepped in through the back corridor, slow and steady, careful not to drag his right foot. Neither girl looked at him at first.

Kara kept her focus locked on the rig’s target indicator, a dim red glyph that flickered with each completed movement. She didn't say anything. Didn't pause.

Shae glanced over after a beat. Her blue eyes dropped to Reid’s leg first, then up to his face. She smirked. “Look who’s vertical.”

Reid didn’t answer. He moved to the side wall and leaned against the nearest railing, arms crossed. His gaze lingered on Kara. The motion rig had her twisting through simulated lunge drills now—tight, aggressive pivots on digital terrain. Each shift of her hips pulled the hem of her shorts a little higher, until one leg edge was practically wedged between her ass cheeks.

He didn’t say anything about it. But he noticed.

Kara’s voice cut through the silence without looking his way. “You gonna just stand there?”

“Thinking about it,” Reid said.

Shae grinned and turned back to her terminal. “Don’t distract her. She's almost got the hang of not eating pavement.”

Kara executed one more turn—sharper this time, cleaner. The target indicator turned green for half a second.

Shae tapped a few keys. “Better. Still trash.”

“Try again,” Kara muttered. Her voice was flat, but there was heat under it.

Reid stayed by the railing, watching them work. No one told him to leave.

The hangar stretched wide and silent, polished floors gleaming under the overhead arcs. Stable systems hummed in the walls—coolant channels, power conduits, automated diagnostics. It was the kind of quiet only deep infrastructure could make, broken occasionally by the hiss of air pressure or the whir of a lift ramp cycling in the distance.

Reid walked in slow, right leg trailing just enough to make each step measured. He didn’t try to hide it. No point.

Gravehook sat dead center in the main bay.

The mech’s hulking frame had been completely redone—new plating, fresh armor, a low-gloss matte coat that looked almost black under the strip lights. The right arm still carried the same squared weight it always had, but the left side was rebuilt from the elbow up. The old fractures were gone. Seamless panels curved down from shoulder to gauntlet like someone gave a damn about symmetry for once.

Reid stepped close. He reached out and ran a hand along the left-side plates, dragging his fingers across the smooth surface. Cold. Clean. No dents. The memory of tearing that whole side open during the last match hit him, quick and sharp.

“Did some work while you were out of comission,” Kara said behind him.

Reid didn’t turn right away. He kept his hand on the armor, fingers trailing across the joint where the plating met the forearm actuator.

“Figured you’d want it back in one piece,” she added.

He glanced back.

Kara stood a few steps behind, arms folded loosely, her stance casual but not relaxed. She wore the same tight black top from the simulator—still damp around the hem—and her shorts were riding up again from the way she’d hooked one thumb in the waistband. Reid’s gaze flicked over her briefly, then returned to the mech.

“I do,” he said.

Another set of footsteps clicked across the hangar. Shae’s voice came in before she did. “Try not to dent it again.”

Reid looked over his shoulder.

Shae strolled toward them, hands on her hips, a faint smudge of grease on the inside of her thigh like she hadn’t bothered to clean up before leaving the maintenance rig. She stopped beside Kara, flicked a glance at Gravehook, then at Reid.

“Was a bitch lining those plates,” she said.

Reid looked back at the mech. “They hold?”

“They better,” Shae said. “If not, you’ll be piloting scrap by next week.”

Kara stepped up beside him and tapped the left elbow joint with two fingers. “Custom torque dampers. We had to use hybrid mounts. They’ll shift a little under strain.”

Reid nodded once. “I’ll compensate.”

“You better,” Kara said.

They stood there for a moment—just the three of them and the machine they’d barely kept from being scrapped. Reid placed his palm flat against the mech’s side and let the hum of its idle systems vibrate faintly through his arm.

Still standing.

A loud hiss split the quiet. One of the far-side service doors cycled open, and Ryven stepped through with his usual gait—shoulders forward, head down, like the air itself was annoying him. He had a datapad in one hand and his dented thermos in the other. His boots made a wet clunk with every step, like he’d walked through coolant and didn’t care.

“Look who’s walking,” he muttered without looking up.

Reid didn’t answer. Neither did the girls. Ryven stopped a few meters away, lifted the thermos, sniffed it, then drank anyway.

He squinted at the datapad. “Bracket system pinged fifteen minutes ago. Thought you’d want to hear it before someone else tried to twist the roster.”

Shae tilted her head. “How bad?”

“Not bad,” Ryven said. “Next phase opens in seventy-two hours. Your team’s cleared for full bracket entry.”

Kara folded her arms. “And the others?”

“Most teams aren’t ready. Pair data’s incomplete across the board. You’re ahead.”

Reid stepped closer to the terminal mounted on the side wall. The sync board lit as he approached—white text against dark glass, updated with the team’s full roster.

ACTIVE PAIRINGS
Gravehook – Pilot: Reid Varlan | Core: Kara
Velostra – Pilot: Shae | Core: Nyra
Sinblade – Pilot: Reid Varlan | Core: Nyra

He tapped the screen once. More pair options unfolded—reconfigurable combos based on certs and sync thresholds. All six slots were filled. All three women listed. All green.

He let out a breath through his nose.

Shae came up beside him. “Still feels weird seeing my name in green.”

“Better than red,” Ryven said.

Kara looked past them at the sync board. “We all in?”

Reid nodded. “We’re in.”

Ryven flipped his datapad closed and pointed the corner of it at Reid’s leg. “Don’t get cocky. I see you dragging that thing across a launch ramp mid-match, I’m benching you.”

Reid didn’t blink. “Wouldn’t be the worst place you’ve benched me.”

Ryven gave him a look—somewhere between tired and impressed. Then he turned and walked off without another word, sipping his thermos like it had answers he couldn’t find on the pad.

Reid watched the sync board for another few seconds. Kara’s name, Shae’s, Nyra’s. His.

All in.


CHAPTER 2

Bay 2 was half-lit and loud with tool chatter. Diagnostic arms clunked through idle routines overhead, casting shifting shadows across the suspended frame of Gravehook. The mech hung in the maintenance rig like a gutted beast—its left arm mounted but stiff, elbow plates still open to expose the actuator housing. Metal clamps held the limb in place while calibration pulses ticked in measured intervals.

Kara was crouched beneath the joint, back half inside the mech’s underarm cavity. One leg stretched behind her, boot flat against the floor, the other bent under her. Her shorts had ridden up again, baring the sharp line of her upper thigh where her skin met the socket of her hip. She didn’t seem to care. She was too busy cursing at the diagnostic overlay.

“Loopback error again,” she muttered. “This thing’s running in circles.”

Reid approached from the right side, torque wrench already in hand. He didn’t say anything at first—just synced the portable rig to Gravehook’s onboard node and watched the arm twitch slightly in response. Readout lights shifted from amber to green. Still lagging.

“You force it through the left side loop?” he asked.

“I forced it through everything,” Kara snapped. “The response is still dragging on directionals. Every pivot bleeds half a second.”

Reid set the wrench down and crouched beside her, shoulders brushing the edge of the mech’s elbow port. He reached up and tapped into the actuator control with two fingers, calling up the sync overlay on his own tablet. Torque thresholds were locked unevenly—one high, one dead center.

“You’re letting the shop-grade mount route too much resistance,” he said. “Field-grade arms don’t need that much babying.”

Kara pulled back from the cavity, wiping sweat off her forehead with her wrist. “The field-grade parts don’t fit clean. We had to grind the mounts just to keep them flush.”

“They don’t have to be flush,” Reid replied, keying in a recalibration value. “They have to hold.”

Kara stood, hands on her hips. “If it starts drifting mid-punch, you’re the one who’s gonna eat metal.”

“I’ll eat it with form.”

The elbow joint hissed softly as Reid eased the torque dial down three notches and re-synced it with the tension loop. The rig’s pulse light blinked green—still delayed, but smoother now.

Kara leaned over him again, eyes flicking across the new values. “It’s still gonna drag.”

Reid looked up. “So lean into it.”

She gave him a look, unreadable, then grabbed the edge of the open panel and slammed it shut with one palm. The latch clicked clean. No drift.

“I hate working with recycled crap,” she muttered.

Reid stood, testing his balance against the floor before grabbing the wrench again. “Get used to it. That’s all we’ve got.”

Kara stepped back, eyes on the mech’s shoulder now, but her tone had leveled. “Next time it tears loose, I’m blaming you.”

“Good,” Reid said, tightening the last bolt. “Means I won’t have to hear about it twice.”

Velostra sat in the far corner of the hangar, suspended just off the ground by a three-point lift. Its left hip joint had been dismantled—support rods, torque cables, and sensor loops splayed across the grating like stripped wiring in a salvage yard. The open port at the waist emitted soft sync pulses, steady and rhythmic.

Shae was elbow-deep inside the actuator cavity. Her sleeves were pushed all the way up, grease streaked across her forearms. She had one knee planted on a stabilizer crate, body arched forward as she worked, her long red hair tied in a messy knot that kept slipping loose with each movement. Her tank top clung damply across her back, pulled tight beneath her shoulder blades every time she leaned in deeper.

Underneath the mech, Nyra lay flat on her back, legs bent, one boot kicked off and half-forgotten under the lift. Her oversized jacket was draped over a nearby pipe, leaving her in just a cropped halter and her usual low-rise shorts—more hips than fabric, one curve of her ass practically grazing the grated floor every time she shifted. She grinned up through the open access panel, fingers wrapped around a cable bundle she was gently easing out.

“You’re pulling the feed from the wrong anchor,” Shae snapped. “That’s a telemetry line, not drone power.”

Nyra tilted her head lazily. “I know what it is. I’m rerouting it through the knee port.”

“That’s unstable as hell. Signal’ll stutter every time the leg shifts under load.”

“It’s faster,” Nyra said. “Clean pulse, no delay, tight loop routing.”

Shae pulled her head out of the mech and scowled. “Yeah, until the next jump sequence shorts it mid-run.”

“Then I won’t jump.”

“That’s not better.”

From across the hangar, Reid leaned against the side rail, watching. He wasn’t going to step in—not unless something sparked.

Shae reached into the cavity again, clearly about to undo what Nyra was trying. Nyra raised her voice just enough.

“I’m telling you, if we wire it straight through the servo stem and skip the dampener, it runs clean.”

Shae pulled back and glared down through the frame. “It also melts the interface if you get even one spike.”

Nyra smiled wider. “Then don’t spike.”

The tension had a rhythm now. Not angry—just charged. Shae narrowed her eyes, and Nyra just stretched lazily, arching her back and letting one knee fall sideways in a way that was probably half-intentional.

Reid raised an eyebrow. Typical.

Behind him, heavy boots echoed.

Ryven appeared at the edge of the bay with a tired grunt and a mug that still smelled vaguely of reheated synth-coffee. He looked between the two women, then at the half-gutted mech, then back.

“High Tier squabbling already?” he muttered. “You two married or just sound like it?”

Shae rolled her eyes. Nyra laughed.

“Depends,” Nyra said. “You officiating?”

Ryven ignored her and took a sip from his mug. “If this thing melts a relay next match, I’m blaming both your dumb asses.”

No one argued.

Gravehook was still suspended in its rig, but the bay had gone quiet. Most of the noise had moved toward Velostra’s side. Reid climbed the access platform alone, hands gripping the side rails as he stepped up into the cockpit cradle.

The frame adjusted automatically as he stepped in. He dropped into the pilot seat slow, easing his right leg into place with one hand bracing against the console. The harness arms clicked softly as they folded inward, pausing just shy of contact until the system finished its boot.

The cockpit lights flickered once. Then the HUD bloomed across the glass in front of him—static overlay, sync markers inactive, diagnostics muted.

He flexed his right hand and strapped in. Left pedal, right pedal. He tapped both and watched the indicator bars climb. The left returned clean. The right hesitated—drifted a few percentage points before settling. Not good enough.

He ran a test sequence. Balance response: 97.4%. Deviation margin: 1.8%. The mech would tilt right on high-speed pivots, just enough to cost precision.

Reid leaned down and reached under the console, gripping the pedal’s tension adjuster manually. It was stiff—probably warped slightly from the last fight—but he gritted his teeth and turned it one full notch down. The spring creaked. Not elegant, but serviceable.

“You’re not cleared for full sim loadouts yet,” Kara’s voice called up from the bay floor. “Shouldn’t be straining that leg.”

Reid didn’t look down. “Just running drift tests.”

“You’re still limping,” she said.

“Only if you’re watching my feet.”

A short pause. Then: “I always do.”

He caught a glimpse of her from the corner of the HUD reflection—arms crossed, posture firm, head tilted like she was reading his pressure thresholds through body language alone. Her top was soaked at the hem again, clinging faintly just under her ribs. She hadn’t cooled down from the earlier session, and she wasn’t trying to hide it.

Reid reset the pedals and let the balance calibration run again. This time, 98.7%.

The HUD flickered with a new prompt. “Core Sync Available – No Partner Detected.”

He canceled the prompt.

Outside, Kara walked up the side stairs but didn’t enter the cockpit. She leaned against the railing, watching him work.

“You going to reprogram that spring cap, or keep fighting it every time we move?”

“Doesn’t need reprogramming,” Reid said. “Just needs grit.”

Kara gave a noncommittal grunt and tapped one knuckle against the outer shell near the cockpit. “You say that until you miss a kill window.”

Reid powered down the sim overlay and unlatched the harness. The arms pulled away without complaint.

“I don’t miss windows,” he said, climbing out.

“Then get your foot off the sill,” she said dryly, “before I push you down the ladder.”

He smirked and stepped off onto the platform, slow but steady. “Still watching my feet?”

She didn’t answer. Just turned and walked off.

The central terminal buzzed to life the moment Ryven keyed in his override code. The overhead lights dimmed slightly as the bracket system took priority, casting the room in a low, bluish hue. A circular interface lit up across the main display, lines radiating out from a center icon marked with the Kestral Union’s tier crest.

Reid stood with arms folded just behind Kara. Shae leaned on the edge of the bench, one leg propped up, eyes narrowed at the screen. Nyra wasn’t in sight yet, but her name was already in the system feed—green-lit and logged.

“Championship Qualifier,” Ryven said, reading from his datapad without lifting his head. “Five days out. You get one free switch between now and then. After that, you’re locked.”

Kara tilted her head. “Switch for what?”

“Core pairings,” he said. “Both mechs, both pilots. Full submission required.”

He tapped a sequence on the console, and the interface shifted—two mech silhouettes rotating slowly in opposite directions. One labeled GRAVEHOOK, the other VELOSTRA.

Reid stepped forward and keyed into the first terminal. The cursor blinked.

He entered the pairings by memory, voice low as he confirmed them:

“Gravehook: Reid/Kara. Kara/Shae. Kara/Nyra.”

He switched to Velostra. “Velostra: Reid/Shae. Shae/Nyra. Reid/Nyra.”

The system chirped. Sync data filled the side panel.

PAIR SYNC LEVELS:
Reid/Kara – 77.0%
Reid/Nyra – 63.0%
Shae/Nyra – Pending (Last recorded: 60.0%)
Reid/Shae – 68.2%
Kara/Nyra – 55.1%
Kara/Shae – 61.7%

Shae raised an eyebrow. “Still haven’t passed seventy with me, huh?”

Reid ignored her.

Ryven finally looked up. “You’re covered. For now.”

Reid glanced at the numbers again. The top pair—him and Kara. No surprise. Nyra was closing fast. The wildcard was Shae. Her link with Nyra was the question mark. If they couldn’t push higher, Velostra would be fragile no matter who piloted it.

“Shae and Nyra need more time,” Reid said, not to anyone in particular.

Kara crossed her arms. “They’ll get it. If they want to win.”

“Want’s not the problem,” Shae muttered.

Ryven tapped the screen again. The roster locked in with a tone, freezing the current pairings. A red banner slid across the top: Next Sync Window Closes in 48 Hours.

He grunted. “All right. Get some rest. You’ll need it.”

Shae didn’t move. “You’re not gonna ask who’s piloting which?”

Ryven shook his head. “That’s not my call. You fight with what works. Or you break, and I salvage what’s left.”

Reid stared at the display a few seconds longer. The numbers didn’t lie.

They were in. Fully registered. Fully exposed.


CHAPTER 3

Kara stood at the sync terminal, her shoulders tight. The tank top clinging to her back was soaked straight through, the darker fabric outlining the line of her spine. Her damp hair was plastered unevenly to the nape of her neck, strands sticking in clumps where sweat hadn’t evaporated. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, her right hip jutting out slightly, the motion casual but restless.

The terminal screen bathed her in a pale blue glow, graphs and overlays flickering as she tapped through data sets. One hand wiped across her jaw—half frustration, half habit—leaving a faint smear of grease along her cheekbone. She didn’t notice or didn’t care.

Reid stepped into the room without announcing himself. The door sealed behind him with a low hydraulic hiss, the sound dampened by the padded flooring. He stayed still, watching her. His brace was gone, but he still favored his right leg unconsciously, the faintest limp shaping his stance.

He didn’t speak.

Kara didn’t turn around. Her voice came steady, clipped. “If you’re here to tell me to get some sleep, save it.”

Reid moved closer. His boots made no sound against the floor, but Kara’s shoulders tightened like she could feel him there anyway.

“I figured you’d be here,” he said.

Kara didn’t look at him. She tapped a control on the terminal. A new graph slid into view: line drift, torque bleedoff, a sync efficiency overlay riding the right margin. She studied it for a second, then exhaled through her nose.

“It’s still off,” she said. “Not in sim. Under full load, Gravehook’s left arm doesn’t reset clean after recoil. It stutters.”

Reid stepped beside her. He let his eyes track the graph out of habit, but he wasn’t really reading the numbers. He’d seen the diagnostics two hours ago. Nothing had changed.

“Torque delay?” he asked anyway.

“Minimal,” Kara said. “But ‘minimal’ gets you killed once somebody sees the pattern.”

She swiped to the next screen—heat maps, actuator stress data, more overlays cluttered with fine red lines. Her body shifted with the movement, the hem of her tank top pulling higher over her waist, revealing a thin strip of bare skin above her sagging shorts. She hadn’t bothered with a belt. The waistband dipped slightly each time she moved, exposing the top of her hipbone and the subtle curve of her lower back.

Reid noticed, but didn’t say anything.

“You’ve been at it for hours,” he said instead.

“I know,” she muttered. Her fingers moved over the terminal with practiced efficiency. There was no wasted movement, but there was no energy left either. She looked wired, not alert—burned through adrenaline and running on fumes.

Reid let the silence stretch. Kara’s stance shifted again, more out of stubbornness than comfort. She wasn’t ready to stop. She wasn’t ready to ask for help.

Kara flicked through three more diagnostics before her hands finally stilled over the terminal. Her shoulders rose with a long, slow breath, then dropped just as slowly. She didn’t turn to look at Reid, but her posture shifted—less braced, more resigned.

"You don't have to stand there like a ghost," she said.

Reid didn’t move. He kept his hands relaxed at his sides, keeping the distance she seemed to want.

“You get anything useful?” he asked.

Kara’s jaw flexed once before she answered. “No. Same shit. Same drift. Same dead-end fixes.”

She tapped one last key, powering down the display. The screen faded into black, the hum of the terminal lowering to a faint standby pulse. Without the wash of blue light, the room seemed smaller. Closer.

Kara finally turned toward him.

The harsh edge she usually wore when frustrated wasn’t there. Her face was tired, lips parted slightly from shallow breaths, her eyes rimmed with the thin redness of strain and sleeplessness. She wasn’t glaring. She was just...bare.

"I'm glad you're walking again," she said.

Reid nodded once. "Didn’t want to miss the qualifiers."

"Didn't want to miss this either," Kara said.

Her voice was quieter now. Not soft—Kara didn’t do soft—but lower, more deliberate. She stared at him like she was weighing something, her green eyes sharp but unguarded in a way that unsettled him more than any argument they’d ever had.

She took a step forward. Barefoot, this time—her boots had been kicked off somewhere behind the pod. Her shorts hung loose on her hips, the waistband dipping even further, the top button undone. She hadn’t noticed, or she had and didn’t care.

Reid’s chest tightened. He stayed still, letting her close the space between them at her pace.

"You know it’s not just about sync anymore," Kara said.

She stopped in front of him, barely a foot away, close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off her skin. Sweat still clung to the hollow of her throat, a fine sheen catching the faint overhead lights. She smelled faintly of oil, metal, and skin—the clean, sharp scent of her after hours buried in diagnostics.

Reid reached up, slow, and brushed a damp strand of hair away from her temple. His fingers dragged lightly across her skin, leaving a faint trail behind.

Kara didn’t flinch.

She closed her eyes for a second—just long enough for the tension in her forehead to smooth out—then opened them again.

"I missed you," she said.

The words weren’t dramatic. They weren’t dressed up with explanations or apologies. They were just there, plain and raw.

Reid's hand stayed against her face. His thumb brushed the curve of her cheek, slow, grounding both of them in the moment.

"I missed you too," he said.

Kara leaned into him, her forehead pressing lightly against his jawline, her hands coming up to rest against his sides. Not pulling. Not pushing. Just being there.

Kara stayed pressed against him for a moment longer, her body warm against his. Her hands shifted, sliding slowly up his sides, fingers curling into the fabric of his shirt like she needed something to hold onto. Reid didn’t rush her. He let her move at her own speed, feeling the tremble that ran through her arms as she clenched and unclenched her fists against him.

She tilted her head up, just enough to look at him properly. Her eyes were clear, focused, but there was something raw sitting just beneath them. Need. Not just physical. Something bigger. Something she hadn’t said out loud yet.

Kara moved first.

She rose onto the balls of her feet, gripping the sides of his shirt tighter, and kissed him. Not a quick, desperate clash. Not a testing peck. A real kiss—mouth open, lips firm, her body pressing up into his like she was trying to make sure he was real.

Reid answered without hesitation. His arms wrapped around her, hands sliding down the curve of her back, fingers spreading over the damp fabric of her tank top. He pulled her in, sealing their bodies together, her chest flush against his ribs, her hips finding his naturally like they were fitting into a place they'd always belonged.

Kara kissed him harder, breath catching against his mouth. Her hands pushed under his shirt without finesse, dragging the fabric up his sides, nails scraping lightly across his skin as she shoved it up and over his head. Reid broke the kiss just long enough to yank the shirt off completely and toss it somewhere behind him. The second it was gone, she was on him again—mouth hungry, teeth grazing his lower lip before sucking it in gently and letting it go.

He groaned low in his throat, the sound vibrating between them.

Kara’s fingers fumbled at the waistband of his pants next. She didn’t bother with subtlety. She popped the button, dragged the zipper down, and shoved them halfway down his hips before he caught her wrists gently to slow her.

“Not here,” Reid muttered, voice rough.

Kara nodded once, hard. She pulled back just enough to reach behind him and slap the pod’s manual release. The curved hatch hissed open a few inches, the interior glowing faintly under standby lights.

Without a word, Kara stripped her tank top off, dragging the damp fabric over her head and dropping it at her feet. Her bare chest caught the light, skin flushed from exertion, her small breasts rising and falling with each shallow breath. She didn’t pose. She didn’t hesitate. She just stood there, looking at him like she was daring him to keep up.

Reid kicked off his boots and shoved his pants the rest of the way down. Kara stepped backward into the open pod, hooking her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and sliding them down her legs in one fluid motion. She stepped out of them, naked now, her body lean and strong and beautiful in the sharp, clinical light.

She held out a hand to him.

Reid took it without hesitation and climbed into the pod after her.

The pod hatch slid shut behind them, sealing them into the narrow space. The low amber standby light threw soft shadows across their bare bodies, highlighting the sheen of sweat still clinging to Kara’s skin and the taut lines of Reid’s muscles.

Reid stepped into her without hesitation, pressing Kara’s back against the curved wall. His hands ran up her sides, fingers spreading over her ribs, tracing the slick heat of her skin. She arched into him instantly, her nipples dragging across his chest, the hard points catching against him with every slow breath she took.

He kissed her—open-mouthed, unhurried. His tongue slid against hers, coaxing a soft, needy sound from the back of her throat. His hands slid lower, cupping the firm curve of her ass, squeezing, pulling her hips into his. His cock, already throbbing, pressed against her stomach, leaving a smear of precum against her skin.

Kara shifted her hips deliberately, grinding herself against his thigh. The wet heat of her pussy dragged along his skin, teasing him without letting him in. Her hands roamed his body without a destination—across his chest, down his stomach—before hovering just over his cock, fingertips brushing but not gripping.

Reid growled low and kissed her harder.

Reid broke the kiss only long enough to drag his mouth down her neck, his stubble rasping lightly over her damp skin. Kara tipped her head back against the wall, giving him access without a word. He licked a slow line from the hollow of her throat to her collarbone, then lower, tracing the curve of her breast with the flat of his tongue.

Her nipple hardened instantly under his mouth. Reid closed his lips around it and sucked, firm and steady, rolling the sensitive bud between his tongue and the roof of his mouth. Kara gasped, her hands tangling in his hair, holding him there as he sucked harder. She arched her back, pushing her chest into his face, grinding her hips against his thigh with growing urgency.

Reid’s hand slid between them, fingers dragging down her stomach and slipping between her legs. His fingertips brushed the slick folds of her pussy, stroking up and down her soaked slit. Kara was drenched—wet enough that every slow movement made a faint, filthy sound in the cramped silence of the pod.

He circled her clit with deliberate pressure, not rushing, feeling the way she shuddered every time he found the right spot. Kara moaned low, one hand leaving his hair to slide down between them. Her fingers wrapped around his cock, squeezing lightly, stroking him from the base to the head. Her palm smeared with precum immediately, making each stroke slippery and obscene.

They touched each other in a slow, grinding rhythm, breathing harder with every second.

Reid slid his hand down to grip the backs of Kara’s thighs. Her body responded immediately—her legs hitching higher, wrapping around his waist without hesitation. He lifted her easily, pressing her back harder against the pod wall, his cock pulsing between them.

Kara reached between their bodies, hand steady. She guided the swollen head of his cock to her entrance, dragging it through the wetness coating her folds first, teasing herself, teasing him. Reid growled under his breath, hips twitching forward, barely resisting the urge to slam into her.

Kara positioned him exactly where she wanted and whispered, rough against his ear, "Now."

Reid pushed forward slowly. The thick head of his cock parted her pussy lips, sinking into the tight, dripping heat of her body. Kara’s mouth fell open on a gasp, her nails digging into his shoulders as he pressed deeper.

Every inch was a battle against the hot, clenching grip of her pussy. She was soaked, but tight enough that Reid had to work for it, rolling his hips in slow, shallow thrusts to ease himself inside. Kara clung to him, her forehead pressed against his, panting through her nose.

When he bottomed out, fully seated inside her, they both stilled. Her inner walls fluttered around him, squeezing, adjusting to the stretch. Reid gritted his teeth, forcing himself to hold steady, feeling her pussy milk him without even moving.

Kara shifted against him, grinding her hips in small, needy circles. "Move," she breathed.

He did.

Reid pulled his hips back slowly, dragging his cock almost all the way out of Kara’s tight, soaked pussy. Her walls clung to him the whole way, making it feel like she didn’t want to let him go. When he pushed back in, it was slow, deep, deliberate—pressing every thick inch of himself back inside her until their bodies met again with a faint, wet slap.

Kara moaned low in her throat, her breath hot against his ear. She rocked her hips into his thrusts, meeting him halfway, her inner muscles squeezing around him every time he bottomed out. Every slow grind sent a jolt through both of them—tight, slick, overwhelming.

He kissed her again, messy and open-mouthed. Kara’s tongue met his eagerly, tasting, claiming. Their bodies moved in a steady rhythm—hips grinding, chests sliding slick together, fingers digging into skin for leverage.

Reid shifted his angle slightly, grinding the base of his cock against Kara’s clit on every stroke. She gasped into his mouth, her thighs tightening around his waist, heels digging into his lower back to pull him in harder. Her nipples dragged across his chest, the stiff points catching with every movement, sending shudders through her.

Kara broke the kiss, panting against his jaw. "Fuck, Reid—don’t stop," she gasped, her voice cracking on the words.

Reid grunted low, thrusting a little harder, a little faster, but still keeping the pace steady enough to feel every thick drag of his cock through her soaked, clenching pussy. Kara was trembling against him, her whole body riding the edge.

"You feel so fucking good," he muttered, teeth scraping along her shoulder. "So fucking tight."

Kara shivered, a desperate whimper slipping from her throat.

She was close—and he wasn't letting her fall without him.

Kara's breathing turned ragged, every gasp catching in her throat as Reid ground into her with slow, punishing thrusts. Her whole body tensed against him—legs locked around his waist, arms clamped around his shoulders, nails scraping desperate tracks down his back.

He felt the shift inside her—the way her pussy clenched tighter, spasming around his cock, gripping him like a vice. She was right there, trembling on the edge.

Reid drove into her deeper, grinding his pelvis hard against her clit with every thrust, making sure she couldn't escape it. Kara cried out, sharp and broken, her forehead pressing hard against his shoulder as her orgasm ripped through her.

Her pussy spasmed wildly around him, squeezing, milking his cock in tight, wet pulses. Heat flooded between them as her slickness gushed out, coating his length, dripping down his balls. Kara shook in his arms, hips jerking uncontrollably, little broken gasps spilling from her lips with every aftershock.

"Fuck—Reid—" she choked out, nails digging deep into his back as if she could anchor herself against the pleasure ripping through her.

Reid gritted his teeth and held her through it, cock buried to the hilt, feeling every flutter, every desperate clutch of her soaked pussy around him. His own release was building hard and fast now, but he forced himself to ride her orgasm out first, to feel it fully, to keep giving her everything she needed.

Kara finally slumped against him, still trembling, breath shuddering out in short, shallow bursts.

But the way her hips kept grinding into him, even through the aftershocks, told Reid she wasn’t done yet.

Not even close.

Kara barely gave him a second to breathe.

Still clinging to him, she lifted her head and bit lightly at his jawline, not hard enough to hurt but sharp enough to make him grunt. Her legs tightened around his waist again, her hips grinding against his cock still buried inside her.

"Harder," she panted against his skin. "Fuck me harder."

Reid didn’t need to be asked twice.

He shifted his stance, widening his feet for better leverage. His hands slid down to grip her ass again, fingers digging deep into the firm muscle. With a low growl, he pulled back and slammed into her with a wet, brutal slap of flesh on flesh.

Kara cried out, head snapping back against the pod wall. Her body took every rough thrust, hips jerking forward to meet his without hesitation. The pod itself shuddered around them, faint creaks groaning in the tight space as Reid drove into her harder, faster.

His cock slammed deep inside her, the slick walls of her pussy gripping him like a fist. Each thrust forced another obscene wet sound out of their joined bodies, Kara’s slickness making everything louder, dirtier.

Kara’s nails raked down his back again, harder this time. She was gasping, moaning, her whole body rocking against him in raw, frantic rhythm.

"Fuck—Reid—don't stop," she gasped, barely coherent.

He didn’t. He fucked her like she needed—fast, rough, relentless—feeling her tighten around him with every deep slam of his hips. Her breasts bounced against his chest, nipples dragging across his skin with every hard movement, slick with sweat and heat.

Kara was close again. So was he. He could feel it—tight, low, ready to snap.

And he wanted to take her with him when it hit.

Reid slammed into her one last time, hips grinding deep, cock buried to the root. Kara gasped sharply, her walls clamping down around him in a sudden, brutal squeeze that ripped the control out of him.

He groaned low and rough into her neck as he came hard, cock throbbing violently inside her. Thick spurts of cum flooded her pussy, heat spilling deep as Kara rocked against him, milking every pulsing release with desperate, grinding rolls of her hips.

Her hands clutched at his shoulders, her nails biting into his skin, anchoring herself to him as she rode out the feeling of him filling her completely. Reid could feel her trembling around him, every twitch and pulse of her pussy dragging his orgasm out longer, harder.

Cum leaked from where they were joined, slick and hot, wetting their thighs with every grinding movement. Reid didn’t pull back. He stayed locked against her, cock still twitching inside her, breath panting hard against the side of her neck.

Kara moaned quietly, a deep, satisfied sound, and dragged her hands up into his hair, holding him there, pressed tight against her.

He stayed like that—buried deep, heart hammering against her chest—until the aftershocks faded and his muscles finally started to give out.

Only then did he ease them both down, sliding slowly to the floor of the pod with Kara still wrapped around him, both of them sticky, sweaty, and completely spent.

Neither of them let go.

Reid kept holding her, his hands steady on her back, feeling the slight tremors still running through her muscles. Kara’s breathing was slow but uneven, her chest rising and falling against his with each drag of air. The heat between them was trapped in the sealed pod, making their skin stick where they touched.

Reid shifted slightly, careful not to pull out yet, his cock still buried deep inside her. Kara gave a soft sound—half a sigh, half a hum—and loosened her grip around his waist just enough to slide her legs down. Her feet found the floor of the pod, knees shaky but holding. Reid braced a hand against the curved wall beside her to steady them both.

Slowly, he eased back, withdrawing from her with a thick, wet slide. Kara’s pussy clenched instinctively around him one last time before he slipped free. Their combined release leaked out of her immediately, a slow trickle running down the inside of her thigh.

Kara leaned her forehead against his chest, her breath warm against his skin.

"Fuck," she muttered, the word low and almost lazy.

Reid smiled faintly. He smoothed a hand down her back, tracing the curve of her spine with his palm. She was slick with sweat, her skin burning hot against his.

"You okay?" he asked quietly.

Kara nodded against him. She didn’t lift her head yet. Her hands rested on his sides, fingertips pressing lightly into his skin like she needed the anchor.

"I needed that," she said, voice rough but steady.

Reid slid his hand up and cupped the back of her head, fingers threading through her damp hair. He pulled her in closer, feeling the solid, reassuring weight of her against him.

"You needed me," he said. It wasn’t a question.

Kara finally tilted her head back to look up at him. Her green eyes were heavy-lidded but clear. She didn’t argue. She didn’t make a joke to deflect it. She just met his gaze and nodded once, deliberate.

Reid leaned down and kissed her—slow, grounded, a real kiss this time. Kara kissed him back just as deliberately, her mouth soft and sure against his. No rush. No urgency. Just connection.

When they finally pulled apart, Reid shifted to the side and sat down on the narrow built-in bench that ran along the pod’s interior wall. Kara followed, settling down beside him with a tired huff. She leaned against his side, her bare thigh pressed to his.

The pod lights dimmed further, the system recognizing the lack of sync activity. A low hum from the environmental controls filled the silence.

Kara rested her head against his shoulder. Reid draped an arm around her without thinking, his hand finding her hip and holding her there.

For a while, they didn’t say anything.

There was no need to talk about sync rates. No need to pretend it had been about anything else.


CHAPTER 4

The overheads of the briefing room were low, the air dry. The room smelled faintly of ozone and fried dust—standard for any space that ran too much hardware too close together.

Reid stepped in first, limping just slightly, barely noticeable, but the strain was still there. He didn’t hide it. Kara said nothing, falling in behind him without comment.

Shae was already seated at the long metal table near the back wall, legs kicked out, arms crossed, blue eyes locked on the overhead display. She didn’t look over when they walked in.

At the head of the room, Ryven stood with a datapad in one hand and a black thermos in the other. His jaw was set, hair messier than usual, face lit only by the pulsing red grid on the wall behind him. The match dossier was already up—no fanfare. No welcome.

Nyra followed them in last, still chewing what looked like a half-eaten protein bar. She tossed the wrapper into a bin by the door without aiming. Missed by a foot. Didn’t care.

Reid took the empty seat across from Shae, the chair cold against his back. Kara leaned against the wall behind him, arms folded. Nyra didn’t sit—just stayed near the corner, leaning one hip against the edge of a storage rack, half-interested.

Ryven didn’t look up from his pad.

“Time’s up,” he said. “Let’s talk survival.”

Ryven tapped his pad, and the wall display shifted. The bracket crest dissolved into a top-down schematic of the upcoming arena: angular corridors stacked vertically around a mirrored central core, dense with overlapping hazard zones and distortion markers.

“Spire Vault,” he said. “Tight quarters, vertical strata, and signal interference baked into every wall. Reflective panels screw with depth mapping. You’ll be fighting ghosts in every hallway.”

Shae narrowed her eyes at the overlay. “We getting visual bounce?”

“Worse,” Ryven said. “Signal bounce. HUD lag, neural delay, targeting bleed. You take a corner too fast, you might see three of the same bastard before one of them cuts your arm off.”

Reid leaned forward, eyes locked on the structure layout. There were barely any open lines of sight. Most paths bottlenecked into choke points or L-shaped corners that forced movement into traps.

“Enemy mech?” Kara asked.

Ryven tapped again. The display split. On one side: Spire Vault’s layout. On the other: a hulking, dark-shelled Vetrax unit with dual arm cores glowing faintly blue.

“Custom chassis. Dual-core Vetrax model. Heavy plating, close-range kill package. Both arms are EMP-blade cores. No projectile loadout. Strictly short-range overloads.”

Reid frowned. “Overloads spike HUD feedback?”

“Worse,” Ryven said. “They scramble your sync for a split second every time they clash. Your neural interface flashes static, targeting drops. You don’t recover fast, you eat steel.”

He turned to face them for the first time. “This mech’s meant to blind you, then gut you.”

Nyra tilted her head. “You said dual-core?”

“Two pilots, one mech. They’re synced internally. Neural lag’s minimal.”

Shae let out a low breath. “We’ve dealt with worse.”

“Not like this,” Ryven said. Then his eyes landed on Nyra. “But this one’s your playground.”

Nyra raised a brow.

“Mech like that’s built to brawl blind,” Ryven continued. “You don’t beat it by dodging clean—you beat it by making it fight in chaos. That’s your job.”

Nyra smirked. “So make it trip over its own signal?”

“Or choke on it,” Ryven said. “Just don’t let it touch you. One blade lands, your whole HUD’s toast for six seconds.”

Reid didn’t say anything, but he didn’t need to. He was already plotting footwork paths through the map in his head—angles, ambush points, bounce risks.

Kara stepped forward, arms still crossed. “Any vents or blind drops?”

Ryven nodded. “Two. One in the east wall. One in the ceiling near the center core. Both tight. Both unstable.”

Shae cracked her neck. “Sounds fun.”

Nyra ran a thumb under the strap of her halter top and grinned. “Just my kind of mess.”

Reid stood up from his seat, eyes still on the schematic. “I’ll pilot Sinblade.”

Nyra immediately smiled. “Didn’t even ask.”

“You’re the core that works best in clutter. It’s your match,” Reid said.

She tapped her temple. “I like being understood.”

Shae crossed her arms, leaning back in her chair. “You two going to flirt the whole time, or are we gonna talk loadouts?”

Reid ignored her. “Sinblade’s mobility gives us tighter turns and faster recovery. We’ll need Nyra’s drone feed to counter the bounce.”

Nyra walked around the table, hips shifting with each slow step. “I’ll run twin decoys and flash interference. Not static jammers—too easy to read.”

Shae raised an eyebrow. “You sure those decoys won’t glitch in mirrored terrain?”

“They’ll glitch,” Nyra said. “That’s the point. Reflections help mask the doubles. We make the bastard second-guess what’s real.”

Kara tapped the screen beside her. “That works, but Sinblade’s right blade has latency issues.”

Reid nodded. “I can compensate if Nyra feeds me clean timing.”

Nyra tossed a grin his way. “You sure you can handle my signal?”

“Long as you don’t try to drive.”

She laughed and gave him a mock salute.

Shae leaned forward, eyes on the layout. “What’s the fallback if he takes a hit?”

“Velostra tags in,” Kara said. “Not to fight, but to blind. Hard flash, high speed, bail them out.”

Shae nodded slowly. “Makes sense.”

Reid walked over to the terminal and brought up Sinblade’s loadout. “EMP dampeners active. Running rear coil soft so we don’t slide on lateral movement. Nyra—prep flash drones, not pulse. We want reaction, not full disruption.”

Nyra pulled a stick of gum from her back pocket and popped it into her mouth. “Already done.”

Reid turned back toward the group. “Everyone knows their part?”

Kara’s voice came calm and flat. “Execution matters more than knowing.”

Nyra leaned against the wall, one hand on her hip, gum shifting side to side in her cheek. “Let’s make them panic.”

Ryven brought up the sync logs with a few taps on his datapad. The briefing room’s main display shifted again—showing vertical bars for each pair’s sync levels, color-coded from green to yellow.

“System updated this morning,” he said. “Reid and Nyra: sixty-three point zero. That’s enough to unlock full HUD reflexes.”

Nyra blew a bubble with her gum, let it pop, then sucked it back in without blinking. “We only need half a second of clarity to kill something.”

Ryven didn’t look at her. “If either of you flinch during an EMP clash, the HUD locks. That means no readouts. No override. You’ll be swinging blind.”

Reid nodded. “We’ll time the clash.”

“You’d better,” Ryven muttered, eyes still on the screen. “This mech’s not forgiving. It’s made to punish hesitation.”

Kara stepped up to the terminal on the side wall and pulled up Sinblade’s routing config. She ran a quick finger over the backup command loop. “Secondary controls are clean. If the HUD locks, routing should shift to muscle memory triggers.”

Shae walked across the room, “Don’t fry it. I just got it cleaned.”

Reid smirked. “You scrubbed the feet too?”

Shae rolled her eyes. “Not my job.”

Ryven snapped his pad closed. “That’s enough. Prep starts tomorrow. Take the rest of the night off—if you’re not grinding data, get some goddamn sleep.”

Kara gave a short nod and headed for the exit, already scanning something on her own pad. Shae followed a step behind, hair loose around her shoulders.

Reid stayed where he was, still watching the sync display flicker down to standby mode.

Nyra walked up beside him, eyes flicking over the lingering numbers.

“Sixty-three percent,” she said, chewing gum. “Think we can push it?”

Reid glanced at her. “If you stop playing games.”

She grinned. “No promises.”

He looked her over—silver-blonde hair tied back just enough to keep out of her face, violet eyes still bright in the low light. Her halter top clung to her chest, and the waistband of her skirt sat so low it barely passed for gear. She looked like she’d walked out of a club and into a mech.

But she was fast. Smart. Deadly in chaos.

And his partner.

“You ready?” he asked.

Nyra smirked and popped her gum.


CHAPTER 5

Sinblade locked into the magnetic lift with a hard clunk, the platform humming beneath Reid’s boots as it descended into the arena shaft. Vibrations ran up through the mech’s frame, subtle but constant—like a quiet warning. The launch bay lights above faded fast, swallowed by the glossy black walls of the shaft as they dropped.

Reid sat in the cockpit, harness sealed, fingers wrapped around the twin control grips. His movements were slower than usual—conscious, tight, not from hesitation but because everything in this arena would punish overreach.

“Vitals are steady,” Nyra’s voice crackled in over the core link. “Surprised.”

Reid didn’t respond right away. The mech shifted as the mag clamps retracted and the platform leveled out. Final docking position locked them into place, standing just outside the gate to Spire Vault.

Arena layout appeared on the HUD—tight corridors, no clean lines, mirrored surfaces everywhere. Reflected light would bounce off every plate. Shadows wouldn’t mean anything.

He took a breath and checked the sync pulse one last time.
SYNC RATE: 63.0% – STABLE

Nyra’s core pod synced in behind him—deep within Sinblade’s frame, below the cockpit, connected through the neural relay net. Her voice was calm but edged with that usual thrill.

“Reflections are already bouncing camera feeds. Don’t trust anything outside direct sight.”

“Copy,” Reid said. “You running flash loadout?”

“Double flash, single decoy. Saving the second decoy for kill push.”

The arena gates began to open. A vertical split down the center peeled wide, revealing the entry corridor—a narrow, angular hallway of glossy metal. Every surface gleamed. The lighting was deliberately uneven, casting false shadows and hard angles.

Across the arena, the enemy mech stood still, massive and armored like a dropped bulkhead with legs. Both arms glowed faint blue at the edges—EMP-blade cores already active, pulsing like coiled serpents. It didn’t move. Just waited.

A distorted voice echoed through the chamber, cutting through static.

“Match Start: Spire Vault – Begin.”

Reid rolled his shoulders once and shifted his grip.

Nyra’s voice dropped to a whisper, right in his ear now. “Sixty-three percent. Let’s see what that buys us.”

Reid flexed the left foot pedal, easing Sinblade into motion.

“Let’s go find out.”

Sinblade moved fast—lower to the ground than most mechs its size, gliding along the corridor’s left wall like it was made to hug shadows. Each footfall landed with dampened weight, the internal stabilizers kicking in with just enough delay to keep the motion fluid without sacrificing balance.

Reid kept his grip light, letting the sync feed adjust minor corrections automatically. Nyra’s neural link was clean, subtle—her input showing in micro-corrections to the head cam swivel, the posture shifts during turns. Her presence was constant but noninvasive, like a co-pilot that didn’t need to breathe down his neck to steer.

“Left corridor splits in ten meters,” Nyra said. “Dead reflection angle on the right panel. Don’t trust what you see.”

Reid didn’t reply. Just shifted Sinblade’s weight toward the outer wall and advanced.

Up ahead, the reflections kicked in hard. Dozens of distorted silhouettes flickered across the walls—shimmering duplicates of Sinblade, multiplied from every surface. They moved half a second behind him, a mirrored delay that made them look like phantoms trying to catch up.

Nyra deployed the first drone.

A soft pop echoed in the distance as the device detached and floated behind them, mimicking Sinblade’s posture in perfect sync. The decoy shimmered slightly in the mirrored walls, becoming just another ghost in the visual chaos.

“Drone active,” she said. “Positioning rear left. Let him chase the wrong shadow.”

Reid let the distraction roll out behind them and took the next turn hard, sliding into the narrower corridor at speed. The glossy floors gave way to uneven footing—raised grates, exposed junctions. Less polished, more grounded. He adjusted pressure through the left pedal to accommodate the terrain tilt.

Then the warning tone hit.

“Enemy’s active,” Nyra said, voice sharp. “Power spike north quadrant.”

Reid flicked the HUD to combat overlay. The Vetrax mech had entered the far side of the maze, stomping forward. Thick-bodied, armor plated like a tank, both EMP blades glowing now—heat coiled around them in visible waves.

“He’s baiting a rush,” Nyra said.

“Wasn’t planning to bite,” Reid muttered.

The Vetrax mech paused at a junction, turned its torso left, then right, scanning. Its own reflections doubled it—eight twisted versions danced across the polished wall panels. No clean target.

Reid dropped Sinblade lower and moved closer to the eastern corridor wall. The second drone detached and mirrored his posture, taking the right flank.

“Let him chase,” Nyra said softly.

Reid grinned. “He’s about to wish he hadn’t.”

The Vetrax mech lunged.

It moved faster than expected—heavier than Sinblade by a ton, but with boosters that kicked hard enough to make the floor vibrate. Its right arm came down in a diagonal slash, EMP blade glowing bright blue as it carved through the corridor.

Reid shoved the left pedal hard, boosting Sinblade back a full meter. The blade missed by inches, carving a melted line into the wall just where his head had been. Heat shimmered off the panel.

One of Nyra’s decoys wasn’t so lucky.

The EMP slash clipped the drone dead center. It exploded in a burst of scrambled pixels and noise—its sync feed bleeding static across the HUD.

The disruption hit immediately.

Reid’s vision stuttered. The HUD blinked white, then black, then flashed a dozen fractured fragments of Sinblade’s body at once. System audio spiked—loud buzz, then silence. His hands stayed on the controls, but nothing responded for a full two seconds.

“Override now,” Nyra barked. “Switching visual to secondary feed.”

Reid didn’t hesitate. He flipped the left-hand toggle and killed HUD reliance. Manual vision kicked in—direct cam feeds, no overlays. Crude but reliable.

The Vetrax mech came in for another swing—left blade this time, wider arc.

Reid pivoted Sinblade to the right, letting the blade skim the shoulder plating. Sparks flew. The outer layer peeled, but the joint held.

“Second drone active,” Nyra said. “Feeding visuals to your top left cam. Don’t wait for him to reset.”

Reid caught the flicker of the Vetrax mech’s right foot twisting too far inward—poor recovery from the missed swing. He shifted weight and drove forward.

Sinblade surged low, slipping under the enemy mech’s arm like a knife sliding under armor. The right side of the corridor lit with the EMP’s afterglow, but it didn’t catch him.

“Going in,” Reid muttered.

The Vetrax mech stumbled as it tried to turn.

Reid drove a hard knee into its leg plating and twisted Sinblade around to flank. Metal screamed against metal. The narrow corridor gave no room to reposition, just enough space to punish mistakes.

A wide horizontal slash from the enemy narrowly missed Sinblade’s head again—carving another reflection clean off the wall beside them.

“Done playing safe,” Reid said through clenched teeth.

Nyra’s voice came back cold and steady. “Then go. I’ve got your blind side.”

He didn’t wait for an opening. He made one.

Reid charged.

Sinblade surged forward, boosters kicking in low and tight to the floor. He faked a left strafe, then pivoted hard right—sliding beneath the Vetrax mech’s raised arms just as it recalibrated for another swing. The EMP blade sparked past him, too slow to correct. The mech’s torso turned late.

“Flash now,” Reid said.

Nyra was already on it.

A high-intensity flare drone shot from Sinblade’s left hip mount and detonated midair. The corridor filled with blinding white light. Every mirrored panel turned into a wall of glare. The enemy’s visual field went to static.

Reid didn’t stop.

He brought both of Sinblade’s blades around in a tight arc—twin plasma edges slicing deep into the Vetrax mech’s right thigh and across its hip seam. Sparks exploded outward, glowing hot and fast. Armor split under the heat and force, revealing the soft connection tissue between limb and core.

The mech staggered.

EMP fields flickered—blades dimming, overloads stuttering. Its left foot scraped across the floor, trying to recover.

“Power pack’s exposed,” Nyra said flatly. “Backside, low pivot. You’ve got five seconds.”

Reid didn’t answer. He shifted his grip, rotated Sinblade’s torso with full twist, and stepped in close. The enemy’s right arm came up defensively—but too high.

Reid ducked under it and drove one blade deep into the back of the mech’s midsection. The metal screamed, the frame buckled. He pushed in harder, then twisted. The blade met resistance—then tore straight through the housing.

The power pack tore free in a shower of sparks and internal coolant spray. The Vetrax mech locked up instantly, its arms frozen mid-motion.

Shutdown confirmed.

The body dropped a second later—straight to its knees, then face-first onto the scorched floor. The lights in its blade cores died in a flicker of blue static.

Reid backed off one step, breathing steady.

“Clean,” Nyra said, her voice quieter now. “Better than I expected.”

Reid rolled his shoulders and let the HUD reset back to default. The white glow from the flare faded slowly, leaving behind only scorched walls and a twitching husk of enemy armor.

“Next time,” he muttered, “we don’t lose the first drone.”

“Next time,” Nyra replied, “you owe me dinner.”

He smirked and leaned back in the pilot seat.

MATCH END – VICTORY
flashed in bold white across the top of his screen.

Another win. Clean. No hesitation.

The arena lights shifted from combat red to dull white. The siren tone cut through the comms—match end. No more footsteps. No more static.

Just silence.

The Vetrax mech lay crumpled in the corridor behind them, power pack half-exposed, smoke trailing from its core. One of Sinblade’s blades was still extended, the edge cooling from a glowing white to dull orange. The cockpit buzzed quietly with post-match status checks, all green.

Reid exhaled, slow and even. His heart rate had steadied. Muscles relaxed.

Nyra’s voice came through the core channel, softer this time. “You’re not bad under pressure.”

He rested his head back against the seat for a moment. “You’re not bad at chaos.”

A pause. Then a short laugh.

“Guess we make a good mess,” she said.

Reid ran the shutdown sequence. One button at a time, system by system. He didn’t rush it.

Back in the hangar, after the mech docked and the cockpit opened, the others were already waiting. Kara had her arms crossed. Shae leaned on one hip, tapping her boot against the deck.

Nyra popped her core pod seal and stepped out first, hair slightly damp from the sync interface. She didn’t go for a towel or the locker bench.

She walked straight up to Reid and kissed him.

Quick, direct. No warning. One hand on his collar, lips firm and warm against his.

She pulled back before he could react.

“Sixty-three’s feeling more like seventy,” she said under her breath.

The sync board updated behind them.

REID / NYRA SYNC: 66.1% – CLIMBING

Reid glanced at it, then at her.

Nyra winked and turned away. “Next round’s on you.”


CHAPTER 6

Velostra hung in the far corner of the bay, suspended by a dual-arm rig with one leg half-disassembled. The left knee joint and most of the lower leg plating were removed, exposing actuator lines, pressure dampeners, and part of the internal feedback system. Shae lay on a padded roller underneath it, covered in grease, one hand holding a socket wrench while the other braced against the underframe.

She gave the bolt another twist, muttering to herself. “It’s still sticking on rotation. One more thread and this thing’s gonna snap.”

“Back it off a half turn,” Kara said from above, crouched on the lift scaffold with a cable bundle coiled in one hand. “If you strip it again, I’m not unjamming the servo lock.”

“I didn’t strip it the first time,” Shae snapped. “That was your half-assed bracket swap.”

Kara didn’t flinch. She passed down a wrench without looking, her other hand tightening a signal clamp around the reinforcement rod. Her tone was clipped, eyes sharp. She wasn’t wasting breath.

Nyra sat on a bench near Sinblade’s open interface panel, hunched over a small drone shell. Her fingers were buried in the back casing, syncing the new core port to her saved archive. The collar of her jacket had slid off one shoulder, exposing the thin strap of her sports bra stretched tight over one breast. She didn’t adjust it.

“Drone four’s port’s out of spec again,” she said without looking up. “I’ll have to reroute it through the backup channel.”

Reid stood by Gravehook’s mounting clamps. He traced the edge of the new bolt housing—fresh steel, darker than the old frame, reinforced weld lines tight. The clamps were solid, heat-treated, but slightly misaligned.

He reached up and tapped one of the bolt heads with the side of his knuckle. “Clamp tension’s uneven. Rear left mount’s sitting too high.”

“Wasn’t me,” Shae called out from under Velostra. “You’re the one who keeps throwing that thing into walls.”

Reid ignored her. He braced against the lower arm and gave the bolt two clean turns with a torque driver. It leveled out with a short click. Good enough.

The hangar was quiet except for tools and the soft hum of active systems. No one was talking about the fight. Not directly.

But they were moving faster. No wasted steps. No backtracking. Everyone knew what was coming.

Nyra leaned back and flexed her fingers, then reached for another cable. The movement pulled her halter top higher, flashing a glimpse of her lower abs above the waistband of her shorts. She caught Reid looking and smirked without stopping.

“Enjoy the view while it lasts, captain. Next match might be all ash and salvage.”

Reid didn’t smile. He just picked up the next tool and kept working.

Ryven walked in like he always did—shoulders stiff, thermos in one hand, datapad in the other, face unreadable. The second he stepped into the bay, everyone looked up.

He didn’t stop walking. Just tossed the datapad onto the nearest tool cart with a metallic clatter and stabbed a finger at the screen.

“Bracket update,” he said. “Final match parameters are in.”

Reid stepped away from Gravehook, wiping his hand on his shirt as he moved toward the cart. Kara climbed down from the scaffold without a word. Shae rolled out from under Velostra and sat up fast, grease on her collarbone. Nyra stood and stretched, the motion pulling her jacket tighter across her chest.

Ryven sipped from the thermos and scowled at nothing.

“Dual deployment,” he said. “We’re cleared to field both mechs.”

Reid frowned. “Since when do they allow that?”

“Since your next opponent’s Ferron Pike,” Ryven replied. “One mech. Dual-core. High-tier authorization. It's built like a bunker and hits like an avalanche.”

Kara crossed her arms. “Why the hell do we only get a two-on-one if they’re bringing a monster like that?”

“Because two mechs are the only way they’ll let you walk in alive,” Ryven muttered. “And even then, don’t count on it.”

Shae stood and grabbed a rag from the bench, wiping her hands. “What kind of loadout?”

Ryven tapped the pad again, flipping through the dossier. “Rotary pike arms—dual drill systems with torque boosters. Fully plated from shoulder to toe. No visible weapon seams. Boosters mounted low for short-range lunge strikes. He’s slow until he isn’t.”

“Great,” Nyra muttered. “So it’s a walking blender.”

Reid glanced at the screen. Ferron Pike’s silhouette looked less like a mech and more like a siege tower—thick plating, hunched posture, wide stance.

“What’s the catch?” Reid asked.

Ryven looked up. “It overheats. Fast. You keep it moving, you’ve got a shot.”

Shae cracked her neck. “So hit, distract, and bleed its core until it chokes.”

“Exactly,” Ryven said. “You stop moving, you die. You don’t coordinate, you die. And if either mech drops, it’s over.”

Kara nodded once. “So we hit first.”

Ryven grunted. “Hit smart.”

He turned and walked out, already back on his thermos.

Reid watched him go, then looked back at the others.

Two mechs. One monster.

No room for mistakes.

Reid brought up the loadout interface on the bay’s central terminal. Both mech frames rotated on the display—Gravehook and Velostra, side by side, synced to current damage logs and available routing configs. The system was already flashing an alert: DUAL DEPLOYMENT APPROVED.

“Gravehook gets me and Kara,” Reid said without waiting.

Kara stepped up beside him. “Obviously.”

Their sync rate was still the highest. No one challenged it.

“Then I’ll take Velostra,” Shae said, wiping a streak of grease off her cheek with the back of her wrist. “Nyra cores.”

Nyra raised an eyebrow. “No complaints?”

Shae stared at the screen. “Didn’t say I liked it.”

“But you’re doing it,” Nyra said.

Shae nodded once.

Reid tapped through the deployment setup. Mech pairings locked in.

GRAVEHOOK
Pilot: Reid
Core: Kara

VELOSTRA
Pilot: Shae
Core: Nyra

The interface blinked green.

Reid turned to face the others. “Gravehook’s running heavier loadout. We anchor. Kara handles feedback timing, I keep its focus.”

“I’ll route melee override manually,” Kara said. “Faster than trusting the assist.”

“Done,” Reid said. “No argument.”

Shae folded her arms. “Velostra’s staying fast. Short boosts. High juke rate.”

“Drones?” Reid asked.

“Three,” Nyra said. “Distraction only. No pulses unless we’re boxed in.”

Shae gave a stiff nod, then hesitated. “You better keep up.”

Nyra smiled. “I’ll make you look good.”

“Try not to talk during the fight,” Shae muttered, turning back to Velostra.

Kara ran a final diagnostic check on Gravehook’s config, her eyes narrowed. “I’ve got a routing trick that’ll give Velostra cleaner traction in tight turns. Minimal, but it’ll stop you from skidding on angled lifts.”

Shae glanced over. “Send it.”

Kara didn’t flinch. She loaded the subroutine onto a datachip and handed it over without a word.

Reid watched the exchange.

The sync bench readout flashed amber again. Second time in a row.

VELOSTRA PAIR SYNC: 57.4% – UNSTABLE

Shae exhaled through her nose, jaw tight. She sat upright on the bench, arms resting on her thighs, watching the numbers blink. Nyra was next to her, one leg crossed over the other, posture relaxed like she was waiting for a ride—not trying to get battle-ready.

Behind them, Ryven stood with his arms crossed, staring at the display without blinking.

“You know what that means,” he said flatly.

Shae didn’t respond.

Nyra smirked and leaned forward, elbows on her knees, voice low. “Guess we’re due for a warm-up.”

Shae turned her head slowly. “Don’t start.”

“Come on,” Nyra said, almost playful. “You saw the last sync bump. You know what moves the needle.”

Shae rolled her shoulders once, then stood. “I’m not jumping into bed just to fix numbers.”

Nyra stood too, a little too close. She didn’t back off. “Who said anything about bed?”

Shae stepped forward until they were nearly chest to chest. “You keep pushing, and I’ll make you regret it.”

Nyra tilted her head, lips close, her voice quieter now. “You sure about that?”

The air between them felt hotter, tighter. Nyra didn’t break eye contact. Her sports bra hugged her tight, cleavage rising with every breath. Shae’s gaze dropped for a second—just a flick—then snapped back.

Reid didn’t say anything. He just watched. Kara, off to the side, didn’t move either. No one was stepping in.

Ryven finally let out a grunt. “You’ve got until tomorrow to push through it,” he said. “Or you’re dead weight.”

Neither of them answered.

The bench still blinked amber.
57.4%. Not enough. Not yet.


CHAPTER 7

Shae walked into the suite without knocking. The door hissed shut behind her with a short, mechanical click.

The lights were dimmed low. Amber panel lights cast a soft, even glow across the bare concrete walls and the industrial steel floor. The panel displays along the walls were dark, only a quiet standby hum filling the air. No overhead feeds. No background noise. Just the faint vibration of the ventilation system running at half-power.

The sync terminal beside the bed glowed with a muted light, waiting.

Shae dropped her gloves onto the chair just inside the door without slowing down. Her tank top clung damp to her collarbone, the sweat soaking a darker patch around the neckline. A smear of black grease ran across her left bicep. Her boots made a dull scuff on the rubberized metal as she moved further into the room. Her face didn’t show anything.

Nyra stood on the far side of the room, leaning her shoulder against the wall next to the closet. She was barefoot, jacket already stripped off, wearing nothing but a black sports bra and a low pair of thin, high-cut panties. Her arms were folded under her chest, muscles tight across her bare stomach. One leg was crossed over the other. She didn’t move when Shae entered. She didn’t smile.

They locked eyes across the room.

Shae’s voice came out rough, even. “We doing this or not?”

Nyra pushed off the wall and moved aside without a word, giving her a clear path to the bed. Her gaze didn’t leave Shae’s face once.

Shae didn’t hesitate. She moved forward, boots scraping once against the floor, posture tight, shoulders squared.
She didn’t stop until she reached the foot of the bed.

Shae turned at the foot of the bed, facing Nyra directly. Her arms hung loose at her sides, but her shoulders were stiff, tight enough to make it obvious she wasn’t relaxed.

Without a word, she grabbed the hem of her tank top and pulled it up. The fabric stuck slightly against her damp skin before peeling free. She stripped it off in one hard motion and tossed it onto the chair behind her without looking.

Her sports bra came next. She reached back, yanked the clasp apart, and pulled the tight fabric off by the straps. It joined the pile on the chair. Her bare chest rose and fell with shallow, steady breaths. Her nipples were already hard, a combination of the cool air and the sharp edge of adrenaline riding through her body.

Nyra didn’t move. Her eyes stayed steady, tracking every motion without commentary.

Shae kicked off her boots, one, then the other, hard enough that they thumped lightly against the floor. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her leggings and shoved them down in one go, dragging them over her hips and thighs, baring long stretches of pale, unmarked skin.

No underwear.

She stepped out of the puddled leggings and kicked them aside, standing fully nude now. No posing. No covering. She planted her feet shoulder-width apart and met Nyra’s stare head-on, not flinching.

“This is just for sync,” Shae said, voice low but flat.

Nyra’s answer was just as blunt. “No other reason.”

The silence stretched. Shae shifted her weight slightly, one hand flexing open and closed at her side like she wasn’t sure whether to stay still or move.

Nyra took one slow step forward, closing half the distance between them.

Nyra reached out first, sliding her fingertips lightly along Shae’s side, starting just below her ribs and tracing downward.
Shae flinched at the contact—a tight, involuntary twitch—but she didn’t step back.

Nyra leaned in and kissed her.
The angle was off. Their noses bumped.
Shae’s hand came up automatically to Nyra’s waist, gripping her too hard, pulling her closer, trying to correct it.

The second kiss landed better—mouths aligning, pressure hard but off-balance. Neither of them closed their eyes at first. It was more collision than connection.

Shae pulled back half an inch, her mouth brushing against Nyra’s as she muttered, “Relax.”

Nyra huffed a breath that could’ve been a laugh or frustration—hard to tell—and pressed in again. This time, slower. Firmer. Their lips sealed better now, more control behind it.

Shae kept her hands low, fingers digging into the thin fabric of Nyra’s panties at her hips. Her grip wasn’t tender—it was grounding, like she needed the physical hold to stop from freezing up.

Nyra slid her palms up Shae’s bare sides, fingers splaying across the tight stretch of her back. When Shae’s muscles tensed under her hands, she didn’t push harder. She just held steady pressure, enough to keep contact without forcing it.

They kissed again. Slower. Less collision now, more deliberate friction, lips parting, mouths finding a rhythm.

Shae finally broke the kiss, breathing heavier now. Without speaking, she reached up, grabbed Nyra’s sports bra at the bottom seam, and yanked it up over her head in one rough pull.

The bra hit the floor with a soft slap. Nyra stood topless, chest bare, breathing just as tight as Shae was.

Neither of them smiled.

The air between them got heavier.

Shae let her eyes drop for the first time, scanning Nyra’s bare chest without hiding it.
Her breasts were large and full, the weight of them natural, the curve pronounced against the lean lines of her torso. The skin was smooth and tight, her nipples already peaked slightly in the cooler air. Nyra’s muscles along her stomach tightened subtly under Shae’s stare, but she didn’t move to cover herself.

“You said no flowers,” Shae muttered, voice rough, not joking.

Nyra’s mouth quirked up—not a full smile, just the hint of one. “Still mean it.”

Shae didn’t respond. She closed the space between them, grabbed the waistband of Nyra’s panties with both hands, and tugged them down sharply.

Nyra shifted her weight without protest, letting the thin fabric peel down her hips and thighs. She stepped out of them one foot at a time, kicking them aside into the growing pile of discarded clothing.

Now fully nude, Nyra stood straight, arms relaxed at her sides. Her skin gleamed faintly under the low amber light—smooth planes of muscle along her thighs, flat stomach, the narrow curve of her waist.

Shae’s hands hovered near Nyra’s hips for a second like she wasn’t sure if she should touch her again.
Then she gripped tighter, thumbs pressing into the indent of Nyra’s hip bones, anchoring herself.

Their bodies were bare now, but the tension hadn't dropped. It had shifted—tighter, closer, denser.

Shae’s breathing picked up.
Nyra’s chest rose and fell with deeper pulls of air.

Neither moved until Shae jerked her chin slightly toward the bed.

Without speaking, Nyra backed toward it, pulling Shae with her step by step, their skin brushing in short, accidental sparks that neither acknowledged.

They didn’t break eye contact.

Nyra moved first, stepping in and pressing her body fully against Shae’s. Bare skin touched bare skin—warm, slick, unsteady. Their hips bumped lightly, the contact almost awkward with how sudden it was.

Shae grabbed Nyra’s waist, fingers digging in a little too tight again. The grip made Nyra grunt under her breath, but she didn’t pull away.

“Easy,” Nyra muttered against Shae’s mouth, breath hot and close.

Shae didn’t answer. She kissed her instead, rougher this time, teeth dragging lightly against Nyra’s bottom lip before sucking it in. The kiss deepened faster than either of them seemed ready for, messy, their mouths sliding together with hard, almost angry pressure.

Shae’s hands roamed lower, cupping Nyra’s ass, squeezing tight enough to leave faint indentations in her skin. She shoved Nyra backward toward the bed. Nyra caught herself with a hand against the mattress, then sat down, legs slightly apart, chest rising and falling with shallow breaths.

Shae followed, climbing onto the bed with one knee between Nyra’s thighs.

She kissed down Nyra’s neck, rough at first, then slower, finding a pace. Her mouth latched onto the curve of Nyra’s collarbone, sucking hard enough to pull a low breath from Nyra’s lips.

Nyra tilted her head back, exposing more of her throat without a word. Her hands stayed loose at her sides, letting Shae work.

Shae moved lower, dragging her mouth over the soft skin at the top of Nyra’s chest, pausing just long enough to flick her tongue against one nipple. The reaction was immediate—Nyra’s breath caught, her back arching slightly off the mattress.

Shae’s confidence settled a little deeper in her gut.

Shae slid lower, dragging her mouth down Nyra’s sternum, licking a slow line across the hard ridge of her stomach. She shifted her weight, kneeling between Nyra’s spread thighs, her palms pressing down lightly against the tops of Nyra’s legs to hold her steady.

Nyra’s breath hitched when Shae kissed the inside of her left thigh—just above the knee—then again, higher. Shae moved deliberately, but not graceful; it was mechanical at first, a deliberate checklist of actions more than instinct.

Her mouth pressed higher, kisses turning wetter, rougher.
Nyra’s thighs tensed under her hands.

Shae hesitated for a second just short of Nyra’s center.
Then she leaned in, flattening her tongue against Nyra’s clit in a single, slow stroke.

Nyra gasped, hips jerking lightly against Shae’s mouth.

Shae sucked in a breath through her nose and did it again—slow, full pressure, from the bottom of Nyra’s entrance to the tip of her clit, circling when she reached the top.

Nyra’s legs shifted wider without thinking, her hands bunching the sheet near her hips.

Shae’s rhythm improved fast. She flicked her tongue in short, firm strokes, each one making Nyra’s hips jerk a little harder. She sealed her mouth around Nyra’s clit, sucking lightly, feeling the muscles under her tongue tense and twitch.

Nyra moaned low in her throat, hips pushing up, seeking more friction.

Shae pressed one hand firmer against Nyra’s thigh to pin her, the other sliding inward between her legs. She pushed two fingers inside without warning.

Nyra’s head snapped back against the bed. She groaned sharply, back arching off the mattress.

Shae curled her fingers, finding the angle quickly, stroking deep and steady in rhythm with her mouth.

Nyra broke first—legs locking around Shae’s shoulders, hands clutching the sheets tight, a rough cry torn straight out of her chest as she came.

Shae didn’t stop until Nyra’s whole body jerked once, hard, and then sagged back onto the bed, boneless.

Nyra’s chest rose and fell in sharp, uneven breaths. Sweat slicked the line of her stomach, shining under the low amber lights.

She reached down blindly, grabbing Shae’s wrist and tugging her upward.

Shae followed without resistance, moving over Nyra’s body until she straddled her hips, knees pressing into the mattress on either side.

Nyra’s hands slid down Shae’s back, palms dragging across hot, damp skin. She stopped at Shae’s hips, fingers digging into the muscles there as she tilted her own pelvis up just enough to make contact.

Their bodies aligned—bare skin to bare skin, the heat between them sharp now, less awkward, more alive.

Nyra lifted her head and kissed Shae hard, open-mouthed, pulling her in deeper with one hand braced against the back of her neck.

Shae rocked her hips once, the wet drag of her pussy sliding against Nyra’s thigh.
The sound it made—slick, hot—broke something loose between them.

Shae did it again, grinding slowly, finding her rhythm without thinking this time.

Nyra’s hand slipped down, fingers pressing against Shae’s clit in slow, firm circles, matching the movement of her hips.

Shae gasped into Nyra’s mouth and moved faster, her thighs tightening around Nyra’s hips.

The grind was messy, all friction and desperation, their skin sliding slick together. Shae’s stomach tightened with every rough stroke, the need building fast now that the hesitation was gone.

Nyra didn’t tease. She kept the pressure steady, fingertips working Shae’s clit with short, insistent circles, her other hand anchoring Shae’s hips in place.

Shae broke the kiss, panting against Nyra’s mouth, forehead dropping to her shoulder.

Her whole body was straining now, chasing the edge without apology.

Shae’s breathing turned ragged, every grind of her hips sharper, harder, her clit grinding against Nyra’s thigh and fingers with frantic friction.

Nyra kept her hand steady, circling tighter, faster now, her other arm locked around Shae’s back to hold her in place.

“Come on,” Nyra whispered against her ear.
Not soft. Not coaxing. Just a low demand.

Shae gasped once, sharp and broken, hips bucking in three rough, desperate thrusts—and then she came hard, her whole body snapping tight against Nyra’s.

A guttural moan tore out of her throat before she could catch it.
Her thighs locked around Nyra’s hips, trembling hard, slickness smearing between their bodies.

Shae ground through it, riding the aftershocks with short, frantic motions until she finally slumped forward, collapsing against Nyra’s chest. Her skin was burning hot, damp with sweat, muscles twitching in small, involuntary spasms.

She collapsed onto Nyra’s chest, panting, skin slick and trembling. Neither of them moved.

“Still worth it?” Nyra asked.

Shae didn’t lift her head.

“Shut up,” she muttered again.

But she didn’t get off. Not yet.

They stayed tangled like that for a while—Shae stretched out on top of Nyra, both of them still breathing hard. Their skin stuck where sweat met sweat. The room stayed quiet, except for the occasional click from the wall panel as it cooled from standby mode.

Shae finally rolled off with a grunt, dragging the sheet over her stomach but not bothering to hide anything else. She lay flat, staring up at the ceiling.

Nyra turned her head, propped herself up on one elbow. Her hair was a mess, lips still wet, her voice calm.

“You good now?”

Shae didn’t look at her. “Shut up.”

Nyra smirked, then sat up and reached toward the edge of the bed, tapping the nearby sync terminal. The screen lit up with a soft chime.

SYNC UPDATE – VELOSTRA
PAIR: SHAE / NYRA
LEVEL: 60.8% – STABLE

Nyra leaned back on her hands. “Told you it wasn’t just for fun.”

Shae didn’t respond right away. Her eyes flicked to the screen, then closed again.

“Still wasn’t fun,” she muttered.

But she didn’t move away. Didn’t reach for her clothes. Didn’t try to reset the distance.

Nyra laid back down next to her. Didn’t touch her. Just close enough to feel the warmth still coming off her skin.


CHAPTER 8

Reid stepped through first, already tugging the zipper of his jacket down halfway. Kara followed close behind, pulling the tie from her hair, letting the damp strands fall loose around her shoulders. Their plan was simple—come back, cool off, grab water, maybe crash for a few minutes.

They didn’t expect the sight waiting for them.

Shae and Nyra were still on the bed, completely nude, bodies slick with sweat and flushed from head to toe. The sheets were twisted and shoved halfway off the mattress, bunched low around their hips. Shae lay flat on her back, one arm flung over her forehead, her chest rising and falling in slow, deep pulls. A light sheen of sweat caught the low amber panel lights, highlighting every curve—tight stomach, firm breasts, flushed nipples.

Nyra was sprawled half against her, one leg draped over Shae’s thigh, her face turned into Shae’s shoulder. Her hair stuck to her cheek, messy and damp, the long lines of her back bare and shining. Her ass was fully exposed, one cheek flexed slightly from the lazy sprawl of her leg.

Neither of them moved when the door opened. Neither flinched. The room was heavy with leftover heat—sex and sweat and exhaustion soaked into the air.

Reid stopped three steps in. His hands stayed frozen at his jacket zipper. His eyes moved over the bed slowly, taking in every flushed, tangled inch of them.

Kara froze next to him. She inhaled once, sharp and shallow. Her fingers tightened around the hem of her shirt.

Shae cracked one eye open. A slow, lazy smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth when she spotted them standing there, half-dressed and stunned.

Nyra shifted, lifting her head just enough to look at the door. Her lips parted in a faint, satisfied smile.

“Well,” Nyra drawled, voice low and rough. “Took you long enough.”

Shae rolled her head slightly on the pillow. Her voice came out slow, wrecked from panting. “You gonna watch,” she said, “or undress?”

Kara didn’t say anything.

She grabbed the bottom of her shirt and yanked it up over her head in one clean motion, baring her chest without hesitation. Her green sports bra followed, unhooked and tossed onto the floor with a dull slap. Her small, round breasts were flushed, her nipples already hardened from the leftover cool air hitting her sweat-slick skin.

Her boots came next—one stomped off, then the other, thudding against the wall with no care for noise.

Reid heard the clatter but didn’t turn. His attention stayed locked on Shae and Nyra, watching the way Shae’s bare stomach rose and fell in steady, slow breaths, how Nyra’s thighs stayed spread just enough to flash the slick heat between her legs.

Kara moved toward the bed, smooth and certain, her body still carrying the sharp tension of post-sync adrenaline. She crawled onto the mattress, knees wide, skin sticking to the twisted sheets as she closed the distance. Shae didn’t move to meet her—she just let Kara climb on top, straddling her hips with a slow, deliberate roll of her thighs.

Kara leaned in. She didn’t kiss Shae’s mouth. She pressed her lips against Shae’s throat instead, just under the jawline, letting her hot breath wash over sweat-damp skin before sealing her mouth against it.

Shae shivered under the contact. Her legs shifted wider instinctively, knees brushing Kara’s calves.

Across the room, Nyra stirred. She peeled herself off the bed with a slow, deliberate roll of her hips, sticky with leftover slickness. Her thighs glistened in the low light. She moved down to the floor on unsteady legs, crawling toward Reid on all fours.

Her movements were slow but purposeful—hips swaying, back arched slightly, her breasts swaying with every crawl. The muscles along her ass and thighs flexed visibly with each shift of her weight.

Nyra reached him and sat up on her knees, one hand dragging slowly up the front of his thigh until it found the waistband of his pants.

“Your turn,” she murmured, her breath hitting the exposed skin of his abdomen.

Reid shoved his pants down the rest of the way, kicking them off without finesse. His cock was already half-hard, heavy between his thighs.

Nyra wasted no time.

She wrapped her fingers around the base, her grip firm and steady. Her palm was still slightly slick from sweat and leftover arousal. She stroked once—slow, deliberate—then leaned in and flicked the tip of her tongue against the head. A thin smear of precum smeared across her tongue, and she licked it away like she was tasting something familiar.

Reid’s jaw flexed, but he didn’t move. He kept his hands loose at his sides, letting her set the pace.

Nyra’s mouth wrapped around the head of his cock. She sucked slowly, her lips sealing tight. Her cheeks hollowed slightly as she dragged her mouth down, taking more of him in with deliberate slowness. She didn’t gag or rush. She worked her way down until the head bumped the back of her throat, then pulled back, letting him slide free with a wet sound.

She pumped him with her hand again, slow, almost lazy, watching his face the whole time.

On the bed, Kara worked her way lower down Shae’s body.

Kara kissed across Shae’s collarbone, dragging her lips across the salty, flushed skin. Shae’s fingers twitched against the sheets, her breathing getting heavier again. She didn’t lift her head. She just let Kara move.

Kara’s mouth trailed lower, licking a slow line down the center of Shae’s chest. She paused at one nipple—already peaked, tight from the cooler air—and flicked her tongue across it once, then sealed her lips around it and sucked lightly.

Shae’s back arched a fraction, her hips shifting upward without thought. A small, sharp breath escaped her mouth.

Kara cupped Shae’s other breast in her hand, kneading it gently while her mouth worked the first one—suck, lick, suck again—building a rhythm that had Shae’s breathing turning shallow fast.

Nyra bobbed her head on Reid’s cock now, faster but still controlled. Her hand twisted at the base every time she pulled up. Every wet suck of her mouth made Reid’s thighs tighten slightly, but he stayed still, letting her work him however she wanted.

The only sounds were the slick, obscene noises of mouths on skin and the heavy breathing filling the room.

Nyra pulled her mouth off his cock with a wet pop, her hand still stroking him slowly. She looked up at him through messy strands of hair sticking to her cheeks.

“You’re too slow,” she muttered, voice rough from earlier moaning.

Reid didn’t answer.

He grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her down onto her back. Her body hit the rubberized floor with a soft thud, legs sprawling automatically. Her thighs spread wide without needing to be told—slick and flushed, her pussy glistening in the low amber light.

Reid knelt between her legs and lined himself up without ceremony.

One steady thrust, no hesitation.

The head of his cock pushed into her first, meeting almost no resistance from how wet she already was. Then he drove deeper, slow but heavy, forcing her walls to stretch and mold around him. Nyra gasped sharply, her back arching off the floor as he bottomed out inside her.

Reid gritted his teeth. Her heat clamped around him, tight and pulsing.

He set a slow, grinding pace. No jackhammering. No rush. Just deep, full strokes, pulling almost all the way out before pushing back in hard enough to make her breasts bounce with each impact.

Nyra grabbed at his arms, her nails digging in just enough to scratch. She tried to lift her hips to meet him, but Reid pressed one hand flat against her stomach, holding her pinned to the floor.

Her head tipped back, exposing the long line of her neck. Sweat beaded at her temples, trickling down into her hair.

“Fuck—” she gasped, voice cracking when he ground deep inside her and stayed there for a moment before pulling back again.

Reid watched every twitch of her body. The way her abs tightened under his palm. The way her thighs trembled slightly from holding herself open.

He kept the rhythm steady—grinding deep, slow pulls, thick and heavy inside her—and let Nyra feel every second of it.

The sound of skin meeting skin echoed in the otherwise silent room, sharp and wet.

Nyra’s breathing turned ragged. She clawed at the floor, searching for something to hold onto, but Reid didn’t let up.

He wanted her squirming.

And she was getting there fast.

On the bed, Kara worked her way further down Shae’s body.

Her mouth left a trail of damp kisses across Shae’s ribs, her hands splaying across Shae’s tight stomach, feeling the flex and shiver of muscles under the sweaty skin. Kara’s thumbs brushed the sharp lines of Shae’s hips, then slid inward, parting her thighs.

Shae didn’t need encouragement. Her legs opened wider, knees falling to either side, exposing the flushed, wet heat between them.

Kara didn’t hesitate.

She leaned in and licked a slow, full stripe up the center of Shae’s pussy, starting low and dragging her tongue all the way up to her clit. Shae’s whole body jerked in response, a sharp gasp tearing out of her as her hips lifted off the bed.

Kara gripped Shae’s thighs tighter, holding her steady, and flicked her tongue against the swollen bud again—faster now, short precise strokes. Shae’s fingers clawed at the sheets, bunching the fabric in tight fists.

Shae’s head tipped back. Her mouth opened on a silent moan.

Across the room, Reid picked up the pace.

He shifted his grip, wrapping both hands around Nyra’s hips. He pulled her down harder onto his cock with every thrust, setting a deeper, sharper rhythm now. The wet slap of his hips hitting her ass got louder, more ragged.

Nyra took it with no complaint. She braced her palms flat on the floor above her head, trying to anchor herself, but every deep grind of Reid’s cock into her slick pussy made her arms tremble. Her thighs quivered from the strain of holding position.

Her face twisted in open pleasure—lips parted, eyebrows drawn tight, breath punching out of her in short, desperate gasps.

“Harder—” she choked out, voice cracking at the edges.

Reid gave it to her.

He drove into her faster, pulling her hips back onto every thrust, grinding deep enough to force rough little noises from her throat every time he bottomed out. The tension in her stomach and thighs wound tighter with every slap of skin.

On the bed, Kara sucked hard at Shae’s clit, slipping two fingers into her dripping pussy without warning.

Shae cried out—sharp, desperate—her hips jerking hard against Kara’s mouth.

Both women were close now.

Shae broke first.

Her whole body snapped tight, thighs clamping around Kara’s head, hips jerking hard upward. A raw, broken moan ripped out of her chest. Kara didn’t stop—she locked her arms around Shae’s hips, mouth sealed around her clit, tongue working fast, relentless, dragging every pulse of the orgasm out.

Shae’s back arched off the bed. Her hands clawed for anything—sheets, skin, anything solid—and found nothing but the trembling mattress beneath her.

Her orgasm tore through her in rough, unsteady waves. Her pussy clenched hard around Kara’s fingers still buried inside her, soaking them, slicking Kara’s hand even more with every twitch.

Kara finally eased off when Shae sagged flat against the mattress, panting hard, her legs falling open loosely to the sides.

At almost the same time, Nyra shattered underneath Reid.

Her body seized—hips locking, muscles pulling taut like stretched cables. Her nails raked down Reid’s arms, leaving sharp red trails as her pussy clamped down hard on his cock, pulsing in tight, rhythmic squeezes.

“Fuck—” Nyra gasped, her voice tearing loose and half breaking.

Reid grunted through his teeth, feeling every desperate contraction around him.

Nyra’s orgasm hit in violent waves. She writhed under him, her back arching off the floor, thighs clamping his hips tight enough to bruise. Wetness flooded out of her, soaking Reid’s cock and dripping onto the floor beneath them.

Reid didn’t pull out. He stayed deep inside, grinding through the aftershocks, feeling her body twitch and jerk around him with every slow, dragging thrust.

When she finally collapsed, breathless and limp, her arms falling uselessly to the floor, Reid braced above her, cock still buried deep, his chest heaving with the effort to keep steady.

The air was thick with sweat and sex, every breath sticky and heavy.

Reid finally pulled out of Nyra with a slow, wet slide, his cock slick with her orgasm. Nyra whimpered quietly at the loss, her thighs still twitching from the aftershocks.

She rolled onto her side without grace, one leg bent loosely, her chest heaving with shallow, fast breaths. Sweat gleamed along the curves of her stomach and thighs, catching the dim light.

On the bed, Shae wiped a shaking hand across her forehead, dragging her damp hair out of her face. She didn’t look recovered—her chest was still rising and falling hard, her stomach flexing with every breath.

Kara crawled up from between Shae’s legs, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Her face was flushed, lips swollen, chin still wet from Shae’s release.

Shae grabbed her by the waist before she could move away.

She yanked Kara down into a rough kiss—open-mouthed, messy, tasting herself on Kara’s tongue. Kara moaned into it, her hands sliding automatically to Shae’s hips, gripping tight.

Behind them, Nyra pushed up onto shaky arms, staggering slightly as she got her knees under her.

She stumbled toward Reid, grabbing his wrist and tugging hard.

Reid let her guide him backward until he hit the bed. He didn’t resist when Nyra shoved him down flat onto his back.

Kara and Shae broke their kiss and moved with her, all three of them clambering onto the mattress at once—bare skin brushing, sweat smearing across already overheated bodies.

Shae straddled Reid’s waist without waiting, her thighs spread wide, pussy already glistening and open for him. She reached between them and grabbed the base of his cock, stroking him back to full hardness with fast, firm pumps.

Kara knelt beside them, one hand sliding along Reid’s stomach, nails dragging lightly across the skin.

Nyra draped herself across Reid’s chest, her tongue flicking at his neck, her breasts pressing slick against his skin.

The heat between them surged again—rough, desperate, alive.

Shae didn’t waste time.

She lined Reid’s cock up with her entrance and dropped her hips hard, taking him all the way in one steady, brutal push. The slick heat of her pussy swallowed him, squeezing tight and wet around every inch.

Reid groaned low in his throat, his hands flying up to grip her thighs.

Shae leaned forward, planting her hands flat on his chest for leverage. She started riding him immediately—sharp, grinding thrusts, her ass slapping down against his lap with each bounce. Her muscles flexed hard, sweat dripping from her body onto his skin.

Reid met her thrusts halfway, driving up into her, the bed creaking under the force.

Beside them, Kara straddled Reid’s face, lowering herself onto his mouth without hesitation. She planted her knees firmly on either side of his head, her pussy slick and ready, grinding down until she caught the pressure she needed.

Reid’s tongue slid into her instantly—pushing deep, sealing his mouth around her clit with slow, firm suction.

Kara moaned openly, her hands bracing against the wall above the bed.

Nyra didn’t stay still. She crawled up behind Shae, kissing her spine, dragging her palms up the tense muscles of her back. She grabbed Shae’s tits from behind, squeezing firmly, thumbs flicking over the tight, sensitive nipples.

Shae rode Reid harder, chasing her orgasm without shame—her thighs shaking with effort, her stomach tightening with every brutal drop of her hips. She ground her clit against the base of his cock, using the friction to push herself over the edge.

Shae came first.

Her body locked tight, her pussy clenching around Reid in hard, desperate pulses. She dropped her forehead to his chest and moaned openly, her voice raw.

Reid’s orgasm followed—his hips bucking up hard, cock twitching deep inside her, flooding her pussy with thick, hot pulses of cum.

Kara shook on top of him at the same time, crying out as she ground herself against his mouth, her orgasm ripping through her in sharp, violent jerks.

When it was over, they all collapsed into a sticky, panting heap—bodies tangled, breathless, sweat-slicked.

Nobody moved for a long time.

Reid reached toward the edge of the bed, grabbed the corner of the sync tablet, and flicked it on. The screen lit up in standby blue.

The system had already logged everything.

SYNC NETWORK STATUS – UPDATED
Gravehook Sync – Reid/Kara: 77.2%
Velostra Sync – Shae/Nyra: 70.4%
Full Team Network Sync: 73.8%

Nyra leaned over to read it, her head resting lightly against Reid’s shoulder.

“Guess we’re ready.”

Shae didn’t look. “We better be.”

Kara finally stirred, sitting up slightly. She glanced at the screen, then back down at him. “Seventy-three point eight,” she muttered. “That’s about as high as we’re gonna push it.”

Reid nodded once.

“Hope so,” he said. “There’s no next time if we’re not.”

They didn’t say anything after that.

Just breathing, heat, and the weight of everything they’d built pressing down all at once.

No one moved to break it.


CHAPTER 9

Reid walked into the strategy room, lights dim. Early morning. No ambient hum from the main bay, no background voices. Just the soft pulse of the central display waiting for input.

Kara followed, hair still damp from the shower, pulling on the sleeve of her cropped jacket as she entered. She said nothing, eyes already on the table.

Shae and Nyra were seated opposite each other. Shae was silent, legs crossed, arms folded. Nyra leaned forward, elbows on the table, flipping a stylus between her fingers like she couldn’t sit still. She didn’t look tired. Just keyed up.

At the head of the table, Ryven stood alone with his usual thermos and a datapad. The screen behind him lit up red as he tapped in the final match docket.

No preamble. No sarcasm.

He turned to face them.

“The bracket posted it two hours ago,” he said. “Final match confirmed.”

The screen behind him changed—massive red letters across the center.

OPPONENT: FERRON PIKE
MATCH TYPE: DUAL DEPLOYMENT
ARENA: SPLIT CHASM

Kara pulled her arms tighter around her chest. “No second guessing this time?”

“Nope,” Ryven said. “No fallbacks.”

Nyra stopped spinning the stylus. “Just us and a fortress on legs.”

Shae didn’t speak. Just stared at the schematic now unfolding on the wall—deep trench, jagged elevation lines, unstable lift plates marked with yellow warning indicators.

Ryven stepped away from the wall and sipped his coffee.

“This one’s not about points,” he said. “It’s about survival.”

The display filled with the profile of Ferron Pike.

Its silhouette was massive—twice the bulk of Gravehook, shaped more like a mobile platform than a mech. Wide-shouldered, squat-legged, with reinforced plating layered over every inch of its frame. The arm modules rotated slowly in the schematic, each one tipped with twin rotary drills the size of small engines.

Shae leaned forward. “That thing doesn’t slice. It bores.”

Ryven nodded. “Drill arms with torque boosters. Built to penetrate plating, not bounce off it.”

Kara narrowed her eyes. “Where’s the weak point?”

“Buried,” Ryven replied. “Rear side housing. You’ll only see it when it overheats. Even then, you’ll have a second or two before the cooling vents kick in.”

Reid crossed his arms. “How long to force a spike?”

Ryven tapped the pad. “Ten to fifteen seconds of sustained pressure. Not damage—motion. The more it moves, the faster it climbs.”

Nyra stared at the thermal chart. “So we poke it, run it, let it sweat.”

“You don’t poke,” Ryven said. “You agitate. Ferron Pike has dual cores running parallel sync. It reacts instantly. Every swing is calculated. No delay, no hesitation.”

Shae let out a breath. “What about speed?”

“Slow to start,” Ryven said. “But it’s got short-range boosters mounted at the ankles and knees. Once it locks in on a target, it lunges. Full weight behind the strike. If it hits Gravehook head-on, it’ll snap the frame.”

Kara didn’t blink. “Then it doesn’t hit.”

Reid looked at the terrain overlay again—Split Chasm, a fractured field with a deep center trench and unstable lift plates scattered across both halves.

“We fight near the edges,” he said. “We force it to cross unstable ground.”

“Exactly,” Ryven muttered. “If you keep it center, you die.”

The room stayed silent after that.

Just the quiet, shifting image of the biggest mech they’d ever faced.

Reid stepped closer to the terminal and rotated the terrain model. The chasm split the arena clean—jagged trench dead center, flanked by narrow ridges and unstable lift plates scattered like traps.

He pointed at the western rise. “Velostra runs flank. Quick cuts, distraction patterns. You stay mobile, no fixed positions.”

Shae nodded. “Stick and move. Pull focus.”

“Drones?” Nyra asked.

“Stagger them,” Reid said. “No double deployments. Keep one circling his side cameras at all times. He turns to track you, we hit from behind.”

Nyra smirked. “You got it.”

Reid tapped the eastern edge. “Gravehook anchors. We take brunt positioning, soak hits, force it toward the lift plates.”

Kara’s voice was steady. “Manual override routing’s already loaded. I’ll pulse boost control if we get pinned.”

“You’re sure you can keep up?” Shae asked.

“I’ve synced tighter on less,” Kara shot back.

Shae gave a curt nod. “Good.”

Reid kept scanning the map. “We bait Ferron Pike into pressing both sides. Once it splits attention, Velostra goes airborne. One drone flash, then a drop behind the knees.”

“Soft spot?” Shae asked.

“Not really,” Reid said. “But that’s where we jam the first break.”

Kara leaned in beside him. “And after?”

“Second pass—Gravehook finishes it. Backside power housing. One good hit.”

Nyra crossed her arms. “Assuming we don’t get cored before then.”

Reid looked at her. “That’s why you don’t stop moving.”

Shae cracked her knuckles. “We hit fast, run hot, don’t get caught.”

Kara tapped the corner of the screen. “And if we do?”

“Then we end it before it ends us,” Reid said.

No one argued.

They didn’t need to.

The plan was set.

And nobody was waiting for permission.

They walked as a unit to the sync station, boots echoing on the hangar floor. The match was set. The loadouts were final. All that was left was confirmation.

Reid stood in front of the terminal and keyed in the final scan.

The wall display lit up—four bars, one for each pairing.

SYNC STATS – FINAL READOUT
Gravehook: Reid/Kara – 77.2%
Velostra: Shae/Nyra – 70.4%
Network Stability: GREEN

Ryven walked in behind them without a word, thermos in hand, expression unreadable. He glanced at the screen, gave a low grunt.

“That’s about as perfect as you’re gonna get.”

Kara stepped in close to Reid, facing the screen, then turned without warning. She grabbed his collar and kissed him—short, full, not soft. She pulled back just as fast.

No words. Just a look.

Reid nodded.

Across the room, Nyra smacked Reid’s ass as she passed.

“Try not to get gutted before we win,” she said, voice casual.

Shae walked up beside her, arms crossed. “No dying allowed,” she said flatly. “That’s an order.”

Reid looked between them. All three—ready, focused, flushed from work and heat, eyes sharp.

He didn’t say anything.

Didn’t need to.

The sync board flickered one last time, locking in the team structure. A red banner flashed briefly:

MATCH INBOUND: FERRON PIKE / DEPLOY IN 4 HOURS

Ryven stepped up to the screen and tapped the side panel. The lights dimmed again, systems humming into full prep mode.

“That’s it,” he muttered. “Final bracket. No resets. You win, you’re top tier.”

Kara didn’t blink. “And if we lose?”

“Then don’t.”

The countdown had started.


CHAPTER 10

The lift clamps released with a hard snap, and both mechs dropped into the arena.

Gravehook landed first—heavy, the frame absorbing the impact with a short metal groan. Reid flexed his fingers on the controls, adjusting for weight shift. Kara’s sync pulse stabilized instantly—clean feed, zero delay.

“Systems green,” she said, voice calm behind him. “Sync steady.”

“Footing feels tight,” Reid muttered. “Minimal drift.”

Next bay over, Velostra dropped with a sharper thud—lighter frame, faster recoil. Shae’s voice came through comms, clipped and focused.

“Velostra in position. Boosters hot. Balance good.”

Nyra’s tone followed with no delay. “Drone bay primed. No interference.”

The arena was already live.

Split Chasm stretched before them—jagged terrain cracked into uneven plateaus, each level dipping lower toward a central trench lined with flickering lift plates. Dust floated in the low gravity, hanging in the air like a haze. Rock shards jutted from the floor like broken teeth.

Across the field, Ferron Pike stood waiting.

The mech was massive—matte black plating wrapped around a reinforced core, arms down at its sides. The dual rotary pikes were already spinning slowly, glowing faint red with residual heat. Its head barely turned. It didn’t need to look.

It was listening.

A Vetrax announcer’s voice echoed through the system-wide broadcast—sharp, clean, laced with static.

“Finals commencing. Match Type: Dual Deployment. Opponent: Ferron Pike. Begin.”

No cheer. No music. Just raw signal and the weight of it.

Reid adjusted the grips. His leg tensed with the first push forward.

“Sync check,” he said.

Kara answered instantly. “Locked at seventy-seven point two.”

Shae’s voice: “Velostra, ready.”

Nyra: “Let’s crack this bastard open.”

Reid moved first, stepping forward across the nearest plate. Metal shifted underfoot—uneven, slightly warped.

It didn’t matter.

This was it.

Velostra moved first.

Shae boosted across the uneven ground, her stride clean and fast—each step landing just ahead of the shifting metal plates. The mech’s lighter frame handled the instability like it was nothing. Boost dampeners hissed in controlled bursts as she closed the distance, staying just outside Ferron Pike’s engagement range.

“Left side,” Shae called. “I’m keeping him angled.”

Nyra’s drones launched a second later—two small decoys arcing wide. They kicked up dust as they moved, projecting Velostra’s shape through optical mimicry. The reflections shimmered in the haze, skimming across the edges of the arena like ghosts.

“Decoys are up,” Nyra said. “Tracking clean.”

Reid kept Gravehook moving at a slower pace, feet planting heavy on each segment of the lift platforms. Every step was calculated—he had to time it between slight shifts in elevation. One wrong drop and the frame would twist mid-stride.

“Don’t engage yet,” Reid said. “Let him overcommit.”

Ferron Pike stood motionless for half a beat. Then its head shifted—just slightly. The right arm turned. Rotary drill spun up with a sharp whine.

Then it lunged.

The boosters kicked hard. It shot forward in a straight line—no feint, no curve. Just raw force. The ground plates cracked under the weight. The thing wasn’t fast often, but when it moved, it was all violence.

Shae hit full reverse. Velostra ducked low and kicked off a cracked ridge, boosters flaring to redirect midair. The enemy’s drill passed inches behind her, shredding one of the decoys with a flash of static.

“Holy shit—” Nyra’s voice cut off as she recalibrated drone control. “Lost one. Other’s repositioning.”

Reid watched from across the trench. “Hold your line. Make him turn.”

Ferron Pike twisted its torso to track Shae—but only for a second. Then it stopped. Waited.

Reid kept moving forward, closing the distance.

The first contact was done.

And now the bastard knew they were real.

Gravehook crossed the trench.

The lift plate groaned under his weight as it dipped mid-step, but Reid adjusted with a short pulse from the left booster. He landed solid on the other side, right into Ferron Pike’s peripheral arc.

The big mech hesitated—its torso halfway turned toward Velostra.

Reid didn’t give it time to finish.

He surged forward, cocking Gravehook’s right arm back, and slammed a plated fist into Ferron Pike’s left side. The impact reverberated through the cockpit—metal on metal, hard enough to shake his teeth. The enemy mech staggered two steps.

“Now!” Reid snapped.

Shae didn’t need to be told twice.

Velostra launched back into the fight from behind. One of Nyra’s drones blinked bright, strobing in Ferron Pike’s faceplate, forcing its auto-targeting to flicker.

Shae dropped low, boosters flaring in a sharp juke across the uneven ridge. Then she lunged in from behind and drove both of Velostra’s plasma blades into the enemy’s rear thigh plating.

Steel shrieked. Sparks exploded out in two jets.

Ferron Pike’s left knee dipped. One of its rotary drills stalled for a half-second, losing torque.

“Heat spike detected,” Nyra called. “You’ve got a short window.”

“Push it,” Reid growled.

He reeled Gravehook’s arm back again, torque stabilizers spinning up. The left arm grabbed the edge of Ferron Pike’s chest plate while the right smashed another punch into its side—hard enough to dent one of the power feed lines. Sparks burst out in a wave of blue-white light.

Then Ferron Pike changed tactics.

The torso spun faster than Reid had seen before—more like a turret than a humanoid frame. The right pike came around in a blur.

“Move—!” Kara snapped.

Too late.

The rotary drill slammed into Gravehook’s midsection with a shriek of tearing metal. Armor shredded. Internal plating buckled.

Reid’s HUD flashed red.

He braced as the whole mech reeled back, momentum lost.

And Ferron Pike wasn’t finished.

Reid gritted his teeth as the cockpit lurched sideways. Gravehook’s balance failed instantly. The drill had torn straight through the midsection plate and locked into the secondary power housing. The mech staggered back three steps before Ferron Pike closed the gap again.

Kara’s voice came sharp in his ear. “Boost out—now!”

He slammed the right pedal.

Nothing.

The actuator didn’t respond. A red warning lit across the HUD—RIGHT LEG BOOSTER: OFFLINE.

Reid grabbed the manual override lever and yanked it hard.

Sparks burst across the cockpit. A shower of blue-white static lit the side panel. The right thigh actuator popped in the mech’s feed view—blown casing, full lockout.

Gravehook dropped to one knee. The whole frame twisted, jerking sideways under the force of Ferron Pike’s next strike.

The second drill hit low, grinding into Gravehook’s back shielding.

The sound was pure violence—metal teeth spinning through armor, cutting deep toward the power pack. The cockpit shuddered. Reid felt the pressure through the seat harness. Heat warnings flooded the screen.

Kara’s hands moved fast behind him, trying to reroute controls from the core routing. “I’m spiking the feedback loop—if I can sever the housing relay—”

“We’re not gonna make it,” Reid said.

The drill punched deeper. Power flickered. Then the HUD went black.

Sync dropped. The internal hum vanished.

Gravehook was dead.

Inside the pod, silence slammed into place. The cockpit lights faded to standby, then dark. Reid could hear Kara breathing hard behind him—tight and fast. She was trying not to scream.

He couldn’t move the mech. Couldn’t shift weight. They were pinned, stuck inside a 10-ton shell with its guts torn out.

Outside, the drill finally stopped.

Ferron Pike retracted its arm and stood over them, smoke and coolant hissing from the hole it had made.

System status: OFFLINE.

Sync: NULL.

Reid couldn’t see Kara, but he heard her.

“…I can’t get the relay back,” she muttered.

Neither of them said what they both knew.

The match wasn’t over.

But Gravehook was.

“REID!”

Shae’s voice hit the comms like a gunshot—loud, ragged, raw.

Reid didn’t answer. He couldn’t. Gravehook’s systems were dead. His cockpit was pitch black except for a faint emergency pulse on the left panel. No visuals, no telemetry, no override.

Kara was silent behind him, still breathing, still conscious. He could feel her tension through the seat—every muscle locked tight. Neither of them could move. They were stuck inside a shell that used to be a mech.

Outside, something shifted.

“Boosting,” Nyra said, cold and clipped.

Velostra launched.

Reid couldn’t see it, but he felt the air pressure shift outside the mech as boosters fired. The sound cut in briefly through his dead cockpit—the distant hum of high-speed movement, then metal hitting metal.

A flash of static rippled across what was left of the inner screen.

Ferron Pike didn’t turn fast enough.

Velostra hit hard—blades slamming into the weakened leg joint. The mech buckled.

Then the second strike.

Both girls shouted at once—he couldn’t make out the words—and then the screen pulsed bright.

Double impact. Right into the back.

The core housing cracked. Reid didn’t need visuals to recognize the sound of a power pack being ripped out. Hydraulic tension burst. A choked burst of static, then a deeper metallic collapse.

Ferron Pike dropped like dead weight.

The entire arena floor shook.

MATCH END – VICTORY
flashed on the dim screen, one last time.

Reid exhaled, slow and controlled.

Then everything stopped.

No cheering. No comms. Just mechanical silence.

A new sound cut in—hatch override.

Gravehook’s upper panel hissed open from the outside. Light flooded in, too bright at first. A crew in armor suits climbed the frame. They didn’t look at him. Just unlatched the harness, unsealed the cockpit, and pulled him up.

Kara followed, unsteady on her feet. Blood trickled from her temple, down past her jaw. She said nothing.

Ryven’s voice came over the arena-wide channel, flat and tight.

“You won. But the rules are clear.”

Reid stepped out onto the lift. His leg almost gave, but he caught himself.

“No mech,” Ryven said. “You’re out.”

Reid didn’t respond. Kara didn’t either.

The soldiers were already waiting.

Four of them, full armor, insignia blacked out. They didn’t speak. Just motioned toward the side gate.

Orders were handed down.

No appeal. No debate.

The next time Reid saw light, it was from the open hatch of a transport drone. Dust already coated the edge of the cargo ramp.

The drone lifted, angled, and cut across the scorched sky.

They didn’t ask where they were going.

They already knew.

Reid watched as a second tow drone dropped Gravehook onto the sand below, sending a plume of dust into the air. Gravehook slid down the sandy dune until finally stopping at the bottom as the sand settled.

Their drone descended slightly before one of the soldiers gave another a hand gesture. The second soldier pushed Kara out of the drone, making her fall to the sandy expanse below. Reid jolted, but didn’t have time to react before he felt the soldier’s strong push from behind. Reid slid out of the drone and fell down towards the desert.

His last instinctive response was to search for the location of Kara in the sand below. His last thought was to make sure she was alright before everything went black.


Afterword
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