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1

A Star Is Born

Roll camera.”

A crew member signaled with a thumbs-up.

“Clap for us, please?”

Wooram brought her hands together as hard as she could. Clap clap clap. Like this? she asked with a look. The crew member shook his head.

“Just once,” he said.

“It’s fine. We’ll roll with it,” said another crew member.

Sucking in a deep breath, Wooram began reading from the prompter:

MY NAME IS KIM WOORAM.

“My name’s Kim Wooram. I’m twenty-two and I live in South Korea. I’m a hundred and seventy-two centimeters tall and weigh sixty-five kilograms. I’ll be participating in the World Gigantic Mechanics Olympiad’s Under-Twenty-Three, Maximum-Five-Meters Emergency Rescue Category.”

Once she was done, a new sentence appeared on the screen:

READ THE FOLLOWING SENTENCE ALOUD.

Eyes fixed on the camera, Wooram enunciated each word.

“I understand that by participating in this competition, I am putting my life at risk and hereby promise to take the utmost safety precautions.”

“Great. Next.”

A crew member wearing a cap led the next participant to Wooram’s spot before guiding Wooram out of the blinding green set. As she walked away, the voice of the cameraman skimmed her ears.

Roll camera.

The next participant was a white boy who couldn’t understand English and was overcome by nerves. He spun around once and clapped. Laughter erupted from every corner of the set. At least they’ve still got their sense of humor, thought Wooram, unsmiling.

On the ground floor of the headquarters, some staff members were handing out ID tags and smartwatches. They explained that the lanyards would grant them access to most of the relevant buildings, while the smartwatches would provide them with their program schedule and GPS.

“Most of the buildings? Are there restricted areas?” Wooram asked. The staff member who’d been handing out the lanyards pointed her thumb at the ceiling.

“The uppermost floors are only accessible to official administrators,” she explained. “And as you’re well aware, we’re sharing some of our military facilities with the United States Department of Defense.”

“Right. Gotcha.” Wooram nodded as she stroked her new watch. A faint light peered between her fingers.

“Looks like you’ve already got somewhere to be.”

Upon the staff member’s observation, the glow of Wooram’s watch ballooned into a hologram.

16:00

Second Floor, Conference Hall

Opening Ceremony

“Good luck!” quipped the staff member.

“You . . . too,” Wooram replied awkwardly.

According to her smartwatch, she had two hours to spare before the opening ceremony began, and two places where she could kill time.

First were the dorms, where she could chill for a bit. The second was the Mechanics’ Warehouse, where she could scope out the mechs submitted to the competition. Though, in reality, it wasn’t much of a competition. Spinning on her heel, Wooram asked, “Which way to the warehouse?” The staff member pointed to Wooram’s watch as she pretended to speak to her own wrist. Wooram lifted the watch to her lips.

“Warehouse,” she spoke. A translucent arrow bobbed above her wrist. Not bad for a GPS. Once out of the headquarters, she followed the arrow until she reached the warehouse. At the entrance, she beeped her lanyard. The watch registered her mech’s serial number and led her to its location.

“It’s been a while.”

Wooram’s voice contained more emotion than usual. It had been a week since she’d last laid eyes on it.

WOOVIC II/Victory-2.

Given the machine’s massive weight—over a ton even with an empty fuel tank—it’d had to be disassembled and shipped to the States beforehand as oversize baggage. Sloppily pieced together by a stranger, the poor mech slouched in its lot. Wooram recorded her name in the tools logbook at the entrance, wasting no time in bringing Victory-2 back to life. Separated by mesh fencing, the participants in the lot next to hers, and the one two lots from her, were doing the same. The only difference was that they were in teams, while Wooram was solo. With at least one pilot and a main engineer, each team comprised two or more people, all standing before their mechs engaged in serious conversation. Wooram couldn’t deny that she felt intimidated. But she also knew she wouldn’t do well in a team. Besides, she wasn’t alone. She had Victory-2.

Think we’ll ace this? Wooram looked at her mech. Catching a ray of light, the machine’s eyes—that is, its vision sensor—gleamed in response. As she stood up and dusted her knees, Wooram wondered if they could go for a spin. But the mech’s fuel tank was empty, and with only twenty minutes left to go before the opening ceremony, there was just no way she’d be able to make it work.

“Min-neun-da.”

Wooram said the words out loud, craning her neck to look into Victory-2’s lens.

Filled with people speaking in different tongues, the hangar looked like the Tower of Babel had been resurrected. Except, instead of a tower, the people were making a giant spaceship. Among the swirl of languages, Wooram’s were the only Korean words uttered. Little did she know they would also be her last.

Counting on you.

“Welcome to the Eighth World Gigantic Mechanics Olympiad.”

The opening ceremony started right on time. Throughout the sponsor’s welcome speech and well after the introduction of numerous guests of honor, such as past winners, participants strolled sporadically into the conference hall. Some had barely made it to the event due to delayed flights, but most of them had been busy at the warehouse. One latecomer in particular caught Wooram’s attention. Showing up with his team was the young white pilot who had filmed his oath after her. Recognizing Wooram, he plopped down beside her.

“Xavier.”

“Wooram.”

Must’ve been after me because his name’s spelled with an X, thought Wooram as she shook his outstretched hand.

“Team?” Xavier asked as his eyes scanned the venue. “Yes? Team?”

Assuming he was asking if she belonged to a team, Wooram replied, “Only me. Alone.”

“Oh. Engineer?”

“Engineer slash pilot.”

“Genius.”

Xavier flashed her two thumbs-up and prattled on, no longer the timid boy he’d been on set. Perhaps his fear of speaking English had gotten the best of him earlier. Either way, Wooram was indifferent.

“Which category?” Xavier asked another question.

Wooram pointed at the stage. As a video montage of last year’s competition played in the background, the previous Emergency Rescue winners stood onstage, shaking hands.

“Hescue?”

Xavier’s French accent was thick.

“Rescue,” confirmed Wooram.

Once again, Xavier extended his hand.

“Me too.”

Wooram took his hand, but her eyes remained pinned to the video. It was only a montage, but she would take anything that could provide more information about last year’s competition. Every minute of the competition was filmed, including the oath-taking ceremony, but only a fraction of content made it to broadcast.

“Over? Under?”

“Under twenty-three, maximum five meters. Now, will you let me focus?”

That shut Xavier up. The video panned to a scene of a collapsed building, filmed from the perspective of last year’s winning mech. Standing in front of it, the previous year’s winner pointed to the screen as he walked the audience through what was happening.

“Distributed around the set were dummy mechs acting in place of victims. The number of dummies matched the exact number of participants, and the pairings were determined through drawing lots. We were judged on the time taken to approach the target, the condition of the target, as well as the time taken to rescue our dummy.”

The screen showed a building half submerged in water.

“Ah, there it is. I found my dummy in the waterlogged area. On set, we’re exposed to all kinds of possible dangers in the event of a collapse. From major hazards like flooding, fire, and second collapses to minor issues, like vision impairment and breathing difficulties.”

Just then, the screen fizzled to black. But before confusion could sink in, some infrared footage appeared.

“Thank goodness the audio was cut off here. My parents wouldn’t have been proud of the language I used. During the second collapse, the vision sensor took a hit, making it almost impossible to see.”

Following this, the video cut to a third-person shot. Nothing more needed to be said by the previous winner; everyone gaped at the mech’s uncompromised movements as it graced across the screen. Wooram, too, was impressed. Using only infrared imaging to navigate . . . Nice. A round of applause thundered through the hall. Sheepishly, the previous winner continued.

“Upon the rescue of the assigned dummy, the participant’s assessment comes to an end. Extra points are awarded to those who rescue dummies that aren’t their own. That is to say, even if one fails to rescue their own dummy, they can secure a high score by rescuing that of their fellow participants. Of course, in doing so, they are also eliminating the competition.”

By this logic, it would benefit the participant to save their dummy for last, but that would also mean leaving it vulnerable for others to swoop in and rescue. And while there’d be mechs that couldn’t stand the harsh environment, the best way to eliminate competition was, as the previous winner said, to rescue as many dummies as possible. I wonder how last year’s participants performed, Wooram thought. But more importantly, how will I? This was Wooram’s first international competition, and as Victory-2’s name indicated, she’d only just managed to build her second complete mech. The competition was the perfect litmus test of her abilities, but they were about to be broadcast for the world to see.

“All good?” Xavier asked cautiously.

It sounded like he was asking both if she was done watching the video and if she was ready for the competition. Wooram nodded. Yup, all good. Only her family knew about the competition, so at least she didn’t have to worry too much about messing up. For better or worse, this was the sort of competition that, despite its epic scale, her country couldn’t care less about. So, although she had come at her own expense, she was saved the trouble of securing a spot in a national team.

The next person to take the stage was the highlight of the ceremony, the previous winner of the only outdoor category, the Triathlon. Compared to the Emergency Rescue winner, whose category was less popular, the Triathlon winner was greeted with a far louder round of applause, topped with cheers. Wooram didn’t get it. Most mechs in this category would be pushed to the brink of destruction after dodging traps and drones, and finishing a long-distance race in a salt desert. And the rules were so rigid. Yet for some reason, the category was massively popular. Wooram sank deeper into her seat. No amount of prestige could make her tear down Victory-2 after one stupid competition.

“Me too. Under twenty-three, maximum five meters. Rescue.” Xavier spoke again.

After a third handshake, Wooram started to feel differently about Xavier—after all, they were fellow category mates.

“Fairplay?” said Wooram.

Xavier nodded, beaming. The Triathlon presentation came to an end and was followed by the introduction of a brand-new category: Random Planet Exploration. Since there was no winner yet, the emcee was left to explain the rules. In this category, participants were expected to navigate their mechs through an expansive set that simulated extreme temperatures while performing randomly assigned tasks. Heat-resistant tech was impossible without money from sponsors, so Wooram quickly extinguished any spark of interest.

“It’s the year 2037. About time we lived on another planet, no?” The emcee’s eyes bent into crescents as he laughed at his own joke.

Must’ve blown a fortune on that set, Wooram thought. On the other hand, her new friend seemed convinced. If only I’d known about this sooner, his eyes seemed to say.

The Olympiad was expected to last a week. Wooram’s category was given the earliest slot in the program schedule. Of course they’d make the kids in the loser category suffer. Sulking, Wooram zipped up the pilot suit she’d upcycled from some hiking clothes.

The set was a five-story makeshift building located a few kilometers away from the headquarters. Despite being an unpopular category, at least sixty participants were gathered. Two shuttle buses and one massive trailer were hired to transport the participants and their mechs. Fuel tank? Check. Hull condition? Check. Wooram lifted Victory-2’s hatch and pulled on the mounting lever inside. The mech stooped, folded its arms, and leaned its body forward. Hoisting herself up, she boarded the mech and gave the mounting lever another pull. When the hatch folded shut, darkness surrounded her.

“Victory-2? It’s me.”

Recognizing Wooram’s voice, Victory-2 stirred to life.

System booting.

Once the vision sensor powered on, a holographic monitor floated before Wooram. Audio-visual feed, check. Wooram grabbed the levers controlling the mech’s arms and planted her feet on the pedals connected to the mech’s feet, gearing up Victory-2 for a slow walk on the spot. Levers and pedals, check. Anything else? Is it too hot?

“Activate heating efficiency system,” Wooram commanded.

It was the latest addition to Victory-2 and a term too fancy for what it was—a cute pair of cooling fans hidden behind a small panel on Victory-2’s back. We’ll get you an upgrade if we win this thing, promised Wooram as she looked around.

She’d never seen so many different mechs. Most builds were similar to Victory-2’s, measuring about two to three meters in height, but a handful towered over four meters and some were smaller Iron Man–type mechs that didn’t require boarding because they were meant to be worn like armor. Wooram also got a kick out of watching the pilots struggle to climb up their mechs even with the help of ladders or their engineers. Not to mention the rare sight of mechs with open cockpits that showed off the pilot’s upper torso, as well as mechs equipped with see-through window panels instead of vision sensors.

This. This is what I came for, thought Wooram as she took in the sights and sounds. But since I’m here, might as well bring home a trophy.

Wooram worked Victory-2 into a light jog. In the meantime, the vision sensor connected to Wooram’s head swiveled around and landed on Xavier’s mech, whose upper berth was made up of a jet cockpit covered by a dome-like window. On the front of its torso was a graffiti logo that read “X-BOT.” Should I say hi? Wooram debated. Nah, he probably won’t recognize me under this piece of metal.

“Five minutes until the competition!”

When Wooram turned toward the voice, she saw a pickup truck with a speaker attached on top. The emcee who had hosted the opening ceremony was standing in the cargo bed, wearing a pair of sunglasses.

“Before we start, our staff is handing out balls on which your dummy’s number will appear. The obstacles you’ll face this challenge will be kept under wraps,” he announced.

Just then, Wooram heard a muffled knock. She turned around to find a staff member holding out a ball to her. An eight ball. In Victory-2’s bucket-size hand, the billiard ball was practically a seed. Now to get a good look. Carefully, Wooram steered the arm lever, aiming the vision sensor at the ball.

“Zoom in.”

The image of the magic eight ball flooded the monitor.

“Three minutes!”

By now, the staff had made their rounds, and every participant had received their magic eight balls. Some participants were already struggling to inspect their balls due to clumsy arm movements or inadequate visual functions. Wooram, who had experienced neither issue, fastened her eyes on the set she’d soon be entering. The gears in her mind were already working away. Looks like a five-story building, each floor about three hundred square meters wide. Given that there are sixty of us, each floor should have about ten dummies. They could’ve allocated more dummies to the lower floors . . . but what if it’s the other way around? To keep things fair, they’d probably balance out the ease of getting to the lower floors with the addition of hazards.

“Two minutes!”

Wooram continued to hypothesize. The probability of my dummy being on the first floor is close to zero, so I should locate the emergency stairs ASAP. Or I could go straight to the second floor by jumping in from outside. As she pressed her feet onto the pedals, Wooram scanned the second-floor windows for a good entry point.

“One minute!”

That video montage—there must have been a hint stashed in there somewhere . . .

Phew! Wooram let out a big sigh. Victory-2 buzzed in response. Only the two of them could comprehend their exchange.

“Thirty seconds!”

As the countdown began, some participants began shaking their magic eight balls out of desperation. At least one or two butterfingered mechs scrambled to retrieve their balls.

Ten, nine, eight, seven . . .

A loading page appeared on the surface of the ball.

Six, five, four . . .

“Zoom in.”

Once more, Victory-2 closed in on the magic eight ball.

Three, two, one.

“Capture.”

“Go!”

Despite the emcee’s booming cue, no one moved. Everyone was busy locating their dummies on the map. Wooram took a screenshot of the map on her ball, minimizing the size of the photo before pinning it to the left corner of her cockpit.

Now, this is unexpected.

Serial Number 56381Fh2x. Basement 4, northwest.

Didn’t think there would be basements.

Although Victory-2 had been the first to rev up its engine, Xavier’s mech was first to enter the set. Opening its back panel, X-BOT fired up its jet pack, launching itself and its pilot onto the rooftop within seconds. A handful of participants sagged in defeat.

“Sick,” Wooram murmured.

Catching herself, she dashed toward the building’s main entrance. Does that mech really belong in the under twenty-three league? That jet pack alone probably costs twice as much as Victory-2’s entire build. Wooram almost scoffed but quickly shook off her thoughts. The external camera connected to her head whipped from side to side. Focus. Find your dummy. Wooram dashed into the building, searching for the innermost staircase. Before long, she felt the floor pulsing beneath her feet. Looks like most of us are in. Just as Wooram thought to hurry, she screeched to a halt. The stairs were nowhere to be found. Instead, the ground before her formed a gaping hole.

Does that go as deep as the second basement? The greatest height from which Wooram could jump and land safely in Victory-2 was ten meters, and the highest she could jump—with a slight boost of inertia from running—was five meters. Wooram glanced down and activated the zoom function, but the hole was too dark to judge its depth. Could be five or six meters deep. The floor below might be uneven too. Crouching down, Wooram placed both hands on the ground and lowered her legs into the pit—she was going to descend it one floor at a time. When Victory-2’s feet barely scraped the floor below, Wooram realized that each floor was higher than she’d thought. Once her feet were safely planted on solid ground, Wooram repeated her steps and reached the second basement.

“Flash on.”

The flashlight on the external lens panel flicked on. It shone brightly enough, but its beam’s range was limited, and Wooram had to move her whole body if she wanted to get a good look at things.

“Activate heating efficiency system.”

Is that gas . . . ? Can’t be good news. I’d better get out before something explodes.

Just as Wooram was about to leave, her foot collided into something hard.

“Shit.”

Victory-2 toppled over, crashing onto the ground. When she righted herself and scanned the ground, a dummy rolled at her feet. Wooram was startled by its lifelike appearance, but her shock dissipated once she saw the rubbery texture of its skin and the giant glowing display on its chest stating its serial number and current condition. Not mine. Gas poisoning, Wooram concluded. She hoisted the dummy onto her shoulder and climbed up the same hole where she came from. On the first floor, she located the nearest window and smashed it. The emcee’s voice rang out.

“We’ve got our first rescue! Contestant No. 42, Kim Wooram from South Korea!”

Off to a good start. Just as Wooram was about to reenter the building, she heard the emcee’s voice again.

“What’s this? Our second, third, and fourth . . . Incredible! Contestant No. 23, Xavier from France, has emerged with five rescues!”

Five on his own? You’re kidding. Wooram returned to the hole, leaping in confidently this time. She was back in the second basement. For a split second, she considered breaking the ground to get to the bottom floors, but damaging a rescue site seemed unbecoming of a good rescuer, and she doubted the organizers would look favorably upon any major damage done to the set. Once Wooram found the stairs, she sprinted toward them, all while tweaking her strategy in her mind. Xavier’s the most likely winner. Even if he fails to rescue his designated dummy, he’ll still rank second place. How can I make third place? If one dummy weighs about seventy kilograms, I could take about five at once, but in terms of mobility . . .

A blast rang out overhead. Fine debris trickled from the ceiling. There was no time to waste. Wooram decided she’d locate her dummy first and rescue any dummies only if she saw them on the way. An uneven reverberation came from the top of the stairs. Someone was coming. Stay calm, she told herself. Whoever it is, you’re already a step ahead.

The fourth basement was choked by rubble. Wooram crossed Victory-2’s arms before her, creating a makeshift shield, and bulldozed through the mess. After making it past the room closest to the stairs, she came upon a waterlogged area.

They really got creative here, huh?

Wooram stepped in. The water came up to Victory-2’s knees. A real person could drown if they were trapped under debris. Spying a gushing water pipe on the wall, Wooram grabbed the end and twisted it shut. Though the water level would remain the same, at least it wouldn’t rise. For now. Five meters away, Wooram found her dummy behind a collapsed wall. The serial number was a match, and below it . . . Hypothermia. The monitor on the dummy’s chest indicated that its heart rate and body temperature were critically low. Given Victory-2’s capabilities, Wooram’s best bet was to get her dummy out as fast as possible.

Should I forget about the other dummies? With her dummy securely cradled in Victory-2’s arms, Wooram leaped up one floor at a time, heading for the ground level. In the meantime, her mind churned out two possible strategies: Strategy one, she gets her dummy out of the building, decidedly increasing its chances of survival, and successfully rescues her dummy alive. A decent plan, except for the fact that the moment she stepped out of the building with her own dummy, her points were final. Strategy two, she continues to make rescues while keeping an eye on her dummy’s condition. But it was hard to say how many dummies she’d be able to rescue before her own dummy expired. Was it worth the risk? No matter how many rescues she made, it’d all be for nought if her dummy died before she made it out of the entrance. In other words, strategy two was a serious gamble.

“Contestant No. 42 Kim Wooram has successfully rescued her designated dummy!”

By the time Wooram had realized what she’d done in her haste, it was too late. She’d stepped out of the building, cementing her final score.

“With that, Kim holds the record as the fastest contestant to finish the challenge!”

The staff members burst out in a round of applause. As Wooram’s cheeks flushed in embarrassment, she laid her dummy on the stretcher that’d been brought out for her. Too bad the first dummy missed out on the special treatment. Despite her achievement, Wooram felt a twinge of pity; while this was a simulation, it was still a life-and-death situation. And though the mechs may be dummies, they were also victims.

Huffing a sigh, Wooram steered Victory-2 into an upright position and faced the building entrance.

Then, it hit her. How she could still win this thing.

“What’s this? Even though her score is fixed, Contestant Kim Wooram is reentering the site!”

Strategy three: Make as many rescues as possible, regardless of points. If we were to treat this exercise as the real deal, then wouldn’t it be weird to save my own dummy and leave the rest to die? Wooram felt that the right thing for a rescue mech to do was repeatedly reenter the site, rescuing as many victims as possible until it was too damaged to help. And besides—strategy three was the perfect sabotage. Because if contestants who’d already rescued their designated dummies continued to make rescues, there would be fewer dummies on-site, and fiercer competitors like Xavier would effectively be stopped from scoring any higher. This would both lower the highest attainable score for all participants while raising her own score on a relative scale.

Jumping up the floors, Wooram reached the third floor in no time. She spotted a dummy lying in the corner of the burning room and rescued it. This must be where the explosion happened, she thought. Bet it scared off a few contestants, especially the ones piloting from an exposed cockpit. Wooram canvassed the area until there were three dummies in Victory-2’s arms. All were marked unconscious and were riddled in second- to third-degree burns. Once she set the dummies down at the entrance, she headed north, sprinting toward the second floor. Spotting a hole in the ceiling leading to the third floor, Wooram jumped, humming a tune.

When she landed, she was met with a strange sight.

With a lone dummy slumped in between them, two mechs stood in a face-off.

“What’s going on here?” asked Wooram.

Teetering on the brink of physical confrontation, the pilots didn’t seem to hear her. The smaller of the two mechs, barely two meters tall, dominated in appearance. In fact, it didn’t look like a rescue mech at all. Its chassis was an impenetrable armor, and it brandished a rotating sawtooth blade, making its twice-as-large opponent cower. It was clear to Wooram that its designer hadn’t built the mech for rescue but for war.

“What are you doing?!” Wooram yelled louder.

The two mechs finally whipped their heads toward Victory-2.

“Fuck off unless you want to end up like that guy over there.”

The smaller mech cocked its head toward the side, where a bashed-up mech was sprawled on the floor.

“This guy’s lost it!” cried the taller mech. “I caught him sneaking up on that mech and now he’s after me—”

He attacked a fellow rescue mech and destroyed it?

Turning to the small mech, Wooram asked, “You do understand that this is a rescue mission, right?”

“So what?” spat the tiny threat.

“He could’ve died, you know? And if he became a real casualty, you’d be a real murderer.”

“How about you cut the bullshit and fight me?”

Keeping her cool, Wooram assessed the situation. Okay, first things first. Prevent any circumstance that could lead to any real casualties. The most urgent task at hand was saving the pilot on the ground. As for the poor guy who was up against Tiny Threat, he was probably just in a state of panic. Once Wooram made it back, they could combine forces and take down Tiny Threat. Easy.

As soon as Wooram revved up Victory-2, Tiny Threat leaped toward her. Meanwhile, the guy who’d asked for help took the opportunity to flee the scene. Wooram darted left, avoiding the first attack, but chaos was starting to cloud her mind. She glanced at the injured pilot. At the very least, I have to get him out of here. Which means I’ll have to take a few hits. If I block that sawtooth blade with my hands, I should be able to throw him off using my weight. And after I do that . . . I’ll leave that up to future me.

Victory-2 locked her hands together and charged at Tiny Threat. The small mech lunged forward, confident his opponent would leap to the side or back away. His rotating blade rammed into the back of Victory-2’s glove. A resounding clang shook the room. Sparks flew. A groan slipped out of Wooram as an ache sliced her right hand. Leaning her body forward, Wooram harnessed Victory-2’s full weight and pushed. A metallic shriek pealed across the room, and both mechs collapsed. On the top right of Wooram’s monitor, a warning flashed: EXTERNAL SHELL DAMAGED.

Think, Wooram. Think fast.

Wooram got Victory-2 onto her feet and braced herself for another attack. But across from her, Tiny Threat was slumped on the floor. Relief gushed out of Wooram’s feet. She’d won. She mentally logged this into her record of case studies. The reason her opponent hadn’t rolled over and pushed himself up was because of the unforgiving rigidity of the mech’s metal joints. Although Tiny Threat was built like an armored soldier, unlike a real person, he didn’t have ligaments or muscles to absorb some of the impact. As a result, Tiny Threat lay on the ground like a turtle on its back, sawtooth spinning across his belly.

“What’s going on here?”

A familiar French accent—it was Xavier.

“You take that guy, I’ll take this one,” instructed Wooram coolly as she pointed at the broken mech on the ground and then at Tiny Threat.

Without asking for an explanation, Xavier did as he was told. Victory-2 grabbed onto Tiny Threat’s shoulders and sat the mech up, avoiding the sawtooth blade. Then, she slipped her hands under the mech’s back and knees. Seeing that Tiny Threat might break upon further impact, Wooram walked slowly toward the entrance.

“Christ.”

Tiny Threat’s pilot muttered a string of inaudible phrases in his mother tongue. He said something in English too. Wooram figured he wasn’t thanking her.

“Enjoying the princess treatment?” she asked.

Tiny Threat writhed pathetically in response as Wooram carried him to safety.

At the entrance, Wooram heard the emcee’s voice amid the boisterous cheering, but she was too tired to make any sense of his words.

“And then?”

“What do you mean ‘and then’?”

“And then what happened?”

“I just showed you.”

“Show me again.”

“Fine.”

Wooram released her grip. A ribbon fell out of her hand like a yoyo. At the end of it was a hefty round piece of metal. It read: World Gigantic Mechanic Olympiad—Rescue U-23/U-5M Second Grade. A silver medal.

“Second place,” announced Wooram.

Despite the nonchalance in her voice, she wore a wide, cheeky grin. Boram spun his chair, applauding his sister with his hands and legs.

“That’s wild. You’re wild! Ladies and gents, presenting my sister!”

Once her brother settled down, Wooram glanced down at her medal again. Unlike her brother, Wooram wasn’t good at expressing her feelings, but she was proud. Boram might look like he was the one who’d won, but Wooram knew deep down that this achievement was hers.

When Wooram’s score was finalized following the rescue of her designated dummy, she was in third place, sharing the rank with another contestant. Since the bronze medal could only be awarded to one person, Wooram was informed that the judges would carefully assess her time on the field and the condition of her dummy, and that the final rankings would be announced on the last day of the competition. Then and there, Wooram dropped all expectations. She would’ve liked to attend the two-day seminar that was open only to medalists, but aside from that, she was just happy to have experienced her first competition. She considered it a fulfilling field trip and saw no reason to be upset about not placing. In fact, she had made peace with her loss so quickly that she didn’t feel a thing when another contestant’s name was called during the bronze medal presentation. But then, after she had truly let go of all expectations, a miracle happened. Her name was called.

“The Under Twenty-Three Category—and Emergency Rescue at that—has never been able to shine . . . But this year, it became the star of the show, overshadowing the usual highlights of the WGMO like the Triathlon and our organizer’s precious new venture, the Space Exploration Category. We owe this to two brave contestants who’ve showcased the spirit of the Emergency Rescue Category.”

A silver medal was hung around Wooram’s neck. Afterward, Xavier, the French pilot who’d not only smoked the competition but had also assisted Wooram in her rescue effort, took his place next to her as the gold medalist.

At the winners’ afterparty, Xavier asked, “You want to be team player?”

Wooram hesitated. Whether or not she liked the idea, she could only become a team player if she had a team in the first place. And to form one, she would at least need to have some connections. She didn’t have any. Well, not in Korea at least.

“I’m saying, you want to join our team?” said Xavier.

His expression was dead serious. He slipped her their team manager’s business card, which Wooram pocketed with a smile. The two exchanged a firm handshake. Throughout the evening, technicians from other countries approached Wooram, showing interest. What are your plans after graduating
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