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Chapter 1

The shuttle dropped fast, engines straining as the arcology grew in the viewport. Caldyra’s rust-red plains stretched out in every direction, broken only by the sharp lines of the Elite Stables. Reid watched the armored hangar doors slide open, exposing a crowd below—technicians in stained coveralls, security with rifles slung, pilots in jumpsuits. He stood, grabbing his duffel from the rack overhead.

Kara was already at the hatch, eyes fixed forward. Nyra shifted from foot to foot, thumbs hooked in the straps of her oversized jacket, gaze flicking between the bay and the crowd. Shae rolled her shoulders, silent but alert.

As the ramp lowered, dust kicked up around their boots. The heat hit hard. Reid led the way down, feeling the weight of every eye on them. He glanced at Kara—her fists clenched. Nyra’s grin was gone, replaced by something sharper. The Elite Bracket wasn’t just another fight. This was the line.

"Varlan," Ryven called, striding out of the crowd. "Didn’t think you’d make it this far." He gripped Reid’s hand, the shake rough and brief. "You look like hell."

"Better than the last bracket," Reid said, forcing a tight smile.

Ryven’s gaze flicked to the women. "Kara. Still keeping him alive?" He nodded at her, then to Shae. "Red, you look ready to bite someone’s head off." Shae just met his stare, chin high. "And Nyra—don’t think I didn’t see you try to hack the sim logs last week."

Nyra smirked, but her eyes stayed sharp. "Didn’t get caught, did I?"

Ryven snorted. "You’re all here because you’re the best we’ve got. But this isn’t the Mid Bracket. Every move you make is on record now. Cameras in every bay, every corridor, even the mess. You so much as scratch your ass, someone’s betting on it."

He gestured up at the walls, where new black domes blinked red. "Full coverage. No blind spots. Security’s doubled—biometric locks on every mech bay. You’ll need me or one of the senior techs to get access outside match hours. No more late-night tinkering, no more shortcuts."

Kara’s jaw flexed. "What about sabotage? You screening the techs?"

"Every shift, every tool. Don’t trust anyone you don’t know. Vetrax has eyes everywhere, and they’re not above paying off a wrench jockey to slip a wire where it doesn’t belong." Ryven’s tone was flat. "You’ll check your mechs before every match. Twice."

He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. "You’ll see the upgrades. Gravehook’s got a new power conduit, Velostra’s running a fresh neural array, Sinblade’s got reinforced actuator mounts. Doesn’t matter. The other teams have better. You’re here because you’re smart, not because you’re rich."

Shae crossed her arms. "So we’re bait."

"You’re contenders," Ryven said, voice low. "But you’re also a target. The Elite Bracket isn’t just a fight—it’s politics. Every win, every loss, every fuck-up is leverage for someone. You’re not just fighting for yourselves anymore."

Nyra’s lips twisted. "So we’re on camera even when we sleep?"

"Count on it. Don’t do anything you don’t want broadcast to half the planet." Ryven’s gaze swept over them, lingering on Kara’s stiff posture and Shae’s clenched fists. "This is your shot. Don’t waste it."

He scanned the group, then nodded once. "Briefing in ten. Don’t wander. And keep your heads down." He turned, striding back toward the hangar doors, leaving the team in the swirl of dust and wary glances.

Ryven waited for them inside the briefing room, arms folded, a battered holoslate in his hand. He didn’t waste time.

“Here’s the reality. Every match in the Elite Bracket is a power play. Win, and Kestral gets territory, water, political leverage. Lose, and Vetrax takes it. There’s no buffer. Every fight matters to people outside these walls.”

Reid leaned against the wall, arms crossed. “And if we take the whole bracket? What’s at the end of this?”

Ryven’s mouth twisted. “Full pardon. Wipe your records, walk out free. That’s the deal on paper.” He looked at each of them, eyes hard. “But you only get one shot. Screw up and you’re out. No appeals.”

Kara’s voice was sharp. “How many rounds? Who are we up against first?”

“Three rounds to the championship. First up is a Vetrax team—Ironclad. Heavy assault mech, slow but tough. After that, it depends who survives. Bracket’s posted outside, but don’t expect it to stay clean. Vetrax will do anything to keep you from making it.”

Shae’s gaze narrowed. “Sabotage? You said you’re screening techs, but what about the other teams?”

Ryven nodded. “They’ll try. Wires cut, coolant lines swapped, neural syncs tampered. We caught a tech last bracket with a Vetrax chip in his boot. You check your gear, you check each other. Trust no one but your team.”

Nyra grinned, tossing her jacket onto a chair. “So every move’s on camera? Hope they catch my good side.”

That got a snort from Shae, and even Kara’s mouth twitched. Ryven just shook his head. “You want to preen, do it after you win. Until then, keep your heads down.”

Reid pushed off the wall. “I lost everything to this system. My shop, my freedom. I’m not leaving Caldyra in chains.” He looked at the girls, letting the words hang. “I didn’t think I’d trust anyone again, but I do. I trust all of you. I’ll do whatever it takes to get us out.”

Kara’s eyes met his, steady. “You’ve got me. I’m not here for Kestral, I’m here for us. I want out—and I want to prove I deserve it.”

Shae’s voice was low. “I grew up Vetrax. I know what they’ll do to win. But I’m not fighting for them, or for Kestral. I’m fighting for the team that got me this far. I trust you, Reid.”

Nyra slid into a seat, legs stretched out. “I was nothing before this. Just a thief, running from everyone. You gave me a reason to fight. I’m not letting anyone take that away. We’re getting out—together.”

Ryven watched them, face unreadable. “That’s what it takes. You fight for each other, not the banners. That’s how you win.” He tapped the holoslate. “Get ready. First match is tomorrow. Don’t give them a reason to doubt you.”

Nyra leaned over the holotable, her oversized jacket sliding down her arm. The neon-pink strap of her sports bra cut across her bare shoulder, skin exposed in a way that made Reid’s eyes lock on the curve above her breast. His pulse jumped, heat rising, before he dragged his gaze back to Ryven.

Ryven pushed open the briefing room door and jerked his head for them to follow. He led the team through the main hangar, weaving between crates and clusters of mechanics who barely glanced up from their work. The girls walked in a tight group, Shae and Kara murmuring about diagnostics, Nyra tugging her jacket back on, her voice low and sharp as she listed off what she’d check on Sinblade. They passed Gravehook, its new power conduit still streaked with grime, Velostra’s chassis open as a tech swapped out a neural relay, and Sinblade’s frame propped on blocks, panels off and tools scattered around.

Ryven stopped by a security checkpoint, tapping his badge to let them through. “Get some rest. Tomorrow’s not a scrimmage.” He didn’t wait for a reply, already turning toward a cluster of engineers.

Kara and Shae headed toward the barracks, Nyra trailing after, glancing back once. Reid stayed behind, running his hand along Gravehook’s battered side, feeling every dent and weld. He set his jaw, silent, and told himself this would be the last time he walked into a bracket as a prisoner.

Reid sat hunched at the edge of the battered couch, elbows on knees, bracket chart glowing on the table in front of him. He traced the lines with a calloused finger—three matches, no room for mistakes. Ryven’s warnings echoed in his head: cameras everywhere, sabotage, one shot at freedom. He stared at the names of the other teams, the blocky Vetrax insignia, the red-highlighted path that could lead them out, or drop them back into the pit.

He didn’t hear Kara come in until she slid onto the seat beside him, knees pulled up, arms wrapped around her legs. Her hair was a mess, green eyes shadowed but clear. She didn’t say anything at first, just watched his hand move over the chart.

“I keep thinking about what Ryven said,” she said, voice low. “About how every move is watched. That it’s not just a fight anymore. I know I act tough, but—” She broke off. “I’m scared, Reid. I don’t want to screw this up. Not for you. Not for the others.”

He looked at her, saw the way her fingers dug into the fabric of her shorts. He reached over, covering her hand with his. “You’re not the only one,” he said. “I keep replaying every match in my head. What I could’ve done different. But we’re still here.”

Kara let out a shaky breath. “I don’t trust easy. I never have. But I trust you. I trust Shae and Nyra, too. That’s new for me.” She glanced at him, lips twitching. “Don’t get a big head.”

He squeezed her hand, thumb brushing her knuckles. “I lost everything before I landed here. My shop, my name, all of it. I thought I’d just keep my head down, survive. Didn’t think I’d give a damn about anyone else. But I do. I care about you. About all of us getting out.”

She leaned into him, shoulder pressing against his arm. “You’re a better leader than you think. Even if you’re a pain in the ass.”

He snorted, shaking his head. “You’re not so easy yourself.”

For a while, they sat in silence, bracket chart flickering in the half-light. Kara’s breathing slowed, her hand still in his. Reid looked up as the sun dipped below the horizon, desert sky bleeding gold and red through the reinforced glass. The city’s lights blinked on, scattered and bright, stretching toward the edge of the world.

Kara rested her head on his shoulder. “We’ll make it out,” she whispered.

Reid watched the city, hope and fear tangled in his chest. “Yeah,” he said. “We will.”


Chapter 2

Reid blinked awake to sunlight cutting across the edge of his bunk. He sat up, rubbing his eyes, and reached for the shirt draped over the end of the mattress. Kara was already up, stretching in the middle of the room, her shorts riding high on her hips as she bent forward, arms reaching for her toes. She glanced over, green eyes steady, and gave him a short nod.

He pulled his shirt on and grabbed his boots, not bothering with breakfast. The corridor outside was quiet, only the faint vibration of machinery running through the floor. He passed a pair of security guards at the checkpoint, their eyes barely flicking up as he moved by.

The metallic smell of machine oil grew stronger as he neared the simulator bay. Inside, Shae stood on one of the pads, red hair pulled over one shoulder, body tense as she guided her holographic Velostra through a series of fast, darting strikes. Nyra was on the next pad, jacket tossed aside, her mini skirt flashing as she shifted her weight, Sinblade’s projection flickering in sync with her movements. Both glanced over as Reid entered, but didn’t break rhythm. He stepped inside, rolling his shoulders, already thinking through the day’s drills.

"Gather up," Ryven said, stepping into the simulator bay with a battered datapad tucked under his arm. He jerked his chin at the girls, then at Reid. "On me. Now."

Shae hopped off her pad, flicking sweat from her brow. Nyra grabbed her jacket and slung it over one shoulder, eyes bright. Kara strode in from the hall, arms folded, face set.

Ryven tapped the main simulator’s controls, bringing up a tactical map. A hulking red-and-black mech rotated in the center, bristling with armor plates and heavy cannons. "Ironclad," Ryven said, stabbing a finger at the display. "Vetrax’s pride. Heavy assault. This one’s Nyra’s opponent in the second match. First up? Kara’s got Juggernaut. Back-to-back fights, no downtime between. You win both, we advance. That thing’s a walking bunker—front armor’s layered, back’s shielded, and it’ll take a direct hit to crack the power pack."

Nyra leaned in, lips quirking. "Slow as it looks?"

"Slower," Ryven said. "But it hits like a freight hauler. You give it a clean shot, you’re done. It’s got a blind spot on the left rear quarter, but you’ll need to bait it into overextending."

Shae cracked her knuckles, blue eyes fixed on the map. "What’s the pilot’s style?"

Ryven flicked through footage—Ironclad lumbering forward, shrugging off plasma fire, then swinging wide and smashing a lighter mech aside. "Aggressive. Overcommits. They like to push hard, force mistakes. If you run, they chase. If you stand, they try to flatten you."

Kara frowned, arms tightening across her chest. "So we can’t win a slugfest."

"Not a chance," Ryven said. "Gravehook’s too slow, Velostra’s too light. Sinblade’s your ace. Sabotage, misdirection, mines—make them chase shadows. Nyra, you’re the wild card. Ironclad’s pilot won’t know what to do if you break their rhythm."

Nyra grinned, violet eyes flashing. "I’ll make them dance. Sinblade’s ready."

Ryven nodded, scrolling through data. "You’ll need to coordinate. Kara, you and Reid keep Ironclad’s attention—draw it in, but don’t get pinned. Shae, you’re support. If they turn for you, cut out. Don’t try to duel. Nyra, you lay mines, drop drones, and keep their sensors scrambled. If you see an opening, call it. Don’t go solo unless you’re sure."

Kara’s jaw worked. "What about fallback?"

"North end of the arena’s got cover. If you get separated, regroup there. But don’t let Ironclad box you in. They’ll try to herd you."

Shae flexed her hands, glancing at Reid. "We trust you to call the play?"

Reid nodded, eyes on the map. "I’ll keep us moving. We don’t let them dictate the fight."

Nyra bounced on her toes. "I want first crack at their sensors. Let me get close."

Ryven’s mouth twisted in a half-smile. "That’s the attitude. Just don’t get cocky. Ironclad’s slow, but if it clips you, you’re out. Play smart. Play together."

He looked at each of them in turn. "You’re not here to survive. You’re here to win. Get ready."

Ryven stabbed a finger at the tactical map, then looked up at the group. "This isn’t just a match. Whoever wins this gets water rights for their settlements. That means Kestral’s outposts get to keep drinking, farming, running their scrubbers. You lose, Vetrax gets the tap. People will go thirsty if you screw this up."

Shae shifted her weight, blue eyes narrowed. "How far do you think Vetrax will go? There’s always talk about sabotage—poisoned coolant, neural spikes, that kind of thing."

Ryven’s expression darkened. "In the Elite Bracket, they’ll do anything. Last year, a team’s pilot nearly got fried by a hacked visor. You check your gear, you check each other. Trust no one outside this room. If you see anything off—wiring, coolant color, even a single bolt—call it out. Don’t play hero."

Kara’s lips pressed thin. "So we’re fighting the mechs and the rules."

Ryven nodded. "Every bracket’s like this. The officials want a show, not a fair fight. Vetrax knows it. They’ll try to bait you, catch you slipping. And if you get caught in a trap, cameras will be on you the whole time."

Reid crossed his arms, eyes on the map. "We stick to what works. Precision, coordination, trust. That’s how we made it this far. We don’t give them an opening."

Ryven grunted. "Every move you make is broadcast. The sponsors, the officials, half the city—they’re all watching. Screw up, and it’s not just a loss. It’s your shot at freedom gone. You can’t afford mistakes."

Nyra grinned, tossing her jacket onto a chair. "Maybe I’ll give the cameras something to talk about. Sinblade’s got a few tricks left. If Ironclad wants a show, I’ll run circles around them."

Shae glanced at Kara, then back at Nyra. "Just don’t get cocky. We need you in one piece."

Nyra winked. "I’ll keep it interesting, not suicidal."

Kara’s jaw flexed, but she nodded. "We do this together. No solo runs."

Shae cracked her knuckles. "We’re ready. Just say the word, Reid."

All three women looked to him, waiting. Reid met each gaze in turn. "We do this as a team. I’ll call the plays, but I need you all with me. No matter what they throw at us. I’m not letting any of you go down for this system."

Kara’s eyes softened, her posture easing. Shae gave a sharp nod, lips curving in a rare smile. Nyra’s grin widened, her confidence infectious.

"Get your drills in. Both matches will run back-to-back—no chance to reset. You’ve got one shot—make it count.”

During a break, Shae stretched beside her simulator pod, arms overhead. Her cropped halter top rode up, exposing the smooth curve of her lower back and the swell of her hips above her tight leggings. Reid’s eyes locked on the bare skin, heat flaring in his chest, before he dragged his gaze back to the tactical readouts.

“Pair up,” Ryven said, waving them toward the simulator pads. “Reid, Nyra—Sinblade. Kara, Shae—Velostra. Two fights, two preps. Kara, Shae—focus Juggernaut tactics. Reid, Nyra—you’re on Ironclad drills. I want both scenarios running side by side.”

Reid nodded and stepped onto the pad beside Nyra. She grinned, tugging her mini skirt down as she settled into the neural interface. "Ready to make Ironclad look stupid?" she asked, buckling in.

"Just don’t get cocky," Reid said, flicking through the sim’s options. He cued up Sinblade’s mine-laying module and glanced at her. "You run the mines, I’ll handle the feint."

Nyra’s hands danced over the controls. "I’ll lay them so tight, they’ll think the floor’s electrified." She winked, eyes bright. "Give me a count on your move."

He watched her sync up, the holo-projection of Sinblade flickering to life. "On three," he said. "One. Two. Three—go."

Nyra triggered a spread of mines, the sim showing blue arcs as they scattered across the virtual terrain. Reid darted Sinblade left, baiting the Ironclad projection into a charge. "Now!" he called.

Nyra’s fingers flew, detonating a cluster just as Ironclad lumbered into the kill zone. The sim flared with sparks, the heavy mech’s avatar staggering. Nyra laughed, sweat glistening at her hairline. "That’s what I’m talking about."

"Reset," Ryven barked from behind them. "Faster on the mine drop, Nyra. Reid, your angle’s too shallow—Ironclad’s AI almost caught your flank."

Reid gritted his teeth, nodding. "Again. This time, I’ll cut sharper. Nyra, be ready to drop as soon as I break right."

Nyra rolled her shoulders. "I can go tighter. Watch me."

They ran the drill again—Reid darting in, Nyra laying mines in a staggered arc. This time, as Ironclad’s sim closed, Nyra detonated the mines a split second earlier, catching the projection mid-step. The sim’s warning lights flashed red. Nyra whooped, pumping her fist. "Perfect timing!"

Across the bay, Kara and Shae worked Velostra through fallback patterns. Kara’s stance was rigid, eyes narrowed as she called out blade positions. Shae moved with sharp, economical sweeps, the plasma blades slicing through the air. "You’re late on the left block," Shae said, glancing at Kara.

"Your right sweep’s too wide," Kara shot back, but her lips twitched.

Ryven stalked over, watching their drill. "Again. Both of you—tighter timing. If Ironclad turns, you’ll need to be in position before it finishes the pivot. Shae, Kara—switch roles. Kara, you lead the blade. Shae, cover fallback."

They reset, moving faster this time. Kara’s blade flashed, Shae pivoted behind her, and the sim’s alert chimed green.

Back at Sinblade’s pad, Nyra wiped sweat from her brow, grinning at Reid. "Think Ironclad’s ready for this?"

Reid smirked. "If we keep this up, they won’t know what hit them."

Nyra’s laughter echoed through the bay as they cued up the next round, both of them locked in and ready.

Ryven shut down the simulators and waved them toward the exit. "Wrap it up. Debrief in the hangar—now." The girls grabbed towels from the rack, wiping sweat from their faces and arms. Nyra tossed her hair back, grinning at Shae. "You owe me a drink if I outlast you in the first round." Shae snorted, flicking her towel at Nyra’s thigh. "You’ll be lucky to keep up." Kara rolled her eyes, but a hint of a smile tugged at her lips. "Just don’t showboat and get yourself knocked out."

Reid hung back, watching Nyra’s hips sway as she walked, her confidence radiating with every step. He felt a pulse of excitement in his chest, the anticipation of real combat settling in. The team moved together through the corridor, towels slung over shoulders, voices low but sharp with energy. The clang of machinery echoed from deeper in the stables as they stepped into the hangar, each of them focused, ready for what was coming.

Nyra traced her fingers along Sinblade’s battered flank, her lips moving in a low whisper. She leaned in, pressing her palm flat against the metal. “You’re going to run clean for me, aren’t you?” she murmured, violet eyes focused on the seam where the cockpit met the chassis. Her nails tapped a slow rhythm as she moved down the side, checking for anything out of place.

Kara crouched by the power pack housing, hands working the locking levers. “No sign of tampering,” she said, voice clipped. She tugged each latch, then checked the seals again. “If Vetrax wants to play dirty, they’ll have to try harder.”

Shae stood a few steps back, arms folded, blue eyes scanning the hangar. She watched a pair of techs wheel a cart past, then looked up at the security cameras mounted overhead. “I don’t like all these eyes on us,” she said. “Feels like we’re waiting for someone to slip.”

Reid rested his hand on Sinblade’s hull, feeling the vibration from the cooling fans. He looked at each of the girls in turn. “We’re not letting anyone take this from us,” he said. “Not Vetrax, not the bracket, not the cameras. We check everything, we trust each other, and we fight like hell.”

Nyra grinned, glancing over her shoulder. “You sound almost optimistic, boss.”

He smirked. “Don’t get used to it.”

“We’re ready,” Kara said. “Juggernaut’s first. We take them down, then we’ve got Ironclad waiting. Doesn’t matter what they throw at us—we’ve come too far to lose now.”

Shae moved closer, her stance loosening. “We’ve all lost too much already. I’m not letting them take anything else.”

Nyra leaned back against Sinblade, arms crossed. “You know, I used to think I’d never care about a team. Didn’t see the point. But I do now.” She looked at Reid, then at the other girls. “I’m not running. Not this time.”

Reid nodded, feeling the weight of their trust settle on his shoulders. He pressed his palm harder against the mech. “No one gets left behind.”

For a moment, none of them spoke. Kara’s hand found Shae’s, squeezing tight. Nyra’s eyes softened, her bravado fading as she looked at the others. Shae let out a slow breath, her posture relaxing.


Chapter 3

Reid left the hangar behind, taking the side stairwell two steps at a time. He pushed open the access door and stepped out onto the upper balcony, the city stretched out below, lights scattered across the rust-colored desert. He leaned against the railing, letting the cool air hit his skin, the weight of the day’s drills finally slipping off his shoulders.

He heard footsteps behind him. Nyra slipped through the doorway, her silver-blonde hair shining in the moonlight. She wore her oversized jacket half-zipped over bare legs, a bottle clutched in one hand. She flashed a crooked grin, eyes bright.

“Didn’t think you’d find the one spot without a camera,” she said, holding up the bottle. “Want to break a few more rules with me?”

Reid smirked, nodding. Nyra stepped up beside him, close enough that her arm brushed his. She twisted the cap off the bottle and took a long pull, then handed it over, her gaze daring him to match her. The city lights flickered in the distance, the world below quiet for once.

Nyra tipped the bottle toward her lips again, then set it between them on the rail. "You know," she said, voice lower, "I used to get off on this—the risk, the cameras, the whole world watching. Made me feel like I mattered, even if it was just for a second."

Reid took the bottle, swallowing. He watched her, waiting.

She stared out at the city. "But this bracket... it’s different. Before, I only cared about myself. Didn’t matter if I won or lost, as long as I got a thrill and maybe a few credits. Now, I’m scared to fuck it up. Not for me. For you. For Kara and Shae." She glanced at him, mouth twisting. "I want us all to get out. Not just me."

He didn’t answer right away. Nyra’s hands curled around the edge of the railing, knuckles white. "I keep thinking I’ll slip. That I’ll do something stupid, and it’ll cost all of us. Never gave a damn about a team before. Didn’t think I could."

Reid shook his head. "You’re not the only one. I spent half my life thinking I could handle everything alone. Didn’t trust anyone. Didn’t want to." He looked at her, meeting her eyes. "Now I can’t imagine doing this without you. Or the others."

Nyra’s lips parted, surprise flickering across her face. "Didn’t think you’d say that," she said, voice soft. "You’re always so... locked up."

He gave a short laugh. "Yeah, well. Turns out you, Kara, and Shae are the only people I trust. That’s new for me. I don’t want to lose it."

She nudged his arm with her shoulder. "You’re getting sappy, Varlan."

He grinned. "Don’t tell the others."

Nyra picked up the bottle, holding it between them. "To not screwing up," she said, raising it.

He took it, clinking the glass against hers. "To getting out. All of us."

She drank, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. "If we make it, I want to see what it’s like to wake up and not have to run. Not have to look over my shoulder. Think I could get used to that."

Reid nodded. "Me too."

Nyra’s laughter was quieter now, almost shy. "You know, I’m glad it’s you up here. Anyone else, I’d be putting on a show. With you, I don’t have to."

He watched her, the moonlight catching the edge of her jaw, the tension in her shoulders fading. For a moment, neither of them spoke. Nyra leaned into him, her bravado slipping away, replaced by something raw and honest.

Nyra leaned over the railing, arm outstretched as she pointed into the sky. Her mini skirt hiked up, exposing the curve of her bare hip and a thin violet thong strap. The breeze lifted the hem higher. Reid’s eyes locked on her ass, heat surging through him. Nyra glanced back, caught his stare, and smirked.

Nyra pressed her body into Reid’s, her lips finding his with a hunger that left no room for hesitation. She kissed him hard, mouth open, tongue sliding against his as her hands grabbed fistfuls of his shirt, pulling him closer. Reid’s hands gripped her hips, feeling the heat of her skin through the thin fabric of her skirt. Nyra broke the kiss just long enough to murmur, “Come on,” her breath hot against his cheek.

He lifted her easily, setting her on the wide ledge of the balcony. Her legs parted, wrapping around his waist, heels digging into his back to pull him flush against her. The city lights glittered below, but Nyra’s eyes were locked on his, daring him to keep going. She reached for the hem of her halter top, yanking it over her head in one swift motion. Her breasts spilled free, nipples already hard in the night air. Reid’s hands slid up her sides, fingers splaying over her ribs before cupping her breasts, thumbs brushing over her nipples.

Nyra arched her back, pushing her chest into his hands. “Don’t stop,” she whispered, voice rough. Reid bent his head, taking one nipple into his mouth, sucking and flicking his tongue over the sensitive tip. Nyra gasped, her fingers tangling in his hair, holding him to her. He kissed down her neck, biting gently at the spot just below her jaw, then trailed his mouth lower, tasting the salt of her skin.

His hands slid beneath her skirt, pushing it up around her waist. He found the thin strap of her thong and tugged it aside, exposing her pussy. She was already wet, slick and ready for him. Reid unzipped his pants, freeing his cock, and pressed the head against her entrance. Nyra met his eyes, her lips parted, breath coming fast. “Fuck me,” she said, voice barely more than a growl.

He guided himself into her, slow at first, feeling her stretch around him. Nyra moaned, her nails digging into his shoulders as he filled her. He thrust deeper, hips rocking against hers, the ledge hard beneath her ass. She wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on as he fucked her, each movement making her gasp louder. The risk of being seen, the open sky above, only made it hotter.

Nyra shifted, pushing at his chest until he let her slide down. She turned, straddling his lap, her knees braced on either side of his thighs. She rode him, hips grinding, breasts bouncing with every movement. Reid gripped her waist, thrusting up into her as she bounced, her head thrown back, hair shining in the moonlight. Her moans grew sharper, echoing out over the balcony.

He grabbed her, turning her to face the city, bending her over the stone ledge. He pushed her skirt up, spreading her legs, and slid back inside her from behind. Nyra’s hands gripped the railing, knuckles white as he fucked her hard, his hips slapping against her ass. She cried out, her voice raw, not caring who heard. Sweat slicked their bodies, every thrust sending a jolt through both of them.

Reid held her tight as she came, her pussy clenching around him, her whole body shuddering. He followed, spilling inside her with a low groan, his chest pressed to her back. They stayed like that, tangled together, breathless and shaking, the city lights flickering below and the stars burning above.

Nyra pulled her skirt down, tugging the hem over her ass as she hopped off the ledge. She grabbed her halter top and slipped it on, not bothering with the bra. Reid tucked himself away, zipping his pants and pulling his shirt straight. He scanned the balcony, heart still pounding, and caught movement below—two small lights gliding along the outer fence, too steady for security patrols.

He nudged Nyra, nodding toward the edge. “There. Drones.”

She followed his gaze, eyes narrowing. “Vetrax?”

“Who else would risk it tonight?” He crouched, keeping out of the moonlight, and pulled his slate from his back pocket. “Stay low. I need the security feed.”

Nyra ducked beside him, then glanced at the stairwell. “I’ll distract anyone coming up,” she whispered, lips brushing his ear. She slipped away, jacket thrown over her shoulders, striding down the stairs with a deliberate sway in her hips.

Reid kept his head down as he connected to the stables’ security network. The feed flickered to life, showing the perimeter fence in grainy color. The drones hovered just above the razorwire, pausing at each gate, lights blinking as they scanned. He thumbed the record function, tracking their path—north fence, then the maintenance access, then a slow sweep along the hangar’s shadow. He frowned. Too methodical for a routine flyby.

Footsteps echoed from the stairwell. Nyra’s voice drifted up, light and teasing. “You working late, officer?” She leaned against the rail, blocking the guard’s view of Reid. “You know, I always wondered who gets the night shift. Bet it’s lonely out here.”

The guard, a young man with a Kestral patch on his sleeve, shifted awkwardly. “Just making rounds. You shouldn’t be up here.”

Nyra trailed a finger along his arm, grinning. “You gonna write me up? Or maybe you want some company?”

He flushed, glancing away. “Just… don’t stay out too long. Cameras are on.”

She winked, then let him pass. As soon as he disappeared down the stairs, she darted back to Reid’s side. “How bad?”

“Bad enough.” Reid slid his slate into his pocket. “They’re mapping the fence. Looking for a weak spot.”

Nyra’s lips curled. “Vetrax doesn’t waste time.”

He nodded. “We need to tell the others. But not tonight. Let’s get inside before someone else comes looking.”

Nyra grabbed his hand, squeezing tight. “You owe me for that distraction.”

He smirked. “I’ll pay up later.”

They moved quickly, slipping down the stairs and through the side door. Nyra shot him a sly grin, her eyes bright with adrenaline. They didn’t speak until they were back in the main corridor, the hum of the stables closing around them. Nyra bumped his shoulder, laughter bubbling up as they walked. The risk, the secret, the thrill—they shared it all, step for step.

Nyra flopped onto the edge of her bunk, jacket half-off, eyes bright. "You’re not going to believe this," she said, looking at Kara and Shae. "Vetrax drones, two of them, running a sweep along the north fence. Not our security. I saw them with Reid up on the balcony."

Kara straightened, her face hardening. She moved to her locker and pulled out her toolkit. "You sure they weren’t just Kestral patrols?"

Nyra shook her head. "Wrong lights, wrong pattern. They were mapping the fence. Reid caught it on the security feed."

Shae sat up, swinging her legs off the bunk. "That’s not a scouting run. That’s prep for sabotage." She glanced at Reid. "Did you get footage?"

Reid nodded, dropping his slate on the table. "I recorded the whole sweep. They’re looking for a weak spot, probably to slip someone in or drop a payload. We can’t assume the stables are secure anymore."

Kara’s jaw tightened. She grabbed her slate and started tapping through the mech logs. "I’m checking the security seals on all three mechs. If they’re planning something, they’ll try to hit us before the match. We need to check everything—power packs, coolant lines, neural links."

Shae crossed her arms, eyes narrowed. "We should tell Ryven. If Vetrax is getting this bold, he needs to know."

Reid shook his head. "Not yet. If we go to him without proof of sabotage, he’ll just tighten the lockdown and maybe pull us from the bracket. We need to handle this ourselves first. Double-check every system. No one goes into the hangar alone—always in pairs. Every check is double-verified. No exceptions."

Nyra grinned, but her voice was serious. "I’ll take Sinblade with Shae. Kara, you and Reid check Gravehook and Velostra. If anyone sees anything off—wiring, coolant color, even a loose bolt—we flag it and don’t touch it until everyone’s there."

Kara nodded, her expression grim. "If they’re desperate enough to risk open sabotage, they might try to hit us in the quarters. We keep the door locked and don’t let anyone in, not even techs."

Shae glanced at the others. "You really think Vetrax is that desperate? Open sabotage means disqualification if they get caught."

Nyra shrugged. "They’re losing. They’ll risk it."

Reid looked at each of them. "We can’t trust anyone outside this room. Not Ryven, not the techs, not security. It’s just us. We keep watch, we check our gear, and we don’t let anyone split us up."

Kara’s gaze softened, but her voice stayed hard. "You’re in charge, Reid. What’s the plan if we catch someone in the act?"

He met her eyes. "We lock them in, call Ryven, and make sure the cameras see everything. But we don’t let anyone near our mechs alone—ever."

Shae nodded, rolling her shoulders. "I’ll sleep in the hangar if I have to."

Nyra grinned. "I’ll bring the coffee."

Reid let out a breath. "We’re ready for whatever they try. We’re not giving them an inch. We get through this."


Chapter 4

Dawn spilled burnt-orange light through the reinforced windows, painting the corridor in hard lines as Reid zipped up his pilot suit. He adjusted the collar, rolling his shoulders to loosen the stiffness from a night spent half-awake. Kara was waiting outside his quarters, arms folded, her hair a mess around her face. She wore her jumpsuit half-zipped, the fabric hugging her frame. She didn’t say anything, just nodded once, green eyes steady as she fell into step beside him.

They moved together down the corridor. The air was thick with ozone and the bite of machine oil. Technicians hurried past, carrying toolkits and data slates, their faces set. The clang of metal drifted from deeper in the stables. As they passed Velostra’s bay, Shae leaned against the doorframe, red hair falling over one shoulder, arms crossed tight. Nyra stood beside her. Neither spoke, but their eyes tracked Reid and Kara as they headed for the hangar, the weight of the day ahead clear in every glance.

Kara stopped at the edge of the hangar, unzipped her jumpsuit the rest of the way, and shrugged out of her shirt underneath. She stepped out of her shorts, leaving them in a heap by her locker, then pulled the jumpsuit up over her bare legs and zipped it to her collarbone. The fabric clung to her hips and chest, outlining every muscle and curve. She didn’t look at anyone as she crossed to Gravehook, hair falling wild around her face.

Reid watched her climb the ladder to the core pod. She moved fast, not hesitating. She swung her legs over the edge, slid inside, and reached for the harness. The jumpsuit stretched tight across her chest as she pulled the straps down, then settled back as the pod’s inner shell closed around her. The liquid hissed as it filled, rising to her chest. Kara’s hands flexed once on the armrests. The neural visor lowered, sealing over her eyes. She drew a long breath, then went still.

Reid circled to the pilot’s seat, running his hand over the battered dashboard. He checked every switch, every flickering readout. Power levels were steady, coolant in the green, neural sync at standby. He tapped the comms. “You good in there?”

Kara’s voice came through, flat but clear. “Ready. Sync is clean. No lag.”

Ryven strode up, wiping his hands on a rag. He didn’t bother with a greeting. “Check your left actuator. Vetrax likes to spike those. If anything feels off, you pull the breaker and get out. No heroics.”

Reid nodded, eyes on the readouts. “Actuator’s reading steady. No drift.”

Ryven grunted, leaning in to peer at the panel. “They’ll try something. Watch your coolant pressure—if it spikes, that’s sabotage, not a system fault.” He slapped the hull once. “You get through this, you’re halfway to the finals. Don’t let them bait you.”

Kara’s voice cut in again, clipped. “I’ll keep an eye on the diagnostics. If I see anything, I’ll call it.”

Ryven stepped back, muttering, “Vetrax bastards,” under his breath as he moved to the next bay.

Reid slid into the pilot seat, strapping himself in. He toggled the neural link. Kara’s presence flickered in his mind—tense, focused. “We’re live,” he said.

“Copy,” Kara replied.

The bay doors rumbled open, sunlight spilling across the hangar floor. The arena’s basalt expanse stretched ahead, dust swirling at the threshold. Cameras pivoted, lenses glinting as they tracked every movement.

Reid thumbed the ignition. Gravehook’s frame shuddered, servos whining as the mech lurched forward. He eased onto the controls, feeling Kara’s neural input sharpen the response. The old brawler moved out onto the cracked floor, every step sending vibrations up through the seat. He kept his eyes on the displays, but his mind was half on Kara—her breath in his ear, her pulse steady through the link.

“Let’s get this done,” she said, voice low.

Reid flexed his hands on the controls. “Right behind you.”

As Kara settled deeper into the core pod, condensation streaked the inside of the glass, outlining the tight press of her jumpsuit against her small, perky breasts and flat stomach. Reid glanced back, his eyes lingering on the hard points of her nipples and the way the fabric hugged every line of her body. Heat flared in his chest, possessive and sharp, before he forced his attention back to the controls and the arena ahead.

The klaxon blared. Reid pushed Gravehook forward, the controls vibrating under his grip as the old brawler lumbered out onto the cracked basalt. Across the arena, the Juggernaut—sleek, black, and bristling with segmented armor—charged straight at them. Its pincers snapped open and shut, each step carving deep gouges in the ground.

“Left!” Kara’s voice snapped through the link. Reid jerked the controls, Gravehook sidestepping just as a plasma bolt scorched past. The Juggernaut’s tail arched overhead, the stinger glowing. Reid braced. Kara’s neural input surged through the system, sharpening Gravehook’s reflexes. The tail lashed down. Reid swung Gravehook’s left arm up, catching the strike on the battered forearm shield. Sparks spat off the impact.

“Don’t let it circle!” Kara’s tone was clipped, all business. The Juggernaut lunged, pincers wide, trying to catch Gravehook’s right side. Reid reversed, then drove forward, slamming Gravehook’s shoulder into the oncoming claw. The impact shuddered through the cockpit. Kara’s presence was a steady pressure in his mind, guiding his timing.

“Tail again!” Kara called. Reid ducked Gravehook low, the stinger slicing overhead. He twisted the mech, using the right arm to shove the Juggernaut’s pincer aside. The crowd’s roar filtered through the comms, but Reid kept his eyes on the targeting display.

“There—joint at the left shoulder. Armor’s thin,” Kara said. “You see it?”

Reid spotted the gap—a sliver of exposed plating where the Juggernaut’s left arm met the torso. He pivoted, driving Gravehook’s fist straight into the joint. Metal crumpled. Sparks burst from the seam, the Juggernaut reeling back. Its pilot tried to counter, pincers snapping at Gravehook’s arm, but Kara’s neural sync let them slip free before the claws could lock.

“Override the safeties,” Kara said, voice tight. “I’m boosting power to the servos.”

Reid glanced at the readout. The limiter warning flashed red. He stabbed the override. Gravehook’s frame vibrated, power surging through the arms. The Juggernaut lunged, pincers closing around Gravehook’s left arm. Reid gritted his teeth, feeling Kara’s focus narrow to a razor edge.

“Now—grab the pincer and twist!” Kara barked.

Reid clamped Gravehook’s right hand onto the Juggernaut’s arm. Together, they wrenched sideways. Metal shrieked. The Juggernaut’s pincer tore free with a spray of hydraulic fluid, exposing the power pack housing behind the shoulder.

“There!” Kara shouted. “Power pack’s exposed!”

Reid didn’t hesitate. He pivoted Gravehook, lining up for the finishing move as the crowd’s roar swelled, the Juggernaut staggering, its defenses finally broken.

“Going for the pack,” Reid said, locking his grip on the controls. Kara’s neural sync surged, her focus sharp and absolute in his mind. He swung Gravehook’s battered frame behind the Juggernaut, the old brawler’s servos straining as he forced the mech’s right arm up and over the enemy’s ruined shoulder.

“Angle it—higher,” Kara said, breath hitching through the comms. “You’ve got the housing clear.”

Reid jammed the claw forward, metal scraping metal as Gravehook’s hand found the seam at the base of the Juggernaut’s armored spine. The enemy pilot tried to twist away, but Kara’s override kept their sync tight. Reid squeezed the trigger, Gravehook’s claw digging into the power pack’s casing. He felt the resistance—a hard jolt as the pack’s locks fought back—then Kara’s voice snapped, “Now! Yank it!”

He wrenched the controls back. Gravehook’s arm jerked, the claw tearing through the last of the Juggernaut’s armor. The pack came free with a shower of sparks, blue-white arcs of electricity leaping between the exposed conduits. The Juggernaut convulsed, its limbs locking in place, then slumped forward as every light on its chassis died. The power pack tumbled to the arena floor, trailing smoke.

Reid held Gravehook steady, breathing hard. The arena’s lights flared, bathing the battered mech in harsh white. The crowd erupted, banners waving, the echo of their cheers rolling across the cracked basalt.

Kara’s laughter burst through the comms, sharp and wild. “That’s it! We did it!” Her voice was ragged, breathless, but triumphant. “You ripped it out clean.”

Reid let out a shaky breath, his hands still tight on the controls. “Couldn’t have done it without you.”

Kara’s neural presence pulsed with adrenaline and relief. “You kept us alive.”

He watched as the Juggernaut’s pilot hatch popped, emergency crews already running in. The Kestral banners flashed across the arena’s upper screens, the match officially called. Gravehook’s readouts flickered yellow across the board, but the old mech was still standing.

“Let’s get back to the bay,” Reid said, voice low.

Kara’s response was a shaky laugh. “Yeah. I want out of this pod before my legs go numb.”

He eased Gravehook back toward the hangar doors, the battered mech limping but victorious. The crowd’s cheers followed them, the taste of adrenaline still sharp in his mouth.

"That was insane," Shae said, grabbing Kara the second she stepped down from the pod. Kara’s hair clung to her forehead, cheeks flushed, her jumpsuit half-unzipped. Shae wrapped her in a tight hug, lifting her off the ground for a second before setting her down.

Nyra swooped in, arms around both of them. "You ripped that Juggernaut apart! I thought you were going to tear the whole arena down."

Kara let out a shaky laugh, bracing herself against Shae as she caught her breath. "I thought it was going to rip my arm off first."

Reid unstrapped from the pilot seat and stepped over, rolling his shoulders. Ryven pushed through the cluster of techs, grinning wide. He slapped Reid on the back hard enough to jolt him forward.

"That was a hell of a finish," Ryven said, waving his slate. "Vetrax pilot got cocky—overextended on the tail strike. If you’d hesitated, you’d be picking shrapnel out of your teeth."

Kara shook her head. "Reid called the angle. I just followed his lead."

Ryven tapped a few keys, bringing up a holoprojection of the final grapple. "You see this?" He pointed at the Juggernaut’s left joint, the replay showing Gravehook’s fist smashing through the armor. "That’s where you broke them. Most pilots would’ve backed off, but you pressed. Smart."

Shae grinned, nudging Kara. "You just wanted to look good for the cameras. I saw you arching your back in the pod."

Kara rolled her eyes, but a smile crept in. "I was trying not to drown in that damn liquid."

Nyra laughed, flicking Kara’s damp hair. "You looked hot. I think half the city’s in love with you now. I’m going to have to do something wild next round just to keep up."

Kara snorted. "You’ll probably moon the cameras."

"Only if you’re watching," Nyra shot back, winking.

Reid stepped closer, catching Kara’s gaze. "You kept us alive out there. That call on the shoulder joint—couldn’t have done it without you."

Kara’s eyes softened. "I trusted you. Didn’t even think about it. You said move, I moved."

Shae leaned in, blue eyes bright. "That’s what a team looks like. You two keep this up, we’ll have Vetrax running scared."

Ryven nodded, folding his arms. "You’re halfway to the finals. Don’t let it go to your head. But—" He looked at Kara. "You did good. All of you."

Nyra bumped Reid’s hip with hers. "Don’t get too comfortable, boss. Next round, I’m stealing the spotlight."

Reid grinned, feeling the tension finally start to ease. "I’ll take all the help I can get."

Shae squeezed Kara’s shoulder. “You earned that win. Catch your breath—we’ve still got Ironclad coming.”

Kara exhaled, letting her head fall back for a second. “I just need a minute. Then I’m good.”

Nyra grinned. “No time for a break, superstar. We’ve got a second fight to steal.”

Reid looked at each of them—Kara, Shae, Nyra—feeling pride and resolve settle in his chest. “Thanks. All of you. We’re halfway there because we watched each other’s backs.”

Kara met his gaze, her voice quiet. “We’re not done yet. But I trust you to finish it.”

Shae nodded, determination flashing in her blue eyes. Nyra gave a crooked salute. The team stood together, Gravehook’s battered frame looming behind them, every one of them already shifting focus to the fight ahead.

Instead of dispersing, the girls turned toward their mechs. Shae jogged toward Velostra’s bay, calling instructions to the techs. Nyra rolled her shoulders and cracked her neck, her grin sharpening. “You switching with me, boss?”

Reid nodded, already stripping off his pilot harness. “Yeah. Your turn in the pod. I’ll take the sticks.”

Nyra winked, tossing her jacket over a rail. “Don’t scratch my mech.”

“Just keep me synced,” Reid said, climbing down from Gravehook’s cockpit. He wiped sweat from his brow, glancing at the frantic work as mechanics swarmed Sinblade’s bay.

Kara pulled off her neural visor, her hair clinging to her damp forehead. She stepped down from the pod and rested a hand on Reid’s arm. “Go finish it.”

He gave her a small smile. “We’re not walking out of here without it.”

The team split off again, each moving with renewed focus. Mechanics wheeled equipment across the hangar, sparks flaring as last-minute checks were run. Reid paused beside Sinblade, laying a hand on the sleek hull. “Let’s do this.”

Through the glass overhead, he caught sight of Kara, Shae, and Nyra in their bays—each of them checking lines, buckling straps, pulling gloves tight. Their faces were sharp with readiness, every muscle coiled for the next fight.


Chapter 5

A klaxon blared overhead. Reid wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, sweat still clinging to his skin from the last fight. He moved fast, boots hitting the corridor as Nyra fell in beside him, her oversized jacket pulled tight around her shoulders. She shot him a sidelong look, violet eyes bright with adrenaline.

“Ready to show them how it’s done?” she asked, grinning.

He nodded. The floor beneath them trembled as heavy mechs rolled past, techs shouting orders and dragging tool carts out of the way. Nyra’s fingers tightened on her jacket, her stride quickening as they neared the checkpoint.

Kara and Shae stood just beyond the scanner, both watching with steady eyes. Kara gave a sharp nod. Shae offered a quick, crooked smile, her arms folded, red hair falling over her shoulder.

“Don’t let them touch you,” Shae said, voice low.

Nyra winked. “They wish.”

Reid scanned his badge, the door slid open, and together he and Nyra stepped into Sinblade’s bay, the next battle already pressing in.

Nyra tossed her jacket onto the bench and peeled off her halter top, leaving only the neon-pink sports bra stretched tight across her chest. She shimmied out of her shorts, the mini skirt underneath hugging her hips. She flashed Reid a wicked grin, then stepped up to the pod, climbing in with practiced ease. The jumpsuit hung from a hook, ignored—Nyra never bothered with protocol if she could get away with it.

“Don’t get distracted, boss,” she said, glancing over her shoulder as she settled into the pod. The liquid hissed as it filled, swirling up around her waist, then chest. Nyra’s hands gripped the armrests, her head tilting back as the neural interface lowered over her face. The visor snapped into place, silver hair fanning out against the pod’s inner shell.

Reid moved to the side console, eyes scanning every diagnostic. He checked the shock mine dispensers—chambers loaded, safeties green. He toggled the drone bay, watching the readout flicker as each decoy drone pinged online. He ran the checklist again, fingers tapping out the sequence. No leaks, no crossed wires, every sabotage system armed and ready.

Ryven’s voice cut through the comms, sharp and impatient. “You listening, Varlan? Ironclad’s got new armor plating—don’t waste your mines on the front. Hit the legs or the rear. If you see coolant leaking, that’s your opening. And watch for overcommit—Vetrax pilots love to chase.”

Reid nodded, not looking up. “We’ll bait them. Nyra’s got the drones.”

“Copy,” Reid said.

Nyra’s voice buzzed through the neural link, her tone light but steady. “I’m synced. Feels good in here. Sinblade’s hungry.” She flexed her hands, the pod’s sensors mapping every twitch. “Let’s make them chase us.”

Reid slid into the pilot seat, strapping in. He keyed up the tactical display, overlaying the arena’s layout with Ironclad’s last known position. His hands moved fast, checking thruster response, mine deployment, drone control. Everything flashed green.

“Ready?” he asked, glancing at the pod.

Nyra’s laughter echoed in his ear. “Born ready. Let’s give the cameras something to talk about.”

The bay doors rumbled open, sunlight spilling onto the scorched sand outside. Across the field, Ironclad waited—a hulking shadow, guns already tracking their position. Reid’s pulse kicked up, every muscle tight as he eased Sinblade forward, Nyra’s neural sync humming in the back of his mind.

“Let’s dance,” Nyra said, her voice sharp with anticipation.

As Nyra settled deeper into the pod, condensation streaked the inside of the glass. The neon-pink sports bra stretched tight across her chest, the fabric clinging to her breasts and outlining her nipples, hard from the chill of the liquid.

“Ironclad’s locking on,” Nyra said, her voice sharp in Reid’s ear.

Reid gripped the controls, eyes flicking to the tactical overlay. “Keep low. We’ll use the wrecks for cover.”

Ironclad’s cannons spat a line of fire, tracer rounds tearing across the sand. Reid jerked Sinblade left, the mech’s frame rocking as debris exploded where they’d just been. Nyra’s neural sync pulsed, her focus narrowing.

“Dropping mines,” Nyra said. Her hands moved on the pod’s controls, launching a cluster of shock mines in a staggered arc behind a broken support strut. “Let’s see if they’re dumb enough to chase.”

Reid darted Sinblade between two burnt-out husks, keeping the mech’s profile low. “He’s coming. Get ready.”

Ironclad lumbered after them, its guns chewing up the ground. The Vetrax pilot committed, surging forward, ignoring the risk. Reid cut right, skimming the edge of a collapsed barricade. Ironclad’s foot came down on the first mine—electric arcs snapped up its leg, blue-white light crawling over the armor.

“There it is!” Nyra laughed, her voice wild. “He’s slowing—hit him again!”

Reid pushed Sinblade forward, weaving through the maze of debris. Nyra’s hands danced over the controls, launching another mine under Ironclad’s right knee. The second blast sent a ripple through the enemy’s frame, joints seizing for a heartbeat. Ironclad’s guns faltered, shots going wide.

“Distraction drones out,” Nyra said, flipping a switch. Three drones shot from Sinblade’s shoulder bay, scattering across the field. Their projectors flickered, throwing up ghost images of Sinblade darting left and right.

“Let’s see if he can tell which one’s real,” Nyra said, grinning.

Reid saw Ironclad’s guns track a decoy, plasma bolts tearing through empty air. He used the opening, swinging Sinblade around behind a toppled cargo hauler. “Choke point ahead. Ready?”

“Always,” Nyra said, her neural sync spiking.

Reid cut the thrusters, sliding Sinblade sideways behind the hauler. Ironclad, blinded by the decoys, barreled straight into the trap. Its foot hit another mine—electricity danced over the hull, servos stuttering.

“Now!” Nyra shouted. “Go for the pack!”

Reid punched the throttle, Sinblade darting out from cover. Nyra’s neural input surged, syncing perfectly as they closed the gap. She guided the arm blades up, targeting the exposed rear plating. Ironclad tried to pivot, but its joints lagged, slowed by the mines.

“Power pack’s clear,” Nyra said, breathless. “Take it.”

Reid lined up the shot, every muscle tense. Sinblade’s blades gleamed, ready for the kill.

"Go!" Nyra shouted, her voice sharp in Reid’s ear.

Reid slammed the controls forward, sending Sinblade lunging at Ironclad’s exposed back. He locked the targeting reticle on the power pack housing, then triggered both arm blades. The servos whined as the blades shot out, stabbing deep into the rear armor. The impact jolted through the cockpit. Nyra’s neural sync spiked, her presence flooding the link.

“Override the safeties,” Nyra said, breath coming fast. “I can take it—push the sync rate!”

Reid didn’t hesitate. He stabbed the override, feeling the feedback as Sinblade’s systems strained. The blades bit deeper, carving through the thick shielding. Sparks burst from the seam, coolant spraying in bright arcs across the battered hull. Ironclad’s frame bucked, trying to twist away, but Nyra’s grip on the neural interface held Sinblade steady, guiding every movement.

“Almost there,” Nyra said, her hands flexing on the pod’s controls. “Give me more—just a little more!”

Reid jammed the throttle, forcing Sinblade’s arms to wrench the blades sideways. The metal shrieked, the power pack’s casing splitting open. Coolant gushed out, splattering across the arena floor. Ironclad’s servos locked, the heavy mech shuddering as its systems failed.

“Now!” Nyra’s voice was wild. “Rip it out!”

Reid yanked the controls back. Sinblade’s right blade hooked under the exposed pack, tearing it free in a spray of sparks and shredded wiring. The power pack tumbled to the ground, trailing smoke and coolant. Ironclad convulsed, its lights flickering, then collapsed forward, limbs splayed, every system dead.

For a split second, the arena was still. Then the crowd exploded—cheers rising, banners waving in a blur of Kestral blue and white. The holoscreens flashed Sinblade’s silhouette standing over Ironclad’s broken frame. Nyra’s laughter echoed through the comms, wild and breathless.

“Did you see that?” she shouted, her voice cracking with exhilaration. “We tore them apart!”

Reid grinned, adrenaline burning in his chest. He eased Sinblade back, letting the blades retract with a hiss. The tactical display flashed green—victory confirmed. He glanced at the pod, catching Nyra’s silhouette through the condensation-streaked glass, her fists pumping in the liquid.

“We did it,” Reid said, voice rough. “You killed it out there.”

Nyra’s neural presence pulsed with triumph. “Couldn’t have done it without you, boss.”

The comms crackled as the announcer called the match. Sinblade’s name scrolled across the holoscreens, the crowd’s roar still rising. Reid sat back, heart pounding, the taste of victory sharp and real.

Nyra shoved open the pod, liquid dripping from her arms as she swung her legs out and hopped down. Her hair stuck to her cheeks, streaked across her eyes, and her skin was flushed, chest still heaving from the fight. She grinned, baring her teeth as Kara darted forward, arms out.

“That was insane,” Kara said, grabbing Nyra in a hug. Shae joined in, wrapping them both up, her red hair falling over Nyra’s shoulder.

Nyra laughed, squeezing them back. “Did you see Ironclad’s face when I dropped that last mine? Oh, wait—he doesn’t have one.”

Shae pulled back, shaking her head. “You made him look like a rookie. Those mines—perfect placement. I thought he’d catch you on the turn, but you baited him right in.”

Ryven stalked over, slate in hand, eyes flicking between the team and the replay. “You want to see how you broke him?” He tapped the screen, bringing up a slow-motion holoprojection. “Right here—first mine, under the knee. That’s what threw his aim off. Then you—” He pointed at Reid. “—timed the feint just right. Ironclad was chasing ghosts.”

Nyra tossed her hair back, still grinning. “That’s what happens when you let me drive. And when Reid actually trusts me to push the sync. Lucky hands, boss.”

Reid shook his head, a small smile tugging at his mouth. “You kept your head. I just followed your lead.”

Kara stepped in, eyes on Nyra. “I’ll admit it—I didn’t think Sinblade’s sabotage tricks would work on a tank like Ironclad. You proved me wrong. Those drones were perfect.”

Nyra winked. “Told you. Never underestimate a girl with a grudge and a bag of dirty tricks.”

Shae nudged Nyra’s hip. “You’re not the only one who can show off. Next round, I’m making sure Velostra gets the kill shot. You can keep your mines—I’ll take blades and speed.”

Nyra stuck out her tongue. “You’re on. But you’ll have to beat my record first.”

Ryven cut in, voice rough but approving. “You’re getting cocky, all of you. But you earned it. That was textbook disruption—Vetrax won’t know what hit them next time.” He looked at Reid, nodding once. “You kept her alive.”

Reid met Nyra’s eyes, his voice steady. “Thanks for trusting me. You pushed harder than anyone else would’ve.”

Nyra’s grin softened. “You didn’t hold me back. That’s all I ever wanted.”

Kara glanced between them, her voice quieter. “We’re close. Closer than I thought we’d get. If we keep fighting like this—”

Shae finished for her, blue eyes bright. “—we’ll be in the championship before they know it.”

Nyra slung an arm around Kara’s shoulders, pulling her in. “Then let’s make sure we get there together.”

Reid watched the three of them, a tightness in his chest easing. For the first time, the championship felt real—close enough to taste.

The team moved out of Sinblade’s bay together, Nyra leading the way with a swagger in her hips, her hair still damp and sticking to her cheeks. Mechanics crowded around the battered mech, hauling off scorched armor and sliding new panels into place. Sparks flashed as welders worked fast, the smell of coolant sharp in the air. Kara and Shae tossed teasing comments back and forth, voices bouncing off the metal walls.

Nyra spun, grinning, and threw a wink at Reid. “Next time, I want a bigger audience,” she said, bumping shoulders with Shae. Kara shook her head, but she was smiling, her eyes bright.

Reid hung back, watching Nyra’s stride—her skirt clinging to her ass, every step radiating confidence. The adrenaline from the win still buzzed in his veins, mixing with something sharper: anticipation. The stables’ lights flickered, shadows jumping across the walls. He glanced up. The next fight was coming, and Vetrax wouldn’t let them coast. But for now, the team’s momentum felt unstoppable.


Chapter 6

Reid led the way back into the hangar, the heat from the battles still clinging to his skin. Mechanics rushed past, pushing carts loaded with scorched panels and tangled wiring. Gravehook and Sinblade were dragged into their bays, both mechs streaked with burn marks and coolant stains. Sparks shot from the welders already at work on Gravehook’s shoulder. Reid wiped sweat from his brow, catching Kara’s eye across the bay. She gave him a tired nod, her hair sticking to her forehead. Shae and Nyra walked behind them, jackets slung over their shoulders, their usual banter faded to a quiet exchange. Nyra nudged Shae’s arm, a half-smile on her lips, but both looked drained. The clang of dropped tools and the low voices of techs filled the air. Reid let out a long breath, feeling the adrenaline ebb away, replaced by the steady ache of fatigue and the satisfaction of another round survived.

"Start with the coolant lines," Reid said, tossing a wrench to Kara as he crouched beside Gravehook’s open shoulder panel. "If you see any residue, flag it. Don’t trust anything that looks new."

Kara slid under the battered arm joint, hands moving fast. "If Vetrax touched this, I’ll gut them myself." She yanked at a scorched conduit, her knuckles scraping against the jagged edge. "This clamp’s loose. And—shit—there’s a splice here that wasn’t here yesterday." She pulled the line free, coolant dripping onto her sleeve. "Sabotaged. They cut the flow, then patched it with garbage."

Reid leaned in. "Cut it all out. We’re not risking a blowout mid-match." He grabbed a replacement hose from the kit and shoved it toward her. "Swap it. Full flush."

Shae knelt by Velostra’s open back panel, her hands steady as she checked the backup battery array. "No tampering here," she called, blue eyes flicking to Reid. "But the relay’s running hot. I’m swapping it anyway."

"Good," Reid said. He moved to Sinblade, glancing up. "Nyra, how many drone casings left?"

Nyra crouched on Sinblade’s shoulder, legs dangling over the edge. She tossed a cracked casing down, grinning. "Three spent, two still live. The rest are clean, but the loader’s jammed. I’ll clear it."

"Don’t force it," Reid said. "Last thing we need is a misfire in the bay."

Nyra winked. "I know how to handle my toys, boss." She leaned forward, reaching into the drone bay, her hair falling over her eyes as she pried out a twisted bracket.

Kara slid out from under Gravehook, hands slick with coolant. "Line’s replaced. Pressure’s holding. I’m running a flush now." She wiped her hands on her shorts, then grabbed a diagnostic slate, tapping through the readings.

Shae swapped out the relay, her fingers moving quick and sure. "Velostra’s green. I’ll check the neural interface next."

Reid moved between the mechs, double-checking every connection. He tugged on harnesses, checked weld seams, and ran his hands over the scorched plating. "No shortcuts. If you’re not sure, pull it and replace it."

Ryven strode in, clipboard in hand, his face set in a hard line. "Full sweep. Every system, every wire. I want a triple-check on all coolant and power feeds. Vetrax are getting sloppy, and that makes them dangerous." He jabbed a finger at the team. "If you find anything, you call me. Don’t fix it alone."

"Understood," Reid said, not looking up.

The team fell into a rhythm—Kara crawling through Gravehook’s guts, Shae bent over Velostra’s neural trunk, Nyra clearing Sinblade’s drone bay. Reid barked orders, eyes on every detail, sweat running down his back. No one wasted words. Every tool passed hand to hand, every part checked twice before it went in. The work was fast, tight, and silent—no one trusting luck, only each other.

Nyra stretched up, reaching for a cable above Sinblade’s cockpit. Her mini skirt hiked high, baring the curve of her ass and the black lace band of her thong. Reid’s eyes locked on the exposed skin, his cock twitching as he watched the way her cheeks flexed. He forced himself to look away, and focused on the wiring in his hands.

Ryven waved them over to the holoscreen, his face set. He jabbed a button and the first battle flickered to life—Gravehook dodging the Juggernaut’s tail, sparks flying as Kara called out the weak point. The footage jumped to Sinblade weaving through debris, Ironclad’s guns blazing, then slowed as shock mines detonated under the enemy’s feet. Ryven paused the replay, zooming in on a frame where coolant sprayed from Ironclad’s knee.

“Look at that,” he said, pointing. “That’s not just a bad weld. Reactor’s running hot—way past spec. Vetrax is overclocking their cores. Idiots could’ve blown the whole arena.”

Kara crossed her arms. “They sabotaged our coolant line too. I found a splice—looked like a patch, but it was leaking. If we’d missed it, Gravehook would’ve seized up mid-fight.”

Ryven nodded, not surprised. “They’re desperate. They know they can’t beat you straight up, so they’re gambling on chaos. Overloaded reactors, illegal mods, sabotage—doesn’t matter if it gets them disqualified. If you’re dead, they win anyway.”

Shae leaned in, blue eyes narrowed. “So what’s Kestral going to do about it? We report it, right?”

Ryven snorted. “Kestral wants a show, not a fair fight. You think they’ll pull Vetrax out before the finals? Not a chance. They want blood, not paperwork.”

Nyra swung her legs, grinning. “Maybe we should booby-trap our own hangar. Rig the doors, set up some mines, see how they like it.”

Kara shot her a look, but her lips twitched. “You’d probably blow up the wrong team.”

Nyra winked. “Not if I’m in charge.”

Reid shook his head. “No one’s touching our gear unless I’m watching. I’ll triple-check every system before we roll out. If I even smell a loose wire, I’m pulling the whole rig apart.”

Ryven nodded, approving. “That’s what I want to hear. Don’t trust the techs, don’t trust the cameras. Only trust what you see with your own hands.”

Shae frowned, glancing at the holoscreen. “If they’re willing to risk disqualification, what’s next? Are we walking into a death trap?”

Ryven’s mouth twisted. “They’ll try anything. Last year, Vetrax rigged a pod to short out mid-match. Pilot nearly drowned. Officials called it a ‘system error’ and moved on.”

Nyra’s smile faded. “So we’re on our own.”

“Always have been,” Ryven said. “You want to win, you watch each other’s backs. Vetrax is out of options, and that makes them dangerous. Next round, expect sabotage, expect dirty tricks. They’ll do whatever it takes to claw back territory.”

Kara’s knuckles whitened on her slate. “We’ll catch them before they catch us.”

Reid looked at each of them, voice steady. “We’re not losing anyone. Not to sabotage, not to Vetrax. We check everything.”

A beat of silence passed. Nyra broke it with a crooked grin. “If anyone’s setting traps, at least let me help. I’ve got some ideas.”

Shae rolled her eyes, but a reluctant laugh escaped. Even Kara managed a small smile.

Ryven let the screen go dark. “Get some rest. Next round’s not going to be any easier. And don’t forget—Vetrax would rather burn the bracket down than lose clean.”

Kara stayed behind as Shae and Nyra drifted off toward the lockers, her hand tracing the rough welds along Gravehook’s battered side. She didn’t look up when Reid stepped closer, just pressed her palm flat against the patched metal.

“I keep thinking about what comes next,” Kara said, her voice low. “We’re closer than we’ve ever been. I can feel it. But every time we win, it gets harder to believe we’ll actually make it out.”

Reid leaned against the mech, arms folded. “You’re not the only one. Feels like the more we win, the more there is to lose.”

Kara’s fingers curled around a bolt, knuckles white. “I used to think I’d do anything for freedom. Now I’m scared of what happens if we fail. I don’t want to go back to being just another name on a roster. Not after this. Not after you.” She glanced up, green eyes searching his face. “I’ve never trusted anyone like this before. Not really.”

He nodded. “I get it. I lost everything once. My shop, my life—thought I’d never get any of it back. But this team, you, Shae, Nyra… I’d fight anyone to keep you safe. That’s not fear. That’s what keeps us alive.”

Kara let out a shaky breath, her shoulders relaxing. “I keep waiting for something to go wrong. For Vetrax to pull something we can’t fix. For Kestral to change the rules. But when I’m in the pod, and you’re in the seat… I actually believe we can win.”

Reid reached out, covering her hand with his. “We’re not alone in this. We trust each other. That’s more than most teams ever get.”

Shae’s voice came from behind them, softer than usual. “You two getting all sappy over here?” She stepped up, red hair falling over one shoulder, eyes tired but steady. “Don’t worry. I’m not letting anything happen to either of you. Vetrax tries anything, they’ll have to go through me first.”

Kara managed a small smile, squeezing Reid’s hand before letting go. “I know. I just needed to say it out loud.”

Shae nodded, bumping Kara’s shoulder with her own. “We’re all scared. That’s why we fight harder.”

Reid looked between them, feeling the weight of everything they’d survived settle in his chest. “We keep each other standing. That’s all we can do.”

A rag sailed through the air, smacking Reid in the back. Nyra’s laughter rang out as she sauntered over, hips swaying. “If you three get any more sentimental, I’m gonna puke. Save the speeches for after we win the finals, boss.”

Kara rolled her eyes, but the tension broke. Shae grinned, and even Reid found himself smiling, the knot in his chest loosening as the four of them stood together, battered but unbroken.

Reid checked the last diagnostic slate, eyes tracking the green lights as they blinked on one by one. “Velostra’s neural trunk is clear,” he said, tapping the screen. “Sinblade’s drone loader is cycling. Gravehook’s coolant pressure is steady.” He moved from mech to mech, fingers brushing over the patched seams and fresh welds. “If anything fails now, it’s not on us.”

Kara zipped her kit bag, tucking the slate inside. “We’re ready. Nothing left to fix.” She glanced at Shae, who was tightening the last bolt on Velostra’s arm blade.

Shae wiped her hands on her leggings. “All blades are locked. No play in the joints. If Vetrax tries to jam us, they’ll have to do it the hard way.”

Nyra hopped down from Sinblade’s shoulder, landing beside Reid. “Motion sensors set on the main doors?” She handed him a small transmitter.

He nodded, taking it. “I’ve got the perimeter grid up. If anyone so much as breathes near these bays, we’ll know.” He keyed in the code, watching the motion sensor icons flicker on the slate. “No one’s getting in without tripping an alert.”

Kara slung her bag over her shoulder. “We should rotate watches. No one goes anywhere alone.”

Shae nodded, stretching her arms overhead. “I’ll take first shift if you want. I’m not sleeping yet.”

Nyra shook her head, a faint smile on her lips. “You’re not sleeping because you’re still wired. I’ll go second. Kara can have last—she actually trusts the alarms.”

Reid keyed in the final sequence, locking down the hangar doors. “I’ll check the logs every hour. If anything pings, I’ll wake all of you.” He set the slate down, rubbing his eyes. “We’re as secure as we can get.”

Ryven appeared at the edge of the bay, arms folded. “You did good. Diagnostics are clean, security’s tight. Don’t let your guard down.” He gave each of them a hard look, then nodded once. “Get some rest. Tomorrow, you fight like hell.” Without waiting for a reply, he turned and walked out, boots echoing as he vanished into the corridor.

The girls gathered their things, voices hushed as they talked through fallback plans and countermeasures for the next round. Kara checked her slate again, scrolling through tactical notes. Shae leaned against Velostra, eyes flicking between her teammates. Nyra tucked her jacket tighter, her gaze lingering on the motion sensors above the doors.

Reid lingered, trailing his hand along Gravehook’s battered hull. The metal was cool beneath his palm, scars from the last fight still fresh. He let his fingers rest there for a moment, then turned and walked toward the lounge, the others already waiting.

Kara dropped her kit bag and curled up beside Reid on the battered lounge bench, knees tucked to her chest, her head resting lightly against his arm. Shae sprawled across the opposite couch, one leg hanging off the edge, eyes half-closed as she rubbed at her neck. Nyra perched on the armrest next to Reid, feet drawn up, jacket loose around her shoulders, watching the others with a tired but satisfied smirk. The city’s lights flickered through the narrow window, painting shifting patterns across the floor. No one spoke for a long moment. Kara’s breathing slowed, her hand finding Reid’s and squeezing once, silent but sure. Shae let out a long sigh, stretching her arms overhead. Nyra nudged Reid’s knee with her toes, her gaze drifting to the window. The hum of machinery and the distant, muffled crowd pressed in from beyond the walls—a steady reminder that rest was only temporary, and the next fight was already waiting.


Chapter 7

Reid blinked awake, pale gold light slanting across the barracks. His muscles ached—a deep, satisfying soreness from the last two days. He rolled onto his side, catching sight of Kara and Shae at the foot of their bunks, both already changed out of their clothes, towels draped over their shoulders. Kara’s hair was a tangled mess, her eyes focused and alert. Shae stretched her arms overhead, red hair falling loose down her back, her hips swaying as she nudged Kara toward the corridor.

“Come on, before Nyra hogs all the hot water,” Shae said, glancing back.

Kara smirked, following her out, bare feet quiet on the cold floor.

Nyra sprawled on her bunk, one leg kicked up, oversized jacket barely covering her chest. She winked at Reid, lips curling in a lazy grin. “You planning to sleep through the whole morning, or just waiting for us to get started without you?”

Reid sat up, rubbing his jaw. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

He grabbed a clean shirt, pulling it over his head, heart thumping a little faster. He caught Nyra’s eye as he passed, her gaze lingering on him. He headed for the showers, anticipation sparking beneath his skin.

Kara stood under the spray, head tilted back, eyes shut. Water streamed down her bare shoulders, flattening her hair to her neck. Shae was already working soap over her arms, red hair slicked to her back. She glanced at Reid as he stepped into the steam, dropping his shirt and shorts in a pile, then moving under the next showerhead.

Shae grinned, flicking water at him. "You better scrub off the stink of Vetrax desperation. I could smell that last fight halfway across the hangar."

Reid snorted, grabbing a bar of soap. "You’re one to talk. You nearly melted Velostra’s seat with how much you were sweating."

Kara cracked an eye, a small smile tugging at her lips. "You two are disgusting." She let the water run over her face, then wiped it away, her cheeks flushed.

Shae nudged Kara’s hip with hers. "You’re just jealous because you don’t sweat. You just vibrate with nerves all night. I heard you tossing."

Kara rolled her eyes, but her voice was quiet. "Didn’t sleep much. Kept thinking about the next round. What if we miss something? What if Vetrax pulls another trick?"

Reid stepped closer, water running down his chest. "We’ll catch it. We always do. You kept us alive last time."

Kara shrugged, glancing away. "Doesn’t stop my brain from running laps."

Shae leaned against the tile, blue eyes softening. "I get it. I used to think all I wanted was out. Now… I don’t know. Feels like we’re close to something real. Not just freedom. Something worth keeping."

Reid nodded, rubbing his hands over his face. "I’m not letting the bracket take that away from us. Not after everything we’ve done. We get through this, we get out."

Kara looked at him, a faint smirk on her lips. "Since when did you get so sentimental?"

He shrugged, meeting her gaze. "Since I realized I’d rather die with you two than walk out alone."

Shae laughed, tossing her hair back. "Look at you, getting all soft. Maybe we should see if you’re as good with your hands here as you are in the cockpit."

Kara snorted, but her cheeks flushed deeper. "Don’t give him ideas. He’ll start thinking he’s the hero."

Reid grinned, stepping into the spray beside Kara. "You’re the one who keeps letting me take the lead."

Shae slid closer, her body brushing Kara’s. "Maybe she just likes the view." She eyed Reid up and down, lips curling. "Or maybe she’s waiting for you to prove you’re not all talk."

Kara flicked water at Shae, laughing. "If he tries anything, I’ll just lock him out of the pod next match."

Reid leaned in, voice low. "You could try. But you’d miss me."

Shae’s hand trailed down Kara’s arm, fingers slick with soap. "I think we all would. Even if he does talk too much."

Kara’s eyes softened, her smile lingering. "Maybe I would."

The steam thickened, their laughter echoing off the tile. The battle felt far away for a moment—just three bodies, heat and skin.

Kara bent to grab her soap, her bare ass and the delicate curve of her small breasts on full display as water streamed down her body, making her skin shine. Shae leaned back, rinsing her hair, her breasts lifted and slick, nipples hard and pink under the spray.

Reid stepped up behind Kara, sliding his hands around her waist and pulling her back against his chest. He pressed his lips to the side of her neck, kissing the wet skin just below her ear. Kara shivered, her breath stuttering as his hand cupped her small breast, thumb flicking over her nipple. His other hand slipped down her stomach, fingers parting her thighs and finding her pussy, already slick under his touch. Kara moaned, her hips pushing back against him.

Shae moved in front of Kara, her body pressing close, the heat of her skin meeting Kara’s chest. She leaned in, mouth finding Kara’s lips, hands sliding up to cup both of Kara’s breasts, squeezing gently. Kara gasped into the kiss, her body caught between them, Reid’s cock hardening against her ass.

Reid kissed Kara’s shoulder, then turned her gently to face him. He lifted her easily, setting her on the built-in bench along the wall. Kara’s legs parted, feet braced on the tile, water running over her thighs. Reid stepped between her knees, guiding his cock to her entrance. Kara’s eyes locked on his, her hands gripping his shoulders as he pushed inside her, slow and deep. She cried out, head falling back, fingers digging into his arms.

Shae knelt beside them, her lips brushing Kara’s neck, tongue tracing the line of her jaw. She cupped Kara’s breast, sucking her nipple between her lips, teasing with her teeth. Kara’s hips rocked against Reid, her moans growing louder as he thrust into her, the slap of skin drowned by the rush of water.

Reid’s hands slid to Kara’s ass, lifting her higher, driving into her with each roll of his hips. Kara clung to him, her legs wrapped around his waist, body trembling. Shae’s mouth moved between Kara’s breasts, her hand slipping down to stroke Kara’s clit, fingers working in time with Reid’s thrusts.

Reid felt Kara tighten around him, her cries sharp as she came, body shaking. He slowed, pulling out, and reached for Shae, guiding her up onto his lap. Shae turned, straddling him with her back to his chest, water streaming down her body. Reid gripped her hips, sliding his cock inside her from behind. Shae moaned, head falling back against his shoulder, her red hair plastered to his skin.

Kara slid onto Shae’s lap, facing her, their breasts pressed together, mouths meeting in a hungry kiss. Reid thrust up into Shae, his hands roaming over her stomach and thighs, feeling her muscles tense around him. Kara’s hand slipped between Shae’s legs, fingers stroking where Reid’s cock disappeared inside her. Shae gasped, her hips grinding down, fucking herself on him.

The three moved together, bodies tangled, hands and mouths exploring every inch of skin. Reid’s cock throbbed inside Shae, her pussy squeezing him tight as Kara’s tongue slid into her mouth. Kara ground her hips against Shae’s thigh, her own pleasure building again.

Reid’s thrusts grew rougher, his grip tightening on Shae’s hips. She cried out, coming hard, her body clenching around him. Kara shuddered, her own orgasm cresting as she kissed Shae deeply. Reid groaned, spilling inside Shae, his body shaking with release.

Kara pressed her cheek against Reid’s shoulder, her breathing slow and even. Water ran down her back, pooling around her thighs. She let her hand rest on his chest, fingers splayed, tracing the line of his collarbone.

“I don’t think I’ve ever felt this… real,” Kara said, voice barely above a whisper. “Not just the sex. All of it. You, Shae. I keep waiting to wake up and find out it was just another bracket dream.”

Shae let out a soft laugh, tucking her knees up and leaning into Reid’s other side. “If this is a dream, it’s the best one I’ve had since I got dumped on this rock.” She glanced at Kara, her blue eyes softer than usual. “I didn’t think I’d ever trust anyone again. Not after Vetrax. Not after Kestral. But you two—” She shrugged, lips twitching. “Feels like I finally landed somewhere I want to stay.”

Reid drew both women closer, arms heavy around their shoulders. Kara’s hair stuck to his chest, damp and tangled. Shae’s skin was warm against his side. He looked down at them, his voice steady.

“Doesn’t matter what happens in the next fight, or the one after.”

Kara’s lips curved in a tired smile. “You mean that?”

He nodded, meeting her eyes. “Yeah. I do.”

Shae nudged his ribs with her elbow, a crooked grin on her face. “You’re getting soft, Varlan.”

He snorted, but didn’t let go. “Not soft. Just not stupid enough to let go of the only good thing I’ve got.”

Kara’s fingers tightened on his chest. “I’m scared,” she admitted, voice trembling. “Not of the fight. Of losing this. You. Shae. Even Nyra, when she’s not being a pain in the ass.”

Shae reached over, brushing wet hair from Kara’s face. “We’re not going anywhere. Not unless you kick us out.”

Kara shook her head, a tear slipping down her cheek, lost in the water. “I wouldn’t. Not ever.”

Shae let out a shaky breath, her hand finding Kara’s. “Deal.”

They sat in silence, water cooling around them, the world outside the showers far away. Kara’s breathing evened out, her body relaxing against Reid’s. Shae closed her eyes, her head resting on his shoulder. For a long moment, none of them moved. The exhaustion was bone-deep, but something else lingered—hope, fragile but real.

Reid held them both, feeling the weight of their trust settle in his chest. For the first time since Caldyra, he let himself believe they might actually make it out.

Reid pulled his shirt over his head and followed Kara and Shae out of the showers, the three of them moving down the corridor, hair still damp and skin flushed. Nyra sat on a crate just outside Velostra’s bay, her legs crossed, jacket hanging open, a sly grin on her lips as she watched them approach.

“About time,” Nyra said, her eyes flicking from Kara’s damp hair to the faint marks on Shae’s neck. “You three look like you had fun.”

Shae shot her a look, grabbing a towel from the bench. “Jealous?”

Nyra shrugged, stretching her arms overhead. “Maybe. Depends if you saved any hot water for me.”

Kara rolled her eyes but smiled, dropping her kit bag beside the crate. “You’re up. Ryven’s looking for us.”

Ryven’s voice cut through from the next bay. “All of you—move it. Briefing, now.”

Reid jerked his chin toward the others, leading them into the hangar. Ryven stood by the holotable, slate in hand, his expression impatient.

“Vetrax just filed for a last-minute rule clarification,” Ryven said, eyes narrowing. “They’re stalling. Don’t let it throw you. Stay sharp.”

Kara crossed her arms, her posture tight. “What’s the angle?”

Ryven shrugged. “Could be anything. They want to delay, mess with your prep, maybe get a look at your loadouts. Doesn’t matter. You prep like normal.”

Reid nodded, gesturing to the mechs. “Let’s run the checks. Kara, Shae—Velostra’s targeting array. I’ll handle Gravehook’s power lines.”

Shae moved to Velostra, popping the side panel and pulling the diagnostic slate from her belt. “Kara, hand me the calibration tool.”

Kara tossed it over, already sliding under the arm joint. “Array’s reading a drift. I’ll reset the baseline.”

Shae’s fingers moved fast, tapping through the settings. “Plasma blade sync is off by half a second. I’ll tighten the feedback loop.”

Kara adjusted the sensor, her voice steady. “I’ve got the array locked. Try it now.”

Shae triggered the test cycle, watching the readout. “Clean. No lag.”

Reid knelt by Gravehook, pulling the main conduit cover. “Nyra, pass me the torque wrench.”

Nyra hopped off the crate, handing it over. “You want me to check the secondary lines?”

He nodded. “If you see any residue, flag it. We’re not risking another coolant leak.”

Nyra crouched beside him, her hands moving quick as she checked the seals. “All clear. No tampering.”

Kara and Shae finished with Velostra, standing together as they wiped their hands. Their movements mirrored each other—quick, efficient, wordless. The tension from earlier was gone.

Ryven watched them, his mouth twitching in approval. “You’re running like a real team. Keep it up. Vetrax is going to throw everything at you next round—stalling, sabotage, maybe worse. Don’t get comfortable.”

Reid stood, wiping his hands on a rag. “We’re ready. Let them try.”

Ryven nodded once, eyes sharp. “Good. Stay that way.”

Shae leaned over Velostra’s open panel, her sports bra riding up to reveal the soft under-curve of her breasts and a strip of her flat, toned stomach. Kara, perched high on a ladder, stretched to tighten a bolt, her shorts riding up so her bare thighs gleamed in the harsh hangar lights. Reid’s eyes lingered on the exposed skin, heat building in his chest before he forced himself to focus on the work ahead.


Chapter 8

The sky over Caldyra was blood-red as Reid shoveled down the last of his protein ration, barely tasting it. Kara sat across from him, eyes fixed on her slate, while Nyra picked at her food, jacket slipping off one shoulder. Shae finished her drink in a single gulp, then set the cup down, blue eyes meeting Reid’s. Ryven strode into the mess, lines deeper on his face than usual. He jerked his chin, wordless, and the team stood.

Reid followed Shae out, leaving Kara and Nyra to gather their gear. The corridors were crowded with pilots and techs, everyone moving faster than usual. Shae walked beside him, silent, her hand finding his for a brief squeeze. He squeezed back, feeling the tension in her grip. They reached Velostra’s bay, Shae letting go and heading for the locker. She glanced back once, lips set in a determined line, then disappeared behind the partition to strip down for the core pod.

Shae’s voice came from behind the partition. “I’m going to need the neural link tight today. Don’t let the sync lag.”

“Already on it,” Reid said, moving to the control console. He watched the pod’s status display as Shae stepped out, stripped down to her cropped halter and skin-tight techwear leggings. She pulled her hair back with one hand, then climbed the ladder up to Velostra’s core pod, muscles flexing as she hauled herself inside.

“Leggings are a pain in the ass when they’re wet,” Shae muttered, bracing herself as she slid into the pod. She pulled the visor down, locking it over her eyes. The liquid began to fill, rising up her thighs, then her waist, finally lapping at the edge of her halter. She settled back, chest rising and falling, her breath fogging the inside of the visor.

Reid keyed in the startup sequence, eyes flicking over the diagnostics. “Targeting array’s clean. Plasma blades are synced. Neural trunk’s reading green.” He tapped through the menus, double-checking every connection. “You feel the interface?”

“Clear as ever,” Shae replied, her voice steady through the comms. “No drift. No static.”

Ryven appeared at the hatch, face set. He tossed a datachip to Reid. “Last-minute update. Vetrax is fielding a spider-class. Stealth plating, rapid-fire railguns. They’ll try to pin you down and cut you apart from a distance.”

Reid slotted the chip, pulling up the schematic. “Eight legs, low profile. Railguns mounted on the thorax. If it gets under us, we’re screwed.”

Shae’s voice was calm. “So we don’t let it. I’ll keep Velostra moving. You call the shots, I’ll make the jumps.”

Ryven leaned in, eyes on the readout. “Watch for the stealth plating. Sensors might drop out. Trust your gut, not just the feed.”

Reid nodded. “We’ll bait it into the open. Shae, you ready?”

“Always,” she said, the faintest edge of a grin in her tone.

Ryven slapped the hatch. “Give them hell.” He stepped back, leaving Reid alone at the console.

Reid slid into the pilot’s seat, hands settling on the controls. The neural sync pulsed to life, a low hum in his skull as Shae’s presence filled the link. He felt her focus—sharp, unwavering.

“Bay doors opening,” he said, flipping the final switches. The massive doors parted, sunlight spilling across the cockpit. The arena spread out ahead, jagged basalt spires jutting from the cracked ground. Vetrax banners snapped in the wind, bright against the rust-red sky.

Shae’s voice was low in his ear. “Let’s show them what a real team looks like.”

Reid flexed his fingers on the controls, heart pounding. “On my mark. We move together.”

Velostra stepped forward, blades humming, ready for the fight.

As Shae leaned back in the pod, condensation streaked across the glass, outlining the shape of her full breasts pressed tight against the thin halter. The pod liquid clung to every curve, her nipples hard and visible through the fabric, red hair fanned out around her head. Reid’s pulse hammered as he locked in the neural sync, the image seared into his mind.

"Left spire—railgun tracking us," Shae said, her voice tight in Reid’s ear.

Reid jerked Velostra sideways, the cockpit shuddering as a cluster of metal shards tore through the basalt where they'd been a second before. He gripped the controls, eyes flicking between the readouts and the shifting shadows ahead. The spider-mech scuttled between the rocks, eight legs moving in a blur, thorax-mounted railguns pivoting to track them.

"Keep it moving," Reid said, pushing Velostra into a sprint. "Don’t let it get a lock."

Shae’s neural feedback pulsed through the link, her focus sharpening his reflexes. "It’s circling right. Wants to pin us in the open."

Reid saw the glint of the spider-mech’s armor as it darted across a gap. He cut left, hugging the base of a basalt pillar, then ducked Velostra behind a jagged outcrop. Another burst of railgun fire chewed into the stone, sending fragments spinning past the cockpit.

"Cut across the ravine," Shae said, breath quick. "We can bait it—make it overcommit."

Reid nodded, slamming the throttle. Velostra leapt the shallow ravine, landing hard on the far side. The spider-mech followed, legs digging into the rock as it skittered after them.

"Now!" Shae called. "Blades out!"

Reid flicked the arm toggles. Velostra’s plasma blades snapped forward, humming with energy. He twisted the mech, presenting a narrow profile as the spider-mech lunged, two legs raised to pin them. Shae’s neural input surged, guiding his hands—he let her take the lead.

"Go high," she said. "I’ll take the left legs."

Reid yanked the controls, Velostra vaulting up the ravine wall. The spider-mech reared, railguns firing wild. Shae swung the right blade in a tight arc, the plasma edge slicing through one of the spider-mech’s front legs. Sparks and coolant sprayed, the severed limb crashing to the ground.

"It’s backing off—don’t let it reset!" Shae said.

Reid pressed forward, Velostra darting in close. The spider-mech tried to retreat, dragging its damaged leg, but Shae overrode the safety lockouts—he felt the sync spike, the neural feedback buzzing hot in his skull.

"Override’s on," Shae said, voice strained. "Push the sync. We can finish it."

Reid let her drive, his hands moving with hers. Velostra spun, blades flashing. The spider-mech lashed out with another leg, but Shae ducked under the strike, then drove the left blade up, severing a second limb at the joint. The Vetrax pilot tried to scramble away, coolant pouring from the wounds, but Velostra stayed on it, relentless.

"One more pass," Shae said, her tone fierce. "We take out the guns next."

Reid gritted his teeth, feeling the risk in every movement, but trusting her completely.

"Cut right," Reid said, eyes on the spider-mech as it tried to circle for another shot. "Let it think we’re running."

Shae sent a pulse through the neural link, Velostra darting sideways. The spider-mech fired, railguns spitting metal shards that missed by a meter. Reid kept Velostra moving, weaving between basalt spires, always just out of reach. He watched the enemy’s legs—two dragging, the others pushing harder to keep up.

"Let it chase," Shae said, her tone sharp. "It’s getting desperate."

Reid angled Velostra toward a narrow gap between rocks, slowing just enough to bait the spider-mech closer. He flicked the throttle, feigning a stumble. The spider-mech lunged, all eight legs splaying for a pounce.

"Now!" Reid snapped.

Shae’s neural spike hit him like a jolt—she took over, Velostra’s legs flexing for a leap. The mech vaulted up, clearing the spider-mech’s back. Reid felt the Gs press him into the seat as they landed behind the enemy, plasma blades flashing out.

"Hit the pack," Shae said, her voice wild.

Reid slammed the controls forward. Velostra’s right arm drove its plasma blade into the spider-mech’s power pack housing. Shae followed with the left, both blades plunging deep, molten metal spraying as the housing split open. The spider-mech’s rear legs kicked, trying to throw them off, but Shae held the sync, guiding the blades deeper, carving through armor and circuitry.

"Deeper!" she shouted, her breath ragged in his ear.

Reid gritted his teeth, feeling the neural feedback spike as Shae’s focus sharpened. He wrenched the controls, Velostra’s arms prying the housing wider. The spider-mech’s railguns twitched, then went dead as the power lines severed.

"Pull it!" Shae yelled.

Reid grabbed the power pack’s exposed handle with Velostra’s claw, yanking hard. The pack tore free in a burst of sparks and coolant, electricity arcing between the severed cables. The spider-mech convulsed, legs seizing, then collapsed in a heap, smoke pouring from the ruined chassis.

For a second, everything was still. Then the crowd erupted, cheers echoing through the comms. Kestral banners waved, the roar growing louder as Velostra stood over the wreckage, blades still glowing.

Shae’s laughter rang through the link, wild and triumphant. "That’s how you kill a spider," she said, voice shaking with adrenaline.

Reid let out a breath, hands shaking on the controls. "Nice work. Couldn’t have done it without you."

Shae’s grin was audible. "Damn right. Let’s see them try that again."

The hatch on Velostra slid open and Shae climbed out, red hair sticking damply to her neck and cheeks. Her skin was flushed, the cropped halter clinging to her chest. She wiped her brow with the back of her hand, then barely had time to catch her breath before Kara and Nyra rushed in, arms flung around her.

“Holy shit, Shae!” Kara’s voice was tight with excitement as she hugged her. “You just made that Vetrax pilot look like a rookie.”

Nyra pressed in from the other side, squeezing Shae’s waist. “Spider-slaying queen! I thought you were gonna carve that thing into scrap.”

Shae let out a shaky laugh, her arms around both girls. “Couldn’t have done it without the sync. Reid was right there with me the whole time. I felt every move—like we were reading each other’s minds.”

Reid stepped up, still catching his breath. “You took the lead when we needed it. That last jump—never would’ve made it without you pushing the override.”

Shae met his eyes, a rare, open smile on her lips. “I trusted you to keep up. You did.”

Ryven appeared, holoscreen in one hand, flicking through the battle replay. “Watch this,” he said, jabbing a finger at the display. “Here—Shae times the leap, lands behind the spider, and you—” he nodded at Reid—“don’t hesitate. That’s what wins matches. No lag, no second-guessing.”

Kara grinned, nudging Shae’s hip. “You know the cameras caught every second of you slicing those legs off. Bet half the city’s replaying it already.”

Nyra snorted, eyes bright. “I’m just glad you didn’t trip and faceplant on the landing. Would’ve ruined your highlight reel.”

Shae rolled her eyes, but her cheeks colored deeper. “If I’d tripped, you’d be the first to laugh.”

Nyra smirked. “Only because I’d have to outdo you next round. Can’t let you get all the glory.”

Reid shook his head, a real smile tugging at his mouth. “You earned every bit of it. That was the cleanest finish we’ve had. No wasted movement, no panic. Just trust.”

Shae’s voice softened. “I’ve never felt this in sync before. Not with any team. Not even back in Vetrax. It’s different with you three. I don’t have to second-guess anything.”

Kara squeezed her shoulder. “That’s because you finally stopped trying to do it all yourself.”

Nyra bumped Shae’s hip again. “What got us here is Shae’s insane reflexes and Reid’s stubborn refusal to die.”

Shae laughed, glancing at Reid. “And a little luck.”

Reid shook his head. “Not luck. Just teamwork. We keep this up, nobody’s stopping us.”

Kara’s eyes flicked between them, a rare smile breaking through her usual reserve. “We’re almost there. One more.”

Nyra grinned, looping her arm around Shae’s waist. “Spider-slaying queen and her crew. Let’s make it count.”

Reid looked at each of them, feeling the weight of the moment settle in. “Thanks for trusting me. All of you.”

Shae squeezed his hand, Kara leaned in, and Nyra winked. For a moment, nothing else mattered.

Shae slumped onto the battered lounge bench, dropping her head back and letting out a long breath. Her hand found Reid’s, fingers lacing through his. She stared at the ceiling, eyes unfocused.

“I never thought I’d see the end of a bracket,” Shae said, her voice rough. “Not after Vetrax. Not after everything. I figured I’d die in a pod, or get shipped back to the camps. But now—” She squeezed Reid’s hand, her grip tight. “Now I actually think we might make it.”

Reid looked at her, the lines of exhaustion clear on her face, but her eyes were alive. “You earned it. We all did. You kept us in it.”

Shae shook her head, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “Not alone. I used to think I had to do it all myself. Didn’t trust anyone. But I trust you. All of you.”

Kara entered, dropping onto the other side of Reid. She pulled her knees up, arms wrapped around her legs. “I keep looking at the bracket chart, waiting for someone to tell us it’s over. That we’re done. But it never feels real.” She glanced at Shae, then at Reid. “I’m scared. Not of the fight. Of what happens if we win. Or if we lose.”

Nyra flopped down at their feet, her jacket half-off, hair falling over her face. “You’re both overthinking it. We’re one win away. That’s all that matters.” She looked up at Reid, her violet eyes softer than usual. “But… I get it. I never thought I’d care about a team. Or about anyone, really. But I do.”

Reid let the silence settle for a moment, the weight of everything they’d survived pressing in. He looked at each of them, steady and sure. “Doesn’t matter what happens in the championship. We go in together, we come out together. No one gets left behind. Not for Kestral, not for Vetrax. Just us.”

Shae’s fingers tightened on his. “I’m with you. All the way.”

Kara nodded, her voice barely above a whisper. “Me too.”

Nyra grinned, nudging Kara’s foot. “You’re not getting rid of me. Even if you try.”

They sat in silence, the four of them pressed close on the old bench. The sun was setting outside, the sky streaked orange and red through the reinforced glass. The city’s lights flickered on, one by one, scattered across the desert floor.

Reid watched the glow spread, feeling the hope and fear tangled in his chest. For the first time, freedom felt close enough to touch. He let his hand rest on Shae’s knee, Kara leaning into his side, Nyra’s head dropping to his thigh. The four of them watched the last light fade, holding onto each other.


Chapter 9

Reid watched the girls gather their things—Kara tucking her slate under one arm, Shae rolling her shoulders, Nyra slinging her oversized jacket over bare skin. Ryven caught Reid’s eye as they passed, his voice low.

“Get some rest. You’ll need it tomorrow.”

Reid nodded, then led the team through the maze of corridors. The usual checkpoints were unmanned, the halls deserted except for the four of them. They reached the door marked for finalists—something he’d never seen up close before. He keyed in the access code. The door slid shut behind them, sealing out the city’s distant chaos.

Inside, the space was quiet, almost soft. The adrenaline of the fight still buzzed under Reid’s skin, but exhaustion pressed in. He dropped his duffel on the floor, glancing at the girls as they settled in—shoulders brushing, eyes bright with something more than fatigue.

Kara sat at the edge of the bed, slate clutched tight in her hands. She stared down, shoulders hunched, then looked up at Reid and the others. Her voice was thin.

“I didn’t think I’d get this far,” she said, eyes flicking from Shae to Nyra, then settling on Reid. “Not after the first bracket. Not after… everything. I thought I’d screw up, or get someone killed, or just—” She shook her head. “But you all kept trusting me. Even when I didn’t trust myself.”

Shae moved closer, dropping onto the mattress beside her. She reached over, squeezing Kara’s hand. Water still clung to the tips of her red hair, leaving damp spots on her halter. “You kept us alive, Kara. You’re the reason we’re here. I wouldn’t have made it through the last fight without you calling the shots.”

Kara’s lips twitched, almost a smile. “I was terrified. Still am.”

Nyra rolled onto her back, jacket falling open, one leg bent. “You’re not the only one,” she said, grinning. “I thought I’d end up in a ditch somewhere, not in a finalist suite with the three people I actually like.” She stretched, arms over her head, then looked at Kara, her expression softening. “You’re tougher than you think. And a lot more fun when you’re not trying to pretend you don’t care.”

Kara let out a shaky breath. “I do care. About all of you. I just… didn’t know how to say it.”

Reid stepped forward, dropping his bag. He sat beside Kara, pulling her into his side, then reached for Shae’s hand. Nyra scooted closer, her bare thigh brushing his knee. “We’re not here because we’re lucky,” Reid said, voice low. “We’re here because we fought for each other. Doesn’t matter what Kestral or Vetrax throws at us tomorrow.”

Kara pressed her face into his shoulder, her breath warm through his shirt. Shae leaned in, resting her head against Kara’s. Nyra nudged Reid’s leg with her foot, eyes shining. “I’ll take exile with you idiots over freedom alone any day.”

Shae let out a quiet laugh, her grip tightening on Kara’s hand. “We’re a mess, but we’re our mess.”

Kara’s voice was muffled against Reid’s chest. “Thank you. For not giving up on me.”

Reid wrapped his arms around them all, pulling Nyra in until they were tangled together on the bed. For a moment, none of them moved—just breathing, holding on, letting the fear and adrenaline bleed away. The bracket, the city, the war—none of it mattered. Just the four of them, together, for as long as it lasted.

Nyra shifted on the bed, her oversized jacket falling open to reveal the full curve of her bare breasts and the smooth, pale line of her stomach. Shae, cross-legged nearby, let her halter top slip down, the edge catching just below her nipple, a flash of pink showing above the soft curve of her hip. Kara perched at the edge, face flushed as her shorts rode up, the delicate lace of her panties visible against her thigh. Reid stared, heat building in his chest as he took in every detail.

"Come here," Reid said, reaching for Kara and tugging her gently onto his lap. She let herself be pulled, knees settling on either side of his thighs. Her breath caught as he kissed her, slow and deep, his hands sliding up under her shirt, fingers tracing the bare skin of her back. Kara shivered, her hands bracing on his shoulders. Reid’s thumbs brushed the underside of her breasts, feeling her heartbeat thudding fast.

Shae moved in behind him, her chest pressing against his back, arms wrapping around his torso. Her lips found the side of his neck, kissing and biting softly, her hands roaming over his chest, slipping beneath his shirt. She pressed her hips against him, her breath warm against his ear.

Nyra crawled across the bed, knees brushing over the sheets, her oversized jacket slipping from her shoulders and falling away. She straddled Reid’s thighs, her breasts bare, nipples hard, stomach smooth and taut. She leaned in, her lips brushing his jaw, her hands guiding his to her thighs. Nyra’s skin was hot under his palms.

Kara moaned as Reid lifted her shirt, pulling it up until her perky breasts were exposed to the cool air. Her nipples tightened, her chest rising and falling as she looked down at him. Shae’s hands slid around, cupping Kara’s breasts from behind, fingers teasing her nipples. Kara arched into the touch, her head falling back against Shae’s shoulder.

Shae kissed Kara’s neck, then her jaw, then finally her lips. Kara melted into it, her hands tangling in Shae’s red hair. Reid’s hands explored them both—one squeezing Kara’s ass, the other sliding up Shae’s thigh, feeling the soft curve beneath her halter.

Nyra leaned in, her mouth finding Reid’s, kissing him hard. Her tongue slid against his, her hands moving to the waistband of his pants, tugging them down. Reid groaned as Nyra’s fingers wrapped around his cock, stroking him slowly. Kara shifted, her panties damp against his thigh.

Reid lay back, pulling Kara with him. She braced her hands on his chest, guiding his cock to her entrance. She sank down onto him, her pussy tight and slick, her breath catching as he filled her. Shae moved to straddle his face, her leggings already peeled down, her pussy bare and glistening. She lowered herself onto his mouth, thighs trembling as he licked and sucked, his hands gripping her hips.

Nyra knelt beside him, guiding his hand between her legs. Her pussy was wet, lips swollen. She moaned as his fingers slid inside her, her mouth finding Kara’s, kissing her hungrily. Kara rode Reid, her hips grinding down, her breasts bouncing with every thrust. Shae gasped above him, her hands in his hair, thighs squeezing tight as she came on his tongue.

They shifted, moving in a tangled rhythm—Reid pulling out of Kara, rolling Shae onto her hands and knees. He knelt behind her, sliding his cock into her pussy, gripping her hips as he fucked her hard. Shae moaned, her body rocking forward, her breasts swinging. Kara lay beneath her, grinding against Shae’s thigh, her hand rubbing her own clit.

Nyra straddled Reid’s face, her pussy pressed to his mouth. He licked her, tasting her arousal as she rode his tongue, her hands in his hair. Kara reached up, squeezing Nyra’s breasts, her mouth finding Nyra’s nipple.

The four of them moved together, bodies slick with sweat, every touch and gasp building higher. Reid fucked Shae harder, feeling her tighten around him as she came, her cries muffled against Kara’s thigh. Nyra shuddered, grinding against his mouth, her orgasm washing over her. Kara came again, her body shaking, her nails digging into Shae’s ass.

When it was over, they collapsed together, breathless and sated, limbs entwined beneath the city’s golden glow.

Kara’s cheek pressed against Reid’s chest, her breath slow and steady. Her arm draped across his ribs, fingers curling in the sheet. Shae lay on his other side, one leg tangled with his, her hand moving in gentle circles over his stomach. Her eyes were half-lidded, mouth relaxed, red hair fanned across his shoulder. Nyra sprawled across them both, her bare back warm against Reid’s thigh, one arm thrown over Shae’s hip. She let out a low, satisfied laugh, the sound muffled by the pillow.

Shae’s fingers traced a slow path up to Reid’s chest. “Feels like we finally got something they can’t take away,” she said, voice soft. “Even if it’s just for a night.”

Kara shifted, pressing closer, her hair tickling his skin. “I used to think I’d be alone forever. Even when I was winning, I was just waiting for it to end. Now I just want this to last.”

Reid slid his hand over Kara’s back, feeling her heartbeat through her skin. “I’m not letting anything take this from us,” he said, voice rough. “I’ll fight for you. For all of you. Doesn’t matter what happens tomorrow, or after. I’m not stopping until you’re safe.”

For a long moment, none of them spoke. The sheets were twisted around their legs, skin pressed to skin, the world outside forgotten. The fear and adrenaline faded, leaving only the warmth of bodies and the certainty of trust. Reid closed his eyes, Kara’s breath soft against his chest, Shae’s hand in his, Nyra’s laughter fading into a quiet, contented sigh. For the first time, peace felt real—even if it was only for tonight.

Kara shifted, pulling the sheet higher over her chest. “I keep thinking about tomorrow,” she said, voice low. “If we lose—if they exile us—I’m not scared of the desert. I’m scared of being alone again.” She looked over at Shae, then Nyra, then finally at Reid. “If it comes to that, I’d rather go with you than walk out free by myself.”

Shae reached across, brushing Kara’s hair back. “You’re not going to be alone. None of us are. I spent years thinking I didn’t need anyone. Didn’t want anyone. But now…” She let her hand rest on Kara’s arm. “I’ve never felt this close to anyone. I’d take exile over losing this.”

Nyra grinned, propping herself up on one elbow. “Desert outlaws, huh? I can see it now—us hijacking water convoys, living off the grid, making the Kestral broadcasts about ‘dangerous fugitives’.” She winked at Reid. “You’d look good with a bounty on your head.”

Reid snorted, stretching his legs out. “I’d rather keep my head attached, thanks. But if it comes to that, I’ll take outlaw over prisoner any day.” He looked at each of them, his chest tight. “I never had a family. Not a real one. Just the shop, the work. But this—” He paused, searching for the words. “You three are the only thing that’s ever felt like home.”

Kara smiled, eyes shining. “You’re getting sappy again.”

Shae nudged his thigh with her knee. “He’s always sappy. He just hides it behind all that grumbling.”

Nyra laughed, rolling onto her back. “He’s a big softie. Tough on the outside, mush on the inside. Don’t worry, Reid, we won’t tell anyone.”

Reid shook his head, but he couldn’t help the smile tugging at his mouth.

Nyra draped an arm across Kara’s waist, her voice softer now. “Even if we end up in the middle of nowhere, at least we’ll have each other. That’s more than I ever expected.”

Reid squeezed Kara’s hand, feeling Shae’s weight against him, Nyra’s arm tangled with theirs. The adrenaline had faded, leaving only the warmth of their bodies and the steady rhythm of breathing. He let his eyes close, the girls pressed close on either side.

Kara’s voice was barely a whisper. “Don’t let go.”

He didn’t answer—he just held on tighter, letting the comfort of their closeness settle over him. The city outside was waking, alarms distant, but inside the finalist suite, the four of them drifted toward sleep.


Chapter 10

Reid stepped out of the finalist quarters, Kara, Shae, and Nyra close behind. The corridor outside was crowded with techs and pilots, everyone moving with a sharp, focused urgency. Alarms flashed along the walls, the faint smell of scorched metal still in the air. Ryven was waiting at the end of the hall, dark circles under his eyes. He didn’t waste words—just jerked his head, then turned, expecting them to follow.

They fell in behind him, weaving past scorched mechs and clusters of tense engineers. Reid caught glances from every direction—some wary, some envious, all watching. Kara’s hand brushed his for a second, then dropped away as they passed a row of battered armor plating. Shae’s red hair falling over her shoulder, while Nyra gave a cocky little wave to a pair of techs who stared too long.

Ryven led them straight to the prep bay, not slowing. The distant wail of sirens filtered in from the city, mixing with the steady, low drone of the crowd outside. Reid felt the weight of every step—no more drills, no more practice. The championship was about to begin.

Ryven pushed open the briefing room door and gestured them inside. He waited until the door sealed, then turned to face them, eyes hard.

“If you win today, you walk out of here free. No more brackets, no more stables. You lose, you’re exiled. Kestral’s made it clear—no second chances. You’ll be dropped outside the city perimeter with nothing but what you can carry. That’s the deal.”

Kara crossed her arms. “What if Vetrax cheats? We’ve seen sabotage before. Are the officials going to step in, or just let it happen?”

Ryven shook his head. “They won’t lift a finger. Kestral wants a show, not justice. If Vetrax pulls something dirty, you’re on your own. The crowd wants blood, not fairness.”

Shae’s fists clenched at her sides. “Then we don’t hold back. If they want a spectacle, we’ll give them one. I’m not letting them take this from us.”

Nyra leaned back in her chair, legs stretched out. “If we lose, at least I’ll make exile look sexy. Maybe start a trend—desert chic.” She tried for a grin, but her fingers twisted in her jacket sleeve.

Ryven watched them, arms folded. “Vetrax will be desperate. They’ll use every trick—overloaded reactors, illegal mods, maybe even try to take you out before the match ends. Don’t get cocky. Watch for feints, for double-teams. Trust your instincts, and each other.”

Kara nodded, shoulders set. “We’re ready. We’ve survived worse.”

Shae flexed her hands, knuckles white. “Let them come. We’ll break them.”

Nyra tried a crooked smile. “If they want a show, I’ll give them one they’ll never forget.”

Reid met Ryven’s gaze. “We’ll handle it. We know what’s at stake.”

Ryven’s face softened for a moment. “You’ve earned this. All of you. Don’t let them take it away. Now get to prep. And watch your backs—especially before the match starts. Vetrax will try anything.”

Reid nodded, glancing at the girls. “We’re in this together. No matter what.”

Kara took her top off, stepping into her jumpsuit. The fabric hugged her small breasts, nipples hard and visible through the thin stretch. Shae reached overhead, her sports bra riding up to show the soft under-curve of her full breasts. Nyra bent to check Sinblade’s console, her mini skirt riding up to bare the swell of her ass.

"Let’s move," Reid said, grabbing his helmet and heading for Gravehook’s bay. Kara was already at the core pod, jumpsuit zipped to her throat, eyes locked on the interface. She didn’t look over as he approached, just pressed her palm to the neural sync panel.

"Power conduits first," Kara said, voice clipped. "We had a voltage dip last round."

Reid nodded, dropping to one knee beside the main trunk. He popped the access panel, fingers tracing each cable, checking for burns or loose connections. "No scorch marks. All clamps tight," he said, glancing up.

Kara’s jaw flexed as she watched the diagnostic lights flicker green. "I’m syncing now. If there’s any lag, I’ll reroute through the secondary."

Reid reached up, squeezing her forearm. "We’re solid. I’ll be right here."

Kara slid into the core pod, visor lowering over her eyes. The liquid rose, lapping at her chest. She exhaled, shoulders settling. "Sync is clean. No drift."

Across the bay, Shae and Nyra moved around Velostra, their voices low and fast.

"Left blade actuator’s sticking," Shae said, crouched by the leg. "I’ll recalibrate. Nyra, check the neural relay."

Nyra tapped at the console, silver-blonde hair falling over her face. "Relay’s good. You’re clear to cycle the blades."

Shae ran her hand over the panel, then straightened. "All green. We’re not giving them an inch."

Nyra shot her a quick grin. "You ready to make this look easy?"

Shae’s lips twitched. "Just don’t get cocky."

Ryven strode between the bays, eyes flicking from readout to readout. "Final checks are done. No sabotage, no faults. You’re as ready as you’ll ever be." He looked at each of them in turn. "You want out? This is your shot. Don’t waste it."

Kara climbed fully into the pod, the hatch sealing with a hiss. Shae and Nyra exchanged a quick, fierce hug—Shae’s arms tight around Nyra’s waist, Nyra’s chin on Shae’s shoulder. Kara pressed her forehead to the pod glass for a second, then nodded at Reid.

Shae pulled Nyra close, voice low. "See you on the other side."

Nyra squeezed her hand. "Don’t let them touch you."

Reid slid into Gravehook’s pilot seat, strapping in. The neural sync pulsed to life, Kara’s presence sharp in his mind. He flexed his hands on the controls, feeling the weight of her focus.

Shae and Nyra climbed into Velostra, hatches sealing. Ryven’s voice came over the comms. "All clear. You’re go for launch."

The bay doors opened, sunlight flooding the hangar. The roar of the crowd surged in, echoing off metal and stone. Kara’s eyes locked forward. Shae and Nyra exchanged one last look, then Velostra stepped out beside Gravehook.

Reid stared at the cracked basalt and the city skyline beyond. No more waiting. It was time.

“Sniper’s on the left ridge,” Kara said, her voice sharp in Reid’s head. “Brawler’s moving up center—fast.”

Reid tightened his grip on Gravehook’s controls. “We’ll take the brawler head-on. Shae, Nyra—keep the sniper off us.”

Shae’s reply came through the comms, breath quick. “Copy. Nyra, with me.”

Nyra’s laugh was tight. “Already on it. I’m in their targeting feed—scrambling now.”

Gravehook thundered forward, Kara’s neural sync pushing power to the legs. The Vetrax brawler was massive—thick armor, fists like slabs. It charged, swinging a heavy arm at Gravehook’s head.

“Duck right!” Kara snapped.

Reid jerked the controls, Gravehook twisting aside. The brawler’s fist skimmed past, close enough to rattle the cockpit. Reid slammed Gravehook’s left arm up, catching the brawler’s elbow and locking it.

Kara’s voice was low. “Override safeties. Give me everything.”

He hit the manual override. Power surged through Gravehook’s frame, servos whining as Kara forced the mech’s fist into the brawler’s side. Metal shrieked. Sparks showered from the impact, armor plating caving under the blow.

“Again!” Kara’s eyes locked on the feed.

Reid hammered the controls, Gravehook’s right fist slamming into the same spot. The brawler staggered, but didn’t back off. Its pilot swung again, catching Gravehook’s shoulder and sending a jolt through the frame.

“Hold him!” Kara called. “Don’t let him reset!”

Reid locked Gravehook’s arms around the brawler’s torso, wrestling for control. The two mechs ground together, metal scraping, each trying to overpower the other.

Across the arena, Shae’s voice cut in. “Sniper’s tracking me—Nyra, now!”

“Dropping static,” Nyra replied. “Their sensors are fried. Go!”

Velostra darted across the cracked ground, plasma fire slicing past. Shae juked left, then right, closing the distance. The sniper tried to track her, but Nyra’s hack sent its aim wild—bolts scorched empty air.

Shae surged in, Velostra’s blades snapping out. “I’m on him.”

Reid caught a glimpse of Velostra flanking the sniper, blades flashing as Shae drove one deep into the mech’s thigh joint. The sniper twisted, firing point-blank, but Shae ducked under the shot. Nyra’s interference kept its aim erratic.

Back at center, the brawler heaved, trying to break Gravehook’s grip. Kara’s voice was tight. “Boost power—now!”

Reid slammed the throttle. Gravehook’s servos screamed as Kara forced the mech’s arm up, driving a fist into the brawler’s chest. Armor split. Wires and coolant sprayed out.

The brawler pilot didn’t slow. It lashed out, smashing Gravehook’s headplate. Reid’s vision blurred for a second, but Kara kept the sync steady.

“Don’t let go,” she growled.

Reid gritted his teeth, wrenching Gravehook’s arm back and slamming another punch into the brawler’s side. The Vetrax mech shuddered, but still fought, ignoring the damage.

“Shae, status?” Reid called.

Shae’s breath was ragged. “Almost through. Nyra, keep him blind.”

Nyra’s fingers flew over her console. “He’s got nothing. Finish it!”

Velostra’s blades carved into the sniper’s back, sparks flying. The sniper fired wildly, bolts searing past Shae’s cockpit. She pressed the attack, slicing through armor, coolant spraying across the arena floor.

Reid focused on the brawler, Kara’s override pushing Gravehook’s systems into the red. “We end this now,” he said, voice flat.

Kara’s hands flexed on the controls. “Hit the pack. Don’t stop.”

Gravehook’s fist smashed through the last of the brawler’s chest armor. The Vetrax pilot tried to break free, but Kara held him tight, driving Gravehook’s arm in again and again.

Across the field, Velostra’s blades punched through the sniper’s power pack. Both enemy mechs staggered, sparks and smoke pouring from their ruined frames.

The Vetrax pilots fought with reckless abandon, ignoring every warning, pressing every advantage, but it wasn’t enough. Gravehook and Velostra stood over them, battered but unbroken, as the crowd roared.

Reid pushed Gravehook forward, locking the battered brawler’s arms in a tight grapple. “Kara, now!” he shouted. Kara’s neural sync surged through the controls, her focus razor-sharp. Gravehook’s massive hands clamped down on the brawler’s shoulders, servos straining. The enemy pilot tried to wrench free, but Kara held the mech steady, forcing its torso back and exposing the armored housing on its spine.

“I’ve got him,” Kara said, her voice hard. “Open the pack.”

Reid jammed the throttle, slamming Gravehook’s knee into the brawler’s leg, knocking it off balance. Kara drove Gravehook’s fist into the rear armor, metal buckling under the force. She tore at the panel, fingers digging into the seams. The brawler thrashed, but Gravehook’s grip didn’t falter. Kara ripped the housing open, wires sparking and coolant spraying out.

“Pack’s exposed!” Kara called, breath ragged.

Reid yanked Gravehook’s arm back, then plunged it into the opening, fingers closing around the power pack’s handle. He braced, muscles straining, and ripped the pack free in a shower of sparks. The brawler convulsed, servos locking up, then collapsed, dead weight in Gravehook’s arms.

Across the arena, Shae’s voice cut in, urgent and clear. “Nyra, sync—now!”

Velostra sprinted toward the sniper, Shae’s neural link humming with Nyra’s presence. The sniper tried to pivot, plasma rifle swinging, but Nyra’s hack sent its targeting wild. Shae pushed Velostra into a full leap, the mech’s legs coiling and launching it over the sniper’s head.

“Blades out!” Nyra shouted, her laughter wild.

Shae drove both plasma blades down, plunging them deep into the sniper’s back. The armor split, energy arcing along the blade edges. Shae twisted, carving through the power pack housing. Electricity snapped and danced across Velostra’s arms as the sniper jerked, then went limp.

“Pull it!” Shae yelled.

Nyra’s hands flew over the controls, helping Shae wrench the pack free. The sniper collapsed, smoke pouring from its ruined frame.

Reid’s comms filled with the girls’ voices—Kara’s gasp of relief, Shae’s breathless laugh, Nyra’s whoop echoing. “We did it!” Nyra shouted, her voice breaking. “We fucking did it!”

The crowd’s roar surged, banners waving. Kestral colors flashed across the arena, the noise overwhelming. Reid let out a shaky breath, hands trembling on the controls. Kara’s presence pulsed in his mind, fierce and bright. Shae’s laughter spilled through the link, Nyra’s voice cracking with tears.

“We’re free,” Kara whispered, voice thick.

Reid looked at the ruined mechs at their feet, then at Velostra standing tall beside Gravehook. For the first time, the weight in his chest lifted. They’d won.

A flash lit the sky—then another. Reid jerked his head up as the arena’s lights flickered. A low rumble rolled through the ground, the cockpit shuddering. He blinked, trying to make sense of it, then saw the trails: missiles, arcing in from the horizon, streaking over the stands.

“What the hell—” Shae’s voice cut off as the next missile hit, the impact sending a shockwave through the arena. Panels rattled. Warning lights strobed across every console.

Nyra’s voice was sharp in his ear. “That’s not part of the show. Those are real.”

Outside, the crowd scattered. Another explosion ripped through the upper stands, sending debris raining down. Reid’s hands moved on instinct, slamming the emergency release. Gravehook’s hatch hissed open. He unstrapped and hauled himself out, boots hitting the metal. Kara was already climbing from the core pod, jumpsuit dripping, hair plastered to her face.

“Out, now!” Reid shouted, waving at Shae and Nyra. Velostra’s hatch popped. Shae slid out, eyes wide, Nyra right behind her, jacket half off, bare legs flashing as she jumped to the ground.

Alarms blared. The arena’s floodlights snapped off, replaced by the harsh red of emergency strobes. In the distance, the city skyline erupted in fire—missiles slamming into arcology towers, the stables, the outer walls.

Ryven’s voice crackled over the comms, urgent and raw. “All pilots to battle stations! This isn’t a drill. Vetrax is hitting the city. Get to cover and prep for deployment—now!”

Reid’s mind raced. For a second, the taste of victory was still on his tongue. Then it was gone, replaced by the metallic smell of panic. He grabbed Kara’s arm, pulling her close. Shae and Nyra pressed in, eyes searching the sky as another missile screamed overhead and detonated against the far side of the stables.

“Move!” Reid barked. He shoved the girls toward the nearest blast door, ducking as a chunk of debris crashed down where they’d stood seconds before. The ground shook, dust choking the air.

Kara’s voice was tight. “We just won. We just—”

Shae cut her off, grabbing her hand. “Doesn’t matter. We’re not safe.”

Nyra’s eyes wild. “This is it. They’re not playing anymore.”

They reached the edge of the arena, pressed flat against the wall as the world burned around them. Another explosion rocked the ground, heat washing over their faces. The city was a line of fire, smoke pouring into the sky.

Reid looked at the girls—Kara’s eyes wide, Shae’s fists clenched, Nyra’s mouth set in a hard line. He felt the weight of it settle in his chest. The bracket was over. The war had begun.

He stared up at the smoke-choked sky, the promise of freedom already slipping away.


Chapter 11

Klaxons flashed red as Gravehook’s feet pounded into the hangar, smoke billowing in its wake. Reid’s hands flexed on the controls, the cockpit rattling with every step. Kara’s sync pressed steady in his mind, her voice calm despite the chaos. “Shields holding at five percent. We barely made it.”

Velostra stumbled in beside them, its frame scorched and dented, plasma blades still extended. Shae’s voice crackled over comms, breath ragged. “We’ve got hydraulic leaks. Left knee’s locking up.”

“Keep her moving,” Nyra replied, her tone clipped as she ran Velostra’s diagnostics. “We’re not stopping now.”

The hangar was a wreck. Wrecked mechs littered the bays, some collapsed in heaps, others stripped for parts mid-repair. Sparks rained from broken ceiling panels. Technicians sprinted between cover, dragging cables and wounded crew alike. Reid steered Gravehook toward an empty maintenance platform, metal groaning under the mech’s weight as he slowed.

Ryven’s voice cut across the comms, rough and urgent. “Good—you made it. Keep your cockpits sealed. Don’t dismount.” His image flickered to life on Reid’s display, his face streaked with ash. “Vetrax mechs are inside the outer gates. We’ve got incoming.”

Reid swallowed hard. “What’s the plan?”

“Stables are compromised. We can’t hold here.” Ryven’s gaze hardened. “You’re moving out again. We’re falling back to the inner ring. You’ll lead the escort. We’ve got wounded and non-combatants holed up in sub-level seven. You get them through the maintenance corridor to the secondary lift.”

Velostra’s cockpit lights flickered. Shae’s voice was grim. “You’re sending us blind into the tunnels?”

“I’ve got no one else left,” Ryven snapped. “Your path’s already compromised. If we wait, they’ll cut off the inner ring entirely.”

Kara’s sync pulsed stronger. “We’re not leaving them behind.”

Reid tightened his grip on the controls. “We’ll do it.”

Ryven’s mouth pressed into a line. “Coordinates are loaded. You’ll move now. Watch for ambushes—Vetrax knows we’ve got no reinforcements coming.”

Nyra’s voice came through, sharper now. “Sensors picking up at least two heat signatures near the lower lift. Looks like light mechs.”

“Engage if you have to,” Ryven said. “But priority is stopping the missiles. If you lose those civilians, it’s over.”

Reid took a breath. “Copy that. We’re moving.”

Kara’s voice slid through the neural link, steady and sure. “I’ve got your sync, Reid. We’re ready.”

Shae’s voice echoed over comms, steel under the fatigue. “Velostra’s moving. We’ll clear the way.”

Reid pushed the throttle, Gravehook stepping forward again, battered but unbroken, as the hangar doors peeled open ahead.

“Let’s bring them home,” he said.

Ryven’s image glitched, static crawling across the screen. "Uploading targeting data now. You’ll have support from the west wall, but don’t count on it. Get those launchers, or it’s over."

Shae’s reply was clipped. "Copy. Velostra’s blades are hot. Nyra, ready?"

Nyra’s laugh was shaky but fierce. "Let’s make them regret coming here."

Reid glanced at Kara’s pod, watching diagnostic lights flicker green. "You with me?"

Kara’s reply was immediate. "All the way. Let’s move."

Reid slammed the throttle. Gravehook lurched forward, servos groaning as the battered mech stepped out of the bay. Sparks rained from the ceiling. Velostra darted ahead, Shae’s sync rate spiking as Nyra dropped into the neural link beside her.

"Stay tight," Reid ordered. "We get split, we’re dead."

Shae’s voice was grim. "We’ll clear a path."

Outside, the hangar doors yawned open, revealing the burning city. Reid’s hands tightened on the controls. "We hit them hard. No hesitation."

Kara’s voice was low but steady. "Ready."

Ryven’s last words echoed over the comms. "Bring them hell, kids."

Reid pushed Gravehook into the street, Velostra slipping into his wake. The battle for the city had begun.

Reid shoved Gravehook forward, the battered mech stomping into the ruined street. Velostra shot out ahead, plasma blades already extended, the blue glow reflecting off broken glass and twisted steel. Kara’s sync hit full, Gravehook’s shields flickering up around them.

"Two on the left, ridge line," Kara snapped. "Missile locks incoming."

"Shields up," Reid ordered, gripping the controls. "Shae, take right—Nyra, drop drones, now."

"Copy," Nyra replied, her hands flying over Velostra’s console. She launched a cluster of distraction drones, the small machines scattering in a jagged arc. Holographic decoys flickered, drawing targeting reticles away from their real positions.

Missiles streaked down, slamming into Gravehook’s shields. The cockpit jolted, warning lights flashing. Kara’s focus didn’t waver. "Shields holding. Power’s dropping fast."

"Keep them up," Reid said, forcing Gravehook to push through the barrage. "We need to close the gap."

Velostra darted between two collapsed buildings, Shae’s piloting sharp and aggressive. "I’ve got eyes on a Vetrax scout. Nyra, I’m going in."

"On your six," Nyra replied, her sync rate spiking. Velostra twisted around a heap of rubble, plasma blades humming as Shae closed the distance on the first enemy mech. The Vetrax unit spun, railgun tracking, but Nyra’s drones flickered past, confusing the targeting system.

"Now!" Shae shouted. Velostra lunged, both blades flashing. She drove one deep into the scout’s thigh joint, then ripped upward, coolant spraying across the street.

"Pack’s exposed," Nyra called, breathless.

Shae didn’t hesitate. She slashed through the power pack, sparks and coolant bursting out as the Vetrax mech collapsed, limbs locking up.

"One down," Shae said, voice wild.

Reid kept Gravehook moving, Kara’s sync pushing the battered frame faster than it should have gone. "Second target, dead ahead," he said. "Big one—heavy armor."

"I see it," Kara replied, boosting shields again as a fresh volley of missiles streaked toward them. Gravehook’s shields flared, absorbing the impact. Reid pushed forward, closing the distance.

The Vetrax heavy swung a spiked arm at Gravehook’s head. Reid ducked left, then slammed Gravehook’s arms around the enemy’s torso, locking it in a bear hug.

"Hold him!" Kara yelled.

Reid squeezed, servos whining as metal crumpled under Gravehook’s grip. The Vetrax pilot thrashed, trying to break free. "Shae, now!"

Velostra sprinted in, blades up. Shae leaped, driving both plasma edges into the heavy’s back. Armor split, coolant spraying. Sparks danced across the rubble as Shae carved through the power pack.

"Pull it!" Nyra shouted.

Shae ripped the pack free. The Vetrax mech went limp in Gravehook’s arms, collapsing to the street.

"Clear," Shae panted.

Reid released the ruined frame, Gravehook’s arms shaking. "Next ridge," he said. "We keep moving."

Kara’s voice was steady. "We’re not done yet."

There—on the ridge," Reid said, eyes locked on the tactical feed. "Missile launchers, three of them. Warheads are tracking the city."

Kara’s voice was sharp. "We go now, or we lose everything."

"Full assault," Reid ordered. "Gravehook up the center. Kara, override the safeties—give me everything we’ve got."

Kara’s hands moved at the pod interface. "Limiters off. Power spiking. Don’t blow the actuators."

"Velostra, left flank," Reid snapped into the comms. "Draw their fire. Shae, Nyra—make it messy."

Shae’s laugh was tight. "Copy. Nyra, with me."

Velostra darted left, hugging the shattered wall of a collapsed building. Shae kept the mech low, blades drawn, while Nyra’s sync pulsed through the neural link. "I’m in their sensors," Nyra said, fingers flying. "They’re tracking us, not Gravehook."

Reid slammed the throttle. Gravehook’s battered legs churned up the incline, servos straining as Kara dumped every reserve into the drive systems. "Shields up," Kara called, her focus absolute. "We’re taking fire."

A Vetrax mech broke from cover, railgun swinging toward Gravehook. "Incoming!" Kara barked.

"Hold steady," Reid said, bracing as a shot hammered the shield. "Kara, timing—"

"Now!" Kara shouted. She surged power to the left arm, Gravehook’s shield snapping out just as the Vetrax unit charged. The impact sent a jolt through the cockpit. Kara twisted the mech’s torso, slamming the shield into the enemy’s chest. The Vetrax mech staggered, feet skidding at the edge.

"Push!" Reid yelled.

Kara forced the shield forward, the battered enemy teetering. With a final shove, Gravehook sent the Vetrax unit tumbling over the ridge, sparks trailing as it crashed out of sight.

"Clear path," Kara said, voice ragged.

"Velostra, go!" Reid barked.

Shae didn’t hesitate. Velostra vaulted up the slope, servos whining, plasma blades flashing blue in the haze. Another Vetrax defender swung at her, but Shae ducked under the blow, Nyra’s sync spiking as she fed targeting data straight into Shae’s mind.

"Left, now!" Nyra called.

Shae pivoted, Velostra’s blades slicing through the enemy’s arm. She leaped, using the ruined limb as a springboard, launching Velostra onto the ridge. The plasma blades snapped out, ready.

"Missile locks shifting," Nyra said, voice urgent. "I’m in their targeting system. Stand by—"

Reid watched as Nyra’s hands blurred over the console. "Almost—"

One of the launchers jerked, its warhead swiveling wildly. "Got it!" Nyra shouted. The missile fired, then detonated midair, shrapnel raining down on the remaining Vetrax mechs. The blast scattered the defenders, two units knocked flat by the shockwave.

"Move!" Reid shouted. "Take the ridge!"

The team surged forward, battered but unbroken, the path to the launchers finally open.

"On the launchers," Reid said, locking his eyes on the cluster of armored missile racks perched at the ridge’s edge. He drove Gravehook forward, Kara’s sync pushing the battered mech into a sprint. The first launcher’s armored panel swung open, a Vetrax tech scrambling to re-engage the firing sequence. Reid didn’t slow. He slammed Gravehook’s fist into the side of the launcher, metal buckling under the blow. The Vetrax tech vanished beneath the impact, crushed between the launcher and the ground.

"Rip it open!" Kara snapped, her hands flying at the pod interface. Gravehook’s other arm shot out, fingers digging into the access panel. Kara forced the servos, metal shrieking as she peeled the armored cover away. Wires and coolant lines snapped, spraying fluid across the battered hull.

"Control panel’s exposed," Kara said, breathless. "I’m in."

Reid braced as Kara reached through Gravehook’s arm, tearing at the tangled mess of wires. Sparks jumped, the launcher’s targeting array flickering. Kara yanked a bundle free, then slammed her fist down, shattering the guidance core. The launcher’s warheads powered down, targeting lights blinking out one by one.

"Launcher one’s dead," Kara said, voice flat.

To the right, Velostra vaulted up the last few meters of the ridge. Shae’s sync was wild, Nyra’s presence pulsing through the neural link. "Second launcher—fuel lines on the left," Nyra called, fingers flying over her console.

"I see them," Shae replied, voice tight. Velostra’s plasma blades snapped out, blue-white arcs slicing through the exposed pipes. Fuel gushed from the ruptured lines, pooling beneath the launcher.

"Chain reaction if we hit the core," Nyra said, her laughter sharp.

"On it," Shae answered. She drove Velostra’s blades deep into the launcher’s rear housing. The fuel caught, flames racing up the side. The launcher’s warheads began to cook off, warning lights strobing.

"Get clear!" Reid barked, yanking Gravehook back. Kara slammed the shields up, bracing for the blast.

Velostra leapt away, Shae’s hands locked on the controls. The launcher erupted, a wall of fire and shrapnel blasting across the ridge. The shockwave rattled both cockpits, Gravehook’s frame shuddering as debris hammered the armor.

"Status?" Reid called, voice hoarse.

"Velostra’s good," Shae replied, breathless. "Launcher’s gone."

Below, the last Vetrax defenders broke and ran, their mechs limping away from the burning ridge. The missile barrage ceased, the city’s skyline spared further destruction.

Reid’s voice shook as he opened the comms. "We did it. Launchers are down. The city’s safe."

Kara’s breath came in ragged bursts. "We’re still standing."

Nyra’s laughter echoed, wild and relieved. "Let’s see them try that again."

Shae’s voice was raw. "We held the line."

Reid let out a long, hard breath, hands trembling on the controls. For now, they’d stopped the attack.

Kara’s breath came in short, uneven bursts as the adrenaline drained away. “I thought we were dead,” she said, voice shaking. She pressed her forehead to the inside of the pod glass, hands trembling where they gripped the harness. “I really thought this was it.”

Shae’s reply was barely above a whisper. “I kept waiting for the ridge to go up. For the missiles to hit us. I couldn’t see anything but fire.” Her hands hovered over Velostra’s controls, knuckles white, red hair plastered to her cheek. “We should be dead.”

Nyra let out a ragged laugh, tears streaking through the grime on her face. “We’re not. We’re still here.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, trying to force a grin, but her mouth quivered. “Holy shit, we actually did it. I can’t believe it.”

Reid leaned back in the pilot seat, every muscle aching. He looked at the battered city below, the smoke curling up from shattered towers, and then at the girls’ faces on the comms. “We did what no one else could,” he said, voice rough. “We stopped them. Not just for Kestral, not for the bracket. For us. We’re free now. Not because they let us go, but because we fought for it. No one can take that from us.”

Kara’s eyes were wet, but she managed a weak smile. “I was so scared. But I kept thinking—if I’m going out, I want it to be with you three. I didn’t want to die alone.”

Shae’s voice broke. “I never thought I’d see the sun again. Not after everything. Not after Vetrax.”

Nyra squeezed back, her laughter dissolving into tears. “I’m not letting go. Not now. Not ever.”

Reid swallowed, the words thick in his throat. “You’re not alone. None of us are.”

For a long moment, no one spoke. The four of them just breathed, the relief and exhaustion settling over them like a blanket. Kara pressed her hand to the pod glass, watching the first rays of sunlight break through the smoke. Shae leaned her head back, eyes closed, jaw unclenching for the first time since the alarms started. Nyra wiped her eyes again, a shaky smile finally settling in.

Reid looked at each of them, pride and gratitude burning through the fatigue. “Let’s go home,” he said.

Nyra grinned, tears drying on her cheeks. “Lead the way, boss.”

Gravehook’s battered frame staggered through the ruined streets, Velostra limping close behind. Reid kept his grip tight on the controls until they reached the stables, every movement jarring his sore muscles. The city was a wreck—glass littered the ground, twisted steel caught the first rays of morning. He powered down Gravehook, the cockpit seals releasing with a hiss. For a second, he just sat, breathing hard, then climbed out, boots crunching over debris.

Kara slid from the core pod, jumpsuit streaked with grime. Shae dropped from Velostra, landing beside Nyra, who swung her legs over the edge and hopped down, bare thighs streaked with soot. They didn’t speak—just fell in beside him, moving through the blasted hangar doors, past bays gutted by fire. The only sounds were distant sirens and the faint crackle of burning wreckage. Together, bruised and filthy but still upright, they headed for the command center, where Ryven stood waiting among the ruins.

Ryven looked up as they entered, his mouth twitching into a tired smile. "Didn’t think I’d see you four walk in under your own power," he said, voice rough. He stepped over a pile of shattered holoscreens, wiping grime from his forehead with the back of his hand. "You did it. You actually did it."

Reid nodded. "We held the ridge. Launchers are gone. City’s still standing."

Ryven reached into his jacket and pulled out a battered datachip, holding it out to Reid. "This just came through. Kestral command. Official. You’re off the books." He met Reid’s eyes, the exhaustion in his face edged with something like pride. "You’re free."

Kara stepped forward, hands shaking as she took the chip from Reid. She slid it into the nearest working console, the cracked display flickering to life. Her voice was thin but steady as she read: "By order of the Kestral Union, all charges against Varlan, Kara, Shae, and Nyra are dropped. Full pardon. Immediate release from bracket service. Effective now."

Shae let out a shaky breath, shoulders slumping. Nyra grinned, eyes shining, but didn’t say anything. Reid stared at the screen, the words sinking in. He felt Kara’s hand close around his wrist, squeezing hard.

Ryven’s smile faded. "Don’t get comfortable. Vetrax isn’t going to stop. The bracket’s dead—no more games, no more rules. The city council wants you here. They need pilots who know how to win when actual wars."

Reid looked at the girls, searching their faces. Kara’s eyes were wide, her lips parted. Shae’s jaw was set, arms folded. Nyra’s gaze darted from Reid to Ryven, then back to the console.

"So that’s it?" Shae asked, voice low. "We win, and now we’re just supposed to fight a real war?"

Ryven shrugged. "You’re not prisoners anymore. You can walk if you want. But if you stay, you’ll be fighting for something that matters. The city’s leaders want your answer before the next attack."

Kara looked at Reid, her voice barely above a whisper. "We could leave. Just…walk out."

Nyra gave a crooked smile. "Or we could stay and show them how it’s done."

Reid glanced at the datachip, then at Ryven. "We’ll talk. But you tell the council—we’re not signing up for another cage."

Ryven nodded. "You’ve earned that much. Take your time. But don’t take too long. Vetrax is moving fast."

He stepped aside, letting them see the city map flickering on the cracked holoscreen—red markers spreading across the outskirts. Reid felt the weight of it settle on his shoulders, the choice pressing in from every side.

"We need to decide," Reid said, settling into a battered chair at the holotable. He watched the girls take their seats—Kara beside him, Shae across, Nyra sprawled at the end, legs stretched out, jacket slipping off one shoulder.

Kara stared at the flickering city map. "I don’t want to lose this. Any of it. I know what we just did, but I keep thinking it’ll get taken away. That we’ll wake up and be back in the cages, or worse." She looked at Reid, eyes red. "I’m scared. Not of fighting. Of losing all of you."

Shae leaned forward, elbows on the table. "I’m tired of running. All my life, it’s been one escape after another. Vetrax, Kestral, the bracket—none of it was my choice. I don’t want to run again. Not if there’s something real to fight for."

Nyra grinned, but her fingers twisted the edge of her jacket. "We could always steal a shuttle. Head for the outer settlements, disappear. I’m good at vanishing." She glanced at Kara, then Shae, her bravado slipping. "But I’d probably just end up missing you idiots."

Reid looked at each of them, steady. "I’m done letting anyone else decide what happens to me. Or to us. I don’t care about Kestral, or the bracket, or any of their rules. I’ll fight, but only for the people who matter. For you three. For the freedom we actually earned."

Kara reached for his hand, squeezing hard. "If you’re staying, I’m staying. I don’t want to be anywhere else."

Shae nodded, her voice low. "I’m with you. I want to build something that’s ours. Not just survive."

Nyra’s eyes were bright, her voice soft. "I never thought I’d have anyone worth staying for. But I do now. I’m not running. Not unless you’re all running with me."

Reid squeezed Kara’s hand, then reached across to touch Shae’s arm. "We do this together. No one gets left behind."

Shae smiled, a hint of relief in her eyes. "No more running. Not from this."

Kara leaned in, her voice steadier. "We fight for us. Not for anyone else."

Nyra let out a shaky laugh. "Guess I’m grounded, then. Could be worse."

Ryven, who’d been leaning against the wall, arms folded, finally spoke. "You four are the best I’ve ever seen. You want to stay, I’ll stand with you. Not for the council, not for Kestral—for you. You’ve earned that much."

Reid nodded, meeting Ryven’s eyes. "We’ll help. But we’re not anyone’s property. Not anymore."

Ryven’s mouth twitched into a tired grin. "Wouldn’t expect anything less. We’ll make them remember who saved this city."

Reid felt the weight in his chest lighten, just a little. "We’re not going anywhere."


Afterword

Thanks for reading Mech Wake 6. 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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