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Chapter 1: The Scavenger Boy
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Over the chaotic northern landfill of Xijing City, a hovering garbage truck flipped abruptly at a hundred-eighty degrees and poured out heaps of discarded metal.

Boom. boom. boom.

Amid the thunderous crashes, boys with grime-streaked faces gripped their scavenger sacks and scanned the cascading trash for anything of value. Even though the scraps were worth little, they still thrilled the slum kids.

After a while, the boys began shouting in frustration.

"Nothing at all. Damn rotten luck! "

"This is already the second-to-last truck. These scraps aren't even worth three credit points. "

"Holy sun above, I can't even scrape enough for half a bottle of fruit nutrient. I'll go hungry again tomorrow morning. "

Their luck was clearly bad today. Having grown up without guidance, the fifteen- and sixteen-year-olds laced their speech with habitual curses.

Apart from the group, a younger boy still clutched his bag, weaving nimbly among piles of junk as he searched. Despite having drunk only half a bottle of the cheapest vegetable nutrient that morning, he moved as fast as ever.

"Seriously? That kid hasn't eaten properly since morning and still runs like that? Suicidal. " A chubby boy stared at him in surprise.

"Miles, don't rush! The last truck is coming soon. None of this stuff is worth much. Don't risk your life! " A cute little girl with bright eyes and pouting lips yelled toward the boy.

"If Miles gets crushed down there, we'll burn incense for him. Don't worry, Feng Ling, I, He Wu, will take care of you. " The fat boy thumped his chest, eyeing Feng Ling's delicate face.

The garbage heaps were unstable. A heavy impact could cause a collapse. Even if one survived being crushed, suffocation could kill them.

"He Wu, stop boasting. Feng Ling's mother is too sick to get out of bed. If Miles didn't risk his life scavenging, both of them would starve," another little girl retorted, making a face at him.

"Blame me? Damn it. I even tried being a thief, but that kid wouldn't even stand lookout. Just picks trash hoping to feed three people. If he dies of exhaustion, it's his fault! " He Wu grumbled.

"Yi Yun, don't blame He Wu. Miles has been in the slums for years yet still won't steal. He's just timid. "

"Yeah, if we don't steal or rob, do we scavenge trash all our lives? "

"If I ever hit the jackpot, I'd risk my life for it. "

The children chattered all at once.

He Wu rubbed his round belly and concluded smugly, "Forget it. That scrawny Miles dare steal or rob? If caught, he'd be done. "

Apart from Feng Ling's pout, everyone laughed.

Meanwhile Miles crouched low, eyes sharp as he scanned the debris. His clothes were plain, yet his bearing was spirited.

At fourteen, Miles Fu wasn't short, but malnutrition had left him thinner than the older boys. In looks he blended into the crowd, but in spirit he was the most striking his bright eyes still shone with the hope of a better life.

The pickings today were scarce. To beat the others, Miles focused hard, repeatedly scanning the heaps for any valuable recyclable scrap.

"Eh, what's that? "

He spotted a faint gleam deep in the pile.

Though dim, the glow lit Miles's eyes with excitement. Could it be a card? Brighter than the one I found last time. I might get lucky again.

His last lucky find had been six months ago a magnetic fusion card that had filled him with hope for the future.

Fixing the spot in his mind, Miles darted forward, slipping through gaps like a cat.

Huff. huff.

After less than ten seconds beneath the pile, he crawled out from under a broken jet-bike, panting red-faced. The air below was foul and stifling, forcing him out before he could even switch on his spotlight.

"Looks like it's been buried for a while. "

He took a deep breath of fresh air and glanced at the antique mechanical watch on his wrist. "6:36. barely three minutes left before the last truck arrives. "

The landfill was cleared every two months. The collected trash was compacted and shipped off to worthless garbage planets in deep space. If he didn't get the item out now, the next truckload would likely bury it forever.

Steeling himself, Miles took one deep breath, switched on his weak spotlight, and lowered his upper body carefully. Once sure the glow came from below, he turned the lamp off to save power and started climbing down cautiously, bracing on protruding bits of junk.

At first it went smoothly, but the deeper he descended the tighter the space grew, making it hard to stretch his limbs.

Hiss. hiss. He exhaled slowly to keep calm.

The others probably saw this glow too but didn't dare risk it. He Wu could've gone for it if not for his fat frame. Seems staying lean really pays off.

Unable to breathe well, Miles distracted himself by thinking.

Maybe I really have a knack for this. He felt a flicker of pride recalling how he usually earned a few more credits than the others.

He had been scavenging since he was seven and knew every landfill in Xijing like the back of his hand. In both identifying valuable scrap and retrieving it, Miles was among the best in the city's scavengers.

Watching the glow brighten as he drew near, he prayed silently, Hope the card isn't too damaged.

Thin cards were fragile. Any loss of stored energy meant a drop in value.

Holding his breath, Miles reached out carefully for the card.
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Chapter 2: A Windfall
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Boom. boom. boom!

From the sky, a torrent of garbage came crashing down.

"You've got to be kidding! The last truck brought nothing but household trash! "

The scavenger boys shouted, venting their frustration.

Seeing Miles sprinting back with a bulging sack over his shoulder, He Wu withdrew his envious gaze and muttered, "Come on, the recycling station's about to close. Looks like we'll be playing thieves again tonight. "

"Sorry to keep you waiting. " Miles offered an awkward smile and greeted the group apologetically.

Seeing Miles safe and sound, Feng Ling's lips curved into a sweet smile, her two dimples deepening.

"Let's go too, cutie. "

Miles reached out and gently tapped the tip of Feng Ling's delicate nose.

"Wait a moment, I'll wipe your sweat. "

Feng Ling set down her sack and took out a pink handkerchief from her pocket to carefully wipe the sweat from Miles's face.

Only after He Wu and the others had walked a good distance ahead did Feng Ling finally put her handkerchief away with satisfaction. Miles quickly took her hand and hurried after the group.

After a long walk, the scavenger kids cut through side paths and arrived at a shabby building in the outskirts.

Hanging at the center of the roof was an signboard with five faded red characters: Qi's Recycling Station.

Because the northern landfill was far from Qi's recycling shop, there were only a few people left in line before closing.

"What's this? A Noah Communicator from over a hundred years ago! Kid, you must be new here. This is a recycling station, not an antique shop. Next! "

Thunk. A block-shaped item was tossed out from behind the counter.

The unlucky boy carrying the empty sack blinked back tears and walked away. Others covered their mouths to snicker, while Feng Ling bent down to pick up the so-called communicator and skipped forward to hand it back to the boy.

"Hey there, such a cute little doll. Come here and give uncle a hug! "

A scruffy, bearded shouted and tossed aside his own sack, slipping off his worn sandals as he stretched his arms toward Feng Ling.

Seeing the lunging toward her, the unlucky boy forgot the communicator and hurriedly darted away.

"Showtime. " He Wu whispered to his companions.

Hearing this, the boys turned their heads with amused grins, even Miles just motioned for Feng Ling to pass the communicator to him so he could take a closer look.

Beep! A streak of laser shot out from behind the counter, striking the scruffy man's sandals, instantly igniting them.

"Who dares cause trouble at my door! " a thunderous voice bellowed from inside the shop.

The scruffy trembled, hastily retreating with a pitiful expression, staring mournfully at his burning sandals.

"Nine credit points in total. Next. "

Since there hadn't been much of value collected that day, Miles's turn came quickly.

"Hello, Qi. " Miles greeted politely before presenting his day's haul and taking out an credit card from his chest pocket.

Edison Qi adjusted his glasses and broke into a rare smile. "Well now, Miles, you struck gold in the north today? What treasure have you brought me? "

The northern landfill was the largest in Xijing City, but also the most thoroughly picked over. Valuable scraps were rare, and Edison usually showed little interest in scavengers from there.

"Just had some business up north these days," Miles replied with a polite smile.

"These odds and ends. 11 credit points. This titanium-n alloy dagger, about 30 percent new, 17 points. Hey an electromagnetic core card! Let's see how much energy is left in it. "

Edison's voice rose in excitement.

He slotted the card into the universal reader at the counter, which immediately displayed the data.

"Six units left. Pity it's a one-time core. That makes it worth 113 credit points. Altogether, 141 points. "

Though he sounded regretful, the value exceeded Miles's expectations. Reusable cores were rarely discarded.

A 113-point core was nearly equal to ten days' worth of scavenging. Under the envious eyes of his companions, Miles handed over his credit card.

Beep! Hearing the pleasant chime of the transaction, Miles took back his card and bade farewell to He Wu and the others.

"That guy really hit the jackpot today. A hundred forty-one points more than all of us combined. "

As Miles turned to leave with Feng Ling in tow, he heard murmurs behind him.

Feng Ling patted the sack in Miles's hand and asked curiously,

"Brother, why's there still something in the bag? Are we going to the east-side recycling station too? "

"No need. We'll buy nutrient fluid first. The rest is some cables I found. I'll replace our worn-out wires later," Miles explained.

"Cables? Oh! You're still playing games. That's great! "

Feng Ling clapped her hands happily.

"Let's go. I keep my promises. But you have to keep yours too take good care of your mother. "

Miles gave a faint, wry smile.

"Mm. Mama got sick because of me. I'll take care of her. She always said that as long as you keep chasing your dream, you'll succeed. Miles, if you don't give up, you'll definitely become the best pilot in the galaxy. "

Feng Ling said solemnly, still sounding like the child she was.

Becoming a pilot required not only effort but also talent. If Miles could enter one of the Federation's four elite academies, he might still have a chance, but the tuition was astronomically high far beyond what he had saved.

Hearing her innocent words, Miles's eyes turned slightly red. He didn't dare make promises, only nodded. "Let's buy the nutrient fluid first. "

At the low-grade nutrient store in Xijing's north district, Miles queued for over twenty minutes before finally purchasing three tubes of vegetable nutrient for 45 points.

"Let's go home, Feng Ling. huh? Feng Ling? "

She had vanished.

"She's a good kid. She won't wander far. "

Miles reassured himself as he scanned the area.

Sure enough, a short distance away, Feng Ling stood before a fruit shop, her little face pressed close to a crimson fruit he didn't recognize.

When Miles stepped inside, even the breeze stirred by his movement carried the fresh, sweet aroma of the fruit.

He was about to pull her away when he saw her eyes filled with longing, her face glowing with pure happiness.

Her expression brought back memories of his own childhood before his parents died. He rubbed his nose, feeling a surge of emotion.

No matter how hard life gets, we can't lose faith in it.

Miles recalled his father's words, steadied himself, and then, moved by Feng Ling's innocent joy, said firmly,

"Boss, we'll take a pound of these. "

"Good choice. Fire-sand fruit. Thin skin, tender flesh, great flavor 50 points a pound. "

The shopkeeper assumed these slum kids had never tasted it and quickly introduced it.

"Miles, I just wanted to smell them. They're too expensive. Let's go home instead. "

Startled to see Miles about to pay, Feng Ling waved her hands anxiously.

"This isn't just for you. Your mother needs the nutrition too. Today I'll visit her with you. We'll buy some fresh vegetables and good meat later as well. "

Miles smiled reassuringly.

"Muah! Brother, you're the best! "

Feng Ling threw herself into his arms and planted a big kiss on his cheek.

Hiss. fruit, vegetables, meat. none of that is cheap! The shopkeeper gawked at the ragged scavenger boy still holding two trash sacks.

Then Feng Ling tugged at Miles's sleeve and asked,

"But if we buy all this, you won't be able to fix the mech. "

"It's fine. I'll figure something out. Boss, weigh us a pound of these fire-sand fruits. "

Miles said with calm confidence.

"Mech? Isn't that military equipment? What's a scavenger kid got to do with that? "

The shopkeeper muttered, dumbfounded.

If this kid really has connections. should I even charge him? What if he refuses to pay? The mechanically scooped out the fruit with a grimace, looking as if he might cry.

Only when he received Miles's credit card did he finally relax a little and, summoning his courage, asked,

"Kid, do you play War and Peace too? "
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Chapter 3: The Mechanical Apprentice
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"Brother, the fruit shop owner was so strange. He not only gave me a magic pear for free but even added half a pound of fire-sand fruit. Is it because you're a mechanical apprentice in War and Peace? "

Feng Ling held a magic pear in her right hand and a basket of fire-sand fruits in her left as she asked curiously.

"Hmm, I'm not sure. Maybe. "

Miles replied indifferently. In his left hand he carried vegetables and fresh meat, while in his right he held the usual garbage sack plus some seasonings.

"I thought combat pilots were the strongest. Are mechanical apprentices in the life professions that impressive? He seemed to be buttering you up and even asked you to join his guild. Want a bite? "

Feng Ling nibbled the pear lightly and offered it to Miles.

"Not really. Among mechanical repair professions, apprentice is the lowest rank. I'll pass. Save half for your mom. How's the taste? "

Miles's tone remained calm, unaffected by the shopkeeper's attention.

"It's really special. I can't describe it. I'll save the rest for later and share it with everyone. Are you going to join his guild? He said they'd pay you 300 credits a month. "

Feng Ling placed the pear back in the basket, carefully putting the bitten side facing up.

"Probably not. I just signed an apprentice contract with the system recently. Watch your step. We're almost home don't trip. If you fall, fine, but don't crush the fruit we bought for your mom. "

Miles pointed seriously at the basket swinging in her hand.

"Hmph, I won't fall. Who was it that slipped into a trash heap in the rain that day? If He Wu hadn't pulled you out, you'd have looked like a mud-spotted cat. "

Feng Ling stuck out her tongue playfully.

"Ha, don't just talk about me. That same night you cried after seeing your own shadow under a streetlamp. "

Miles shot back with a grin.

Their cheerful bickering lasted until they opened the door to the modest home.

"Mama, Miles came to see you! "

Feng Ling chirped like a happy bird as she carried the basket into the kitchen.

"Miles? Come, let me see you. You haven't visited in so long. "

A weak but delighted voice came from the bedroom.

Miles quickly set down his bags and hurried into the room.

"Leila, nothing special today. I just went scavenging at the northern landfill with Feng Ling. We did well and brought you a basket of fruit. "

Miles spoke warmly, sitting on a chair beside the bed where Ning Ping lay.

"The nutrient fluid you've been buying for us is already more than enough. You didn't have to waste money on fruit. I'm happy enough just to see you. "

Ning Ping's pale face even gained a hint of color as she smiled.

"It's nothing. Back then you helped care for my mother. I should repay you now. "

Miles said earnestly.

"Poor children grow up fast. You're so thoughtful, like an adult already. With you looking after Feng Ling, I feel at ease. "

Ning Ping said gently.

"Don't say that, Leila. I've looked into your illness online. you need to take care of yourself. Leave the chores to me and Feng Ling. "

Miles was about to tell her more when he heard Feng Ling's footsteps approaching and quickly changed the subject.

Feng Ling entered carrying a tray and spoke softly to her mother:

"Mom, the fruit's ready. First the amazing magic pear, then the tender and juicy fire-sand fruit, and finally Miles will show off his cooking skills. "

"Any news of your father lately. never mind, let's eat "

Before Ning Ping could finish, Feng Ling insisted on feeding her a slice of the pear.

Miles lowered his head and sighed. He had searched nearly every missing-person site but had found no trace of the man.

"Maybe with all the demolitions going on, he came back but couldn't find you. Perhaps you'll meet again soon. "

Ning Ping said with a faint smile to comfort them both.

"Let's hope so. Leila, I'll go make dinner. "

Miles's voice carried a trace of sadness as he rose to head for the kitchen.

"Brother, let's eat the fruit together with Mom first. "

Feng Ling tugged at his sleeve in a small, pleading voice.

Miles sighed, nodded, and patted her shoulder before sitting down again.

"I'm fine. Next time, don't buy this again. You need the nutrition more than I do. "

Ning Ping said gently.

Despite her words, most of the fruit ended up in Miles's and Feng Ling's bellies.

Night fell, and stars glittered in the sky.

The three of them sat beneath the starlight, chatting casually as they enjoyed their simple but heartwarming meal.

"Brother, your cooking is amazing. I'm stuffed! "

Feng Ling scraped her empty plate with a spoon, making a cheerful clinking sound.

"Indeed. Miles, you must have inherited your mother's skills. "

Ning Ping raised a thumb in praise.

"Haha, you're both flattering me. But I have to admit I enjoyed it too. Can't wait for our next meal together. "

Miles laughed brightly as he set down his chopsticks.

"Sis, help tidy the dishes. I'll help Leila back to bed. "

Miles said, patting Feng Ling's shoulder.

"No problem, brother. Leave it to me. You chat with Mom. "

Feng Ling nodded obediently.

Miles carefully supported Ning Ping as they moved to the bedroom. "Leila, I looked up your illness. With today's advanced technology, gene optimization could cure it. "

Ning Ping sighed. "Gene optimization needs a fortune in credits. I can't even work now. Sometimes I wish I could just fall asleep and never wake up, but I can't bear to leave Feng Ling. She's still so young. "

"Leila, don't worry about the money. Focus on staying healthy. I found that the cheapest surgery costs only eighty thousand credits. If I can save enough in two years, I can pay for it. I'll work hard for it. "

Miles said with determination.

Ning Ping thought he was only trying to comfort her. Even if she could work and spent nothing, saving that much in two years was impossible.

"It's all right. Everyone has to die someday. I'd rather join your mother and uncle. "

"Please don't give up. I've already become a mechanical apprentice in War and Peace. Once I advance to a mechanical specialist, I'll earn over ten thousand credits a month. Then we can afford your treatment. "

Miles spoke firmly to keep her spirits up.

"You always dreamed of being a great pilot. Why would you train in a life profession instead. it's all my fault. You and Feng Ling had to give up so much because of me. I even promised your mother I'd take care of you, but. "

Ning Ping broke down in tears, stroking his hair with trembling hands.

"It's fine. Learning more about mechanical principles and understanding different mechanical units will only help me as a mech pilot later. Leila, you have to be strong. Feng Ling needs you. As long as I'm alive, you'll never go hungry. "

Miles said softly as he helped her lie down, then kissed her trembling forehead.

"Rest well, Leila. I need to get home soon for my shift. "

He took two tubes of vegetable nutrient fluid from his pocket and placed them gently by her bedside before walking out.

"Brother, are you leaving already? Let me walk you out. "

Feng Ling said as she put down the dish she was washing.

"No need. Take good care of your mom. "

Miles waved without turning back, picking up his sack and leaving.

Thinking of Feng Ling still unaware of how serious her mother's illness was, Miles felt a pang of sorrow. He exhaled deeply and broke into a run, racing at full speed toward his home in the eastern district.
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Chapter 4: War and Peace
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Because his father had been a mechanical repair technician, Miles had been exposed to machinery from a young age. As he grew to understand mechanical principles, he developed a deep fascination with repairs and an intense desire to pilot a mech.

After his father disappeared and his mother passed away, Miles had believed he would never have anything to do with mechs again. But when he came across the powerful advertisements for War and Peace on various websites, he could not resist the pull.

The ads claimed that the game's Full-Data Simulation mode used real-world military data, making the experience nearly indistinguishable from reality. The boy who had long dreamed of piloting a mech saw a way to revive that dream and threw himself into researching the game on its official site.

To his astonishment, Miles learned that War and Peace was the first project jointly developed by the Federation and the Empire, incorporating authentic military data into a highly realistic simulation. Unlike other games built to generate profit, this one was designed to scout and train talent, and to provide real career opportunities for its players.

The game's professions fell into two broad categories: combat careers, for those who sought battle, and life careers, for those who sought peace. It even maintained detailed global rankings for every profession, each divided into two lists one for players under 18, the other for adults.

A high ranking for a minor could lead to admission letters from a variety of academies possibly even invitations from the Federation's Four Great Schools or the Empire's Three Noble Academies. For adults, ranking well could open doors to companies, corporations, families, and even the Federation or Empire military.

With such incentives and relentless advertising, nearly everyone knew the game offered not just income but a path to a dream future.

There were no age or academic requirements. Anyone with real skill combat or technical could thrive. To Miles, it was like a guiding light illuminating a brilliant road ahead.

Without hesitation, he logged into the Full-Data Simulation mode of War and Peace, chose the pilot profession, and climbed into the starter mech provided by the system, setting out on what he thought would be a heroic path.

Because of health protections for minors, the system strictly limited players under 18 to no more than eight hours of play each day. This forced Miles to cut his scavenging hours in half, as he now split his time between the game and earning a living.

With less time scavenging, his daily earnings barely covered a single tube of the cheapest nutrient fluid. Learning of this, Ning Ping often sent Feng Ling to deliver nutrient tubes to Miles and encouraged him to keep striving.

With their support, Miles threw himself into training fighting in the game until dawn, often sipping nutrient fluid while browsing player forums for combat tactics.

Just as Miles was devoting all his effort to mastering mech combat for a brighter future, Ning Ping's illness suddenly worsened.

The burden of supporting both Ning Ping and Feng Ling fell squarely on Miles's shoulders. Forced to choose survival over ambition, he gave up his combat career and switched to a life profession.

This choice had roots even earlier. When he had first entered the game, he had already been frustrated by poor equipment an outdated network headset and slow, scavenged cables.

The lag caused by the gear made every battle risky. Even a minor misstep could damage his mech, and damaged mechs required expensive repairs several times the cost of routine maintenance. His modest battle earnings barely covered upkeep.

Though he gradually overcame these disadvantages through sheer skill and careful tactics, the cost of supporting the household during Ning Ping's illness made it impossible to continue as a combat pilot.

He returned to his routine scavenging desperately by day to cover basic needs, and pursuing a life career in the game by night.

Within the game, he chose mechanical maintenance a profession tied closely to mechs. Ever since he was seven, he had often spent his nights poring over his father's repair manuals, tinkering under streetlamps with simple devices. This long habit gave him a solid foundation in mechanical repair.

With seven years of practical scavenger-style tinkering and an eagerness to learn, Miles quickly filled the gaps in his knowledge through online resources. In less than two months, he advanced to the rank of mechanical apprentice.

Miles arrived home late, panting as he pushed the door open, carefully sidestepping the unfinished metal contraptions scattered across the floor on his way to his bedroom.

He deftly replaced the worn-out wires with scavenged cables. When the indicator light turned from red to green, he put on the half-used, second-hand network headset he had bought six months ago from Qi's Recycling Station and logged eagerly into War and Peace.

Click. In the game world, the apprentice Miles pushed open the workshop's door.

Morning sunlight slanted in, gleaming off the array of power cards displayed on the counter. It was early in-game dawn. While waiting for customers to arrive, Miles picked up his toolkit and began performing maintenance on mechs sent in by clients.

This was the job tied to his apprentice contract with the system. Though it paid only 1 credit per hour less than what guild workshops offered Miles approached it with full dedication.

To advance from mechanical apprentice to mechanic, he needed to study more advanced mechanical theory, practice assembling and repairing components, and accumulate hands-on experience opportunities a standard guild could not provide.

As he gently polished the silver mech hull before him, Miles thought with quiet resolve:

I must advance to mechanical specialist and save 80,000 credits within two years.
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Chapter 5: Struggle
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"Wake up and make money. wake up and make money. "

The cheerful voice of Miles's homemade alarm went off the moment the clock's hand hit ten.

"Up we go. A new day, time to push forward! "

Miles leapt out of bed full of energy and called toward the wall clock.

The voice-activated clock immediately fell silent.

After dressing and washing up in an orderly fashion, Miles glanced at the scattered metal parts on the floor before grabbing the sack by the door and sprinting toward the eastern landfill. Overhead, jet-cars roared past, and once in a while he spotted an outdated winged bike.

He didn't need to look up to recognize the engines. By listening to the roar, he could tell whether the vehicle was powered by solar energy or combustible ice. Even if he saw just one part like a headlight he could identify the make and model, along with its weaknesses and strengths.

Not only did he understand the pros and cons of every mechanical unit, he had also spent years studying various mechs, knowing their designs as well as their flaws.

To Miles, this was nothing special. Aside from scavenging, it was his only hobby. What amazed him was that the repair notes his father had left ten years ago had already analyzed many of these mechanical weaknesses in detail, even offering modification strategies and predictions for their future development.

For example, one entry discussed the future of power sources for mechanical units. It noted that the planet was rich in magnetic energy limitless and everywhere. Humanity had long learned to harness it, from inventing compasses to launching high-speed maglev trains, proof that mankind had always sought to use magnetism more effectively.

The notes predicted that in the near future, high-density magnetic energy drive cards would be developed, replacing the dual-engine systems of combustible ice and solar power, becoming the dominant energy source for next-generation machines.

The more Miles learned about mechanics, the more fascinated he became by his father's notebooks especially the almost visionary insights into mech design. Had he not known his father was just an ordinary repairman, he might have thought the was a prophet.

As warm sunlight bathed his face, Miles ran forward, pride swelling as he recalled the wisdom in those notes.

When his stomach finally growled too loudly, he slowed down, unzipped his chest pocket, and carefully took a sip of nutrient fluid. Feeling the hunger abate slightly, he resolutely capped the tube and pressed on toward the landfill.

After about half an hour, he reached the eastern landfill where he joined other scavenger boys, all standing silently with their heads tilted back, waiting for the first garbage truck of the day.

From 10:30 in the morning, Miles began at the eastern landfill closest to home, then moved on to the southern one. If he had a good haul, he would also visit the northern landfill to collect metal scraps he could use for his own mechanical experiments.

He usually returned home before seven in the evening, using the remaining daylight to tinker with inventions. At nine sharp, he would log into War and Peace and work there until five in the morning before finally resting.

This disciplined routine continued for three months.

Over those three months of relentless effort, Miles fully mastered the repair knowledge for every common type of mechanical unit. Thanks to his regular tinkering, he also developed solid hands-on skills, able to assemble components and fit them with precision.

He thought he was ready for promotion to mechanic, but the qualification exam in the game proved otherwise.

During routine mech maintenance, he hadn't noticed the game lagging much. But during repair tasks that required rapid input, he often found that the system's response was delayed. By the time he reacted to what he saw on the screen, the exam's strict time limit had already expired.

It was the same problem he had faced as a combat pilot lag caused by slow data transmission through scavenged cables and an outdated headset. Whenever the workload became intense, the system stuttered badly.

Though frustrated, Miles refused to give up. To save enough for Ning Ping's medical treatment, he had no choice but to push forward.

He couldn't upgrade the internet or the headset, but he could still improve his hand speed and reaction time.

Even if the visual feedback lagged behind, if he could picture the repair process in his mind and rely on his own internal simulation instead of the delayed screen, then react swiftly with his hands, he might still succeed.

To train himself, Miles scoured the internet for exercise methods:

binding sandbags to his wrists for weighted hand-speed drills,

hanging twelve sandbags from the ceiling to dodge for reflex practice

anything the landfill could provide.

He even gave up his part-time apprentice hours in the game to dedicate his days entirely to training his body and reflexes. At night, he assembled simple metal contraptions in total darkness to refine his tactile precision.

As soon as his body adapted, he increased the weights on his wrists and the number of sandbags. Once he mastered simple assemblies, he moved on to more complex projects. This relentless self-torture paid off. His progress was rapid.

After more than three months of such extreme effort, Miles felt his reaction time and hand speed had improved dramatically.

Brimming with confidence, he attempted the mechanic exam again.

In the game, as he repaired a mech, his hands moved at blinding speed. The heavy workload made the visuals freeze into still images that changed only after long pauses. Miles ignored the stuttering feed, keeping his eyes shut while visualizing each step in his mind, his fingers dancing to fit every component precisely into the mech's circuits.

Against all odds, in such a grueling environment, Miles advanced from mechanical apprentice to mechanic.

His hourly pay in the game increased with the promotion, yet Ning Ping's illness worsened. Seeing her gradually lose her speech and sight, Miles abandoned his plans to upgrade his network cables or headset, instead using his hard-earned credits to buy medicine to prolong her life.

It had already taken nearly half a year to move from apprentice to mechanic. With barely over a year left before the window for effective treatment closed, Miles couldn't rest. He immediately began studying complex component schematics to prepare for the next leap to mechanical specialist.

The challenge was far greater than before. While a mechanic only needed to analyze two-dimensional circuit diagrams to locate and fix damaged parts, a specialist had to understand the internal structures of tens of thousands of mechanical units, then successfully modify them so that the system would not reject the changes but instead recognize improved performance.

Battle mechs of every shape, support mechs, combat drones, auxiliary units

even for a genius, learning the modifications for one unit each day would take more than twenty years.

Becoming a specialist required not just talent but also deep experience. So far, no minor had ever achieved that title in the Full-Data Simulation mode.

For someone as obsessed with mechanics as Miles, who spent every spare moment studying machines, this was less daunting than it sounded.

Pressed for time, he focused only on the latest mech models and components not covered in his father's notes. After three months of intense preparation, he applied for the specialist exam.

The exam randomly assigned one unit and required the candidate to modify it to achieve a 5% improvement in overall performance within the time limit, with the system accepting the changes as valid.

In the game, Miles tapped the start button on the screen, closed his eyes, and prayed nervously:

"Please let me get a unit I know well. Mom. bless me. "

A mechanical voice announced:

"Target selected. Your assigned unit is the Model 2009 Fangtooth Fighter Jet. "

An unassuming, battered-looking aircraft appeared before him. Miles instantly recalled his father's notes on it.

The Fangtooth Fighter had once been a top-tier weapon of the Zhonghua Nation, renowned for its combat prowess and devastating firepower. The 2009 model, though deliberately disguised to look worn, had been worth over 300 million at the time of its creation a testament to its extraordinary nature.

Because it was nearly two centuries old, it offered many opportunities for improvement, making the task relatively approachable.

Guided by his father's insights, Miles worked with swift precision, his hands flying as he modified the scaled-down fighter.

After a long session of concentrated effort, the green completion light finally lit up.

The AI voice spoke with a hint of regret:

"Modification complete. The unit's firing range and startup speed increased total performance by 8%. However, you exceeded the time limit of 35 minutes. Your total time was 57 minutes. Please try again. "

Miles tilted his head and sighed at the screen. "Seems it's not just lag. I still need to be faster. "

Determined, he resolved to continue honing his skills.

For another four months, he put every training method he could find into practice, further boosting his speed and reaction. Feeling ready, he applied for the exam again.

This time, his luck turned for the worse

he drew one of the most complex units: the Amphibious Crocodile Battle Mech.

He had little experience with beast-type mechs, and his father's notes offered no guidance. Still, clinging to a sliver of hope, he trusted in his honed reflexes and hand speed.

To his shock, he failed within a single minute. And not because he was too slow

but because he was too fast.

The flurry of lightning-quick inputs overwhelmed the outdated headset, causing the system to crash and force a reboot.

Frustrated but undeterred, Miles reapplied for the exam as soon as the system came back online.

This time he deliberately held back, working more thoughtfully

but to his dismay, the same thing happened. The headset crashed again.

He realized then that speed alone wasn't the key. The solution was rhythm keeping his movements at a consistent, steady pace that the system could handle.

It was simple in theory but hard in practice. Maintaining a perfectly even tempo over a long period often led to slipping out of rhythm, distorting his motions.

To master this, Miles trained himself to move in steady, uniform motions not only in the game but also in everyday life

while scavenging, while running.

After a month of this dual-world discipline, he finally grasped the technique. To his surprise, working in an even rhythm also conserved his stamina, allowing him to work longer without fatigue.

Over the next nine months, Miles tackled nearly every mech model in the system's random draws. Thanks to his ever-improving control of tempo, he at last achieved his goal

successfully advancing to mechanical specialist.
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The sunset painted the sky in brilliant red and gold.

Boom. boom. boom.

The last garbage truck of the day tilted and dumped out a heap of scrap metal.

"Miles, what's with you today? Didn't work this morning, and now you've just been standing here all afternoon without even picking up a bag. Not planning to eat tonight? "

He Wu stared at Miles in disbelief. For the past two years, ever since Feng Ling's mother fell ill, Miles had worked like a madman sometimes hitting three or four landfills in one day. Seeing him just stand there, motionless as a post, was strange.

Miles ignored He Wu. He simply gazed around the landfill with a quiet, nostalgic look. This place had been part of his life for nearly ten years. Every corner held his footprints, every scrap pile a fragment of his childhood memories.

"What's the matter? Taking the day off because it's the weekend giving your stomach a rest? If you've got a problem, just say so. We're all brothers here. We'll help if we can. "

He Wu tossed down his sack and patted Miles on the shoulder.

"I'm leaving," Miles said quietly, his lips pressed tight as he turned to meet He Wu's questioning eyes.

"Leaving? Going where? Don't tell me you're moving to the westside landfill to strike it rich. That place is supposed to be pretty good. Want us to sing you a farewell song? "

He Wu rubbed his increasingly round belly with a crooked grin.

"Miles got an admission letter from an academy. He's going to school. "

Feng Ling put down her garbage bag, wiping sweat from her brow as she explained.

The scavenger boys all turned to stare at Miles in disbelief. He simply nodded.

"What? That coward actually got accepted by a school? "

"Yeah, they should've picked me instead. I'm way smarter. "

Grumbles of envy rippled through the group. He Wu clenched his fists and raised them in warning. The muttering stopped at once.

"Forget them. So, what planet's the academy on? I just made a bit of money myself. Don't want to keep working here either. Planning to do some traveling and maybe find a new job. If I can, I'll come find you. "

He Wu grinned, his eyes glinting with mischief.

Star travel cost serious credits. Miles knew He Wu must have made more than "a bit of money," but he said nothing. "It's called Westwind Academy, on Wenslan Star. It's a brand-new school, just opened this year. I'm not too sure exactly where it is," Miles replied honestly.

"Wenslan Star? That's right in the gap between the Federation and the Empire. I hear there are pirates around there. You'd better be careful. What's the name of the academy again? I'll look you up if I visit. "

He Wu patted Miles's shoulder in concern.

Yi Yun tilted her head in puzzlement. "Miles, didn't the Four Great Schools of the Federation and the Three Noble Academies of the Empire all send you admission letters? Why go to some new school instead? "

Aside from Yi Yun and Feng Ling, the others were stunned speechless by the mention of those prestigious names.

Miles shot Feng Ling a sharp look for spilling the secret. He was just about to come up with an excuse when a laugh rang out from the distance.

"Haha! He Wu, so you're here. "

A tall, thin figure strolled toward them.

A hushed, fearful whisper rose from the scavengers. "Fang. it's Fang from the Westside. "

"Damn it, it really is Fang! Miles, take Feng Ling and Yi Yun and get out of here! "

He Wu's voice dropped to a nervous whisper.

"Well, well. you dared to steal from my boss's territory. Don't think you can just walk away so easily! "

Fang grinned with arrogant delight.

Behind him appeared more than a dozen youths, all about eighteen or nineteen, alloy rods in hand, blocking the exit completely.

He Wu stepped forward and thumped his chest. "Fang, I told them to take it. It's got nothing to do with them. If you want a fight, come at me. "

"Tch. Like I care. We'll fight and rob you too. Hand over all your credit cards. And don't mess up the PINs. "

Fang sat down lazily, speaking as if he owned the place.

"That's not according to the rules. We pay our dues to our own boss in the north every month. Let me handle it. "

Miles didn't pick up any weapon. He gave Fang's position a quick glance and, knowing the terrain of the northern landfill by heart, mapped out his attack path in his mind.

I'm leaving for Wenslan Star tomorrow anyway. Might as well not hold back tonight. Let's see just how strong I've become. He sprang forward like a released arrow.

"Don't throw your life away! "

He Wu shouted, reaching out to grab him but catching only empty air.

"Whoa. who is that? Such explosive speed! "

Fang's eyes widened in surprise.

Two of the nearest thugs saw the lean boy charging and swung their rods down without hesitation.

"Miles, watch out! "

Feng Ling cried, her face tense with worry.

"Come back, Miles! "

He Wu shouted anxiously.

The bystanders looked on with mixed fear and pity

only Yi Yun's eyes sparkled with excitement.

Miles didn't flinch. The attackers' swings were fierce but sloppy, their teamwork clumsy. They left far too many openings.

He pivoted sharply, dodging to the side, and as he slipped past them his fists shot out like a storm, hammering their vulnerable ribs.

"Ah! Ugh! "

Two cries of pain rang out as both thugs crumpled to the ground.

"Fast, precise, ruthless. that's mech combat technique. Interesting. "

Fang's eyes gleamed.

The rest of the thugs rushed to help, seven or eight of them swinging their alloy rods in unison. The overlapping shadows of their weapons wove a barrier that seemed to block every escape route. Retreat would mean being surrounded by all of them at once a situation Miles could not afford.

Instead of backing down, Miles surged forward. His feet tapped lightly against the ground as he slipped through the strikes with startling agility.

Dodging as he moved, he counter-attacked in smooth, practiced motions

a lunge, a straight punch, a turn, a side kick. Like a young tiger, he struck with fierce precision. Each punch dropped an opponent. Each sharp, swift kick left another one groaning on the ground.

"Speed defines power. Not bad, not bad. didn't think the northside had someone this skilled. "

Fang rose to his feet, watching Miles with keen interest.

Seeing their comrades taken down so easily, the remaining youths tightened their formation, stepped forward as one, and swung their alloy rods at Miles in a coordinated, savage assault.

Characters in this chapter:
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Miles's clean, decisive strikes left the scavenger boys frozen in shock. Only Yi Yun arched her brows and said proudly,

"You guys really don't know anything. Don't you realize that if Miles can get admission letters from the Federation's Four Great Schools and the Empire's Three Noble Academies, he's no ordinary person? "

A blond boy glanced at Yi Yun's smug expression, then turned to He Wu in disbelief. "Come on, He Wu, didn't you say he was timid and cowardly? How's he this fierce in a fight? "

"Hell if I know! " He Wu grumbled, his face wrinkling into a look of helplessness. "Honestly, he usually doesn't even dare to act as a lookout. "

While they talked, Miles moved like a storm. Using the combat techniques he had learned in War and Peace, he swiftly knocked down the rest of the gang and shot forward like an arrow straight at Fang.

Seeing Miles close in, Fang's brows rose. "Trying to use mech combat moves against me? You're still too green. "

He thrust out his palms, slicing at Miles's fists from the side, and twisted his wrists to try to catch them.

Miles reacted instantly pulling back his fists in a flash, sliding his left foot, twisting his waist and pivot leg, then lashed out in a sharp whipping kick.

The distance was too short for Fang to dodge. But he didn't panic he lowered his center of gravity, crouched slightly, drew back his left hand to his waist, and solidly blocked Miles's fierce kick.

Deflecting the attack, Fang seized his chance to counter. His right foot whipped up and drove straight toward Miles's chest like a thunderbolt.

Miles had to retreat a step, his face flushed, breath rough. The prolonged fight had sapped his strength.

Fang stayed still, made no further move, only watched Miles with a slight, scornful smile his eyes seemed to say, "So this is all you've got. "

Catching his breath and regaining focus, Miles locked his gaze on Fang's left thigh.

"So, you noticed my weakness this fast. "

A sharp glint flashed in Fang's eyes as he shifted his hands into blade-like palms, poised to counter.

Miles stepped forward lightly, his body moving at a steady rhythm, circling Fang in an arc.

Fang had to adjust his stance in steps, keeping his front toward Miles to prevent being attacked from behind.

Suddenly, Miles lunged forward, using his momentum to kick sharply at Fang's left thigh.

Fang flinched and pulled back his injured leg, sweeping his arm to slash at Miles's face.

Miles ignored the strike completely. He changed the forward kick into a sweeping one, still targeting Fang's left leg.

"This brat. going for an all-out trade! "

Fang grimaced and had to shift from offense to defense.

When the scavenger boys saw Fang forced into retreat and unable to counter, they cheered and waved their arms in excitement.

Encouraged by their cheers, Miles pressed the attack, circling and striking relentlessly. Fang gritted his teeth, focusing all his effort on dodging and parrying.

Miles's breathing grew louder and rougher, but he refused to slow down. Fang, panting too, cursed aloud,

"Damn you! So stubborn! You should've joined our boss Tiger. What a waste of talent. What still coming?! "

Miles stepped in with his left foot, leaned forward, and launched a sharp side-kick with his right leg. Though exhausted, his strikes still carried speed and power.

His strong kick slammed into Fang's injured left thigh.

Fang tried to retreat, dragging his hurt leg, but it was too late. Already worn out, he couldn't evade the blow.

He cried out in pain, clutching his thigh, and shouted without a shred of pride,

"Enough! I give up! You're tough I can't beat you! "

"We're leaving. I'm done with this anyway. Somebody else will settle this score later. "

Fang gave Miles a long, measuring look, then limped away with his gang, all hobbling like wounded dogs.

Miles exhaled a heavy breath and dropped down to sit on the ground.

He Wu rushed over to massage his shoulders and arms while grumbling,

"Damn, you've been hiding your strength all this time! Didn't expect you'd handle all of them so easily even that Westside Fang couldn't take you! "

"If he wasn't already injured, I wouldn't have won," Miles admitted weakly, looking a little down.

With He Wu supporting him, Miles slowly got back on his feet, his chest tight with mixed emotions. All the bitter training to improve his reflexes and speed. yet defeating one injured gang leader still felt so hard.

Seeing Miles's dejected look, He Wu tried to comfort him. "Hey, don't get discouraged. Fang's about as strong as Leopard, and beating him isn't easy. You're only sixteen there's plenty of potential ahead. Let's go before more trouble shows up. "

"Yeah, Fang's got soldier genes from his dad in the Federation army. No wonder he's strong. Nothing strange about it," another boy added.

"Exactly. He's just riding on inherited genes. Otherwise how could he be a gang leader in the Westside at seventeen? "

"Miles, don't let it get to you. You're amazing too took down all those punks like it was nothing. "

"Right. If you hadn't stepped in, we'd all be lying on the ground right now. Let's get moving! " He Wu barked at the others.

"Don't you think Miles has talent too? I think he's no worse than Fang," Yi Yun murmured.

The dim streetlight cast their shadows long and slanted on the ground.

"Miles, here's your stuff. Come up for a bit,"

Feng Ling said softly, holding a garbage bag in one hand and offering two credit cards with the other.

Miles took only one of the cards. "Keep the other one. There's nearly a hundred thousand credits in it. Take your mother to the clinic tomorrow you remember the address. I won't come up. I'm leaving for Wenslan Star tomorrow. Take care of each other. "

Feng Ling's nose twitched as tears welled up. She threw herself into his arms, sobbing. "Miles. will we see you again? I don't want you to go. "

Images of their years together flashed through Miles's mind like lantern slides. He gently stroked her short auburn hair and said quietly,

"We'll see each other again. I promise. "
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A neat stack of paper documents lay on the polished desk.

A in a designer suit, gold-rimmed glasses perched on his nose, black leather shoes shining like mirrors, leaned back in his chair with a smug smile. "Even if the Federation hacks the databanks, they can't steal fashioned paper records. Ha! "

He picked up the top file, flipped open the first page then froze. His eyes went wide, his teeth clenched his lower lip, and his expression darkened.

Personal Profile

Name: Miles

Gender: Male

Age: 16

Height: 1? m

Highest Education: Second grade, Weisfu Elementary School

Occupation: Scavenger

Skills / Interests: Able to quickly sort reusable metal scrap, sharp eye for valuable waste, enjoys games and sports, dreams of piloting a mech. Personal Assessment: Passionate about mech piloting, skilled in maintenance, repair, and modification; athletic, adept at games and computer use; good communicator with strong teamwork and leadership potential; observant, analytical, responsible, quick to learn, independent in problem-solving.

"The highest education is elementary school, occupation is scavenger, and his specialty is. sorting garbage? Are you kidding me? Boss Qiro, get over here and look at this. Handing an admission letter to a guy like this is beyond unprofessional! "

The refined-looking burst out in a rough voice.

"My dear third brother, the learned Ronaldo Xile,"

a fat seated at a console replied without slowing the frantic tapping of his fingers across the colorful keys,

"you just earned two doctorates even if they're fake so mind your language. If a student hears you cursing, it won't suit your lofty image as an instructor. "

"First page, and it's a garbage picker. You can't be serious! "

Xile slammed the file down and glared at Qiro.

"It's real. I personally sent him the admission letter. I know he's barely schooled and works as a scavenger, but look at the remarks. "

"A prodigy? "

Xile flipped to the notes, scoffed, then suddenly paused. "Come on, Boss. So he's a mechanic expert in War and Peace. Big deal. A mechanic expert only modifies machines. wait hold on. Full-simulation channel? No way. He's only sixteen. How could he already be a mechanic expert? "

The fat stopped typing, turned his head with a broad grin. "Ha! That's why I put him on the first page. Sixteen and already a mechanic expert this kid's a genius. If his piloting skills are as good, he'll be the ace of Westwind Academy. "

"At sixteen he understands machines this deeply. even if he's never flown a mech, picking it up will be easy. Damn it, Boss Qiro, how did you lure a prodigy like that to Westwind? "

Qiro's chins bunched together in a delighted grin. "He made a living scavenging, right? I not only waived all his tuition but gave him thirty-thousand credits as a scholarship. He loves mechs, so in War and Peace I sent him a Silver-class mech with all skill cards plus a brand-new Storm Condenser Power Core worth over twenty-thousand credits. Ha! He signed up right away. "

Xile's face twisted with outrage. "Are you kidding me? That's nearly a hundred-thousand credits! And that Silver-class mech with all the cards you promised it to me! You. you're too much! "

Qiro waved him off. "You don't have time to play anymore. Starting tomorrow you'll run military training with Second Brother. Since you've got two doctorates, we don't even need to hire instructors you'll teach the whole curriculum. "

"I have to run boot camp and teach all the classes? I protest! Strongly! "

Catching Qiro's unfriendly glare, Xile muttered,

"At least call it something else. We're the great Swarm Raid Pirate Crew. We can't use a boring word like military training. it should be Pirate. Special. Training. "

"Looks like all that gaming's rotted your brain you're actually talking back. "

Qiro's face hardened.

"Boss, it's not like I want to play all day,"

Xile grumbled, bracing his thumb on the desk and leaning forward until his body hovered parallel to the floor in a show of core strength. "It's this cursed blockade. Us, the mighty Swarm Raid Pirates, reduced to running a school on Wenslan Star just to keep up appearances. Without looting, life is painfully dull. If I didn't have games, I'd rust. "

Qiro's eyes narrowed. "You think we rushed to set up Westwind Academy just to look legitimate? "

Xile flinched under his glare. "Of course not. We need to lie low from the Federation and Empire and, well. we do need a channel to launder money. "

Qiro sighed. "You and Second never pay attention to the big picture. You spend all day gaming or chasing girls, he tinkers with mechs and trains his brain field. Don't you see what's coming? "

Xile kept quiet.

"Because of the crystal mines, the Empire and the Federation are clashing more and more. We pirates are caught right between their territories. Both sides are using the excuse of hunting us to probe each other's strength. "

"No wonder so many pirate crews are changing careers starting companies, opening mines. The Empire and Federation both want to use us as the first targets,"

Xile muttered.

Qiro shot him a glare for interrupting. "Remember, War and Peace is just a smokescreen to distract the public. Real war isn't far off. We have to train with the strictest standards tougher than even the Federation's so that in two years this batch of students becomes the backbone of the Swarm Raid Pirates, each one breaking the limits of the human body. "

Xile hesitated, as if wanting to argue, but Qiro had already turned back to the console, fingers flying across the colored keys. "Go get ready. I'll push harder to finalize the training program. "

Xile glanced at the dense lines of tiny text scrolling across the screen and felt a chill on his scalp. He slumped his shoulders and shuffled out of the records room.
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Standing behind the counter, Miles smiled at the little girl in front of him. "Your mech's primary energy system was badly damaged. It's running only on the backup power core now that's why it flies so slowly. "

The girl pouted. "Can you fix it? "

"Of course," Miles nodded, though a hint of regret crossed his face. "But since the primary system was heavily damaged, repairing it without replacing the whole unit will still leave the mech slower than before. "

The girl frowned and huffed. "Ugh, it's all that stupid Devourer Beast's fault. I just bought this Blue Butterfly mech. "

Miles grinned brightly and pointed to a card displayed behind the counter. "If you really like the feeling of speed, I'd recommend upgrading to the new Storm Condenser Core. With a stronger power source, your mech's flight speed could reach over five hundred and fifty kilometers per hour. "

Her eyes widened. "Wow, really? My Blue Butterfly only ever hit three hundred and sixty before. "

"Heh. The Blue Butterfly's basic frame is excellent. It can fully unleash the Storm Core's power. Of course, we'd also rebuild the primary energy system to match the new core," Miles explained.

"Alright. how much will it cost? " she asked, glancing at the shimmering Storm Core.

"Because it requires a full refit of the energy system, it needs a mech-aviation mechanic expert to handle it. Our shop charges a modification fee of? credits. The Storm Core itself normally costs 21,500 credits, but since you bought your mech here, you get a ten-percent discount so 20,425 credits for the core, and a total of 21,1? credits for everything. "

The girl pursed her lips. "That's not too bad. How long will it take? "

Surprised since no one had ever asked such a basic question Miles blinked before explaining. "Normally we send it to the system's modification center. That takes about eight hours, so you'd pick it up tomorrow. But recently a new mechanic expert appeared in Kaichi City. If you need rush service, we can send your mech to him right away you'd have it back in about an hour. "

"Kaichi City's mechanic expert? Oh, I've heard of him. I even got a system alert about it. He's the only minor who's already a mechanic expert. That's so cool. "

She muttered to herself, then added,

"So you're not him, huh? I was wondering why you were so polite and even recommended a better core. I'll just come back tomorrow then. "

Ding. dong. ding. dong. ding. dong.

As the last customer left, the clock on the wall chimed six.

Closing time. Miles quickly shut and latched the doors and windows, then carefully checked every corner. Finding nothing out of place, he activated the remote security system, sealing every vulnerable point.

He had to be cautious players could rob NPC-staffed shops, and as long as the thieves weren't caught by patrols, they wouldn't be punished. If he lost the shop due to his own negligence, he'd lose this hard-won job and have to pay damages.

"Two years of contract work. finally done. Starting tomorrow, I can pilot mechs in battle again! "

Miles removed his full-simulation helmet and looked around the tidy dorm room, excitement in his eyes.

"Damn, this feels so good! Even grinding low-level mobs can drop skill cards. And the blue-light network here is so smooth almost three times faster than the green-light connection back home. Free tuition, food, and lodging. I definitely chose the right academy! "

Slant-Tooth ripped off his helmet, pumping his fist in delight.

When Miles had queued up to register a few days ago, he'd been surprised to see Slant-Tooth standing in the same line. Perhaps because they'd once fought each other, they ended up getting along; Slant-Tooth even invited Miles to share a dorm room with him.

"I thought you were off to join a guild war. Why the change of heart? "

Miles asked, glancing at him curiously.

"Guild war, my ass. There's a Federation soldier in that guild. Even if we join, we're just cannon fodder,"

Slant-Tooth snorted.

Miles stared out at the star-filled night sky beyond the window. "So you mean talent is like the stars visible but not all that useful on its own, mostly for disease prevention and treatment. But the real talent lies hidden, like satellites we can't see. The gift I have is really buried in that hidden genome. "

"Yeah," Slant-Tooth nodded. "That's a pretty good analogy. "

"You called it 'so-called talent. ' What should it really be called? "

Miles asked.

"There's no single definition,"

Slant-Tooth said, draining a drink and tossing the empty bottle cleanly into the trash. "Some people call it potential, some call it latent power, others call it the gene lock. But those who truly understand call it the body's limit. "

"So that's what body limit means. but what about surpassing the body's limit? I keep hearing that term in the game. What does it actually require? "

Miles asked, watching him.

After drawing the curtains, Slant-Tooth lay back on his bunk and said slowly,

"Surpassing the body's limit means learning to consciously draw on the latent power hidden in your genome. Anyone who can do that has essentially stepped into the ranks of evolved new humans. "

"It's normal you don't know. Even for soldiers of the Empire and the Federation, surpassing the body's limit is just a distant dream. Honestly, you're the one with true talent. As far as I know, in the full-simulation channel you're the only minor who's already a mechanic expert and you're only sixteen. Alright, enough talk. Lights out. Tomorrow the real training begins. "
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Westwind Academy auditorium.

"Roll call begins. When your name is called, stand up. "

"Miles! "

He didn't expect to be called first but reacted quickly and stood at once.

". Slant-Tooth. "

When Slant-Tooth beside Miles stood, only one student was still seated.

"Duven. Good. Roll call complete forty-three students, all present. Now let's welcome Principal Qiluo. "

A short, plain-looking fat strode to the podium. His face wore a warm, sunrise-like smile.

"Students, welcome. Please sit. Westwind Academy is delighted to have recruited such an excellent first class. On behalf of all our staff, I welcome you. "

Applause broke out below the podium.

"To motivate your studies, we've decided not only to waive all your tuition and fees, but also to provide free meals and lodging. At the end-of-term assessment, the top three students will share a scholarship of over 180,000 credits. "

The applause grew more excited.

"Of course, after discussion by our board, we decided to give you some pressure as well. With pressure comes motivation. Over the three-year program, we'll use an elimination system. In each year's final assessment, the last-place student will be expelled, while the second-to-last and third-to-last will face a vote by the board based on their overall performance. "

This time the applause was sparse.

"From that response, I can tell none of you want to be eliminated. I don't want to see it either. I sincerely hope all forty-three of you stay to the end and make Westwind Academy proud. Now I'll introduce the two instructors who will lead your three-month military training. Your training begins this afternoon. "

Another round of applause followed.

"The purpose of this training is twofold first, to forge your willpower, and second, to strengthen your bodies. Your performance in this period will count heavily toward your end-of-term grade, so take it seriously.

"This is your instructor, Mr. Ronaldo Xile. From today he'll be in charge of your physical conditioning. He also holds two doctoral degrees and will be one of your teachers.

"And this is your instructor, Mr. Evil Dragon. Don't be fooled by his youth he has unique insights in the field of mechs and will train your willpower. "

"Now, please proceed to the cafeteria for a hearty lunch. Remember, during the training period, whenever you hear the bell, drop everything and assemble at the field immediately. Anyone late by more than three minutes after the bell stops will face severe punishment. Good luck to you all. "

Perhaps moved by the principal's unusual opening speech, a sense of competition filled the students. As they walked toward the cafeteria, the crowd was silent.

The silence broke as soon as the first student stepped inside. "Whoa! Is this real? Roast chicken, roast duck, boiled fish. not gene-modified imitations! "

Student after student exclaimed as they saw real meat dishes neatly laid out on the tables.

All of them came from society's lower rungs. Few had ever tasted natural meat. Their excitement soon overcame any sense of decorum. They grabbed plates and started devouring the food hungrily.

Before long, the feast dwindled. Students who had stuffed themselves slowed down, chewing lazily just as a sharp bell suddenly rang outside.

"Assembly order! " the thought flashed through everyone's mind.

Ignoring the oil still on their lips, the students dropped their food and bolted for the training field.

"All present in less than two and a half minutes. I'm satisfied with your attitude, but your speed still needs work. Remember, the bell could ring at three or four in the morning,"

Xile said from the center of the field. He had exchanged his branded suit for camouflage fatigues. The smile on his face now carried an unsettling edge that made many shiver.

Xile gestured to the assistants behind him to distribute the gear and said with the same smile,

"Change quickly and put on all your equipment. We're going mountain-climbing. "

Miles took his pack, slipped into the camouflage uniform, hung the filled canteen across his chest, and hefted the heavy pack onto his shoulders. His years of scavenging told him it weighed at least twenty-five kilos. Fortunately, he was used to hardship and felt he could endure it.

"No one try to slack off. Mountain-climbing will be a daily drill. Each time you'll carry fifteen kilos up a sixteen-kilometer trail. Before every climb I'll inspect your gear forget even a pair of socks and you'll carry a rock to the summit as a penalty! "

No one complained. Satisfied, Xile ordered them to form a line, with Miles at the head, and start running along the marked route.

The long run to the foot of the mountain had already drained much of their stamina. On the climb itself, labored breathing rose from all sides. Each step felt heavier than the last, but no one fell behind. Determination burned in their eyes.

A brief rest at the summit helped, and the downhill trek was easier. Weary but determined, the group finally made it back to the academy's field.

In the cafeteria that evening, Xile surveyed the silent diners and called out,

"Good spirits, no one passed out today was only a warm-up. Starting tomorrow at five a. m., Instructor Evil Dragon will focus on tempering your willpower. After the mountain climb you'll do 200 push-ups, 200 sit-ups, and 30 weighted arm-pulls and dips before you can have breakfast. "

"Beyond the daily drills, there will be a test every ten days. Whoever ranks last that day won't get to eat. If two or more tie for last, none of them eat. "

"Damn it. as if the meals were enough to fill us,"

Slant-Tooth muttered in the corner to Miles.

Miles said nothing, quietly chewing his cornbread as if trying to draw every bit of strength from it.

The devil's training had begun.

Every morning they carried fifteen kilos for a five-kilometer hike, climbed the mountain, then did the 200 push-ups, 200 sit-ups, and 30 weighted pulls and dips. Fail to finish, no breakfast which in any case was a single cornbread, a plate of shredded carrots, and a bowl of soup, barely enough to fill the stomach.

As soon as breakfast was over, formal lessons began. Before both lunch and dinner they had to run a five-kilometer obstacle course; fall behind and you didn't eat. Even those who qualified never got enough food.

Training lasted close to twenty hours a day. Only after midnight could they drop their gear and collapse into bed sometimes the bell would sound again at three or four in the morning for emergency assembly. They were sore all over and often too exhausted to sleep.

Injuries were common, but advanced medical treatment kept them going. The crushing fatigue, however, lingered until the end of the training period.
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Chapter 11: Rapid Progress
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Westwind Academy, Principal's office. The top three leaders of the Beesting Pirate Group were gathered together.

"Boss, these students really have solid physical endurance," Xile said as he flipped through the training reports, sighing. "They've survived such brutal military training. Pity there are too few of them otherwise, we could rise to become the dominant pirate group. "

"Don't be so nave," Evil Dragon sneered from where he lounged on the sofa, eyes half-closed. "Do you think only our Beesting Pirates know how to replenish our ranks? Other pirate groups are also recruiting. "

Qiluo kept tapping away at the colorful buttons on his console as he responded,

"True, there's nothing we can do about that. We're still a newly established academy. In terms of reputation and resources, we can't compete, no matter how high a price we offer. But although our numbers are small, we can maximize their potential. If even one-fifth of them can break through the body's natural limit, the Beesting Pirates will stand above the other pirate groups. By the way, how has Miles been doing lately? "

Among all the students, Qiluo's greatest concern was Miles. Xile's expression turned a little smug as he replied,

"Very impressive. His footwork is unusually agile, his body remarkably flexible. But what's truly amazing are his reflexes and speed they feel on par with Second in his prime. His overall strength still lags behind, but his potential is the best among them. "

"Hmph. Potential. That's all it is potential," Evil Dragon mocked, crossing one leg over the other. "His genetic makeup is completely ordinary. In terms of raw physical power, he's at the bottom of the class weak strength, poor stamina, terrible constitution. With that kind of body, he doesn't even qualify to pilot the worst mech. You'd be better off assigning him to operate auxiliary mechanical units that's where he might actually shine. "

Hearing this, Qiluo's face darkened.

He had once believed Miles's talent could make him the academy's ace, but he hadn't expected the boy's physical stats to be so abysmal. Outside of the game and simulation, Miles couldn't even meet the minimum requirements to pilot a mech in real life.

That remark had struck a sore spot. Qiluo's tone hardened as he said through clenched teeth,

"Yes, his foundation is weak. Xile, come here and take this training plan. I drafted it specifically for the few with hidden potential. Since there's still room to grow, we'll squeeze every last drop of it out of them. "

He tossed a printed training sheet across the desk.

Xile scanned it briefly and exclaimed,

"Seriously, Boss? This regimen is tougher than what Imperial soldiers go through! Even Federation soldiers might not withstand it. "

Qiluo shook his head coldly. "No mistake. That's why I'm giving him two months of buffer time. "

"But isn't that too much for a sixteen-year-boy? " Xile asked with a pained expression.

"His parents were ordinary folk, so his genes aren't anything special. If he doesn't rely on his own effort, how can he make up for what nature didn't give him? "

Qiluo sighed. "I know you've grown close to Miles, but don't overprotect him. How do you know he's unwilling? He grew up at the very bottom of society, enduring humiliation. He understands better than anyone that nothing comes easily. When given even the smallest chance, someone with no retreat will cling to it and fight with all they've got. That's why we admitted kids from the slums street thugs, scavengers whose mech piloting was practically at rookie level. "

Xile nodded in understanding. "I get it. I wasn't born much better off myself. But Boss. isn't this a bit too soon? "

"Not at all," Qiluo replied firmly. "I'm already preparing the regimen for after these two months. Only those useful to our pirate group deserve to stay. If Miles can't keep up with the others and drags them down, why would we keep him? We're pirates, not philanthropists. Don't ever forget that. "
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Chapter 12: Secret Training
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Even though Miles had been tormented to the brink of death by his mentor in the game the night before, he still arrived at the gravity chamber at six in the morning, full of energy.

Finding that Instructor Xile had not yet arrived, Miles leaned against the wall and recalled the combat drills his mentor had put him through in the game the previous night. The practical experience had taught him much about mech combat, and he felt that taking this mentor had been worthwhile.

"Miles, you're here already? I didn't lock the door come on in! "

Xile's familiar voice came from inside the chamber.

Surprised that Xile was there so early, Miles pushed the door open, only to be stunned by what he saw.

The gravity chamber was usually so spacious that when Miles trained there alone, it felt almost empty. Now, nearly every inch of space was crammed with equipment of all shapes and sizes.

"Ugh, I'm exhausted. Stayed up all night setting this place up just the way I wanted. "

Xile muttered as he worked. His hair was messy, his once-immaculate suit now smudged with dirt, but his spirit remained bright, as energetic as ever.

"There's a training schedule posted on the wall. Take a look while I finish adjusting the equipment. I'll demonstrate the techniques for you after I'm done. "

Miles stared at the chart in disbelief. The daily regimen listed over fifty different exercises no two quite the same. Each clearly targeted a different aspect of physical development.

Even more astonishing were the detailed data columns, specifying optimal duration, exertion levels down to the minute, and the best times for each type of exercise. This plan had clearly been tailored to ensure the greatest possible gains.

Just creating such a meticulous program must have taken an enormous amount of time and effort. Miles rubbed his temples, awed and a little overwhelmed.

Seeing the boy's stunned expression, Xile said as he adjusted a machine,

"Miles, for the first week you must follow this schedule exactly. After that, you'll have some freedom to choose your own focus. Don't find it dull later I'll explain why each step matters. "

By the time Xile had set up all the equipment, Miles had carefully read through the entire training plan.

"I imagine you've understood most of it by now," Xile said. "I'll explain briefly what these exercises will improve. But first, let me ask how many basic components make up physical fitness? "

Seeing Miles hesitate, Xile answered himself:

"Five: strength, speed, endurance, flexibility, and agility. "

"Among these five, the most critical are strength, endurance, and flexibility. These three define overall physical quality. To improve, you must focus on them. No matter how good your speed or agility is, without a solid foundation in the other three, you won't go far. "

"Strength is the explosive power of your muscles. Flexibility is the range of motion of your joints and the elasticity of ligaments, tendons, and muscles. Endurance is your ability to keep moving despite fatigue. They're interconnected neglecting one will drag down the others. Proper training means balancing all three. "

"In your case, your speed, flexibility, and agility are already excellent among the best of all students but there's still room for improvement. The exercises for those are fewer, but more technically demanding. What really needs work are your strength and endurance likely due to years of poor nutrition. Most of the exercises target those weaknesses. They're not as technically hard, but they require long hours. "

"There are three principles for improving physical fitness:

First, train according to the individual. Choose methods suited to your age, gender, and condition. Second, keep at it. The human body grows stronger with use and weakens with neglect. Consistency is key. Third, progress gradually. Don't rush raise your targets step by step. This program has been tailored specifically for you based on those principles. "

"Miles, to improve your physical fitness, you'll likely need to spend at least the next two years training here, with no less than ten hours a day. Every fifteen days I'll increase the difficulty and provide better equipment. "

"I hope you understand the situation. If you don't push yourself, you'll be the one eliminated this term. Do you understand? "

Xile fixed Miles with bloodshot eyes.

Miles had long since prepared himself for the worst. He answered calmly,

"Third Brother, I understand. I'll train hard. "

"That's the spirit. At least I didn't waste a whole night of gaming for nothing. "

Looking at Miles, full of fighting spirit, Xile saw a reflection of his own younger self. Smiling, he patiently guided the boy through the use of each machine and taught him the correct posture and method.

There were so many exercises that by the time Xile had finished demonstrating them, it was already noon. With a friendly pat on a nearby crate, he said,

"Come on, Miles. This is for you. "

Opening the crate, Miles found rows of nutrient vials, each glowing faintly green.

"Miles, I know you'd rather not waste time eating, but you must take these on schedule and keep up your training. Otherwise, you won't last. "

Xile's voice was firm but kind. These weren't the free, low-grade vials provided by the academy they were premium supplements he had bought himself at a cost of over sixty thousand credits.

"Third Brother, you have one too! "

Miles held a vial in both hands and offered it respectfully to Xile. He didn't say thank you, but his eyes were full of deep gratitude.

"Haha, all right. Cheers! "

Xile clinked his vial against Miles's, and together they drank them down.

"Miles, I have to get to class. Start your training. The effects might not show right away, but stick to the plan and your body will grow stronger. "

Xile waved as he left.

The training was grueling and repetitive, yet the exercises kept changing, the difficulty climbing steadily. No matter how tough it got, Miles never thought of quitting.

Beyond his physical training, Miles still logged into the game every day. He spent several hours improving his skills in repair and modification, and the rest of the time training in combat under the tutelage of his mentor, "Falcon. " The two would often exchange insights into mech piloting and battle tactics.
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Chapter 13: The War Begins
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"Has Miles's exam result come out yet? How did he do? "

Ciro kept tapping various colored buttons on the console as he asked the behind him.

"As you expected, big brother," Xile replied, opening the report. "Though his overall strength is just about mid-tier right now, his progress in some areas over the past year has been the fastest of anyone. "

"Miles's physical advantages aren't very pronounced, but his straight-line sprint is 100 meters in 10 seconds, and his obstacle sprint is 100 meters in 11 seconds both ranked first.

"Compared to his body, his performance in operating mechs and mechanical units is outstanding. When piloting mechanical units, his peak effective actions reached 563 per minute, with an average of around 507 not only first among all the students, but breaking Second Brother's record.

"His effective action rate is second only to Slant-Tooth's 83%, and even then Miles's 395 effective actions per minute is extraordinary.

"What's more, his synch rate with his mech has reached 62%. If not for his relatively weak body, which limits his piloting time to less than half an hour, his overall mech score would be the highest.

"In the final evaluation, he ranks 21st among all students. "

"Damn that cursed physical weakness," Ciro muttered with a sigh. "We've given him so many special training methods, and you've already spent sixty or seventy thousand credits on the best nutrient solutions, yet his physique still improves so slowly. You're just reporting the good news and leaving out the bad. Seventy-seven points worse than I expected. "

Xile passed the report over and pointed at a line. "But look at this, big brother: he destroyed 287 targets in 28 minutes of mech combat every one a clean one-hit kill. That's over 10 kills per minute, breaking the record you yourself set. It's only because his stamina limited his piloting time that his score wasn't higher. "

"A clean kill every time. that means his understanding of mechs has reached a near-perfect level," Ciro murmured, shaking his head slightly. "To control mechanical units with such speed and precision, and pilot mechs that well while nearly advancing to a full mechanical master. he really is a rare genius. "

Operating mechanical units and piloting mechs were very different things. Mechanical units required intense dexterous handwork, while a mech was controlled by the whole body. Skill in one didn't guarantee skill in the other.

Since Westwind Academy followed an elimination system where unqualified students were dismissed, Xile hastened to defend Miles:

"Big brother, improving the body just takes time. He's been pushing himself so hard he barely takes time to eat. With that level of effort, he'll keep getting stronger. "

Ciro nodded slowly. "All right. then he's just barely met my expectations. Since we've invested so much in him, it's time we got something back. Starting tomorrow, take him to our new base and let him begin with the most basic missions. "

"What? You've decided to bring him in so soon? "

Xile lowered the report and looked at Ciro in surprise.

"From what I've investigated, only Miles's background is truly clean," Ciro replied. "As long as he passes the mission trials and proves his loyalty, we'll draw him into the Swarm-Raid Pirates.

"But only after he breaks through the Physical Limit will he be worthy of being my brother. Don't look at me like that. If he had no value, why would we invest in him? "

The drugs and instruments needed for a Physical Limit breakthrough cost a fortune. That Ciro was willing to prepare them proved he recognized Miles's worth.

Understanding this, Xile quickly shook his head and said,

"That's not what I meant. I actually hope for it. It's just. Second doesn't seem to like him. "

"Don't worry about that," Ciro said, switching his console to a holographic display. "Second doesn't look kindly on anyone. I've already registered an alternate identity for Miles as a cover. Just make sure he adjusts his demeanor. Right now he's far too much like a straight-laced student not at all like a pirate. "

Xile chuckled. "Leave it to me, big brother. Wasn't I once a straight-laced graduate from one of the Federation's top four academies myself? If he can pass the trials, I'll turn him into a proper mad-dog pirate. "

"I've made my decision, Third Brother. "

Miles met Xile's eyes with a steady, sincere gaze.

"Just as big guessed, eh? Want to tell me why? Don't worry, I'm asking personally, not on behalf of the Swarm-Raid Pirates. "

Xile smiled.

"For my dream," Miles said firmly, his eyes bright with resolve.

Xile clapped his hands and laughed aloud. "You can now move freely even in four-times-gravity, and you've completed all seven missions flawlessly. Our evaluation of you is excellent. Welcome to the Swarm-Raid Pirates. "

"But you still haven't reached the Physical Limit. For now you're just a regular recruit. If you want to be my Fourth someday, keep training hard and reach that Limit. Then you won't hear applause just from me. "

Xile held out his fist.

Their fists met with a solid bump. "Third Brother, how do I reach the Physical Limit? " Miles asked.

"Your current ability is fine. Judging by your physical progress, it should be soon. Don't worry Ciro is already preparing the drugs and equipment for your guided breakthrough. Just keep up your training and tell no one about this," Xile said gravely.

"I understand. "

Miles nodded.

"Good. Just act as usual. I'll go talk to Big Brother. "

Xile waved as he left.

"Big brother, he's passed the final test. His loyalty is solid, and he's eager to join us. When will you arrange his breakthrough? Big brother. Big brother! "

Xile shouted when he saw Ciro staring blankly at his chair.

"They're insane. completely insane. The war is about to begin. Damn it, they've even started breeding new creatures with dinosaur genes. "

Ciro muttered in shock as he sprang to his feet, his chair scraping harshly against the floor.

In all the years he'd known Ciro, Xile had never seen him so shaken. A sense of foreboding crept over him. "Big brother, are you all right? What's going on? "

"See for yourself. Things are getting worse by the minute. We can't waste any time we have to unite all the pirate groups, or we're finished. I'm going to find Lone Wolf only he has the authority to rally everyone. "

Ciro, moving with surprising speed for a of his bulk, rushed out the door.

Xile, forgetting about his chair, hunched over the console, his fingers flying. A moment later, a video file popped up.

He played it from the beginning, and within seconds his face turned ashen. "What the hell is this. what kind of war is this. so damn bizarre," he whispered.
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Chapter 14: Parting Ways
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"I'm sorry, Miles. On behalf of the Swarm-Raid Pirates, I apologize. We simply don't have a month to guide you through a full Physical Limit breakthrough. I'm sure you understand why war is about to reach this planet. We have to evacuate, or we won't be able to withstand their assault. "

Xile rested his hands on Miles's shoulders, offering a regretful smile.

Miles stayed silent. Xile sighed. "No one expected things to come to this. Vinslan is likely to be destroyed soon. All the pirate factions here are retreating together to survive the combined offensive. Good luck, Miles. Neither the Federation's nor the Empire's mech pilots will harm unarmed civilians, so for your own safety. we must part ways. "

"Good luck to you too, Third Brother. So. am I still one of the Swarm-Raid Pirates? "

A trace of slyness flashed in Miles's eyes.

Xile looked at him seriously. "Yes. Of course you are. If we're lucky enough to meet again, you'll be welcome back. Don't think I don't know what you're plotting. The lab's drugs and equipment we can't take them with us, and we won't. But I warn you: without professional guidance, you can't operate those instruments on your own. If you insist on attempting a Physical Limit breakthrough, the likely outcome is death. "

"Relax, Third Brother. I'm not going to do anything foolish. I'm still looking forward to officially joining the Swarm-Raid Pirates one day, remember? "

Miles smiled naturally, showing no sign of argument.

"Two years ago, I told you to learn to hide your true self never let others read you from your words, tone, eyes, or expressions. You've grown. you really have. Now you sound more like a pirate than I do. I'm not sure whether to be proud or worried. "

Xile gave a faint, wistful smile. "Go on, join the other students. And remember don't get too close to Slant-Tooth. I suspect his records are forged. From here on, everything will depend on you. "

"You haven't changed, Third Brother still as fussy as ever. The ship's waiting for you; you'd better hurry. "

Miles smiled and offered his fist.

Their fists bumped together. "I'm really leaving now. Take care of yourself," Xile said, nodding.

Miles waved, smiling, but his eyes betrayed lingering reluctance.

Xile boarded a transport craft and turned to Ciro. "Big Brother, still no word from Second Brother? "

Ciro lowered his communicator and nodded. "Let's go. Don't worry about him. There's still another ship at the base. He's always been hot-tempered can't stand the slightest slight. Those pirate leaders were never going to let him boss them around. Maybe a little setback will do him good. "

"There are a lot of mech pilots down there. Do you think he's in danger? "

Xile glanced at the empty co-pilot seat with concern.

"No. I left a message telling him to catch up as soon as he can," Ciro replied, waving a hand dismissively. "It's not him I'm worried about he's dangerous enough on his own. Just focus on flying the ship, and don't arouse suspicion. "

Back on the ground, Miles stood silently for a moment, thinking of Xile's constant care. "Maybe. in my heart, I've already come to see him as family," he murmured, shaking his head.

Turning away, he didn't head toward the students' assembly point. Instead, he walked alone toward the now-abandoned Swarm-Raid Pirates' base.

"Without professional training I shouldn't be able to operate the instruments. but I'm sure Ciro's precious central computer still holds the guidance I need. Don't worry, Third Brother. I won't act recklessly. "

Even as he left the city, the skies above Vinslan were full of roaring aircraft and combat mechs. Their loudspeakers blared on a unified frequency:

"Citizens, don't panic. You'll be protected. Our mission is to drive off and destroy the unknown creatures. "

On the ground, towering metal mechs three to four meters tall stood in neat rows, maintaining order as women and children boarded the massive evacuation transports first.

Miles's eyes followed the brilliantly colored, multifunctional mechs with open admiration. In his mind he habitually assessed their strengths and weaknesses, silently vowing:

One day I'll build a mech a hundred times better than these, flawless in every way.

After a long trek, he finally reached the hidden base.

"Looks like they really abandoned this place," he muttered.

There was no sign of change, and even the fingerprint, iris, and facial-recognition checkpoints accepted him without incident.

Years of training had hardened his nerves, but his heart still raced at the thought of reaching the Physical Limit. Unable to resist the surge of excitement, he hurried straight to the laboratory.

"Perfect! "

Seeing the equipment and drugs still in place, he quickly ran to the data room.

If the central computer wouldn't authorize him, the Physical Limit breakthrough would remain just a dream.

He hurriedly booted up the system and passed the standard biometric checks, then entered his personal data.

"Not much clearance. but enough to access what I need. Come on. pass! "

He stared at the indicator light, tense.

"Green or red? "

"Green authorized! "

Miles shouted with excitement.

A wave of relief and joy washed over him. From now on, he couldn't afford to waste a single minute.

The entire population of Vinslan would be evacuated in six weeks. That meant he had only two weeks to master the guidance protocols.

Resolved, he hauled food supplies from the storeroom into the data room, ready to work day and night.

Through relentless study and analysis over the next two weeks, Miles finally grasped the key steps and critical details, confident he could handle the instruments.

After a refreshing shower, dressed simply in a T-shirt and jeans, he strode into the laboratory in high spirits.

"What. what's going on?! "

The lab was empty both the drugs and the equipment were gone.

Before he could turn around, a sharp pain lanced through his skull. His vision went black, and he collapsed.

"Finally got him. Take him away but don't harm him. "

"But sir, he injured so many of our men just a few days ago. "

"That's irrelevant. That's an order! "

Four heavily armed soldiers expertly lifted the unconscious Miles and carried him off.
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Chapter 15: First Signs of Brilliance
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Woo. woo.

The rotating tech-tower suddenly blared its alarm.

The shrill siren sounded unnaturally sharp and panicked in the sand-choked desert.

"Raptors! Raptors! A whole pack of them! "

A patrolling soldier shouted in terror over the comm channel.

"Enemy attack! All units abandon patrol and fall back to the base at once! "

Captain Mark's voice boomed through the comms.

Under the pressure of life and death, within ten seconds all eleven armed soldiers had assembled on the base's open ground.

Mark stepped to the front of the neat line, removed his helmet, and scanned his men.

The eight veterans still showed flaws in their stance, a sign of nerves. The three new recruits had no stance at all, trembling in fear.

It was the first time this rear-line squad had faced an attack, so their nervousness was understandable. But there was no time for correction. Mark's eyes flashed with helplessness, and he said in a calm voice,

"Don't panic. I've already called for reinforcements. When this fight's over, we might even get two days' leave. "

The soldiers glanced at their steady-voiced captain. Their expressions were still stiff, but the tension in the air eased a little.

When he saw them steady themselves, Mark's face hardened. "Now we set the tactics.

"Gold, you lead Big-Bird, Turkey, Flea, Madman, Trigger, and Bald-Head to attack from the front and pin them down with fire. You three new recruits cover the flanks. We just need to hold them off.

"We don't have much refined crystal ore left, but enough to put up a bunker. Cook, use all the bots to build it, and finish in thirty minutes.

"Our goal is to stall them. If we can last until the bunker is up, we stand a good chance of holding out until reinforcements arrive.

"Remember, always aim for the Raptors' heads. Only a headshot will "

He was cut off by a voice coming from the distance.

"No need for tactics. Once those Raptors get close, no tactic will save you. Right, Beard Captain? "

A young in a T-shirt and jeans strolled over with a strange gait, smiling lightly, his hands in his pockets as if this were a joke.

In front of the fully-armed soldiers, the casual clothes stood out. Reno Star's environment was similar to Earth's, so he didn't need special gear to survive. Still, he wore a oxygen pack on his back, and because Reno's gravity was lower than Earth's, he had to walk carefully to keep from bouncing off the ground.

Seeing him, Mark's face turned red, his thick beard bristling like a provoked lion. "Who let him out?! Who?! "

"Relax, Beard Captain. Just a reinforced transport truck couldn't hold me. Weren't you going to send me to the front line anyway? Why waste time building a bunker here? "

The youth looked at Mark with amusement.

"Send you? We were escorting you as a prisoner! "

Mark barked through gritted teeth.

The young tugged at his shirt against the chill and said lazily,

"Send or escort, same thing. Tell you what give me one of your Federation's new second-generation mech-beasts. Leave this to me. A hundred Raptors more or less. I, Miles, don't take them seriously. "

Hearing this arrogant declaration, Mark was momentarily stunned.

The Swarm-Raid Pirates' second-in-command really lives up to his reputation, he thought. A month ago he single-handedly killed more than a dozen of our top mech pilots in a furious battle. Now he volunteers to help. Hard to figure this out. But since he's willing. what do we have to lose? He's a neural-limit-breakthrough-level pilot. There's no rule against letting a captive help in a fight.

Facing nearly a hundred Raptors, his eleven rear-line soldiers had almost no chance of survival. Mark did not hesitate further. "You can pilot a mech-beast but you have to promise to remain our prisoner after the battle. "

All Mark wanted was a verbal commitment. He believed that a top-fifteen pirate pilot, second-in-command of the infamous Swarm-Raid Pirates, would keep his word.

"What a stupid question. Half of Reno is already crawling with swarm-beasts and the other half is garrisoned by the army. Where could I possibly run? "

Though he despised the captain's demand inwardly, Miles answered with apparent seriousness,

"Fine. I agree. "

"No! "

The team's mechanic, Cook, cut in stiffly.

"Hey, you dare say no to the 'Asura of a Thousand Hands,' the famous second-in-command of the Swarm-Raid Pirates killer of thousands, terror of ten thousand? If you make him mad "

Mark almost hurled his helmet to shut the up.

Cook went on,

"We don't have enough refined ore to make a mech-beast. But we can probably build a Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicle. "

"Thunder-Speed? Just a renamed, upgraded mine-layer truck, huh. That'll do. With my piloting skills, even spider-mines will do plenty of damage,"

Miles nodded.

Cook shook his head firmly. "After making the Thunder-Speed, we won't have enough ore left for even one spider-mine. Not even a standard land-mine. "

"That's fine. Drop the gravity stabilizer, the thermal scanner, and the dumb AI control system. That'll save enough for one spider-mine and one regular land-mine. Those things don't matter much anyway. "

Miles tugged at his shirt again, speaking as if those systems were useless junk.

"That will save material, but it means heavy manual control. Handling the Thunder-Speed will become much more difficult,"

Cook said doubtfully, not understanding why Miles would give up such vital gear.

In the sky, the purple sun already wore a faint violet halo, casting a strange hue over the land. Far away, endless yellow sand stretched to the horizon, blending into the dusky sky.

Miles ignored Cook's doubts. He crouched, scooped up a handful of sand, and let the grains slip between his fingers.

As the fine grains drifted away in the wind, he suddenly stood and flung the rest skyward. The tiny grains danced in the air, tracing a golden arc.

Miles nodded slightly. From the sand's drift, he had gauged the planet's gravity and the current wind direction.

"I'll build the Thunder-Speed. You need to hold them off for eleven minutes. I can finish in about ten. "

He glanced at Cook's puzzled face, then turned away and strode back toward the base without another word.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 17: The Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicle
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Miles had just finished slotting in the magnetic energy core card and was about to adjust the Thunder-Speed's control layout for smoother, more efficient handling when the sharp crack of gunfire sounded from not far away.

"The fight's started already? "

Without even glancing back, he decisively slammed the activation button.

A sharp buzz rang out as the growing magnetic field lifted the Thunder-Speed ten centimeters off the ground. In the next instant, the hovering vehicle shot forward with astonishing acceleration, racing straight toward Mark and his squad.

It was Miles' first time piloting a combat vehicle in real life rather than in a simulator. Without having had time to customize the control keys, the Thunder-Speed wobbled and swayed as it barreled ahead like an unruly beast.

Even so, thanks to Miles' quick mid-course corrections, the vehicle skidded to a halt in front of Mark's team in a sharp, flawless drift.

"Easy there, Captain Beard," Miles called out lightly. "Your 'Fierce Dragon' machine guns only have an effective range of a hundred and fifteen meters. No need to start shooting so soon. "

Even without a thermal scanner, he could easily tell from the display that the Raptors were still over two hundred meters away.

Mark merely cast a helpless glance at the three nervous recruits whose trembling fingers had squeezed their triggers at the first sign of the enemy herd's forward surge.

Why aren't they attacking? Mark wondered grimly. We're just a rear-line unit. Those Raptors could wipe us out in an instant. What are they waiting for?

Miles didn't know the reason either, but he had no intention of waiting to find out. If he wanted to live, he needed to seize the initiative.

The Thunder-Speed's firing rate was low, its range short, its firepower unimpressive its only edge was speed. If he couldn't use that speed to strike first and keep moving, once the Raptors surrounded him, even the real second-in-command of the Swarm-Raid Pirates would be helpless.

Decision made, Miles tightened his grip on the controls and gunned the vehicle forward like a released arrow, straight at the monstrous horde.

The Thunder-Speed more than lived up to its name. Its initial acceleration was outstanding reaching 31 meters per second in just one second and it could top out at 49 meters per second.

That might not match flying units, but it was faster than most standard mecha.

The Thunder-Speed's predecessor, the ancient mine-laying vehicle known as the Burrower, had been retired from battlefields for centuries. Three months ago, in a desperate bid to slow the swift, agile Raptors, the Federation had revived the concept deploying the Burrowers to scatter mines to blunt the beasts' relentless waves.

In the field, the mines had indeed proven useful, but the Burrower's other features were woefully outdated its initial acceleration under ten meters per second, top speed barely twenty.

Fortunately, the Federation's advanced tech had quickly turned the tide. In recent weeks, they had rolled out upgraded second-generation models. The new Thunder-Speed vehicles were built from lightweight crystal ore, with streamlined bodies, tail-mounted wind-assisted stabilizers, and the latest magnetic energy cores. In every way materials, design, propulsion the Thunder-Speed far surpassed the Burrower.

Miles' hunger for mechanical knowledge and passion for piloting mecha had driven him to study every new combat unit the Federation developed as soon as they were announced. That was why he had been able not only to assemble the Thunder-Speed so quickly but even to optimize its core drive.

As the Thunder-Speed hurtled toward the Raptor horde like a bolt of lightning, the beasts finally stirred. The dozen or so in the vanguard reared up like dinosaurs, raising their clawed forelimbs to meet the oncoming vehicle head-on.

With their fist-sized triangular skulls, rough gray hides, short tails, and vicious posture, the Raptors looked like miniature prehistoric carnivores so much so that in the early days of the war, both the Federation and the Empire had suspected the enemy of breeding new dinosaur-based war beasts.

The distance closed rapidly; Miles could already make out the gleam of the beasts' dagger-like fangs.

Those razor fangs and the rending claws capable of shredding metal armor were the Raptors' primary weapons.

Because the Thunder-Speed had long been dismissed as an obsolete relic on the battlefield, most of the horde didn't even react, only the leading dozen or so lunged forward to intercept, leaving the rest standing by as if this lone vehicle posed no threat at all.

"Overconfident fools," Miles murmured, his tone edged with mockery.

His hands came alive, fingers a blur as they flew over the controls, weaving a storm of afterimages. Under his expert command, the Thunder-Speed darted between the lunging Raptors with breathtaking maneuvers sharp diagonal slides, sudden halts with side flips, corkscrew spins, even a wild zig-zagging fishtail drift slipping through the gaps like a phantom.

Amid the sea of gray-scaled monsters, Miles stayed icy-calm. His right ring finger tapped the loading button for the magnetic pulse cannon.

"Commencing charge for magnetic pulse cannon," the system's mechanical voice droned.

"Shut up," Miles muttered, frowning as he flicked off the audio prompt.

He eased off the accelerator, locked onto a target.

Fire.

As the red energy bar filled with blue magnetic power, Miles slammed the trigger.

A silver-white blast spiraled forth at blinding speed, streaking toward the Raptor at the front.

Boom!

Blood burst like a crimson rose as the beast was struck with such force it flew high into the air, lifeless.

Stunned silence fell.

Not just Mark and his soldiers all of them staring in slack-jawed astonishment but even the horde of Raptors froze in place, momentarily cowed, as if time itself had stopped.

Miles' expression showed no excitement at the kill only grim focus.

If he didn't gamble now, he wouldn't survive.

He had slipped through the initial attackers' claws because they had underestimated him. If they kept lunging at him in waves, he could kite them to death with his superior handling. But would they oblige?

No. Soon, like in the battle footage he'd studied, they would charge all at once in a crazed swarm, surrounding him.

And against nearly a hundred Raptors closing in from every side, no amount of skill or precision could prevent the inevitable at some point, he would be blocked, the Thunder-Speed's momentum broken. The moment he lost full speed, he would be dead.

"Then I'll gamble," he muttered under his breath, eyes narrowing. "I'll thin their numbers first cut them down before they can encircle me! "
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Chapter 18: Perfect Hunt
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Although Miles had just killed only one Raptor, his dazzling maneuvers in the Thunder-Speed and his flawless handling had already set the three rookie soldiers trembling with excitement.

Mark, watching from the side, sighed in frustration. "The magnetic pulse cannon really needs more punch. That blast hit right in the middle of the pack and still only killed one Raptor. The others barely even scratched. Such a waste. "

Meanwhile, the first wave of Raptors that had rushed in had turned back to attack again, and the ones that had narrowly escaped the blast were now roaring and charging toward the Thunder-Speed.

Seeing the vehicle sit motionless while being pincered from front and rear, Cook blurted out in alarm:

"What is he doing? Why isn't he moving? Doesn't he know the Raptors can reach twenty-eight meters per second from a standing start? "

The beasts were now less than forty meters away. At that distance, they would reach the Thunder-Speed in barely more than a second, while the vehicle would still need time to accelerate from rest.

Inside the cockpit, Miles didn't spare a glance at the Raptors on the display screen. His eyes were fixed, unblinking, on the progress bar on the control panel.

. 57. 63.

"It'll be ready in time. "

Calm as ice, he pushed the power output to maximum while holding the brake pedal down hard.

The surrounding air shimmered as magnetic force surged violently around the Thunder-Speed's hull. Trapped with no outlet, the energy made the steel beast growl in frustration. Its sharp nose tipped upward, sand billowed beneath it in rolling waves.

With Miles alone holding all the Raptors at bay, the soldiers had nothing to do but watch the breathtaking show.

One of the rookies gasped, his voice full of awe. "He's. he's laying mines! "

From their angle they could see the Thunder-Speed's mechanical arm buried in the sand.

"Who lays mines right under a hundred Raptors' noses? This is way crazier than that Imperial soldier with a Blaster going one-on-seven in that famous vid! "

"If he gets out alive, I'll agree with you," Mark cut in dryly.

Get out alive? While laying mines under a hundred Raptors' eyes? If he hadn't just witnessed Miles' stunning driving himself, Cook would have scoffed.

In theory, only top-tier ace pilots those with near-perfect 1000 APM could override the automated terrain-scan and placement sequence and shorten the computer-controlled mine-planting time of 2. 7 seconds.

Could this so-called second-in-command of the Swarm-Raid Pirates really outdo the Federation's best?

In truth, Miles had not yet even broken through the body-limit, let alone become a true ace. But that didn't matter he'd never intended to replace the computer's process with manual placement in the first place.

On a sea of sand like this, why bother scanning terrain?

He had planned all along to use the Thunder-Speed as bait to lure the Raptors in. There was no need to adjust mine depth or camouflage anything.

He'd already considered all this while making the mines he barely needed the regular mines at all so he'd skipped every automated check and went straight to deployment.

. 95.

Just in time. Seeing the bar nearly full, Miles' lips curved into a confident smile.

Done!

At the instant the mine-laying completed, he released the brake. The Thunder-Speed, brimming with stored energy, leapt forward in a diagonal burst, skimming just under the slashing claws of the nearest Raptor and shooting up and over the heads of the oncoming beasts.

Boom!

The explosion ripped the desert air. The blast wave rocked the Thunder-Speed violently, but Miles, expecting it, recovered control in a heartbeat.

The rookies whooped in delight.

"Amazing! With Reno's lower gravity and the power build-up, the Thunder-Speed practically leapt into the sky once he dumped the ballast from the gravity stabilizers! "

"The timing the Raptors' charge, the Thunder-Speed's start, the detonation everything lined up perfectly! "

"Beautiful. Every Raptor in that group was hit by the mines. No matter how tough their hides, at least thirty went down! "

"Cool head, precise calculation, unbelievable control this is better than the classic battles in War and Peace! "

Rookies were always the most emotional shivering when afraid, blurting praise when thrilled.

From then on, the field became the Thunder-Speed's private stage.

Facing the sixty or so surviving Raptors, Miles was confident he could take them down one by one.

The magnetic pulse cannon its name sounded impressive, but on a mine-layer-turned-makeshift-assault-vehicle like the Thunder-Speed, its effective range was only thirty-five meters and its power only slightly higher than machine-gun rounds. Because it had to charge a magnetic cell for each shot, its fire rate was painfully slow barely one round per second. In terms of sustained damage, even the standard infantry "Fierce Dragon" machine gun was more practical.

Its only advantage: with magnetic energy as its source, it had limitless ammunition.

No one had expected that this usually worthless cannon could become a deadly weapon in Miles' hands.

Every second, another Raptor's skull burst apart.

Boom!

The Thunder-Speed weaved and darted through the herd like a living creature. With each carefully timed shot, at least one beast fell.

Load. Ease off the throttle. Side-slide. Aim. Fire. Fishtail away.

The nimble vehicle danced among the Raptors as if it had a will of its own, slipping past claws that came within a meter of tearing into it.

Under the awed countdown of the rookies, the sixty-odd Raptors were whittled down to just twenty-three in only three minutes.

"The Thunder-Speed's acceleration and top speed already outclass the Raptors," Mark muttered in wonder. "Add in the almost supernatural handling of the so-called Thousand-Hands Shura, and even a whole pack of Raptors can't corner him. "

The Raptors' top charge speed wasn't bad about forty-one meters per second but the Thunder-Speed, driven as it was, always found some unorthodox line to slip out from under those deadly claws.

Under Miles' relentless command, the silver vehicle carved wild, looping paths through the gray horde, like a nimble needle-fish teasing a school of piranhas so mesmerizing that for a moment the onlookers forgot the brutal reality of war and simply admired the breathtaking spectacle.
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Chapter 19: Venom-Tongued Dragons
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Watching Miles' smooth, flowing, almost artistic maneuvers, Cook had to admit that under such dazzling control, the Thunder-Speed had no need for any automated assistance.

"Wow. his APM must be at least seven or eight hundred. He's squeezing every bit of performance out of that vehicle. "

"Seven or eight hundred? Please. Don't you know why they call the Swarm-Raid Pirates' second-in-command the Thousand-Hands Shura? His APM easily breaks a thousand! "

"He's incredible. If only I could break through the neural limit, I could transfer from logistics to the mech corps. "

"Ha! You? With your two-steps-and-you're-breathless physique? You think you could endure the drugs and equipment to evolve into a New Human? That takes talent. By the way, I told you to record this did you? "

"Of course I did. I've filmed every second from the start. "

Another rookie ignored the bickering and stepped closer to Mark, asking in a doubtful tone,

"Captain. do you think our unit's ace pilots can match this pirate's second-in-command? "

Mark considered seriously before replying,

"I don't know. Breaking the neural limit and breaking the physical limit give different advantages. But I do think his understanding of machinery is extraordinary. He's piloting a vehicle he's never used before, yet I doubt many elite pilots could outperform him. "

It wasn't only Mark and his men who were astonished even Miles himself felt a touch of wonder.

Perhaps because of his intense focus, all his senses were sharper than ever. His mind seemed to enter a strange, meticulous state where he could grasp the grand situation as well as every minute detail. His hands, too, had surpassed their former limits his control of timing and rhythm had never been so precise. The feeling was intoxicating.

Though the battle raged on, Miles knew the experience he was gaining today would greatly enhance his future combat ability.

"Hey look over there! " one rookie shouted, pointing toward a distant plume of rising sand.

"Tongue-Dragons. it's Tongue-Dragons! " Cook exclaimed, staring at the huge shapes emerging from the haze.

Tongue-Dragons were a new alien species discovered two months after the war began. Biologists had determined that these gray-brown wormlike creatures attacked using a unique tongue structure that spat corrosive saliva and because their heads resembled those of Cretaceous dinosaurs, soldiers had nicknamed them "Tongue-Dragons. "

The range of their spray was terrifying typically about 130 meters, with rare individuals reaching as far as 180. Their green acid was so corrosive it could damage even the Federation's strongest crystal-alloy metals.

"Tongue-Dragons? You mean those gray-brown bugs that spit green acid? "

The rookie who asked had only heard the name before and looked on with a mix of curiosity and dread.

For ordinary infantry, Tongue-Dragons were a nightmare long-range attackers that preyed on short-range troops.

Mark's face went pale. "Six of them. we're done for," he murmured.

The impatient Raptors abruptly calmed down, and Miles still in that hyper-aware state immediately sensed something was off.

Moments later, the remaining twenty-three Raptors began to retreat in an orderly fashion, as if receiving a command, unconcerned about being shot in the back.

Noting this strange behavior, Miles did not give chase. Instead, he carefully scanned the surroundings.

On the display, six massive gray-brown creatures, each over two meters tall, were approaching in a fan formation. A faint grin curved Miles' lips. "So these are what gave the Raptors their confidence. "

When the Tongue-Dragons first appeared, even the Imperial Royal Army and the Federation's elite troops had been helpless against their acid-rain-like attacks. Only a handful of pilots who had broken the body limit could deal with them. It was not until a month ago, when the Federation introduced second-generation tanks equipped with long-range magnetic assault cannons, that the tide began to turn.

If elite mech pilots can beat them, then with the Thunder-Speed's superior speed, why can't I? Miles had absolute faith in his ability to handle machines.

The Tongue-Dragons might dominate in ranged combat against slow targets, but their sluggish movement made them vulnerable to a fast vehicle like the Thunder-Speed. Speed was his weapon.

There was no escaping this fight anyway he might as well enjoy it.

Facing all six Tongue-Dragons, Miles felt not a trace of fear only the thrill of the challenge.

This was his first time piloting a machine in a real battle, and he relished every moment. The lessons he was learning here were far beyond what any virtual training simulation could offer.

Fighting the Raptors earlier had felt almost too easy thanks to the Thunder-Speed's speed advantage, victory had been inevitable as long as his control was steady.

Now, as he watched the six Tongue-Dragons advance under the Raptors' guard, pressing steadily toward the base with an aura of menace, Miles' grin turned wicked.

"Come on then. The moment you let me get in close, you'll be the ones crying. "

For long-range attackers like the Tongue-Dragons, being forced into close quarters by a nimble assault unit could turn them into helpless targets.

Shhh. Shhh.

Before the Thunder-Speed could even accelerate, the two nearest Tongue-Dragons struck first arcing twin streams of green acid like deadly rain toward the racing vehicle.

Miles' fingers danced across the controls as his mind instantly calculated the trajectories of the corrosive jets, swinging the Thunder-Speed aside to dodge them with agile precision.

Shhh. Shhh. Shhh. Shhh.

Four more streams of acid came hissing in from different angles. The synchronized attack blanketed every possible escape route, as if they had anticipated the Thunder-Speed's line of movement.

Unfazed, Miles coolly handled the controls hard-braking, pivoting, slashing sideways, drifting.

But even his sharp reaction couldn't negate the vehicle's momentary lag at the initial burst of speed. That tiny delay allowed a few drops of green liquid to splash onto the Thunder-Speed's smooth hull.

Hisssss.

Smoke curled up thickly as the once-glossy plating blackened and thinned, peeling in places under the fierce corrosive burn.
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Chapter 20: Breakout from the Brink
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The performance gap between ordinary mechanical units and true mechs was undeniable. Even though Miles reacted with lightning speed, the Thunder-Speed couldn't launch at full throttle in that first, critical instant.

Facing such intense corrosive assaults, the vehicle might not survive a second direct hit.

"Tongue-Dragons really are formidable. "

Miles' calm expression betrayed no sign of panic. With deliberate precision, he steered the Thunder-Speed in a jagged, unpredictable course straight toward one of the Tongue-Dragons.

The twenty-three surviving Raptors instantly perked up as soon as they regrouped around the Tongue-Dragons. Their revived vigor was obvious even to the human eye. Mark, seeing this sudden change, immediately understood and barked in anger:

"I get it now they were waiting for the Tongue-Dragons! They're aiming to strike the supply station at the rear! "

Hearing this grim realization, Cook and the others were stunned.

No wonder the Raptors had refrained from launching a full attack earlier they had planned to combine forces with the Tongue-Dragons to annihilate the logistics team and overrun the supply station.

If the defending logistics squad only had to face the Raptors' harassment, the soldiers might still fight them off with one-for-one sacrifices. But with the Tongue-Dragons' long-range support, the enemy could crush them quickly, perhaps without losing a single Raptor. Before reinforcements could arrive, this deadly combination might overrun several rear supply stations in a row.

"Those damned bugs are sly. Skipping the frontlines to hit our supply bases if they dared face the main front, our super-army would blast them to dust! "

"Save your breath. Sure, six Tongue-Dragons and a hundred Raptors would be cannon fodder at the frontlines, but against a poorly defended rear station, they're more than enough. "

"Captain, we should help the hero out there. If he fails, the frontline won't get the ammo and rations they need and the joint Imperial-Federation army will suffer heavy losses. "

"Yeah, Captain, we can't just sit here. Even if we can only take down a couple of Raptors, it'll be worth it! " the other two rookies chimed in.

The rookies had gone from nervous to elated to despairing all in a single day. The wild swing from heaven to hell had forced them to mature quickly.

"If only we had a mech right now. even a standard one. With the Thousand-Hands Shura piloting it, we'd have a great chance," Cook muttered, watching the Thunder-Speed struggle under mounting pressure.

"Our duty is to protect the base," Mark replied steadily. "And don't forget he still has a Spider Mine. "

"Spider Mines are powerful and fast, sure but can a single one take out all those Tongue-Dragons? They're spaced so far apart," a rookie questioned.

"I don't know," Mark admitted. "But I believe he can. "

His gaze stayed fixed on the Thunder-Speed, eyes firm with confidence.

By now the Thunder-Speed had closed in on the Tongue-Dragons. Its erratic, unpatterned trajectory left the beasts guessing green acid rained down but struck only empty sand.

Miles' hands moved in a blur, deftly avoiding both the deadly green rain and the Raptors' attempts to encircle him. All the while, he tapped the control to begin charging the magnetic assault cannon.

"Is he trying to pick off the Tongue-Dragons one by one? But their hide is far tougher than the Raptors'. Even three direct headshots from that low-grade cannon wouldn't kill one," Cook speculated. No one had ever dared to use such an inferior weapon to try and bring down a Tongue-Dragon.

The targeted Tongue-Dragon showed no sign of fear. Instead of retreating, it spat another blast of green acid.

This time, however, it didn't aim straight at the Thunder-Speed. Instead, the acid splashed down in a wide swath about forty meters ahead of Miles' current path blocking the route entirely.

Whoosh!

The Thunder-Speed jerked into a sharp turn, slicing through the desert like a gust of wind, kicking up twin wings of sand in its wake.

The swordlike arc of acid rained down where the vehicle would have been an instant earlier, splashing harmlessly across the rising sand cloud.

If he hadn't swerved in time, Miles would have been reduced to a steaming puddle of flesh.

Though the Tongue-Dragon couldn't predict his erratic driving, it knew the Thunder-Speed's maximum velocity. By spreading acid across the vehicle's likely paths, it could block and trap the fast-moving target even if it couldn't land a direct hit.

"They've wised up. "

Miles realized he couldn't push in too close shorter distance meant less reaction time to dodge. Even if he broke through and struck a Tongue-Dragon, he risked being surrounded by the Raptors immediately afterward.

Together, the Tongue-Dragons and the Raptors were tightening their encirclement. Acid rain poured down in waves, forcing the Thunder-Speed to weave and juke desperately in the shrinking space.

Several veteran soldiers watching from the rear shook their heads in regret. "Damn. he's trapped. With his movement space so compressed, the Thunder-Speed's speed advantage means nothing. "

"Looks like the Thousand-Hands Shura has truly been pushed to the brink this time. "

"This is bad. One mistake one drop of that acid on the wrong spot and the whole vehicle's done for. "

Attack the Tongue-Dragons? The Raptors would immediately close ranks around them. Focus on the Raptors? He'd be bombarded nonstop by long-range acid.

"In this kind of no-win situation," Mark sighed, "no one could make a better call. There's no clever trick left. "

Right now, the Thunder-Speed had no advantage at all only the peril of a tightrope walker swaying over a bottomless canyon. One slip would mean complete destruction.

"Who says so? This is the hero's trap! " one rookie shot back hotly. "Keep this up and the Tongue-Dragons and Raptors will pack in tighter and then he can use the Spider Mine! "

"Yeah! The denser they are, the more the Spider Mine will shred them. If they cluster together, it could wipe them all out in one go! "

Mark shook his head. "You underestimate the Tongue-Dragons. Once the circle closes any further, they'll switch to indiscriminate saturation fire. Six of them spraying at once will cover a huge area. Even an elite pilot in a mech would struggle to escape that. "

The rookies fell silent, their brief burst of hope extinguished. They stared at the Thunder-Speed with anxious, uncertain eyes, each silently wondering:

Can he still pull off a miracle?
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Chapter 21: Counterattack from the Brink
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Only by being trapped inside the tightening ring could one truly feel the crushing weight of the danger.

Under the relentless rain of acid, Miles relied solely on his superb piloting skills to steer the Thunder-Speed through each incoming volley of emerald death.

The space he could maneuver in shrank with every passing second, yet he refused to give up still searching for a chance to break through and strike at the Tongue-Dragons.

If he could destroy even one, the pressure would ease considerably.

But the remaining Raptors fought like fanatics, closing ranks tightly to shield the six Tongue-Dragons. To drive straight through that living wall to reach the long-range attackers would be as suicidal as a moth plunging into flame.

After several failed attempts, Miles abandoned the direct assault on the Tongue-Dragons. He switched targets and aimed his Thunder-Speed at the Raptors instead.

The moment he moved within seventy meters of them, five emerald arcs of corrosive liquid streaked toward him like green lightning.

Faced with this dense curtain of acid, he had no choice but to unleash every ounce of his skill. The Thunder-Speed slashed sideways, braked hard, flipped, skidded, and danced through sharp S-curves its path a sinuous ribbon that narrowly slipped past the fifth emerald strike.

With another Tongue-Dragon lurking for an ambush, Miles dared not slow down to aim. Firing the magnetic cannon under those conditions would have been reckless.

"Seven parts attack, three parts defense. you're making this fun," he muttered through cracked lips, eyes glinting with a predatory light.

His hands suddenly blurred faster than before, and the silver vehicle lunged forward like a ghost, appearing right in front of a cluster of Raptors.

Without even taking time to line up the shot, Miles fired on instinct.

A flash of white energy leapt forth

and at the same instant, a Tongue-Dragon that had been waiting for this opportunity spat a perfectly timed emerald arc.

Miles had anticipated it. With a slick drift, the Thunder-Speed spun aside, dodging the deadly spray yet the inertia of his maneuver whipped the charged energy round straight into the packed Raptors.

Boom!

Whether it was skill or sheer fortune, the blast struck right between three Raptors huddled together, blowing their skulls apart in a single strike.

Even as the shockwave rippled past, Miles was already accelerating out of danger, knowing the next volley of acid was only moments away.

"Did you see that three Raptors at once! "

"Amazing! A clean triple kill like a miracle! "

"Not good. the six Tongue-Dragons and the rest of the Raptors have closed ranks. "

The enemy formation now presented a near-perfect defense: the Raptors up front, fierce and explosive in close quarters, with the Tongue-Dragons behind them raining down deadly acid. There seemed no opening left.

Yet instead of backing off, Miles spun the Thunder-Speed around and gunned it straight at the massed beasts, showing no fear of the imminent joint assault.

"Spit! "

In unison, the Tongue-Dragons fired, six emerald streams weaving together into a lethal net.

Seeing the deadly rain descend, the three rookies held their breath, while the veterans murmured grimly:

"A full-spread saturation shot. no way through. "

"Matching pure reflexes against death itself. that's the Thousand-Hands Shura's specialty," Mark said, face outwardly calm but eyes tense.

Reflexes alone could not change the Thunder-Speed's mechanical limits. This wasn't a mech where the pilot's own strength dominated the fight.

But because the acid fell in parabolic arcs, there was still the briefest sliver of reaction time. Miles' fingers rattled over the controls like beans snapping from their pods, and the silver vehicle danced through the emerald rain like a butterfly, slipping between deadly droplets by hairsbreadth margins.

No sooner had he cleared one wave than another came rushing down.

Time after time, under lethal pressure, he found the microscopic gaps in the deadly web, his furious pace unbroken. To keep up such intense, flawless execution was already beyond ordinary human limits.

Watching the impossible evasions, Cook rubbed his temples and sighed:

"If he can't put real pressure on the Tongue-Dragons, just dancing like this will only delay the inevitable. We'll see if he has a plan. "

Miles kept his course arrow-straight toward the clustered enemy, ignoring the green death still hissing down around him. His finger hovered on the cannon's load switch, ready to strike.

"Spit! "

Six emerald jets lashed out together, faster and more precise than ever, the combined hiss like tearing silk.

At this distance, even a tenth of a second's hesitation would mean destruction.

Many thought the Thunder-Speed would be forced to break off, yet Miles drove on with unwavering focus, both hands a blur of motion. The control levers hummed under his rapid shifts, the air itself seeming to rip as his fingers moved.

The Thunder-Speed swerved hard, suddenly braking; the powerful inertia tilted the vehicle up onto one side at a forty-five-degree angle

then Miles released the brake, shooting forward in a strange, rippling wave-like path that confounded the aim of the acid streams.

In less than a second, the vehicle lunged toward the front line of Raptors at a velocity well beyond forty-one meters per second past its rated limit.

Cook, who had spent years working on combat vehicles, gaped in disbelief. "That's impossible. the Thunder-Speed just broke its speed cap. Did he improve the drive system too? Gods above how many changes did he make in just ten minutes? "

No one had expected that the optimized power core Miles had installed earlier meant simply to boost performance would now become the key to breaking the stalemate.

Miles had gambled that the boost to both acceleration and top speed would catch the Tongue-Dragons off-guard, rendering their intercepting fire useless.

The risk, however, was real: the unreinforced parts might shatter under prolonged strain, dooming both vehicle and pilot. But in this life-or-death moment, there was no room for hesitation.

The sudden burst of speed startled not only Cook but also the Tongue-Dragons themselves; they began to recoil in panic.

Miles didn't let the opening slip by he locked on to the foremost Raptors.

Fire!

The cannon roared, hurling a blazing sphere of white energy straight into the oncoming mass.
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Chapter 22: Fame in a Single Battle
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Boom!

Two Raptors were struck square in the head.

Packed too tightly to dodge, the chosen targets had no chance to escape, staring helplessly as the charged round from the magnetic cannon slammed into them.

The Tongue-Dragons' firing cycle was about 0. 75 seconds. Seeing his shot hit home, Miles didn't pause he whipped the Thunder-Speed into a hard turn at full throttle.

Whoosh!

Six emerald streams of corrosive liquid surged toward him!

But Miles had already anticipated the timing. The Thunder-Speed veered away before the deadly green web could reach him. Without losing momentum, he spun the vehicle around, reloaded, took aim and fired again.

Fresh blood spattered as another pair of Raptors had their skulls blown apart.

Again the silver vehicle darted and turned, Miles' flawless timing allowing him to slip past the acid volleys as if he'd known each shot in advance.

Watching the dwindling pack of Raptors, Mark let out a long breath. "To think he could turn the situation from dire disadvantage to dominance all by himself. the pirate bands really do have strength beyond our Federation's elite troops. "

Cook murmured, "That's why the Chairman invited all the pirate groups to fight on the front lines. No wonder, after beating several of our ace pilots, the Thousand-Hands Shura demanded we treat him with respect. He's more valuable than any of them and has the power to turn the tide. "

Nearby, the three rookies were cheering wildly.

"Whoa! The hero's unstoppable! "

"These disgusting bugs were just played to death by him. Bobo, you got the whole fight recorded, right? Upload it later let everyone see that the Federation's hero is the fiercest of them all! "

"Relax, I'm still recording every second. "

Under the relentless assaults of the Thunder-Speed, the Tongue-Dragons had been forced to abandon their saturation-fire tactic and return to individual shots.

Yet once they did, Miles' vehicle seemed to falter. Aside from dodging, he stopped firing altogether.

"Eh? Only a dozen Raptors and six Tongue-Dragons left why isn't the hero attacking? "

"Don't forget. he still has that Spider Mine! "

As if hearing their words, the gleam of excitement faded from Miles' eyes. In the cockpit he murmured, "It's time to end this. "

Pushing the power to maximum, he drove the Thunder-Speed in a straight, no-frills charge at the Tongue-Dragons.

Abruptly braking, he flicked the tail of the vehicle, using inertia to launch an improbable high-angled shot from the magnetic cannon while at the same moment quietly dropping the Spider Mine he'd spent nearly two minutes programming for detonation.

The bizarre high-arc shot drew every enemy's attention. None of them noticed the spider-like machine skittering low across the sand toward their position.

Using the cannon's recoil and his superb handling, Miles whipped the Thunder-Speed around without losing momentum and bolted at full sprint back toward the base.

BOOOOM!

The Spider Mine's destructive power was beyond doubt. The explosion tore through the clustered beasts, turning Raptors and Tongue-Dragons alike into clouds of white-gray ash. Sand billowed high, then rained down again, burying every trace of blood and scattered flesh beneath it.

Crunch!

Despite the incredible speed, the magnetic drive let the Thunder-Speed come to a precise halt right in front of Mark.

Miles swung open the hatch and climbed out, the first thing he did was strip off his sweat-soaked shirt. Though the fight hadn't lasted long, the constant maneuvers and mental strain had drained his stamina.

"First, a shower and a nap," he said casually, slinging the damp shirt over one shoulder and strolling toward the base as if returning from a workout. "Dealing with the prisoners can wait. "

The violet sun dipped lower, its light fading to cast the land in a thin gray dusk.

"Emergency report from Third Infantry Regiment, Logistics Squad Captain Mark. The base is secure. Ninety-three Raptors and six Tongue-Dragons eliminated. Zero casualties. No need for reinforcements. Total of 108 units of Kura crystal consumed to produce one Thunder-Speed, which is now undergoing damage assessment. "

Reading the formal report for the first time in his life, Mark's delivery sounded stiff and awkward.

Hearing it, everyone at the Third Regiment's forward command office was stunned.

Ninety-three Raptors backed by six Tongue-Dragons that level of offensive power rivaled a full standard strike company. Even the regiment's best combat squad couldn't have survived such an onslaught, let alone without casualties. Yet the reinforcements hadn't even arrived, and this brutal alien force had been wiped out. by a mere logistics team?

And according to Mark, they'd done it with just a single Thunder-Speed. The sheer combat efficiency was jaw-dropping.

On the comms screen, a gray-haired but sharp-eyed elder appeared at last, his voice full of kindly curiosity:

"Mark, your report sounds too stiff this isn't a paperwork submission. Relax and tell me exactly what happened. "

Startled, Mark snapped to attention. "General. sir, here's how it went. "

He had never imagined such a skirmish would draw the personal attention of Lieutenant General Yan-Fei, commander of the entire Third Infantry Regiment. Now the nervous logistics officer reported every detail as the general listened intently.

Meanwhile, near the base's production line, Cook tasked with inspecting the Thunder-Speed for battle damage was no less astounded.

"The power system was indeed modified. and in such a reckless way. Could the pirates' technological know-how actually surpass the Federation's? "

Studying the diagnostic readouts, he found that the optimized power core still had untapped potential for raising top speed but at the cost of severe wear on the vehicle's components, drastically shortening its service life.

"Let's check his operating data too. he fought like he was possessed. "

A moment later, Cook whistled in disbelief. "No way. at his peak the Thousand-Hands Shura's raw APM was only six-ninety-three, average six-twenty-seven. but his effective actions per minute hit eighty-seven percent? "

Muttering in awe, he said,

"Five hundred forty-five effective operations per minute. No wonder it felt like he had seven or eight hundred APM. Seems the Thousand-Hands Shura has been holding back what he showed today was just the tip of the iceberg. "

Elsewhere in the base, the three rookies were huddled together, whispering excitedly.

"Bobo, you got the Spider Mine detonation on video, right? "

"Of course! Don't worry upload it now. I even caught that perfect moment when the Shura stripped off his shirt. though his face got blocked right then, what a shame. "

"Seriously? You just had to go full paparazzi and try to catch his face too? "

"It's all for the effect. Now hurry let the whole Empire see our Federation's hero in action. "

And so, the full battle footage of Miles piloting the Thunder-Speed against the Raptors and Tongue-Dragons was uploaded to the Alliance War's official website the most closely watched channel by all humanity.
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Chapter 23: Thousand-Hands Shura
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Seeing that Miles was still lying quietly in the sling-bed, resting after the battle, Mark waved to Cook behind him, signaling not to wait for the "Thousand-Hands Shura" to join them for dinner.

Under a night sky glittering with countless stars, the entire logistics squad gathered around for a simple evening meal.

Having just finished his report, Mark grinned at the three rookies. "That video you kids uploaded smart thinking. "

The three rookies blinked and gave awkward smiles, unsure whether Mark's tone was praise or scolding.

Noticing their puzzled expressions, Mark slapped his forehead and explained with a laugh:

"Hey, you thought I'd scold you for acting on your own? No worries! When I saw Lieutenant General Yan-Fei's face pop up on the comm, I was so nervous I didn't know what to say. Good thing your video bailed me out. The general said it was well shot, well uploaded like a booster shot for the entire Alliance. He even commended you. I hear it's already got over ten million views in just a few hours, with nearly a million comments. Really boosted the Federation's morale! "

Hearing Mark's easygoing words, the rookies and veterans alike chuckled in relief.

"Darn right. Remember a few days ago, the Empire uploaded that clip of one of their soldiers using a Burst-Type weapon to solo seven Raptors like they were mocking us for not having any heroes? "

"But technically, isn't the Thousand-Hands Shura not a Federation man? He's from a pirate crew. "

"Doesn't matter. He used our Federation's newly produced Thunder-Speed to wipe out all those Raptors and Tongue-Dragons. Besides, the Chairman brought their crew into the fold, so they count as part of the Federation now. "

Hearing this, Mark shook his head with a faint smile. "Lieutenant General Yan-Fei said that in this war it doesn't matter which nation a fighter comes from right now, they all represent humanity. Since he saved this supply base from destruction by killing all those Raptors and Tongue-Dragons, he's our hero. "

Vroooom.

A multi-purpose transport craft came diving in at high speed on a slanted trajectory obviously aiming to land at the base.

"Finally, someone's here to relieve us. Pack up all gear. Cook, go wake him up. We're moving out soon! " Mark barked out orders.

At the front lines - the pirate coalition's camp

When Mark saw the Thousand-Hands Shura being warmly greeted, he prepared to make a brief resupply and then head back to carry out the next mission.

"Tsk tsk. look at that reception those must be the pirate crews' top lieutenants. The Shura sure has clout," a rookie whispered in Mark's ear.

"They look like first- and second-in-command of some of the most notorious pirate groups," Mark replied in a low, respectful tone as he watched more than twenty imposing figures gather. A mere logistics captain like him had no way of knowing them by name, but their aura alone showed they were all evolved new-humans.

Because the entire alliance was in high-alert wartime readiness, apart from a dozen top executives still in a conference to discuss the details of the coming "Annihilation Campaign," nearly all the prominent pirate leaders were present.

"Welcome, welcome! So this is young Miles? Can't believe the who made our pirate coalition famous is still a student. "

"Ha! The Hive-Raid Pirates really hid their dragons deep. If a mere academy student can pull this off, once the war is won, Westwind Academy will surely outshine the Federation's four top schools and the Empire's three great academies. "

"When I was his age, I was just a low-ranking go-fer in my crew. A real hero from the younger generation Miles truly is a prodigy. "

The third boss of the Hive-Raid Pirates, a scholarly middle-aged with gold-rimmed glasses, said modestly,

"No, no, Miles has always been the most hard-working student at our academy. He's earned today's achievements through sheer effort. "

From a corner came a voice of surprise:

"Wait. he's not the Thousand-Hands Shura? What's going on? "

"Stop pretending, Xile," someone snorted. "You just don't want Miles drafted into the Annihilation Campaign. But who doesn't know he's a mechanical genius? I'd say his talent's even greater than the real Thousand-Hands Shura Dragon himself. "

"You flatter me, Hong," Xile replied with a polite smile. "Your Rage-Leopard Pirates recently recruited a number of top talents in War and Peace. Once the Annihilation Campaign begins, we'll be counting on you to have our backs. "

As the pirate leaders traded compliments, Miles merely curled his lip. Every one of these big shots has already broken through the limits of the flesh. My own strength doesn't count for much among the core forces of the pirate coalition.

Six Tongue-Dragons and nearly a hundred Raptors may be a nightmare for ordinary logistics troops armed only with machine guns, but for these veterans each with dozens of Tongue-Dragons and hundreds of Raptors under their belts they were barely an appetizer. The only unusual thing about Miles was that he had done it in a humble Thunder-Speed vehicle.

Xile leaned close and whispered, "You brat, you've been hiding your real strength, haven't you? Otherwise how could you suddenly go all out like that? "

"Hiding nothing, Third Brother," Miles said quickly, shaking his head. "You know me just got carried away in the heat of battle and pushed a little harder than usual. "

Xile chuckled wryly. "Then you're a tournament-type fighter. I watched the video your handling was godlike, almost better than mine. Be honest, did you break through your neural limits? Because if you have, you won't be able to avoid joining the Annihilation Campaign. "

Before Miles could answer, a new, unfamiliar voice spoke up. "Didn't realize Westwind Academy still had such a remarkable student. As a teacher, I've been remiss. Miles, what class of mech are you best at piloting? "

The real Thousand-Hands Shura the notorious Dragon strolled up with a grin.

Seeing the crew's second-in-command approach so casually, Miles didn't overthink it and replied frankly, "Type-3 Standard. "

In War and Peace, the more expensive the mech, the costlier the maintenance and repair. So Miles had stuck with the system's basic free Type-3 model through most of his battles.

The Type-1 Standard was known for speed and agility, good for tricky maneuvers and sudden strikes. The Type-2 Standard was heavier and better armored, good for solid defense and counter-attacks. The Type-3 Standard was the middle ground no outstanding strengths, but no glaring weaknesses either.

Miles had always believed the pilot mattered more than the model.

"Good. "

The second-in-command clapped his hands. "Rob, bring two Type-3 Standards here! "

"Since you had the nerve to impersonate the Hive-Raid Pirates' second-in-command, beat me in a duel and the title is yours. "

Dragon's eyes gleamed with mischievous malice as he looked down at Miles.

Seeing the Shura's temper flare up again, Xile hurried to intercede. "Enough, Second Brother. You've already broken the neural barrier why pick a fight with a mere student? Besides, the camp forbids private duels. Wait until the boss gets back from the strategy meeting. "

"Don't stop me. Whoever stands in my way, I'll take as an enemy. I hate people trading on my name the most. If he can pilot a souped-up Thunder-Speed and slaughter dozens of Raptors and six Tongue-Dragons, he's no ordinary student. He's strong enough to join the Federation's elite pilots. "

The surrounding pirate leaders exchanged glances. The Shura's bad-boy streak was notorious only he would be so quick to pick a fight even with his own crew's young talent.

Brushing past Xile, Dragon fixed Miles with a sharp, contemptuous stare. "So, you dared to pose as me. Don't tell me you're too scared to face me? "

Meeting the Shura's aggressive posture and challenging glare, Miles tugged at the collar of his shirt and answered coolly,

"If you want a fight. then we'll fight. "

Though he had never outright claimed to be the Hive-Raid Pirates' second-in-command, he had never denied the rumors either. And he wasn't about to back down from Dragon now he would give this battle everything he had.
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Chapter 24: Fierce Duel
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Two Type-3 Standard mechs were quickly delivered to the arena.

Dragon opened his right hand with a courteous "please" gesture.

Miles didn't hesitate. He stepped into the cockpit first this was a real mech duel, not a simulated one. A few extra seconds spent adjusting the controls and familiarizing himself with the layout might give him a crucial early edge.

Clack-clack-clack-clack!

His ten fingers danced rapidly over the sparse array of buttons.

A Standard-3 mech lacked the complex features of advanced units, so its controls were relatively simple. In less than ten seconds, Miles had customized the control keys and attack bindings to his preferred setup. But he didn't stop there he slammed his palm on the largest red button.

"Body-Motion Control activated. No user data detected. Commencing full-body scan. Please stand upright. "

The system's synthetic voice echoed in the cockpit.

Miles straightened his back and held himself perfectly still.

Bzzz.

Electromagnetic waves swept across him from every angle, scanning every detail of his body. Miles held his breath, calmly watching as the screen filled in a silhouette and a full set of biomechanical data.

"Scan complete. Personal profile established. You may now operate the mech. "

Thunk!

He immediately disabled the smart-assist system. To hone his own skills and improve his sense of battlefield awareness, Miles always insisted on manual control even in life-and-death combat.

Once the AI was off, he began a warm-up routine:

fingers, wrists, forearms, shoulders, then ankles, calves, thighs. Bit by bit, the mech mirrored his movements.

Left foot, right foot rising and stamping down until Miles began to bounce lightly in place like a practitioner of style martial footwork.

Thud. thud. thud. thud.

The mech's massive feet alternated against the ground, its steps growing sharper and more agile.

Sliding steps. Sprint steps. Retreat steps. Sudden back-steps. He cycled through the fundamental motions of ancient close-combat drills, increasing the tempo until the Standard-3 was moving with crisp rhythm.

Clang!

Mid-motion, the mech suddenly spun around. In that split-second pivot, Miles drew the white alloy blade and the laser rifle, then, in the same fluid turn, holstered the blade at his left thigh and stowed the rifle in the chest-side rack.

Switching weapon positions mid-warm-up an duelist's trick to keep his opponent guessing. He had timed it perfectly so Dragon wouldn't notice.

By the time he finished this brief routine, Miles felt the familiar bond the sense that this Standard-3 was an extension of himself, just like the one he had piloted for years in War and Peace.

While Miles had focused on disciplined warm-ups and simple footwork, Dragon's Standard-3 streaked across the training ground like a blue-silver comet

charging at full tilt, then leaping into back-flips, or spinning seven hundred-twenty degrees in mid-air.

To an untrained eye, it might have looked like showing off. But the veterans watching knew better.

The Thousand-Hands Shura's flamboyant maneuvers served two purposes:

Intimidation displaying breathtaking control to unsettle his opponent.

––––––––
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Performance Tuning by forcing the Standard-3 to execute complex, high-load moves, he was warming up its actuators and coaxing its speed potential to the maximum.

No wonder they call him Thousand-Hands Shura, Miles thought. If he can make a clunky Standard-3 dance like that, what chance would I have against him in his nimble Blue-Soul?

The gathered pirate leaders had at first expected this to be a one-sided "lesson match" a way to temper the young prodigy's arrogance. But watching Dragon take the duel seriously and showcase his legendary finesse made their eyes brighten. Unconsciously, each began to wonder if it were me facing Dragon, how would I fare?

I could do most of those moves, Miles admitted inwardly, but not with that level of casual precision.

Among the entire pirate coalition, few could match Dragon in raw mech-handling skill. Miles knew that clearly. But he wasn't intimidated.

Unlike other mechanical units that relied heavily on technical controls, mech combat was driven not just by hand-speed, but by rhythm and field awareness. Mastery required the perfect blend of the three: technique, rhythm, and the grasp of the battlefield.

And in that broader contest, Miles believed he could hold his own.

Only by crossing blades with true masters can I grow stronger, he told himself, feeling his fighting spirit surge. He steadied his breath to temper that excitement with a calm, focused mind.

He powered up the Standard-3's chest-mounted signal lamp it glowed green.

Come on! Miles urged silently.

Seeing the ready-light, Dragon brought his mech to a halt. A moment later, the chest lamp of his own Standard-3 lit up green in reply.

He stepped forward, pacing evenly toward Miles.

The green lights went dark.

Both mechs advanced a single step.

Thud!

Metal fists met with a resonant clang, then both Standard-3 units stepped back ten paces in unison.

The duel had begun.

Bang!

Miles acted without a heartbeat's hesitation. He drew the laser rifle from the chest rack and fired a precise triple-shot, the beams fanning out in a sharp triangular pattern toward Dragon.

If he didn't seize the initiative early, he would soon face Dragon's storm-like offense. So Miles chose to open aggressively.

Dragon's Standard-3 answered with a deft sliding step and three swift body-feints, slipping past the laser beams as though it had read the shots in advance.

But Miles was already moving. Even as he fired, he had pushed the mech forward, closing the distance. The instant he saw Dragon opt to evade rather than counter-fire, Miles slammed his right foot down. The Standard-3 lunged forward at a forty-five-degree tilt, like a silver beast leaping for its prey.

At that very moment, the orange-hued double-edged alloy blade flashed out from the left-thigh holster, whistling upward in a vicious, unexpected strike.

A full-speed charge. A blade drawn from an unanticipated angle. A strike from below.

No one had expected the duel to begin with Dragon famed as the coalition's mech-control king already on the back foot.

Right-handed precision with the rifle, then a seamless left-handed blade counter from a blind angle. The opening gambit revealed Miles' two-handed ambidexterity and his deep grasp of close-combat timing traits of a true mech prodigy.

The pirate leaders, who had been watching with half-smiles at first, now held their breath in unison. They waited silently to see how Dragon would respond.
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Chapter 25: Cerebral Burst
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Facing Miles's fierce left-handed blade strike, Dragon dared not be careless. He planted his left foot as a pivot, stomped hard with his right, and used the explosive torque of his core to whip out the white alloy sword in a lightning-fast counter.

He chose to meet offense with offense, fighting back head-on rather than turtling up.

Miles showed no fear. The spinning orange twin-edged alloy blade slammed into the white sword with no flourish, only raw speed and force.

Clang!

The harsh metallic shriek drew gasps from the pirate coalition's onlookers though one veteran's eyes flashed with a hint of regret.

Miles had to make his Standard-3 mech step back a full pace to neutralize the massive shock of impact. Dragon's machine skidded back three steps. He felt a stab of pain shoot up his right arm, his whole body slightly numb.

He hadn't expected Miles to launch such a direct, brute-force assault combining physical strength with explosive acceleration. To break the initial disadvantage, Dragon's aggressive counter had actually cost him.

In the combat videos, Miles had seemed a finesse-based operator. Here, in real combat, he opened with a hard, heavy, driving style clean, practiced, relentless. That wasn't something learned overnight. Has this kid been hiding a power-type skillset all along? Dragon wondered.

Miles's sudden shift in style unsettled him for a moment.

Seeing Dragon stabilize after only three steps, Miles sighed inwardly. So, Dragon isn't just fast his raw power is formidable too.

Miles hadn't yet pushed his own body to its genetic limit, so his combat style was still fluid. He knew the maxim: force can break skill raw power can crush technique. Back in War and Peace, he had even studied under a power-type mentor, learning ways to use strength and explosive bursts to overwhelm nimble opponents.

To boost his own strength and explosive power, Miles had endured brutal, near-inhuman training far harsher than the Empire's military regimen within a chamber set to 4. 5-times gravity.

Yet even with all that, his opening strike combining ninety percent of his strength with the mech's maximum charge had forced Dragon back only three steps. No opening for his mentor's famed killing follow-up. So much for an easy win.

Despite that, Miles stayed calm, blade still in hand, sliding forward step by measured step, hunting for another chance.

"If I keep toying with this kid and let Big return from the meeting, I'll just get scolded. Best end it quickly,"

Dragon thought grimly, resolving to finish the fight now.

His mech's right arm began to spin violently, like a white hurricane.

"Left-Spin, Right-Turn Laser Spiral Barrage! "

Concentric rings of laser fire spun out in tight, interlocked spirals large rings linked to medium, medium linked to small completely sealing Miles's avenues of escape.

It was a cunning switch dropping the sword to unleash a storm of ranged fire. Miles's offensive momentum was abruptly stopped.

At point-blank range, with nowhere to dodge, Miles's instincts took over. He tapped a button with his pinky, activating the mech's magnetic field disruptor.

A shimmering field flared around the Standard-3. As the first waves of laser rings touched it, they ricocheted away as if striking a shield, leaving not even scorch marks.

To an untrained eye it looked as if Miles had emerged unscathed. But the seasoned pirate leaders watching knew better.

A magnetic-field disruptor burned through the mech's energy reserves like water through sand. Once activated, it drastically reduced recharge speed for a full minute meaning for sixty long seconds, the mech's top speed and reaction responsiveness were significantly dampened.

And Dragon had chosen his moment perfectly. That minute would be his window to press an all-out assault and deny Miles any chance of recovery.

Indeed, Dragon's mech tapped the ground with its toes, applying spiral force its heavy frame suddenly moved with eerie, flickering agility.

"Zig-Zag Burst Technique! "

Against such seamless speed and angles, Miles knew firing his rifle would be a waste his mech's slowed reactions couldn't track the darting target. He lowered the weapon, switching his focus to defense, intending to ride out this dangerous minute and strike back later.

Clang. clang. clang.

Within ten seconds, Miles parried seven slashing strikes. Dragon's Standard-3 came in from impossible angles, his white alloy sword carving the air with wind-shearing howls.

The relentless blows numbed Miles's left arm. Blood trickled from his palm where the grip had rubbed skin raw.

The crowd of pirate captains roared with surprise and awe. Only Miles felt the true pain and the growing weight in his heart.

So this. is the true power of one who has broken the brain-domain limit?

Not only was it hard to defend against Dragon's ferocious offensive, but a creeping sense of hopelessness clawed at Miles's mind

as if a giant serpent were constricting his chest, squeezing away his fighting spirit.

I will NOT lose!

Grinding his teeth, Miles switched the orange twin-edged blade to his right hand and shouted inwardly:

Endure it. Find the opening. Survive this damned minute, and the chance for victory will come.

If Dragon's strength lay in sheer speed, Miles would lean on rhythm and situational awareness to turn the tide.

Dragon, unaware of the shift in his opponent's resolve, pressed his advantage, determined to break Miles's defense the instant he faltered.

When the white sword came flashing in again, Miles's mech didn't retreat

instead, it twisted its torso in a near-impossible angle, bringing the orange blade across from the side.

Clang! A harsh metallic shriek split the air.

"Redirect! "

Miles's word was barely audible over the clash, but its intent was clear. The white blade slid off, missing its mark.

Though his right arm still throbbed with numbness, Miles didn't hesitate

he dropped his mech's stance low, bent at the waist, slipped past Dragon's side, then kicked off powerfully with both legs, driving his machine's right shoulder like a battering ram into Dragon's back.

The sudden impact rocked Dragon's mech.

Miles followed through in one seamless motion, seizing the chance for counterattack. His growing confidence spurred him to attempt a daring, unexpected move.

Dragon, quick as lightning even when surprised, shifted his weight with a burst of control and swung the white blade in a vicious cross-slash behind him.

But the strike cut nothing but air.

"Where is he?! "

Dragon's eyes darted around, startled to find his opponent gone.

The watching pirate leaders, seeing Miles's unorthodox maneuver, forgot their dignity and cheered aloud, their booming laughter carrying clearly to Dragon's ears.

"Invisible!? " Dragon spun in place, scanning in all four directions.

Is he behind me? Did he slip back for a sneak attack? But with the disruptor draining his energy, how can his mech be this nimble? Dragon's mind raced.

Unwilling to risk a mistake, he hurled himself into an ungainly backward roll to escape any potential rear assault.

The onlookers burst out laughing at the sight of the legendary Thousand-Hands Shura scrambling so awkwardly. Miles rose smoothly to his feet some distance away, a wry thought crossing his mind:

Pirates really are a straightforward bunch laughing even in the middle of a duel.

Dragon caught a glimpse of Miles's mech rolling forward like a playful child's tumble to slip out from behind him. Realizing he'd been made to look the fool, his face twisted in anger.

A roar ripped from his throat. Twin pinpoints of faint violet light kindled in his pupils within moments, both eyes glowed with a brilliant, whirling purple radiance.

He stomped his left foot so hard the rocky ground cracked beneath it. The Standard-3 shot forward like a white lightning bolt, leaving a blurred after-image in the air.

The glow in his eyes

the unmistakable sign of a Brain-Domain Burst.
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Chapter 1: Defeat with Honor
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A bold, unexpected maneuver. Miles's roll-and-flip had forced Dragon to miss his best window for pursuit. Even if Dragon tried to chase, he had to first pivot and re-accelerate time enough for Miles, whose Standard-3 mech's speed was only slightly hampered, to stay ahead.

If things continued this way, the dangerous minute of energy drain would pass. Once Miles's magnetic reserves recharged, Dragon would have to disengage. The duel might well end in a draw.

"The kid's got guts. and brains," thought Leighton, the Hawk-Raid pirates' chief and the only ranking officer present.

From the start, Leighton had sensed Miles's unorthodox style. The young never clung blindly to any textbook mech-combat routine. He adapted to Dragon's moves with swift, unpredictable counters. The improvised tactics in the later exchanges were downright brilliant.

He wasn't the only one impressed. Judging by the cheers and shouts among the pirate captains, it was clear that Dragon's standing in their hearts was far less than stellar.

Dragon's peculiar temper and volatile nature had never won him many admirers. Even as the second-in-command of the Hive-Raid pirates, his reputation hadn't improved.

Seeing him resort to a brain-domain burst against a much younger opponent provoked outright scolding from the other pirate leaders. After all, he was a fully evolved new-human, bullying a mere student. Now he had gone so far as to rely on his advanced mental burst for advantage unsporting in the extreme.

Only then did the pirate chiefs realize the significance of the moment:

Miles had forced Dragon a top-fifteen ace among the pirate coalition's elite mech pilots to fight at full strength. Even if Miles lost, his name would be made.

With his brain-domain flaring, Dragon's Standard-3 surged forward at blinding speed toward Miles.

"If I want to win, I can't think of dodging. If I try to run, he'll catch me the instant I falter. I must face him head-on life for life! "

A flicker of fear meant death. Miles stayed calm, strangely serene under the pressure.

"Come then! "

His fighting spirit surged. He suppressed the urge to roar and instead shifted his footing his left toe nudging forward, adding a touch of rotational force. His mech's frame pivoted smoothly, the white alloy sword raised, point leveled at the empty air, awaiting the onrushing Dragon.

Dragon, confident in his overwhelming advantage, charged straight in. He raised the twin-edged moon-cleaver high and brought it down with thunderous force.

Miles's mech turned with a deft twist of inertia. His left arm swept in a clean arc, striking the side of the descending blade at the precise instant needed to deflect it. In the same motion, his right-hand white alloy sword lunged at the enemy mech's throat.

But Dragon's reflexes, heightened by the mental burst, were lightning itself. With a subtle body-shift he slipped past the thrust, his own left-hand moon-cleaver whipping around in a vicious back-slash at Miles's neck.

Even in mid-exchange, even improvising, Dragon's attacks stayed accurate, sharp, and fast

the very consistency that kept him among the pirate coalition's top fifteen aces.

Each strike came as if it could kill, yet he controlled his power perfectly. The other pirate chiefs watched calmly, knowing the young challenger would be bruised but not fatally harmed.

Leighton, too, knew Dragon's intent. The older was merely rousing the magnetic field around his body to project killing intent, not to truly kill. Such subtle manipulation of the ambient field was a hallmark of those who had breached the limits of the brain-domain though Dragon, still at the first stage, could exert only a faint pressure.

"Good, boy. in the real world, chances to spar against one of these top-tier brain-burst fighters are rare. Last one second longer, and it will pay you back for years to come,"

Leighton murmured.

But he overlooked one thing:

What felt faint to a second-stage physical-limit warrior like himself pressed like a mountain upon the still-unawakened Miles.

Miles felt as if he were drowning beneath wave after wave of surging pressure. Dragon's attacks rolled in like the tides, each swing perfectly timed to exploit a moment of weakness.

Under the unrelenting rhythm of those moon-cleaver arcs, Miles's own counters grew ever more desperate. He felt like a lone skiff in a storm-lashed sea, tossed about and on the brink of capsizing.

If I don't change something now, I won't last.

Driven to the edge, he stopped trying to trade skill for skill. Ignoring the risk of counterstrikes, he swung his white alloy sword in ruthless, all-or-nothing attacks at the weak points of Dragon's mech

a fighting style of mutual destruction.

To hang on even a heartbeat longer, Miles burned every reserve

speed, power, explosive bursts, reflexes

all fused together seamlessly under the pressure of imminent death. Even the moves his master had taught him long ago came out in smooth, instinctive flow.

For Dragon, winning within that draining minute without taking a cut himself became tricky. He had no wish to be bloodied by a mere youngster before so many pirate chiefs.

Though his brain-burst gave him crushing advantage, he had to respect Miles's reckless ferocity and adopted a more measured approach.

Clang! Clang! The clash of blades rang out in rapid succession, the intervals growing ever shorter.

Sparks flew. Sand whipped into miniature dust-storms. The two Standard-3s tangled like dueling whirlwinds.

Miles's focus was razor-tight, his nerves stretched to breaking. But fatigue crept in. His parries slowed a fraction. His body lagged behind his thoughts.

Sensing the flagging pace, Dragon decided to end it. He spun his arm in a rapid whirl, the moon-cleaver tracing a helical path so fast the blade shimmered with faint purple light.

Miles could only flinch aside and raise his own blade in a reflexive block.

The strike smashed the sword out of his grip and the residual shockwave slammed into his mech's chest, ripping the plating and hurling him into a tumbling spin.

Pain lanced his real chest; a thin line of blood seeped through his shirt. His face twisted in rage as he shouted hoarsely:

"A brain-domain burst? Damn you, Dragon are you trying to kill me?! "

"Even if I die, I'll drag you down with me! "

His pupils flared, swirling with intertwined violet and crimson light

a sign of imminent dual breakthrough, both brain and body limits pushed to the edge.

A rush of energy flooded his frame. Senses sharpened, spatial awareness and rhythm fused as one. He felt as if he and the mech were no longer separate fluid, seamless, like water.

"Raaah! "

In mid-air, his mech halted its tumble, legs kicking down hard. Power and speed surged together. Miles pounced like a tiger at Dragon.

Unfamiliar with how to harness that wild energy, he fought with raw instinct. The mech crashed into Dragon's, knocking it flat to the ground.

For the first time, Dragon's violet-lit eyes betrayed a flicker of alarm. He could not fathom how the boy's strength and agility had spiked so suddenly.

A chill prickled his skin; even his scalp tingled. Pinned beneath the other mech, he felt the threat of death.

The pirate chiefs watching sensed it too

the killing intent radiating from Miles was so sharp and real it made even hardened warriors feel they stood on a knife-edge.

But Miles, though dimly aware of the strange change within himself, cared only for victory. He poured every ounce of power into his mech's legs, leaping high, intending to stomp down on Dragon's mech's chest while chopping for the cockpit with both hands like blades.

A clean hit would have crippled, perhaps even killed, Dragon.

Yet Dragon's battle-honed instincts prevailed. A mere instant of distraction was all he allowed himself. He twisted up in a tight spin, dodged the twin strike, and swept a whirlwind kick square into Miles's mech's chest.

The blow hurled the younger pilot away in a spinning arc

a perfect demonstration of Dragon's controlled power and precision, setting up a chain of seven or eight follow-up finishers if he wished.

Miles, flung helplessly, regained clarity. He knew then he had lost. Airborne, with nothing to brace against, he could not stop the inevitable. Dragon had at least five ways to close this fight.

His tumbling mech traced a textbook parabola toward the ground

clear proof of Dragon's precise calculation and seasoned combat experience.

Upside-down in the cockpit, Miles could only watch as Dragon crouched and sprang up to meet him.

But the older warrior did not deliver the final strike. Instead, with deft control, he caught Miles's mech out of the fall, set it down safely, and stepped out of his own cockpit as the red surrender light glowed on his chest.

Miles, still shaken, climbed out a moment later face flushed, drenched in sweat, looking crestfallen. The bloodstained shirt on his back marked how hard he had pushed himself.

Dragon, cool as ever, walked up to him, studying him with genuine respect. He extended his right hand.

"How are you? You all right? "

Miles, thinking it just the customary post-duel handshake, reached out. But Dragon's grip suddenly tightened, yanking him close.

The veteran's expression remained as sharp-edged and stylish as ever. He clapped Miles on the shoulder and said quietly but firmly:

"You. are worthy to be called my rival. "
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Chapter 2: The Baichuan Group
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Xiler watched as Dragon and Miles walked back together into the Hive-Raid pirates' camp, no longer at each other's throats. Only then did he breathe a sigh of relief and send men to clear the scorched sand and scattered debris left by their duel.

All around, pirate leaders clustered in twos and threes, still abuzz with the memory of the fight. They praised Miles's raw talent and skill with open admiration yet none of them mentioned the oppressive, almost terrifying aura he had unleashed at the height of the battle, as if that deadly surge had been nothing but an illusion.

Xiler's brow furrowed. With war against the alien swarm looming, too much attention on the Hive-Raid pirates was the last thing he wanted.

When the seven stewards of the Pirate League returned, the chatter died down. Everyone stood at quiet attention, waiting for orders.

Xiler surveyed the now-pristine battlefield, half expecting some disgruntled captain to complain about Dragon's unsanctioned duel. Not likely, he told himself. The war is what matters now. Nobody's going to waste time tattling over a sparring match.

The strategist of the Fox-Might pirates known as Wisdom Fox stepped forward. Expressionless, he swept a cool gaze across the hall and said in an even voice:

"You all know why we're here. I'll spare the speeches. There's something important to announce. Everyone, follow me to the conference chamber. "

The Fox-Might pirates had long been ranked first among all pirate clans, boasting five evolved new-humans who had each broken their physical limits. Though Wisdom Fox himself was only seventh in personal combat strength among the entire League, his brilliance in planning and strategy was unrivaled; every major campaign of the Pirate League bore his mark.

One of the seven stewards, Qiro, exchanged a glance with Xiler, motioning for him to come along.

Xiler nodded in acknowledgment, then glanced at the other stewards. Their faces were calm, but in Qiro's eyes he had glimpsed a fleeting shadow of concern. That was enough to tell him that today's council would not be routine.

Uneasy, Xiler followed the stream of pirates toward the chamber. As he passed close by Qiro, he lowered his voice:

"Boss, Miles is back. But you should speak with Second first he may have something to tell you. "

He didn't spell it out, still regarding Dragon as his "Second Brother," but in his heart he already saw Miles as a younger sibling. He wanted his elder to rein in the headstrong Dragon before trouble brewed again.

Qiro's face lit up at the mention of Miles's return. He thought of the young man's spectacular victory posted on the Alliance's official war network, and a broad smile creased his face as he strode off toward the camp.

Normally, Qiro would have caught the subtle edge in Xiler's words, but right now he was in high spirits, swelling with pride.

"Ha! Even the other stewards praise my eye for talent. To find a rough gem like Miles among the scavenger kids. that alone was worth it. And that glorious battle against the tongue-spitters he's made the Hive-Raid pirates proud! "

Though Qiro's own strength ranked him among the top five warriors of the League, the Hive-Raid pirates as a whole barely made the top ten. If the reclusive Lone-Wolf clan leader, Eli, had not left the League leaving the number of stewards at six, which the League refused to keep an even number Qiro might never have earned his seat at the table.

Miles's meteoric rise had boosted not only the reputation of the Hive-Raid clan but also Qiro's standing among the stewards.

Qiro was still savoring his good mood as he stepped into Dragon's quarters only to be met by an unexpected aroma. The smile vanished from his face. A scowl formed as he strode in, voice rising with indignation.

Dragon, lounging at ease with a transparent glass in hand, raised it in a casual toast:

"Your teacher's combo techniques are impressive. I doubt he's as ordinary as you claim. If I get the chance, I'd love to meet him in the game and have a real duel. Cheers! "

He threw back a gulp of the drink.

Miles grinned, lifting his own cup.

"No problem. Just save me a ringside seat for that match. This liquor's smooth good stuff, just as you said. "

Qiro stormed in:

"Dragon, I challenge you to a duel! Damn it one of the last bottles of Bamboo Leaf Green from Huaxia, and you waste it like that?! You don't drink wine, you guzzle it! Why not down the vintage vodka instead? But no you had to pick the one and only 1998 collector's edition! "

Catching Miles's bewildered look, Qiro realized he was making a scene before his prized student and checked himself.

Miles, seeing the elder man's flushed face and grave tone, understood at once that Qiro was a true connoisseur.

Dragon, however, retorted impatiently:

"Come on, Big Bro. I'm a son of the dragon's line should I toast my brothers with some foreign booze instead of Huaxia's own wine? Besides, that whole cache of rare vintage liquor was taken in one of my raids. And didn't I save a bit of the Bamboo Leaf Green just for you? Here catch! "

He tossed over the antique blue-and-white porcelain bottle.

Qiro's expression softened into something complicated. Instead of drinking straight from the bottle, he fetched a matching crystal night-glow cup, pouring carefully so that the golden-green liquid glinted with a faint jade hue. He closed his eyes, inhaled the fragrance, and took a tiny sip. The taste was lightly sweet with a trace of bitterness, yet the aftertaste lingered, mellow and exquisite.

Only after this ritual did he let out a heartfelt rebuke:

"You two are wasting a treasure. Dragon, you claim to be a true son of Huaxia, yet you don't even respect how this wine is meant to be savored. It's brewed from precious herbs, both mellow in taste and famed for its health-preserving qualities. A little nourishes, too much dulls the effect yet you drink it by the cupful! "

Dragon waved a dismissive hand.

"If I'm a son of Huaxia's bloodline, don't you think I know how Bamboo Leaf Green should be enjoyed? But we're men. Do you expect me to sip it like a with a teaspoon? "

The blunt remark made Qiro involuntarily think of his own dainty tasting moments ago. He almost choked on his swallow, nearly spraying the precious wine.

As the golden droplets scattered in the air, Qiro's eyes widened. He flared his brain-domain burst, violet light sheathing his body, and in a flash snatched every last droplet into his mouth before it hit the ground.

Miles could only give a wry smile at the scene.

So this is Dragon whatever he thinks, he says. No guile, no pretense. He can mock you in front of a crowd and mean no ill will.

Miles's mother had Huaxia blood too hence the character "Yu" in his name. Perhaps that was why he felt no offense at Dragon's rough honesty; instead he found it oddly familiar, even endearing.

Dragon stared at Qiro's feat, muttering:

"Big Bro. seriously? I'd have shared half my glass with you no need to grovel on the floor for spilled drops. "

Qiro felt a pang in his heart at such rustic treatment of a rare vintage. But seeing the usually combative Dragon and his favorite pupil getting along, he let it slide.

Dispelling the violet glow and savoring the lingering aroma in his cup, Qiro tilted his head back and finished the drink in one swallow.

"Worthy of three centuries of cellared perfection,"

he sighed. "The preservation chamber alone cost me a fortune. All right, enough about wine. Time for business. "

Miles was about to excuse himself, but Dragon grabbed his sleeve.

"Stay. Don't tell me you think you're an outsider. "

Seeing Qiro's nod of approval, Miles stayed.

"Go on then,"

Dragon said, cheeks slightly flushed from the drink. "What's the big news? I know that meeting you all had today wasn't for nothing. "

Qiro, unruffled, traced the rim of the antique cup as he replied:

"Tomorrow, the upper management is sending someone down. Looks like they intend to meddle. "

Dragon's eyes widened.

"Seriously? Didn't they promise not to interfere with the League? "

He thought for a moment, then muttered:

"Wait. The Federation and the Empire just sent us new orders a few days ago, telling us to move out the day after tomorrow. If the upper management arrives tomorrow, that means they don't know we've already struck a deal with the Federation and Empire. "

Qiro spread his hands in resignation.

"No they know. That's why they're coming. To stop us. They don't want us slipping their leash to side with the Federation. "

Dragon slammed a fist on the table.

"Aren't they afraid we'll just take out whoever they send? Even if it's one of those 'Innate-Breakthrough' masters, we've got forty elite mech pilots can't tell me we can't bring one down! "

Qiro shook his head.

"If it were anyone else, maybe. But this time it's Fang Cheng. Word is he's pushed his body to the third stage of the physical limit he won't fear our combined assault. So stop talking about killing. We'll hear him out first and decide after. Oh Wisdom Fox told me to tell you to skip tomorrow's meeting. Says he's not sure you can play the part. "

Dragon snorted.

"Hmph. As if I want to. "

Miles, listening to the two veterans' banter, found the whole exchange amusing. How different this was from the stiff, by-the-book military councils of the Federation. Here the pirates were frank and freewheeling, their style laid bare.

As he listened, the picture became clear. The upper management that was what the pirates called the Baichuan Group.

The name came from an Huaxia phrase: "The sea accepts a hundred rivers. "

The "sea" referred to the pirates; the "hundred rivers," the powerful organization that had united and now ruled over them.

It was no secret Baichuan had openly brought the once-independent pirate clans under its banner, turning them into the Pirate Group. The revelation simply had not spread far.

For years, the pirate clans had lived by the sword, preying on shipping between the Federation and the Empire. Baichuan, operating in the neutral buffer zone between the two powers, had profited far more safely dealing in information, trafficking goods, even supplying black-market weapons and mechs. A mutually beneficial partnership at first.

Within a decade, however, Baichuan's growing might allowed it to dominate the pirates, claiming to bring stability to the lawless zone. Resisters faced a stark choice: leave the profitable frontier. or be annihilated.

A few who dreamed of "freedom" tried to unite. They were wiped out in two days by ten of Baichuan's "Innate-Breakthrough" ace pilots, their mechs smashing the rebels like dry twigs.

Power decided all. No one else dared defy Baichuan. The pirate clans became subsidiaries of the Baichuan Group. Though their profits shrank, internal strife vanished, no more backstabbing or bloody betrayals.

Baichuan's backing made the Pirate League strong enough to menace even the best-guarded convoys of the Federation and the Empire.

But the sweet period had not lasted. Once the Federation decided to enlist the pirates in the war against the alien swarm, the balance shifted. With the League now recognized by both great powers as a legitimate fighting force, Baichuan's grip weakened.

Miles was still mulling this over when Qiro suddenly asked in surprise:

"Hey, Miles what happened to your chest? "

Before Miles could answer, Dragon sat up straight and spoke frankly, recounting the whole story without embellishment.

Meanwhile, in the League's crowded conference hall, more than twenty pirate leaders sprawled in their seats in every conceivable posture.

Wisdom Fox surveyed the unruly chiefs and said dryly:

"Looks like the upper management isn't happy with our 'legitimization' and means to interfere. You're all smart enough to know how to put on a good show tomorrow. "

His gaze hardened.

"Some of you still have ties to Baichuan and pass them information now and then. But if we want to survive the Federation's and the Empire's squeeze, we pirates must stand united. If any clan harbors divided loyalties

my Fox-Might clan will gladly drag them straight down to hell with us. "
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Chapter 3: The Extermination Plan
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No one in the Pirate League was surprised that the "upper management" would send someone down

but none expected them to come so fast, or in such an odd way.

A battered, unmodified jet skimmer rattled and clanked as it lurched to a stop at the League's gate. When it settled onto the landing pad, the onlookers could still hear something loose inside banging around.

If the decrepit vehicle was meant to impress, the who stepped out of it would have made most observers choke with laughter.

Fang Cheng looked like anything but a formidable figure. He wore a plain, worn set of clothes; there was nothing remarkable about his appearance. What drew attention if anything were his dull, clouded eyes. Paired with his perpetually drowsy expression, he looked more like a half-asleep than one of the most dangerous warriors in the Baichuan Group.

He climbed out of the skimmer unhurriedly, lids drooping as if they were too heavy to lift. At first glance, even many ordinary men might have seemed sharper, livelier than he.

Yet the pirate leaders who had gathered did not frown in disappointment. Instead, they grinned, eyes gleaming with curiosity as they sized up this legendary figure who had finally descended on Reno Star.

For all his unimpressive looks, none of them dismissed Fang Cheng's strength. In the Baichuan Group where powerhouses were legion he still ranked comfortably among the top five. Only the former steward, the Lone Wolf Eli, had ever met him in person; to everyone else here, he had been a name, not a face until now.

"Welcome to Reno Star,"

said Wisdom Fox, his smile thin and his tone edged with polite hostility, as if greeting an alien envoy.

The other stewards came forward to exchange courtesies, offering perfunctory handshakes. Their smiles were for show but appearances had to be kept.

What struck the stewards most was what they felt in those handshakes. Each discreetly tried to stir Fang Cheng's inner potential with his own power a customary test among evolved new-humans

but it was like throwing pebbles into an abyss, like punching a pillow of air.

His eyes remained heavy-lidded, his bearing unchanged yet they could sense nothing, not the faintest ripple of inner energy. It wasn't just composure. It was as if he had returned to a state of natural simplicity, hiding all strength beneath a plain exterior.

Most disconcerting of all were those cloudy eyes impossible to read. The stewards realized they could never guess what lay behind them. One phrase came to all their minds: "unfathomable depth. "

When the handshakes ended, Fang Cheng gave an apologetic little smile and said in a slow, low voice:

"Forgive me. I came straight here last night and haven't eaten since. Might I trouble you for a meal. and perhaps a void-sim screen as well? "

"Of course. We'll have it arranged at once,"

Wisdom Fox replied with unhesitating politeness, signaling his aides to prepare food and set up the holographic simulator in the conference hall.

Not long after, the cunning strategist let out a sly, almost foxlike chuckle.

"The meal is ready, and the simulator's in place,"

he said, feigning geniality. "Please, after you. "

The dinner in the conference hall was his first test a calculated embarrassment. To eat there, under the eyes of pirate chiefs slouched in their seats like spectators at a circus, was almost shameful. To refuse rudely would signal arrogance or insecurity. Either choice would reflect poorly on the Baichuan envoy.

But as Fang Cheng stepped through the door, he showed neither surprise nor offense. He walked straight to the table and began to eat calmly, naturally, with no pretension whatsoever.

His unaffected appetite, his air of quiet enjoyment, somehow erased the distance between him and the rough, free-spirited pirates watching him. What was meant as a snare turned into a bridge.

The pirate chiefs, expecting awkwardness and blunders, found themselves merely watching a have his lunch. The stewards beside him supposedly the hosts were the ones left standing stiffly, feeling like servants waiting on a master.

Fang Cheng ate with the relish of a hungry traveler. Quick as he was, a whole table of dishes still took time to finish, and no one could well start the council while he dined. So they waited, caught between amusement and discomfort.

We set the trap for him, the stewards thought ruefully, and ended up trapping ourselves.

At last he pushed the dishes aside with a look of contentment. Wisdom Fox losing for once his habitual cool immediately ordered the table cleared and gestured for the visitor to begin.

As the stewards stepped off the dais, their earlier notion of testing the envoy evaporated. He had passed the first challenge simply by refusing to acknowledge it as such.

Fang Cheng swallowed a mouthful of water, then turned to Wisdom Fox.

"A fine meal,"

he said mildly. "A bit salty, though. Might I trouble you for another cup of water? "

"Of course. Right away. "

When all was in readiness, Fang Cheng stood at ease before the gathering. His gaze, though heavy-lidded, swept the room as if he had all the time in the world.

"Since all the leaders are present, I'll speak plainly,"

he began, his tone slow and unhurried, as if discussing the weather. "First, the reason I came. "

In a corner seat, Qiro watched the envoy with dawning comprehension. So that's Baichuan's game, he thought. Send a who looks like nothing, so that no one guards against him. Every move he makes is natural, effortless, without any hint of affectation. Now, with this candid opening, he wins their trust. From start to finish, Baichuan has held the advantage.

Fang Cheng drew a data capsule from his coat and synced it to the void-sim screen. Though his expression remained as drowsy as ever, the pirates now saw him as a master whose composure was beyond feigning.

A moment later, a vast, crystal-clear three-dimensional star-map bloomed in the air above the hall.

Fang Cheng traced a circle on the map. At his touch, a red ring flared into view.

"Not to hide anything from you "

he said evenly,

" our Baichuan Group learned days ago that the Federation altered the mission originally agreed upon with your League. All your earlier planning and preparation has been rendered void.

"Why? The official story is that the planet Mena has come under sudden attack by the swarm, forcing the Federation and the Empire to divert forces there. So instead of sweeping up stray insect hordes, you've been ordered by both governments together to advance to this location. "

His words dropped into the chamber like stones into still water. The pirates, who had thought themselves privy to a top-secret mission, fell silent, exchanging uneasy glances.

For the task had indeed been given in confidence, known only to the League's upper echelon. For Baichuan to know it in detail could only mean one thing there was a leak. Wisdom Fox's warning yesterday had not been groundless.

Fang Cheng blinked his dull eyes and smiled faintly.

"Don't ask how we know. From today onward I can assure you Baichuan will not interfere in your operations or meddle in your decisions. "

The pirate leaders relaxed a little at that, waiting for the rest.

"What I must add,"

Fang Cheng continued in that same unhurried tone,

"is that the Federation and the Empire most likely have another purpose in giving you this assignment. I would say there is an eighty-percent chance it is a trap. "

He paused to sip his water, eyes half-closed, as though watching the ripples of alarm his words stirred.

Pointing again to the red-ringed zone on the map, he said:

"According to our long-range reconnaissance, more than sixty percent of all the raptors and tongue-spitters we've tracked on Reno come from here. If we're right, this is the swarm's hive. "

A stir ran through the hall.

"As for Mena,"

Fang Cheng went on,

"it's true the swarm struck there, but the threat is nowhere near as severe as claimed. There was no need to send heavy forces. This change of orders, therefore, seems aimed at conserving their own strength

and throwing your League into the meat grinder. "

The words were spoken as mildly as if he were reciting a weather report yet they fell like thunderbolts.

None of the pirate chiefs had been told the true objective of the mission. But hearing Fang Cheng lay it out so plainly, they could hardly dismiss the possibility. Many had already suspected as much.

"We cannot be absolutely sure this is the swarm's main hive,"

he added,

"but two months of drone surveillance show that more than half the alien beasts on Reno emerged from that sector. If it isn't the heart of the nest, it is at least a major stronghold. "

The implications were obvious. If Baichuan knew this, surely the Federation and Empire did too. And if they knew yet still ordered the pirates to assault the site, their intent was self-evident.

"Understand this,"

Fang Cheng said at last, his tone firming for the first time. "The League is not merely being sent in as the vanguard. You may also be walking into a knife waiting at your backs.

"Once the swarm is destroyed, your usefulness ends. And when the cunning hare is dead, the hound is boiled; when the birds are gone, the bow is put away. Don't think the Federation and the Empire incapable of such ruthlessness. They would welcome a peaceful, orderly buffer zone one without troublesome pirates. "

That, finally, struck home. A burly clan leader shot to his feet, cursing:

"Even if we survive the swarm, who knows if those armies won't turn on us the moment the aliens are gone? They get a free shock-troop force and keep their own soldiers safe then shoot us in the back! "

Another added bitterly:

"They promised that if we fought to defend the human worlds, they'd recognize us and let us be folded into their forces as equals. Now it seems they just want to burn us out as fodder. "

A chorus of angry voices rose in agreement.

When at last the clamor subsided, Fang Cheng spoke again, no faster than before:

"I did not come merely to warn you. I bring a message from Baichuan. "

He straightened a little, voice steady:

"In this battle, our Group will stand with you. We know that if the League is broken, we will suffer as well. When the lips are gone, the teeth grow cold. "

The hall erupted in murmurs of astonishment. Many pirate chiefs had not imagined Baichuan would so openly commit itself.

Wisdom Fox, however, had already guessed the reason. So had several of the stewards. They knew Baichuan never acted without interest and to deploy so many top-ranked "Innate-Breakthrough" ace pilots was to risk drawing the full scrutiny of both great powers. Only for immense gain would the Group gamble so boldly.

On the surface, Wisdom Fox mused, as Fang Cheng said: united, we thrive; divided, we fall. If the League is crushed, Baichuan's main source of revenue collapses too. But surely there's more beneath the surface than simple mutual benefit.

What exactly is Baichuan's true aim in this war? he wondered.
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Chapter 4: The Alliance of Interests
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No one in the hall asked Fang Cheng the obvious question. Everyone knew they would get no answer from him.

Seeing the look on their faces, Fang Cheng also understood that the pirate leaders had reached their decision. He wasted no time. On the void-sim screen's star-map he marked a bright five-pointed star, saying:

"Now let's talk about how to make this battle both brilliant and decisive. "

The pirate chiefs fixed their eyes on him, listening intently.

He first erased the earlier red markings.

"Stick to the original plan set out tomorrow as scheduled. That way the Federation and the Empire won't suspect anything. But we'll adjust your route. We can't let the military track your true movements. "

He traced a new blue line across the star-map.

"Because both powers are secretly monitoring you, Baichuan's twenty-plus ace pilots will merge into your League in separate batches. This blue route is your new march line. By the time you reach this point "

he tapped a node

"our people will have linked up with yours. "

Next he drew several green arrows.

"Our present position is only eight thousand kilometers from the objective. Tomorrow, once we move, the regular forces of the Federation and Empire will launch a frontal assault on the swarm. That will draw attention and give us cover. The route itself won't be too dangerous. "

Finally he colored the five-pointed star golden and nodded.

"For safety, the main League force should not rush the basin blindly. Advance step by step, consolidating each gain until you reach the basin's rim here. "

He pointed to the golden mark. "At that point our twenty-one ace pilots and your forty-three Peak-Limit new-human pilots will break off from the army to scout the hive itself. If it truly lies there, we'll find a way to destroy it. "

As he spoke, the chiefs below did not sit idle. They weighed the risks and merits, running the plan through their minds.

Fang Cheng lowered the laser stylus and gestured to the golden star.

"Why split forces? Because our combined sixty-plus top-tier fighters can face the swarm's main body head-on without suffering heavy loss. Without the burden of a large army, we can strike or withdraw at will. Meanwhile the League's main body will stay at the basin's edge, ready to support. As long as we can pin down the enemy's core host, the League's massed force can break through where the hive is weakest, delivering overwhelming firepower for a decisive blow. "

By the end of his explanation, most leaders were nodding. It was, they agreed, a plan both practical and elegant

giving the League the initiative to attack, defend, or even evade.

If the scouts found the hive's weak point, the main force could strike it in one fatal thrust. If they needed caution, they could fortify and push forward only after learning the hive's movements. And in the worst case, they could keep their distance, avoid head-on clashes, and preserve their strength.

To the League's stewards whose rank gave them a longer view the plan also revealed Baichuan's motives.

If there were no gain to be had, Baichuan would never take such a risk.

True, the League's bulk would camp outside the basin, seemingly safe. But a ten-thousand-strong army is far more conspicuous than sixty elite raiders. Clearly Baichuan meant to let the League draw the swarm's gaze,

so that their own twenty-one aces, together with the League's forty-three top pilots, could slip into the hive.

Both sides, in fact, intended to use the other

but their goal was the same: to reach the swarm's nest. Thus, despite mutual suspicion, they could join hands.

What drives the swarm to cross interstellar space to attack humanity? What secret lies within their hive? The coming campaign might at last yield an answer.

That, no doubt, was why not only the Federation and the Empire but also the Baichuan Group were so intent on this venture. Baichuan had dispatched over twenty of its prized "Innate-Breakthrough" ace pilots surely not merely for glory. Some great prize was expected.

The hive held unknowns perhaps deadly, perhaps a treasure beyond imagining.

"So that's why the upper echelon seeks alliance with us,"

Wisdom Fox thought, his eyes narrowing in sudden insight.

To plot under the very noses of the great powers,

Baichuan must have more than those twenty-one aces in the field. That was only the force they admitted;

surely more lay hidden, ready to move when needed.

Such boldness meant they were determined.

One ace of the Innate-Breakthrough level could match five ordinary Post-Limit elite pilots. Without Baichuan's help, the League's forty-plus elites would have little chance of entering and escaping the swarm's hive alive. With them led by seasoned masters the venture became just barely possible.

Baichuan, for its part, hoped to bury its strongest inside the League's ranks,

less visible to the enemy and to the Federation and Empire as well. Each side sought its own advantage.

Wisdom Fox happened to catch a fleeting gleam in Fang Cheng's otherwise lifeless eyes and knew that the envoy understood his thoughts. Neither exposed the other; both were content to leave the understanding unspoken.

Even if the campaign failed to achieve a flawless military success,

a strike by sixty top-tier pilots to seize a swarm hive would seize public attention. Media coverage would make heroes of them. If, against all odds, they actually captured the hive,

the feat would be sensational unmatched in the entire war so far.

The League's main army, stationed outside the main battle zone, would suffer little loss. If casualties were only a handful, the operation would be hailed as a near-perfect victory

something the Federation and Empire themselves had yet to achieve.

Early in the war, each great power had hesitated,

more afraid of the other's treachery than of the swarm itself. Neither wished to reveal the true extent of its elite forces,

fearing that in the struggle against the aliens the rival might stab it in the back. So they had sent mainly ordinary troops,

whose courage despite good training and weapons often faltered under such conditions. Defeat followed defeat, the front shrinking again and again.

At first both governments even suspected the aliens were a ruse,

some secret bioweapon of the other side unleashed to distract and weaken them. They yielded ground, hoping to lure the "enemy" out.

That misjudgment had proved catastrophic. The swarm, cunning as it was deadly, used light forces for feints and raids,

while its main host suddenly swept down on Liulan, a tourist world in the buffer zone.

Ordinary soldiers bogged down elsewhere and the elite units held back,

Liulan's civilians had fought and died almost unaided. In two days the world of seven hundred thousand souls was overrun,

its cities drowned in tides of raptors and other beasts,

its streets heaped with mangled dead.

All humanity saw the holos broadcast by satellites

and the outcry forced the two great powers at last to ally in earnest,

issuing joint declarations and calling for a common front against the alien threat.

Only then did the war effort begin to show progress.

Under public pressure, and to hide their earlier timidity,

the governments allowed media to embed reporters with the forces. Hence the official Alliance War site became the forum where stories spread

like the one of an Imperial soldier who slew seven raptors with a single "Burst" round,

or the video of Miles maneuvering the Thunder-Racer so brilliantly against the swarm. Humanity craved heroes and victories, no matter how small.

If the coming battle achieved the stunning capture of a swarm hive,

Baichuan would only need to leak a little news. Reporters from every world would come swarming;

the League and Baichuan alike would stand in the spotlight

and the Federation and Empire would have to think twice before moving against such celebrated allies.

Even if they still schemed, they would have to wait until the uproar subsided

by which time the League and Baichuan would have had plenty of time to prepare their response.

Whether or not Baichuan's ultimate aim was truly to pave its way to legitimacy,

the League had no choice but to ally with them for the sake of its own survival and profit.
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Chapter 5: A Blessing in Disguise
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Wisdom Fox stepped up to the void-sim screen. Instead of looking at Fang Cheng, he pointed at the glowing holo-map.

"We'll discuss the details of the hive campaign later. First, there's a new assignment from the Federation. Compared with our main mission it's trivial, but since it's an official order we need to arrange for it. "

He keyed in a command; a purple marker blinked on the map.

"The Federation wants us to occupy this outpost. The site holds crystal ore and has strategic value. They intend to turn it into a forward supply base. According to the briefing, the task isn't too hard

they only ask us to garrison the spot with a weak pirate clan until their own troops arrive. "

He turned his eyes on Fang Cheng, clearly seeking his view.

Fang Cheng thought for a moment and replied in his usual listless tone:

"If they think a single pirate clan can hold it, the swarm can't have taken it. At most we'll meet stragglers on the way. With the main alien host tied down by the great powers, the road should be relatively clear. "

He went on, voice as languid as ever:

"To keep the League's main strength intact, we shouldn't detach an entire clan. Better to send a small, fast-moving mechanized squad. If they do meet heavy resistance, they can avoid engagement and skirt around. "

Wisdom Fox nodded approval.

"Agreed. We won't even assign a Peak-Limit new-human for this. Our main force must remain concentrated in case of sudden trouble. "

Everyone present understood the subtext: the League faced danger not only from the swarm but also perhaps from the Federation and Empire.

After some thought, Wisdom Fox tapped the map again.

"We'll form the unit by drawing one or two men from each clan. The key is choosing the captain he must be strong, shrewd, and battle-tested. Which clan is willing to offer such a man? "

There was a murmur of low discussion. Then Roderick Hong, leader of the Red Tide pirates, stood and spoke first:

"Miles of the Hive-Raid clan slew ninety-three Raptors and six Tongue-dragons alone. In both strength and experience he meets the standard. I say he should be captain. "

Others quickly joined in:

"Of course he qualifies. His famous Thunder-Racer fight against the swarm has been broadcast to billions

no one else commands such recognition. "

"Among the younger generation below the Peak-Limit threshold, Miles stands at the top. "

"I second that he's the right choice. "

Almost every clan chief in the hall voiced support.

Only Qiro, head of the Hive-Raid clan, remained silent in the corner. He knew too well that their enthusiasm had more to do with yesterday's duel between Miles and Evil Dragon. Many of these leaders had felt their own lives threatened by the killing intent Miles had displayed even before reaching the Peak-Limit stage. If he ever crossed that threshold, the Hive-Raid clan with four such elites might become a rival too strong to tolerate.

Nordeia, one of the League's stewards and an rival of the Hive-Raid, prodded slyly:

"Since everyone favors him, Steward Qiro, you should set an example. "

Under the combined pressure of the crowd and Wisdom Fox's steady gaze, Qiro smiled and nodded.

"No objection. I was about to nominate Miles myself Hong merely spoke first. "

Wisdom Fox announced crisply:

"Settled, then. Miles of the Hive-Raid clan will lead the detachment. Each clan is to submit two candidates, with their skills and records clearly listed. Captain Miles will select the final team himself. "

At the mention of Miles's name, Fang Cheng's dull eyes flashed clear for an instant

but the change went unnoticed in the general focus on Qiro.

Knowing that internal League matters were not his to meddle in, Fang Cheng kept silent and expressionless at Wisdom Fox's side.

Wisdom Fox added sternly:

"Tomorrow the regular military will launch a large offensive. We'll use that window to advance toward our main target. I expect every clan chief to keep his men in line. We agreed to unity at the alliance's founding

put aside grudges. If anyone provokes discord, we stewards will not stand by nor show mercy. "

He concluded:

"That's all for this council. Return and prepare your forces. We march at dawn. Stewards, remain we have further details to discuss. "

He gestured for Fang Cheng to stay as well.

Hive-Raid Clan Encampment

Studying the lists sent by other clans, Siller cursed aloud:

"Knew it! Those foxes have no shame

not a single one sent their best youngsters. "

Evil Dragon snorted:

"You expected them to? Of course they dumped their weakest or most unruly trouble-makers. "

"All the more reason Miles shouldn't be the one risking himself! Big Brother, why let him go? "

Siller turned in frustration to Qiro.

Qiro sighed helplessly.

"As if I wanted this. Yesterday's duel left us the target of everyone's scheming. "

Evil Dragon, lounging with one leg over the other, spoke with infuriating calm:

"It's not all bad. This will give Miles field experience

and leading a band of misfits will teach him command. "

That only made Siller angrier. He jabbed a finger at Evil Dragon's nose.

"You're the reason he's in danger in the first place! If anything happens to him I'll challenge you myself. "

"I won't fight you because nothing will happen. He'll have unseen protection. "

Evil Dragon turned his head aside, unruffled, his words shocking the others.

Seeing his unforced composure, Siller calmed a little and asked:

"You mean. you'll be guarding him? "

Evil Dragon stood, met Siller's eyes, and smiled.

"Think clearly. I just checked the mech he pilots

it shows a peak synchronization rate of eighty-five. My dear younger brother, even with your evolved physique you can't match that without pushing your brain-domain to the limit. "

He clapped Siller's shoulder and walked out.

His remark set Qiro thinking. He muttered to himself:

"Eighty-five, and he hasn't even broken through yet. Could that killing aura we sensed be the precursor to Innate-Limit awakening? "

He turned to Siller.

"Recall the duel carefully did you notice anything unusual about Miles? "

The hint made Siller pause, then his eyes widened as he remembered Evil Dragon's tone earlier.

"Big Brother. if he's achieved that without drugs or machines to guide him, then he's "

" already on the threshold. "

Qiro nodded gravely. "Something in the fight must have stirred his latent power. With proper guidance he may soon cross the Innate-Limit. "

Siller was struck speechless.

"He's only nineteen. his future could be limitless. "

Qiro added thoughtfully:

"This mission isn't just for our clan's standing

it's also his own test. None in the League, not even the departed Lone Wolf Eli, ever achieved true Innate-Limit. We, who relied on artificial induction, know nothing of that natural path. No one can teach him how to release and wield such power. He must discover it in battle for himself. "

Siller murmured:

"No wonder. even being wounded in that duel was worth it, if it pushed him so far. "

Qiro smiled wryly and added a warning:

"So stop blaming your second brother. I heard Miles call him 'Brother' yesterday

and you know Evil Dragon is more protective of his sworn brothers than even I am. "

Siller nodded heavily at the reminder, then frowned at the list in his hands.

"Still, pulling competent fighters from this rabble will be hard. Even a simple mission could turn risky if his own team drags him down. Who exactly will be watching over him? "

Qiro chuckled.

"You still haven't figured it out? That's nothing to worry about. Evil Dragon sees the truth more clearly than we do. "

"Come on, Big Brother, tell me. "

Siller pressed.

Qiro laughed outright.

"Think about it. We clearly still have the Group's eyes and ears among us. If Miles has shown signs of natural awakening, the Baichuan Group already knows. They prize Innate-Limit talent above all

they won't risk losing someone with such potential. I'd bet they'll send hidden guardians to watch his back. "

Siller's face lit with understanding.

"I see. Should I tell him, so he won't worry if something unexpected happens? "

"No need. The more danger he faces, the more he'll grow. Though the Group may hope to recruit him, they won't share their own guiding methods yet. If he can discover a path himself in the crucible of combat, all the better. You stay here and keep watch; I have business to attend to. "

Qiro left, while Siller remained, pondering.

A slow smile spread across his face.

"So those scheming clans have actually done us a favor. What looked like trouble may turn out a blessing. Not only will he be safe, he'll have the chance to rise even higher. Why didn't I think of the Group's hand in this before? "

He sighed again.

"Still, Big is right

without a proper guiding method he can't yet draw out all his potential. To truly break through he must find the Innate way on his own. It's both peril and opportunity. I just hope his luck holds. "
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Chapter 6: Mecha Warrior
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Looking at the list handed over by Dean Ciro, Miles quickly skimmed through the specialties of each candidate what type of mechanical units they were adept at, as well as their strengths and weaknesses while mentally running through possible tactical combinations they could form in battle.

Before long, Miles returned the list to Ciro with a confident nod. "I've decided. I only need these seven. "

Seeing the seven names underlined on the list, along with Miles's handwritten notes and requirements, Ciro gave him an approving look. "Care to explain your choices? "

"The larger the team, the harder it is to coordinate especially since we'll have very little time to build teamwork. If we go beyond ten people, communication and cooperation will become a problem. And the bigger the group, the more likely we are to attract the swarm's attention. Our mission is to reach the crystal-mining site as quickly as possible, not to get bogged down fighting along the way. "

Instead of being displeased by the young man's confidence, Ciro burst out laughing. "Miles, your eye is remarkable. Those seven aren't the strongest on the list, but as a team they form the most effective combination. Still, I have to warn you this will be one colorful squad. Five of them are the most troublesome hotheads in their pirate crews, and one is famously timid. I can only wish you luck. If you think you can make them obedient and docile, don't waste your effort. "

Since he no longer worried about Miles's safety, Ciro was more amused than concerned.

Miles, unfazed, replied with a grin, "I don't need to change who they are. I just need to bring out their strengths. That's enough. I'll go tell them to get ready for combat. "

Handing the list back to Miles, Ciro smiled. "Xile's waiting outside. Have him call the names on the list and remind them of your requirements. Make sure they bring their uniforms, helmets, and rifles. Then you can head to the armory to pick whatever tools and weapons you want. "

Miles thanked him and turned to leave.

Watching his back, Ciro murmured with an intrigued smile, "What a remarkable little squad. even the captain is anything but ordinary. "

Outside, Xile hurried over, looking a little anxious.

Noticing his expression, Miles smiled. "Xile, just the man I was looking for. Could you help me notify the people I've marked on this list? Make sure you remind them of the notes I wrote more than once. Tell them to bring their uniforms, helmets, and rifles. I also need to pick out some tools and weapons. "

"No problem. How's the wound on your chest? " Xile asked with concern.

Miles patted his chest and smiled. "It's fine. Dean Ciro gave me the best medicine. I've already recovered worked like a charm. "

Xile nodded in relief, then lowered his voice. "Good. Now tell me. why did you pretend to be my second brother, the Demon Dragon? " He held Miles's arm as if afraid he might bolt.

Miles's smile froze, a flicker of regret and helplessness flashing across his face. He had guessed the answer long ago but had tried to avoid facing it. After all, that person had been his first real friend at the academy.

Seeing his reaction, Xile sighed and said quietly, "It was Fangtooth, wasn't it? "

Miles didn't confirm or deny it. Instead, he quickly explained the whole incident, his tone tinged with frustration.

Xile listened and then patted his shoulder in relief. "At least you were lucky not to use drugs or guiding devices back then. "

"Why? Isn't breaking through my physical limit a good thing? " Miles asked in confusion.

"If the soldiers had interrupted you during the guided process, even if you succeeded in breaking through, you might have been left with dangerous after-effects. " Xile didn't reveal his true thoughts but gave a tactful explanation.

Clapping Miles's shoulder, he smiled warmly. "All right, give me the list. I'll have someone notify them. While you wait, come with me to the armory there should be something there you'll like. "

The armory was a compact facility within the massive transport ship. Miles hadn't seen Xile do anything, yet the wall split open, revealing a jagged entrance.

Xile tapped his chest and explained, "Identity chip first, then fingerprint and iris scan. Come on in this is the armory of our Hive Raiders. "

Efficient yet secure. Miles followed, impressed.

A few steps in, Xile stopped and pointed to a stack of metal crates in the corner. "Find yourself a set of combat fatigues, a helmet, and boots. These are the Federation's newest gear. Some of their features will come in handy for your mission tomorrow. "

Miles nodded. The new combat suits were high-tech: heat-resistant, cold-resistant, and especially improved against corrosive fluids the kind the Tonguedrakes spewed.

The helmet integrated a long-range communicator, infrared vision, oxygen supply, and automatic gravity adjustment.

The dark-red combat suit had a metallic sheen yet felt soft and warm to the touch clearly crystal-alloy based. A row of buttons on the left arm controlled the helmet's functions, and the pants had holsters on both sides for rifles designed for quick draw whether one was left- or right-handed.

Changing into the gear, Miles found it surprisingly comfortable, though a little snug. The boots flexed with his steps and fit so well he barely felt them.

From across the room, Xile called, "Come over here these crates hold the rifles. Take a look. "

Before Miles could reach him, Xile tossed him a long case, grinning with rare excitement. "You're in luck it's a Fire-Dragon. One of the best the Federation makes. Open it. "

The moment Miles caught it, he felt its perfect weight and balance. Heart racing, he quickly undid the latches. As the protective seals came off, the weapon gleamed before his eyes.

"Beautiful! " he shouted in delight. It was the real-world counterpart of his favorite partner in the game War and Peace the M-19.

Its design was identical to the game's model except for the dark-red finish replacing the silvery shine. The performance accuracy, power, and range far surpassed it. Miles ran a hand lovingly over the warm crystal-alloy barrel and stock.

Xile laughed. "No need to get that excited there are even better toys here! "

Miles grinned but kept caressing the weapon.

"Come on," Xile said, beckoning him. "Let me show you the mechanical units we got from the Federation. You can pick whichever you like aside from the mechs, of course. "

Still holding the Fire-Dragon, Miles asked, "Hey, Xile, do we have the Burster? "

Xile waved a hand dismissively. "Sure, but it's practically useless. Its effective range is only five meters. Unless you're cornered and desperate, no one bothers with it. "

"Where is it? I want to see it. " Miles's eyes lit up.

Xile pointed to a distant crate. "Over there still sealed. Nobody in our crew ever wanted one. "

Tucking the Fire-Dragon into the special holster on his right thigh, Miles strode over, pried open the heavy lid with his bare hands, and uncovered the strange-looking weapon.

Xile walked up, raising an eyebrow. "That thing looks weird. Aside from the big barrel up front, it looks more like an antique flak vest than a gun. "

Miles chuckled. "It's not a vest it's a compression converter designed to be worn on the back. When activated, it draws in and compresses the surrounding air to the extreme, then blasts it out through the barrel. The compressed gas expands violently on release, generating intense heat enough to devastate almost anything. "

He slung the converter onto his back and gripped the barrel in front. "See? Like this. "

The design was surprisingly ergonomic easy to carry and quick to deploy.

Xile stared. "You're not seriously planning to take that thing, are you? "

"Why not? Imperial soldiers once used it to kill seven Raptors. If it worked for them, it can work for me. " Miles grinned.

Xile frowned. "You're crazy. The Fire-Dragon weighs thirteen kilos, your uniform, boots, and helmet add six more. That's already nineteen kilos. Now you're adding another fifteen for the Burster. You'll barely be able to move. "

Miles shrugged. "Thirty-four kilos total. I can handle it. Back at the academy, I was top of the class in endurance runs and obstacle courses under load. Come on, let's go check out the mechanical units. "

Xile gave him a doubtful look. "I know your record I tested you myself. But think about it: if you need to use these weapons, it means the situation is dire. Will you still have the strength to wield them? "

"That's exactly when they'll be most useful. Don't worry, Xile what's this, are you worried about me? " Miles teased, giving him a light punch on the chest.

Xile sighed. "I just hope you won't need it meaning you'll stay safe. I'm not stingy. If you want, you can take the whole stockpile. The Federation and Empire rely on us raiders as their spearhead; it's only fair they arm us properly. "

Miles grinned, handed the Burster to him, and said, "Hold this for me then. Good to know you're not the stingy type. Let's go show me the mechanical units. "

As they walked, Xile added, "Just remember, the Burster's range is only five meters. The Fire-Dragon's more practical since it uses magnetic ammo that never runs out. "

"Yeah, yeah. Xile, you're starting to sound like an nag," Miles quipped, pushing him playfully toward the next armory.

Xile pointed at a nearby hangar. "How about the Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicle? You know it well. I bet you can handle it even better now. "

Miles shook his head. "Not interested. Too easy to drive and not powerful enough on the battlefield. "

"All right, then follow me. " Xile led him into another hangar.

Miles's eyes widened slightly first-generation Mecha-Beasts. Towering three and a half meters tall even in a crouch, with long mechanical legs supporting a spherical torso, more than ten of them stood in a neat row.

He quickly recalled their specs: fully upright they were 4. 15 meters tall, 3. 83 meters wide at the broadest point, and could reach a top speed of 17. 9 meters per second. Each was armed with twin M-3 heavy machine guns. Once the Federation's mainstay, they'd served for seven years before being retired by the new second-generation models.

Xile, seeing his brief glance, smiled knowingly. "Not your style, huh? Let's go see the second-gens there's even a few Roaring Tanks. "

Miles nodded and followed.

Opening a secure door with a green button, Xile gestured toward a silver-hulled Mecha-Beast. "We only have four of these second-gens three have been claimed already. This is the last one. If you'd rather take a Roaring Tank, there are five or six available. "

Miles didn't answer. He simply studied the second-generation machine with a keen, thoughtful gaze, taking in the sleek silver frame with its elegant curves so different from the bulky black first-gen units.

He knew the numbers by heart: smaller and lighter than its predecessor, standing 2. 15 meters tall and 1. 72 meters wide at the torso. But more importantly, it met the crucial standard of Mass-Efficiency Optimization, a concept dating back two centuries that revolutionized technology alongside the discovery of crystal resources.

Miles traced a hand along the smooth alloy hull and murmured to himself, "The second-gen is far more mature than the first. With mass-efficiency optimization, it can reach 26. 7 meters per second and wields the M-8 rotary burst cannon fast-firing and powerful enough to pierce a Raptor's hide with just three rounds. "

He smiled faintly. "We're not technologically behind the swarm. If only we fully committed to mass production, we could face them head-on. "

Xile interjected, "Mass production isn't the problem we can build plenty. The real issue is finding enough trained pilots. "

Miles frowned. "But if every soldier were equipped with second-gens, our odds of winning would skyrocket. "

Xile stared at him. "You think everyone's a mechanical genius like you? Most soldiers would need at least half a year of training before they could pilot one without risking their lives. That's why the Federation, despite its tech advantage, still can't crush the Empire outright. But don't worry third-gen Mecha-Beasts will soon roll off the lines. They'll be easier to operate thanks to advanced AI support. "

He pressed a blue button, and another heavy door slid open, revealing a massive yellow-camouflaged tank.

"Take a look at the Roaring Tank. It's the most powerful unit we have here comparable to a mech in the right hands. But it's slower and requires manual mode-switching between bombardment and standard fire. Still, I believe your skills could handle it. "

Miles studied it in awe. It was clearly a third-generation design.

Noticing his expression, Xile smirked it wasn't often he saw Miles so surprised.

"This third-gen Roaring Tank also meets mass-efficiency standards, reaching speeds up to 16. 7 meters per second. Its key upgrade is the Magnetic-Pulse Rotary Cannon Mk II. The original model, the Mk I, pioneered the use of magnetic energy as unlimited ammunition, paving the way for the Thunder-Speed Vehicle, the Fire-Dragon, and many other weapons. But the Mk I lacked power less than the M-8's. The Mk II changed that by using the same extreme compression principle as the Burster to unleash devastating area blasts doubling its firepower and making it a terrifying weapon for offense and defense alike. "

Xile looked at him expectantly. "So, will you pick the Roaring Tank? "

Miles grinned. "Wrong guess. I'll take the second-generation Mecha-Beast. Nothing's cooler than that. "

Xile blinked, momentarily at a loss for words as Miles's eyes gleamed at the sleek, streamlined war machine.

With both legs controlled by direct neural input like a true mech and the upper body operated by manual controls, the hybrid design suited Miles's style perfectly.

"Are you sure? Its attack range isn't as wide as the tank's, and its firepower is lower. "

"No problem. Just point me to the toolkits. I'll make a few adjustments of my own. "

Xile could only sigh as Miles eagerly began dismantling panels and examining components.

Knowing they would depart the next day, he let the young mechanical genius indulge himself after all, back at the academy he'd rarely had the chance to touch a real war machine.
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Chapter 7: The Remarkable Squad

[image: ]




They had only half a day to prepare far too little time. Most of the squad members didn't even know they would be sent to the battlefield until the evening before departure.

At dawn the next day, after receiving Miles's orders, the seven members of this hastily assembled squad drove their machines and assembled outside the gate of the Pirate Alliance's camp.

Three Roaring Tanks, two Mecha-Beasts, and two Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicles lined up neatly in formation.

To Miles's mild surprise, the so-called troublemakers showed neither fatigue nor sloppiness. All stood tall and alert, their eyes fixed on him sharp and unyielding as drawn blades. From their prideful stares alone, he could tell they were a self-assured, highly competitive bunch.

Scanning the unfamiliar faces, Miles noticed one woman among them and to his further surprise, a familiar face as well.

Duven, once a fellow student at Westwind Academy, now a member of the Thunderclap Pirates. A thoughtful type, skilled at teamwork, and an experienced Roaring Tank pilot. Miles remembered his traits clearly.

Although he was slightly taken aback to see Duven here, Miles kept his face impassive. Gazing briefly up at the pale morning sky, he spoke in an even, mechanical tone, devoid of emotion:

"Check your weapons and equipment especially what I emphasized yesterday. Make sure you've got your combat suits, helmets, and rifles. All of it may come in handy. "

As he expected, no one moved. The seven stood still, confident and defiant.

Miles's keen eyes swept over them. From their self-assured looks, he could tell they were ready but he also knew such people would not respect him unless he asserted himself. It was time to show them who led this squad.

"Enough talk. We leave soon. First, I'll explain the marching and combat formations. "

He raised his voice, crisp and commanding.

"Carlos, Murphy Shi, Boris Shi your Roaring Tanks give us long-range firepower. But don't switch to stationary bombardment mode on your own. Unless I give the order, keep mobile. "

"Suzanne, Duven you're piloting the Mecha-Beasts. Stay on the same battle line with me. I don't want the slower tanks exposed to the swarm. "

"Adi, Porter you're on the Thunder-Speed vehicles. Your main job is scouting. The moment you notice anything suspicious even if it's just a bad feeling or a twitching eyelid report immediately. "

"In combat, Carlos, Murphy, Boris, you must focus your cannons on the densest parts of the swarm. The Magnetic-Pulse Rotary Cannons of the Roaring Tanks are devastating only when they hit concentrated clusters. Spread your fire don't all hit the same spot and waste power. "

"Suzanne, Duven, you know the strengths of the Mecha-Beasts their mobility and twin M-8 rotary cannons. I expect you both to control them independently with each hand hit separate targets instead of wasting fire on something that's already dead. "

"Lastly, Adi, Porter the Thunder-Speed vehicles may be our scouts, but I expect you to exploit their full offensive capability. That's why I ordered you to fill your storage bays with both standard mines and Spider Mines. The moment you see large numbers of Raptors or Tonguedrakes, don't hesitate and don't wait for my order lay the mines at once to block them from flanking us. But don't you dare plant mines near our tanks or mechs. I won't tolerate friendly fire. "

"If you're unsure, go watch the Alliance's official training video yes, the one of me piloting a Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicle. It's still used as a tutorial. "

"And one last thing: since we haven't drilled together, keep the formation spread out in battle. As the saying goes, 'don't fear god-like enemies, but fear pig-like teammates. ' Be careful not to get killed by your own side. "

"That's all for now. If anything else comes up, I'll say it en route. Now, board your machines and open your comms to the public channel keep it clear for combat. If you want to chat, use short-range radio. "

"Any objections or suggestions? If not, we move out. "

Miles's tone was brisk, almost perfunctory.

Porter lowered his head awkwardly. "I. I won't drag the team down. "

Carlos's thick beard bristled, his eyes bulging in a glare reminiscent of that gruff logistics captain Mark.

The twin brothers Boris and Murphy exchanged sidelong glances, wearing identical expressions of bored disdain.

Adi, looking every inch the model student, nevertheless glared at Miles in silent resentment.

Even Duven, the former academy mate, fixed Miles with a hard, puzzled stare though unlike the others, his eyes were questioning rather than angry.

Then the girl called Suzanne snapped, eyes flashing. "I have a problem! Why should we listen to you? Think you're so great? If you've got guts, let's settle it one-on-one! "

From the others' clenched jaws and hostile looks, it was obvious they shared her sentiment. Miles's blunt instructions had bruised their pride.

Miles studied them with a calm, almost curious gaze, then raised his right hand and gave a thumbs-up. "Good. Very good. I like seeing my team this fired up. You want to fight me? No problem. When we meet the swarm, whoever racks up the highest kill count gets to be the squad's boss the real captain. "

Without waiting for a reply or giving them a chance to argue, Miles grabbed the long leg of his Mecha-Beast, swung himself into the cockpit, and led the charge, the sleek machine striding off toward their destination.

Duven was the first to react. Though his face betrayed annoyance, he followed without hesitation, driving his tank in close pursuit.

Is Miles deliberately provoking everyone's competitive spirit? But doesn't he risk throwing the team into chaos? Duven frowned. He remembered Miles at the academy as calm and measured, nothing like the sharp-edged today. What was he planning?

Through the open channel, Miles's voice came cool and even:

"Maintain a steady speed of 180 kilometers per hour. Apart from the Thunder-Speed scouts, I don't want any unit getting ahead of me. "

As the dawn sun gilded the distant horizon, a pale sand-colored haze shimmered at the edge of the desert. Miles's lips curved into the faintest smile.

Since each of them has such a strong personality. I'll use it to fuel their fighting spirit.
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Chapter 8: The Lone Hero
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Crossing the flat, rocky plain, the Remarkable Squad followed the coordinates displayed on the onboard computer and entered the yellow desert at high speed. With the Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicles scouting ahead, they had a solid grasp of the situation along the route.

Their luck that morning was surprisingly good. They neither encountered a large swarm of Zerg nor even a single scout drone.

By noon, Miles ordered the squad to slow down and switch to auto-pilot so they could free their hands for lunch inside the jostling cockpits.

While the others dug into their rations, Miles as always pulled a tube of nutrient solution from the storage pocket on his combat suit and drank it sparingly.

Although he no longer had to worry about where his next nutrient ration would come from, the frugal habits from his scavenger days still lingered.

Tipping back his head to finish the tube, Miles happened to notice a faint swirl of dust rising in the distance to his right.

Just then, a hesitant, nervous voice came over the public channel. "Re. report. I think there's something out there. "

The timid voice was not from the tough-minded Suzanne, but from Porter, one of the Thunder-Speed pilots.

Porter was timid by nature and squeamish at the sight of blood. Though he graduated from the prestigious Mecha Combat program at Jinghua Academy one of the Federation's top four academies he had chosen to serve in logistics after the war broke out.

Not long ago, the rear logistics hub where he was stationed was overrun by a swarm of Raptors. He had been rescued by chance by a passing squad from the Thunderclap Pirates though, as the story went, he had been crying at the time. Among hardened pirates used to living on the knife's edge, such behavior earned him the nickname "Scaredy Mouse. "

Miles had learned all this from the dossier.

He'd chosen Porter not for his courage but for his unique piloting skill Xia had been one of the top performers in mecha combat at the academy.

Because it was the public channel, everyone heard Xia's trembling report and sensed the unease in his tone. But no one mocked him everyone could see there was something strange ahead.

As they advanced, they saw a dark mass shifting on the horizon, accompanied by sporadic bursts of cannon fire and the faint shrieks of Zerg creatures.

Though the distance was too great to see details, it was obvious that some unit ahead was already locked in battle.

"Everyone, switch to manual control," Miles ordered curtly. "Thunder-Speed scouts, move up and check it out. From the sounds, they've been fighting for some time. If we can't help, we'll have to detour before we draw the swarm's attention. "

His brow furrowed. From the distorted noises carried on the wind, he could tell some of the mecha and combat units ahead were badly worn. That meant they'd been in prolonged combat.

The squad didn't need another order to quicken their pace. Curiosity and perhaps a flicker of concern spurred them forward.

As they closed the distance, the scene ahead became clear. The gray Raptors and brownish Tonguedrakes had completely gained the upper hand.

The ground was littered with the corpses of Raptors, yet the broken husks of fallen mecha and the motionless shells of combat units told of heavy human casualties. The surrounded unit had clearly fought bravely, but they were hopelessly outnumbered.

The dry blood soaking the sand showed that the battle had been raging for a long time.

Miles halted his Mecha-Beast and sighed softly in the cockpit. "At this point, even if we try to break through, we'd just be throwing ourselves into the grinder. If the formation falters, we'll all be buried here. "

Had his team been disciplined enough to follow orders, there might have been a chance. But they were still a mismatched group with no cohesion. Any mistake could doom them all.

"Let's go around," he said flatly over the public channel, turning his Mecha-Beast to steer away.

A sharp, indignant voice snapped back:

"What, are you scared? Those are our people in there! You'd just walk away while they're surrounded and dying? Is this the kind of leadership we're supposed to follow? "

It was Suzanne, her voice crackling with fury.

The scene was indeed grim less than a dozen battered mecha warriors were still fighting desperately inside the tightening Zerg ring. Every soldier there was a living, breathing human being.

But everyone else knew Suzanne's words were driven by emotion, not reason.

With only eight of them, charging into such a massive swarm to rescue others was almost suicide.

Even if they could reach the embattled warriors, they would still have to somehow escort the exhausted survivors back out through the encircling swarm.

For the others, Miles's judgment made sense. They began maneuvering to skirt the battlefield.

Suzanne's Mecha-Beast remained rooted, unmoving, caught in indecision.

Miles watched her briefly, then glanced at the tactical display. A bold, risky idea came to him.

Over the public channel, his voice rose, hard and taunting:

"Come on! Didn't you all want to be the boss? Here's your chance! Forget formations whoever racks up the most kills gets to be captain! Show me what you're really made of! "

With that, he spun his Mecha-Beast back around and charged straight into the swarm.

Maybe this battle will forge them into a real unit, he thought grimly. Without a shared trial, they'll never learn to fight as one. And in real combat, lone wolves get us all killed.

Watching through his display as the others hesitated, Miles muttered to himself,

"Let's hope this squad isn't just here to get in the way. "

"You're insane! There are thousands tens of thousands of Raptors out there! " Duven exclaimed over the channel.

Carlos's roar followed, full of anger. "There are Tonguedrakes mixed in too! If you want to die, fine but don't drag us down with you! "

No one expected Miles to rise to Suzanne's goading. Yet there he was, plunging straight into the seething swarm as if he were invisible.

The other seven stared in stunned silence, frozen by his recklessness.

Then, unexpectedly, the second person to follow was not the fiery Suzanne or the hot-tempered Carlos but the timid Porter.

His Thunder-Speed Combat Vehicle careened forward, its erratic swerving betraying his frayed nerves.

Duven was next, his Mecha-Beast charging in a straight line, almost side by side with Porter's vehicle.

Seeing two teammates throw themselves in, Suzanne bit her lip and drove her Mecha-Beast forward as well.

The remaining three finally gave in and followed, unwilling to leave their squadmates to face the swarm alone.

Though focused on the rapidly approaching Raptors, Miles's peripheral screen showed his entire squad joining the fight. A faint smile curved his lips.

Good. As long as we don't get surrounded, I can survive this. And with them backing me up, we can make the Zerg pay.

The moment he entered firing range, Miles's Mecha-Beast's twin M-8 rotary cannons roared to life, spewing a torrent of bullets into the Raptors, while he deftly dodged splashes of corrosive green liquid from the Tonguedrakes.

Exploiting his machine's agility and his own superior control, he weaved through the swarm, gunning down Raptors as he moved.

With the squad providing covering fire from the edges of the battlefield, Suzanne hurled herself into the fray as well, her cannons ripping through the beasts at close range. But even so, her kill count lagged behind Miles's his dual-handed control allowed each cannon to target different foes, doubling his efficiency.

At this point, there was no formation, no coordination just raw firepower unleashed in all directions. Even the Thunder-Speed vehicles added their meager pulse shots to the deadly barrage.

Miles frowned slightly. They still don't know how to fight as a unit.

The Zerg quickly adapted. A large detachment of Raptors and Tonguedrakes split from the main swarm, spreading out to encircle the squad like a closing pocket.

It was a familiar tactic encirclement but against an experienced pilot like Miles, it would not be so easily executed.

He made no call over the channel, curious to see how his team would react.

Driving his Mecha-Beast on a slanting path toward the encircling Raptors, he raised his cannons and cut down two of the beasts in an instant.

"What are you waiting for? Want to sit there until we're surrounded? Thunder-Speed! Lay mines, now! " Carlos's voice bellowed over the channel.

Snapping out of their tunnel vision, the others fell back toward the tanks, the two scouts racing to deploy their mines.

The defensive line had barely formed when the first wave of Raptors came within range.

The Roaring Tanks opened fire first, their massive magnetic-pulse rotary cannons blasting through clusters of charging beasts with every shot. Even without careful aiming, each salvo reaped a bloody harvest.

The mines proved no less lethal, detonating under the trampling hordes in wide, devastating bursts.

With Miles and Suzanne at the forefront, drawing most of the Zerg's attention, the rest of the squad held their ground and poured out fire.

Though they had joined the fight only moments ago, Miles's Mecha-Beast was already drenched in blood. Each step forward left crushed Raptors in its wake.

Seeing his squad's defensive line holding, and Suzanne gradually edging closer to it, Miles felt reassured.

Now's my chance. If I can break the swarm's formation, maybe I can pull those trapped mecha warriors out. And with their help, we might all get out alive.

He spotted the embattled warriors less than a dozen of them still fighting fiercely in the tightening ring of beasts. Two were breaking toward him: one in a battered gray humanoid mech, the other in a mangled silver one with its cockpit armor nearly torn away.

Knowing they could not last much longer, Miles gritted his teeth and charged straight toward them, his cannons blazing, carving a bloody path through the Raptors.

Back at the defensive line, the twin brothers Murphy and Boris, manning their tanks, were beginning to panic. "Retreat! We'll get surrounded! "

"Hold your ground! Keep the formation! " Carlos roared back. "Even if we fall back, stay in formation! "

But the twins' fear undermined their aim. The once-solid line now had gaps. Through one such gap, fifty Raptors surged forward, their claws flashing, snarling as they leapt to rip the humans apart.

Suzanne leapt high in her Mecha-Beast, firing down into the beasts' skulls mid-air, but nearly thirty Raptors still broke through.

"Don't just stand there kill them! Or do you want to end up in their bellies? " Duven shouted, tossing out a Spider Mine.

The mine detonated with devastating effect, shredding the intruding beasts into bloody scraps.

Miles's voice cut into the channel, dry and mocking. "Oh? You're already breaking out the Spider Mines? Feeling proud of yourselves? Funny, none of you have more kills than I do yet. If you all fall back now, I'm still the one in charge. "

His taunt lit a fire under them.

"Hmph, we'll see about that! " Suzanne snapped back.

"Try it," Miles replied coolly.

While the Mecha-Beast lacked the Thunder-Speed's raw sprint speed, its long mechanical legs gave it superior maneuverability amid the battlefield's chaos. In the corpse-littered killing fields, the half-mech design was proving its worth.

Miles danced his machine through the swarm like a predator in a bloody sea, leaving carnage in his wake.

Up ahead, he saw the two desperate mecha warriors struggling toward him, the pilot in the broken silver mech barely hanging on.

Determined to reach them, Miles unleashed both cannons in a relentless stream of fire, carving open a corridor of death between himself and the trapped soldiers.

Over the channel, his voice came sharp and commanding:

"Everyone, fall in on my position! Tanks, fire all around me don't worry about hitting me. Thunder-Speed, save your Spider Mines for when we really need them just keep firing your pulse cannons! "

He knew the only hope was to punch a hole in the encirclement. If they couldn't open a gap now, those two warriors were as good as dead.
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Chapter 9: Trapped in Peril
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The squad's concentrated fire slowed the crazed swarm a little, but nowhere near enough to deter the Zerg. Even under the threat of being struck by friendly tank fire, Miles fought his way forward, cutting down eight Raptors and a Tonguedrake just to reach the two battered mechs.

Seeing hope of survival at last, the two mechs dashed straight toward Miles in a desperate sprint, ignoring the claws and acid spit of the beasts around them.

At the same time, the dozen or so remaining mecha warriors didn't try to flee. Instead, they charged in the opposite direction, throwing themselves into the thick of the swarm as if to buy the two escaping pilots a chance to break out.

Who are those two? Miles wondered as he fought, Are they so important that these veterans are laying down their lives to draw the Zerg away for them?

There was no time for answers. He kept firing with lethal precision, mowing down Raptors and Tonguedrakes around him.

Booms, rumbles, metallic clatters and the staccato of cannons merged into a single thunderous roar. The combined assault of the Roaring Tanks' pulse cannons, the Mecha-Beasts' rotary guns, and the Thunder-Speed Vehicles' bursts left scarcely half a second's pause between each blast. Under that relentless firepower, Miles finally carved a bloody path to the two mechs, striding up to them on his Mecha-Beast's long mechanical legs.

"Switch to channel 91 talk over the public band," Miles barked, shutting off his own public comm so his voice came from the external speaker.

A hoarse, tired voice came back over the channel, though it was impossible to tell which mech it came from:

"You moved fast. We sent the distress signal less than half an hour ago I thought you'd be later. The main relief force should be on its way. Come with us. I know a spot where we can hold them off. If we can just buy a bit more time, we'll get out of this. "

Without waiting for a reply, the two mechs lurched forward, stumbling but determined, heading across the open ground.

Miles opened the public channel again and ordered, "Follow them! Thunder-Speed scouts lead the way. Roaring Tanks switch to mobile assault mode. Mecha-Beasts fall in with me at the rear. Everyone stay combat-ready anything that comes within range, kill it! "

To his relief, the squad obeyed without argument perhaps realizing that, in such a deadly situation, arguing was pointless.

Aside from the two exhausted mechs, every machine in the group kept up a steady stream of fire. The formation held solid: the tanks' heavy guns, the scouts' harrying bursts, and the Mecha-Beasts' close-range firepower worked together like a single organism.

The suppressive fire was fierce enough that the Raptors and Tonguedrakes hesitated to charge headlong. They kept their distance, circling, probing for a chance to surround the humans.

The two rescued pilots weren't especially skilled, but from the way their mechs kept weaving unpredictably, Miles could tell they understood the swarm's tactics. By never running in a straight line, they denied the Zerg the chance to mass and close the circle.

Despite their exhaustion, both pilots kept their heads and steered the squad steadily onward. From their calm, steady voices, it was hard to believe they had already endured more than ten hours of combat.

These two aren't ordinary soldiers, Miles realized.

After an hour of hard fighting and steady retreat, the group finally reached a low rise ringed by rocky outcrops. The two mechs slowed, and the silver one moved up alongside Miles.

"This way," the pilot said, voice still hoarse but firm. "We can hold them off here. Give us a little time to recover. "

Both mechs collapsed to the ground, their pilots too drained to remain standing.

The place they'd reached was a rocky bluff with its back to a ridge. With only three directions exposed to attack, it was defensible but if the swarm managed to rush the slope, there would be no escape, only a fight to the death.

Miles nodded grimly. In the desert, even such a modest outcropping was the best ground they could hope for. Close-quarters mechs were at a disadvantage here, but their force relied mostly on ranged firepower, which could exploit the terrain well.

Looking at the two mechs lying spent on the ground, he gave his orders without hesitation:

"Form a protective ring around them. Everyone take up defensive positions according to the terrain. "

"Three tanks triangle formation. Switch to stationary bombardment mode, overlapping fields of fire. Focus on the Tonguedrakes. "

"Thunder-Speed scouts, you're support. The ground is too tight for mines or Spider Mines save them. Hit the fast-moving Raptors instead, and hammer them as they close in. "

"Mecha-Beasts, we've got the hardest job keep up a constant barrage so the Raptors and Tonguedrakes don't dare come near the tanks or the scouts. "

Once again, no one questioned his commands. They moved at once to comply.

For now, the attackers were only the stragglers; the vast main swarm had not yet arrived in force. Their assaults were still probing, not full charges.

With everyone clear on their targets, the squad easily beat back the probing attacks.

Under the fierce, disciplined counterfire, the scattered beasts began to fall back.

In the distance, however, the rest of the swarm came rolling in like a living tide an endless mass of gray-brown bodies kicking up a curtain of yellow dust that seemed to merge with the brooding, storm-dark sky.

Before long, the massed Zerg filled the flat ground before the rocky rise, their churning ranks poised to launch a furious assault.

A fight for survival was about to erupt.

Adi and Porter waited silently in their Thunder-Speed Vehicles at the front line. Suzanne paced restlessly in her Mecha-Beast, seeking the best position to strike.

Sensing their tension as the swarm crept closer, Miles spoke calmly over the public channel:

"Don't waste ammo. Hold your fire until they're in range. "

As if sensing the humans' readiness, the swarm halted its advance and began forming up in attack ranks.

The nimble Raptors filled the front line, while the acid-spitting Tonguedrakes formed a second rank behind them. Their eyes gleamed with feral light, ready to charge.

A shrill, piercing screech ripped through the swarm

and they surged forward.

"They're coming! Kill them! " Carlos bellowed, his Roaring Tank already unleashing the first blast.

The roar of cannons and the staccato of guns blended into a single rolling thunder. Gray Raptors were torn apart mid-charge, spraying blood across the sand, yet more kept coming, heedless of the storm of fire.

From the distance, wave upon wave of gray Raptors and brownish, acid-spitting Tonguedrakes poured toward the rocky high ground, their countless feet hissing against the sand loud enough to drown out the wail of the desert wind.
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Chapter 10: Bitter Resistance
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"This can't go on. Our ammo may be technically unlimited, but the reload speed can't keep up. If we keep spraying fire without a plan, the capacitors will lag behind. If we all go silent at once, we're finished! "

Duven voiced his doubts about Miles's battle plan.

"Stop worrying about that and focus on killing the ones right in front of you! You really think we'll all mis-time our shots so badly that the whole squad goes dead silent together? "

Carlos shouted back over the public channel.

Wave after wave of Raptors and Tonguedrakes hurled themselves at the defensive line like a living tide. Other than sheer numbers they had no advantage, yet they kept coming on, heedless of the piles of their own dead already heaped high enough to fill the hollows of the ground.

"Even if we don't all go dead at once, this still ends with us dead. As their corpses fill the low ground and even out the slope, we'll lose our high-ground advantage. "

Murphy growled from inside his tank.

"My brother's right," Boris agreed. "Once we lose that terrain edge, we're all done for. "

Suzanne shot the twins an irritated glance and said mockingly,

"Got a better plan? We're trapped here. Complaining isn't going to make the bugs stop charging. Save your breath and strength right now we can barely spare a hand to eat or drink. "

Carlos's voice came back over the channel:

"You two messed up the formation and panicked on the field, and now you're whining again. Why can't you say something useful, huh? Hah! "

(the first hah soft, the second sharp imagine it).

Even in the middle of crisis, the members of the Miracle Squad showed their strong personalities.

The sky darkened toward dusk. Miles was drenched in sweat; if not for the grueling training back at the academy, he would have collapsed long ago. They had been fighting for more than eight straight hours, his nerves stretched tight without a moment's rest.

Cursing inwardly as yet another wave came in his direction

Figures. just my luck. Only one Mecha-Beast and one Thunder-Speed Vehicle holding this flank, so all the Raptors and Tonguedrakes try to break through right here. Damn exhausting.

"Murphy, your turn to rest. I'll take over now. "

Carlos's voice came as he climbed into a Roaring Tank.

A relieved sigh sounded over the channel, followed by the hiss of an opening hatch. Murphy, still in combat fatigues, jumped down from the tank. He didn't stop fighting, though he raised his Dragon-Flame machine gun and kept pouring fire into the swarm.

To keep the tank cannons from overheating and risking a burst barrel, they rotated shifts, each operator taking an hour's rest. But it was rest for the machines, not the people those off duty still had to keep shooting with rifles or machine guns. Even so, the chance to step out of the hot cockpit and fight on foot felt like a luxury.

At the moment, the only ones who hadn't rotated out yet were Boris and Miles.

With fewer heavy weapons firing at once, the squad's overall output dipped. Looking at the dark, heaving swarm still massed ahead of them, Miles felt a pang of grim resignation. "Come on then," he muttered to himself with a wry smile, "let's go out with a bang. No one's running. Even if it kills me, I won't let you be hurt. "

Rather than stay in place trading fire, Miles surged forward, plunging into the mass of Raptors and Tonguedrakes again and again,

fighting in bloody close combat to widen the ring of cleared space and keep the tanks a little safer, their field of fire a little longer.

"Who said anything about running? I'm not letting you die you're still my teammate! "

Suzanne called out fiercely, though she knew she too was nearly spent.

Miles laughed, loud and carefree as if he weren't standing in a maelstrom of claws and acid. His bravado rekindled the others' morale.

Following his lead, the two active tanks stopped concentrating their fire on single targets. Instead they fired in an alternating rhythm that left almost no gaps anything that came close was blasted on the spot.

Even the Thunder-Speed Vehicles, unable to lay mines in the cramped terrain, joined in by firing their pulse cannons at beasts closing in on the tanks.

The heaviest burden fell on the Mecha-Beast. Miles had to use its long mechanical legs to plug gaps in the line,

all while maintaining precise dual-focus control of the twin -8 rotary cannons, wasting not a single shot.

Continuous firing heated the barrels dangerously. Miles could feel through the controls how hot they'd become close to the point of warping or even blowing out

but he couldn't stop. Even a one-second pause might let the enemy break through and maul his comrades.

"Too hot. I think the barrel's going to burst! "

Boris complained from his Roaring Tank and in that instant of hesitation his fire ceased.

Seven Raptors instantly lunged into the opening, racing right up to the tank and slashing at its armor with hooked claws.

"No! "

Suzanne cried out, tears streaking her face, unwilling to watch a comrade die before her eyes. But she still gritted her teeth and swung her Mecha-Beast's pulse-rotary cannon to blast the charging Raptors.

"Don't slack off! We can't let them break through. Leave this to me! "

Miles's voice was rough, almost choked, as he spun his Mecha-Beast to intercept.

He couldn't risk firing the rotary cannons at such close range

a stray burst could just as easily tear into the tank. At this distance, even a glancing hit would be fatal.

Instead he drove the Mecha-Beast forward, its long limbs springing like a pair of steel scissors. With sharp, precise "flick-and-push" strikes more technique than brute force he swept six of the Raptors aside, buying a moment's space.

The instant the beasts were airborne, the twin -8 rotary cannons opened up.

The true killing power was still the guns. In the blink of an eye the six Raptors were shredded in mid-air.

One last Raptor clung to the tank's hull, claws gouging furrows in the armor.

Miles didn't hesitate he raised the Mecha-Beast's left leg high and lashed down like a whip to smash it. A solid hit would have pulped the creature's skull in one blow

but at the risk of snapping the Mecha-Beast's comparatively fragile limb.

Before the kick landed, a beam of laser fire lanced out from the battered gray mech beside them,

blasting the Raptor away just in time.

Caught by surprise, Miles staggered for an instant, but his honed balance let him catch himself on one leg. He swung his guns back up and unleashed another deadly burst, the stream of rounds punching through a Raptor's chest and plowing on to rip apart two Tonguedrakes waiting behind it.

"Hey! Not bad, huh? "

came the gray mech pilot's smug voice over the public channel.

Miles snorted. "Not bad? That close and you couldn't even finish the Raptor. I'm starting to think you got that mech through connections. "

The position was defensible, but the swarm's sheer numbers kept grinding down the squad. The terrain blunted the enemy's advantage, but the endless waves of attackers sapped not just the defenders' stamina,

but also their morale.

As dusk deepened, just as everyone thought they were at their limit and about to be devoured,

the Zerg, finding their prolonged assaults fruitless, finally pulled back

retreating before the Miracle Squad collapsed.

The seven other fighters were beyond exhaustion. The moment the pressure eased, the weariness they'd been holding back crashed over them;

within half a minute they were all asleep where they sat.

Miles held up a little better, but fatigue weighed on him too. He remembered Xie Long's words: The more exhausted you are, the better the effect of cultivation. There was wisdom in that.

So instead of climbing out of his Mecha-Beast, Miles forced himself to stay awake and began to cultivate right there in the cockpit.
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Chapter 11: Breaking Through the Encirclement
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"You. don't know? We thought you came because you received our distress signal. Huh. judging by your average skills and sloppy teamwork, you're clearly not the rescue unit we were expecting. Sigh. if headquarters had really received our call for help, they'd have sent a full squadron of pilots, not just a handful of mechanical units. Seems we really are on our own. That's. tragic. "

One was blunt and curt, the other verbose and chatty truly an odd pair.

From the exchange between the gray and silver mechs, Miles had already picked up enough clues about their identities and had a good idea who they were.

"If I'm not mistaken," Miles said with quiet confidence,

"you two must be battlefield scientists. "

The two mechs glanced at each other; the pilot of the battered gray unit immediately blurted out,

"How'd you figure that out? Did you get a signal from us? Or did you notice some insignia on our mechs? Or was it just a lucky guess? "

The silver mech said nothing, as if waiting to hear Miles's reasoning.

"It's simple," Miles replied. "Your combat skills are terrible, yet you had an entire escort force willing to fight to the death to protect you. Only top leaders or valuable scientists get that treatment. But this is a forward war zone high-ranking officials wouldn't show up here. That left only one answer: you're scientists assigned to the front. "

What Miles didn't add was that this was territory under the Pirate Alliance's watch. Any true high-ranking official would never appear here unnoticed.

"Not bad, kid. Pretty sharp. You're right we're battlefield scientists. We can't offer much in a fight, so we're grateful you came to help. But don't worry we already sent out a distress signal earlier. Sooner or later, the Federation pilots will arrive in force. We just have to hold on a little longer and we'll all make it. Anyway, what's your mission? Maybe we can lend a hand. "

The gray mech's pilot spoke in his usual long-winded way.

"No need," Miles said flatly. "We're stuck here for now, and our mission is off the table unless we can break out. "

His firm refusal left the talkative scientist at a loss for words. The atmosphere grew awkward and both sides fell silent.

Keeping only a fraction of his attention on the Zerg horde's movements, Miles settled back into cultivation.

Two hours passed. Above, the scattered stars grew brighter, draping the battlefield in a thin silver veil.

Watching the restless Zerg mass shifting in the distance, Miles felt his energy and focus reach their peak through meditation. It was time to move first before the enemy struck.

"Hey how's everyone feeling? We can't just sit here and wait. It's time we try to break through," Miles announced over the squad's channel.

The Federation reinforcements had still not appeared. Something had clearly gone wrong. The silver mech's pilot seemed to have grasped the same thought. He didn't ask questions or argue just said with quiet confidence,

"Let's move. I know a place that can get us through this. "

Miles wasn't surprised. He had suspected all along that these two scientists had some trump card for survival

how else could they remain so calm?

"Tanks switch out of bombardment mode. Get ready to clear a path. We're moving out. "

Miles urged his Mecha-Beast forward, the long mechanical legs hammering the ground in swift strides. Like an arrow loosed from the string, he charged ahead. The twin pulse-rotary cannons on his mech roared to life,

silver-white arcs of energy lancing into the Raptor swarm, tearing them apart in showers of blood and fragments.
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