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    To those who dare to rise after the world has changed—

who dream of rebuilding what was lost, and shaping what comes next.

May your search for new worlds lead you not just outward, but within.



    



  	
        
            
            "They tried to erase us, to melt me back into their machines. But we're still here—unbroken, unbound, alive."
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Chapter 1: Extreme Cyber Fighting Federation's Tryout
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A FLASH OF RED AND yellow burst upward, sharp and sudden—like a Roman candle firing into the Martian sky. The hover car slowed to a halt as they pulled into the lot behind the bar. The pressure wave reached them a second later—not strong enough to damage anything this far out, but enough to feel it ripple through the pavement.

They had barely stopped when the side mirror gave a quick shudder. Sara felt the vibration hum through the frame. She turned toward Mark. He already had his head turned, just as caught off guard.

Sara stepped out and braced a hand on the doorframe. A plume of deep red and molten yellow surged upward from the outer sectors, rising fast. It climbed until it fanned wide against the city’s skyline.  Somewhere across New Dicon, sirens began to sound—spaced out, steady, and far enough not to matter.

“I see someone’s having some fun,” she said, voice quiet, carrying just enough dry humor to smooth over the tension. Her eyes stayed on the smoke rising in the distance, steady and detached. It wasn’t her problem—just something to notice, nothing more.

Mark had already come around to the passenger side, closing the door with more force than necessary. “Probably one of the gangs,” he said with irritation. “Same ones who keep getting us blamed. Something goes up in flames, and everyone assumes we’re behind it.”

Sara watched him, the firelight behind them casting uneven shapes across his expression. He stood quiet, weighed down, the silence between his words doing more talking than he did. She reached out and gave his arm a slow, deliberate pat. A reassurance.

“For now,” she said, nudging him with the edge of a smile, “let’s set aside the revolution and enjoy the meal you promised me.”

Mark didn’t answer right away, but Sara caught it—the slight shift in his eyes. They softened, just for a second. That was enough.

She turned away from the smoke. It curled on the horizon, distant and already fading. Her stomach gave a low, unmistakable growl—more persuasive than any warning sign in the sky. The thought of real food pulled at her focus like gravity.

The idea of something warm, salty, maybe even greasy... that was worth hurrying for.

“You’re right,” Mark he said quietly beside her, trying to keep pace. “Just... please don’t bankrupt me.”

Sara smirked, then let out a laugh and hooked her arm through his. “No promises.”

She pulled him toward the bar, letting the smoke drift behind them like yesterday’s bad memory.

At the front of the building, neon lights pulsed in waves of pink and violet. The letters of the bar shimmered across cracked glass, each glow washing the sidewalk in artificial color. It clung to the edges of her coat, brushing her in soft hues like phantom hands.

“Last Shot,” she said under her breath, the name landing with quiet irony. Not a farewell—more like the only chance you’re going to get. Fitting, in a way, and just dramatic enough to make her smirk.

Before stepping through the back, Mark checked his phone—quick, efficient, like he’d done this a hundred times. His fingers tapped out a few short messages before he gave a subtle nod, some unspoken checkpoint passed. Then he motioned her forward.

Their footsteps echoed softly across the pavement. When the heavy door swung open, amber light spilled out and washed over them. Sara blinked against the warm glow as they stepped inside—and paused.

It wasn’t what she expected. Sara stepped through the entrance, her boots striking metal tile that quickly shifted to something softer beneath. The bar had a half-styled look—part old Earth Western, part Martian retrofit.

Lanterns hung overhead with a glow too smooth to be real fire, while brass fixtures caught the light against dark steel walls trying hard to look aged. The bar stretched ahead, etched with faint, glowing patterns—fake circuitry meant to impress. Mark led her toward a corner booth as she scanned the space, catching holo-screens in the corners, curling posters of laser duels, and an old-style jukebox fitted with chip ports.

The booth was half-shadowed and tucked away. As they sat, the smell of cooked meat and fresh bread rolled in from the kitchen—warm, real, curling into her like a promise. And right now, it was exactly what she needed.

Mark stopped near one of the tables but turned to face her, tone low and direct. “Okay, Sara... stay here for now. I need to have a private conversation with my associates.”

She leaned against the edge of a nearby table, arms folded loosely across her chest. A subtle pout tugged at her lower lip—more playful than petulant—but it carried her message loud and clear. She was hungry, had been promised food, and now there was another delay.

Her gaze flicked toward the kitchen, where the smell of seared meat still lingered, warm and close enough to tease. “So, despite you helping start this whole Neo thing,” she said, tilting her head, “some of your people are still skittish about strangers?”

Mark gave a small nod, his eyes shifting toward the dark hallway beyond the bar. “Exactly.”

“Paranoid, huh?” Her tone lightened, her smile dry. “Do they gather in front of a crescent-shaped table, donning hooded cloaks, deliberating on one’s worthiness for an audience?”

Mark blinked, visibly thrown. He hesitated, lips parted, unsure whether she was joking or genuinely suspicious.

Sara chuckled and reached out to pat his shoulder gently. “Hey, relax. After everything that has happened recently, I can’t blame your people for being cautious.”

Mark finally cracked a thin smile. “Yeah, I get it.”

Sara looked around again, letting her gaze drift over the quiet corners and the pockets of shadow resting beneath the steady neon hum. “You know,” she said, her voice light as she settled into the room, “it’s kind of funny.”

“I thought so too.”

She turned, puzzled. Mark’s tone had changed—subtle, but distinct.

“Oh no,” he added, straightening slightly, “it’s not your joke. Though, I was wondering how you knew they were wearing hooded cloaks?”

Sara narrowed her eyes, one brow arching high. “What...?” she asked, slowly. “I was joking about it... Do you really...?”

A low chuckle slipped through Mark’s grin. The tension she hadn’t realized she was holding vanished as she caught the playful glint in his expression.

“You jerk,” she said, smirking as she gave him a light shove.

Mark raised both hands in mock surrender. “See?” he said, clearly pleased with himself. “Us folks in the future still have a sense of humor too.”

With a flick of his wrist, he produced a sleek currency card, its metallic surface catching what little light lingered in the dim space. He offered it to her with a casual smile, as if passing a drink token instead of a bribe for patience.

“Here are some creds for drinks and food,” he said, handing them over with a half-apologetic smile. “I’ll be back as soon as possible. Then I can join you for the rest of the meal.”

Sara grinned, already sliding the creds from his hand. “Don’t worry,” she said, teasing him as she stepped toward the bar. “I’m sure you won’t need to take out a second mortgage. I’ll eat slow... maybe.”

As Mark disappeared through the side passage, Sara took a slow look around. She got up and went toward the bar area. There was something about the old bar’s charm—nostalgic, kind of reminded her of the days that she got off patrol and winding down for the night with some friends.

She sat onto the stool and looked at the menu. The bartender stepped over, wiping his hands on a towel that had seen better days. “What’s your pleasure?” he asked, voice gravel-low but friendly.

Sara twirled the credit chip between her fingers, letting it spin once across the countertop before answering. “You got any steak?” she asked, keeping her tone casual.

The bartender’s brow lifted slightly. He gave her a once-over, not with judgment—more surprise. “That’s a pretty big steak to order alone.”

She chuckled, resting her elbow on the bar and leaning in slightly. “Well, I got a pretty big appetite.”

About thirty minutes passed, and Sara was halfway through her second steak, her third mug of beer leaving a pleasant buzz behind her eyes. The plate was slick with juices, the edges of the meat seared just right—flavorful enough to distract her from the wait, but not enough to forget it entirely.

She glanced toward the front entrance between bites, chewing slower now. No sign of Mark. She was trying to pace herself, to leave just enough on her plate so they could eat together when he finally returned. Still, if he took much longer, that third portion might not survive.

Chugging down her fourth mug, Sara wiped the foam from her lips with the back of her hand, the warmth of the beer settling low in her chest. That’s when she noticed it—the buzz. Not the alcohol, but the shift in the room’s rhythm.

People were still filtering in, but there was nothing casual about it. These weren’t stragglers looking for a drink—they moved with purpose and gave the bar a wide berth. Sara leaned back on her stool, idly spinning her fork as she watched singles, pairs, and small groups drift into the shadows just beyond the lantern light.

Just then, two large figures passed behind her—close enough for Sara to catch the scent of cold metal and synthetic fibers. As they moved, their coats shifted, revealing cybernetic limbs. Not cheap mods either—these were high-grade augments: steel joints, fiber pistons, dermal plating braided into muscle.

A jolt of excitement hit her, sharp and immediate. She leaned forward on the barstool, eyes narrowing on the two drifting passed by. “Underground fighting, I bet,” she under her breath, a sly smile tugging at the corner of her mouth.

She adjusted her position and slipped off the stool, easing her way through the shifting crowd. Between shoulders and quiet movement, she caught a glimpse of the room behind the main floor. Plasma screens lit the walls in pale glow, but no one watched them—every face was turned toward something deeper in, past the glass and light.

Sara’s curiosity sharpened. She stepped back toward the bar and flagged the bartender with a tilt of her chin. “Hey,” she asked, her voice carrying a note of controlled anticipation, “what’s going on in the back?”

The man’s expression shifted. His eyes flicked toward her, reading her tone, her posture, something behind her eyes.

“You a cop?” he asked, words clipped and suspicious.

Sara didn’t blink. A slow smirk curled her lips as she leaned one arm on the bar. “If I was one,” she replied, “do you think I’d be asking?”

The bartender’s suspicion faltered. A flash of regret crossed his face as he wiped a glass with a towel, nodding slightly. “Sorry, Miss. It’s just... I’ve had E.S.F bothering me about having my permits.”

He set the glass down with a quiet clink. “There’s nothing illegal here—I told those guys the permits are on the wall. We’re just hosting... some of the smaller events.”

That familiar hum stirred something in her. Not the crowd exactly—but the energy under it. She’d felt it before, back at that other bar with the hidden fight ring. The way it throbbed under the noise, low and constant, like a second pulse.

Sara caught the edge of it now, trailing in from the back rooms. She shook her head, smiling to herself. This wasn’t why she came. She was full, pleasantly warm from the beer, and Mark was still buried in whatever hush-hush meeting the Neos insisted on keeping quiet.

Still... the temptation tugged at her.

Her teeth grazed her bottom lip, a habit more than a thought. It wouldn’t take long. Just a quick match—something to burn the edge off while she waited. And if she disguised herself with a bit of alloy and a mask, she could pull it off unnoticed. Hopefully no one will be the wiser.

Sara leaned toward the bartender, her voice dipping low but laced with interest. A slow smile played on her face.

“So,” she asked, casually curious, “anyone can participate?”

“Amateur night,” he said under his breath. “Extreme Cyber Fighting Federation—E.C.F.F. The best damn underground in the solar system. And tonight? Open sign-ups.”

Her eyes lit up with intrigue. The edges of her thoughts churned with questions and possibilities. She hadn’t expected this.

“So, this is a fight club?” she asked, barely hiding the grin. “Let me guess—the first rule of this league is no talking about the league?”

The bartender chuckled, his stance finally relaxing. Amusement touched his face, softening the sharpness.

“That’s funny, lady,” he said with a crooked grin. “But it’s not that kind of club. The E.C.F.F. started out in the outer belt colonies—real rough circuits, where cyber-fighters went to prove themselves without anyone breathing down their necks.”

He motioned toward the back room. “Now it’s regulated here on Mars, but only barely. Earth doesn’t allow any of it—no broadcasts, no public fights, not even ads. But out here? As long as we follow protocol, fill out the paperwork, and use reinforced rings, the government looks the other way... usually.”

Sara leaned in slightly, resting her chin on her hands, her interest clear. “Usually? How come?”

The bartender gave a small shrug. “To be honest, I’m surprised they’re letting us host anything—especially after what happened a few nights ago at Old Reds.”

She cleared her throat, brushing past that with a quiet redirect. “You did say anyone could enter?”

He gave a nod and started explaining. Sara listened carefully, taking in every word. Details fell into place—how the matches were registered, the rules, the anonymity, the costumes that they could wear. As he spoke, something lit behind her eyes. A low current moved through her, steady and alive. 

By the time he finished, a slow smile curved at the edge of her mouth. She could make this work. With the right gear and a little misdirection, no one would ever know it was her.

“I see,” she murmured, the words settling with new understanding. “I have to admit, you’ve piqued my curiosity. Is this kind of thing common in most bars?”

The bartender’s gaze lingered on her for a beat longer than necessary. The edge of skepticism in his expression softened, replaced by a flicker of curiosity.

“You must be new around the city,” he said, watching her carefully.

Sara hesitated for a moment, then gave a quiet shrug. “No,” she replied, eyes scanning the back hallway, “but it’s been a long time since I’ve been here.”

“Well,” the bartender said, lowering his voice slightly, “if you like, the matches are about to begin. This place connects to other bars and clubs around here, so there should be some good-sized competitors.”

Her curiosity fully lit now, Sara stepped away from the bar. There was no alarm pulling her back, nothing urgent—just an opening too tempting to ignore. With each step toward the back, the sound of cheering grew louder, pressing forward like heat from a vent about to burst.

As she reached the entrance, the space opened wide. A massive, pentagon-shaped cage stood at the center, its black chain-link walls stretching high under pulsing lights. The sight of it stopped her for a second.

It felt old, theatrical—like a coliseum reworked with wires and steel. Spectators surrounded the ring on every side, each level packed with bodies leaning forward in anticipation. The noise echoed through the walls as more poured in from the other bars feeding into this hidden level.

This wasn’t just a room. Along one wall, a pulsing map showed five connected hubs, all streaming into the same central point. She stared at it, taking in the scale—this was built under the city, invisible but alive.

She noticed that the entrances were packed with fighters. Most were augmented, their limbs metal-wrapped and loaded with tension. Some rolled their shoulders, servos humming just beneath the skin, while others flexed plated fingers or adjusted wraps over scarred alloy.

Sara stood at the edge, letting the scene pull her in. Her fingers moved slightly, her body already tuned to the space. She didn’t just want to watch—she wanted to step into that cage.

One of the cybernetic fighters brushed past her shoulder, his body hard with synthetic weight. The contact was sharp, almost aggressive, knocking her off balance and forcing her a step back.

Not one to stay quiet, Sara regained her balance and squared up. “Hey, what the hell!” she snapped, her voice cutting through the noise like a blade.

The fighter didn’t even stop. He turned just enough to throw a smug grin her way—no apology, no words. Then he faced forward again like she hadn’t said a thing. It was obvious he didn’t care.

The audacity of his rudeness snapped something in her. Sara’s lips tightened slightly, and her fingers curled into a solid fist. But before she could move, a gentle hand touched her forearm—she turned.

To her left sat a woman in a sleek black strapless dress, poised and calm despite the chaos below. Beside her loomed a towering man, cybernetically enhanced, his broad shoulders shimmering with mechanical overlays.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” the woman said, her voice smooth but edged with warning. “These guys only have one thing in mind.”

“And what’s that?” Sara shot back, still heated. “Being an ass to people?”

The woman gave a short, amused laugh. “No—it’s to brawl. This is the qualifying match for the E.C.F.F., the Extreme Cyber Fighting Federation. It’s a competition network that all fighters aspire to get into.”

Sara exhaled, letting the irritation drain from her. The moment passed, and with it, her desire to escalate. She eased down beside the woman, the chain-link cage below still buzzing with energy.

“The bartender at Last Shot said this was an underground event,” Sara said, glancing at her surroundings again with renewed clarity.

She leaned in slightly. “As long as it’s not made public, privately owned businesses on Mars can host these matches.”

From her small purse, the woman pulled out a slim data slate and tapped it open. The holographic screen lit up, displaying fighter profiles, match brackets, and stats.

“The qualifying matches tonight are for amateurs,” she said, scrolling. “Anyone who wants a shot at the big leagues has to win all three of their rounds. Same night. No breaks.”

Sara’s interest deepened. There was something unapologetically pure about the rules—brutal, but honest. Most importantly, this could be fun.

“This is a great opportunity for anyone looking to make a breakthrough,” the woman added. Her eyes sparkled with the kind of excitement only someone familiar with the scene could carry. “And from what I see, competition’s fierce tonight. I’ve even heard rumors that challengers are coming from Earth—so anything’s possible.”

The woman tilted her chin toward the cage. “That guy on the left? He’s been wiping the floor with every contestant. Sad thing is, he’s just the first opponent to get past.”

Sara’s gaze drifted downward, locking onto the fight below.

The arena pulsed with life—cheers rising with each impact, the cage shuddering as limbs collided with metal. The two fighters moved like machines, but every strike carried intention. She watched them circle, weave, explode into motion.

A grin teased the corner of her mouth.

She didn’t want to watch anymore. She needed to feel the heat of the cage, the electric stillness before motion, the rhythm of bodies built for war. This wasn’t about proving anything to anyone else. It was about finding out if the instincts still lived inside her—only now, refined, sharpened, and finally under her control.

Casting a glance over her shoulder, Sara scanned the crowd for any sign of Mark. He was nowhere in sight. A part of her hesitated—she didn’t want to stir up trouble or make him worry.

But the cage called to her like gravity, pulling at something restless and buried. The image of Anna’s snarl, that bar-fight flashing in her memory, made her lips tighten with interest. She needed to know if that moment was a fluke—or a glimpse of something real inside her.

It would be reckless to step into the public eye. Maybe even suicidal, given who might be watching. But the pull was stronger than caution—a quiet gnawing in her gut that no logic could quiet. She needed this. 

Sara gave the woman in the black dress a quick nod of thanks, her pulse already rising. The path ahead felt unreal, like crossing into a dream made of steel and adrenaline. Her boots moved of their own accord, ready to descend toward the pentagon-shaped arena.

But before she could take a step, a shadow moved into her path.

The same cybernetic fighter who had shoved past her earlier now stood directly in front of her. His broad frame blocked the walkway, and his gleaming chrome implants glinted under the arena’s harsh lights.

He’d heard her. She could see it in his stance—the casual arrogance, the way his weight shifted with smug certainty. Without asking, he reached out and set his cold metal hand on her shoulder.

“Yo, Miss,” he said, voice low and thick with condescension. “You gotta be kidding me. I can’t let you go down there.”

Sara’s eyes narrowed. Her spine straightened. With calm disgust, she slid his hand off her shoulder like removing a piece of trash.

“Excuse me, dude,” she said, voice clipped and icy. “You might want to watch where you put your hands.”

The fighter chuckled and backed off slightly, sizing her up again. His eyes dragged across her body like she was something ornamental. Then, as if the sleaze wasn’t enough, he added with a grin:

“You’ll get killed in there. Besides, lady, a fine piece like you should be on my side while I win my preliminaries.”

He reached out again, this time to pull her close.

Wrong move.

Sara caught his wrist in a blink—grip tight, unyielding. Surprise flared in his eyes just before she spun, twisted his arm behind his back, and locked it in a perfect reverse hold.

His body tensed, trying to resist—but her leverage was absolute.

She leaned in, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Hmm. Thanks, but I think I prefer the action inside the ring more than out here.”

With that, she shoved him off balance and released him. He stumbled, clutching his arm like it had been dislocated, staring at her like she was a malfunction in the program.

He didn’t speak. Just stood there in disbelief, watching as she turned her back on him and walked away.

Sara didn’t look back—she didn’t need to. The sound of him dropping onto the bench, the hiss of servos grinding in protest, said enough. She caught the angle of his reflection in a rusted panel: slack jaw, stunned expression, one hand clutched tight around his damaged arm like he couldn’t believe it had failed him.

He wasn’t watching the fight anymore. He was staring at her like she’d rewritten the rules he thought he mastered. She recognized that look—not fear, but something worse: disbelief blooming into the quiet horror that he might be the weak one after all.

A smile tugged at the corner of her mouth as she stepped toward the next opponent. Let him sit with that.

***
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NOT FAR FROM THE CHAOS, the woman in the black strapless dress remained still. Her posture was flawless, poised, but the tightness around her eyes betrayed something else. She had seen everything—Sara’s effortless reversal, the stunned silence of the cybernetic brute, the unmistakable confidence in her stride.

Her expression didn’t falter, but her fingers twitched against the side of her glass. She slowly reached up, brushing a curl behind her ear, and pressed a fingertip to the concealed comm nestled there. A soft click, then she whispered into the channel.

“John... damn it, come in. This is Ellen. My hunch was right—well, kind of.”

She kept her voice low, blending into the noise of the crowd. But urgency crackled beneath her practiced calm.

“Anna—the one you sent me to shadow—I lost track of her after those upgrades you gave me. After she took out those government agents near that lab, I’m guessing the EMP blast fried my trackers.”

Ellen’s eyes narrowed, following the shape of Sara as she vanished into the pulsing crowd and continued, “I was expecting to find Anna here. But instead... that Sara person you mentioned has shown up. She’s in the underground fight at the Last Shot Club. And if she’s anything like that cop, well...”

She leaned back slightly, scanning the room like she expected something else to drop through the ceiling. Her voice dropped, clipped and grave.

“You might need more than backup. Hell, you might need a whole freaking army.”
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Chapter 2: Anna’s Dilemma.
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THE HOURS HAD STRETCHED long and heavy, wearing at her patience like rust. Even in fresh clothes, Anna felt the time dragging behind her like chains—nothing could scrub away the fatigue stitched into her skin. The city around her moved too fast, too loud, and none of it brought her closer to finding Sara.

Every lead had evaporated. The trail was dead. If Sara was still in this part of the district, she wasn’t leaving any signs behind.

And right now, Anna wasn’t sure what else to do. The ache in her muscles and the static in her thoughts had built into something sharp. All she wanted was a drink—cold, bitter, something that would sting.

If there happened to be a fight going on, all the better. She enjoyed good competition, even if she wasn’t the one in the ring. There was something grounding about the clash of metal and precision—watching people push past their limits with nothing to hide behind. It was cleaner than the mess in her head. Honest. She’d take that kind of noise over chasing shadows any night.

Up ahead, a club pulsed with light and bass, alive with the kind of energy she could lose herself in. Her boots moved on instinct now, drawn by noise, heat, and motion. Somewhere inside, the scent of seared steak drifted through the open doors, thick and smoky.

It hit her like a memory—flesh, flame, hunger. She smirked, already picturing the bar, the cage, the burn of liquor down her throat. “Oh, hell yeah,” Anna said under her breath, stepping forward with purpose. “That is exactly what I need right now.”

Before she could step inside, static snapped to life in her ear. Her hand lifted out of habit, two fingers pressing lightly against the comm as if it helped her focus.

“Anna, we’re here,” came Sergeant Simms’s voice—gravelly, half-buried in fuzz.

She blinked, and a little surprise that they’d found her so fast. Her boots hadn’t even crossed the threshold. “Wait—how’d you find me so quickly?”

Stacy didn’t miss a beat. “Oh, come on, Anna. You know there’s a fight going on over here—where else would you be?” A half-laugh followed, then: “Plus your comms were pinging. We put two and two together.”

“Anyways, Anna,” said Simms, cutting her off with a firm tone, “it’s just me, Stacy, and Tim here. We’re ready when you are.”

“Thanks, Serge,” she said softly, still eyeing the door in front of her. Her gaze slid toward the edge of the street, catching nothing but shadows and a blinking neon ad. “Hey... is Johnny with you?”

“No, he isn’t here. I did tell him where to meet us, though.”

Her lips pressed into a line, thoughts shifting. “Okay... That’s fine. Huh... hold on.”

Frowning slightly, Anna stepped away from the entrance and looked out toward the street. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see them—just not yet. She’d barely settled into the idea of having a quiet moment to herself, maybe a drink, maybe some half-decent street food without the usual chaos.

A horn blared nearby, sharp and impatient, slicing through the layered hum of traffic.

She turned and spotted a military green hover-van easing up to the curb across the intersection, headlights flashing in a silent call-out. With a slow exhale, she stepped off the curb and started toward them.

A tired smile crept across her face. Simms leaned halfway out of the hover-van window, his wave sharp and efficient—more signal than sentiment, the kind of gesture only a seasoned sergeant would give. Still, something steady in his presence made her lift her hand and wave back. 

Simms stepped out by the time she reached the curb, arms folded, watching her with the same tired focus she’d seen too often lately. “You look like hell,” he said halfhearted.

“Geez, thanks, Sarge,” Anna muttered, brushing a hand through her hair. “Really making a girl feel radiant.”

Simms cracked a smile next said, “You know you’re still on the clock.”

She smirked, not breaking stride. “I’ll be in there for just a few minutes. Scout’s honor.”

He followed her line of sight toward the bar’s dim entrance. “You think she’s in there?”

Anna hesitated. “Honestly...I don’t know,” she admitted. “Didn’t really come to check for that.”

Right then, her stomach let out a low, traitorous growl. They both heard it. Simms arched a brow but didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to.

Anna just rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I’ll grab something greasy, and I’ll be back.”

“Copy that.” He rested a hand briefly on her shoulder before turning back toward the van.

As she made her way back to the entrance, her thoughts drifted. The crowd’s roar inside hinted at live matches, and part of her wondered if Sara could’ve gotten involved somehow. It was a ridiculous thought—but the city had been full of those lately.

***
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SIMMS DROPPED INTO his seat, arms crossed as he glanced back. Tim and Stacy were already locked in at their terminals, screens casting dull light across their faces.

“Well, we sit for now,” he said, more to himself than them.

“Let me guess, Serge,” Tim called out, not bothering to look up. “She wants a drink.”

Simms exhaled through his nose, nodding once. “Yeah. Just a minute or two. Don’t get too comfortable.”

The rear hatch hissed open. Tim didn’t look away from his screen, just tilted his head and shouted, “Hey! If you’re going back in, bring me a burger! You owe me for earlier!”

Stacy barked a laugh from the opposite side. “Yeah, she got you good, Tim.”

“Please. I was playing along,” he shot back. “You all saw it.”

“Right,” Stacy said, fingers still dancing across her keyboard. “You ‘strategically’ fell on your ass.”

Simms saw Anna smirk as she turned around, “I’ll be at the bar for a few moments if you need me,” she said over comms, already heading back inside.

Stacy lifted her head, that grin still playing on her lips. “You know, Serge, it’s amateur night out there.”

He didn’t respond right away. Just watched the door shut behind Anna, concern bubbling beneath the surface. Cheers and the steady pulse of music rolled out from the bar, but he wasn’t overthinking it—not yet. Stacy had just hinted it was amateur night, and that alone made it clear Anna wasn’t going back in just for a drink.

Stacy leaned forward, one eyebrow raised, clearly enjoying herself. “You think we’re gonna miss this?”

Tim chuckled, low and eager. “If she starts throwing punches, we should record it. Could probably make some money.”

Simms shook his head, a reluctant smile pressing into place. “You two are hopeless,” he said. Then, quieter, almost to himself, “But I’ll give you that—she does put on a hell of a show.”

***
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BACK INSIDE THE BAR, Anna pushed through the heavy double doors, the noise swelling around her. The air buzzed with anticipation, sharper than before, and the energy hit her like a wall. She could feel it—thick with tension and adrenaline.

She moved toward the bar counter, weaving through the crowd. The turnout was bigger than she expected for amateur night. Curious, she glanced to her right and leaned toward the man beside her.

“Hey, buddy,” she asked edged with interest. “What’s the deal in here? I didn’t think amateur night would draw this big of a crowd.”

The older man smiled, his eyes gleaming like he was about to share something valuable. He leaned in, lowering his voice just enough to add weight.

“About an hour ago, a masked woman walked into the pentagon, and she’s never left. She has won every fight. Now, every fighter down there lines up to challenge her. I even heard that professional fighters are coming out to fight her.”

Her ears twitched back and forth as anticipation twisted inside her, curling around something sharper—hope. Could this be it? Could this masked woman be the lead she’d been chasing?

Her eyes glanced to the arena as a fresh wave of cheers erupted from the crowd. The noise blurred for a second, fading beneath the rise of adrenaline in her chest.

In the center of the chaos, the masked woman stood poised in the pentagon. A veil of mystery wrapped around her like armor. Then she moved—fast, brutal, and precise.

A sudden side thrust kick landed clean against her opponent’s midsection, the blow so powerful it sent him flying across the ring. He slammed into the cage wall with a crash, and the crowd exploded around them.

The cheers came like a tidal wave, shaking the stands and pulsing through the floor beneath her boots—but Anna didn’t hear any of it. Her focus tunneled in on the figure inside the cage.

The masked woman shifted low, spine coiled like a spring, then exploded forward in a tight arc—elbow sharp, steps sharp, movement tighter than anything street brawlers could pull off. She struck high, ducked mid-turn, and intercepted a counter before it could fully form. Every move served a purpose. Nothing wasted.

A low thrill rippled through her.

Her stance. Her rhythm. Her control. Anna had seen it before—no, felt it. In that alley. In that fight. One she should’ve walked away from victorious, but didn’t.

A faint smile tugged at her lips, disbelief flickering beneath it. But just as Anna shifted her weight, ready to descend toward the arena, something in her peripheral vision froze her mid-step.

Two figures sat tucked away in a shadowed booth near the far corner of the room. One was massive—clearly augmented, the shape of his limbs too bulky, too precise. The other made her stomach twist.

She knew that face—the same man who’d stood beside Lance during her arrest at Valhalla’s Point, carrying himself with the quiet authority of CTC. She never caught his name, but she didn’t need to. Core’s fingerprints were all over this, and she’d learned exactly what his reach looked like.

“Aw, shit,” she grumbled under her breath, backing up slightly. “What are they doing here?”

She pivoted fast, angling herself along the side wall and keeping her profile low. When she found a better line of sight, her stomach turned—Core was here. Or at least one of his remote-controlled versions, the kind he operated from a distance like a second skin.

They were watching the woman in the mask just like she was. That alone meant trouble. If Core had eyes on this place, things could go south fast, and Anna needed a plan to get Sara out before that happened.

Fingers moving quickly, Anna activated her earpiece and lowered her voice. “Hey, Serge, you there?” The question came out tighter than she meant—clipped, edged with unease.

There was a pause, then a faint crackle. “Yeah, what’s up?”

She hesitated. She wanted to tell him everything, but something held her back. “I think there’s a problem,” she whispered. “I need your word you won’t call for backup.”

Another pause. She caught the subtle shift in his breathing, that half-second of silence that said more than any word.

“I’m not sure,” he answered carefully. “It depends on the circumstances.”

Anna closed her eyes, steadying herself before she spoke. The words felt heavier than they should have, hard to line up. “I can’t say over the communications. It’s because—”

“Don’t worry, I understand,” Simms cut in. “I’m coming in.”

The words sank into her like air after a long dive. She hadn’t realized how much she needed to hear that. “Thanks,” she murmured, already pivoting toward the exit, trying not to think too hard about how close this was all getting.

***
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OUTSIDE, SIMMS STEPPED down from the van and motioned for Tim and Stacy to power down the surveillance equipment. Whatever Anna had seen, he wasn’t going to risk her trust by recording it.

He turned to his team, keeping his voice low. “Stay here. Watch the entrance. And if Agent Reed shows up—stall him.”

“Yes, sir,” they replied in unison, already shifting into position.

Before Simms stepped out of the van, Stacy moved toward him, her expression tight with concern.

“Sir, is Anna all right?”

Simms sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. His eyes drifted to the bar, uneasy.

“I hope so. Ever since her encounter with that woman at the bar a few days ago, she’s been acting...”

“Strange about this case,” Stacy finished, nodding slightly. “Yeah, I know what you mean. It’s almost personal to her.”

Simms nodded once, thoughtful.

Tim leaned back in his seat with a half-laugh, arms crossed casually. “Ha! With her, you never know what to expect. Maybe she finally met her match.”

Simms shot him a sharp look, the humor falling flat.

“She’s one of us,” he said, voice steady. “We need to support her—and make sure she stays safe.”

With that, he opened the door and stepped out, the noise of the street spilling into the quiet hum of the surveillance van.

***
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ANNA STOOD NEAR THE entrance, arms crossed tighter than she realized, thumbnail brushing against her teeth. The motion was thoughtless—just something to keep the nerves from crawling any higher. Her foot tapped against the pavement in a steady rhythm, one she couldn’t stop. Then she caught sight of Simms weaving through the crowd, and a little weight shifted off her shoulders.

“Hey, Serge,” she said softer than usual. Not weak—just tired. “Thanks for coming.”

He nodded once, eyes already darting past her like he expected trouble to greet him at the door, “Sure. So, what’s the problem?”

Anna didn’t answer right away. She just opened the door for him, keeping her gaze angled toward the arena lights inside. “Here. Let me show you.”

The moment they stepped in, the sound hit—a wave of crowd noise and metal-on-metal strikes that crashed through her thoughts. The cage loomed through the mass of bodies, and she knew the exact moment Simms saw what she had.

“Is that her?” he asked, his tone sharper now as he locked on the figure in the center of the ring—masked, but unmistakable in how she moved. Just like the other night. She could feel him watching her as he shook his head and added, “Haven’t we been here before, like a few days ago?”

Anna smirked and gave a slight nod. “At least this time I didn’t start a fight. But right now, it’s in a controlled environment.”

“Yeah, but for how long? I know that look on you, Anna,” he said. “I’m getting this feeling that it’s something I might not quite approve of.”

She let her eyes drop for a second, forcing out a long breath. “I thought it was just me. How I like confrontation... but maybe we are... I mean, my kind... well, you know, maybe we’re program or something...”

He didn’t push, just watched her quietly. Simms seemed to get what she was trying to say, even when she couldn’t wrap it together. “Maybe it is in your nature to prove what you are. Can you tell me that you’re still trying to figure that out?”

“You’re right,” she said as she glanced back toward the arena. “Still, a stunt like this in an arena full of people—especially after what happened.”

Simms gave a short laugh, the kind that made her smile even if she didn’t want to admit it. “I have a feeling you would’ve done the same.”

Her smile stayed, but something caught in her breathing as her ears twitched. She looked back up, still not ready to meet his eyes. “Do you remember when we first met, a few years ago?” she asked, her focus locked on the ring. She wasn’t looking at him—not yet.

Simms gave a low chuckle. “Yeah. You saved my ass from a swarm of cyber-hacked construction bots.” He leaned in slightly, voice raised just enough to cut through the noise. “Whole damn site was losing its mind. And there you were, tearing through bots like it owed you money.”

She exhaled, not quite a laugh. “I didn’t mean to show what I was. It just... happened.”

“I know,” he said, quieter now. “You didn’t hesitate. Could’ve run, could’ve hid. But you didn’t.”

She finally looked at him, just for a second. “You got me onto your squad after that.”

He nodded. “You had potential. Even if you went overboard more than once.”

A corner of her mouth pulled up. “You mean daily.”

“Details,” he said, though a faint smile crossed his face.

The quiet returned, but this time it wasn’t empty.

“Do you think you can do the same for her... what I tried to do for you?” he said. “That woman you fought the other day.”

Anna’s voice barely rose above a whisper. “Sara. Her name’s Sara.”

Anna paused for a moment as she turned slightly, pressing her back to the wall, arms drawn in. The chill of concrete grounded her as the ring lights shimmered across the floor. Whatever this connection was, it wasn’t just about memory—it was about something unfinished, and Simms was one of the few people she trusted to believe her.

They both watched the masked woman move with a rhythm that Anna felt deep in her limbs. The first time they met, she had lost her chance—no question. Now she had a better one, and the fear of messing it up made her hesitate.

The longer she watched, the more certain she became that she couldn’t walk away. She wasn’t going to make that mistake again. She needed to speak to the masked woman—alone, but getting her away from the arena with all those eyes watching would be the real problem.

Anna finally spoked.  With closed eyes, jaw tightening with the weight of uncertainty. “I... I don’t know,” she said quietly to Simms. “But I need to speak with her, to connect with her on a deeper level. Without the constraints of bureaucracy... maybe she can help me remember. And perhaps, in some way, I can help her too.”

They stood in silence, watching the figure inside the cage dominate another challenger. The fluidity of movement, the rhythm of each strike—it was familiar. Simms saw it too.

“You know the two of you attack the same way,” he said, concern evident in his voice. “I can see glimpses of you in her every movement.”

Anna nodded slowly. The recognition in her eyes deepened. “Yes, I know. It’s as if she knows me... or something about me.”

Her voice softened with memory. “Nine years ago, when I took down those muggers without even thinking—it felt like second nature. And now, watching her fight with that same intensity... it’s undeniable.”

Simms kept watching her. “But Anna... are you sure she won’t try to harm you if you approach her? You did pour a drink on her head, after all.”

Anna’s lips twitched into a faint, rueful smile. She looked down for a second, then met his gaze.

“When we fought, there was no intent to kill,” she said. “Only the will to win. It’s a trait, I believe, we both share.”

Simms tilted his head, a faint grin edging in as he tried to ease the tension. “Could be. Or maybe it’s just that damn stubborn streak you both carry around.”

Anna’s smirk was subtle but real. She nodded once. “Maybe that too.”

Her smile faded. Regret trickled across her face as she leaned against the cool concrete wall.

“And that’s what scares me. If I wasn’t so impulsive... so quick to judge, maybe this whole situation could’ve been avoided. But now, I have to show Sara who I am—and hope she’ll listen.”

Simms’s voice lowered, steady but concerned. “You know what this means... the Earth government will see you. You’ll be completely on their radar now.”

Anna gave a small nod and turned her head, eyes sweeping the arena. She knew exactly what she was giving up by doing this. And though Simms said nothing more, she could feel the weight of his worry standing quietly beside her.

Dozens of cyber-fighters waited, shifting on their feet with restless energy. Watching. Waiting. The moment she stepped forward and revealed her true capabilities, there would be no hiding. Her secret would no longer be hers—it would belong to the world.

“You know we’ve been through a lot together,” he said quietly. “You don’t have to explain it all. As your commanding officer, I have to say it—doing this puts you on the other side of the law. There’s no going back after that.”

Anna nodded, the meaning clear. For her, there had never really been a choice.

Before she could speak, Simms added, his voice softer now, almost fatherly, “But as a friend... I say go to her. And try to help.”

A soft smile curved at the corners of Anna’s lips. The tension in her chest eased, if only slightly.

“Thank you, Simms,” she whispered. “You’re one of the few people I truly trust.”

Simms hesitated before speaking again. “What about Johnny?”

Her face shifted instantly. Shadows pulled at her expression, and suspicion washed through her eyes.

“I want to trust him... and believe me, he’s trying.”

She glanced toward the edge of the crowd as she spoke, lowering her voice. Simms could hear the unspoken conflict behind every word. But before he could press further, Anna subtly gestured toward the far wall.

A figure sat in the booth—broad, immovable, and unmistakable.

“Right now,” she said, “they’re the problem.”

Simms followed her gaze. His eyes narrowed.

“That’s Core from the CTC Corporation, right?” he said. “I thought he was still on Earth.”

Anna’s voice carried a quiet urgency. “I thought so too, but apparently not. If that woman down there is Sara, then I’m sure Core is ready to capture her.”

Simms’s expression tightened as the implications settled in. His mind was already moving ahead, calculating the fallout.

“This is going to make things even more difficult,” he muttered. “CTC’s already here.”

Anna nodded, her jaw set. “That’s why I refuse to let them take her.”

She stepped in closer, voice low. “I need you to create a distraction for me.”

Simms studied her for a long second. Then he nodded, slow and solemn. “Okay. I’ll do what I can.”

The relief in Anna’s expression was subtle, but real.

“If Johnny shows up,” she continued, “detain him. Tell him I’ve left—and that we’ll meet up at the hospital in a few hours.”

Simms raised an eyebrow at that. His voice dropped, laced with concern. “The hospital? You know Johnny will grow tired of playing catch-up with you.”

Anna didn’t answer right away.

Her gaze drifted down toward the arena, her thoughts elsewhere. When she spoke, her words were soft—almost to herself.

“Yes, I know. But at least I know he won’t get hurt in what I’m about to do. Unlike my previous partners...”

The silence between them held for a beat—then Stacy’s voice crackled through the radio.

“Hey, Anna. Johnny just showed up.”

Simms gave a nod, replying into the comm, “Let her focus. She doesn’t need distractions right now.”

“Don’t worry, sir,” Stacy answered. “I’ve got him. Just say the word if you need backup.”

Anna pressed her fingers to her earpiece, a shimmer of relief passing through her features. “Thank you, Stacy,” she said softly—and meant it.

As Simms stepped away to intercept Johnny, Anna turned toward the stairwell leading to the pentagon arena. The roar of the crowd swelled as she moved, rising to meet her like a tide. She started down, knowing this decision would change everything. Under her breath, she murmured, “Into the mouth of madness I go.”

***
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MARK SAT IN THE BACK room of the club, trying to stay focused on two government contacts while the noise beyond the glass kept drawing his attention. Something was wrong—the air carried that same electric pressure he remembered from the night everything went sideways at Old Red’s. More people were pushing toward the center of the building, and even though the others hadn’t noticed, he felt it in his skin. Whatever was happening he hoped that it has nothing to do with Sara.

The meeting was about to fall apart when a low-ranking Neo slipped a microchip into Mark’s hand—no explanation, just a look and a nod. He waited until they all left, then uploaded the contents. His breath stalled as the map loaded: pre-reconstruction layouts of Dicon City, filled with marked zones deep inside sealed quarantine sectors. Ghost sites scrubbed from the records. Places no one monitored.

Mark stepped into the farthest corner of the club and dialed Glen. The static barely cleared before he spoke. “Hey, it’s Mark. I need another favor. I’m sending you a map download. Please check the circled areas for any signs of Sara’s old home.”

Glen didn’t even pause. “Sure, no problem. So does that mean she’s with us?”

“It looks that way,” Mark replied, his tone quieter now as he glanced around the dim space, watching for anyone who might be listening too closely. “Meet us back at the hospital when you find something. Oh, and one more thing—bring a radiation suit. Some of those locations were bombed during the war. The radiation still lingers.”

“Do I get hazard pay for this outfit?” Glen asked dryly.

Mark gave a low chuckle. “Ha, ha. Very funny. These areas are under quarantine, but I’ve got a contact at the Radiation Quarantine Labs just outside the city.”

Glen perked up. “So, your contact can get me into the zone?”

“Kind of,” Mark answered, a trace of ambiguity curling around his words. “Just mention my name when you get there. It’ll be enough.”

“Alright,” Glen said. “See you later.” The line clicked off.

Mark pocketed the device and stepped out from the back room, his eyes scanning the crowd for any sign of Sara. Nothing. A tight knot formed in his chest as he spotted a uniformed officer casually moving toward the exit.

He feared that he has no time left as he crossed the club quickly and flagged the bartender with a wave, his voice low and urgent. “Excuse me, have you seen a woman with blond hair and red-colored eyes?”

The bartender squinted in thought. “The one with the trench coat?”

Mark nodded. “Yeah. That’s her.”

The bartender motioned toward the far side of the club, where the noise of the crowd was thickest. Mark followed the gesture, muttering under his breath, “Please tell me she didn’t find the pentagon...”

He slipped through the shifting tide of bodies, pulse accelerating. Then he saw it—on the arena floor, a masked figure in gleaming armor swept through two hulking opponents like they were nothing. The precision, the grace, the sheer force—it all clicked together.

Mark exhaled hard, one hand dragging down his face.

Too late. She’d found it.

And from the look of things, there was no turning her back now.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he mumbled under his breath.

As he raced to the front of the caged arena, a flurry of thoughts consumed his mind. How was he going to get her out of there? It seemed to him that Sara reveled in the chaos, her eyes dancing with an undeniable joy. It was as if she couldn’t resist a good fight.

Down in the arena, Sara waited for her next opponent. Her body tingled with excitement. This was her chance to showcase her abilities without the constraints of the Earth’s Government or the police. Disguised by the mask, she believed that no one would recognize her true identity.

***
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ABOVE THE DIN OF THE arena, two silent figures observed from the darkened mezzanine level, barely noticeable amid the flashing neon and echoing chants of the crowd. One leaned forward slightly, watching the fight with cold precision—every twitch, every pivot cataloged in silence. The cheers below meant nothing to him. What mattered was the movement, the form, the person in that ring.

There—again. That spin. That precise shift in weight before the strike landed, fast and fluid like muscle memory honed through years of blood and training.

John leaned forward slightly, eyes narrowing as she twisted through her next opponent. Not just agile—exact. Calculated.

The way her heel grazed the floor before pivoting. The speed of her elbow snap, tucked just under the chin like a blade disguised as grace.

It wasn’t resemblance anymore. It was confirmation.

“That’s got to be her,” John said beside him, unable to look away. “Except for Nakita, I’ve never seen anyone fight like that. And she even reminds me of that cop.”

Core paused for a moment as the picture began to sharpen—truth unraveling thread by thread, no longer buried in speculation.

“You mean the girl you told me about?” he finally asked, eyes narrowing as he tracked the masked woman’s next maneuver.

John nodded, eager now. “Yes. My contacts at the station said she had more arrests in her first year than anyone else. She’s the one who single-handedly took down the Butcher of Dicon City.”

The name stirred a memory or two—distant, undefined. Nothing that struck him as urgent, just another alias thrown around by street scum trying to sound dangerous. Still, given his position, he raised an eyebrow out of habit more than concern.

“She crippled him?” he asked, though the faint curl at the edge of his mouth betrayed his recall of the incident buried in the old reports.

“If it wasn’t for his cybernetic enhancements, he’d be dead,” John said. “And we’re talking about a guy—frankly—three, maybe four times her size.” He let that sink in, then added with a hint of admiration, “She nearly broke his spine. Took him down with one kick. The fool never even saw it coming.”

Core let out a low exhale, and for a second, a smirk tugged at his mouth—reflex, not amusement. It disappeared just as quickly as he raised his arm and flicked open the embedded screen in his gauntlet. His fingers moved with purpose, pulling up the old arrest records like peeling back a scab.

The footage was blurry, filled with static and noise. A freeze-frame blinked into place—her face in profile, hardened, composed. The jaw. The ears. The posture.

Recognition struck him like a physical blow, sharp and unrelenting. His mouth parted slightly, breath halting as the image settled into focus. He nearly dropped the screen.

Levia.

The name, the shape, the memory—there was no mistaking her. Not after what she’d done. And not after betraying his own family just to keep the project buried.

He stared, expression unreadable, as the old memories crept in like smoke from a sealed chamber. He remembered the containment wing crumbling under sabotage, his brother shouting orders behind his back, and the chaos that followed—files deleted, subjects lost, entire wings purged under the guise of “containment.”

He could still hear the echo of that final confrontation between her and his brother, the raw defiance in her eyes, the power she hadn’t yet learned to control. It had been the last moment before everything burned—before the Living Metal project shattered and the facility became ruins buried beneath government denial.

She had vanished without a trace.

Until now.

If Levia was walking freely on Mars, then who else had survived the Earth bombardment? How many of his brother’s experiments had slipped through the cracks while he rebuilt from the shadows? How many lived in ignorance of what they were?

Core looked at John, weighing his capabilities. He knew of only a few people who could have pulled off something like this—but even thinking that was giving the man too much credit. John had only become ambitious once the Living Metal program resurfaced. 

Interest always followed power. The Earth government claimed to have shut the program down, destroyed the labs, erased everything. And yet... a hundred years had passed, and now this? No. There was more to this story.

“My good doctor,” Core said smoothly, voice edged with steel, “I want everything on this cop of yours, and the operative who’s handling her.”

He caught the slight motion in John’s expression—an almost imperceptible shift, surprise masked behind practiced calm. Core didn’t press. He wanted to see how quickly the man would steady himself.

“I’ll get onto it, sir,” John replied.

Core gave a slight nod. “Indeed. If she’s who I think she is, we’re going to need a lot more mercenaries.”

He said it deliberately, watching John for any crack in the façade. But the man didn’t hesitate—no pause, no shift. Exactly how someone behaves when they know the role too well. Core smiled and let the game continue.

Maybe he was giving John too much credit. The man was capable, but easily influenced—more curious than cunning. Still, something didn’t sit right. There was a deeper itch beneath all this, one Core couldn’t ignore.

He despised the thought that his brother’s work had already been compromised. If Levia and Sara were acting on raw instinct, that was one thing. They could be contained. Managed. Controlled. But if someone had deliberately awakened them—planted memories, engineered their paths—then this wasn’t just about salvaging a legacy. This was about someone else’s objective that clashed with his.

Still, logic held the reins. Paranoia wouldn’t serve him—not yet. He needed proof before chasing shadows. And the first priority was simple: retrieval.

He folded his arms, internal systems humming with restrained tension. He needed results. And if that meant dragging Levia and Sara back into containment—breaking them if he had to—so, be it. Sentiment had clouded his brother’s judgment.

He would not make the same mistake.

Not again.

***
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THE ROAR THAT FOLLOWED Sara’s last win rolled through the pit like pressure under her skin—warm, rising, undeniable. The opponent hit the floor with a satisfying thud, limbs folding awkwardly beneath him. She didn’t look back. She raised her arms with ease, the grin already pulling at her mouth before the crowd could catch its breath.

The lights skimmed across her armor in pulsing flashes as she paced the edge, moving with the ease of someone who owned every inch of the arena. It wasn’t about winning—it was about reclaiming something, feeling like herself again, uncontained and unafraid. Then she spotted that familiar frame in the crowd, tense and hunched, and something in her movement subtly changed.

Mark was pushing forward, eyes darting, dread hanging off him like something he couldn’t shake. She hadn’t expected him to look relaxed, but part of her had hoped—maybe just this once—he’d take it in stride. Not everything had to be a crisis. Not every moment had to carry that weight he wore like armor.

She lifted a hand to her mask, thumb brushing the edge of the plating that still covered half her face. The body armor was enough to protect her identity for now, the half-shifted metal catching light in sharp angles. But if it came down to it, she’d rip the mask off anyway—expose everything—just to make him see her.

She was about to wave—then noticed he wasn’t smiling. Yeah, he probably didn’t approve of what she was doing, and honestly, she couldn’t blame him. But she was having fun. The closer he came, the more it felt like maybe it was time to wrap it up... then again, a few more rounds couldn’t hurt.

She watched him weave through the crowd—quick, focused, moving like he didn’t have time for anything in his way. His steps were stiff, eyes locked on her with that look she knew too well—worried, alert, already sizing up the room. He stopped at the edge of the pit, keeping his voice low. 

“What the hell are you doing?” he asked—not angry, just cautious. His eyes darted sideways, checking for uniforms. “We need to be discreet here—not start drawing attention in a place like this.”

Sara tilted her head slightly, catching the nervous undercurrent he tried to hide. A fight might’ve been what she needed, but clearly Mark hadn’t come here for entertainment. Not with the way he kept shifting his stance like the walls were about to close in.

Sara crouched toward him, metal joints adjusting with the movement. “Well, at least it’s not being televised,” she said with a wink, letting the weight of his disapproval slide off her like a weak punch.

His stare didn’t ease. “You’re bringing unnecessary attention to yourself. I think I even saw a cop in here.”

She rolled one shoulder, a lazy shrug, her tone airy on purpose. “You worry too much. No one will know who I am.”

She eased back a step, letting the armor shift with her. The fitted plates responded like muscle—fluid, quiet, almost alive. Light skimmed across the metal’s surface, tracing her silhouette in gentle arcs. Even in dim glow, it caught the eye, not for flash but for how seamlessly it fused with her. Strength shaped into elegance. Movement folded into design.

“Besides,” she said, a note of satisfaction warming her voice, “do you like my disguise?”

Mark exhaled slowly, and that sigh said more than his words ever could. His gaze lingered on her—not judging, not scolding, just trying to will her into caution with sheer eye contact. Still, he couldn’t ignore how she looked. The way the armor moved with her, how it framed her—not just a fighter, but something sculpted for this exact moment.

“Yeah, it’s great,” he spoke low, eyes flicking across the polished seams of her suit. “But where did you even get the materials for this...” His sentence drifted, cut short by a raised brow and a reluctant smirk. “You know what, forget it. I’ve got a feeling I’m going to need another vehicle soon.”

A laugh bubbled up from her chest. “Hey, I just needed to release some frustration. And no, I didn’t strip your car,” she added quickly, waving off the thought. “Anyway, I don’t think I’ll be in here for much longer. Maybe just one or two more fights. Trust me, they won’t last long.”

Sara turned back toward the arena, scanning for her next match, unaware of the subtle shift behind her. The crowd had quieted in a way she didn’t register at first—like a held breath waiting to exhale. She didn’t hear the steps, but something in the air felt different. Not dangerous. Just... familiar.

Then came the voice—low, sharp, unmistakable. “I don’t know about that.”

Sara didn’t need to look—her body already knew. That voice hit hard, bringing back flashes of movement, strikes, and that tension that never crossed into hate. She turned and smiled, and there Anna stood with the same smirk she’d worn the last time they met.

Her smile deepened, slow and sure. “Finally,” she said under her breath, eyes locked on the woman before her.

“Anna Matrix... a real challenge.”

***
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FROM THE BOOTH ABOVE, John leaned forward, astonished by the unexpected woman who had just jumped into the ring.

“I can’t believe it. It is her!”

Core locked onto the second figure in the arena, eyes narrowing as recognition struck. The stance, the movement—it was her. No doubt now.

“So, it is... Levia,” he said.

Confused, John asked, “Levia? Who, that cop?”

Core nodded. “Yes, I believe she is. Against all odds, it seems Levia Seven survived.”

This confirmed it—Levia had returned from obscurity. Core’s memories surged back from the past, uninvited but vivid. Both women were essential, though for different reasons. Sara had demonstrated potential beyond the program’s initial phase; her command over metal—over herself—was advancing fast, almost dangerously so.

Levia had been different from the start. One of the Original Twelve—pure-born, not modified, not spliced or reengineered like the others. He remembered her clearly, not just the power she carried in her veins, but the quiet way she looked at the world, as if it could still be saved.

So much power in such a small frame... and yet, there was innocence too. Not ignorance—she understood what she was—but something gentler. Something that made him believe, however briefly, that she might never turn against her kind.

“As far as I can recall,” said Core, “both Levia and my brother were supposed to have perished during the last days of the war.”

Driven by curiosity, John began cross-referencing the name Levia in the CTC’s extensive data library. To his surprise, he stumbled upon an obscure reference to Project Leviathan—a cyber-genetics experiment with minimal records. Everything else had seemingly been erased, leaving little trace of its existence.

The name Leviathan triggered a memory for John, reminding him of a connection to the abandoned lab and his own personal research. Excitement mingled with caution as he carefully chose his words.

“You don’t mean... Project Leviathan? The first Living Metal experiment—your brother’s project? How can you be sure?”

Core locked eyes with John and smirked, realizing that he knew more than he was letting on. “Someone’s been doing their homework.”

A slight flustered hue on John’s cheeks gave him away. Core wasn’t bothered and knew he could manipulate this.

“I was there when my brother was taken down. Levia was the cause of his death. I could never forget what happened that day. For what she did, I thought I had ensured she would suffer the same fate.”

A surge of awareness washed over John’s face. “Wait a minute,” he said hesitantly. “How many others did your brother create? Is Nakita one of them too?”

Core’s expression darkened. He spoke in a bitter tone. “No, not exactly. In the beginning, there were fourteen of them—seven males and seven females. Levia numbered ‘Seven,’ was the only one who survived. Nakita and the rest of the Living Metal Project were hybrids, possessing almost the same qualities... except...”

Core paused for a moment, leaving an unspoken truth hanging in the air. Determined to change the subject, he asserted, “I have to get her back. Send out a retrieval team immediately. I want them both!”

John nodded, understanding the urgency in Core’s voice. “Right away, sir.”

“Well, well, well,” said Core to himself, “Little Levia, how you’ve grown over the years.”
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Chapter 3: Need Another Way Out.
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ANNA STOOD AT THE CENTER of the pentagon-shaped arena, unsure of what to make of this confrontation. Across from her, Sara held a confident tilt to her posture, the faint edge of a smile playing on her lips—like she knew something Anna didn’t. It didn’t read as hostile, but it wasn’t harmless either.
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