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Chapter 1

Reid came to with his face pressed into burning sand. His tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth, and every swallow scraped grit down his throat. He blinked, vision swimming, and tried to push himself up. The sun was straight overhead, a white-hot disk in a pale gold sky. Wind whipped fine dust over his back, stinging exposed skin. He spat, but his mouth was too dry for anything to come out.

He rolled onto his side, coughing. The ground sloped away beneath him, and he slid a few centimeters before catching himself. His hands were raw, palms scraped and bleeding. He looked up and saw the battered hulk of Gravehook half-buried in the sand, its torso twisted, hull scorched black, one arm missing entirely. The mech’s cockpit was canted at an angle, the hatch sealed tight and warped by heat. It looked like someone had dropped it from orbit and then tried to bury the evidence.

A few meters away, Kara lay sprawled on her stomach, one arm curled under her head, the other stretched out limply. Her brown hair was tangled and matted with dust, the strands sticking to her cheek. Her shorts had ridden up, exposing the full curve of her ass as she shifted, legs tucked under her. The skin on her thighs was already turning pink from the sun.

Reid forced himself to crawl toward her, elbows digging into the sand. Each movement sent pain lancing up his side—bruised ribs, maybe cracked. He reached her and shook her shoulder. “Kara. Wake up. Come on.”

She groaned, rolling onto her back. Her eyes fluttered open, green irises unfocused. She squinted at him, then at the sky. “Shit,” she muttered, voice hoarse. “We’re not dead?”

“No,” he said. “Not yet.” He sat back on his heels, head pounding. The two of them sat in silence, staring at the ruined mech and the endless dunes. No sign of life, no movement except the shifting sand.

Reid took stock. His shirt was torn at the shoulder, sweat plastering it to his chest. He patted his pockets, found the battered utility pouch still clipped to his belt. Kara sat up, brushing grit from her eyes, and reached for the small pack at her side.

He dumped the contents of his pouch onto the sand. Two half-full canteens—one dented, the other leaking at the cap. A ration bar, split in half and crushed flat. A broken comm tablet, screen spiderwebbed and flickering. A single emergency flare, its casing scratched but intact. A handful of tools: wire cutters, a small pry bar, a cracked multitool.

Kara took a canteen and shook it. The water sloshed, but barely. She unscrewed the cap and took a careful sip, then handed it to him. “This is bad,” she said, her voice flat.

He drank, letting the water sit in his mouth before swallowing. “Could be worse,” he said, but he didn’t believe it. He picked up the comm tablet, thumbed the power button. The display flickered, showing a fractured map overlay with a red “NO SIGNAL” warning. He tossed it aside, then picked it back up, grunting. “Might be able to get something out of it.”

Kara pulled her knees to her chest, arms wrapped tight around her legs. She stared at the horizon, jaw clenched.

Reid pushed himself to his feet, swaying. He limped to Gravehook’s side, brushing sand off the hull with his forearm. The metal was hot enough to sting, and he jerked his hand back, cursing. He climbed onto the mech’s torso, boots slipping on scorched plating. The cockpit hatch was fused shut, the seam melted and warped. He jammed the pry bar into the gap and leaned his weight on it, muscles straining. Nothing budged.

Kara joined him, squinting at the sun. She pointed to a maintenance panel half-buried in sand near the mech’s hip. “Try that.”

He dropped down, knees buckling, and dug at the panel with his hands. Sand poured away, revealing a battered access hatch. He wedged the wire cutters under the edge and pried it open. The inside was a mess—wiring melted into black lumps, insulation burned away, connectors fused together. The power conduit socket was scorched, the contacts blasted open. Reid stared at the empty cavity where the power pack should have been.

“They ripped it out during shutdown,” Kara said, crouching beside him. “That’s why everything’s fried.”

He nodded. “It’s dead. Totally dead.”

She didn’t argue. She just sat back, arms wrapped around her knees, and stared at the wreck.

Reid stood, shielding his eyes. The sun was relentless, heat radiating off the metal in waves. He looked around for anything usable—torn panels, struts, anything that could be turned into shelter. He yanked a fractured limb segment from the sand, the metal burning his palms. He cursed, dropped it, then wrapped his shirt around his hands and tried again.

Kara helped, dragging a torn hull plate over. Together they propped the panel against Gravehook’s side, jamming the limb segment into the sand to hold it up. The makeshift shelter was barely big enough for the two of them to crawl under, but it blocked the worst of the sun.

They crawled underneath, shoulders pressed together. Kara handed him half of the ration bar. It crumbled as he bit into it, dry and tasteless. He chewed anyway, forcing himself to swallow.

The heat never let up. Sweat prickled on his skin, but evaporated before it could form. His arms were already blistering where the sun had hit them. Kara dabbed at a shallow cut on her forehead with a strip of cloth torn from her shirt. Blood welled up, then dried in seconds.

Reid stared at the sand, jaw tight. “Shae and Nyra,” he muttered. “If they made it out—if they’re even alive—”

Kara cut him off. “Don’t waste breath.” She didn’t look at him. “We need to stay awake. That’s it.”

He nodded, biting back the rest of what he wanted to say. He knew she was right. They both knew staying near the wreck was a bad idea—drones could scan the area, or worse. But neither of them had the strength to move yet.

He checked the comm tablet again, scrolling through the cracked display. No signal. No maps. Just a dead screen and a battery warning. He set it aside.

A low mechanical hum drifted in from the distance. Kara stiffened, eyes scanning the horizon. She pointed. “Drone. Low. Coming this way.”

Reid scrambled out from under the shelter, grabbing a handful of sand and tossing it over the exposed mech plating. Kara did the same, kicking sand over the reflective surfaces. They ducked behind Gravehook’s rear leg strut, pressing themselves flat against the metal.

Kara pulled the emergency flare from her pouch, yanked the cap off, and tossed it into a shallow ditch. She kicked sand over it, trying to dampen the heat signal.

The drone passed directly overhead, a dark shape against the sky. It hovered, scanning slowly, then veered away, disappearing over the next dune.

Reid let out a shaky breath. “Next time, we won’t be that lucky,” Kara said, voice low.

They waited another minute, then crawled back under the shelter. Reid’s hands shook as he packed the tools back into his pouch. Kara checked the canteens—barely a quarter left in each.

As the sun dipped lower, Kara looked out at the horizon. “We won’t make it another night here. No water, no cover. We need to move.”

Reid nodded, pushing himself to his feet. He packed the remaining tools, slinging the pouch over his shoulder. Kara tucked the flare and comm tablet into her own pouch, cinching it tight.

They stood together, looking out across the endless dunes. Nothing but heat shimmer and distant rock shapes. Kara pointed to a jagged cluster of dark formations far in the distance. “That way. Maybe shade. Maybe more.”

He didn’t argue. He just started walking, boots sinking into the sand with every step. Kara followed, her shadow stretching long behind her. They left the wreckage of Gravehook behind, nothing but a scar on the desert floor.

They walked in silence, the only sound the crunch of sand underfoot. Reid’s legs burned with every step, muscles cramping from dehydration. Kara kept her eyes on the distant rocks, jaw set.

After an hour, Reid stumbled, catching himself on Kara’s shoulder. She didn’t say anything, just steadied him and kept moving. The wind picked up, tearing across the sand and slicing at their exposed skin. Their clothes were sun-bleached and dust-caked, boots scuffed raw.

Kara hissed when her thigh brushed against the exposed metal of her belt. She stopped, adjusting her shorts, pulling them down over her hips. The fabric clung to her, sweat-darkened and tight.

They kept moving, speaking only to keep each other awake. Reid tried to joke, “If I die out here, at least it’s not next to a mech with no legs.” Kara just muttered, “Not funny.”

They reached a low ridge, the sand piled high against rusted metal. Reid spotted a cracked sensor post buried in the drift, its markings worn away by wind. He dug at the base, finding faint footprints—erased halfway by the shifting sand. Kara tapped a stone, finding it damp beneath. She dug with a pipe fragment, collecting a few drops of bitter, rust-tinged water on a strip of cloth. They sucked it slowly, the taste metallic and foul.

They rested under a ledge, the shade barely enough to cool their skin. Reid caught movement across the sand—a slithering shape, too fast for any natural creature. He tensed, but it vanished behind a dune.

They pushed on, legs heavy, vision blurring. The sun dipped lower, shadows stretching long. Kara’s breathing grew ragged, her steps slowing. Reid forced himself to keep moving, counting each step.

As darkness fell, they reached the base of the rock formation. The stone was cool to the touch, rough against their palms. They collapsed in the shadow, backs pressed to the stone.

Reid looked at Kara, her hair plastered to her forehead, eyes half-closed. Her shorts were torn at the hem, exposing the curve of her hip as she shifted. She pulled her knees to her chest, arms wrapped tight around her legs.

He checked the canteens—empty. The ration bar was gone. The comm tablet was dead.

“We’ll rest here,” Kara said, voice barely above a whisper. “Tomorrow, we find water. Or we don’t.”

Reid nodded, closing his eyes. The rock was cool beneath him, the only relief from the heat. He listened to Kara’s breathing, slow and steady.

They sat in silence, the desert stretching out around them, nothing but wreckage in their wake.


Chapter 2

“You awake?” Kara’s voice was rough, almost a croak. She was crouched just outside the shelter, her knees drawn up, one hand gripping a length of pipe she’d sharpened against a rock. The sun was barely up, but the heat already pressed down hard. Reid blinked, head pounding, mouth sticky and dry.

“Yeah. Still here.” He pushed himself upright, feeling every bruise and scrape from yesterday. His shirt was stiff with sweat and dust. He reached for the canteen, shook it, and heard only a faint slosh. He took a sip, then handed it to Kara. She drank, careful and slow, then capped it.

Kara glanced at the horizon, eyes narrowed. “If we stay here, we’re dead. Gravehook’s a beacon. Too easy to spot, too many things out here looking for scraps.”

Reid nodded. “We move southeast. Toward those rocks we saw yesterday.” He grabbed the comm tablet from under the shelter, checked the screen—still cracked, still no signal. He set it aside and picked up the emergency flare, tucking it into his belt. The ration pack was gone, just crumbs left in the wrapper.

Kara wiped grit from her eyes and stood, wincing as she shifted her weight. “Water’s almost gone. No food. If we don’t find something today, we’re done.”

Reid pulled a scrap of metal from his pouch, used a shard of wire to scratch a rough set of coordinates into it. He wedged it under a stone near the shelter. “If anyone comes looking, they’ll know where we went.”

Kara didn’t answer. She just started walking, pipe in hand, toward the distant rocks. Reid followed, boots sinking into the sand with every step. The sun climbed higher, heat radiating off the dunes in shimmering waves.

By midday, the desert was brutal. Reid stumbled, catching himself on Kara’s shoulder. She didn’t flinch, just kept moving, jaw set. Their clothes were sun-bleached and stiff, dust caked into every seam. The metal plates on their boots and belts grew too hot to touch. Kara hissed when her thigh brushed against her belt buckle.

They crested a ridge and found a cracked sensor post half-buried in the sand. Reid knelt, brushing sand away from the base. The post was dead, its markings worn to nothing. He looked up and saw faint footprints—two sets, maybe three, half-erased by the wind. Kara tapped a stone nearby and lifted it. The sand underneath was damp.

She crouched, digging with the pipe. “Here. Water table’s close.” She pressed a strip of cloth to the wet sand, waited, then squeezed a few drops of bitter, rust-colored water into her mouth. She handed the cloth to Reid, who did the same. It tasted like rust and dirt, but it was wet.

They sat under a ledge, sharing the last of the canteen. Reid watched the horizon, eyes half-closed. Something moved across the sand—a flicker, low and fast, too smooth for any natural animal.

He nudged Kara. “Movement. Two o’clock. Not a drone, not a person.”

Kara tensed, pipe ready. “We move. Now.”

They stood, but before they could take two steps, a rapid clicking sounded from behind. Reid spun. One beast, then two more, slithered into view—gaunt, low to the ground, armored in scavenged metal plates and tangled wiring. Their jaws were lined with metal teeth, eyes black and unblinking.

Kara drew her plasma knife, thumbed the switch. The blade flickered to life. Reid grabbed a length of jagged rebar from his pack, holding it tight.

The creatures circled, moving in jerks. One lunged at Kara. She sidestepped, slashing its jaw. Sparks flew as metal peeled back, but the beast barely slowed.

“Back to back,” Reid said, voice low. He pressed his shoulder to Kara’s, eyes scanning for openings.

A fourth and fifth beast appeared, circling tighter. One barreled into Reid, knocking him flat. Its jaws snapped inches from his face. He jammed the rebar into its neck, twisting hard. The beast shrieked, oil spilling from the wound, but it kept coming.

Kara screamed. Reid twisted, saw her pinned under another beast, its teeth clamped on her shoulder. She stabbed it in the side, blade sinking deep, but it didn’t let go.

Reid roared, adrenaline surging. He slammed the pipe into the beast’s side, again and again. The creature finally released Kara, who rolled away, clutching her bleeding arm.

A fifth beast leapt, pinning Reid by the throat. Its weight crushed his chest, vision tunneling. He swung the rebar blindly, connecting with something hard. The beast’s grip loosened, but not enough.

Suddenly, plasma bolts tore through the air. The beast on Reid’s chest jerked, then collapsed, half its head missing. Sonic bursts rippled through the sand. Warriors in patched armor moved in—six of them, faces masked, weapons glowing. Their shock spears struck with practiced force, dropping the beasts one by one.

One warrior yanked the last beast off Kara, tossing it aside. Another slapped a hydration patch onto Reid’s neck, pulling him upright as if he weighed nothing.

Reid staggered, vision swimming. Kara was on her knees, blood drying on her shoulder, breathing hard. The warriors moved with silent efficiency, forming a loose circle around them. One ran a glowing scanner over their bodies. Another planted a red beacon in the sand.

Kara muttered, “They’re not bracket. But they’re not wild either.”

A taller figure stepped forward, armor mismatched, a shock spear in hand. His voice was rough, the accent unfamiliar. “Move again, you die. Come with us.”

Reid nodded, too weak to argue. Kara gripped his hand, squeezed once, then let go. The warriors closed in, guiding them away from the bodies. Reid glanced back—vultures already circled above the beast corpses. Gravehook’s wreck was just a dark shape on the horizon, half-swallowed by sand.

They walked, flanked by the warriors. The sun dipped lower, the heat finally easing. Reid’s legs shook with every step. Kara limped, her arm pressed tight to her side.


Chapter 3

“You’re awake enough to walk?” Kara asked, voice flat.

Reid nodded, though every muscle in his body ached. The six masked warriors kept them moving, the group weaving through the dunes with practiced efficiency. The desert stretched out in every direction, nothing but wind-scoured sand and the occasional jagged outcrop. The sun was lower now, but the heat still pressed down, relentless.

One of the warriors—shorter than the others, with a faded blue cord tied around her arm—stepped beside Reid and held out a small patch. “Neck,” she said. Reid pressed it to his skin, feeling the sting as fluid seeped into his bloodstream. His headache eased a little. Another warrior, this one with burn scars visible beneath the edge of his mask, knelt beside Kara and squeezed a tube of clear gel over her shoulder wound. She flinched but didn’t complain.

Kara tried to catch the lead warrior’s eye. “Where are you taking us?” she asked, voice steady.

The lead didn’t look back. “To the buried place. Walk.”

They moved in silence, the warriors guiding them around exposed metal debris and half-buried mech limbs. At one point, they passed a rusted sign half-swallowed by sand, the letters long since worn away. Kara’s gaze lingered on a pile of scorched armor plates—she recognized the Kestral insignia, barely visible beneath the grime, right next to a Vetrax tag. Reid wondered if the tribe had left them there as warnings, or as reminders.

He kept his eyes on Kara’s legs as she walked ahead, her shorts clinging to her hips, the backs of her thighs streaked with dried blood and dust. The cut on her shoulder was still oozing, but she moved with her usual stubborn determination, jaw set, green eyes scanning for threats. She was smaller than any of the warriors, but none of them looked at her like she was weak.

After what felt like hours, the group reached a rocky outcrop surrounded by wind-shifted dunes. The lead warrior knelt and scraped sand away from a metal hatch, revealing a recessed handle. He twisted it, and the hatch opened with a grinding noise, exposing a sloped tunnel that led down into darkness.

“In,” the lead said.

Reid ducked through the opening, Kara right behind him. The temperature dropped instantly, the air cool on his sunburned skin. The tunnel walls were lined with scavenged mech panels, old conduit, and sand-smoothed plating. Dim lights flickered overhead, powered by jury-rigged batteries. As they descended, Reid saw faded symbols from both Kestral and Vetrax painted side by side along the walls—deliberately preserved, not defaced.

Kara brushed her fingers over a Vetrax sigil. “They keep both,” she murmured.

Reid shrugged. “Maybe they don’t care anymore.”

The tunnel opened into a massive underground chamber, the ceiling lost in shadow. Makeshift structures filled the space—huts built from scavenged hulls, walkways of welded struts, ladders leading to alcoves carved into the rock. Battery-powered floodlamps cast uneven light over the scene.

People moved everywhere. Adults hunched over drone parts, teens sharpening spears and knives, children playing with reprogrammed bot heads. No one wore a faction insignia. Instead, each person had a braided cloth cord tied to one arm—blue, red, green, yellow. Some cords were faded, others bright. No two were the same.

Kara leaned in close. “This isn’t a militia camp. It’s a community.”

Reid nodded, watching a pair of older women barter over a stack of circuit boards. A boy chased a girl, both of them laughing, the girl waving a broken sensor array like a trophy. No one looked twice at Reid and Kara’s bracket jumpsuits.

The warriors led them to a small alcove near the chamber’s edge. An older man with a patchy beard and a young woman with a shaved head waited, both wearing faded white cords. The man gestured to a bench. “Sit. We clean you up.”

Reid sat, not arguing. The woman began cleaning his scraped palms with a cloth soaked in nanogel. The sting was immediate, but he gritted his teeth. The man pressed a sterilizer patch to Reid’s ribs, then handed him a squeeze tube of nutrient gel. “Drink. All of it.”

Kara sat beside him, silent as the woman peeled back the cloth on her shoulder and sprayed it with a thin mist. The wound closed a little, the bleeding slowing. The woman wrapped it with a fresh strip of cloth, then injected a stim shot into Kara’s thigh.

Reid drank the nutrient gel, swallowing the thick, metallic-tasting paste. He felt it settle in his stomach, heavy but welcome. Kara’s eyes were half-closed, her breathing slowing as the stim took effect.

Neither of them asked questions. The silence was tense, but not hostile. The older man checked their pulses, then nodded to the warriors. “They’ll live.”

The lead warrior jerked his head. “Come.”

They were led deeper into the chamber, past a row of makeshift cook stations and a communal fire pit. At the far end, a long chamber opened up, a central fire burning low in a pit surrounded by benches. A man waited there, his armor a patchwork of mech plating and cloth, a red-and-black cord tied around his upper arm. He stood as they approached, eyes sharp.

“I’m Rhagan,” he said, voice carrying both Vetrax and Kestral inflections. “You’re the bracket exiles.”

Kara nodded. “We are. Who are you all?”

Rhagan gestured to the benches. “Sit. You’ll get answers.”

Reid lowered himself onto the nearest bench, Kara beside him. Rhagan sat across from them, elbows on his knees.

“We’re the forgotten,” Rhagan said. “Not prisoners. Not enemies. Just survivors who stopped caring who wore what colors. Everyone here was exiled, abandoned, or left behind—soldiers, engineers, scouts. Some from Kestral, some from Vetrax. All of us lost something to the bracket, or to the war.”

Kara’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not bracket. You’re not wild. What are you?”

Rhagan shrugged. “We’re what’s left when the factions throw people away. We built this place out of what we could scavenge. No one comes here unless they have nowhere else to go.”

Reid looked around. “You’ve been here a while.”

“Twenty years,” Rhagan said. “Some longer. Some less. We take care of our own. We don’t care where you came from. We care if you take more than you give.”

Kara leaned forward. “Have you seen other exiles? Two women—one with red hair, one silver blonde?”

Rhagan’s expression didn’t change. “Out there, many die. You’re lucky someone found you. That’s all I’ll say.”

Reid’s jaw tightened, but he let it go. He knew a dead end when he heard one.

A woman approached, carrying a tray with two bowls of steaming stew and a jug of water. She set them down without a word. Reid picked up a bowl, the contents thick and brown, chunks of protein floating in the broth. He didn’t care what it was. He ate, shoveling the food into his mouth, barely tasting it. Kara ate more slowly, but she finished every bite.

Rhagan poured water into ceramic cups and handed them over. “You’ll work for your place here. Everyone does. You heal, you eat, you pull your weight. That’s the rule.”

Reid nodded. “Fair enough.”

Around them, the chamber buzzed with quiet activity. Families shared food, traded gear, patched clothes. No one paid much attention to the newcomers. A man with a mechanical arm tinkered with a broken drone, a girl with a yellow cord braided into her hair watched him, eyes wide.

Kara finished her stew and set the bowl aside. “Think we’ll be allowed near our mech?”

Rhagan looked at her, then at Reid. “Maybe. If you prove you’re not a threat. For now, you rest. Tomorrow, you work.”

A woman appeared at Rhagan’s side. She was older, with sharp eyes and a faded green cord tied tight around her wrist. “Venna,” she said, introducing herself. “I’ll show you where you sleep.”

Reid stood, swaying a little. Kara followed, her steps steadier now that the stim had kicked in. Venna led them through a narrow passage to a small shelter built into the cave wall. The space was simple—two clean cloth mats on the floor, a small light fixture bolted to the ceiling, a locking door with a battered keypad.

Venna pointed. “You sleep here. Door locks from inside. No one will bother you. Tomorrow, you work. That’s how it goes here. Eat. Sleep. Heal.”

She turned to leave. Kara called after her, “What kind of work?”

Venna didn’t turn around. “Whatever needs doing. You’ll see.”

The door clicked shut behind her.

Kara sat on one of the mats with a quiet groan, stretching her legs out in front of her. The bandage on her shoulder was already stained with blood, but she didn’t complain. Reid sat against the wall, knees drawn up, staring at the ceiling.

Kara looked at him, her expression unreadable. “Think they’ll let us near Gravehook?”

Reid shook his head. “Not yet. But we’ll find out soon. First, we don’t die.”

She snorted, then lay back, one arm draped over her eyes. Reid watched her for a moment—her chest rising and falling, the small swell of her breasts visible beneath her shirt, nipples hard from the lingering chill of the underground air. He looked away, exhaustion settling over him like a blanket.

He lay down on the other mat, staring at the light fixture overhead. The sounds of the village drifted in—quiet laughter, the clatter of tools, the low murmur of conversation. No sirens, no alarms. Just people living.

For the first time since exile, Reid felt something close to safety. It wasn’t trust, not yet, but it was enough.

Kara’s breathing slowed, her body relaxing. Reid listened to the steady rhythm, letting it anchor him. He closed his eyes, the weight of exhaustion finally pulling him under.

Tomorrow, they’d work. Tomorrow, they’d find out if they belonged here. For tonight, they were alive.


Chapter 4

“Up. Quarry gate, now.” Venna’s voice was sharp as she pounded on the hut door.

Reid blinked awake, the room still dim. He rolled off the cot, every muscle aching from the last two days. Kara was sprawled on her stomach, her shorts riding up. She didn’t move until Venna banged again.

“I’ll bring back water. Maybe something that passes for food,” Reid said as he pulled on the rough-fiber tunic Venna tossed inside. The tunic was stiff, patched in three places, and a size too small. He grabbed his boots and sat on the edge of the cot.

Kara cracked one eye open. “If it’s another ration bar, keep it.” She rolled over, stretching her legs out. “Don’t get killed before breakfast.”

Outside, the village was already moving. Fires glowed in half-barrels, people hunched over tool benches, and a group of kids ran past carrying a drone shell between them. Reid walked toward the quarry entrance, boots scraping over packed earth. He passed two men sharpening spears and a woman bent over a pile of salvaged wiring.

At the gate, a small team waited—two scouts in faded jackets, a burly man with an energy harpoon slung over his shoulder, and a teenager fiddling with a pair of cracked goggles. Their leader, a woman with short black hair and a yellow cord on her arm, stepped forward.

“I’m Yora. You’re with us today.” She handed Reid a short spear with metal nodes lashed to the tip and a pulse pistol with a single charge. “If you use that, make it count. We’re hunting striders east of the ravine. We need meat and fluid sacs. You keep up, you eat.”

“You got a plan, or is this just chase and stab?” Reid asked.

Yora’s mouth twitched. “We track, we wait, we hit hard. Don’t get clever.” She jerked her chin at the scouts. “Move.”

The team set out, staying low as they crossed broken dunes. The sun was barely up, but the heat pressed down. They skirted a pile of rusted mech parts, the edges worn smooth by wind. The teenager glanced at Reid. “Bracket drone buzzed us yesterday. If it comes back, freeze. Don’t breathe.”

Yora didn’t look back. “If it scans, we’re ghosts. No heroics.”

Reid kept his eyes on the sand, boots sinking with every step. “How long you been doing this?” he asked.

Yora’s answer was flat. “Long enough to lose people we stopped naming.”

They reached a ridge overlooking a shallow ravine. Yora crouched, scanning the ground. She pointed to a set of three-toed prints, the edges still sharp. A thin trail of fluid stained the sand behind them.

“Striders. Two, maybe three. They feed here at dawn.” She gestured for silence and motioned the team into position along the ridge.

Reid crouched behind a rock, spear ready. The striders appeared—two-legged, lean, their bodies armored in dull natural plating. Gland bulges swelled beneath their ribs. The creatures moved in quick, jerky bursts, pecking at the ground for fungal growths.

Yora raised her hand. The scouts tensed, spears aimed. The teenager steadied his harpoon, eyes locked on the nearest strider.

Yora dropped her hand. Two spears fired, shock charges crackling as they struck. One strider spasmed and dropped, legs kicking. The others bolted. Reid jumped down, landing hard, and lunged at the second strider. His spear missed, scraping the creature’s side. It shrieked, turning on him.

A scout fired a net launcher, tangling the strider’s legs. Reid tackled it, pinning its body with his weight. The creature thrashed, claws scraping his arm. He drove the spear behind its head-plate, feeling the resistance give way. The strider went limp, blood oozing from the wound.

The teenager finished the kill with a harpoon to the chest. The whole thing was over in less than a minute. Reid’s arms and face were splattered with dark fluid. He wiped it away, breathing hard.

Yora knelt beside the first kill, slicing open the fluid sac with a hooked blade. She filled a canister, then started carving strips of meat from the flank. Reid helped, sawing through tough muscle and bone. The meat was dense and pale.

They packed the meat into thermal wraps and strapped the fluid sacs to their belts. Yora nodded at Reid. “You did better than most first-timers.”

“I’ve butchered worse. Just not as fast,” Reid said.

The team started back, moving slower now with the extra weight. Reid limped, the strider leg heavy across his shoulder. At a rock outpost, a man offered a flask of purified water. Reid took a sip, then handed it to the teenager, refusing more.

At the edge of the village, Yora split the team. “Hunters to the cook line. Varlan, you’re on water run. Engineer’s orders.”

Reid wiped his hands on his tunic and headed for the water station. Two exiles waited there, prepping battered canisters and a pulley rig. Kara arrived as he did, limping but alert.

She smirked. “You look like hell.”

“You should see the strider. Got bored?” Reid said.

Kara shrugged. “Offered to help. Didn’t want you getting all the credit.”

One of the exiles handed them climbing harnesses. “You two are on the probe. Canyon drop. Don’t break the cable.”

Reid buckled the harness around his waist, checking the clips. Kara did the same, her fingers moving quickly. The group moved to the canyon edge, where a reinforced rope was anchored to a metal spike. A narrow crevice yawned below, shadows hiding the bottom.

Reid clipped in and started down, boots scraping the rock. Kara followed, her legs braced against the wall. At the bottom, a small pool of moisture glistened in the dim light. A suction probe hung from a pulley above.

Kara wedged herself into the crevice wall, stabilizing the cable as Reid guided the probe into the water. The machinery vibrated, the hose flexing as it drew liquid up. Reid wiped sweat from his eyes, watching the pressure gauge.

The probe snagged, the cable jerking. Kara braced her feet against the rock, holding the line steady. “Move it left. The intake’s catching.”

Reid shifted the probe, feeling the resistance ease. The gauge ticked up. Water started flowing, filling the first canister. They worked in silence, passing canisters up to the exiles above.

After the fourth canister, Kara slumped against the wall, breathing hard. She pulled a hydration tablet from her pocket and handed it to Reid. “You’re making friends. I’m shocked.”

He swallowed the tablet, the bitterness sharp on his tongue. “I bleed with them, I’m less of a stranger. That’s what they said.”

Kara grinned. “You look like you crawled out of a grave.”

Reid snorted. “So, business as usual.”

They climbed out, hands raw from the rope. Back at the purification station, they logged the filled canisters. An engineer checked the totals and nodded. “You’re earning your place.”

Kara bumped Reid’s shoulder as they walked toward the hut. “Not bad for exiles.”

Inside, the day’s exhaustion hit hard. Reid stretched out on the cot, muscles burning. Kara took her top off, dropping it on the floor. She lay across from him, arms folded behind her head. Her nipples were dark against her pale skin.

They didn’t speak, just exchanged a look—tired, gritty, but alive.

Reid closed his eyes, thinking only one thing: We’re still here.

The next morning, Venna woke them before dawn again. “You’re on tool duty. Both of you.”

Reid rolled out of bed, pulling on his tunic. Kara sat up, rubbing her eyes. “What now?”

Venna tossed them a bundle of wire and a battered toolkit. “Repairs in the east tunnel. Don’t break anything.”

They followed Venna through the village, passing people prepping for the day. A boy carried a stack of drone batteries, a woman sorted through a pile of cracked armor plates. Reid saw Yora at the cook line, slicing strider meat into strips.

In the east tunnel, a group of engineers worked on a broken water pump. Reid knelt beside the housing, examining the cracked seals. Kara handed him a length of wire, her fingers stained with grease.

“Seal’s blown,” Reid said. “We need to patch it or the whole line goes dry.”

Kara nodded. “I’ll hold the housing. You splice.”

He stripped the wire, wrapping it around the cracked joint. Kara braced the housing, her arms tense. Reid soldered the wire in place, the metal hissing as it cooled.

One of the engineers watched, arms crossed. “You know your way around a pump.”

“Salvage shop. Fixed worse with less,” Reid said.

The engineer grunted. “You want food tonight, keep working.”

They moved down the line, patching leaks and tightening bolts. Kara’s hands were steady.

By midday, the repairs were done. The pump hummed, water flowing through the pipes. The engineers nodded approval and handed Reid a strip of dried strider meat.

He chewed it, jaw aching. Kara took a bite, grimacing. “Tastes like old boots.”

Reid swallowed and said, “It’s not good, but it’s better than starving.”

They returned to the hut, bodies aching. Kara stripped off her tunic, tossing it onto the cot. She lay back, arms folded behind her head.

Reid sat on the edge of the cot, staring at the ceiling. “You think they’ll let us near Gravehook?”

Kara shrugged. “If we keep pulling our weight, maybe. If not, we walk.”

Reid nodded. “We don’t die. That’s the job.”

Kara closed her eyes, her breathing slowing. Reid watched her for a moment, then lay back, exhaustion pulling him under.

That evening, the village gathered around the central fire pit. Rhagan stood at the edge, arms crossed. He nodded at Reid and Kara as they approached.

“You worked today,” Rhagan said. “You eat tonight.”

Bowls of stew were passed around, thick with strider meat and root vegetables. Reid ate in silence, savoring the warmth. Kara sat beside him, her legs tucked under her, eyes scanning the crowd.

Rhagan sat across from them. “You keep this up, you’ll have a place here. But you don’t get special treatment. You work, you eat. You slack, you go hungry.”

Reid nodded. “Understood.”

Kara looked at Rhagan. “You ever let exiles near the surface?”

Rhagan’s eyes narrowed. “Sometimes. If they earn it.”

Reid met his gaze. “We need to get back to Gravehook. It’s not just a wreck. It’s our way out.”

Rhagan didn’t answer. He just stared into the fire, the flames reflecting in his eyes.

The next day, Reid was assigned to the forge. He hauled scrap metal, sorted wiring, and hammered dented panels flat. Kara worked beside him, her hands stained with grease, her hair sticking to her forehead in damp curls.

At midday, they took a break in the shade. Kara handed Reid a strip of dried meat. “You’re almost starting to fit in.”

Reid chewed, swallowing hard. “I’m getting there, but I’m not sure I want to.”

Kara leaned back, stretching her legs out. She caught Reid looking and smirked. “Eyes up, Varlan.”

He grinned. “Just making sure you’re still alive.”

That night, as they lay in the hut, Kara spoke quietly. “You think Shae and Nyra made it?”

Reid stared at the ceiling. “I don’t know. But if they did, we’ll find them.”

Kara rolled over, her back to him. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep.”


Chapter 5

“You want the last bite?” Reid held out the crumbling edge of a ration bar. The firelight flickered across the stone walls of their hut, throwing Kara’s shadow long and thin. Most of the village had gone still. Kara sat cross-legged on the sleeping mat, her bandaged shoulder bare, shorts riding up her thighs. She took the piece from Reid, chewing slowly, watching him with tired green eyes.

“Didn’t think you’d share,” she said, voice low.

Reid shrugged, rolling his sore shoulders. “Not much point hoarding. Tomorrow’s not guaranteed.”

Kara finished the bite and tossed the wrapper onto the bench with her outer wrap. She leaned back on her hands, stretching her legs out, her small breasts outlined under the thin bandage wrap. “You didn’t flinch today. Not during the hunt, not when the probe jammed. That’s new.”

Reid rubbed at the grit on his calves. “Adrenaline doesn’t ask for permission. I just did what needed doing.”

Kara tilted her head, brown hair falling forward, messy and tangled from the day. “You’re not as alone here as you think.” She reached out, brushing a streak of dirt from his cheek with her thumb. Her touch was careful, not soft.

Reid caught her wrist, holding it for a moment. “I don’t know if we’re staying. But I know I don’t want to sleep through tonight.”

She let her hand drop to his chest, fingers tracing the line of his collarbone.

Kara undid the knot at her side, letting the utility wrap fall open. Her collarbone and the curve of one breast showed beneath the bandage, skin flushed from heat and exertion. She climbed onto his lap, knees on either side of his thighs, and pressed her mouth to his.

Reid kissed her back, matching her urgency, his hands sliding to her waist. He felt the heat of her skin through the thin cloth, the tension in her muscles. Kara’s hands went to his belt, unclasping it with steady fingers. She leaned back, pulling her upper layer off and tossing it aside. Her chest was wrapped, but the lines of her body were clear in the firelight—small, perky breasts, nipples hard under the bandage, flat stomach rising and falling with each breath.

Reid pulled his shirt over his head, wincing as the fabric scraped over a healing scrape on his ribs. Kara’s hands moved to his briefs, tugging them down his hips. She watched him, eyes steady, then wrapped her hand around his cock, stroking him slowly. Her grip was confident, her thumb circling the head as she watched his reaction.

He groaned, hips twitching. Kara grinned, then pushed him back onto the mat. She knelt over him, peeling back the wrap around her chest. Her breasts were small and firm, nipples dark and stiff in the firelight. Reid cupped them, running his thumbs over the peaks before lowering his mouth to one, sucking gently. Kara arched her back, pressing into him.

“Fuck, that’s good,” she muttered, voice rough.

Reid moved to her other breast, licking and teasing until she was breathing hard, her hands tangled in his hair. He kissed down her stomach, tracing the line of her hip with his tongue. Kara leaned back, bracing herself on her elbows, and pulled her waistband down past her hips. Her pussy was bare, lips slick and swollen.

She spread her legs, feet flat on the mat. “You know exactly what I want you to do.”

Reid settled between her thighs, hands gripping her hips. He started with slow licks, tongue tracing her folds, then pressed deeper, circling her clit with the tip. Kara’s thighs tightened around his head, her chest rising and falling faster.

“Don’t stop. I need more,” she said, her voice shaking.

He sucked gently on her clit, then flicked his tongue back and forth, feeling her hips buck against his mouth. Kara grabbed his head, fingers digging into his scalp, grinding herself against his face. Reid kept going, licking and sucking, feeling her get wetter with every pass.

Kara’s voice broke as she came, her thighs trembling, her back arching as she rode out the wave. Reid didn’t stop until she pushed his head away, her breathing ragged.

She slumped back, chest heaving, then pulled him up by the shoulders. “Let me return the favor,” she whispered, voice hoarse.

Kara pushed him onto his back, straddling his thighs. She stroked his cock again, then leaned down, taking him into her mouth. Her lips were hot and wet, tongue swirling around the head before she slid down his shaft. Reid groaned, hands gripping her shoulders.

She set a steady rhythm, bobbing her head, sucking hard on the upstroke. Her eyes stayed locked on his, challenging him. She took him deeper, gagging slightly, then pulled back with a smirk.

“You still want to keep going?” she asked, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

“Better than good. I want you,” Reid managed, voice rough.

Kara climbed into his lap, guiding him into her with one hand. She sank down slowly, her head dropping as he filled her. Reid gripped her hips, feeling the heat and tightness of her pussy around him. Kara started moving, rolling her hips in slow circles, grinding against him.

She leaned forward, bracing her hands on his chest, riding him with steady pressure. Reid ran his hands up her back, tracing the line of her spine. He kissed her chest, her throat, pressing his mouth to her skin.

Kara sped up, bouncing on his cock, her breath coming in short gasps. She wrapped her arms around his shoulders, pulling him closer. Reid thrust up into her, matching her rhythm.

“Harder. I want to feel you deeper,” Kara whispered, biting his ear.

He flipped her onto her back, driving into her with rough, deep strokes. Kara’s face twisted with pleasure, one leg hooked around his hip, nails raking down his back. Her eyes squeezed shut as she came again, voice breaking.

“Don’t stop, don’t stop, I need it,” she begged.

Reid kept going, hips slamming into hers, feeling his own climax building. Kara’s pussy clenched around him, her whole body shaking. Reid groaned, burying himself deep as he came, his body locking up.

They lay tangled together, sweat cooling on their skin. Kara’s hand slid down his back, nails leaving faint lines. Reid rested his head on her chest, feeling her heartbeat.

Kara kissed the side of his head. “Still think this place is worth dying in?”

Reid closed his eyes. “No. But if I had to… this wouldn’t be a bad night to go out.”

She laughed, low and tired. “You’re a bastard.”

He smiled, eyes still closed. “You knew that already.”

Kara pulled a blanket over them, settling at his side. Her arm draped across his stomach, her leg hooked over his. Reid felt her breathing slow, her body relaxing against his.

Outside, faint welding sparks flickered on the cave ceiling. Reid watched Kara drift off, her hair spread across the pillow, chest rising and falling with each breath. Her nipples were still hard, the skin around them flushed from his mouth.

He let himself relax, the tension in his body finally easing. For the first time since exile, he felt something close to peace.

Kara shifted in her sleep, pressing closer. Reid wrapped his arm around her, pulling her tight against him. He watched the dim light play across the walls, the village at rest beyond their door.

Just the two of them, alive and together.

Reid closed his eyes, letting exhaustion pull him under. His last thought before sleep was simple: We’re still here.


Chapter 6

Kara was already half-dressed, sitting on the edge of the cot with her knees pulled up, when Reid woke. She sipped from a battered canteen, her brown hair falling in uneven waves around her face. The cloth bandage on her shoulder was stained but dry. She glanced over as he sat up, rubbing grit from his eyes.

“You sleep through the stampede outside?” Kara asked, voice rough.

Reid stretched, feeling the ache in his arms and back. “Didn’t hear a thing. Could’ve been dead.”

Venna didn’t bother knocking this time—she pushed the door open and stepped inside, her sharp eyes flicking between them. “Rhagan wants you. Now. Bring your heads, not just your bodies.”

Kara stood, pulling on her shorts and wriggling her hips to get them over her thighs. She grabbed her top from the floor and shrugged it on, the hem riding up to show her flat stomach and the curve of her ribs. She tossed her hair back, not bothering to fix it.

Reid pulled on his boots and followed Kara out. The village was already busy—people sorting through piles of scavenged drone parts, others carrying bundles of stripped wiring or hunks of battered armor. Kara slowed as they passed a worktable where three villagers were stripping insulation from burned fiber bundles, sorting copper and alloy into neat piles. She watched as one woman used a hand tool to twist new cabling from the salvage, her movements quick and sure.

“They don’t waste anything,” Kara said, almost to herself.

Reid nodded. “No one here can afford to.”

They made their way to Rhagan’s chamber, a wide alcove lined with old mech plating and a central fire pit. Rhagan was waiting, arms folded, a red-and-black cord tied tight around his bicep. Beside him stood a man Reid hadn’t seen before—older, with a face lined from sun and years, his hands stained with grease. The man wore a faded blue cord and a heavy tool belt.

Rhagan gestured to the crate at his feet. “Olren wanted you to see this.”

Olren knelt and unwrapped the crate, peeling back layers of cloth. Inside sat a power pack—compact, dense, the casing battered and dented, but the blue core at its center pulsed with a steady glow. The edges were patched with mismatched alloy, and one corner was wrapped in a mesh of braided wire.

Reid stared, pulse jumping. “That’s real?”

Olren grunted. “It’s functional. Not pretty, but it’ll run a mech if you treat it right.”

Kara stepped forward, eyes locked on the pack. “What’s the input threshold? How stable’s the core? Did you reinforce the shielding?”

Olren nodded. “Input’s dirty, but it’ll take a full bracket draw. Shielding’s a patch job—layered with scavenged reactor plates and hand-spun alloy. Took twenty years to get it to hold a charge without blowing.”

Rhagan’s voice was low. “This doesn’t leave here. If the bracket finds out, we’re all dead. No one’s supposed to be able to build these. The minerals alone—”

Reid cut him off. “We’ve kept bigger secrets. We’re not here to screw you.”

Kara crouched beside the crate, running her fingers over the mesh. “You braided this by hand?”

Olren nodded. “No other way. Had to substitute half the stabilizer matrix with alloy from drone cores. It’s dangerous, but it works.”

Kara looked up at Reid. “If this holds, Gravehook’s not dead. Not forever.”

Rhagan watched them both. “You know where your mech is?”

Reid nodded. “We marked the position. Hull’s blasted, limbs half-buried, circuits fried. Power conduit’s a mess.”

Olren grinned, showing crooked teeth. “We’ve seen worse.”

Rhagan leaned forward. “Here’s the deal. We help you haul that metal corpse back here, you help us wire it up. You teach us what we don’t know. You work with Olren and his crew. You in?”

Reid didn’t hesitate. “I’m in.”

Kara stood, brushing grit from her knees. “You’ll need scaffolding, heat shielding, salvage plates for the joints. We’ll need every tool you’ve got.”

Olren nodded, already moving to a shelf stacked with battered tool crates. “We’ll start prepping sled modules. Got a set of old transport skids, just need to reinforce the frames.”

Rhagan turned to the doorway. “I’ll get a team together. We move before dawn—less chance of bracket drones picking us up.”

Reid looked at Kara as the others moved off. “You think Gravehook can come back?”

Kara’s eyes were sharp, focused. “If that power pack holds, maybe. But it’s going to be ugly.”

They spent the next hour in the main salvage chamber, helping Olren and three others lay out supplies. The sled frames were built from mining hauler struts, the joints reinforced with thick bolts and scavenged hull panels. Kara checked the welds, tightening each one with a battered wrench. Reid sorted through the tool crates, pulling out wire cutters, diagnostic meters, and a battered voltmeter.

Olren handed Kara a spool of braided cable. “You do the rigging. I’ll handle the lubricant tanks.”

Kara worked quickly, looping the cable through anchor points on the sled. Her arms flexed as she pulled the knots tight, her small breasts outlined under her thin top as she leaned over the frame.

Reid watched her for a moment, then turned to Olren. “How many people on the haul?”

Olren counted on his fingers. “Ten. Any more, we draw too much attention. We’ll need winch lines and pulley anchors. You know how to set those?”

Reid nodded. “I ran salvage for years. I’ll handle the anchors.”

Kara finished the rigging and wiped sweat from her brow. “We need coolant tanks. If the pack overheats, it’ll fry everything.”

Olren pointed to a stack of battered drums. “Already filled. Just don’t tip them.”

As the sun set, the village gathered around the central fire pits. Children played with drone shells, two teenagers arm-wrestled over a shock battery. Kara sat beside Reid, her knees drawn up, arms wrapped around her legs.

She leaned into him, her voice low. “You realize this is the first real shot we’ve had since the exile?”

Reid stared into the fire. “Yeah. And it’s being handed to us by people who’ve got every reason not to trust us.”

Kara’s mouth twisted. “So let’s not screw it up.”

Olren walked over, carrying the power pack wrapped in thick cloth. He set it on the ground beside them. “We’ll move it once the frame’s ready. That thing doesn’t like being jostled.”

Rhagan joined them, his face grim. “We leave before dawn. Everyone helping has experience with salvage or transport. No one talks about what we’re moving.”

Reid nodded. “Understood.”

Kara stood, stretching her back. “I’ll check the sleds one more time.”

Olren followed her, leaving Reid by the fire. He watched the flames, thinking about the last time he’d seen Gravehook whole—before the bracket stripped it, before the exile. He felt the old anger, but beneath it, something else: hope, sharp and dangerous.

When Kara returned, she dropped onto the mat beside him. “Everything’s set. We move at first light.”

Reid looked at her, the firelight catching the sweat on her collarbone. “You ready for this?”

Kara’s eyes were steady. “I’m always ready. Doesn’t mean I’m not scared.”

He nodded, understanding. “We drag a ghost out of the sand tomorrow.”

Kara smirked. “And if it bites us, at least we go down swinging.”

They walked back to their hut in silence. Inside, Kara stripped off her top and tossed it onto the cot, her small breasts bare in the dim light. She pulled on a clean wrap and lay down, back to the wall.

Reid sat on the edge of his cot, pulling off his boots. He watched Kara’s back rise and fall, her breathing slow.

He lay down, staring at the ceiling, mind racing with plans and doubts. He thought of Shae and Nyra—whether they were alive, whether they’d ever see them again. He thought of Gravehook, half-buried in the sand, waiting.

Kara’s voice broke the silence. “You think the bracket will ever let us back in?”

Reid answered without turning. “Doesn’t matter. We make our own way.”

Kara rolled over, facing him. “You really believe that?”

He met her eyes. “I have to. Otherwise, what’s the point?”

She nodded, closing her eyes. “Get some sleep. We’ll need it.”

Reid listened to the quiet sounds of the village—metal clinking, low voices, the distant crackle of fire. He let himself drift, holding onto the hope that tomorrow, they’d have a chance.

The next morning, the team assembled before dawn. Ten villagers stood by the sleds, each carrying a pack or a coil of rope. Olren checked the power pack one last time, tightening the straps around the cloth.

Rhagan gave final instructions. “We move fast. No stops unless we have to. If you see drones, scatter and cover the pack. No heroics.”

Kara adjusted her harness, the straps digging into her hips. She glanced at Reid. “Ready?”

He gripped the handle of his tool kit. “Let’s move.”

They set out, the sleds creaking over the sand. The sun was just rising, casting long shadows across the dunes. Reid led the way, marking the route by memory. Kara walked beside the power pack, eyes scanning the horizon.

They reached the wreck site as the sun cleared the rocks. Gravehook was half-buried, its hull scorched, one arm missing, the cockpit hatch fused shut. Sand had drifted over the legs, only the torso and one shoulder visible.

Olren whistled. “You weren’t kidding. That’s a mess.”

Kara knelt by the hull, brushing sand away from the maintenance panel. She pried it open with a crowbar, exposing the fried wiring inside.

“Power conduit’s blasted. We’ll have to bypass half the regulators,” she said.

Reid climbed onto the torso, using a pry bar to loosen the sand-caked bolts. He called down, “We’ll need to cut the leg free. The joint’s fused.”

Two villagers brought over a portable torch. Kara took it, her hands steady as she sliced through the joint. Sparks flew, metal hissing. Reid and Olren worked together to attach the sled’s winch lines to the main anchor points.

Once the joints were cut, the team heaved, dragging the torso onto the sled. The hull scraped against the metal frame, sending up a shower of grit. Kara guided the power pack crate onto a second sled, securing it with thick straps.

Rhagan called out, “Move! We’re exposed out here.”

The team pulled the sleds back toward the hidden entrance, moving as fast as the weight allowed. Sweat ran down Reid’s back, his arms burning with effort. Kara walked beside him, her face set, jaw clenched.


Chapter 7

“Move it left! Watch the leg—” Olren’s voice echoed down the tunnel as the salvage team dragged Gravehook’s battered hull behind two sleds. The dawn light barely reached the mouth of the passage, but everyone was already sweating. Sparks flew as the mech’s scorched plating scraped the walls. The right arm was missing entirely, the left leg twisted at a wrong angle, and the torso was blackened from the power pack blast. Chains rattled as the sleds ground over the uneven floor.

Reid walked beside the wreck, boots crunching on scattered grit. Kara followed, one hand resting on the crate that held the patched power pack. Her other hand gripped the edge of the sled, knuckles white. She kept her eyes on the mech, not looking at the crowd that had gathered along the corridor.

Venna was at the front, waving people back. “Give them room! If it tips, you’ll lose more than a foot!” The villagers pressed against the walls, silent, watching as the team maneuvered the ruined mech into the main workshop dome.

Inside, Olren and two assistants cleared the largest chamber, shifting welding rigs and dragging battered tool crates out of the way. The air was thick with dust. They powered up a scavenged crane, its gears grinding as it lifted Gravehook’s torso off the sleds and lowered it onto a set of reinforced support struts made from a mining hauler’s frame. Chains and magnetic clamps locked the hull in place, the whole structure groaning under the weight.

Kara set the crate down on a battered workbench, then helped bolt down a scaffold tower around the mech’s torso. She moved quickly, tightening each bolt with a heavy wrench, arms flexing as she leaned in. Her shorts rode up as she climbed the scaffold, the curve of her ass outlined above the waistband, sweat running down her thighs. Reid watched her for a moment, then turned away, focusing on the crates of salvaged core cabling.

Olren barked orders. “Lay out every cable you’ve got. We need lengths for the spine, torso, and both arms. Anything with burn marks goes in the melt crate.” Reid opened the first crate, pulling out thick bundles of fiber and copper, sorting them by length and flexibility. He tossed a half-melted bundle aside, then started untangling another, fingers working through the knots.

Kara called down, “We’re going to need more scaffolding if we want to get at the cockpit base. The old access panel’s fused shut.” Olren waved two assistants over. “You heard her. Get the extension struts.” They bolted a second level to the scaffold, the metal clanging as they worked.

Reid climbed onto the lower platform, tools hanging from his belt. He ran his hand over the mech’s hull, feeling the rough welds and deep gouges. “You sure this is going to hold?” he asked Olren.

Olren grunted. “It’ll hold as long as you don’t dance on it. Get inside and start pulling the old fiber. We need to see what’s salvageable.”

Reid ducked into the torso cavity, the space barely wide enough for his shoulders. He flicked on a headlamp and started cutting through burnt plating near the cockpit base. The metal was brittle, flaking away in chunks. He pried loose a melted bundle of fiber, tossing it out to Kara, who caught it and dropped it in the melt crate.

“Catalog everything,” Kara said, voice steady. “If it’s not fused, we keep it. If it’s black, it’s dead.” She worked beside Olren, splicing together lengths of copper and alloy, her hands moving quickly. She stripped insulation from a bundle, twisting the wires together, then wrapped the joint in scavenged tape.

Reid found a servo buried in the wreckage, the casing still twitching with residual charge. He called out, “Got a live one here.” Kara climbed up beside him, holding a grounding spike. She pressed it against the servo, waiting until the faint hum died away. “That could’ve fried you,” she said.

“Would’ve been a fitting end,” Reid muttered, tossing the servo aside. He kept working, pulling out more burned fiber, stacking usable fragments in a neat pile. Every piece was logged—length, type, condition. Useless components went straight to the melt crate.

The tribe’s engineers watched Kara closely, their eyes following her every move. She didn’t hesitate, issuing instructions as she worked. “We need a clean run from the power conduit to the main core. If the old regulator’s shot, we bypass it. Olren, you got a direct signal interpreter?”

Olren nodded, digging through a crate. “Here. Pulled it from a bracket drone. Should do the job if you patch it right.”

Kara took the device, examining the connectors. “We’ll have to control output through an external node. The original regulator’s fried.” She handed the interpreter to Reid. “Mount this on the cockpit wall. Run the interface to the CPU bypass node.”

Reid nodded, climbing into the cockpit. The space was little more than a scorched shell, the control harness half-melted. He ran his hand across the seat, remembering the last time he’d piloted Gravehook—before the bracket stripped it, before the exile. The old anger bubbled up, but he pushed it down, focusing on the task.

Kara climbed up beside him, crouching on the edge of the hatch. She watched him for a long moment, then said, “You still think like a pilot. Even when we’re not in the fight.”

Reid didn’t look at her. “It’s the only thing that ever made sense.”

Kara put a hand on his shoulder, fingers digging into the muscle. “Then let’s make it make sense again.”

They started threading new lines through the spine core, feeding the cables down into the torso compartments. Olren handed up a welded guide pipe, which they used to keep the run clean. Kara worked with Olren to splice fiber to copper hybrids at the core junction, her hands steady even as sweat dripped down her face.

Reid stripped down the backup reactor bay, clearing debris that blocked access to the central processor mount. He pulled out a chunk of melted alloy, tossing it aside. “This is a mess,” he said.

Olren grinned. “We’ve seen worse. At least you’ve got most of the frame.”

They worked for hours, sweat soaking through their shirts. Every twenty minutes, Kara ran voltmeter checks on the new lines, calling out the readings. “Spine’s clean. Torso’s got a bleed—swap the blue and red.” Reid swapped the cables, watching the numbers even out.

By early evening, they had three subsystems patched and diagnostic power routed through a jury-rigged external terminal. Kara connected the tablet, fingers flying over the cracked screen. The display flashed to life—basic error code logs scrolled by, confirming minimal CPU response.

“That’s not dead,” Kara said, eyes wide. “That’s dormant.”

Olren leaned over her shoulder. “Then let’s wake it up.”

They kept working, stripping out burned components, replacing them with whatever salvage they could find. Reid’s hands were raw, knuckles scraped from sharp edges. Kara’s arms were streaked with grime, her shirt clinging to her chest, the outline of her small breasts visible as she leaned over the terminal.

Olren called out, “We’re ready for the pack. Bring it in.”

Kara and two assistants lifted the crate onto the scaffold. She unwrapped the cloth, revealing the patched power pack. The blue core pulsed, steady and bright. Kara slid the pack into the housing, bolting it down with heavy clamps. She checked the seals, fingers tracing each joint.

Reid inserted the manual override key, locking it in place. “If this goes wrong, we’re all fried.”

Rhagan cleared the room except for the core team. “Everyone out. If it blows, I don’t want bodies to bury.” The assistants filed out, leaving only Olren, Kara, and Reid.

Kara mounted the power pack, tightening the last bolt. She connected the main flow loop, watching the voltage readings. The numbers spiked, then dropped. She frowned, swapping two stabilizer rings. The reading evened out.

Olren checked the pressure gauge. “Looks stable. For now.”

Reid wiped sweat from his forehead. “Let’s do this.”

Kara initiated the sequence from the control tablet, holding her breath. The screen scrolled with unreadable script. Then: “CORE RECOGNIZED.” The room went silent. The mech hummed—a low, irregular pulse, like a dying heartbeat. Then silence.

The lights flickered. A high-pitched whine started, rising fast. Kara yelled, “Shut it down! It’s looping current through the wrong node!” Reid yanked the override. The sound cut instantly, smoke rising from a rear panel.

Everyone froze. Olren checked the panel, fingers quick. “Regulator sublink burned out.”

Kara slammed a wrench into the wall. “We missed something in the core controller. The signal’s too clean for these old inputs.”

Reid took a breath. “We don’t scrap this. We trick it. Inject a signal scrubber—analog loopback. Fake the OS into accepting the pack by simulating stable legacy patterns.”

Kara stared at him. “That’s insane.”

Reid shrugged. “So is piloting this thing in a desert war bracket. Let’s do it.”

They cobbled together the patch from old drone parts and bypassed sensor rig circuits. Olren soldered under Kara’s direction, hands steady even as the metal hissed. Kara installed the patch into the cockpit’s side wall, manually routing its interface into the CPU bypass node.

Kara took the tablet. Reid placed his hand on the main control link. Olren triggered the pack.

This time the pulse was different—slower, steadier. The lights on Gravehook’s torso flickered once, then stayed on. The mech groaned as its limbs tightened, servos twitching under tension. Smoke curled away, but not from failure—just heat release. Gravehook’s eyes glowed dim red.

Kara whispered, “We did it.”

Reid climbed into the cockpit, powering up the HUD. Static, then a partial display. Half the systems were dead, but movement and sync inputs responded. Kara fed a basic motion command. The mech’s left arm jerked forward. One of the villagers gasped.

Reid moved the legs a fraction—just enough to show locomotion wasn’t dead. Olren checked the internal pressure readings and grinned. “Stable. Goddamn stable.”

No one cheered. Everyone just stared. Rhagan finally spoke. “You dragged a corpse across the desert and gave it breath.”

Kara leaned against the scaffolding, exhausted. Reid climbed down, sweat and grime streaking his arms. They sat beside the mech, breathing hard, saying nothing.

A young villager stepped forward, placing their hand on the mech’s foot. “We thought it was junk.”

Reid replied softly, “So did we.”

Gravehook stood idle in the background, cables coiled around its legs, eyes dim but alive. The firelight flickered across the cracked armor, casting long shadows on the walls. For the first time since exile, hope felt real—dangerous, but real.


Chapter 8

“You two. Rhagan wants you. Now.” Briik’s voice was sharp, cutting through the low murmur of the village. Kara caught the young scout’s eye as she finished tying off the last of the coolant lines near Gravehook’s leg. She wiped her hands on her shorts, leaving streaks of grease across her thigh, and tossed the wrench into a battered crate.

Reid was crouched by the workbench, sorting through a pile of stripped wire. He glanced up at the tension in Briik’s voice. “What’s going on?” he asked, standing and stretching his back.

Briik didn’t answer. He just jerked his chin toward Rhagan’s chamber and stepped aside. Kara shot Reid a look—something was off. The usual morning bustle was muted. Conversations stopped as they passed. Even Olren, usually buried in a tangle of cabling, avoided their eyes.

Kara led the way, her stride stiff. Reid followed, jaw tight. He felt the weight of every stare on his back as they crossed the main corridor. The air in the tunnel was thick, not with heat, but with something else—expectation, or maybe dread.

Inside Rhagan’s chamber, the leader was already waiting. Two figures in sand-colored robes stood beside him, faces hidden behind patched veils. A battered transmitter sat on the table, next to a hand-drawn map spread flat. The lines were sharp, the ink fresh.

Rhagan didn’t waste time. “Sit,” he said, gesturing to the bench across from him. Kara dropped onto the edge, elbows on her knees. Reid sat beside her, eyes flicking to the map. It showed the High Tier arena—every wall, every access tunnel, every marked exit.

One of the sand-robed figures spoke, voice low and steady. “We intercepted bracket chatter last night. There’s a match scheduled in two days. Private. Off-record. Sinblade is slotted against a Vetrax brawler—illegal weight class advantage.”

Reid felt his gut tighten. “Sinblade? That’s Shae and Nyra.” He leaned forward, hands clenched. “What kind of fix?”

The second spy tapped the map, finger landing on a shaded section. “Surveillance will be on delay. No outside feeds. Any deaths will be ruled equipment malfunction. The brawler’s been upgraded—shock fists, reinforced core, illegal mods.”

Kara’s jaw flexed. “Why them? Why now?”

Rhagan’s eyes were flat. “You humiliated the bracket when you won. They want to erase the evidence. Quietly.”

Reid looked at the map, tracing the arena’s outer wall. “They’re setting them up to die. If we do nothing, they’re gone.”

Rhagan nodded. “If you interfere, the bracket will come here. They’ll burn the village to the ground. But if you go alone, leave no trace, we can pretend we never helped.”

Kara didn’t hesitate. “We’re going. No debate.”

Reid nodded. “We owe them. And we’re not letting them die for a score.”

Rhagan’s voice was low. “If you’re caught, we never met. I can’t risk my people.”

Reid stood. “Understood. We’ll handle it.”

Kara rolled up the map, tucking it under her arm. “We’ll need time to plan. And space.”

Rhagan waved them off. “Take the old patrol cave. No one will bother you there.”

They left the chamber in silence, moving through the village. No one stopped them. No one spoke. At the edge of the settlement, Kara led the way up a narrow tunnel, her boots scraping against the stone. Reid followed, feeling the tension in his chest coil tighter with every step.

The cave was cool and empty, a shallow alcove cut into the rock. Old supply crates lined one wall, covered in dust. Kara dropped the map on a crate and knelt beside it, spreading it open. She pulled a stub of graphite from her pocket and started marking possible routes—access tunnels, drainage pipes, maintenance hatches.

Reid watched her, arms crossed. “You think this is a suicide run?”

Kara didn’t look up. “If we don’t go, they die. If we do, we might. Not much of a choice.”

He moved closer, watching the way her fingers moved over the paper. “We’ll need to move at night. Avoid the main roads. If we’re spotted—”

She cut him off, voice sharp. “I know. I’ve done this before.”

Reid let out a slow breath. “You always get calm when the danger spikes. It pisses me off.”

Kara looked up, eyes hard. “You want me to panic?”

He shook his head. “No. I want you to stop carrying everything like it’s yours alone.”

She stared at him for a long moment, then tossed the graphite aside. “Shut up for once and let me take something.”

She crawled toward him on her knees, eyes locked on his. Without a word, she reached for his belt, fingers working the clasp open. Reid stood still, letting her work. She pulled his pants down, baring him, then pushed him back against the wall.

Kara knelt between his legs, her hands firm on his thighs. She looked up at him, her green eyes sharp and unblinking. Then she leaned in, taking his cock into her mouth in one smooth motion.

Reid groaned, his head falling back against the stone. Kara’s tongue worked the underside of his shaft, slow at first, then with more pressure. She gripped his thighs, her nails digging into his skin as she set a steady rhythm, lips sliding up and down his length.

He reached down, fingers threading into her messy brown hair. She didn’t flinch, just looked up at him, eyes narrowed in focus. She took him deeper, gagging lightly, then pulled back with a low hum. Saliva glistened on his cock as she stroked him with one hand, her mouth returning to the head.

Reid tried to speak, but Kara shook her head, never breaking rhythm. She sucked harder, her cheeks hollowing as she bobbed her head. Her free hand massaged the base, squeezing in time with her mouth.

His hips jerked, the pressure building fast. Kara didn’t slow. She took him deep again, her throat tightening around him, then pulled back, lips sliding over the tip. She grinned around his cock, then sped up, her strokes growing more confident, more demanding.

Reid’s breath came in sharp bursts. He gripped her hair tighter, hips moving on instinct. Kara moaned around him, the vibration sending a jolt through his body. He felt the edge coming, tried to warn her, but she just sucked harder, refusing to let go.

He came with a groan, his body tensing as Kara swallowed every pulse. She kept him in her mouth until he was spent, then pulled back, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

She leaned against the wall, legs stretched out, a smug half-smile on her lips. “There. Now you’re not thinking like a martyr.”

Reid let out a shaky laugh. “You’re really good at stress management.”

Kara tossed him his pants. “Get dressed. We’ve got a mech to finish and two women to save.”

He pulled his pants up, still catching his breath. Kara stood, rolling her shoulders. The firelight from the cave entrance caught the sweat on her collarbone, the outline of her small breasts visible under her thin top as she stretched.

She picked up the map, folding it with steady hands. “We’ll need to move tonight. I’ll handle the gear. You check the coolant lines and the diagnostic tablet.”

Reid nodded, mind already shifting back to the plan. “We’ll need a distraction at the south gate. If we can get Gravehook close—”

Kara cut him off. “We’ll get close. Just don’t get sentimental.”

He snorted.

She moved to the entrance, pausing to look back at him. “You coming, or do I have to drag you?”

He followed her out, the tension between them gone—replaced by something sharper, more focused. At the mouth of the tunnel, Kara reached for his hand. He took it, squeezing once before letting go.

They walked back to the village in silence. The air felt different—charged, expectant. The villagers watched them return, but no one spoke. Olren was waiting by the workbench, checking the seals on the power pack. He glanced up as they approached.

“You two ready?” he asked, voice low.

Kara nodded. “We’re ready.”

Olren handed her a battered toolkit. “You’ll need this. And don’t let the coolant lines run dry.”

Reid picked up the diagnostic tablet, checking the readings. Everything was within range—barely. He looked at Kara. “We move at dusk.”

They spent the rest of the day in preparation. Kara checked every weld on the sled, her hands moving quickly over the metal. Reid double-checked the coolant tanks, tightening every valve. Olren watched, silent, as they worked.

As the sun dipped low, Rhagan approached. He didn’t say anything, just handed Reid a small red flare. “For emergencies only. Don’t bring it back.”

Reid nodded, tucking it into his belt. “We won’t.”

Kara finished her checks, then turned to Reid. “Ready?”

He looked at her, the firelight catching the sweat on her skin, the curve of her ass outlined as she bent to pick up her pack. He felt the old anger, the old hope, burning in his chest.

“Yeah,” he said. “I’m ready.”

The dome was alive with movement. Olren checked the coolant lines one last time, his hands steady now. Kara ran diagnostics from the cockpit, her voice clear and calm as she called out the readings.

“Actuator one, green. Spine relay, yellow but holding. Power draw steady.”

Reid climbed into the pilot’s seat, gripping the controls. The harness was stiff, the padding scorched, but it felt right. He looked out through the cracked viewport, watching the villagers gather at the edge of the dome.


Chapter 9

“You’re sure the coolant’s topped off?” Reid asked, voice flat as he checked the last readout on the battered diagnostic slate. The pre-dawn light barely reached the mouth of the tunnel, but the tribe was already assembled, silent and watchful. Kara stood beside him, tightening the last strap on her harness, her hair tangled around her face. She didn’t look up from the toolkit at her feet.

“It’s as full as it gets,” Kara said. She wiped her hands on her shorts, then picked up the field comm and clipped it to her belt. “If the main line blows, we’re cooked before we hit the wall.”

Rhagan stepped forward, arms folded over his patched armor. “If you die, don’t die slow.” He looked at Reid, then Kara, then back at the battered hull of Gravehook as it loomed in the tunnel. “You know what you’re walking into.”

Reid nodded. “We’re not coming back.”

Olren was crouched by the power pack housing, running one last check on the seals. He met Kara’s eyes. “She’ll hold. Just don’t stall her. If you have to dump load, do it before the core spikes.”

Kara gave him a tight nod. “We’ll keep her moving.” She glanced at Reid, then back at the group. “We’re ready.”

The villagers parted as Gravehook powered up. The mech’s eyes glowed a dull red, limbs twitching as the servos engaged. The hull was scorched, one arm replaced with a mismatched limb from a mining rig, but it stood under its own weight for the first time. Reid climbed the ladder, boots scraping metal, and dropped into the pilot’s seat. Kara followed, sliding into the copilot’s harness, her knees drawn up as she checked the diagnostic panel.

“Power up main relay,” Reid said.

Kara tapped the sequence on the slate. “Main relay live. Output stable. You’ve got control.”

Reid gripped the sticks, feeling the familiar resistance. He flexed his hands, then pressed the pedal. Gravehook lurched forward, the movement uneven but steady. The tunnel walls scraped the mech’s shoulders as it moved, sparks flying from the battered plating.

The tribe watched in silence as Gravehook stomped into the open desert, the rising sun painting the sand in harsh gold. Rhagan raised a hand, not in farewell, but in acknowledgment. Kara glanced back once, then focused on the display.

“We’re clear,” she said. “No signals behind us.”

Reid pushed the throttle. “Let’s move.”

The desert stretched ahead, endless and empty. Gravehook’s feet kicked up sand with every step, the actuators whining under the strain. Kara monitored the diagnostics, her fingers moving over the controls. Every few kilometers, a warning light flickered—power spike, coolant drop, instability in the right knee. She patched each one, rerouting flow or tapping the housing with the heel of her hand.

“Left knee’s running hot,” Kara said. “I’m dumping heat to the torso. Keep it under forty.”

Reid nodded, eyes on the horizon. “We’re not stopping.”

They rode in silence, the only movement the shifting of Kara’s legs as she braced herself against the jolts. She wore her usual shorts, the fabric riding up her thighs as she leaned over the console, the curve of her ass outlined against the battered pod.

Kara glanced at the comm. “I’m picking up bracket chatter. Arena match is live. They’re in.”

Reid’s jaw tightened. “How long?”

“Started ten minutes ago. They’re already in the ring.”

Reid pressed the throttle harder. Gravehook picked up speed, the servos groaning. They followed the buried bracket cable lines, the only sign of civilization in the wasteland. Dead recon drones littered the sand, half-buried and gutted for parts.

Kara tuned the comm to the match frequency. The feed was scrambled, but the static broke long enough for a burst of Nyra’s voice: “We’re not going to last.”

Reid’s hands tightened on the controls. “Hold on. We’re coming.”

The arena rose from the sand like a fortress, walls reinforced with scavenged plating and shock fencing. The outer perimeter was lined with bracket security towers, their sensors pointed inward. Reid guided Gravehook into a dry gully, keeping low as they approached the stables.

Kara checked the diagnostic panel. “Power’s spiking. We’ve got maybe fifteen minutes before the pack overheats.”

Reid didn’t hesitate. “That’s all we need.”

Inside the arena, Sinblade was cornered against a pillar, sparks flying from its legs. The Vetrax brawler—a hulking mass of reinforced armor and shock fists—pressed the attack, slamming Sinblade into the wall. Shae’s voice crackled over the comm, strained and ragged: “One arm’s locked. We’re boxed in.”

Nyra’s reply was sharp. “We need a miracle.”

Reid spoke to Kara. “Ready?”

Kara rerouted power from the comms to the knee actuators. “Do it.”

Reid slammed the throttle. Gravehook charged forward, picking up speed as it barreled toward the arena wall. The reinforced barrier loomed ahead, steel and composite welded in layers. Reid didn’t slow. He braced, locking the servos.

“Brace!” he shouted.

Gravehook hit the wall at full speed. The impact sent a shock through the cockpit, metal buckling and sparks flying. The wall crumpled, Gravehook crashing through in a shower of debris. The mech landed inside the arena, grinding to a halt between Sinblade and the Vetrax brawler.

Alarms blared. The crowd—VIPs and bracket officials—stood in shock. Security scrambled, weapons raised but not firing.

Reid activated the external mic. “Hope we’re not too late.”

The Vetrax brawler turned, shock fists raised. It charged Gravehook, slamming a fist into the rebuilt arm. The servos buckled, but Kara rerouted power, keeping the limb moving.

“Feed tactical to Sinblade,” Reid said.

Kara switched channels. “Shae, Nyra—focus on the legs. We’ll take the core.”

Sinblade darted behind the brawler, launching a swarm of distractor drones. The enemy mech turned, trying to swat them away. Reid seized the opening.

“Left elbow strike,” he said.

Kara fed the command. Gravehook’s arm snapped up, driving a reinforced elbow into the brawler’s shoulder joint. Sparks flew as the actuator shattered. The brawler staggered, but didn’t fall.

“Shoulder cannon’s live,” Kara said.

“Fire,” Reid ordered.

Kara tapped the trigger. The cannon spat a single round, punching through the brawler’s arm actuator. The limb went dead, hanging limp.

Sinblade moved in, slashing at the brawler’s legs with its plasma-edged blades. The enemy mech stumbled, one knee buckling.

“Now,” Reid said.

Gravehook lunged, pinning the brawler with both arms. Kara locked the servo clamps, holding it in place.

“Go for the core,” Kara said.

Reid drove the arm blade into the back of the brawler’s core housing. Metal screamed as the blade cut through the armor. Alarms wailed, the enemy mech thrashing in its grip.

“Pull it!” Kara shouted.

Reid gritted his teeth, both hands on the controls. Gravehook ripped the power pack free, sparks erupting from the housing. He hurled the pack into the arena floor. The brawler collapsed, limbs twitching before going still.

Sinblade staggered back, smoke pouring from its joints. Shae’s voice was weak but clear. “We’re clear. For now.”

The arena fell silent. Security poured in, weapons raised. Bracket officials rushed to the edge of the ring, shouting orders.

Kara powered down Gravehook, putting it into standby. “We’re surrounded.”

Reid stood in the open cockpit, hands raised. “Show me the rule that says I can’t fix what’s broken.”

An official in a dark suit stepped forward, face pale. “That mech was scrapped. This isn’t regulation.”

Reid met his gaze. “It passed diagnostics. It’s standing. What’s your problem?”

Another official, voice shaking with anger, said, “You’re under arrest. All of you. Step out of the cockpit.”

Shae was bleeding from her lip, her face streaked with sweat and grime. She climbed onto Gravehook’s side, one hand gripping the battered hull. Nyra limped after her, hair plastered to her forehead, her top torn and barely holding her breasts as she pulled herself up.

Kara dropped a smoke flare, the canister rolling across the floor. White smoke billowed, obscuring the four of them as bracket guards closed in.

“Move!” Kara shouted.

They slipped into the secured holding zone, bracket soldiers herding them at gunpoint. The doors slammed shut behind them. Gravehook stood upright in the arena, covered in sand, oil, and battle scars, but fully functional.

Reid looked at his team—Kara’s jaw set, Shae’s eyes blazing, Nyra’s lips twisted in a defiant grin. He felt the exhaustion in his bones, but also a surge of something else—satisfaction, maybe even hope.

He glanced back at the arena, at the battered hull of Gravehook standing tall in the chaos. “Now let’s see what the bastards do when the rules don’t cover resurrection.”


Chapter 10

“You four—out. Hands where I can see them.” 

The bracket guards’ voices echoed off the concrete, rifles leveled as they surrounded Reid, Kara, Shae, and Nyra in the holding corridor behind the arena. The air was thick with tension, but no one moved except to obey. Reid raised his hands, jaw set. Kara slid her toolkit to the floor and straightened, her green eyes hard. Shae wiped blood from her lip and glared at the nearest guard. Nyra limped, her violet eyes flashing, but she kept her mouth shut for once.

A squad leader gestured. “Move. Now.” 

They were marched through a blast door into the mech bay. Gravehook stood at the center, flanked by two squads of bracket soldiers. The battered mech’s hull was streaked with sand and oil, one arm still sparking from the last hit. Sinblade was towed in behind, its legs buckling, smoke curling from the joints. Two techs in bracket uniforms circled the machines, tablets in hand, muttering to each other.

One tech shook his head, tapping his display. “That unit was decommissioned. It’s not on the active roster.” 

Another replied, “It’s standing, though. Diagnostics are green except for the patched regulator. No sign of illegal cores.”

Reid watched them, noting every gesture. Kara stood beside him, arms crossed, her shorts torn at the thigh from the fight. The curve of her hip was visible as she shifted her weight, sweat streaking the dust on her skin.

A guard prodded Reid with the barrel of his rifle. “You. With me.” 

Reid didn’t resist as they separated him from the others. Kara’s eyes followed him, unreadable. Shae and Nyra were herded toward a side door. Nyra spat at the floor, but the guards ignored her.

The squad leader jerked his chin. “Move.” 

Reid was marched out of the bay, down a corridor lined with steel doors. The walls were bare, the lighting harsh. No windows, no way to mark the time. At the end of the hall, a heavy door slid open. Two guards stepped aside as he was pushed inside.

The room was white—floor, ceiling, walls. A single metal table, two chairs. No cameras, but he knew they were watching. The guards left, the door hissing shut behind them. Reid sat, hands flat on the table, and waited.

Minutes passed. He flexed his hands, feeling the ache from the controls. He replayed the fight in his mind—every move, every command, every risk. He thought about Kara’s last look, the set of her jaw. He thought about Shae’s blood, Nyra’s limp. He wondered if the bracket would just make them disappear.

The door opened. A tall woman entered, her armor gleaming under the lights. She wore the insignia of the bracket authority—Governor Caedrix, the nameplate read. Her hair was pulled tight, her face sharp and unreadable. She carried a thin tablet and nothing else.

She sat across from Reid, setting the tablet on the table. “You’re Reid Varlan.” 

He nodded. “That’s right.” 

She didn’t look up. “You piloted Gravehook into a restricted arena. That mech was ruled unrepairable and struck from the bracket registry.” 

Reid met her gaze. “It’s standing. That’s all that matters.” 

She tapped the tablet, scrolling through data. “Who built the power pack?” 

Reid shrugged. “Salvage work. Improvisation. Help from people who owed me favors.” 

She frowned. “That’s not an answer.” 

He leaned forward. “That’s all you’re getting. The bracket doesn’t have jurisdiction over what happens in the desert.” 

She set the tablet down, folding her hands. “You understand the position you’ve put us in. That arena breach was a violation. The use of a decommissioned mech is a violation. The resurrection of a dead unit—” 

Reid cut her off. “Show me the clause that says I can’t fix what’s broken. Show me where it says a decommissioned unit can’t be reactivated if it passes diagnostics.” 

She stared at him, silent. 

He pressed. “You want to charge me? Do it. But you’ll have to explain to the bracket why your own rules don’t cover what just happened.” 

She picked up the tablet and scrolled. “There are rules about banned systems, black-market parts, core regulations—” 

He shook his head. “But nothing that says a mech can’t be brought back if it’s functional. Nothing that says a pilot can’t fight with what he’s got if it passes inspection.” 

She paused, her eyes narrowing. “You’re not wrong. But you’re walking a razor.” 

Reid sat back, folding his arms. “I’ve been on that edge since the day you exiled me.”

In another room, Kara sat on a steel bench, her arms crossed over her chest. A tech analyst paced in front of her, holding a schematic. 

He pointed to a section of wiring. “You rerouted the main relay through a hybrid loop. That’s not standard.” 

Kara looked bored. “I used what I had. You want the job done, you use what works.” 

He frowned. “This shouldn’t hold under combat load.” 

She shrugged. “It held.” 

He tried again. “Where did you source the alloy for the stabilizer?” 

She smirked. “You think I had time to shop? I stripped it from a mining hauler. Want the serial number?” 

He scowled, making a note. Kara leaned back, her bare legs stretched out, the edge of her shorts riding high as she shifted. She watched him, unblinking, until he looked away.

Down the hall, Shae and Nyra sat in a holding cell. Shae pressed a cloth to her split lip, blue eyes cold. Nyra paced, her silver-blonde hair tangled, her sports bra barely containing her breasts as she moved. 

A guard tried to question them. 

Nyra stopped, hands on her hips. “You want to know how we survived? Ask the bracket why they set us up to die.” 

Shae added, “You’d better hope Reid talks fast. He’s the only reason you’re not scraping us off the arena floor.” 

The guard shook his head and left, locking the door behind him.

Governor Caedrix stood, pacing once before turning to Reid. “You made a mess. But you also exposed a bigger one. The bracket’s rules are clear—except when they aren’t. There’s no clause banning what you did. If we charge you, we admit the system’s broken. If we let you go, we risk others following your example.” 

Reid watched her, silent. 

She continued, “There’s a third option. We promote you. Quietly. Move you to the Elite Tier. Let you fight where the rules are written in blood, not ink.” 

Reid’s jaw tightened. “What’s the catch?” 

She smiled, thin and cold. “You win, or you die. Elite doesn’t play games. You’ll be under constant scrutiny. Any slip, any infraction, and you’re done. But you’ll be alive. And your team will be reinstated. No penalties.” 

He considered it. “All of them. Kara, Shae, Nyra. No exceptions.” 

She nodded. “They’re your risk now.” 

He leaned forward. “And Gravehook?” 

She tapped her tablet. “The mech passed inspection. Power source is labeled ‘prototype hybrid.’ No further questions asked. It will be moved to the Elite hangar.” 

Reid exhaled. “Then we have a deal.” 

She stood. “You’ll receive your assignment packet and new credentials within the hour. Don’t make me regret this.” 

He watched her leave, the door sliding shut behind her.

Reid was escorted back to the mech bay. Kara was already waiting, arms crossed, her hair falling in messy waves around her face. 

She didn’t move as he approached. “You better not have sold me out.” 

He shook his head. “Elite Tier. All of us.” 

She let out a slow breath, her shoulders relaxing. 

Shae and Nyra appeared from the other hallway, flanked by two guards. Nyra grinned, her lips split but her eyes bright. “So, we in or out?” 

Reid nodded. “Elite. We’re back in.” 

Shae whistled, low and sharp. “Shit. That’s not a promotion. That’s a death sentence.” 

Kara shrugged. “We’re alive. That’s what counts.” 

Nyra stretched, her mini skirt riding up as she moved. “I’ll take a death sentence over a firing squad any day.” 

Reid looked at each of them in turn. “We made it out. We’re not wasting it.”

A bracket logistics officer approached, holding a sealed packet. “These are your new credentials. Elite Tier access, rules summary, match calendar.” 

Kara took the packet, flipping through the pages. “These aren’t fights. They’re executions.” 

The officer didn’t respond. 

Another tech stepped up, tablet in hand. “Gravehook will be moved to the Elite hangar. Sinblade is being towed for repairs. Your power source is logged as a prototype. No further questions.” 

Reid nodded. “We’ll be ready.” 

The tech hesitated, then added, “You pulled off something no one’s done. Don’t screw it up.” 

He left, boots echoing on the concrete.

The four were escorted to temporary quarters—a suite of two adjoining rooms, a shared washroom, and a sealed biometric entrance. The door locked behind them, the guards posting up outside.

Inside, the room was bare but clean. Two cots per room, a metal table, a small fridge. No cameras, no surveillance—just four battered pilots and a few hours of peace.

Reid dropped his gear by the door, stretching his back. Kara set her toolkit on the table, then sat on the edge of a cot, rubbing her eyes. Shae went straight for the fridge, pulling out four ration drinks and tossing them to the others.


Chapter 11

Reid took a drink, cracked the seal, and sat on the edge of the bed. He rolled his shoulders, feeling the ache from the last fight settle into his muscles. Kara sat beside him, stretching her legs out, her shorts riding up as she leaned back on her hands. “You think they’ll let us sleep, or is someone going to bang on the door at sunrise?” she asked, glancing at Reid.

He shook his head. “They want us rested. Or they want us off-balance. Either way, I’m not wasting the only quiet we’re going to get.”

Nyra laughed, swinging her legs off the couch and padding over to the bed. She dropped down next to Shae, her skirt barely covering her hips. “To Gravehook—the deadliest zombie on Caldyra,” she said, raising her drink.

Shae grinned, clinking her bottle against Nyra’s. “And to the idiots who dragged it out of the sand.”

Kara smirked, looking at Reid. “That mech wasn’t the only thing rebuilt.”

Reid watched them, the tension in his chest easing for the first time in days. He let his eyes move over the three women—Kara’s petite frame, Shae’s soft curves, Nyra’s perfect body sprawled out without a care. He felt the weight of the last week settle, not as exhaustion, but as something sharper. Relief. Need.

He stood, walking to the washroom. He splashed water on his face, staring at his reflection in the mirror. The lines around his eyes looked deeper, the stubble on his jaw darker. He thought about the fights, the sand, the blood. About Kara’s hand on his chest, Shae’s voice in his ear, Nyra’s laughter in the dark.

When he came back, Nyra was already down to her bra and shorts, her breasts barely contained by the thin fabric. She lay on her side, one leg bent, the other stretched out across the bed. Kara leaned against the wall, unlacing her boots slowly, her shirt riding up to show the flat line of her stomach. Shae sat close to the center of the bed, her halter top pulled tight, the curve of her hips visible as she shifted to make room for him.

Shae looked up as Reid entered. “You thinking about tomorrow?” she asked, her voice low.

He nodded. “Yeah. But thinking about now more.” He sat beside her, the mattress dipping under his weight.

Shae ran her hand along his thigh, fingers tracing the seam of his pants. “About time,” Nyra said, propping herself up on one elbow, watching the two of them with a lazy smile.

Kara pushed off the wall, pulling her shirt over her head and tossing it onto the chair. She walked over to Reid, straddling his lap and pressing her chest against his. Her small breasts pressed into his shirt, nipples hard against the fabric. She kissed him, slow and grounding, her hands moving to his belt.

“You’re not going to sleep this off,” Kara said, lips at his ear. She ground her hips against him, her shorts riding up to expose the curve of her ass as she moved.

Shae slid behind Reid, her hands slipping under his shirt and lifting it up. She kissed his shoulder, then his neck, her hair brushing his cheek. “Let’s see if you can keep up,” she whispered, her breath warm against his skin.

Nyra rolled onto her back, undoing her bra with one hand and letting it fall away. Her breasts were full, nipples dark and stiff as she stretched her arms over her head. She watched Reid, her eyes hungry, her lips parted.

Kara took Reid’s shirt off, tossing it aside. She leaned back, her hands on his chest, then slid her shorts down her hips and kicked them away. She wore nothing underneath, her pussy bare and already wet as she settled back onto his lap. She reached between them, freeing his cock from his pants and stroking him, her grip firm and confident.

Shae moved to the side, pulling her own top off and dropping it to the floor. Her breasts were large, the skin pale and flushed, nipples tight as she leaned in to kiss Kara. Their mouths met, soft at first, then deeper, Kara’s hand never leaving Reid’s cock.

Nyra crawled up beside them, her skirt bunched around her waist. She slid her hand between Shae’s legs, fingers moving in slow circles as Shae gasped into Kara’s mouth. Nyra’s other hand cupped Shae’s breast, thumb brushing over the nipple.

Kara lifted herself, guiding Reid’s cock to her entrance. She sank down onto him, her thighs tensing as she took him in, inch by inch. She let out a low moan, her hands braced on his shoulders. She started to ride him, her hips rolling, the muscles in her legs flexing with every movement.

Reid gripped her waist, holding her steady as she moved. He watched the way her breasts bounced with every thrust, the way her stomach tightened as she ground against him. Kara leaned forward, kissing him hard, her tongue pressing into his mouth.

Shae moved closer, kissing Kara’s neck, then Reid’s jaw. She pressed her breasts against his chest, her hand sliding down to stroke his balls as Kara rode him. “Don’t stop,” Shae whispered, her lips brushing his ear.

Nyra slipped out of her shorts, tossing them aside. She straddled Reid’s face, her pussy bare and glistening as she lowered herself onto his mouth. Reid gripped her hips, his tongue moving over her clit, tasting her as she rocked against him. Nyra moaned, her hands in his hair, her body arching as she pressed down harder.

Kara lifted off Reid, breathless, her thighs shaking. She lay back on the bed, legs spread, one hand between her legs as she watched Shae climb onto Reid’s lap. Shae guided him inside her, her pussy tight and hot as she started to ride him, her hips moving in slow, grinding circles.

Nyra leaned forward, kissing Shae deeply as she moved her fingers between Shae’s legs, stroking her clit as she bounced on Reid’s cock. Shae gasped, her hands braced on Reid’s chest, her breasts swaying with every movement.

Kara reached over, her fingers joining Nyra’s, both of them working Shae’s clit as she rode Reid faster. Shae’s breath came in sharp gasps, her body tensing as she neared the edge.

Nyra shifted, lowering herself onto Reid’s mouth again, her thighs trembling as he sucked her clit, his tongue moving in tight circles. She moaned, her voice breaking as she came, her hips bucking against his face.

Kara’s legs shook as she rubbed her clit, her eyes locked on Reid and Shae. She came with a shudder, her back arching off the bed, her breath ragged.

Shae rode Reid harder, her hands gripping his shoulders, her head thrown back as she gasped his name. Reid gripped her hips, thrusting up into her, his own orgasm building. Shae came first, her pussy clenching around him as she cried out, her nails digging into his skin.

Reid followed, his cock pulsing inside her as he groaned her name, his body locking up as he came. Shae collapsed onto his chest, her hair falling over his face as she caught her breath.

They lay tangled together, bodies slick with sweat, breaths slowing as the tension drained away. Nyra curled against Reid’s side, her head on his shoulder, one leg draped over his thigh. Shae sprawled half across his chest, her hand resting on his stomach. Kara lay on his other side, her arm draped over his waist, her head tucked against his neck.

No one spoke for a long time. The only movement was the slow rise and fall of their chests, the shifting of bodies as they settled into each other.

Nyra murmured, “We’re not walking into Elite alone.”

Kara’s voice was soft, her breath warm against Reid’s neck. “We never were.”

Reid closed his eyes, feeling the weight of their bodies against his, the warmth of their skin. He let himself relax, for the first time in months, letting go of the fear and the anger and the need to keep moving.

He thought about the fights ahead, about the bracket, about the debt that still hung over him. But for now, all he could feel was the comfort of the three women beside him.

He exhaled, the last of the tension leaving his body. “Let’s just make it to morning,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

Kara squeezed his waist, Nyra pressed closer, and Shae’s hand found his, their fingers tangling together.

The suite was silent, the lights dim. Outside, the city was quiet, the bracket sleeping for one last night before the games began.


Afterword

Thanks for reading Mech Wake 5. If you enjoyed it, check out my other books like the Carolina Heat series 




If you have any questions or wish to be notified about the release of the next book, you can follow on Twitter at https://twitter.com/colbygraybooks or on Goodreads at https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/18480348.Colby_Gray   

 

If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well.   
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